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    My sword is covered in his blood;
 his cudgel is covered in mine.
  


  Torin, watching from out on the veranda, knew immediately that something was wrong. A moment after Wren opened the door, it was as if he… folded in on himself. His face slackened. His shoulders dropped low. The bottle slipped in his hands, and he barely managed to catch it before it smashed on the floor.


  
    

  


  
    It’s a matter of public record that I was hired to protect him.
  


  Torin left the veranda and hurried inside, fearful that Wren had been wounded or poisoned. But as he approached the doorway, all he saw was a woman standing before Wren.


  “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she asked. She tried to say it casually, but Torin could pick up the tension simmering just beneath the words.


  Her voice snapped Wren from his reverie. He straightened up, and Torin could actually see Wren slipping into his character once again, pulling on his mask.


  Wren turned away from the door and made a direct line for the drinks table. “Torin, meet Lyra.” He yanked the cork from the bottle of Mror whiskey and poured a hefty amount into a crystal glass. He gulped it down and glanced over his shoulder. “My ex-wife.”


  
    

  


  
    The Watch will probably think I did it.
  


  “So, Lyra,” said Wren. “You’ve already taken my self-respect, my reputation, and—briefly—my will to live. What do you want now? My soul?”


  “No,” she said softly, and Torin could see she obviously didn’t want to be there.


  
    

  


  
    I want your help.
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    For generations, all the world of Eberron knew was war. The five nations—Aundair, Cyre, Breland, Karrnath, and Thrane—clashed long after the warring heirs of Galifar had died, allying and attacking as the tides of battle shifted. Then the Mourning—an atrocity no nation claimed—wiped Cyre from the face of Eberron.
  


  
    

  


  
    THE TREATY OF GALIFAR ENDED THE LAST WAR.
  


  
    

  


  
    Though the war is over, the world abounds with reminders of a magical arms race, the spectacular technology born of magic and ambition. The influential dragonmarked houses ply their magical skills in trade instead of weapons. The warforged, a race of living constructs, strive to find a place in a world that resents them. The lightning rail and the elemental airships that once sped weapons across Khorvaire now haul goods and travelers.
  


  
    

  


  
    THE TREATY OF GALIFAR REDREW BORDERS.
  


  
    

  


  
    Where once a sprawling empire claimed the continent, disparate nations now clutter the landscape. Only four of the Five Nations still stand. Warrior elves defend their ancestral lands in Valenar. Goblins and monsters have established kingdoms of their own and demand recognition. Rebels take old grievances to the streets, and the dragonmarked houses gather power in secret. And no one has forgotten the old hatreds.
  


  
    

  


  
    THE TREATY OF GALIFAR SPURRED DIPLOMACY.
  


  
    

  


  
    In the shadows of the cities and on the frontiers of the fledgling nations, a new kind of hero arises. They are veterans of the Last War, looking for closure. They are spies tasked with protecting their realm from new threats and old. They are inquisitives investigating crimes, trying to make a living while avoiding the state’s attention. They all want to forget the Last War…
  


  
    

  


  
    BUT THE LAST WAR WON’T FORGET THEM.
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    THE NEXT WAR IS BREWING.
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  Lyra’s first reaction upon regaining consciousness and feeling the sticky blood gumming up her eyes was one of deep embarrassment.


  That quickly changed to concern for her ward, but she couldn’t help feeling slightly worried that her first response to letting an attacker take her by surprise was anxiety over how foolish it made her look.


  She wasn’t as vain as that, surely?


  Lyra suppressed a groan and tried to gather her scattered thoughts. What had happened? She had just been hired to protect a man named Kevros. He was convinced someone was out to kill him. Not a difficult assignment. Not for someone from the Warning Guild. She’s handled identical assignments a hundred times before.


  She had arrived at Kevros’s rooms early that afternoon and found him already well into his drink. He glared at her as he leaned unsteadily against the door frame for support.


  “Where’ve you been?” he demanded, almost falling onto his face as he quickly peered down the rickety stairs into the street below. He must have been satisfied with what he saw because he ducked back inside and ushered her in.


  “Don’t blame me,” said Lyra, taking him up on his invitation and closing the door behind her. “Your directions weren’t exactly precise.” She looked distastefully around the room: a few uncomfortable-looking couches; an old, battered table; a bookshelf filled with empty bottles instead of books.


  Kevros moved back to the couch and grabbed a half-empty bottle, taking a hefty swig while he glared at Lyra. “Thought they would have sent a man.”


  Lyra didn’t even spare him a glance. She crossed the creaking floorboards and opened a door, revealing a dark, untidy bedroom. There was an unpleasant odor hanging in the air. She pulled the door closed again. “Why?” she asked, tossing the question over her shoulder like a piece of trash.


  “Because…” Kevros floundered while his drunken mind tried to think of a way to say what he thought. He failed and instead took another gulp of his drink, watching sullenly as Lyra checked her line of sight out of the windows. Not the best place to defend a client. Not by a long shot. Too many buildings surrounding them. Too many rooftops. If Kevros’s life really were under threat, then this was the last place she would choose to protect him.


  The trouble was she wasn’t sure there was any real danger. She had recently said something about her boss that he perceived to be insulting—that he was a toadying, fawning pawn of local politicians—and as a result she was stuck with this job. Nothing to do except sit around day after day, counting spiders until the client came to his senses or ran out of money.


  At least she didn’t have to talk to Kevros. He drank steadily all afternoon and finally passed out as dusk fell over the city of Wroat. Lyra picked a mangy blanket up from the floor and threw the covering over Kevros’s unconscious form. She glared down at him. He twitched and snorted in his sleep.


  Would she ever learn to keep her mouth shut? Probably not. If she hadn’t managed to do so by now, it was most likely too late.


  Lyra positioned a rickety, wooden chair just to the side of the window. She closed the curtains, leaving a small gap on one side so she could keep an eye on the street below his rooms.


  Then she sat down to wait.


  Lyra had done this a hundred times before, so she knew how it went. Everything was fine for the first two hours. Then if nothing happened, she started to get bored. Her mind wandered. If she didn’t catch herself, her guard would then drop.


  For Lyra, that usually happened at the end of the fourth hour. So every hour Lyra made sure she got up to check the perimeter. It was a good habit to get into. It loosened up the limbs and gave her something else to focus on.


  She had just done that for the fifth time when she returned to her chair by the window.


  She glanced outside.


  Something had changed. Lyra’s eyes narrowed. The house across the street. The ground-floor window had been closed, the room dark. She had tracked the time by watching the reflection of a moon in the glass pane.


  It was open, a dark hole into the dwelling.


  Lyra surged to her feet a split second before a crossbow bolt shattered the window, sending shards of glass exploding into the room. She brought her arm up to protect her face and jerked to the side, the bolt cutting a burning line along her wrist and underarm.


  She flung herself at the wall and reached for her sword. But the attacker had fired the crossbow from directly outside the window and was already pushing the attack. A dark figure leaped into the room. He landed lightly and whirled around to face her, using the momentum of the turn to lash out with something held in his hand.


  Lyra’s head jerked back and smashed against the wall. A flash of white-hot pain scythed through her dazed vision.


  And then there was nothing.
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  A loud scream ripped through the room, yanking Lyra back to the present. Her heart skipped a beat, but otherwise she managed to stop herself from reacting. The only advantage she had was her attacker thinking she was still unconscious.


  The scream trailed off into a high-pitched whine that sounded like a begging dog; Lyra waggled her eyebrows, trying to dislodge the dried blood around her eyelids. She finally managed to get her eyes open and found herself staring up at the ceiling. Her attacker hadn’t bothered to move her.


  “Now,” said a calm voice from somewhere off to her right. “I’ll ask one more time, yes? And please, if only for your own benefit, just tell me the truth. I know when someone is lying to me. Are we ready?”


  There was a pause.


  “I said, are we ready?”


  Kevros let out a groan.


  “Very good. Here we go. Where is Fial Drakal? It’s a simple question, Kevros. Just give me his location, and I’ll stop cutting of? bits of your body.”


  Another pause. Lyra tentatively raised her head off the floorboards. Her vision swam sickeningly. Tiny stars flashed before her eyes. She grimaced and turned her head in the direction of the voice. A man’s dark figure was silhouetted against an everbright lantern that stood on a table on the far side of the room. A hood attached to his jerkin concealed his face from view.


  Kevros was still lying on the couch where he had passed out. But by the odd angle of his legs, Lyra could tell that they were both broken. His face was a mess of blood and cuts. One of his eyes was swollen shut.


  Kevros mumbled something.


  “What was that?” said their attacker.


  “Said don’ know. Haven’ seen him… years.”


  “Wrong answer,” said the figure.


  Lyra tried to push herself up as quietly as she could. She kept her eyes on the figure as she did so, praying he wouldn’t turn in her direction.


  So she was perfectly placed to see him raise his arm. The everbright lantern glinted on the blade of a sword.


  Kevros’s eyes widened in horror. He brought an arm up to defend himself, and the blade swept down and sliced through skin and bone. His severed arm thudded to the floor, and Kevros bellowed in a pain so primitive, so full of fear and horror that it raised the hair on Lyra’s neck. Lyra managed to push herself all the way to her feet, using his screams as a cover for any sounds she might make. She braced herself against the wall. Her head was spinning—the whole room was spinning. She closed her eyes, but that only made things worse. She opened them again, struggling to think. Kevros was still screaming, his arm spurting a steady fountain of blood. His attacker stepped aside to make sure the spray didn’t soil his clothes.


  Kevros tried to push himself up to get away from his assailant, but his broken legs wouldn’t support him. As he put his weight on his left leg, the shattered bone bulged then burst through the skin. Kevros collapsed to the floor, the red-and-white shin bone hitting the floorboards first. Fresh screams of pain clawed their way from Kevros’s throat.


  The attacker used his booted foot to roll Kevros onto his back. He placed the point of his sword into Kevros’s cheek and pushed down until it split the skin and ground against his cheekbone. Lyra gritted her teeth. She had to do something. There was no way she would hold her sword, though. She pushed herself away from the wall and fumbled for her belt knife.


  “Where… is… Fial?” the man asked, twisting the point of the sword with every word.


  “Sharn!” Kevros screamed. “He lives in Sharn! Lower Dura!”


  “There we go. You see? That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


  The man withdrew his sword and moved a few paces away. Kevros’s head flopped to the side, the hole in his cheek dribbling blood down over his lips. He caught sight of Lyra as she reached out to steady herself. Her fingers weren’t working properly. They felt clumsy and sluggish, as if she were wearing a pair of thick gloves.


  She and Kevros locked gazes. He glared at her, his one good eye filled with accusation. Accusation and betrayal. This is your fault, it said. You were supposed to protect me.


  The attacker followed Kevros’s gaze. “Well, well,” he said. “Back in the land of the living, are we? A fine job protecting this poor man.” He kicked Kevros in the ribs. Kevros groaned in pain, too exhausted to cry out anymore.


  Lyra tried to pierce the shadows of the attacker’s hood, but the light was behind him. She took a stumbling step forward, then grabbed hold of the wall as her legs threatened to give way. She tried to say something, but her mouth was parched dry and nothing came out.


  “Sorry, I didn’t hear that. One moment.”


  Lyra watched in horror as the intruder swung the sword in a downward arc, slicing through Kevros’s throat. Kevros was so beaten by then, all he could do was twitch violently; then his blood welled out onto the floor.


  Lyra stood there, numb. She could see the life draining from Kevros. The blood flowed from his neck in dark waves, pumped by his still-beating heart. But as she watched, the waves slowed, less and less blood pulsing from the wound.


  Then there was nothing, just a glinting trickle of darkness that seeped between the floorboards.


  “That’s better,” said the man. “Now. What were you saying?”


  Lyra pushed herself away from the wall and took a step forward. But even as she did so she realized there was nothing she could do. The room tilted. Her leg gave way, and she collapsed to one knee, barely managing to stop herself from pitching headfirst at the killer’s feet.


  “Head wounds are very interesting,” said the man. “You think you’re all right, but your body just doesn’t agree with you. And what can you do? The spirit may be willing, but the flesh is weak.” The attacker hesitated, and when he spoke again, his voice sounded different, empty of life. “And that’s something I know a lot about; believe me,” he said softly.


  The man stepped away from Kevros. Lyra peered up at him as he approached, trying to catch the smallest glimpse of his face inside the darkness of the hood. But all she could see was the glint of his eyes. Even with her House Medani training, she couldn’t make anything out. He knew what he was doing.


  He lifted the sword he had killed Kevros with, and Lyra realized with a shock that it was her sword. The bastard had killed her ward with her own weapon. He laid the point against her neck. She could feel the warm stickiness of Kevros’s blood still coating the blade. The sadistic bantering tone he had used with Kevros was gone, replaced with something cold and hard.


  “I want you to remember something, Lyra. Two things, actually. The first is that this is your fault. You failed in your job.” He pushed the sword slightly, and Lyra felt it break the skin. Warm blood trickled down her neck. “The second thing is that from this day on—every morning you wake up, every moment of joy you have, every single breath of air you take”—he lowered his voice so she had to strain to hear its cold malice—“it’s all mine. I gave it to you. Because right now all I have to do is flick my wrist, and you would cease to exist. But I’m not going to do that because I want you to remember this moment. Remember me. Right now, I am your god. I can give life, and I can take it away. That is the most power a person can have over another living being. Trust me. I know what I’m talking about.”


  Anger started a slow burn through her body. Who in the name of Khyber did he think he was? She lifted her head and once again tried to get a look at him, but he was being careful not to reveal his features.


  Even so, Lyra got the impression he was studying her, like some kind of specimen on a slab. Then, with an abruptness that startled her, his manner changed. She caught a brief glint of teeth as he smiled suddenly and straightened up.


  “Well, I suppose I’d better be getting along now. It was nice meeting you, Lyra.” He took out a cudgel from his belt. Before Lyra had a chance to react, he smacked it against her temple.


  For the second time that night, Lyra blacked out.
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  Confused images of pain and loss cut through Lyra’s mind like a rusted cutthroat razor against her eyes. People dead and dying, piles of bloated bodies dumped in a plague pit because there was a war going on and nobody could do anything more. Children, weeping tears of blood as their insides liquefied due to a “targeted plague spell.” The eyes of the magic-user responsible as she cut open his stomach and sat watching him bleed out, begging her to help him, and then, when she wouldn’t, begging her to kill him. Other children, other losses. One child… No, she couldn’t face that again. Other things, less painful. A relationship. The only one she had ever been serious about, over. Because… No. Again, she shied away. But there was nowhere for her to go. Everywhere she turned she faced memories of the past.


  That was why she didn’t sleep. Too many memories. Too much pain. All of it waiting to ambush her in the cold, lonely hours of night.


  Anything was better than remembering. Even physical pain…


  Lyra sat up with a cry. Her head swam sickeningly as she looked around the dimly lit room. Kevros’s body lay where it had fallen, the head still facing in her direction, dull eyes staring at her. Lyra gingerly prodded her temple where the killer’s second blow had fallen. There was a lump there the size of a Galifar piece. Her head throbbed. Her brain felt as if it were pushing against her skull, pulsing painfully with every breath and every movement.


  Lyra frowned and turned her attention back to Kevros. Something had changed. Not to the body but something else… Her eyes tracked along the floor until she spotted his severed arm. Something had been pushed into the hand, the fingers curled around an object. Lyra squinted to get a better look. It was a cudgel, the same cudgel the attacker had used on Lyra. Its blunt end glistened with her blood.


  Lyra’s eyes widened.


  She looked down and saw her sword lying at her side with what she could only assume was Kevros’s blood congealing on the metal.


  She scrambled to her feet, her brain already putting two and two together and coming up with an answer she didn’t like. She had to get out of there. She had to escape before—


  There was a loud crash against the door. Lyra was moving as soon as she heard it. She yanked open the door to Kevros’s bedroom and ducked inside. She pulled it closed and hurried over to the window, pushing it up at the same moment the front door was smashed from its hinges.


  She leaned over the sill. Kevros’s apartment was on the top floor of a tenement block. The drop to the ground would kill her. She turned her attention to the roof. It wasn’t far, but she was worried about her ability to balance properly in her impaired state.


  But there was nothing else for it. She turned around and sat on the windowsill, then grasped the top of the frame. Some of the damp wood crumbled and came away in her fingers. She dug her nails in as deep as they would go and pulled herself up into a crouching position. The gutter had fallen away a long time ago, so she reached up with one hand and grabbed hold of the roof supports that jutted out from beneath the cracked tiles.


  When she had a tight grip, Lyra brought her other hand up and carefully raised herself until she was standing on the sill and staring out across the roof. Soot-stained chimneys dotted the night skyline.


  Lyra pulled herself up onto the roof. As she pushed down with her feet, the sill broke beneath her weight and tumbled to the cobbled street below. She froze against the roof tiles, but there were no sounds of alarm.


  Lyra crawled up the incline to the peak of the roof. She steadied herself against a broken chimney and pulled herself to her feet. Two moons were visible in the sky. They cast a silver and yellow light over Wroat. She could just see Brokenblade Castle in the distance, the hulking fortress silhouetted against the horizon, everbright lanterns and torches casting small pools of orange and white light against the sturdy, brick walls.


  What was next? Lyra knew one thing. She had to get to that Fial Drakal before her attacker did. It was her only chance to find out who he was, why he had attacked Kevros.


  Lyra sighed. That meant she had to travel to Sharn, and she hated Sharn.


  It also meant she would need help.


  Lyra swore under her breath. There was only one man in Sharn who could offer her that help, and she had vowed never to speak to him again.


  The night had just gotten a whole lot worse.


  Chapter Two
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  Abraxis Wren had heard of the saying “He doesn’t suffer fools gladly,” and thoroughly disagreed with it. He did suffer fools gladly… as long as he could point out—with much explanation and numerous humiliating examples—exactly how foolish they were actually being.


  In Wren’s defense—and it was something he would tell Torin when he saw him, although he just knew the dwarf wouldn’t believe him—he had tried to ignore the voice as it insinuated its way into his awareness from the other end of the dinner table. He had tried to block out the self-important drawl as it assaulted his ears with its ill-considered opinions and laughable declarations. He really had.


  But he wasn’t a saint. Khyber’s teeth, even Tira of the Silver Flame would have gotten down off her pedestal to tell the owner of the voice, a certain Osric Darrio, to shut up or face a dagger in the eye.


  Host, he thought, he’s starting up again. Doesn’t the man ever shut up?


  “I’ve been in the Watch for fifteen years,” said Osric. “Five of those as a commander. And in my experience, there are six motives to commit crime. No matter what the offense, the crime can always be traced back to one of these underlying motivations.”


  That really was the last straw. Wren couldn’t take it any longer. He tore his gaze away from the delicate line of his dining partner’s lovely collarbone and frowned at Osric. Nine other guests were seated at the candlelit table, all of them staring at the annoying man with rapt interest.


  “Rubbish,” said Wren.


  Ten faces turned in his direction.


  “What was that?” said Osric.


  Wren raised his voice. “I said rubbish.”


  The others waited for him to carry on, but instead Wren turned away from their inquiring eyes and refilled his lovely neighbor’s wine glass. What was her name again? He was sure she’d told him. Something about a flower wasn’t it? Petal? Petunia? Blossom?


  “Excuse me.” Osric raised his voice slightly, injecting a clipped tone of irritation into his words. He probably thinks it sounds commanding, thought Wren. How tiresome.


  Wren finished pouring the wine and smiled apologetically at… it was going to drive him mad. What was her name? Rosemary! That was it. Rosemary.


  Rosemary smiled back at him and raised her eyebrows slightly, her dark eyes glittering with humor. Wren refilled his own glass then took a drink, enjoying the eyes of everyone at the table following his every move.


  “Come, come, Wren,” said Lady Wayrin finally. “You cannot simply make such a declaration and leave us all hanging. Explain yourself.”


  “ ‘Never apologize; never explain.’ As good a motto to live by as any, Lady Wayrin. But seeing as you’ve been such a gracious host this evening, I will concede to your request.”


  “How kind of you,” Lady Wayrin replied, sitting forward slightly so she could better observe, the candlelight twinkling in her amused eyes.


  Wren hesitated.


  He was under no illusions as to why he had been invited to the dinner party. He had been rather… irritable of late. It wasn’t his fault. He was bored. And he abhorred boredom. It ate away at his soul and dulled his mind. And as his boredom grew more and more frequent, so his unpredictable outbursts had become more and more famous. So whereas once he was invited to these types of parties simply because people desired his company, Lady Wayrin, as many others had, invited him because it had become quite a social coup to have Abraxis Wren, famed inquisitive, have a blowout at your party.


  So he hesitated because he didn’t like being treated like a dancing monkey.


  But the hesitation was brief because the truth was, he needed his little episodes. They were a chance for him to let off a bit of steam. They were good for him, a balm to his currently troubled mind. He hardly dared admit it, even to himself, but he had been feeling rather down lately. Ever since the Long Shadows case ended and the work had dried up.


  The only thing he got out of the case was the anonymous gift of a rather elegant swordstick. It was a fine piece of work, and he’d taken to carrying it everywhere he went. Only a master smith would be able to tell there was a rapier blade hiding in the cane.


  Anyway, it wasn’t his fault. Whomever was the focus of one of his little outbursts usually deserved it.


  Especially Osric.


  “The belief that there are six main motives that drive the act of crime is wrong,” said Wren. “Let me see… you’re thinking of hatred, greed, fear, jealousy, lust, and revenge, yes?”


  “That’s ri—”


  “Please, do not interrupt. This erroneous belief is simplistic at best, willfully stupid at worst. There are, in fact, only two motives for a person to commit crime: hatred and greed. I think you’ll find that all other crimes fall under one of these two categories.”


  “Preposterous!” exclaimed Osric.


  “Really?” Wren finished his wine, put the glass down, then counted the points off on his fingers. “Revenge, fear, and jealousy are all linked to hatred. Lust, if it leads to murder, can be either hatred—I hate you for not wanting me anymore, so I’m going to kill you—or greed—You’re mine and no one else can have you. Burglary, is greed. Murder—that’s greed or hatred. Political crime—always greed… well, sometimes hatred, I suppose. I’m invading your country because I want what you have, or I’m invading your country because I hate you and everything you stand for.”


  Wren refilled his wine glass and took a hefty swig.


  “What about someone who kills out of love?” said Rosemary.


  “There’s no such thing.”


  “Of course there is,” she protested. “What if someone killed your wife or your son? Surely then you’re justified in killing the murderer?”


  “I’m not talking about justification. I agree that the person would be justified in seeking revenge. But that is the keyword here—revenge. It’s not love that drives you to kill, but revenge, which ties to hatred.”


  “Do you always give lectures at the dinner table?” snapped Osric.


  “Only when it is needed,” replied Wren, locking eyes with the man.


  They stared at each other for a second, neither blinking.


  “Tell me, Abraxis,” said Osric, picking up his own wine glass and taking a sip. “What have you been up to lately? Any cases? Anything that would interest Lady Wayrin’s guests?”


  Wren gritted his teeth. Calm, he told himself. Keep it calm. “Nothing of note. I did some work for the Brelish government last year, but I am, of course, forbidden to talk about it.”


  “How convenient,” murmured Osric.


  “I beg your pardon? I didn’t quite catch that.”


  “It’s nothing. Just that… well, no. I don’t want to embarrass you.”


  “Believe me. Nothing you can say could possibly embarrass me.”


  “In that case… Well, it’s just that my sources inform me that you haven’t actually had any cases since this top-secret job you supposedly handled for the Crown.”


  Wren could feel the tension rising in the air. Well, so be it. At least he could tell Torin he didn’t start this one.


  “I’m flattered that you feel the need to keep tabs on me, Osric.”


  “Oh, it’s nothing official. I just like to keep an eye on troublemakers.”


  Wren’s eyes widened in wounded surprise. “Me? A troublemaker? For shame, Osric. I’m a law-abiding citizen of Sharn. How could you think such thoughts?”


  Osric leaned forward, his elbows resting on the immaculate tablecloth. “Because I know you, Wren. You’re nothing but a crook in fancy clothes, coasting by on a reputation you yourself have cultivated. You couldn’t find a missing person if he were lying at your feet in an empty room. You call yourself an inquisitive, but you’re nothing. You’re scum who preys on the gullible and the needy, skulking in alleyways while you follow cheating husbands.”


  “I resent that,” said Wren quietly. “I never skulk. I may lurk a bit. And I’ve been known to prowl. I’ve even loitered when the mood takes me. But skulk? No, I’m not a skulker.” There was a bit of relieved laughter around the table.


  Wren’s slightly quizzical smile disappeared, and he leaned forward to mimic Osric’s pose.


  “As to me being nothing,” he said in a low voice, “I’d watch what you say, Osric. I see a lot more than people give me credit for.”


  “Which can’t be a lot, seeing as I don’t give you credit for much of anything.” Osric looked around the table with his mocking smile, inviting the others to join in his amusement. A few of them did, smirking in Wren’s direction. Wren looked at each of them in turn, staring at them until they looked away. Finally he turned back to Osric.


  “I could make life very difficult for you, Osric.”


  Osric’s smile froze on his face. “Is that a threat? Are you threatening me?”


  Wren leaned back in his chair. “Not at all.” He picked up his wine, winked at his lovely neighbor, then stood up. He swirled the wine, enjoying being the center of attention. At moments like this he felt as though he were on a stage, that he were performing in a vast play for the benefit of an audience.


  There were others who thought the same thing, who said he acted as if he were always being observed, that he had invented a character to inhabit and never let it drop.


  On moments of intense self-reflection—and he would be the first to admit they were rare and usually brought on by way too much wine and brandy—Wren sometimes agreed with them.


  Wren spun around to face his audience. He’d once wrapped up a case in just such a manner, gathering all the suspects, plus a reporter from the Korranberg Chronicle in a library. It was showy, yes, and totally unnecessary, but the sense of drama had appealed to him.


  Unfortunately, it had led to the suddenly unmasked villain jumping from the window and plummeting to his death.


  He smiled at his audience. Osric was glaring at him.


  Let’s see you think of a comeback for this, he thought gleefully.


  “You think of yourself as… an adequate watchman, Osric?”


  “I think my rank says more about that than I ever could,” he replied, smiling coldly at Wren.


  “Yes… yes, it does, doesn’t it?” replied Wren thoughtfully.


  Osric frowned, trying to work out where the insult was in Wren’s last sentence.


  “Then you are aware that in this room alone we have one criminal, three adulterers, one drug user, and possibly one murderer?”


  The guests around the table froze and glanced uncertainly at each other. A young man seated next to Osric laughed loudly and nervously, then quickly clamped his mouth closed again. Lady Wayrin leaned back in her chair and clapped her hands in delight.


  “What are you talking about?” snarled Osric.


  “Then you didn’t know?” asked Wren in mock surprise. “I wonder how that could be, seeing as how I’m a—what was it? A crook in fancy clothes who couldn’t find a dead body in an empty room?”


  “You’re making this up,” snapped the watchman. “You’re bluffing.”


  “Oh, really? Shall I show how I really earned my reputation, Osric? Shall I show how I became one of the—and I say this with no sense of false modesty at all—one of the best inquisitives in the city?”


  Osric didn’t answer. Wren gestured at the young man who was seated next to Osric. “Take young… I’m sorry, I’m sure we were probably introduced, but I had all my attention focused on my lovely neighbor here.”


  “Branor,” mumbled the young man.


  “Branor. Thank you. Take young Branor here.”


  “He’s the murderer,” said Osric suddenly.


  “I am not!” shouted Branor.


  “Come, come, Osric. That’s just the kind of wild accusation that gives the Watch a bad name. Branor here is not a murderer.”


  Branor smiled at Wren in relief. Wren smiled back.


  “I see your wife finally left you tonight,” he said sympathetically. “Was it because you wouldn’t give up the drugs? You must be disappointed your regular supplier—that would be Haakna, yes?—wasn’t available so you could numb the pain.”


  Branor’s smile vanished instantly. He swallowed nervously, glancing sidelong at Osric.


  The girl at Wren’s side leaned forward, staring hard at Branor. “How do you know all that?” she asked. “Do you know each other?”


  “Not at all,” said Wren. “It’s a matter of observation and logic. When I first arrived, I saw one of Lady Wayrin’s servants carrying a chair out of the dining room. My conclusion was that one of the guests had not turned up. When we entered the dining room, I noted that there was slightly more space next to Branor at the table than there was next to us, so I made the logical assumption that his partner had not turned up.”


  “But how did you know his wife had left him? Wait—Is it true?” she asked Branor.


  Branor reluctantly nodded.


  “If you look at his finger, you will notice a slight paleness where a ring has been removed. I added my observations together and arrived at the most logical answer.”


  Branor shoved his chair back and bolted from the room.


  “Where are you going?” cried Wren. “We haven’t finished showing everyone how clever I am!”


  “What about the drugs?” asked Lady Wayrin, genuinely curious. “And the name of his dealer?”


  “Oh, that was the easiest of all. I noticed at the beginning of dinner that his hands were shaking. But after he returned from the bathroom, the shaking had stopped. But then I saw that his pupils were constantly dilating and contracting but never in response to the light. That is one of the symptoms of a new spiderdust user.”


  “But how does that explain what you said about his normal dealer not being there? And how did you know his dealer’s name?”


  “Again, simplicity itself. I noticed a faint discoloration on his fingernails. He hides it well, but this discoloration is a result of many years of kur’na addiction. Kur’na is a very powerful drug from Droaam. I happen to know that the only dealer in the area is a bugbear called Haakna. The fact that Branor was using spiderdust tonight and was displaying symptoms of first-time usage led me to the conclusion that Haakna was not available to sell Branor any kur’na.”


  “So you’re making guesses,” said an elderly man from the other end of the table. Lord Vaxion was his name. “It’s not clever at all.”


  “Really?” said Wren mildly. “Well, that’s the problem when you explain a magic trick. Explanations make the unknown mundane.”


  “And what about the criminal?” asked Rosemary. “Who is the criminal you spoke of?”


  “Oh, that was young Branor as well.”


  She frowned at Wren. “That’s cheating.”


  “Is it? Shall we focus on our three adulterers, then?” Wren smiled along the table, noting how quite a few of the guests were refusing to meet his eye. Maybe he had underestimated his initial count.


  He fixed his attention on Lord Vaxion. “Tell me, Lord Vaxion—”


  Lord Vaxion’s white beard bristled with rage. “Don’t you dare throw any of your wild accusations at me! I’ll have you arrested on the spot!”


  “My lord! I would never do such a thing. I was merely going to ask you where your wife says she goes every Wir night?”


  Lady Vaxion, who really was far too young for her husband, choked on a mouthful of pheasant. Lord Vaxion turned blazing eyes at her.


  “She says she attends card games.”


  “Does she now?” Wren turned to Osric. “And you, Osric? Where do you tell your wife you’re going every Wir night? Something to do with work, perhaps?”


  It took a moment for everyone to realize what Wren was implying. Then pandemonium erupted. Lord Vaxion surged to his feet, pointing a shaking finger at Osric.


  “You! I’ve always thought you were shifty! How dare you! I’ll have your badge!”


  “Oh, come now, Vaxion,” said Wren. “It’s not as if you’re entirely guilt free here. Why don’t you tell everyone about the pretty young courtesan you have over to your estate when your wife attends her ‘card games’?”


  The color drained from Vaxion’s face. He staggered, then gripped the back of his chair to keep himself from falling over. Wren feared he had gone too far, that the man was going to have a heart attack right there in front of them all. The old man turned to face his wife, his anger forgotten, his one shaking arm held out beseechingly.


  Lady Vaxion, however, obviously did not like the idea of sharing her bed with another woman because she slapped the old man and stormed from the dining room, her voluminous skirts swirling around her. Such double standards!


  Osric just sat there and stared at Wren, his eyes glittering dangerously.


  “How did you know?” whispered Rosemary.


  Wren leaned close to her ear. “Osric and Lady Vaxion haven’t so much as looked at each other all night. Not even the tiniest glance. They didn’t even greet each other. Nobody does that. Always look out for anything that seems out of the ordinary.”


  “But how did you know that Osric went to meet her every Wir?”


  Wren hesitated. “I’m not sure I should tell you.”


  “Oh, go on. Why not?”


  “I’ve already said it makes the magic seem pedestrian. The truth is never as interesting as the possibilities.”


  “Please?”


  Wren sighed. He was never able to refuse a pretty face. “Very well. I knew Osric and Lady Vaxion were having an affair. I also knew that Lady Vaxion left their estates every Wir—”


  “But how did you know?”


  “Because they live close to me in Skysedge Park, and I like to keep an eye on my neighbors. I then simply made a deduction that this was when they met up.”


  “So… Lord Vaxion was right. You guessed.”


  “I never guess. I applied logic to a set of circumstances…” Wren trailed off when he saw the look of disappointment on the girl’s face. “You see? This is why one should never reveal one’s methods.”


  “Didn’t you say something about a possible murderer?” asked Lady Wayrin, spooning a last bite of honeyed pears into her mouth and trying to ignore the sobbing figure of Lord Vaxion at her elbow.


  Wren stood up and drained his wine. He bowed deeply to his hostess. “My lady, I’m sure that among your many guests tonight we could find at least one, if not two or three, who would like nothing more in the world than to murder me.”


  Lady Wayrin let out a snort of laughter then covered her mouth and looked embarrassed. “Do excuse me,” she said.


  Wren bowed. “You are excused.”


  He turned from the table. Osric was still glaring at him. The man hadn’t budged since Wren revealed his infidelity. Wren suspected he had made a powerful enemy there.


  Ah, well. It kept life interesting.


  Rosemary also stood up. She leaned into him and whispered in his ear. “Would you like to come back to my apartments? You could show me some more of your… probing insights.”


  Wren started to smile, but then a wave of unutterable weariness descended on him. The hunt, the chase, the conquest, it was all starting to lose its sheen. A year or so ago, he would have jumped at the invitation. But now… now it just felt like too much effort. He found himself wondering what the point was.


  His smile changed to one of regret. “My dear, on any other night, it would have been an honor. But alas, I have a case that I must attend to.”


  Once again, he bowed at Lady Wayrin and flicked a salute at Osric.


  “Osric. See you on the streets.”


  “Oh, you won’t see me, Wren. But I’ll see you.”


  Wren grinned widely at him. “Splendid. ’Til then.”


  He turned and left the room, gathering his jacket and swordstick from the butler and heading out into the warm summer night. All the while, he could feel a leaden weight gathering in his stomach, a feeling of coldness that enveloped his soul and drained any satisfaction he had felt at the events of the evening.


  He hesitated on the sidewalk, glancing up at the few stars visible above Sharn. Skycoaches drifted past in the night sky, their lights cutting through the darkness and briefly illuminating sections of the mile-high buildings.


  Maybe he should return and accept Rosemary’s invitation. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be alone that night.


  Then he sighed. No. Best not. If he didn’t want to spend time in his own company, then he couldn’t in all conscience inflict himself on anyone else.


  Chapter Three
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  Torin strolled idly across the gentle hills of Skysedge Park, the undulating shadows of passing skycars crisscrossing the grass and casting brief, cooling shadows against the summer heat.


  He sighed, enjoying the feel of the sun on his face. Once again, the skycab driver had insisted on dropping him off outside the ornate gates, saying it was more than his job was worth to take a dwarf with Torin’s dubious reputation into the grounds of the exclusive park. That happened every time Torin visited Wren, which could be four or five times a week. The first time it happened, Torin had put it down to a case of mistaken identity. But when the same thing occurred with a different driver, it had taken Torin only a moment to realize it had to be Wren’s idea of a joke. He had either bribed the skycab companies to make sure Torin had to walk all the way to his apartments, or he had spread some incredibly wild rumors about him.


  Either way, Torin didn’t mind. He actually found the walk to Wren’s apartments incredibly calming. The stroll through the carefully manicured grounds never failed to put him in a tranquil frame of mind.


  Which could only be a good thing when answering a summons from Wren.


  Of course, Torin pretended to be annoyed. Because if Wren found out his little scam actually had the opposite effect to the one intended, he would quickly turn his mind to figuring out another method of irritating him.


  The sun dimmed as he walked along the neatly paved pathways, swallowed up by the afternoon thunderheads piling high into the sky. A warm wind danced through the park, soughing through the tree branches and rustling the leaves.


  It was a harbinger of the coming storm. Torin stepped up his pace, not wanting to be caught outside when the inevitable cloudburst arrived. He crested a small rise and glanced up. The sun-limned thunderclouds towered into the sky directly behind Wren’s apartment. As Torin watched, a gap appeared in the black and gray mass. Hazy pillars of gold shot through the opening, trailing fingers of light idly across the grass.


  At that exact moment, Wren stood up from where he had been sitting on his veranda, and as he did so, one of the shafts of sunlight marched briefly across the terrace so it looked as if Wren were bathed in the very light of the heavens themselves. Then a distant rumble of thunder growled across the sky and the wind picked up in strength, ruffling the half-elf’s hair in a dramatic manner Torin just knew Wren would have found incredibly pleasing.


  Torin resolved not to tell him about it. Wren would probably think the Sovereign Host themselves were reaching out to bless him.
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  Torin let himself in to the cool interior of Wren’s apartment. It had been Wren’s father’s labor of love, a project he spent years and years on before dying a few days after he moved in. Everything in the apartment, every piece of furniture, every beautifully polished wall, had been coaxed into being from livewood. It was like living inside the huge, hollowed-out trunk of a tree but a tree that thoughtfully provided seating and niches in the walls for Wren to store his drinks and books in.


  Torin made his way quietly through the lounge and out onto the veranda. Wren hadn’t noticed his arrival; he was too busy looking through the expensive telescope he’d bought from a gnome on his last trip to Zilargo.


  Wren let out an evil chuckle and adjusted the focus on the telescope.


  “What are you up to?” Torin asked.


  Wren gave a start, then straightened up and turned to face Torin, his face a mask of innocence.


  “Nothing,” he said archly. He sat down on the chair that curved out from the wall and tried to look as though he were doing nothing more than enjoying a relaxing afternoon out in the open air.


  Torin stepped forward and put his eye to the telescope lens. He blinked and focused on the picture before him: a front door, a garden.


  He frowned and turned to face Wren. “Why are you watching Lord Vaxion’s house?”


  “I’m not. I must have bumped the telescope when you snuck in here and startled me. I know why you do that, you know. You’re hoping to find out where I keep my treasure. You’re wasting your time. You’ll never discover it.”


  “That’s because you don’t have any treasure. And stop changing the subject. You do remember what happened the last time you were caught spying on someone, don’t you?”


  “That was a simple misunderstanding. I thought the lady was the subject of a case I was working on.”


  “But she wasn’t.”


  “Well… no.”


  “You weren’t actually working on any cases then, were you?”


  “That’s not the point! What kind of world do we live in where the Watch takes the word of a young, lithe, exceptionally beautiful woman over that of a highly respected inquisitive like myself?”


  “A fair world?” Torin turned for another glance through the lens. “Why is Lady Vaxion loading a heavy trunk onto a skycoach?”


  “Is she?” asked Wren innocently. “I have no idea. Tell me, can you see Lord Vaxion at all?”


  “Y-e-s.”


  “What’s he doing?”


  “Begging, by the looks of it. On his knees.” Torin straightened up, a horrible suspicion forming in his mind. “Weren’t they both at that dinner party you went to last night?”


  “Were they? I really can’t remember. So many people to talk to, you know how it is. I actually left early in the company of a very intelligent young lady.”


  “A very intelligent young lady. Right.”


  “Come, come, Torin. Don’t let your working-class prejudices show through. Just because a woman is beautiful doesn’t mean she can’t be intelligent as well.”


  “I agree. It’s the fact that she left the party with you that made me assume her lack of intelligence.”


  “As fate would have it, she was rather dim, but that’s no reason to allow generalities such as those uttered by your good self to go unchallenged.”


  Torin sighed. “Fine. What did you want me for? Do we have a case?”


  “No. I’m bored.”


  Torin stared at him for a moment. He didn’t speak until he had mentally counted to ten.


  “You called me here because you were bored?”


  “Oh, don’t look at me like that! What else did you have to do? Spend time with your wife?” Wren spit the word wife out as if it were a piece of rotten fruit.


  “That’s what married couples do, Wren. But as it happens, I was working on my novel.”


  “Oh, yes. The infamous novel. Tell me, why is it I’ve never seen a single page of this novel?”


  “Because it’s not finished.”


  Wren stared at him for a moment. “I’ve figured it out, you know,” he said slyly.


  “Have you? Well done.”


  “Why you refuse to show it to me, I mean.” Wren paused, an expectant look on his face. “It’s about me, isn’t it? You’re writing about my investigations. It’s understandable, I suppose. Working so closely with someone of my genius. All the plots are ready made. Plus you have an incredibly interesting hero.”


  “You think I’m writing about you?” spluttered Torin. He shook his head in amazement. “Wren, I’m writing a romance. Set in the opening years of the war. It’s got nothing to do with you.”


  “Nothing to do with me?”


  Torin shook his head.


  “Not even a little bit?”


  “No.”


  “Well, frankly, I find that insulting. Here you are, working with one of the—no, with the best inquisitive in the city, and you’re wasting your talents writing a romance? What possible reason could you have to do such a thing?”


  Torin shrugged. “The romance is more interesting.”


  Wren opened his mouth. He closed it again. Then he found his voice. “The romance is more interesting? Than me? How dare you!”


  Torin shrugged. “You can’t deny your life has been a bit dull of late.”


  Wren reached out to a small table and poured himself a glass of what looked like Mror Hold whisky. He took a sip then frowned at Torin. “You think I like living like this? I feel as if my mind is… is melting into a puddle of wax.”


  There was a knock on the front door. Wren downed his drink and pushed himself to his feet. He scooped up the bottle and frowned disapprovingly at Torin.


  “Sorry. Don’t trust you to be left alone with it. You know what you’re like when you smell the good stuff. An animal. A complete animal.”


  Clutching the bottle to his chest, Wren strode across the lounge and yanked the door open.


  Torin, watching from out on the veranda, knew immediately that something was wrong. A moment after Wren opened the door, it was as if he… folded in on himself. His face slackened. His shoulders dropped low. The bottle slipped in his hands, and he barely managed to catch it before it smashed on the floor.


  Over the course of two seconds, the half-elf was stripped of his bravado, his arrogance, and his ego, leaving behind a man filled with pain, with anger, with sadness.


  For some reason, Torin felt that for the first time ever he was looking at the real Abraxis Wren. That he was seeing the person who the larger-than-life personality actually disguised.


  And he didn’t like it. Not one little bit.


  Torin left the veranda and hurried inside, fearful that Wren had been wounded or poisoned. But as he approached the doorway, all he saw was a woman standing before Wren. She was a half-elf, tall, attractive in a plain sort of way. Her face was a bit too pointed, her nose very slightly oversized for her face. But that didn’t detract from her looks. In fact, Torin thought it made her better looking, more individual.


  But when her eyes flicked briefly over Torin, he got the  immediate impression that looks were the last thing she cared about. The dwarf felt as though he were being weighed on some internal threat level. He obviously didn’t score very high because after barely more than a glance, she returned her gaze to Wren.


  “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she asked. She tried to say it casually, but Torin could pick up the tension simmering just beneath the words.


  Her voice snapped Wren from his reverie. He straightened up, and Torin could actually see Wren slipping into his character once again, pulling on his mask. Torin realized he would never see Wren the same way again. He had stood exposed before him, and nothing could ever change that.


  Wren turned away from the door and made a direct line for the drinks table. “Torin, meet Lyra.” He yanked the cork from the bottle of Mror whisky and poured a hefty amount into a crystal glass. He gulped it down and glanced over his shoulder. “My ex-wife.”


  Torin’s eyes widened in shock as Lyra stepped into the apartment and looked around with mild interest. Ex-wife? He’d never heard anything about an ex-wife. And he’d known Wren for years.


  “So, Lyra,” said Wren. “You’ve already taken my self-respect, my reputation, and—briefly—my will to live. What do you want now? My soul?”


  “No,” she said softly, and Torin could see she obviously didn’t want to be there. “I want your help.”
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  Wren slouched in his chair on the veranda, the bottle of whisky clutched tightly in his hand.


  “And that’s about it,” concluded Lyra. “My sword is covered in Kevros’s blood; his cudgel is covered in mine. It’s a matter of public record that I was hired to protect Kevros. The Watch will probably think he made a move on me and I decided to teach him a lesson.”


  “Are you sure that isn’t what happened?”


  “Wren. Come on. You know me better than that.”


  “So why are you here, Lyra?” asked Wren.


  “Fial Drakal is the only lead I have. I need to find him before the killer does. I… I was hoping you could use your connections. Help me track him down.”


  “Why would I want to do that?”


  Lyra glared at him. “Since appealing to your sense of decency is obviously out of the question, look at it this way. The quicker I find this Fial Drakal, the quicker I’ll get out of your city.”


  Wren stared at her silently for a moment, then stood up. “You can show yourself out,” he said and walked inside.


  Torin watched Lyra as Wren climbed the stairs to the upper floor. There was an odd look on her face, a mixture of anger and disappointment. Her jaw muscles clenched and unclenched, as if she were forcing herself not to say something she might regret. Whatever had happened between the two of them had obviously been something big.


  Torin grimaced uncomfortably, then cleared his throat. “I’ll help you,” he said. “Host knows, I do all the legwork around here anyway.”


  Lyra turned to face him. “Won’t His Majesty mind?” she asked, inclining her head indoors.


  “So what if he does? I work for him. He doesn’t own me.”


  “Then I’ll take you up on your offer,” said Lyra. “Can we get started right away? I don’t know how far ahead the killer is.”


  “No problem.” Torin stood up and led the way through Wren’s apartment. He could see the half-elf watching them from the floor above, but he said nothing as they left.
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  Torin and Lyra walked along the pathway leading from Wren’s apartment. After a few minutes of walking, both of them left the path to take a seat on a bench that had been placed beneath the spreading branches of a willow tree.


  Torin stared at the black storm clouds. They were closer now. The storm couldn’t be far off.


  “So…” he began. “How long have you and Wren known each other?”


  “We met fifteen years ago,” said Lyra. “You?”


  “Ten years.”


  “He never mentioned me?” she asked.


  “Not a word.”


  Lyra was silent for a moment. “Not really a surprise, I suppose.”


  They sat in companionable silence for a while. Finally Torin cleared his throat. “Tell me, why did you stop?”


  Lyra turned to face Torin and grinned, a flash of white teeth in a tanned face. Her dark eyes glittered with humor, and Torin suddenly saw why she and Wren would be attracted to each other.


  “You mean why did I decide to sit on this bench when we’re supposed to be tracking down a killer?”


  Torin nodded.


  “I’ve already told you. Because I’ve known Wren for fifteen years. Now why did you do it? You weren’t following my lead.”


  Torin glanced back the way they had come and saw Wren running along the path. When the half-elf caught sight of them, he immediately slowed to a more dignified walk. Torin shook his head wryly.


  “The same reason as you. Because I know Abraxis Wren.”


  “I see you’re both resting already,” said Wren as he drew level with them. “Just as well for you that I changed my mind. With Torin helping you, nothing will ever get done. Well, what are you waiting for? Come, come. On your feet. We’ve got a killer to track down.”


  Wren carried on walking, leaving Lyra and Torin to exchange glances and follow him. Torin didn’t bother trying to catch up with him. He didn’t want Wren to see his face because he knew he couldn’t disguise the relief he was feeling at having the old Wren back.


  He’d always assumed Wren had some kind of hidden depths. Deep, deep hidden depths, he’d admit, but hidden depths all the same. He had to because nobody could be as shallow as Wren appeared to be. It was impossible.


  What he hadn’t counted on was those depths being the cold, dark depths of hidden pain, buried out of sight because simply acknowledging them or allowing them to drift unexpectedly to the surface was enough to destroy him.


  Torin had seen it in his friend’s eyes, and he wished to all the Host that he hadn’t.


  Wren needed his act. He needed to be the Abraxis Wren who exasperated everyone because the alternative was being a person who had to face up to his demons.


  And for some reason—a reason Lyra was very much aware of—that was something Wren wasn’t prepared to do.


  Chapter Four
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  The Bazaar of Dura. Even the words were enough to send a tingle of anticipation running through Wren. It was one of the largest markets in Sharn, and every single race, belief, religion, and orientation could be found within its claustrophobic confines. You could feel the pulse of Sharn just from wandering through the stalls. It was a microcosm of the city, the whole of Sharn condensed into an area half the size of Skysedge Park, and Wren loved it.


  By the time they arrived at the market, the summer storm had been and gone, leaving the setting sun to glisten against the wet sandstone tower blocks that surrounded the open-air market. Even from outside, Wren could feel the low rumbling of commerce as a dull vibration beneath his feet. Snatches of music drifted from the bazaar, fragments of exotic tunes that hinted at faraway lands and distant times.


  “We’d better watch out,” said Torin to Lyra. “He’s got that look on his face. He’s probably going to start talking about this place being the beating heart of the city or something equally trite.”


  “Your problem,” said Wren without turning around, “is that you have no romance in your soul. I blame your wife. That’s what marriage does to a person. Isn’t that right, Lyra?”


  “In my case? Definitely. Why are we here, Wren?”


  “To get information, O Destroyer of My Soul. If you want to find this Fial Drakal person before your friend does, I need to cash in some favors. Now follow me and let me do what I do best.”


  “Make a fool of yourself?” said Torin.


  “No.”


  “Drink until you start talking rubbish, then fall down insensible?”


  Wren frowned, then decided it would be better to pretend he hadn’t heard Torin’s second insult. Instead he adjusted his greatcoat and walked toward the closest tower block, his head held high.


  The inside of the tower was bursting with the noise of a thousand different shops, a thousand different stalls, and thousands of different vendors all trying to sell their wares in tones louder than those of their neighbors. The cacophony of voices soared up to the invisible roof, passing shops and houses built into the very walls themselves and collecting more and more sounds and songs, curses and cries, the echoes rebounding down to the ground to become an incoherent hubbub of confused noise that weighed down upon those who entered with an almost physical force.


  Wren paused and let the effect wash over him. He looked around with a childish grin on his face and rubbed his hands together eagerly. Lyra stepped up beside him.


  “Remember we’re here for a reason,” she said in his ear. “No getting distracted.”


  Wren didn’t even turn his head. “Sorry,” he shouted, “you’re going to have to speak up. I didn’t hear a word you said.”


  Lyra opened her mouth to respond, but Wren had already surged ahead, slipping between the dense crowd as if it weren’t even there.
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  Wren led the way through the tower and out into the open-air market on the other side. There the noise was not so intense as there was no roof to keep it trapped inside. But there was just as much activity—more even, as those inside the tower held permanent licenses to sell their wares, while the market outside was constantly shifting, vendors and stalls moving around from day to day, tents and shops vanishing in the space of a few hours, swallowed up and replaced by something new.


  Only the pathways through the market were permanent, like veins pumping the lifeblood of commerce through the living, breathing body of the bazaar. Wren was about to voice those thoughts to Torin, but then he remembered what the dwarf had said to Lyra about his saying the market was the beating heart of the city and clamped his mouth shut.


  Wren walked around for about half an hour, pausing finally at a crossroads. A stall in front of him was selling “genuine Xen’drik antiquities,” while another off to his right claimed to be run by a kalashtar who could read his future or his alternate life. That last claim intrigued Wren. A new way to con the masses out of their hard-earned money. Tell them what their life could have been like, how good they could have had it. Wren made a mental note to book a consultation. He never failed to find delight in the stories the con artists of the world came up with.


  Torin and Lyra drew up on either side of him.


  “Why have we stopped?” asked Lyra.


  Wren tilted his head back and inhaled deeply.


  “Wren?”


  “I’m looking for a particular food barrow. They sell a very distinctive spiced meat.”


  “Is now really the time for filling your stomach?” Lyra snapped.


  Wren looked mildly at her. “I see you still have all the patience of a mouse hopped up on spiderdust. I’m not looking for the barrow so I can fill my stomach. My contact—the person who can help save your backside—is obsessed with this spiced meat. He sets up his stall wherever the food barrow is. The poor chef hates it. Says he is being stalked.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes, ‘oh.’ ” Wren sniffed again. “This way.”


  He set off, snaking his way through the pathways of the market until he stopped before a red-painted barrow enveloped in clouds of steam and smoke. Meat sizzled and spit in various frying pans and a rotund halfling danced between them, shaking and stirring, constantly adjusting the flames beneath them as he went.


  “That’s the cook,” said Wren. He checked out the barrows close by. “And there’s our goblin,” said Wren, heading for a barrow painted a garish green and yellow.


  “Wait, did you say goblin?” called Torin, hurrying to catch up.
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  Wren thrust aside the tatty silk curtain and entered the dim tent, pausing for a moment to allow himself to be dramatically silhouetted by the outside light.


  Unfortunately there was no one there to witness the effect.


  “Typical,” he muttered to himself, letting the curtain fall back into Torin’s face.


  “Wren,” said the dwarf, pushing his way inside. “Don’t ignore me. What did you mean by goblin? You know how I feel—”


  Mercifully Torin’s feelings weren’t something Wren had to hear about because at that moment a curtain made up of strings of tiny animal skulls rattled and parted, revealing a small goblin who stared at the two of them with suspicious yellow eyes.


  The eyes flicked over Wren’s clothing. The half-elf could almost hear the calculations and estimates as they sped through the creature’s head.


  The goblin eventually arrived at a conclusion he obviously found favorable.


  “Greetings. You come to the right tent, chib,” said the goblin in an accent so heavy, it was almost impossible to understand. “What can Di’ir interest you in?”


  The goblin moved to a table and lifted a rather shabby sword.


  “What about an antique blade? Wielded by ancient goblin warlord. It is lhesh shaarat. Extremely fine. You like?”


  Wren took the weapon from the goblin. It was unbalanced and inelegant. About as far from a lhesh shaarat blade as a piece of broken glass was from Aundairian crystal. He swished it about in the air for the look of it, forcing the goblin to duck with a grunt of alarm.


  “No,” said Wren reluctantly. “It’s not for me. I’m more of a rapier man, myself.”


  “No matter. Di’ir find something else.” The goblin replaced the blade and picked up some war pipes, a brass and leopard-skin monstrosity of design that made Wren cringe just to look at it.


  “What about goblin pipes? This very artifact was played during the Torlaac Conquest by the famous bard Drula’kha as he led the noble goblins onto the misty moors. It said that if person dare to travel the moors on the anniversary of battle, you still hear the skirl of the pipes as the dawn mist claws its way over the fields.”


  “What a terrifying thought,” said Wren.


  “Cho,” said the goblin, nodding. “Many a brave warrior has found his courage lacking when the mist rises in the early morn. Many say the ghosts have never been laid to rest.”


  “I was referring to the pipes themselves,” said Wren. “No one should have to listen to those evil things. Especially first thing in the morning.”


  Di’ir hesitated but Wren gave him credit. He rallied himself quickly, unwilling to give up on a potential sale. He picked up a stringed instrument, halfway between a fiddle and a harp.


  “What about this kiirin. Very old. Ancient. Very valuable.”


  “How old?” asked Wren.


  “Very old,” said Di’ir dramatically. “From the days of the Dhakaan Empire.”


  “Really?” said Wren, impressed.


  Di’ir nodded eagerly. “Cho.”


  “So is it from the Haata Empire or the Koolt Empire?”


  Di’ir’s shoulders sagged in dismay. “What?”


  “Or maybe the Riis Empire? What do you think, Torin?”


  “I think I’m going to find Lyra,” he said and stepped out of the tent.


  “All right, all right,” said a voice from behind the skull curtain. “You’ve had your fun, Wren.”


  The curtains parted and an elderly goblin stepped through. He jerked his head behind him, indicating that Di’ir should leave them alone. When he had gone, the goblin shrugged apologetically.


  “He’s from my sister’s clan. I’m training him up.”


  “He’s not bad,” said Wren. “A bit heavy on the patter, but he’ll grow into it. The accent’s a bit much, though. Not planning on retiring, are you, Chato?”


  Chato’s eyes—eyes that Wren noticed were looking decidedly dull and tired—flicked around the tent. He heaved a great sigh. “I’m getting on, Wren. We all are.”


  “Speak for yourself!”


  “I do. I’m tired. Every day I’m finding it harder to get up. The clans are calling, Wren. I can feel it in my blood. Soon be time to go home. Then I can take the long sleep.”


  Wren stared at Chato, fighting off a heaviness of spirit at the goblin’s words. He’d been feeling something of a similar nature himself lately. The days were dragging, the spirit growing weary. He wasn’t quite ready to crawl away and die. It wasn’t as bad as that. But the old goblin’s words were depressing to hear. They had known each other for only a few years, but Wren liked the old bastard. He wouldn’t go so far as to say they were friends, but they did each other favors, and the favors were more often than not done without any strings attached.


  Chato looked sharply at Wren, as if sensing his thoughts. “I’m not going yet. I can’t leave that idiot in charge. He’ll probably let the stock go at half its value.”


  “Yes,” said Wren wryly, “because everything here is just so priceless and irreplaceable.”


  “I’ll have none of your cheek. Not in my own tent. What do you want, anyway?”


  “Information. I need to find someone.”


  Chato shook his head. “I don’t do people. You know that. Too hard to keep track of.”


  “I know that. I’m looking for someone in Lower Dura, and I need to know who to approach to find him.”


  “Oh.” Chato paused. “You mean you’re looking for information on who to go to for information?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Hmm. Tricky.”


  “Why? Don’t you know?”


  “Oh, I know all right. It’s tricky because the person you’ll have to ask is a toad-scunting evil bastard.”


  “Oh.”


  “No. Not ‘oh.’ When I say evil, I mean evil. I’m talking about Herrick Niamel.”


  “Oh.” Wren paused. “Really?”


  “I take it you’ve heard of him, then. If you’re looking for somebody in Dura, he’s your man. He knows everything that’s going on there. A mouse doesn’t fart without first asking him for permission.”


  Wren thought about it for a second then shrugged his shoulders.


  “You still want to go through with this?”


  “No choice.”


  “That’s a pity. I kind of liked you.”


  
    

  


  I


  Pain.


  Darkness.


  That was all that existed. The pain was alive. It burrowed into his gut like a parasite, probing his intestines with teeth made of rusted, jagged razors, sawing away at his insider, trying to cut him in half. He could feel dirt on his shin, earth in his mouth. Suffocating. Dying. He tried to breathe, but all he got was a butcher-shop stench and then blood-wet mud filled his nostrils.


  His arm was twisted behind him, his legs pinned beneath something. He tried to move them. There was slight give, but whatever was lying on him wouldn’t badge. He reached out with the fingers of his free arm, scrabbling through the earth like blind worms seeking food.


  His touched something soft, familiar.


  A face.


  That was when the panic set in. He tried to scream, but all that came out was a muffled bellow, an animalistic bray of sheer terror that went on and on.


  Chapter Five
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  The walls of Cliffside looked like a ruined battlefield that had been somehow twisted all the way around, where Cannith war engines had been blown to shrapnel and scattered across the field of battle to jut from the rock walls like rusted metal limbs.


  Except the scarred protuberances weren’t Cannith engines. They were industrial everbright rigs that cast patches of yellow, orange, red, and blue all along the pitted crags and down into the churning waters of the Dagger River, lighting the way for the never-ending cycle of transports and barges that kept the ravenous city supplied with everything it could ever need.


  Artificer-created pulley systems hoisted crates and boxes up the cliff face to warehouses built into the rock itself. Piers jutted out from the storehouses, some of them made from reinforced steel, others made from rickety wood that looked as though they could collapse at the slightest gust of wind. The night air was filled with the sounds of workmen shouting and joking as they steadied their cargoes with huge, metal poles, releasing them and sending the pulleys back down to repeat the cycle.


  Wren found it fascinating. His eyes flicked all over the place as they walked along one of the pathways that zigzagged down the cliff wall, heading for the warehouse where Chato told him they would find Herrick.


  “Did you know that these docks have never closed down?” he called over his shoulder to Torin and Lyra. “I’ve looked into it. Rain or shine, war or famine, the docks are always operational.”


  “Amazing,” said Lyra sourly.


  “It is, isn’t it?” said Wren brightly.


  “Wren,” called Torin. “I don’t like this. Do you have any idea who this Herrick is?”


  “I don’t,” said Lyra. “Who is he?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Wren. “What you don’t know about Torin is that he’s an alarmist. Always looking at the worst possible outcome.”


  “Don’t do that, Wren. It annoyed me before and it annoys me even more now.”


  “Don’t do what?”


  “Trying to… I don’t know—keep things from me. Protect me from bad things. Let me make up my own mind.”


  “My apologies. But let me just state that it had nothing to do with protecting you from bad things and more to do with the fact that I frequently doubted whether you had a mind to make up.”


  Lyra stared at Wren for a moment, then turned her attention to Torin. “So who is this Herrick? Is he dangerous?”


  “You could say that,” said Torin mildly. “At various times in his life, he’s been a weapons smuggler, a human trafficker, a slaver, a murderer—although nowadays he hires people to do that for him—an assassin… let’s see. What else? He financed an attempted coup in Aundair. Obviously it failed. But only because of the work of the Dark Lanterns. Even then it was close. His assassins actually got inside the queen’s bedchambers.”


  “I didn’t hear anything about that.”


  “And nor will you. We only found out because we knew the Lantern involved. Anyway, Herrick is now the only independent crime boss in the city. The clans have tried to take him out, but they always fail.”


  “So they’ve just given up? Doesn’t sound like them.”


  “Herrick makes sure he responds to their attempts in an… enthusiastic fashion. Anyone who tries to get rid of him soon finds bits and pieces of family members turning up on their doorstep.”


  “And the Watch?”


  Wren snorted and glanced over his shoulder at Lyra. “The Watch? They wouldn’t be able to find their own money pouches if it wasn’t for the fact that they’re constantly taking them out to put away their bribes. Herrick owns most of the Watch.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Lyra. “If even half of what you say is true, why are we here?”


  “Because we’re looking for someone in Lower Dura, and Dura is his neighborhood. He’s the only person who would know where this Fial Drakal is.”


  “But… why would this man even consider helping us?”


  “Because he’s a criminal,” Wren said. “And all criminals have the same weakness.”


  “And that is?”


  “Their ego.”


  “At least you’ll have something in common, then,” said Lyra.


  They walked on for a while longer; then Wren paused and turned to face the others. “You know, there’s really no reason for us all to be here. I’ll admit it; he sounds dangerous. It might be better if just one of us went.”


  “If that’s your feeling,” said Lyra, “then I should go.”


  “That’s not exactly what I had in mind.”


  “This is my problem. I asked you for help. You helped. But if you think you’re going to get all noble and go in there alone, then think again.”


  “She’s right, Wren,” said Torin. “Being noble is all well and good, but aren’t you a bit old to be trying out new things? You could sprain something.”


  Wren spun on the wickedly grinning dwarf. “How dare you! I’ve got more nobility in my little finger than your entire clan does. I’ve got nobility coming out of my ears! Only the other day I assisted a poor woman across a busy road. That was noble!”


  “Only because you were picking her pocket.”


  “So what? I thought she was a changeling.”


  Lyra shook her head and glared at Wren. “You haven’t changed a bit, you know that?” she said, shouldering past him to join Torin, who had moved a few paces ahead of them.


  Wren stared indignantly at their receding backs. “You can’t change what’s already perfect!” he shouted.


  They didn’t respond. Wren smiled, taking that to mean neither of them could come up with a pithy rejoinder. He felt rather good about that, and he resumed his walking with a bit of a spring in his step.
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  When they were about halfway down the cliff face, Wren left the path and entered an irregularly shaped cleft in the rock. The cleft tunneled deep inside the cliff, turning left, right, and sometimes even backtracking on itself. All along the way, everbright lanterns cast white cones of light downward, forcing the group to move between impenetrable black shadow and intense, white light. It was highly disorientating. But then that was probably exactly what Herrick had in mind.


  “Remember,” Wren said to the others. “Let me do the talking.”


  “Are you mad?” said Torin. “We want to survive this, not get thrown off the cliff.”


  “I mean it, Torin. You don’t know how to deal with these types of people.”


  “Oh, and you do?”


  Wren didn’t answer. The path they followed eventually opened up, the walls receding on either side to reveal a wide, cleared area. Huge everbright globes were suspended above them, bathing the whole area in bright light. A giant hook hung in the air, supported by an artificer-created chain that bled blue light into the night.


  Directly opposite them was a massive doorway cut into the cliff wall. As they moved forward, they could see it led into a vast, cavernous space piled high with crates and containers. Workers moved purposefully around, unpacking boxes, inspecting goods, or marking items off on pieces of parchment.


  “So what now?” asked Lyra.


  “Take out one of those wands,” said Torin. “Give them a bit of a show.”


  “Torin, using magic all the time is the coward’s way out. I much prefer to rely on my own skills to get me through the day. Hey, you!” he shouted. Workers turned to stare at them. “Not you.” Wren waved his hand as a walking slab of scar tissue started to approach them. “Your face offends me. You, over there, the chap with the knuckles scraping the ground. Yes, you! Why are you looking surprised? It can’t be the first time someone’s described you like that.”


  The man Wren was talking to picked up a crowbar and slowly approached them.


  Lyra shook her head. “Your technique is certainly interesting,” she said.


  “Throw them off guard, that’s what I always say. Never fails, does it, Torin?”


  “No comment,” muttered the dwarf.


  “That’s right,” replied Wren. “Never fails.”
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  Wren managed to dissuade the worker from attempting to cave their skulls in with the crowbar by telling him they had an appointment with Herrick.


  That gained them entry, and they were led through a series of cold, dingy corridors that had been hewn from the actual rock of the mountain. From what Wren could see, most of them were used as storerooms.


  The man Wren had insulted trudged ahead of them, the crowbar slung casually over his shoulder. He didn’t seem inclined to say much, and Wren had no wish to engage him in conversation.


  He finally stopped before a rusted metal door and shoved it open with a high-pitched, echoing shriek. The man jerked his head at them.


  Wren stepped through the opening, Lyra and Torin following. The door screeched shut behind them.


  Even though most of the room was in darkness, Wren could sense the vast space all around him. The only source of light was from a single yellow everbright globe some distance away. It cast a pale, flickering circle of light downward, illuminating part of a wooden table.


  “You know…” began Lyra. She winced and stopped talking when her words echoed loudly in the empty space. She lowered her voice. “I’ve spent ten years in the Warning Guild, and every one of my senses is screaming at me to get out. It’s like we just walked into the enemy’s lair and gave ourselves up.”


  Before Wren could respond, there was a flicker of light from up ahead, and a second yellow everbright globe stuttered to life from inside an office built on a platform halfway up the wall.


  Wren could see a heavyset man watching them through the windows. After a few moments, the man moved to the side and pushed open a door. The light spilled out into the warehouse, falling across a metal staircase that descended to the stone floor.


  “There,” said Wren to the others, trying to ignore his own misgivings. “That wasn’t too hard, was it?”


  The three of them walked across the stone floor and climbed the staircase into a large office. Wren looked around with distaste. The office was utilitarian at best. Battered, wooden filing cabinets lined one wall. A steel table stood in the center of a scuffed carpet with suspicious-looking stains on it. The man who had opened the door was standing with his back to them, gazing through the windows into the dark warehouse.


  Just by his stance, Wren already knew how the man was going to act. He’d come face to face with many criminals over the years, and they were all pretty much the same. Egomaniacs. Bullies. They had no sense of style, no finesse. But they thought they did. And that was the important thing. Let them think they had you in a corner, and the advantage was yours.


  Herrick turned to face them. Wren judged him to be in his early fifties. He was heavyset but not fat. Wren reckoned he had once been a solid slab of muscle, but with the passing years, everything had started to sag. He looked as if he’d spent a lot of time trying to stop that process. Vanity. One of Wren’s favorite characteristics when he was trying to manipulate someone.


  Herrick’s gray eyes flicked over each of them. Then he walked to the table and sat down in the only chair in the room. “What do you want?” he said.


  Wren took a step forward. “My name is Abra—”


  “I don’t care what your name is. I asked what you want.”


  Fine. He wanted to play it that way, did he? “Information,” said Wren bluntly. “We’re looking for someone in Lower Dura, and we were told you were the person to ask.”


  “Then you’ve been misinformed,” said Herrick. “I’m an importer. That’s all. I bring goods into the city, and I sell them on. Why would I know how to find someone who lives in Dura?”


  “My source was most specific,” said Wren. “ ‘Talk to Herrick,’ he said. ‘If anything goes down in Dura, then Herrick will know about it.’ That’s what he said.” Wren paused. “Among other things.”


  Wren and Herrick briefly locked eyes.


  “I can offer money for the information,” said Wren. “The man we’re looking for is called Fial Drakal—”


  “What makes you think,” interrupted Herrick in a low voice, “that I would even touch your money? You come into my place of business. Unannounced. And you try to bribe me? You say you’re here to ask for my assistance, but you’re not asking. You just expect me to give you what you’re after. Is that how it normally works with you? You ask a question, maybe throw some money around, and you get what you want?”


  “It’s certainly worked before,” said Wren mildly.


  “See, I take that as an insult. I don’t need your money. You’re asking me for a favor. Understand? So I expect you to act respectful. But I don’t get that from you. There’s no respect in your manner.”


  Wren hesitated, glancing at Lyra and Torin from the corner of his eye.


  “My apologies,” said Wren. “Really. It wasn’t my intention to offend. I know you’re involved in… shall we say, questionable activities. You can deny it if you wish, but I know this for a fact. I’ve dealt with people involved in similar lines of business for many years now, and nine times out of ten, they take the money. It’s a transaction. That’s all.”


  “As I said, I don’t need your money.”


  “You’re probably right. Anyone who could afford to finance that attempted coup in Aundair can’t be short of a few crowns. Good work there, by the way. I have it on good authority that you nearly succeeded. I was very impressed when I heard about it.”


  Herrick stared hard at Wren for a moment. “You’ve been misinformed,” he said.


  “I assure you, I haven’t.”


  “Yes. You have,” said Herrick in a cold voice.


  “You misunderstand me. I’m saying you did well. It must have taken a lot of planning to pull something like that off. You are obviously a craftsman.”


  Herrick stood up. “Is that what you call respect?” he asked. “Because I don’t. If you’d come in here and showed me some proper courtesy, then many I’d have helped. But this…” He waved his hand at Wren. “This isn’t respect. It’s playground flattery.” He leaned over the table. “And now you’ve annoyed me.”


  On some unspoken signal, the door at the back of the office opened, and two figures entered the office. One was a slim, dangerous-looking elf. The other was a huge hobgoblin who had to duck his head to avoid hitting the door frame. Both of them were holding crossbows. Wren stared at the hobgoblin nervously. He hated hobgoblins. Very hard to kill. Stupid creatures. It took a while for the message that they were dead to reach their brains, and all the while they just kept on fighting.


  “Now,” said Herrick. “Seeing as you seem to think I’m nothing but a common criminal, I might as well act like one. This is Huin”—the elf inclined his head—“and Dalkin. If you so much as breathe in a manner I don’t like, your two companions are dead. Understand?” He stated expectantly at Wren. “I said, do you understand?”


  “Yes,” said Wren.


  “Good.” Herrick approached the window and gestured for Wren to follow him. The warehouse below was still cast in darkness.


  “As a way of example, I was approached earlier today by someone. Much like you, he came asking for my help. But the difference was in the attitude. His attitude was correct. He knew I was his superior. He didn’t come in here thinking he was better than me. He approached politely and asked for my help. And because he asked politely, I gave him my help. It didn’t even cost him anything. And you know why? He respected me. You, on the other hand, seem to respect no one. Not even, I suspect, yourself.”


  “Yes, thank you for the psychological breakdown,” snapped Wren. “If you’re not going to help, then we’ll just be on our way.”


  “What makes you think I’m going to just let you walk out of here?” inquired Herrick mildly.


  Wren stiffened but Herrick did nothing else threatening. He walked back to the table and sat down, staring thoughtfully at Wren.


  “I have to say, it’s quite an amusing coincidence,” said Herrick.


  “What is?” asked Wren, slowly moving his hand closer to his wrist.


  “This person I was telling you about? Like I said, he was searching for someone. And like you, he had obviously been told that I was the person who could help him.” Herrick smiled. “And do you know who he was searching for?”


  Wren frowned. “Fial Drakal?”


  “Fial Drakal,” agreed Herrick. “Funny what a small world we live in, isn’t it?”


  Herrick sat back in his chair.


  “And you told him? When was this?”


  “Oh, about…” He looked at the elf. “How long ago, Huin?”


  “About five hours ago,” said the elf in a low voice.


  “There you go. About five hours ago.”


  Wren glanced over his shoulder at Lyra. He could see the disappointment on her face. Her only lead would already be dead, just like Kevros.


  Herrick leaned forward suddenly, slapping his hands on the steel table. The noise startled Wren. He grabbed his wrist, his fingers touching a wand, then stopped when he saw that all Herrick was doing was looking at him.


  “You know what I’m going to do?” said Herrick.


  “What?”


  “I’m going to give you a second chance.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I like it when people owe me favors, Abraxis Wren. Oh, don’t look so surprised. I know of you. You were involved in that Boromir conspiracy last year. Saved quite a few lives, if my contacts are to be believed. As I was saying, I like it when people like you owe me favors. The kind of contacts you have might come in handy one day.”


  Herrick narrowed his eyes at Wren. “So… the question is, are you willing to owe me a favor?”


  Wren paused. He didn’t like the sound of that. Not one little bit. But if it got Lyra the information she needed to clear her name, there weren’t any other options.


  “Wren…” began Lyra.


  Wren held up his hand to cut her off. He glanced at her then Torin then back to Herrick. “Fine,” he said slowly. “I’ll owe you a favor.”


  “You understand that you have no say over the favor? Whatever I ask of you, you do it, yes?”


  “Yes,” said Wren heavily.


  “Good. Now as to your man. Fial Drakal, I located him for this person—”


  “Who was he?” asked Wren. “Did he give a name?”


  “As a matter of fact, he did. Traven, I think he called himself. Although I very much doubt it’s his real name. Anyway, I tracked down Fial and gave his address to Traven. But I’m afraid he didn’t find what he was looking for.”


  “Fial wasn’t there?” Wren felt a surge of excitement. Maybe there was still a chance to find him.


  “Oh, he was there all right. But he was dead. Toasted to a crisp. Tortured first, though.”


  Wren blinked. Dead? He turned to Lyra, but she looked as confused as he felt.


  “How long had he been dead for?” asked Lyra.


  “Ah, see? The intelligent question. Looked like he’d been dead for about two weeks.”


  “Two weeks? Didn’t anyone discover his body?”


  “He lived in a… shall we say, run-down area of Lower Dura. The neighbors are not known for their concern and friendliness.”


  Herrick stood up. “So there you go. Not sure how much help I’ve been, but that’s the risk with buying information. It’s not always what you want to hear.” He waved a hand at Huin and Dalkin. They lowered their crossbows. Herrick smiled the cold smile of a shark. “You’re free to go. And, Wren, remember. You owe me. And I always collect.”


  Chapter Six
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  Wren usually liked crowds, but he couldn’t stand lightning rail stations. No matter what time of the day or night Wren visited them, they were always busy, crammed with families milling around, waiting for loved ones, saying good-bye to loved ones, children crying, parents crying, wives and husbands crying. There was simply too much desperation, too much sadness. The happiness of those greeting close friends or family was outweighed by the sadness of those saying good-bye. It was as if the negative emotions lingered in the air, while the positive emotions left with their bearers.


  Wren stepped away from the counter and handed Lyra and Torin their tickets. “They’re on me,” he said.


  “These are standard fare,” said Torin, examining his ticket.


  “Yes? What’s your point?”


  “I didn’t think you traveled standard fare,” he said.


  “I don’t.” Wren picked up his bag. “My ticket’s first class. You know I need to be alone when I’m thinking. And they only had one cabin left.” He smiled at them both. “Better get a move on. You’ll want to get a good seat. I hear windows are best. That way if the smell gets too much, you can get some fresh air. See you in Wroat.”


  Wren climbed the steps into the first-class carriage and headed along the narrow corridor until he found his cabin, a plush room that would have put some of the better hotels he’d stayed in to shame. A double bed stood off to the right. On the opposite wall was a well-stocked drinks cabinet. Wren breathed a fervent thank-you to whoever might be listening and poured himself a hefty measure of brandy, noting with some concern that his hand was shaking slightly.


  He clenched his fist and took the drink over to the armchair next to the carriage window. The lights of Sharn twinkled in the night. He stared at them, musing at the events of the day. It had been his idea to leave for Wroat straightaway. It was the next logical step. The leads in Sharn had dried up, so that meant they had to retrace their steps and return to the city where it all started. And that meant an overnight trip to the capital.


  It was only as he was leaving that Wren realized he should have gotten out of Sharn sooner. As soon as the work dried up, really. He’d been stagnating, drifting through the days without really living them. He had become exactly like the people he used to mock, the people who skated through their whole lives without actually living, people with no ambitions, no hopes, no dreams. People who barely made an impression on the world and who, when they finally died, left nothing of themselves behind, not a single impression that said, “Look, I was here. I lived.”


  And he had almost become one of them.


  The lightning rail finally got under way. Wren watched the lights of the city ease back into the night, fading away in the darkness like a picture being slowly erased.


  There was a knock at the door. Wren opened his mouth to tell whomever it was to leave him alone, but before he could utter a word, Torin opened the door.


  The dwarf glanced at Wren then made his way to the drinks cabinet and helped himself.


  Wren frowned. “What in Khyber’s name am I paying first-class carriage fees for if not to keep ruffians like you away?” he demanded. “And don’t think you’re not paying for that drink. I’ll have the concierge bill you.”


  Torin said nothing. He finished pouring himself his drink then sat down on the bed. “The wife’s not happy with you.”


  “Isn’t she? Well, tough for her. A little bit of discomfort on the way to Wroat won’t do her any harm. And the beauty of divorce, dear Torin, means that keeping anyone but myself happy is something I no longer have to worry about. It’s one of the many, many perks. You should look into it. It’ll do wonders for your outlook on life.”


  There was a pause. “I was talking about my wife,” said Torin.


  “Oh.” Wren flushed and took a hefty gulp of his brandy. “Well, I’m glad to see that some things never change,” he snapped. “Your wife’s never happy with me.”


  They were silent for a while. Then Torin cleared his throat. “You never mentioned her before.”


  “No.”


  “Is there a reason for that?”


  Wren sipped his drink, his eyes staring at his reflection in the window. Then, “Yes.” Quietly.


  “Bad?”


  Wren forced himself to face Torin. “Old friend, you have no idea,” he whispered.


  Torin stared at him for a moment. It was clear he was unsure whether to pursue the matter. Wren prayed that he didn’t. He couldn’t face it. Not at that moment.


  Not ever.


  Torin must have sensed Wren’s reluctance. He cleared his throat and stood up, hastily downing the rest of his drink. “I should get back. Try and get some sleep. See you at breakfast?”


  Wren nodded. Torin hesitated, seemed about to say something more, then changed his mind and left the room, closing the door quietly behind himself.


  Wren turned back to stare out the window. Three of the moons had appeared from behind the clouds, casting a mixture of blue, white, and yellow light over the countryside.


  He stared at the moons until he fell asleep, avoiding looking at his own reflection in the window.


  He knew he wouldn’t like what was staring back at him.
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  Wren was the first person seated in the dining coach the next morning. He could have had his breakfast brought to him, but they were arriving in Wroat soon, and the three of them needed to make a concrete plan for the day ahead.


  Besides, he liked to have first choice of food, before everyone else started putting their greasy fingers over everything.


  Torin and Lyra joined him just as he finished up his last piece of toast. They sat down and stared blearily at him.


  “Rough night?” he asked.


  “A rather large man mistook me for his mattress,” said Torin as he tried to get the waiter’s attention.


  “Shame. And you?” He looked at Lyra.


  “He mistook me for his wife,” said Lyra distastefully. “Briefly.”


  “Oh well. Enough of your complaining.” Wren clapped his hands together. “Let’s get started. Our only lead is a two-week-old crispy-fried corpse. We need to find out what was so important about Fial Drakal that two people wanted to have words with him. I say words but what I really mean is torture and kill. We also need to find out who it was that actually killed him. It certainly wasn’t Lyra’s attacker, was it? This Traven fellow. So the best place to start is to try and find the connection between Fial and the man you were supposed to be protecting—what was his name again?”


  “Kevros,” said Lyra.


  “Yes, him. There has to be something to link the two together. Are they friends? Business partners? In a criminal gang together? A secret society? Were they lovers? Anything.”


  “That means we’re going to have to get inside Kevros’s house,” said Torin. “Hard to do if the Watch are sniffing around.”


  “There’s another way to get information on him,” said Lyra. “Wren?”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  “Well… where in Wroat can you look for information on people?”


  Wren still looked blank.


  “Where there are files? Whole rooms filled with information dealing with past cases? Where… Oh, I don’t know—inquisitive people can find answers to questions?”


  Wren stared at Lyra, suddenly aware of where she was going. He laid his hands, palms down, on the white tablecloth. “No,” he said quietly. “Not a chance. I swore I’d never go back there. I meant it, Lyra. I won’t take a single step inside that building.”


  “Then how are we supposed to find anything out? I certainly can’t go. I’m the chief suspect.”


  “Then we’ll do what Torin said. We’ll go through Kevros’s house. There has to be something there. Some kind of clue.”


  “And if there isn’t?”


  “Do you mind telling me what you two are talking about?” asked Torin.


  Wren clamped his lips together and turned to stare out the window. Fields of wheat blurred past his vision.


  “Fine,” snapped Lyra. “I’ll tell him. We’re talking about the House Medani enclave. Their headquarters are based in Wroat.”


  “But…” Torin frowned at Wren, confused. “But you’re a House Medani inquisitive, aren’t you? What’s the problem?”


  Lyra’s eyes flicked across the table, but Wren refused to meet them. Lyra sighed. “There was some… difficulty a while back. Something happened, and—”


  “And I vowed never to step inside a Medani building again,” Wren said.


  “Wait—You mean you’re not with House Medani? Were you excoriated?”


  “Not quite.” Wren turned his attention to Lyra. “How can you even ask me to do this?”


  “Because we have no choice!” Lyra shouted. She clamped her mouth shut and fought to control herself. She smiled apologetically at the other diners then leaned across the table. “You think I’m happy with this?” she said through gritted teeth. “You think I wanted to come and ask for your help? You deserted me. You left me alone to pick up the pieces. I had no one. I swore that if I ever saw you again, I’d run my sword through your cowardly gut. I hate you. Do you understand? Every time I lay eyes on you, I have to fight the urge to cut your throat. But, Wren, I had. No. Choice.”


  Wren stared at Lyra for a long moment, his face expressionless. He stood up. “Fine,” he said quietly. “I’ll go to the enclave.” Wren leaned forward until he was inches from her face. Her brown eyes were almost black, the pupils dilated with emotion. Wren lowered his voice. “But know this, Lyra. If anyone has a right to hate, it’s me. I left you alone, yes. But the reason I left was because I was afraid about what I would do if I stayed.”


  Wren held her gaze a moment longer, then turned and stalked from the dining cart.
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  A thin, chilly drizzle prickled against Wren’s cheeks as he stepped onto the station platform, wetting first one side of his face then the other, flitting erratically with the changing wind.


  Lyra and Torin had already disembarked; they were waiting for him a few paces ahead. Well, Torin was waiting for him. Lyra stood with her back to him.


  She hadn’t spoken a word to him since breakfast, something Wren was totally fine with. Who in Khyber’s name did she think she was, anyway? Acting as if she were the only one who suffered, as if it were somehow his fault.


  Wren shook his head as he hefted his pack onto his back, checked his satchel was over his shoulder, and headed for a waiting horse and carriage. His cane clicked across the cobbles as he walked. Well, he’d show her. He just had to make sure she couldn’t see how her presence stirred up unpleasant memories.


  Actually, that was wrong. He just had to stop letting her affect him. A much simpler solution.


  What it came down to was he could let events—and by events, he meant his evil ex-wife—dictate his feelings to him, or he could dictate how he reacted to events—again, his evil ex-wife. The latter, Wren considered, would be much more fun.


  He felt much better as he climbed into the carriage. He waited for Lyra and Torin to join him before tapping on the driver’s compartment with the pommel of his cane.


  “The Velvet Curtain,” he said.


  The driver nodded and cracked his whip. The horses took off at a steady pace, their shoes clip-clopping on the wet cobbles.


  “Uh… Isn’t the Velvet Curtain one of the best hotels in the city?” Torin asked. “Rather exclusive? Rather… expensive?”


  Wren nodded. “You don’t expect me to stay in some disgusting tavern, do you?”


  Lyra snorted softly under her breath, but Wren simply ignored her. He was glad he had decided to not let her get to him. He should have thought of it earlier. “Worry not, friend Torin. My treat. I’ve always considered it my task to educate you in the ways of your betters. And what better method than to let you live as one of us? Just don’t get used to it, though.”


  Torin didn’t say anything, and Wren sat back in his seat, feeling unaccountably cheerful for the first time in months.
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  The Velvet Curtain was a massive hotel built on the banks of the Howling River. The riverfront was an up-market location, and all the most exclusive restaurants and shops had set up their businesses there. But the Velvet Curtain was the most impressive. It had also been the first.


  Back during the war, Madam Silay, the owner of the hotel, bought up as many riverfront properties as she could. Her family was wealthy, and with the war taking its toll on property prices, she was able to buy up quite a lot of the area. She then invested all the money she had left into building a stunning, elegant, one-floor hotel. Her timing was perfect. Rumors of the end of the war started to circulate, and entrepreneurs were looking ahead to peacetime. Madam Silay, using the single-floor hotel as an example of the type of building that would soon be found along the river, then sold the land she had purchased at a ludicrously inflated profit. With the money from those sales, she was then able to add another nine immaculate floors onto the Velvet Curtain.


  Wren had been to Wroat a few times over the past ten years or so, and he always stayed there. It was somewhere he knew he wouldn’t run into Lyra. He and Madam Silay got on extremely well, and it wasn’t uncommon for her and Wren to stay up all night in the common room, playing cards and drinking expensive brandy.


  Wren left his bag with a waiting servant and ascended the marble steps, walking through the heavy, beautifully carved oak doors. Lyra and Torin trailed along behind him. Their mouths were probably hanging open, he thought. It was understandable. It was a lot to take in if you were one of the common folk.


  He approached the lectern that stood at the far end of the palely tiled entrance hall and Kendal, the concierge, an elderly man with a back so stiff, Wren was half-convinced he couldn’t bend over. In all his stays there, Wren had never once seen the man lean over to pick something up or to tie a shoelace or anything, for that matter, that would make him bend from the waist. Wren had made it a point of honor that he would see the man bend. So far, Wren had been unsuccessful in his plans.


  As he approached the lectern, Wren drew his hand from his greatcoat pocket. A golden galifar fell to the tiles and rolled to a stop against Kendal’s immaculately polished boot.


  He and Wren locked eyes.


  “Sir appears to have dropped some money,” said Kendal.


  “Have I?” Wren peered disinterestedly at the coin. “Oh, so I have. You can have it, Kendal. I’ve got plenty more.”


  “Sir is most generous, but I couldn’t possibly accept it. I am paid well enough that I do not require… tips.” Kendal said the last word with a disdainful curl of the lip.


  “Fair enough.” Wren winced and put a hand to the small of his back. “Could you see your way clear to picking it up for me? My back has been giving me trouble.”


  “Again? I seem to recall sir’s back giving him trouble last time he stayed with us.”


  “Was it?”


  “Indeed. And I also seem to recall it was when sir dropped a platinum ring he wished me to retrieve for him.”


  “Is that so?”


  “It is.”


  “You must think I’m terribly clumsy. Ha ha.”


  “Ha ha indeed, sir.”


  They stared at each other again, neither moving. Then Wren heard a snort of irritation from behind him, and Torin nudged Wren aside and picked the coin up, slipping it into his money pouch.


  “Seeing as no one else wants it,” he muttered.


  A brief look of pain flashed across Wren’s features. In a rare gesture of understanding and solidarity, a sympathetic wince briefly tugged at Kendal’s elderly face.


  Wren glared briefly at Torin, then rearranged his face into a smile. “Three rooms, please. The penthouse for myself.”


  Kendal consulted his lectern. “I’m afraid there are only two rooms available, Master Wren.”


  “What? This place is never fully booked. No one can afford it.”


  “Indeed. But there is a state banquet to be held at Brokenblade Castle. I’m told the king himself will be attending.”


  “Is that so? How unfortunate.” He turned to Lyra and Torin. “Looks like you two will be sharing a room.”


  “Think again, Wren,” said Lyra. “No offense,” she added to Torin.


  “None taken.” He glared at Wren. “Can you imagine what my wife would say if she found out I shared a room with another woman?”


  Wren thought about it and shuddered.


  “Exactly,” said Torin.


  “Fine. Lyra, you can share with me if you must. I’ll even sleep on the couch.”


  Lyra folded her arms and said nothing. Wren waited a moment, then reluctantly shifted his gaze back to Torin. The dwarf had fished the coin back out of his money pouch and was busy biting it, testing its authenticity while at the same time eyeing Wren distrustfully.


  Wren sighed. “Bugger.”
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  “Hey,” said Torin, coming back into the large seating area, having completed his inspection of the bathroom. “They’ve got hot water here.”


  Wren was trying to enjoy a glass of port while sprawled on the chaise lounge. He sighed. “Yes, Torin. It’s called plumbing. Remarkable invention. It’s only been with us for… oh… a few centuries now.”


  “Very funny. Why are you so grumpy? You’re the one who said he wanted to educate me into the ways of the rich.”


  “From a distance! Not while you were in the same room as me.”


  Torin sank into a chair and dropped his feet onto the table at the center of the seating area, ignoring Wren’s wince at such a massive breach of etiquette. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now, is there? We might as well make the most of the situation.”


  “Good idea. You can pretend to be my servant.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “I know, but it’s a good idea, don’t you think?”


  “No.”


  The door opened and Lyra walked in. She cast a look around the room and whistled appreciatively. “If I’d known what this room looked like, I would have said yes to sharing with you.”


  “Tough. Torin and I have already made ourselves at home. Isn’t that right, Torin?”


  Lyra took the glass of port from Wren and carried it to the plush sofa opposite him. “You need to keep a level head about you,” she said, sipping from the crystal glass. “Especially if you’re going inside the enclave.”


  Wren’s face darkened. “Don’t remind me.”


  “Shouldn’t you get a move on? You’ve got the whole day ahead of you.”


  “Host, woman! Give me a minute to settle myself, won’t you!”


  “Wren, there’s no time to settle yourself. We have to get this sorted out!”


  “Fine!” Wren swept to his feet and pulled his leather greatcoat around his shoulders. “You stay here and enjoy the amenities while Torin and I risk life and limb on your behalf.”


  Torin looked up in surprise, a candied cherry halfway to his mouth. “Me?”


  “Of course, you. Did you think I brought you along for your company?”


  And with that, Wren spun on his heels and stalked from the room, his greatcoat billowing behind him. He returned a moment later and rummaged around in his bag for something.


  “Forgot my Medani papers,” he muttered with an embarrassed look on his face.


  Once he found them, he straightened up and flourished them triumphantly in the air. “Torin! Come!”


  And he left once again. Torin sighed and got to his feet. He noticed the amused look on Lyra’s face.


  “Don’t look at me like that. I know what he’s like. But you’re the one who married him.”


  Chapter Seven
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  The House Medani enclave was an unassuming series of buildings that hugged the southern edge of the Howling River. If one didn’t know it was there, it would be simple to walk past the sturdier-than-usual gates, thinking it was the estate of a rich businessman. The effect was intentional. The enclave was much bigger than it appeared from the outside and descended beneath the ground in a vast complex of tunnels and rooms.


  Wren knocked out a complicated-sounding pattern on the metal gates with the pommel of his cane. A slot in the gate opened up, and a pair of almond-shaped eyes glared out at them. “Yes?”


  Wren held up his papers. “Open the gate. I don’t have all day.”


  The eyes stared at the papers for a few moments; then the slot was slammed closed. Nothing happened.


  “I don’t think they liked the look of you,” Wren said to Torin. “Try to look less shifty.”


  There was a heavy clunking sound from the other side of the gates. Then they swung open to reveal a white-haired half-elf dressed from head to foot in black.


  Wren frowned in confusion, took a step back, looked up at the walls, then focused on the half-elf again. “Sorry, I am in the right place, aren’t I? This is House Medani? I haven’t mistakenly wandered into the assassin’s guild by mistake?”


  The half-elf held out his hand. “Papers.”


  Wren handed them over. “Nice outfit,” he said. “Black really suits you. Sets off your hair. Nice and inconspicuous—if you happen to be in a very dark room.”


  The half-elf’s eyes flicked up to Wren as he talked, then resumed their perusal of the papers.


  “Oh, and of course if you happen to be outside on a dark and cloudy night, then the clothes would be perfect. When there’s no moon. And no light. At all. So in the countryside somewhere. Yes, if that’s the case, then splendid choice of outfit.”


  The half-elf thrust the papers back to Wren. “I remember you,” he said. “Weren’t you excoriated?”


  “Ah, no. See that’s where the confusion arises. I demanded to be excoriated, but Baron Trelib wouldn’t comply.” Wren rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. “Said I was too valuable an asset to lose. Which, actually, was rather a stroke of luck for me. Now. Can I come in? Or are we going to stand here in the drizzle while I insult you some more?”
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  Wren walked swiftly through the hallways of the main building inside the compound. Torin trotted to keep up.


  “Why are you in such a hurry?”


  “Because just being in this place makes my skin crawl. I swore I’d never come back here, Torin.” He stopped so suddenly that Torin bumped into him. “You see! That’s what women do to you. They make you break your vows.” He started walking again, moving slightly slower so Torin could keep pace.


  “That’s a generality, and you know it.”


  Wren laughed bitterly. “Do I, Torin? Do I now?”


  “Yes,” said Torin. “You do.”


  “Well… maybe,” Wren admitted with bad grace. “But I stand by what I said. In relation to Lyra, anyway.”


  Torin just shook his head.


  They hurried along expensively carpeted hallways, the walls lined with paintings and ancient maps. As they went, Wren would tap an item of interest with his cane and launch into a scathing attack on the character painted or the artist who did the painting. They passed a few other half-elves, but aside from the occasional curious glance directed at Torin, they were allowed to proceed unmolested.


  “Right,” said Wren, stopping before a set of stairs leading downward and turning to face Torin. “We’re going to have to be a bit more careful from here on in.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we’re heading into a restricted area. It’s where House Medani keeps its actual records.”


  “Then why don’t I just wait up here?”


  “Come on, Torin. You really have to get over this unhealthy obsession you have with rules and laws.”


  “Oh, really? My ‘obsession with rules,’ as you put it, has saved your hide on more than one occasion.”


  “Nonsense,” said Wren. “Name one.” And before Torin could answer, he trotted quickly down the stone stairs.


  When Wren heard the dwarf’s heavy boot tread on the stairs, he glanced over his shoulder. “See? You can’t help yourself. Admit it, Torin. Your life would be very boring without me.”


  “Maybe. But your life would be very short without me.”


  At the bottom of the flight of stairs was a long, dimly lit corridor with doors leading off to either side. The doors were mounted with highly polished brass plaques, each of them bearing a single letter of the alphabet.


  Torin opened one of the doors and peered inside. Dim everbright globes revealed a huge room lined with shelves. Every single one of the shelves was stacked with files and scrolls and loose pieces of parchment.


  Wren flicked him on the ear. Torin jerked his head back through the door to find the half-elf already striding away. Torin hurried to catch up.


  “Are you telling me that these rooms contain information on every single person House Medani has ever investigated?”


  “Don’t be absurd,” said Wren. “The kind of space required for such a thing would be… cavernous.”


  “Oh.”


  “No these rooms contain information on every single person House Medani has investigated over the past three years. After three years, the files are all boxed up and moved into storage. Ah, here we are. D for Drakal.” Wren pushed the door open and paused. “Also Death, Destruction, Decay, Decomposition… eh… oh—Danger, mustn’t forget that one.”


  He grinned at Torin and stepped inside. Torin followed and closed the door behind them. “How do you know Drakal will even be listed here?”


  “I don’t. It’s a gamble. But he was obviously involved in something questionable, so maybe a Medani investigator has crossed paths with him. That’s my hope, anyway.”


  Wren moved slowly between the aisles, checking the markers stamped into the shelves. After about ten minutes of searching, he let out a cry of triumph. “Here we go. ‘Drakal, Fial.’ ” Wren yanked the file from the shelf and opened it up. He stated at it for a moment.


  “Hmm,” he said. “Not good.”


  “What?”


  Wren reversed the file and held it up for Torin to see. There was a single piece of parchment inside. It had the king’s seal stamped on it and a line of writing underneath. Torin squinted at it.


  “ ‘Removed on the orders of the Dark Lanterns.’ ” He shifted his gaze to Wren. “What does that mean?”


  Wren frowned and glanced at the file, then back at Torin. “It means the Dark Lanterns removed the file. I thought that was pretty obvious.”


  Torin sighed. “Why would they have removed it?”


  “Why indeed.”


  “So it’s another dead end.”


  “Not necessarily.” Wren looked thoughtful.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I just happen to know that that Baron Trelib d’Medani is obsessive about record keeping and that he keeps secure copies of any files that are taken from the records halls.”


  “Is that legal?”


  “Probably not. But Trelib is a personal friend of the king’s. He probably thinks if he ever got discovered, the king would deal with it.”


  “And how do you know this?”


  “There was a case I worked on. A member of the royal family and her… visits to the, ah, dockside taverns. The Lanterns confiscated my report, but once they had gone, Trelib made me write a duplicate. Which he then locked inside a safe room in his office.”


  “And you think Drakal’s file will be there?”


  “If there was enough time between the requisition request and the Lanterns actually taking the file, then Trelib would have made a copy. There’s no doubt about it.”


  “So we need to get inside Trelib d’Medani’s office?” said Torin.


  “That’s right.” Wren shoved the file back onto the shelf. “Why did I think this was going to be easy? You’d think I’d have learned by now.”
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  Torin looked nervously back along the corridor as Wren fished around in the numerous pockets of his longcoat.


  “I’ve got it here somewhere; I’m sure of it.”


  “Hurry up,” whispered Torin. “Anyone could catch us out here.”


  “Oh, calm down. Make yourself useful and see if he’s even in.”


  “I don’t like this, Wren. This is the head of House Medani we’re talking about here. We can’t hurt him.”


  “We’re not going to hurt him. Give me some credit.”


  “You promise?”


  “Yes! I promise. Now see if he’s in!”


  Torin put his ear against what Wren said was Trelib’s office. He listened for a few moments and thought he could hear the sound of paper shuffling.


  “I think he’s there,” he said softly.


  “Excellent. Ah, here we go.” Wren pulled something out of an inside pocket and hid it in his palm. “Right. Here’s the plan. You knock on the door and distract him. It’s vitally important he doesn’t see me, understand?”


  “Why is it all right for him to see me?”


  “Because he doesn’t know you! He knows my face! If he sees me, the game’s up.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes, ‘oh.’ Now… you ready?”


  “Not really. I don’t even know what you—”


  “Good.” Wren leaned forward and knocked loudly on the door then pressed himself up against the wall. Torin glared at him.


  “Yes? What is it?” said a voice. The door opened and a half-elf stood in, the opening. He looked quizzically at Torin, then turned toward Wren, following the path of Torin’s angry gaze.


  “Abraxis Wren?” he said, puzzled. “What—?”


  Wren leaped forward and jabbed something into Trelib’s neck. His eyes widened and he slumped forward. Wren managed to catch him before he hit the ground and quickly dragged the unconscious figure into the office. Torin followed, hastily shutting the door.


  Wren laid the body on the carpet and rounded angrily on the dwarf. “Just what part of the plan didn’t you understand?” he shouted. “I said he can’t see me.”


  “You knocked before I was ready. It’s your fault.”


  “My fault? My fault. At least take responsibility for your mistakes.”


  “Oh, yes. That’s rich coming from you. Just stop arguing and find this file.”


  “Fine,” snapped Wren. “But we’re not finished with this.”


  Grumbling under his breath, Wren took a quick glance around the room. It was just as he remembered it. A small office dominated by a round dining room table covered with papers and books. There was a single neat circle cleared on the table directly in front of Trelib’s chair and a lead-reinforced window looked out over the Howling River.


  “So where’s this secret room?” asked Torin.


  Wren leaned over Trelib and pulled his shirt down. An amulet hung around his neck. Wren breathed a small sigh of relief upon seeing it. He hadn’t been sure Trelib would still have it. After all, it had been a few years.


  Wren pulled the amulet over Trelib’s head and moved to the far wall. It was somewhere near…


  Wren moved the amulet over the wall in a wide circle. There was a quiet click; then a section of wood paneling opened slightly. Wren gave it a gentle push. The door swung open to reveal a room filled with wooden filing cabinets. Wren slipped inside and scanned the drawers. He moved across to the one marked D and pulled it open, thumbing through the files until he came to Drakal, F.


  Wren smiled to himself. He pulled it out and flicked through the pages.


  What he found made for incredibly interesting reading. Fial was a career soldier. Signed up when he was sixteen and stayed on for the next twenty-five years. Didn’t do much to distinguish himself, but then about ten years earlier, he was seconded into a Brelish squad called the Black Brigade.


  The file didn’t say anything about what the brigade’s mandate was, but with a name like that, it sounded rather ominous. Or self-important. Or possibly both, thought Wren, thinking back to his past experiences with soldiers.


  The brigade was dissolved after the last war, but Fial seemed to find it difficult to return to normal life. Numerous arrests for brawling, including one where he almost killed a man with a bottle. Luckily for him, the victim pulled through and for some reason didn’t want to press any charges.


  But then there was another occasion when the victim wasn’t so lucky. A robbery. The victim died. An eyewitness saw everything. It looked as though Fial would hang for the crime, but then the eyewitness turned up floating down the Howling River with his throat conveniently slit. The murder couldn’t be pinned to Fial, seeing as he was in custody at the time, but everyone knew someone had done it on his behalf. That was the reason Medani had a file on him. They had been hired to investigate the murder.


  Unfortunately, the investigator couldn’t gather enough evidence to prosecute and Fial was released.


  Wren frowned. It was all very interesting but hardly a reason for the Dark Lanterns to confiscate the file. What did they think was so sensitive?


  Wren leafed through the last couple of pages. Nothing else. Except a mention that the captain of the Black Brigade, a man called Sef Ranme, who had retired from the military and owned a tavern in the center of the city, had been questioned by the Medani investigator but hadn’t been able to help.


  “Wren?” called Torin from the office. “What did you use on Trelib?”


  “Just a bloodspike. Something I cooked up to put people to sleep.”


  “And how long do they usually last?”


  “A few hours. Why?”


  “Because Trelib’s starting to move.”


  Wren stuck his head out of the hidden room. Sure enough, Trelib was stirring. “The batch of mixture was slightly old. Maybe I should have made up a new supply.”


  “Do you think so?” snapped Torin. “You find what we need?”


  Wren tapped his head. “All up here.”


  “Host save us all,” muttered Torin. “Then let’s go before he wakes up.”


  Wren nodded and replaced the file, stepping out of the room and pulling the secret door closed. It sealed with a click, and Wren slipped the amulet back around Trelib’s neck. Torin was already waiting by the door, checking the corridor.


  “All clear,” he said.


  Wren strode past him. “Then let us depart! The case is moving forward, Torin. Let’s go and have a word with this captain.”


  Torin hurried to catch up. “Wren? What captain?”
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  An hour later Wren and Torin stood before the neat, gray facade of Sef Ranme’s tavern. A sign swung idly in the breeze. It portrayed a tent against a blue background. The words The Officer’s Tent were painted neatly above it in red paint.


  “Once a military man, always a military man,” said Wren.


  “How do you think this person can help us?” asked Torin.


  “He was Fial Drakal’s commanding officer. He’ll be able to give us some insight into the man. ‘Know the victim, know the killer.’ Isn’t that a popular saying?”


  “No.”


  “Well, it should be. You .can use that when you get ’round to writing about me. Wren’s Rules of Murder, you can call them. That’s number one. Now come, come. Follow me.”


  They crossed the busy street and pushed open the door to the tavern. They were greeted by a common room filled with tables and chairs that were aligned in a perfectly neat grid pattern across the floor. An immaculately cleaned bar top ran along the right side of the room. Bottles were mounted on the wall behind the bar, each of them spaced an exact distance apart.


  A bald, black-skinned man stood behind the bar. He was holding a glass up to the light and inspecting it, twisting it around to make sure there were no stray smudges of dirt. He glanced briefly in their direction before returning to his perusal. The glass looked spotless to Wren, but the man obviously wasn’t happy with it because he frowned and proceeded to rub it vigorously with a cloth.


  “We’re closed,” he said.


  “I would hope so,” said Wren. “If this is how busy you are when you’re open, I don’t see much of a future for you as an innkeeper.”


  The man paused. “Used to be a time I’d have someone whipped for talking to me like that.” He shook his head sadly. “Good times.”


  “Are you Sef?” asked Wren as he approached the bar.


  “That’s me.”


  “My name is Abraxis Wren. I was wondering if I can ask you a few questions about Fial Drakal?”


  Sef frowned at Wren. “Are you House Medani? I already answered your questions a couple of months back.”


  “I know that but things have changed slightly.” Wren paused. “Fial Drakal is dead.”


  Sef blinked, then carefully laid the glass back onto the bar. “You sure?”


  “Very. What we’re looking for is any information that could help us figure out why he was killed.”


  “You don’t know who did it?”


  Torin hefted himself onto a bar stool. “Not yet.”


  Sef turned and grabbed three glasses. He peered distractedly at them to make sure they were clean, then laid them out on the bar, and filled them from a dark green bottle.


  “So what do you want to know?”


  “Anything. Everything. All we have is what was in the Medani report. It didn’t paint a pretty picture.”


  Sef cut his hand through the air as if wiping away Wren’s words. “Put that out of your head. I know what was in that report.” Sef sighed. “Fial was a good man—No. Let me rephrase that. He started out a good man. He was a tough soldier, did what he was told. Not too bright, though.”


  “The perfect soldier,” murmured Wren.


  Sef pointed a finger at Wren. “One more comment like that, and you’re out of here. We’d probably be ruled by Thrane’s bloody priests right now if it wasn’t for people like Fial.”


  Wren raised his hands in the air. “My apologies. I was involved in the war as well. I know what it was like.”


  Sef stared at him for a moment, then grudgingly slid glasses over to both Wren and Torin.


  “As I said, a good man. He was once captured by enemy troops, and he held out for two days while they tortured him for information. That man didn’t say a word to them. We eventually managed to rescue him, but he was a mess. Broken bones. Couple of fingers cut off.” Sef shook his head in admiration. “Don’t even know if I’d be able to hold out that long.” Sef downed his drink and poured another. “But… how can I put this? He was naive. Easily led. That’s where Galin Mote came in.” Sef frowned. “Wait. I should probably tell you about the Black Brigade first. Do you know about that?”


  Wren shook his head.


  “There was ten of us—a covert squad. You know what I mean? Plausible deniability? We went in at night and did what needed to be done. Did what we were told to do. A death here, an enemy strategist going missing there. Little things, you know? Little things that added up.”


  Sef downed his drink for a second time and poured himself another. He took a reflective sip, letting the liquor coat his lips. “Something happened on one of the brigade’s missions. I wasn’t there. Injured. I was holed up in a safe house. I put Galin Mote in charge.” Sef stared into the distance. “That was the beginning of the end. More than half of the brigade were killed that night, and it was because of something he did. Nothing was the same after that. We got some new members, but bad luck dogged our steps. Soldiers died. Missions failed. It was like we had been cursed, as if a… a taint had fallen over us all.” Sef winced, running his words through his head. “It wasn’t magic, understand? I don’t mean a real curse. But a squad like that—ten years together, watching each other’s backs. You form a bond. And you never break that, not for anything. If you do, it all falls apart.” Sef shook his head sadly. “Anyway, out of the nine who went out on that mission, only three came back. Six members of my squad. Six friends. Just… dead. And no one would tell me how. Oh, they told me a story, something they’d arranged, but it was a lie. And I could see who was pushing the lie.”


  “Galin Mote,” said Wren.


  “Galin Mote,” agreed Sef sadly. “I should have listened to my instincts about him.”


  “Why?” asked Torin. “What were your instincts saying?”


  “He was always a troublemaker. Kept questioning orders. But in that kind of squad, you overlooked a few quirks. Because he did his job. But over that last year, I noticed his politics shifting. I guess I can’t blame him; a war can do that to someone. But he started to think that royalty shouldn’t rule. He blamed them for the war, that it was them squabbling over power that was causing all the bloodshed.”


  “Sounds pretty accurate to me,” said Wren.


  Sef nodded. “Agreed. I reckon a lot of people came out of the war thinking that. But he was… different. In a squad like that, you need to be able to trust your team. But Galin was getting worse. Talking about how wrong the war was, how we shouldn’t be doing what we were doing. You can’t doubt when you’re in a war. Understand? You have to believe that what you are doing is the right thing. That what you are doing is the only thing. You have to get that into your head. You have to live and breathe it. When you doubt, you make mistakes.”


  “And when you make mistakes, people die,” said Wren.


  “Exactly.”


  “So what were you going to do?” asked Torin.


  “I was going to transfer him. Kick him out of the squad. But then the Thronehold Treaty took hold. After that we were considered something of an embarrassment. We were disbanded, given a pension. Told to get on with our lives.” Sef laughed bitterly. “Get on with our lives. Just like that. You’re in the army your whole life. All you know is how to fight, and then they expect you to just… settle down and marry a nice girl. Like you could ever forget the things you saw.”


  Sef shook his head and finished the drink. “Peace was the worst thing that ever happened to me,” he said softly. He lapsed into silence for a second. “But Fial. Yes. I saw the influence Galin had over him. Saw it grow. It changed Fial. He started to follow Galin everywhere. Even on downtime. He was like a parrot, mimicking everything Galin told him. After the war, Galin fell into some shady dealings. Don’t know what exactly, but Fial went with him. To be honest, when I heard about Fial’s arrests, I wasn’t surprised. I reckon it was Galin who took care of that eyewitness for Fial. It’s the kind of thing he would have done. Not out of loyalty, you understand. But just in“ case Fial let slip something about him while he was behind bars. And now it’s all caught up with him. Poor bastard.”


  Wren thoughtfully tapped the bar. “Do you think this Galin Mote would kill Fial? If they had a disagreement about something?”


  Sef didn’t hesitate. “Without a second thought. Fial was nothing to Galin. A lackey. A servant. You think that’s what happened?”


  “It’s certainly a possibility.”


  “Does the name Kevros mean anything to you?” asked Torin.


  “Kevros?” Sef frowned thoughtfully and stared up at the wooden ceiling. “It does, as a matter of fact. He was Fial’s brother.” He brought his eyes forward again. “Why?”


  “He was murdered as well,” said Torin. “Tortured to give up Fial’s location.”


  “What puzzles me,” said Wren, “is why the Dark Lanterns would be interested in Fial. He seems a small fry. A follower.”


  Sef looked between Torin and Wren. “What do you mean?”


  “Well, they confiscated the file House Medani had on Fial. I just don’t understand why.”


  “I thought you knew.”


  “Knew what?”


  “They didn’t want to know about Fial. I mean, they did, but only in a vague, how-were-they-connected kind of way.”


  Wren straightened up. “What are you saying?”


  “The Lanterns were interested in Galin Mote. Not Fial. I mentioned Galin to the House Medani investigator when he was looking into the death of that eyewitness. You know, in relation to Fial. It was a couple of weeks after that that the Dark Lanterns came around. They had the Medani report and wanted me to answer their questions about Galin.”


  Wren and Torin exchanged surprised looks.


  “Did they say why they wanted information on Galin?”


  “Yeah right. Like the Dark Lanterns are in the habit of confiding in people like me. They asked me questions, and I answered them.” An uneasy look crossed Sef’s features. “Listen, I thought you knew all this. I don’t want to get into any trouble with the Lanterns. They could make life really difficult for me.”


  “They won’t bother you,” said Wren. “Just a couple questions more.”


  Sef shook his head. “I don’t think so, no. You want any more information, you should speak to the Lanterns yourself.”


  “Will you at least tell us the names of the surviving members of the Black Brigade?”


  Sef raised his hands in the air. “I’ve said all I’m going to say. Please. I want to help, but I’m not going to get into trouble because of this.”


  Wren tapped his cane thoughtfully on the wooden boards. “Fair enough. Just out of curiosity, what were you doing two nights ago?”


  “Working here. Same I do every night. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll scratch my name off your list for you.” Sef pulled up a section of bar. He was sitting on a wheelchair made from dark wood and burnished brass.


  Wren stared down at him. “You have no legs,” he pointed out.


  Sef grinned. “Well done. You must be pretty good at your job figuring something out like that all by yourself.”
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  Wren could barely contain his excitement as they made their way back to the hotel.


  “I don’t see what you’re so happy about,” said Torin. “All we’ve got are more questions.”


  “Yes, but they’re interesting questions, questions we can sink our teeth into.”


  “Do you think Traven is really Galin Mote? That he killed Kevros and Fial?”


  “No. Galin couldn’t have killed them both. This fellow Traven, the one who killed Kevros, he didn’t kill Fial, remember. Fial had already been dead for two weeks back in Sharn, and Traven knew nothing about that.”


  “So we have two killers.” Torin paused. “Are you jumping to the conclusion that Galin Mote is the second killer?”


  “I wouldn’t call it jumping to conclusions. It’s a feasible hypothesis.”


  “It’s not even a hypothesis. It’s a single lead. A strand. Just don’t do what you normally do. Get stuck on one idea while ignoring other possibilities.”


  “Torin!” said Wren, shocked. “When do I do that?”


  “You do it all the time. You pick an idea then try to fit the facts around your theory. You’re lucky you have me around, otherwise you wouldn’t have nearly as high a success rate.”


  “Sometimes you have to make that leap, dear Torin. It’s that leap that makes genius attainable. I’ll admit that sometimes my theories veer toward the impractical—”


  “The impossible.”


  “—but you have to admit I’ve cracked a few tough ones with the aid of lateral thinking.”


  They walked on in silence for a while.


  “So what’s our next move?” asked Torin eventually. “Go to the Lanterns like Sef suggested?”


  “Don’t be absurd. The Lanterns will never help us. No, our next stop is Military Intelligence. I’d like to see what information they have on this Galin Mote fellow. And hopefully they’ll have the names of the surviving members of the Black Brigade.” He looked down at Torin. “What do you think?” he said witheringly. “Does that meet with your approval?”


  Torin nodded. “I think that’s a well-thought-out plan.”


  “Why do you sound so surprised?” exclaimed Wren.


  “Because,” said Torin levelly, “it’s a well-thought-out plan.”


  Chapter Eight
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  Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite as easy as that.


  When Wren and Torin arrived at Military Intelligence, a series of buildings tucked away behind Parliament, and asked for information on Galin Mote, the clerk, after contemptuously informing Wren that they didn’t hold that type of information there, that was Military Records, tried to subject the half-elf to an impromptu interrogation session about why he wanted the information. Wren mumbled something about House Medani business and quickly got out of there.


  Military Records was a long, narrow structure, separated from the cluster of Military Intelligence by three streets and a bridge. Probably for some obscure security reasons, thought Wren, pushing open the door and stepping into a cool, dim room.


  “I’d like to access your records, please,” said Wren when his eyes finally adjusted to the dimness and he could make out a small, crablike man dwarfed by his massive desk.


  The man stared at Wren over a pair of spectacles perched on a severely hooked nose. “I beg your pardon?” he said.


  “I said, we’d like to access your records. Specifically, we’re looking for information on a man called Galin Mote and a squad called the Black Brigade. I understand they—”


  “Aha-ha,” said the man, making a cross between a sardonic laugh and a cough. “No one gets access to our files. Unless you have a writ from King Boranel himself. Do you have such a thing?”


  “Why is no one allowed access?”


  “Isn’t that obvious?” the man snapped. “We’re not long out of the war. We can’t just allow anyone who takes a fancy to just walk in and see our records.”


  “Hmm. Well, I suppose that makes sense,” said Wren reluctantly.


  “I’m glad you think so. Now if you wouldn’t mind leaving…”


  Wren moved toward the door. “Come then, Torin. Let’s not bother the old man any longer.”


  “Old man! How dare—”


  Wren quickly pulled the door closed, cutting off the clerk’s sentence.


  “So what now?” asked Torin.


  “Follow me,” said Wren, following the wall of the records building. “Did you see the corridor behind the clerk?”


  “Can’t say I did.”


  “Torin, how do you ever expect to stand on your own two feet if you don’t make an effort to be observant? At the far end of the corridor was a bolted door. The other doors were open, so obviously the bolted door is where they keep their records.”


  “And?”


  “And we need access to them.”


  “Wren, I seriously hope you’re not suggesting we break into a military building?”


  “Why not? I wouldn’t have to if they’d only be reasonable.” Wren turned into an alley that led down the side of the building.


  “Wren, this kind of thing could be considered treason—” began Torin.


  “Look how clean this alley is,” exclaimed Wren, purposefully talking over Torin. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a clean alley. Amazing. Aha, here we go.”


  Wren stopped beneath a window with heavy bars built into the stone wall. He pulled himself up to get a look inside. A large, neat room was on the other side, filled floor to ceiling with filing cabinets. He dropped down again. “Might take a while to work my way through all that. Maybe I should come back tonight. What do you think?”


  “I think that’s the first sensible thing you’ve said since we arrived in Wroat. Let’s go.”


  Wren stared up at the window, unsure. “Maybe I should just get it over with—Oh-ho, what’s this?”


  “What?”


  “Well, unless I’m very much mistaken, I think we’re about to be arrested. How incredibly annoying.”


  Torin looked around in alarm and saw a group of soldiers approaching them from the mouth of the alley. They were led by the clerk from Military Intelligence.


  “That’s them,” he said, pointing.


  Torin sighed and raised his hands in the air. Wren gritted his teeth in anger and did likewise.
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  Wren paced back and forth in the small room he and Torin had been escorted to. He reached the opposite wall and whirled around, glaring at Torin, who was seated quite comfortably behind the black-painted table in the center of the room.


  “How can you be so calm?” he asked. “Why aren’t you morally outraged? We’ve been taken against our will! Kidnapped!”


  “Wren, this obviously has something to do with our case. So maybe you should calm down and see what we can learn from the situation.”


  “Don’t you tell me to behave rationally! I won’t have it! I won’t!”


  “You won’t what?” said a voice.


  Wren and Torin turned quickly to the doorway. They stared in surprise at the figure standing there. He was tall with short, dark hair. He had a plain face, the kind that could easily get lost in the crowd.


  Perfect if you happened to be a member of the Dark Lanterns.


  “Col?” said Wren incredulously.


  “You know, when Military Intelligence told me that someone was asking questions about Galin Mote, I should have known it would be you. Trouble seems to follow you wherever you go, Wren.”


  “I blame Torin,” said Wren. “Have you come to set us free?”


  Col stepped inside and closed the door behind himself. “Afraid not. I’m the one who ordered you arrested.”


  “Blackguard!” shouted Wren. “Traitor!”


  Col and Torin exchanged weary glances.


  “Wren, please just sit down. I need to ask you a few questions. Please?” Col sat down and gestured to the last empty chair. Wren sullenly flopped down and folded his arms.


  “I’m not happy about this,” he muttered.


  “Funny thing is, I’m less than ecstatic myself,” said Col. He sighed and dropped a thick file onto the table, untying the string that held it together and opening it up. Wren tried to get a glimpse of what was inside, but Col caught him looking and used a blank sheet of parchment to block his view.


  “Now. Why don’t you tell me what your interest is in Galin Mote.”


  “You first,” said Wren. “Why don’t you tell us why he’s so interesting?”


  Col rubbed a weary hand across his face. “Wren, I don’t have time for this.”


  Wren leaned forward suddenly. “I want to ask you something. And if you answer truthfully, I might consider sharing some of our information. Deal?”


  “That depends on what you want to ask.”


  “Are you responsible for my sudden dearth of casework after the Long Shadows case?”


  “Ah.” Col leaned back in his chair, an embarrassed look crossing his face.


  “Host, I told you, Torin! Didn’t I tell you? And you didn’t believe me. You thought I was being paranoid. I can’t believe this!”


  “Col?” said Torin.


  “It’s only for the rest of the year. We knew what you were like, Wren. You would have used the Long Shadows case as publicity, used it to gain favor. We had to keep the case under wraps. If it’s any consolation, I argued against it. After what you two did—”


  “Three,” said Torin.


  “What?”


  “There were three of us. Don’t forget Cutter.”


  “Of course. Sorry.” Col glanced at Wren, but the half-elf was staring angrily at the wall. Do you see him much? Cutter?”


  “No. He left Sharn. Last I heard he was living in Valenar again.”


  There was an awkward silence. “Fine,” said Col. “Look, cards on the table. I’ll tell you why we’ve put a watch on Galin’s name, and you tell me why you’re so interested in him. Deal?”


  Wren said nothing.


  “Deal,” said Torin.


  “Good.” Col flicked through the file. “Galin was a member of an elite squad called the—”


  “Black Brigade. We know that already,” said Wren.


  “No reason why you shouldn’t know. I’m just telling you so I can build up a bit of history. While he was in the Black Brigade, his commanding officer—”


  “Sef,” said Wren.


  “This is going to take a whole lot longer than it has to if you keep interrupting,” snapped Col.


  “Fine. Continue.”


  “His commanding officer made a report detailing some of his concerns about Galin. Military Intelligence noted these concerns—that he was showing antimonarchy sympathies, that he seemed to bear royalty in general a lot of ill will—and they put a tag on his name. After the war, we kept an eye on him. Nothing major. We just ran him through the system every now and then, asked our informants to let us know if anything came up.”


  “And did it?”


  “Yes. A few months back, he joined the Swords of Liberty.”


  “Who are they?” asked Torin.


  “Terrorists,” Col said. “A revolutionary group that wants to bring an end to the monarchy. Pretty much by any means necessary. We’ve always managed to stay one step ahead of their schemes, but since Galin joined, it’s as if they’ve been given new energy. There’s been so much contact and chatter between cells that we’ve struggled to keep up. To be honest, the flurry of activity caught us off guard.”


  “And you think this has something to do with this Galin?”


  “The timing is too exact for it to be anything else. He’s responsible all right. Whether he’s teaching them skills he learned during the war or they’re using him for something, we don’t know. But it’s got us worried.”


  “So arrest him,” said Wren.


  “Not yet. It’s too early. We’re hoping to catch the whole lot of them in one go. If we arrest Mote, then the others will run scared. Now why don’t you tell me why you’re after him?”


  “We’re not,” said Wren.


  “Wren. Come on. I shared what I had.”


  “He’s telling the truth,” said Torin. “We’re looking for a killer. Goes by the name of Traven. He tortured and killed a man called Kevros for information on someone called Fial Drakal. We’ve been trying to figure out what was so important about Fial, and that led us to Sef, the ex-captain of the Black Brigade. He mentioned Galin Mote as someone who had an unhealthy influence over Fial. He wouldn’t tell us any more, though, said we should speak to Military Intelligence. We did and here we are.”


  Col’s eyes flicked between them both. “If Traven is the killer, why are you asking about Galin Mote?”


  “It now seems we have two murderers,” said Wren. “We tracked Fial down, but he’d already been dead for two weeks. Traven couldn’t have done it. Otherwise, why torture Kevros for his location?”


  “And what evidence do you have that Galin is the second killer?”


  Wren opened his mouth to say something, but Torin answered first. “None. We were looking for connections between our victims and found their shared history. Kevros is Fial’s brother. Galin and Fial were in the Black Brigade together. To be honest, Galin was the first person we came across who sounded capable of doing what was done to those men, so we decided to follow it up.”


  Col leaned back and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. He finally nodded, turning his attention back to them. “Fine. I believe you.”


  “And why wouldn’t you?” asked Wren, offended.


  Col jotted a note down in his file. He looked up to say something more, then raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Torin, your jacket appears to be smoking.”


  “What?” Torin looked down at his jacket just in time to see a small flicker of flame burst across the stitching just over his heart. Torin leaped to his feet, trying to slap the fire out. But his movements seemed to have the opposite effect. The flames got bigger, spreading up to his shoulder. Col disappeared through the door, appearing a second later with a pitcher of water. He threw the water over Torin, snuffing the flames with a hiss and a cloud of smoke.


  “What was that?” exclaimed Torin, hastily trying to unlace his jerkin.


  Wren appeared by his side and inspected the damage. “No harm done,” he said. He fished around inside the jerkin and pulled out a pipe. A small trail of smoke issued from inside the bowl. “How many times have I told you to make sure you properly extinguish your pipe? You could have killed yourself, you silly little dwarf.” Wren turned away from Torin’s astonished stare. “It’s like having children,” he told Col. “I have to keep an eye on him every minute of the day.”


  Col stared suspiciously at Wren.


  “Um, can we go now?” asked Wren.


  “I suppose so,” said Col reluctantly. He frowned at Torin’s pipe. “But if you come across any more information, let me know, yes?”


  “Will do. Thank you. Come along, Torin. Let’s get you back to the hotel before you manage to set yourself on fire again.”


  Wren prodded Torin through the door. One of the guards posted in the corridor led them through a series of corridors and out into a huge courtyard. Brokenblade Castle loomed above them, cutting off the sunlight and dominating the skyline.


  “We’re at the castle?”


  “That’s where Dark Lantern headquarters are,” said the guard. “What better place to protect the king?”


  “Good point. So… which way…?”


  “Through the courtyard, keep on through the outer bailey, then through the gate and across the bridge. It’s not difficult.”


  “Thank you,” said Wren. The guard nodded and headed back inside. Wren set off at a quick pace. “Come, Torin.”


  Torin hurried to keep up. “Wren, what just—?”


  “No time,” said Wren hastily, avoiding Torin’s suspicious glare and moving even faster across the cobbled yard. They passed through the tunnel that led through the inner bailey wall and emerged into what seemed to Wren to be a small village but was actually the outer bailey of the castle. Horses pulling wagons filled with chairs and cloth clip-clopped past them. The ring of metal on metal clanged through the air as blacksmiths mended weapons or attached horseshoes to uncooperative horses. Hens scurried around underfoot, and a pen off to one side held five pigs with what Wren assumed was a very short life expectancy.


  They walked through the crowds and beneath the raised portcullis of the final gate, moving to the left side of the bridge, where a narrow walkway had been set aside for foot traffic. The rest of the bridge was taken up by ox carts and carriages delivering food and supplies or picking up… well, whatever it was that got picked up from castles. Wren was a bit hazy on what went on behind castle walls.


  “Do they do their own washing at a castle?” he asked Torin. “I have to admit, I’m not quite sure how they function out here. How are you, by the way?”


  “Fine. Wren, did you… no, no it doesn’t matter. You wouldn’t.”


  “Wouldn’t use an infusion to set you on fire a little bit in a desperate gamble to distract Col so I could grab something from his file? Oh, but Torin, I would.”


  And with those words, Wren reached inside his longcoat and pulled out some papers that he had managed to grab from inside the file before Col reentered the room with the pitcher of water.


  “You… how… I can’t believe…” spluttered Torin, his face turning an alarming shade of red. “You bastard! You could have killed me!”


  “Oh pish-posh, Torin. I had it completely under control. Admittedly, I didn’t actually want the flames. Just a bit of smoke. Still, no harm done, eh?” He put the papers back inside his jacket. “Yes, quite a productive day, I think.”


  He picked up his pace, trying to distance himself from the annoying sounds of indignation and wounded pride that were emanating from Torin.


  
    

  


  II


  He had no idea how long he had been lying there, the blood slowly seeping from his stomach. Hours, certainly. Days? Possibly but he didn’t think so. What remained of his shattered mind told him that he wouldn’t still he alive if days had passed.


  At first, he had tried to feel out his surroundings, but everywhere his probing fingers moved, he found bodies, wounds open and cold, blood congealing, bone jutting through shin. He was trapped, surrounded by the dead.


  At first, the darkness was his friend. It protected him from his surroundings, shielded him from madness. But the longer he lay trapped, the more the darkness betrayed him, turning on him like an unfaithful lover. There were noises. Scuffling, scraping. Or was that all in his mind?


  He wanted to see what was causing the rounds, but the darkness wouldn’t let him. That was when it became the enemy, and his rapidly fragmenting mind filled in the blanks.


  The face next to his fingers stretched forward, and he could see it clearly. One of the eyeballs was hanging from a sinewy cord, rolling back and forth across the corpse’s cheek. A month of broken teeth and blue lips spoke to him, whispering poems of madness and death. It wouldn’t stop. On and on. Swearing at him, threatening him, cajoling him. He screamed at it to stop, but it simply sniggered and spit at him, frothy blood and cold phlegm landing on his face.


  He prayed for the darkness to return.


  Chapter Nine
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  Wren sat at the head of the dining table while the servants brought the last of the platters into his room. He leaned forward and lifted a lid. A cloud of steam enveloped his face, and he inhaled the rich aroma of sweet blackberry sauce and juicy, roasted lamb.


  He leaned back and smiled at Kendal. The old elf was supervising from the doorway. “Compliments to the chef, dear Kendal. I haven’t tasted it, but I just know I’m in for a gastronomic explosion.”


  Kendal inclined his head.


  “No bow?”


  “I do not bow, Mr. Wren. To no man and no woman.”


  “No woman? Not even Madam Silay?”


  “No. She does not ask me.”


  “Fair enough. You may go.”


  Wren sat back and waited for Kendal and his servants to leave, then poured himself a glass of wine. He took a sip and glanced over at Torin and Lyra.


  “Come on, then. You think I ordered this food just for myself? It’s an aid to the thought processes. Mastication aids cogitation.”


  Lyra and Torin settled themselves at the table while Wren dished himself some herbed potatoes. He added some meat and steamed vegetables, then sat back and took another sip of wine.


  “Right,” he said. He looked over at Torin and Lyra. Torin was heaping his plate with meat, and Lyra was helping herself to the wine. “Lyra? Did Torin fill you in?”


  “He did. While you were in the kitchens harassing the chef.”


  “Good. So what do we know?”


  “Not a lot,” she said.


  Wren frowned at her. “That’s not helpful. Now is the time to throw theories out there and see what we can come up with.” He sighed. “Fine. I’ll start. We have two killers. That’s a fact. Traven is one of them. And we still know absolutely nothing about him. So let’s move on to the second killer just for a moment. Do we think it’s Galin Mote?”


  “What’s the evidence?”


  “It’s circumstantial. Mote knew Fial. They were very closely linked. They spent a lot of time together.” Wren paused to eat a mouthful of lamb and gravy. Then he leaned back in his chair. “What about this? Fial was easily led, yes? What if during the war Galin brought Fial around to his way of thinking. Sef said Galin was a charismatic man. What if he convinced Fial to join the Swords of Liberty as well?”


  “But there’s no proof of that,” protested Lyra.


  “I know,” Wren said. “I’m formulating a theory. Please feel free to do the same. Now if we go with this admittedly theoretical possibility”—he glared at Lyra—“then it opens up many possibilities. One, was Fial killed because of something to do with the Swords? Did he want out? I imagine it’s not the type of organization where one simply doesn’t turn up for the weekly meeting and you’re somehow free. What if Galin is their troubleshooter? A war veteran, experienced in subterfuge and assassination. He’d be the perfect person to do the Swords’ dirty work. Maybe they sent Galin to take care of Fial to ensure he wouldn’t talk.”


  “There are two killers, remember,” said Torin. “You can’t just ignore Traven. What’s his involvement?”


  “Good point.” Wren stood up with his wine glass and paced along the table. “What if the king’s Citadel took Kevros out? Col was worried about the increased movements of this group. As someone whose job it is to protect the king’s interests, a revolutionary group whose aims are to get rid of the monarch is sure to worry them. What if they finally decided to take action before they did something serious? The Citadel decided to focus on Fial because he was the weak link. The Swords found out and had Fial killed, but Traven didn’t know that when he was busy torturing Kevros for his location.”


  “You’re saying Traven is a Citadel agent?” said Lyra incredulously. “That they would torture and kill someone and frame an innocent person for it?” She shook her head. “I don’t see it.”


  “Me neither,” said Torin. “And all this is hinged on your theory that Fial is a member of the Swords of Liberty. It’s a very good possibility, but we don’t know that for sure. You’re basing your theories on something that might not be true.”


  Wren stared thoughtfully out the window. Dusk was drawing a charcoal gray veil across the city. The rain still fell, a dreary curtain that cast a heavy pall across the stone buildings. He could no longer see the castle from his room. All that was visible was a crawling mist that crept slowly across the Howling River Bridge.


  He sighed and turned away from the window. “You’re right. We’re going round in circles here. What we need to do is get hold of some concrete facts.”


  “How do you suggest we do that, then?” asked Torin.


  Wren picked up one of the pieces of paper he had stolen from Col. “Do you know what this is? It’s a list of all the survivors of the Black Brigade. It only has three names on it. Sef, Galin, and Fial. All the others have died since the end of the war. Seems there really was a taint over the squad.” He slammed it back onto the table. “Know what else is on it?”


  Torin and Lyra exchanged glances. “What?” asked Lyra.


  “Their addresses. Let’s pay a visit to Galin Mote.”
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  There was a large park close to the street on which Galin Mote lived. It wasn’t a particularly nice area, so the park was more of a refuse dump for unwanted rubbish and unwanted lives. The occasional drunk staggered through the night or lay passed out on the grass, empty spirit bottles clutched possessively to their chests.


  Wren, Lyra, and Torin huddled beneath a tree while Wren rummaged around in the satchel he had brought from Sharn.


  “What are you looking for?” asked Lyra.


  Wren pulled something out of the bag and held it triumphantly in front of their faces. It was a small, metal figurine, about the same size as Wren’s hand. “This,” he proclaimed.


  Lyra and Torin stated it at, very obviously unimpressed. Wren’s shoulders sagged slightly. “I know it doesn’t look like much—”


  “It looks like a child’s toy,” said Lyra.


  “A badly crafted child’s toy,” added Torin.


  “Yes, all right. I was in a bit of a rush. I only finished it two days ago.”


  Torin squinted at it. “Why has the bottom half of its face melted?”


  Wren looked embarrassed. “I was trying to heat the metal to mold the face into more of a likeness.”


  “A likeness of what?”


  Lyra nudged Torin. “Look at the coat.” Torin shifted his gaze to the coat. Wren tried to pull it away, but he was too late.


  “It’s meant to be you!” exclaimed Torin. He laughed. “Host, Wren, how vain are you? Even your tools have to carry your image.”


  “It’s a matter of pride,” said Wren haughtily. “Vanity has nothing to do with it, I assure you.”


  “Yeah, right. And Khyber Below is a great place to take the family. What is it?”


  Wren sniffed. “I don’t know if I should tell you now.”


  Torin shrugged. “Fine,” he said.


  “Oh, all right. It’s a proxy.” Wren brought the figure up to his mouth and muttered something into its malformed ear. Then he put it on the ground. They all waited a moment; then the figure twitched, stretched, and looked around.


  “I see it has your mannerisms,” said Lyra. “It even looks at things the same way you do. Judgmental. Aloof.”


  “Piercing. Aware,” corrected Wren.


  “Oh, is that what it’s meant to be?” She shivered and looked around. The mist was twining between the tree trunks, pulling everything into a vague, half-seen world. “What does it do, anyway?”


  “It will be our eyes. Remember, Col said they’ve been keeping an eye on Galin. I don’t know if that means every minute of the day, but I wanted to be sure before we tried to get into his apartment and speak to him.”


  Wren leaned down and issued another command. The tiny figure bowed to Wren then strode off through the park, its straight-backed walk perfectly mimicking Wren’s.


  “Isn’t he perfect?” Wren said.


  The others said nothing, and the tiny figure disappeared into the mist. Wren pulled a rolled piece of vellum from his bag. He straightened it out on the damp grass and ran his fingers gently over the edges. A picture coalesced into view on the material. The color was strange, a mixture of blacks and blues. But then a few moments later, there was a flash of red in the shape of someone lying on the ground.


  “It works.”


  “Does it?” said Lyra. “Then could you explain exactly what it is we’re looking at?”


  “We’re looking through the eyes of our little friend,” answered Wren. “The red you see is the body heat of an unconscious drunk.”


  They watched the piece of vellum as the proxy trotted through the park and across the road. It walked all the way around the tenement building where Galin lived then started to make its way back to them in the park.


  “Nothing,” said Wren. “Strange. I thought they’d have one or two guards at least.” He stared thoughtfully at the vellum. “Still. Better safe than sorry.” He fished around in his bag and pulled out three cloaks. He tossed one each to Lyra and Torin. “Shiftweave. As long as we keep to the shadows, it will keep us hidden from anyone watching.”


  “Maybe your Dark Lanterns have the same thing,” said Torin.


  Wren hesitated. He hadn’t thought of that. Did body heat show through shiftweave?


  Wren pulled on the cloak and watched the vellum as the proxy returned to their position. He breathed a sigh of relief. He could still see the body heat through the cloaks.


  “If this Mote is as bad as you say he is,” said Lyra, “why don’t they just arrest him?”


  “Because they have no proof,” said Wren, rolling the vellum up and placing it in a pocket.


  “Maybe they should arrest him anyway. If he’s a danger to the Crown, it might be for the best.”


  “What do you suggest, Lyra? That they arrest him because they suspect he may be involved with the Swords? He has rights, you know. The man fought in the war.”


  “And according to his commanding officer, he was a dangerous man to be around, someone who took great satisfaction in killing. No one liked him.”


  “So they should arrest him for that? If they arrested everyone just because they weren’t liked, you would have been thrown in jail a long time ago.”


  “And you wouldn’t? They’d probably dedicate an entire wing to you.”


  “Can we get a move on?” snapped Torin.


  Wren whirled around to face the dwarf, ready to vent his anger on him, but one look at Torin’s glowering face made him think twice. There were times it was best to leave the dwarf be, and judging by his expression, it was one of them. Instead, Wren pulled his satchel over his shoulder, yanked the hood up on his shiftweave cloak, and set off through the mist.


  They moved through the park and out into the deserted streets. The fog had grown so thick it was hard to make out which direction they were heading. Wren paused then squinted through the mist. The hazy shape of a tenement loomed out of the darkness ahead.


  “We’re here,” said Wren, stopping. “I think.”


  The trio studied the half-seen building across the street. A clammy breeze cleared a brief path through the fog, revealing a decrepit, decaying shell. A horse and carriage loomed suddenly out of the mist, the wooden wheels hissing through the puddles and sending a spray into the air as it slid past. The woman sitting inside the carriage was staring moodily out the window but showed no signs of seeing them.


  “His rooms are on the middle floor,” said Wren after the carriage disappeared.


  “So what are we waiting for?” asked Lyra. “Let’s go.”


  Wren grabbed her arm. She shook him off and glared at him. He could just see her dark eyes from inside the hood of her cloak. “Have patience,” he snapped. “I just want my little friend to have a look inside. To make sure there are no surprises waiting.”


  Lyra said nothing and Wren again whispered instructions to his tiny construct. It darted across the street and inside the building. Wren unrolled the vellum, and they watched the construct’s progress as it hurried up the stairs, pausing to peer down each corridor as it arrived at the next landing.


  “Where’s it going?” asked Torin.


  “The roof. I want to see if Col has any men up there.”


  The construct arrived at the top floor. There was no way for it to access the rooftop, so it slid out of a window and scaled the brickwork outside the tenement.


  “Enterprising little bugger, I’ll give you that,” said Torin.


  The construct hauled itself over the lip of the roof and looked around. There was definitely something there. It looked person shaped, but the colors were blue and green.


  “Khyber’s bloody breath,” cursed Wren.


  “Red means body heat, yes?” said Torin. “What does blue and green mean?”


  Wren rammed the vellum into his bag. “It means that Col did have agents on the roof, but Galin got to them. And not too long ago either. Come on.”


  Without waiting to see if they followed, Wren sprinted across the street, the fog swirling into curling tendrils in his wake.


  Chapter Ten
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  The inside of the tenement was dark, the stairwell damp and stinking of urine. Wren sprinted up the steps, his eyes flicking over a succession of messages and pictures scribbled on the crumbling walls: The Dark Six claim your soul. Eberron and Khyber were lovers. King Boranel sold us out.


  Wren yanked the sword from inside the cane as he ran. He didn’t think it would do any good, though. They were too late. He knew that. The killer had been one step ahead of them from the beginning. Why would now be any different?


  He ducked out of the stairwell when he reached the third floor. A corridor stretched to either side. To his left, a single everbright lantern cast a flickering, white glow along the passage. There was something wrong with the light; it dimmed to blackness, then a second later flared to wavering life once again, repeating the sequence over and over. Wren narrowed his eyes against the shifting radiance.


  “What number?” asked Lyra as she and Torin arrived in the corridor behind him.


  “Five,” said Wren, checking for the number of the door closest to him. It didn’t have one. He hurried to the next one. Number eight. He kept going. Seven, six…


  Five. Wren stopped and put his ear against the door. He couldn’t hear anything—no, wait. Was that someone moaning?


  Wren took a step back and kicked the lock. The rickety door burst off its hinges, spinning into the room and falling against a broken table. Wren rushed inside, sword held at the ready, the cane itself held low and to the side, ready to be used in defense. Lyra and Torin entered to either side of him.


  The room looked as though a Cannith concussion weapon had been set off. The furniture was ripped apart. Books and papers had been torn to shreds, their remains littering the floor like ash.


  A fire crackled in the hearth. A weak groan issued from beneath an overturned couch in front of the fire. All eyes turned to see an arm flop forward, falling directly into the flames. The skin sizzled and started to smoke. The groan turned into a high-pitched whine of pain. Wren sprang forward and dropped his sword to the floor, yanking the hand out of the fire. “Its owner tried to fight him, tried to push the hand back into the grate, but Wren held on to it, catching a glimpse of something clutched in the fist as he did so. He quickly pried the fingers apart. The man was holding a piece of singed parchment. He had been trying to burn it. Wren plucked the paper from his grip, the man fighting weakly to keep a hold of it.


  “No!” groaned the voice.


  Wren hastily pocketed the paper, then signaled to Torin and Lyra, and they lifted the couch aside. A man lay facedown on the wooden floorboards, his once-white shirt ripped and dark with blood. There was a gaping hole in his back. Glistening segments of spine lay exposed for all to see. Wren winced. The man was finished. He’d be lucky to last another five minutes.


  Wren leaned over and grabbed him by the shoulder—


  “Wren, no!”


  Wren paused and frowned at Lyra. “What?”


  “Don’t move him. You might make it worse.”


  “Host, Lyra. Look at his wound. The only thing that can make him feel worse is not dying.”


  Wren tightened his grip on the shoulder and rolled the figure over—


  —to see an ashen face staring blindly at Wren with gaping, bloody holes where there should have been eyes.


  The man lifted shaking hands to ward off an unseen blow. “I’ve already told you!” he blubbered. “Don’t hurt me anymore. At the castle. Tonight at the castle. That’s all I know…” His hands came up and probed the eye cavities, causing fresh trickles of bloody tears to course down his cheeks. “Can… can I have my eyes back, please? I’ve been a good boy. I… I think I can get them back in. It… it’ll all be all right. Galin’s been a good boy, yes?”


  Wren’s gaze shifted to Torin and Lyra. The dwarf’s face was pale. He took a step back then froze, his mouth forming an O of horror. He stated wide eyed at Wren.


  “What is it?” whispered Wren.


  “I think…” Torin lifted his foot and checked the sole of his heavy boot. “I think I’ve found one of his eyes.”


  Wren swallowed the bile he felt rising in his throat. Lyra turned away and surveyed the room. “What’s our next move? Having a look around or getting out of here? Whatever it is, let’s do it quick because I don’t want to be caught here with him looking like that.”


  “Not to mention the fact that this was done recently,” said Torin. “The killer might still be around.”


  Wren glanced down at the tortured figure. Galin was running his fingertips lightly over his eye sockets.


  “I think I’ve got something in my eye,” Galin whispered. “Ma? Can you get it for me?”


  Wren gently let go of Mote’s shoulders and stood up, retrieving his sword from where he had dropped it. Everything had changed. Galin could still have been their first killer, but he had been tortured for information. Did Traven do it? He glanced at Lyra. “Could this be the work of your man? Traven?”


  Lyra nodded. “Same methods. Same blood thirst.”


  So how did that fit in with his theories? Wren discarded the one about Fial wanting out of the Swords of Liberty. It felt wrong. It didn’t fit the facts anymore. So Fial had information of some kind. Galin wanted the information. So did Traven. Galin killed Fial for the information; then Traven killed Galin. Wren fingered the piece of parchment Galin had been trying to burn. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We’ll never find anything in this mess.”


  “You think it’s definitely Mote?” asked Torin, trying unobtrusively to wipe his shoe on a piece of broken shelving.


  “Didn’t you hear what he said? ‘Galin’s been a good boy.’ It’s him all right. Over there lies our prime suspect. A feared killer. An assassin, a war veteran. An expert in covert operations. Look at him. Look what our killer has reduced him to.” Wren shook his head. “We thought Galin Mote sounded like a bad piece of work, but look how pathetic he turned out to be.”


  “Wren, you can hardly blame him—”


  “I don’t mean pathetic in that sense. Just that… the way everyone talked. He was a mean bastard. A cold-hearted killer. And look at him now.” They all turned to look at Galin. He was silent, the blubbering and sobbing having finally stopped. Lyra stepped over to him and felt for a pulse. She looked at the others and shook her head.


  “So if Traven can reduce a man like Mote to… to that”—Wren pointed at the still figure—“then what kind of person does that make him? And who in Khyber’s name are you?”


  Wren directed his last sentence to three unsavory-looking men standing in the open doorway. The leader of the group, a heavyset, bald man with a close-cropped black beard and a faded tattoo on his head, shifted his gaze among the three of them and the body of Galin Mote lying behind them. The other two stood behind him, nervously gripping the hilts of their swords. They didn’t look happy.


  “They don’t look like the watch,” whispered Torin.


  “Well done,” replied Wren. “We’ll make an inquisitive out of you yet.” Wren took a step forward. “There are so many possibilities here,” he said to the leader. “Are you undercover Citadel agents? Hmm. No. I don’t think so. You don’t have the right feel for that. Is one of you perhaps our infamous killer?” Wren glanced at Lyra, but she shook her head sharply. “No. Seems you’re the wrong size for that. Besides, if you were the killer, you wouldn’t look so upset about Galin. So that leaves…” Wren thought about it for a few seconds. “The Swords of Liberty? Yes. That makes sense.” The leader’s eyes narrowed, staring at Wren coldly. “Good. I thought so. We’re getting somewhere. I don’t suppose it will make a difference if we tell you he was like that when we got here?”


  In answer to Wren’s question, the leader yanked his own sword free of its scabbard and charged into the room, followed immediately by his companions. The speed of the big man took Wren by surprise. He backed up in an attempt to give himself some room, but his heel caught on a broken stool, and he tumbled onto his back. The leader loomed over him, bringing his sword down in an overhead swing that would have split Wren’s head in two. He hastily brought his cane up. The sword bit into the outer wood, hitting the reinforced metal scabbard underneath and sending a jarring pain shooting up his arm. Wren pushed the scabbard to the side. The sword scraped along the wood then slammed into the floorboards an inch from Wren’s face.


  Wren let go of the scabbard and rolled away, aware that Torin and Lyra were facing the other attackers. He scrambled to his feet, picking up a broken chair leg as he did so. He was just used to fighting with weapons in both hands.


  Unfortunately, the chair leg had seen better days. One hit of his attacker’s sword would shatter it into a thousand splinters. Oh well. Wren flicked his wrist, sending the piece of wood end over end to smack hard against the man’s nose. Wren was rather pleased with that. He couldn’t have made a better hit if he’d practiced for days. He heard the crack of breaking bone, and while the man staggered back, one hand to his bleeding nose, Wren charged.


  But if he thought it would be as easy as that, he was sadly mistaken. The man brought his sword up to deflect Wren’s first thrust. Then he took a step back and swung his own sword, aiming for Wren’s ribs. But it was a clumsy attack, the two-handed weapon far too heavy to move quickly. Wren easily stepped out of range, then darted forward, aiming for the man’s neck. The man jerked to the side just in time, the point of Wren’s rapier slicing a neat little half-moon of flesh from his earlobe.


  He didn’t notice. He thrust forward, the longer reach of his blade almost disemboweling Wren. Wren leaped backward and collided with someone. He stumbled and his attacker moved to take advantage, lunging forward and jabbing the sword at Wren’s face. Wren dropped to the floor. The sword sailed above his head and slid into the back of whoever it was Wren had collided with. An unfamiliar voice cried out in pain, and Wren breathed a sigh of relief. It hadn’t been Torin. Or Lyra, for that matter.


  Wren pushed himself up, driving his shoulder hard into his attacker’s stomach. He heard the whoosh of air exploding from the man’s lungs, and they staggered back against the wall. Wren disentangled himself and straightened up, ready to follow through on his advantage.


  But then he heard the piercing cry of a whistle echoing through the streets outside.


  The effect was instantaneous. Wren’s attacker turned and darted out through the door without a backward glance. Wren whirled around to find Lyra standing in the center of the room, her sword held high in mid swing, while her attacker followed his boss and sprinted through the door.


  “What’s going on?” asked Torin, looking around in confusion.


  “Let’s go,” snapped Wren. “It must be the Watch.”


  As soon as the words were out of his mouth, a second whistle joined the first, that one coming from the street directly below them. Wren took one last hurried glance around the devastation to make sure they hadn’t left anything incriminating behind. He bent over and snatched up his cane. Then the three of them ran from the room.


  Wren hurried past the staircase and carried on to the window at the end of the corridor. The flickering everbright globe shone into his face as he yanked open the cracked window and peered outside. The emergency staircase attached to the wall was in worse shape than he’d first thought when he’d seen it through the eyes of his proxy, but it would have to do. They had no other options.


  He ducked back inside. “Hoods up,” he said to Lyra and Torin. “If you see any guards, stop moving till they pass by. With any luck we may get out of this alive.”
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  The mist was still thick as the three of them hurried through the nighttime streets, putting as much distance as they could between themselves and Galin Mote’s body. They had stashed the shiftweave cloaks back in Wren’s satchel, and each of them walked lost in their own thoughts.


  “I’m going to be the first to own up here,” said Torin. “I’m confused.”


  “You’re not the only one,” said Lyra.


  “None of it adds up,” he said abruptly. “Usually when you have a case, one leads to two, two to three, and so on. But this case—one leads to minus ten. Minus ten leads to five, five leads to twenty, and twenty leads who knows where? There’s no logic to it, and I don’t like it when there’s no logic. It means we’re either dealing with a madman or we’re on the wrong track.”


  “You know what I’m not comfortable with?” asked Torin. “The way he said, ‘Tonight. At the castle.’ As if he had been tortured for that very information. Remember what Col said? King Boranel is hosting a state banquet tonight at the castle.”


  Silence greeted his words.


  Eventually Wren cleared his throat. “There’s no way… Is there? They wouldn’t try…”


  “He was a member of the Swords of Liberty,” said Lyra.


  “And Col did say he thought they were planning something big,” said Torin.


  “But the king?” scoffed Wren. “They’d have to be insane.”


  “Or simply willing to die for their cause,” said Lyra.


  They let that sink in as they walked.


  “Then why was Galin tortured?” asked Wren. “Our killer—whoever he is—seems to have tortured Galin for information on this supposed assassination attempt. But why?”


  “Maybe they were Citadel agents after all.”


  “Then we don’t have to worry about it. They already know everything.”


  “Can we afford to risk it?” said Lyra. “What if the Swords are planning something tonight? And what if it wasn’t the Citadel who did that to Mote?”


  Wren frowned. “You’re right,” he said eventually.


  Lyra hesitated. “I am?”


  “Yes. We’ll have to warn Col.” He folded his arms in irritation. “But that’s going to put us in the frame for Mote’s murder. There’ll be all sorts of questions and things.”


  “What else can we do?” asked Torin.


  “Nothing.” Wren sighed. “It looks like we’ll have to gate-crash the banquet.”
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  Easier said than done. It seemed all the carriages in Wroat were currently in use, and they managed to secure one only when Wren stepped out into the road and held his hand up in a command to stop.


  When the driver saw Wren looming out of the mist, he let out a startled cry and yanked on the reins, pulling the startled horses to a shuddering halt and almost overturning the carriage in the process.


  A fat head popped out of the carriage window and glared up at the driver. “Are you mad? You could have killed me. Why have we stopped?” His eyes fell on Wren walking around the front of the carriage, and he turned his wrath on to the half-elf. “What in Khyber’s name do you think you’re doing? Do you have any idea who I am?”


  Wren pulled open the carriage door. “Not at all. And before you go on about it, as I’m sure you so often do, let me just stop you right there. I don’t care who you are. We’re on important business.”


  “What are you talking about?” he spluttered. “What kind of business?”


  “The important kind. Now get out.”


  “I’ll do no such thing. I’ll have you know I’m on my way to a banquet at the castle. I was invited personally by the king.”


  Wren looked at him with a subtle mix of pity and derision. It was a good look. He’d practiced it many times in front of the mirror. “Really? Invited by the king? Does anyone believe you when you say that?” Wren gestured impatiently. “Come now. Hop to it. We really do have important business. As it happens, we’re heading to the castle as well, so you’re perfectly welcome to sit up top with the driver.”


  “I can’t believe this! I’ve never been so insulted in my entire life!”


  Wren looked genuinely surprised. “Really? You must have lived a very sheltered life, then.” He grabbed hold of the man’s sleeve and yanked him out. The rotund man lurched forward and stumbled down the steps, barely managing to avoid falling to his knees. Wren looked up at the bemused driver. “Drive on. There’s an extra galifar in it for the inconvenience.”


  Wren climbed inside, followed by an embarrassed Lyra and Torin.


  “Was that really necessary?” the dwarf asked.


  “What? You two are the ones who want to get to the castle in a hurry. Host, you’re never happy, are you?”


  There was a lurch as the man climbed up to the driver’s seat. Then the crack of a whip echoed through the night, and the carriage jolted forward. “I hate carriages,” mused Wren, staring out the window. “Give me a skycoach, any day. Why doesn’t the king make Sharn his capital? Horses are so… dated.”


  “You want the king to move his whole royal household and seat of government because you don’t like to travel by carriage?” said Lyra.


  Wren stared at her blankly. “Didn’t I just say that? I’m sure I did. I heard the words come out of my mouth.”


  Lyra frowned at him, then turned to face the other window. Wren sighed. She was no fun anymore. Time was that kind of comment would have resulted in a tremendous argument. Not to mention the… ah… making up afterward. Not anymore, though.


  Wren sighed and fished around in his pocket, pulling out the singed piece of paper he had pried from Mote’s grasp. The edges were charred, but the writing was still perfectly readable.


  
    

  


  
    Every man will use the same, where subject and King command;
 The noble end shall come from here, below the rich gilt stand.
 Save this dying nation, unworthy walk before.
 Where all men come together, kneel upon the floor.
  


  
    

  


  He frowned at the paper. He turned it over, just to make sure the answer wasn’t written on the back. He tilted it to the window so the light from the driver’s lantern illuminated the paper. Nothing.


  “What’s that?” asked Torin.


  “A riddle, Torin. A gods-cursed bloody riddle. That’s what it is.”


  Wren flicked the piece of paper at Torin. The dwarf read it, then frowned. “What does it mean?”


  Wren leaned forward. “I know it’s a hard concept to grasp, Torin, but it’s a riddle. We’ve got to work out what it means. That’s the whole point.”


  Torin passed it across to Lyra. She read it quickly, then shrugged and handed it back to Wren.


  “Doesn’t matter,” she said.


  “I think it most definitely does matter,” protested Wren.


  “I mean, we don’t have to try and decipher it. We’re going to warn the Dark Lanterns anyway. They’ll be watching over the king.”


  Wren sat back in his seat and stared thoughtfully at the riddle. Maybe Lyra was right. The riddle didn’t really change anything. Maybe it was just some sort of code the Swords of Liberty used when communicating with one another.


  So why did Traven want it so badly that he would be willing to poke someone’s eyes out for it? Come to think of it, did Mote even give the riddle to Traven? Maybe that was why he was trying to burn it. Maybe Mote was stronger than Wren gave him credit for. He told the killer that the assassination attempt was that night, but he held out on the hows and the wheres. But Mote must have thought Wren was the killer coming back, so he tried to burn the paper in case he couldn’t hold out under renewed torture.


  But still, he had the feeling that Lyra was wrong. The riddle was important. He just didn’t know why.


  Chapter Eleven
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  The carriage rumbled to a stop across the street from the bridge that led across the water and into Brokenblade Castle. Wren stepped out and stretched, looking casually around. The street was filled with the usual riffraff and layabouts, except in this part of the city, they were well-dressed riffraff and layabouts. The pimps had offices and waited on you to come to them.


  The castle certainly looked… sparkly. They’d added hundreds more everbright lights so the whole face of the castle glowed in the night. Wren thought it looked ridiculous. Castles weren’t meant to look pretty. They were meant to scare, to intimidate. But Wren supposed it was meant to make visiting dignitaries forget what the castle was really for. Dress it up and make it look pretty so people could ignore the fact that a castle was built for war. Ridiculous.


  “The castle looks nice,” commented Torin as he stepped off the carriage.


  Wren threw him a withering look. “Cretin.”


  “How do we get inside?” asked Lyra. “I seem to have forgotten my invitation at home.”


  “Leave that to me,” said Wren. He glanced over his shoulder. The man they had kicked out of the carriage was struggling to get down from the high seat next to the driver. Wren hurried over to help him. The man looked at him suspiciously, then grudgingly held his arm out. Wren helped him down, then patted his jacket and clothes back into place.


  “There we go,” said Wren brightly. “Good as new. No hard feelings, eh?”


  The man glared at Wren and made to cross the street. Wren held a hand out to stop him.


  “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  The man looked at him blankly. “You haven’t paid for the carriage,” said Wren. The man’s eyes widened, and he seemed about to launch into some kind of prolonged verbal attack, so Wren turned abruptly and gestured for the others to follow as he crossed the road.


  “When I give the signal, head across the bridge. And for pity’s sake. Try and look natural.”


  “What about them?” asked Lyra, nodding at the two guards standing at the entrance to the bridge. They were checking the invitations of those who wanted into the castle.


  “Leave them to me,” said Wren, striding ahead of the others. He arrived at the bridge just as the guards waved a woman through who wore so much jewelry she twinkled as she walked. Wren smiled worryingly at the guards.


  “Excuse me, I don’t know if I should bother you with this, but…” Wren looked anxiously over his shoulder at the carriage they had just arrived in. The man they had evicted from his seat was arguing with the driver. “That man over there. The one arguing? We shared a carriage with him. He was asking us how we felt about the monarchy. I know that must sound strange, but he was acting very peculiar. Sweating, looking nervous. And he kept feeling inside his jacket for something. What was it he said? Something about ‘doing it for Liberty’? I don’t know—something like that.”


  The two guards glanced uneasily at each other. “You stay here,” said the senior of the two to the other guard. “You’ve done the right thing by bringing this to our attention,” he said to Wren. Then he loosened his sword and jogged across the road.


  Wren reached into his jacket and pulled out the invitation he had stolen when he helped the poor man down from the carriage. He felt slightly guilty about what he had done, then felt good about himself for feeling guilty. It all evened out.


  “Just doing my duty,” he said as he shuffled sideways and handed the invitation over. The guard turned slightly so he could keep both Wren and the other guard in his sight. When he dropped his eyes to the card, Wren nodded at Torin and Lyra. They both slipped past the guard and hurried across the bridge.


  Wren heard a bellow of outrage from across the street. The guard looked up in alarm, then quickly handed the invitation back to Wren.


  “Go through,” he said, pulling his sword from its scabbard.


  Wren hurried onto the bridge. He cast a brief glance over his shoulder and saw the man standing before the first guard, his face purple with rage.


  “I told you, I was invited! I’ve got an invitation. It must be around here somewhere!”


  Wren smiled to himself and hurried to catch up with the others.
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  All the signs of life that had been in evidence in the outer bailey earlier that day had been swept away. The flagstones had been scrubbed clean; the pigs and cows were probably roasting over spits in the kitchen. Even the smithy was silent and dark, something that was normally reserved for times of mourning.


  The inner bailey, however, was filled with richly dressed guests primping and displaying themselves for the benefit of their .peers. Polite yet jagged laughter lapped around the cobbles. The gentle hubbub of quiet conversation danced back and forth, subtle and stabbing, a civilized battle that drew no blood but had the potential to leave lives littered in its wake.


  Wren loved it. He felt at home.


  Pity the same couldn’t be said about Lyra and Torin. Honestly, he’d never seen two people looking more ill at ease.


  “You’re going to give us away,” he said, gesturing curtly to a waiter and taking a glass of wine from his tray. “You have to look like you belong. It’s a game. An act. Well, for you two it is. For me it’s simply my natural grace. My inbuilt poise.” Wren smiled and looked around, nodding gracefully at anyone who happened to catch his eye. He lifted his drink to a young lady, who blushed and coyly looked away. Wren took a deep breath. Yes, this is more like it, he thought. It was where he truly belonged.


  Admittedly, he hated the types of people who surrounded him. They were fake, annoying, and so full of themselves, it was a miracle they didn’t explode. But still, he loved the spectacle, the game, the act. Everyone pretending to be something more than he or she was. He loved the lifestyle but could do without the people who came with it.


  When he had once made the mistake of explaining that to Lyra, close to the end of their relationship, she had showered him with contempt for what she saw as his double standards, saying he didn’t hate those types of people at all. He liked them. He belonged with them. He was the same as them. She would have carried on, but Wren was late for an important dinner that Lyra didn’t want to attend, so he’d simply walked out of the room.


  Wren pulled his thoughts back to the present. He wasn’t going to allow those types of thoughts to sour his mood. He was actually feeling pretty good about things at the moment, despite having his ex-wife stalking his every move.


  “Host, can’t you focus for more than two seconds on anything?” Lyra said. “We’re here for a reason, remember?”


  Wren sighed. He took a sip of his wine and turned to face both her and Torin. The poor dwarf was casting uneasy glances all over the place. Probably wondering what his wife would say when she found out where he was.


  “Fine. I’m focused. Why don’t you tell me your plan?”


  “My plan? My plan is to find this friend of yours and warn him.”


  Wren nodded seriously. “Right. Splendid. And can I say that we should split up to accomplish this? We can obviously cover more ground that way.”


  Lyra hesitated and Wren ignored the look of horror that flashed across Torin’s face.


  “Fair point,” she conceded.


  “Good. And if things go awry… well, fingers crossed they don’t, but success or failure, we can meet back at the hotel later on.”


  Lyra still looked unsure. She was staring suspiciously at Wren, probably thinking he was agreeing way too easily. Wren turned from her scrutiny to address Torin.


  “Torin, just… I don’t know. Maybe you should rather pretend to be a waiter. It might be easier for you to pull off. See you later.”


  Wren turned from the others and made his way through the slowly thinning crowds. The guests were making their way inside, which probably meant incredibly exotic and minute bits of food were about to be passed around on toasted bread. Wren found himself standing next to a tall elf as they waited for the slow-moving line to enter through the thick oak doors. Wren nodded politely at him.


  “Have you been invited to the king’s private chambers for the after party?” he asked.


  The man’s face showed surprise then dismay. Wren nodded again.


  “Not to worry. It takes years to crack the nod for the after party. I’ve known the king for two decades, and I’ve only been attending them for the past ten years.” Wren smiled. “They really are something, though. You haven’t experienced life until you’ve seen King Boranel dancing on the table with a flagon of wine in each hand. Ah, I see the line is moving again. Excuse me.”


  Wren walked ahead, leaving the astonished elf standing outside the raised portcullis gate. Rich people were so used to everyone doing their bidding, he thought, no questions asked, that they found it almost impossible to know when they were being made fun of. It simply did not enter into their sphere of reality that someone would do such a thing.


  The entrance hall floor was inlaid with black and white tiles. Two wide staircases wound around the walls and joined together in the center before carrying up to the next floor. The walls were draped in crimson curtains, and deep niches held various items from the war: a suit of dented armor, a broken sword, an iron shield split in two. Directly across from the entrance a set of double doors stood wide open. Wren could see a huge, empty chamber beyond, and against the distant wall, the throne of King Boranel standing upon a raised dais.


  Servants dressed in simple white tunics walked around, offering trays of food to the guests. Wren approached one of them and inspected what he had to offer. Strange, pink pieces of glistening flesh sat atop a tiny piece of lettuce.


  “What’s that?” he demanded.


  “It’s a very special fish from the Lhazaar Principalities, my lord.”


  “What’s so special about it?” Wren picked one of the biscuits up and sniffed it suspiciously.


  “It has to be prepared in a very specific way. If it is cooked incorrectly, it reacts with your stomach fluids and can kill you within a single minute.”


  Wren paused, the fish already touching his lips. He moved it away and frowned at the servant. “Are you telling me that if the king’s chef makes a mistake, this appetizer could kill everyone here?”


  “Oh no, my lord. Not everyone.”


  Wren relaxed.


  “Only everyone who eats it.”


  Wren glared at the young man standing before him. Was that the hint of a smirk playing on his lips? Wren thought it was.


  Still staring at the servant, Wren lifted the appetizer and popped it into his mouth. He chewed it then swallowed thoughtfully.


  “Not bad,” he said. “Compliments to the chef.” He winked at the boy. “I was chief taster to a desert prince for many years,” he lied. “Food holds no fear for me. Actually, do you mind…?” He took the tray from the boy and walked off.


  As soon as he had left the entrance hall and was out of sight of the servant, he put the tray down on a handy plinth and washed the taste from his mouth by downing his wine. What a foul piece of fish. And he just knew that every single person there would pretend to like it. Oh, he knew he had just done the same thing, but it wasn’t the same. In front of the king or a prince of the realm, Wren would not hesitate to express his displeasure. But when he was being challenged by a whippet of a boy—a servant, no less!—then Wren would damn well eat whatever he had to, to make sure he came off better. It was a matter of honor. Twisted honor, yes, but honor nevertheless.


  Wren slipped through a shadowed doorway, moving away from the noise and glitter of the party and into the less-traveled hallways of the castle.


  It looked as though others were making use of the relative privacy as well. Wren spotted a young man being pushed into a shadowy alcove by a dark-haired, rosy-cheeked woman. She looked around in a panic when she heard Wren approach but relaxed when she saw an unfamiliar face.


  Wren smiled at them as he passed.


  A slim elf approached, carrying two open bottles of wine on a delicate silver tray. As she walked past, Wren turned in a circle and grabbed one of the bottles. “Thank you, my dear. Much appreciated. Stunning tunic, by the way. White suits you. Brings out your eyes.” Wren was still turning in a circle as he spoke. In one smooth movement, he was facing the front again, and he carried on walking.


  He had that feeling. That niggling itch that told him he had gotten something wrong. It had started back at Galin Mote’s place, and it had gotten stronger in the carriage when he’d read that damned riddle. Why was it so important that Mote would spend the last of his dying energy trying to destroy it? It made no sense. Wren got the feeling that simply telling Col there might be an attempt on the king’s life wasn’t going to be enough. The riddle hinted at something… unique, something the Dark Lanterns might not be able to stop. Something nobody could anticipate.


  And if he didn’t crack it, there was every possibility the king would be killed.


  So no pressure there, then.


  Wren started opening doors at random as he passed them. He had the wine to lubricate the mental processes. All he needed was a quiet place to think.
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  He eventually found a small room furnished with an old table and some rickety chairs. Wren sat down, put his bottle on the table, pulled out the riddle, and laid it directly in front of him.


  Right, he thought. Time to do some work. He took a few mouthfuls of the wine and stared hard at the writing, letting it seep into his mind.


  
    

  


  
    Every man will use the same, where subject and King command;
 The noble end shall come from here, below the rich gilt stand.
 Save this dying nation, unworthy walk before.
 Where all men came together, kneel upon the floor.
  


  
    

  


  Every man will use the same, where subject and King command. What did kings and commoners use and command? A household? Possibly. A king ruled the kingdom; subjects ruled their homes. What about a family? But no, that didn’t work. The king might command his family, but using subject in that context meant either a man or a woman, and the riddle specifically referred to a man.


  Every man will use the same. That was annoyingly vague. There were lots of things men and kings used. Hairbrushes, stairs, knives and forks, clothes, books. The list could go on.


  Wren took another swig of wine. The noble end shall come from here, below the rich gilt stand. That obviously referred to the king’s death. The noble end shall come from here. So it meant whatever was going to kill him would come from beneath a rich gilt stand. At least that was something to go on. A gilt stand. Gilt meant gold, didn’t it? Did that mean something had been coated with poison? But the king must have hundreds of items that could match the description.


  Wren thought about it some more then put that line aside. He couldn’t solve it without obtaining a list of all the king’s furniture, so it was pointless dwelling on it. He did the same with the next line. Save this dying nation, unworthy walk before. It seemed like a filler line to Wren. No real information.


  That left the final piece of the riddle. Where all men come together, kneel upon the floor. That was a different story. That had to tie in with the first line. Every man will use the same, where subject and king command. And kneel upon the floor had to be some kind of direction. If he solved the riddle and knelt on the floor in front of whatever it was, then he should find the means of assassination.


  So what did all men use? Where did all men come together? The tavern? Hmm. Possible but not likely. He couldn’t see the king popping down to the local for a quick goblet of wine.


  Speaking of wine. Wren took another hefty swallow then had a worrying thought. Where were the privies around that part of the castle? He was starting to feel the pressure after half a bottle of wine and reckoned he’d have to relieve the old bladder sometime soon. He hadn’t seen any signs on the way.


  He put the bottle back on the table. Best to slow down, then. Just in case he couldn’t find one—


  Wren froze, staring at the words.


  It couldn’t, could it? He scanned the riddle, his mind racing. It fit but… surely not. Did the writer of the riddle have no taste?


  Could the answer actually be the privy?


  Every man will use the same. Both man and king had to use the privy. There was no denying that. The noble end shall come from here. It was a bit… coarse, but it was true. The royal end did indeed come from there, whenever he finished his business and got up. Where subject and King command. Wasn’t there a saying about man being ruler of his own privy? No, that wasn’t right. What was it? The privy is the common man’s throne.


  Wren smiled. That was it.


  A second later the smile vanished. No. No, he was close, but he wasn’t right.


  What about a throne? The kings throne. Every man will use the same, where subject and King command; Both king and man had to use chairs. And childish sayings aside, a man’s throne was at the head of his table, where his family gathered every day to eat and talk. The noble end shall come from here, below the rich gilt stand. The throne sat on a dais. The dais was edged in gilt.


  Save this dying nation, unworthy walk before, he thought. Where all men come together, kneel upon the floor.


  Save this dying nation. The Swords of Liberty thought that killing Boranel would save Breland. And subjects of the king came before him while he sat on his throne to submit their grievances for his rulings. And the party was going to move through to the throne room after the banquet.


  That was the answer. The noble end shall come from here. Wren had been right the first time. The kings death would come when he sat on his throne.


  Right in front of everyone.


  Chapter Twelve
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  Wren ran back through the hallways, slowing down only when he arrived in the corridor outside the entrance hall. He had to figure out how to slip into the throne room without being seen. He was sure it wasn’t permitted simply to stroll in to inspect the king’s throne.


  He peered around the corner into the hall, then straightened up. The hall was deserted. Everyone had gone off to the banquet already. Well, that certainly made things easier.


  He hurried into the throne room then braced himself against the two ridiculously thick doors, heaving them shut behind himself.


  Wren studied that vast chamber. The throne was placed on a wide dais, which a short flight of stairs led up to. When the builder had been told to build something that would intimidate the masses, he hadn’t played around. Even Wren felt slightly cowed. The wood was smooth and dark with age, the backrest curving up and over so it looked like the jaws of a giant beast. Wren didn’t think he could ever be comfortable sitting in such a chair. He would always feel as if he were about to be eaten. Not that he ever had to worry about it. Although, King Abraxis did have something of a ring to it.


  Wren gave the rest of the chamber a brief inspection. Arched windows close to the ceiling let in a small amount of light. Tiers of benches had been built against the walls, so the common folk could come and witness the king’s judgments.


  Wren paused at the bottom of the dais and closed his eyes. He let his mind drift, reaching out with his mind and trying to sense any magical traps that might have been placed over the throne.


  Wren’s eyes snapped open. Nothing. So not a magical assassination, then. He supposed it made sense. The king must have a small army of artificers and magic-users to watch over his safety. Better the old-fashioned way.


  So how would the trap be sprung? A crossbow bolt from a window ledge? Wren glanced around, but he already knew there was no one else in the room with him. He would have sensed the presence.


  Some kind of poison on the throne itself? A tiny needle hidden in the grain of the wood? That seemed more likely, and Wren cursed himself for leaving his Cannith goggles behind. They would have been ideal for ferreting out something so small.


  Wren sighed. He was busy wondering what his next move would be when he heard a creaking sound from behind the curtains at the back of the throne. Wren darted down the stairs, leaped over one of the benches, and flattened himself against the flagstones. He waited for a second then cautiously raised his head and peered over the bench in front of him.


  At first he saw nothing. But then a human female appeared from behind the curtains, pausing briefly to make sure she was alone. Wren’s interest piqued. She looked to be in her thirties. Quite tall, almost as tall as Wren, in fact. She had thick, chestnut hair that she had tied back in a braid. She wasn’t dressed for the banquet, wearing a well-worn leather jerkin over a crimson shirt; black trousers, designed for function over style; and a pair of supple boots laced up to the knees.


  She moved with confidence, knowing exactly what she was doing. Prefect, thought Wren. Obviously, the trap hadn’t been laid yet. All he had to do was wait and see what she did, then disable it afterward and claim all the glory for saving the king’s life.


  The odd thing was she didn’t act as if she were laying a trap. She bent over, straining to look beneath the throne. Then she got down on her knees and shrugged a small satchel from her back. She took out a tiny everbright globe, which she activated, casting a circle of yellow light across the throne and dais. Then she took out a piece of parchment and what looked to be… charcoal?


  Wren frowned. The woman lay down on her back then shuffled around until she had disappeared beneath the throne. What? Was she going to hide there and stab the king in the backside with her charcoal?


  Wren stood up, annoyed and puzzled. He walked forward and mounted the dais steps. By the light of the globe, he could see that she had the parchment pressed up against the underside of the throne and was rubbing the charcoal across it. When she finished, she reached out, slipped a knife from her belt, then spent the next minute or so scratching away at the wood.


  The woman grabbed hold of the seat and started to pull herself out, the parchment still gripped in her hand. Wren reached out and snatched it from her grasp, quickly backing down the stairs as he inspected it.


  The woman said nothing. Wren’s eyes flicked between her and the parchment as she clambered to her feet. She looked confused, as if something had happened she had not even remotely anticipated. The parchment was a rubbing, like children sometimes did to get images from rough surfaces. It seemed to be random lines and shapes with empty gaps in between. No matter which way he turned the parchment, he couldn’t make sense of it. It looked like some kind of map but an incomplete one.


  “Who are you?” the woman asked. She didn’t sound particularly scared or anxious, just curious.


  “You first.”


  The woman paused briefly then shrugged. “Melisorn Pel. But you can call me Pel. How’d you do?”


  “Very well,” said Wren, not to be outdone in the good manners stakes. “I’m Abraxis Wren. You can call me Wren. You may have heard of me.”


  “Afraid not. But then I only keep track of people who are important.” She gestured at the parchment. “Can I have that back?”


  “Maybe. I haven’t decided yet. What is it?”


  “Part of a map. I can take it back, you know.”


  “You’re welcome to try.”


  Pel smiled at Wren, a grin that flashed across her face and gave her the look of an impudent girl. “Looks like we’re at an impasse.”


  “Looks like.” Wren walked back up the steps of the dais, still staring at the map. “So the clue wasn’t about an attempt on the king’s life. It was about this all the time. Whatever ‘this’ is.”


  Pel laughed. “Attempt on the king’s life? Is that what you thought?”


  Wren sat down on the throne, staring at her thoughtfully. “It made sense up till now. Tell me, where were you two nights ago?”


  “Two nights ago?” Pel looked thoughtful. “At a tavern, I think. Spent the night dancing on the tables.”


  “And have you visited Sharn in the past two weeks?”


  “Sharn? Not a chance. Hate the city.”


  “Hmm. Tell me, how are you connected with Galin Mote?”


  “Who says I am?”


  “I do. He’s dead, you know. Tortured to death.”


  Pel’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You’re being pretty open about it,” she said.


  “What…? I didn’t torture him, you silly woman. Host, do you think I’d be sitting here telling you about it if I had?”


  Pel shrugged. “I don’t know you. Maybe you enjoy that kind of thing.”


  “You don’t seem too upset.”


  “Why should I be? Mote was a bastard. I hated his guts. We happened to share a goal, so we teamed up.”


  “To find the this?” Wren lifted the parchment.


  “Amongst other things. You said he was tortured?”


  “Mmm-hmm. Obviously by someone else who was after this. What is it, anyway?”


  “Can’t tell you that. It’s a secret. Where did you get all this stuff about assassinating the king from?”


  “From the fact that Galin Mote was a member of the Swords of Liberty.”


  “Oh. Was he?”


  “You mean you didn’t know?”


  Pel shook her head. “It never came up. What do I care what he did with his personal life?”


  “I see.” Wren leaned back in the throne. It was really rather comfortable.


  Pel glanced nervously at the doors to the room.


  “No invitation?” asked Wren.


  “Not as such.”


  “Unfortunate. I stole mine.”


  Pel inclined her head respectfully. “I tried that. Didn’t work out.”


  “What happened?”


  “His wife came home.”


  Wren let out a bark of laughter. “Capital!”


  Pel took a step forward. “Look, all jokes aside. Can I have my property back? I’ve earned it.”


  “A few more questions. Why do this tonight, when there’s a state banquet on?”


  “Galin said it had to be tonight.” Pel paused thoughtfully. “Come to think of it. He was acting nervous, like he thought…”


  “Like he thought something was going to happen? That someone was after him?”


  “Possibly,” said Pel grudgingly.


  “If you disliked him so much, why did you partner up with him?”


  “Two heads were better than one. I couldn’t figure out the clues—”


  “Wait. Clues? You mean there’s more?”


  Pel smiled ruefully and shook her head. “And that’s my sign to stop talking now. You’re very good, you know.”


  Wren inclined his head, accepting the compliment. He stared at the parchment, looking for all the world as if he were lost in thought. But he was actually memorizing it.


  When he was done, he flicked it through the air.


  Pel caught it then looked at Wren, puzzled. “You’re just giving it to me?”


  Wren shrugged. “As much as this all interests me, I have other business to take care of right now. I might catch up with you later, though.”


  “I’ll keep my eyes open, then,” said Pel wryly.


  “You do that.”


  Wren headed down the stairs of the dais and strolled toward the door of the throne room. He was lying, in a way. He was interested because the map was the reason Kevros, Fial, and Mote had been killed. But he didn’t have time to follow it up. After all, he still had to fix Lyra’s problem. He’d already had an idea about that, but it meant he had to get back to Galin Mote’s apartment before the Watch turned up and discovered the mess.


  He glanced back when he got to the door. In one smooth movement, he yanked out his crossbow, knelt to the ground, and fired. Pel’s eyes widened. She dived to the side, flattening herself against the flagstones. But it hadn’t been Pel Wren was aiming for. A hooded figure had appeared from behind the curtains and was about to run Pel through with his sword. Wren’s bolt missed its mark, skimming across the attacker’s arm and causing him to jerk backward.


  Wren was already running. Pel was picking herself up off the floor, glaring at him in accusation, but when she saw what it was he was running toward, she cursed and fumbled for her own sword.


  The attacker decided that the odds didn’t favor him. He darted back behind the curtain and disappeared from view.


  “Who in Khyber was that?” shouted Pel.


  “Probably a man called Traven,” shouted Wren, running past her with a grin. “You know I just saved your life, right?”


  There was a narrow corridor behind the curtains. Wren sprinted along the stone flagstones, Pel right behind him. He turned a corner and saw Pel’s attacker disappearing through a low door. Wren put on an extra burst of speed and yanked the door open. It led back into the wider corridors of the castle. Wren looked around but there was no sign of the attacker.


  There was a set of double doors just ahead of him. Wren hurried forward and yanked them open.


  A thousand pairs of eyes turned to stare at him. At the far end of the hall, King Boranel paused, his flagon of wine raised in the air.


  Oh, dear, thought Wren, pasting a smile onto his face. “Sorry I’m late,” he called. “Please, Your Majesty, continue.”


  “Abraxis Wren!” Someone stood up at the back of the hall and pointed at him in anger. Wren squinted.


  It was Baron Trelib.


  Wren swore and pulled the doors closed. But not before he heard Trelib shouting, “Stop him!”


  Wren turned and gripped Pel by the arm. “Change of plan. We need to run away now. Very fast.”


  Chapter Thirteen
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  The first thing Lyra saw when she and Torin returned to the hotel room later that night was Wren pouring a glass of wine for a woman with thick chestnut hair.


  Typical, she thought. Here they were, searching all over the place for him, thinking something terrible must have happened, and all the time he was drinking wine in his rooms with an attractive woman.


  She should have known. In fact, it should have been the first place she looked.


  “Enjoying yourself?” she asked.


  “Wren where in Khyber’s name did you go?” snapped Torin. “We thought something had happened. There were guards crawling all over the place.”


  Pel was staring at Lyra and Torin with interest. “I take it this is the former wife?”


  Wren nodded.


  “And who’s the dwarf?”


  “That’s Torin. He’s supposed to be my partner, but all he seems to do is make my life incredibly wearisome. Sort of like having a nanny with you all the time.”


  “He’s cute.”


  Lyra was mildly amused when Wren almost sprayed his wine across the room. He looked at Torin incredulously. The dwarf was shifting uncomfortably, blushing furiously. “Cute? Cute! Don’t be absurd. That’s like saying a… a piece of stone is a thing of great beauty.”


  “Look,” said Pel in delight. “He’s blushing! How sweet!”


  Lyra flopped down onto one of the sofas. “Wren, what’s going on? Why did you disappear like that? Did you find anything?”


  “You first. Did you find Col?”


  “We did,” said Torin.


  Wren leaned forward. “What did you tell him?”


  Torin shrugged. “Just that we thought there may be an attempt on the king’s life.”


  “I assume he wanted to know how you came by such information?”


  Torin nodded. “I wasn’t about to start explaining about Mote, so I told him you’d go see him tomorrow and explain everything.”


  Wren nodded with satisfaction. “You lied. Well done.”


  “I didn’t lie,” snapped Torin. “We’re going to see him tomorrow.”


  “I think not.”


  “Wren…” began Torin.


  “Wren,” said Lyra. She nodded at Pel. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your new friend?”


  Pel stood up. “I’m Melisorn Pel.”


  “Lyra.”


  They sized each other up.


  “And you are involved… how?” asked Lyra. “I’m assuming you are involved and not just someone Wren brought home?”


  “Ha! He wishes. I’m involved all right.”


  Lyra saw Wren shaking his head at Torin and mouthing the words I don’t wish at the dwarf. He caught Lyra watching him and straightened up.


  “The fact is, there wasn’t any assassination attempt planned for tonight. Or for any night, for that matter.” Wren leaned back, a self-satisfied smile on his face. “Tell them, Pel. Everything you told me.”


  “Fine. You already know about the Black Brigade. There were rumors going around that they were about to be disbanded, that the war was going to end soon and their services were no longer required. The Black Brigade were… worried about this. They’d risked their lives for the Crown, so naturally they expected a bit of loyalty in return. A fat pension, maybe some land. But it didn’t seem as if any of this was going to happen.”


  “How do you know all this?” asked Torin.


  Pel glanced at him. “My brother was in the Black Brigade. He told me everything I’m telling you now.”


  “Where is he now?” asked Lyra.


  “He’s dead,” said Pel without any emotion. “Now… the Brigade was still receiving assignments, even though they knew that would end soon. So they decided they would take the opportunity to… put something aside for their futures. Can’t say I blame them. So over the next couple of missions, they stole whatever they could and split it between the nine of them.”


  “Was their commander in on this?” asked Torin. “Sef?”


  “No. Sef was very much a by-the-books soldier. He would have had them court-martialed if he found out. Anyway, on one of these missions, they came by some information, information on something that would set them all up for the rest of their lives. Treasure. I don’t know what the treasure actually was, but it was enough to split evenly between the nine of them and still make everyone very wealthy indeed. So they got hold of the treasure, and that’s when things started going wrong.


  “There were nine of them. Five of them wanted to divvy up the treasure right there and then, but four of them were against that. They wanted to wait, to hide the treasure and come back for it after the war. The arguments grew… heated. The five who wanted to divvy it up straightaway… well, you can guess what happened.”


  “Murdered?” said Lyra.


  A cold smile twisted Pel’s face. “Oh, no. Killed in action. Heroes dying for their country.”


  “So that left four,” prompted Wren.


  “Four, yes. Galin Mote, Fial Drakal, a gnome called Walker Tel, and my brother. But now my brother wanted out. He never wanted anyone to die, especially not his friends. So he renounced his claim.”


  “And they let him? After killing the others?”


  “He swore an oath. My brother was a cleric of the Silver Flame. They trusted him. So the other three agreed that they should hide the treasure for five years, and after those five years, they would meet up and divide it between them. But that brought up new problems. The prospect of wealth brings out the worst in people. None of them trusted the others, so they couldn’t just go and bury it somewhere. It had to be done so none of them knew where it was, so none of them could just go and dig it up for themselves before the five years were up.”


  “Ah,” said Lyra. “That’s where your brother came in.”


  Pel nodded, her face darkening. “They asked him to hide the treasure for them then to draw a map to its location. The map was made up of three separate pieces that had to be joined together to show the hiding place. They thought it was a foolproof method of making sure none of them cheated the others.”


  “So what happened?” asked Wren.


  “My brother wasn’t as stupid as they thought. He was loyal. He did what he was told. But he also knew the type of people he was dealing with. He knew his life was in danger, so he came up with a way he thought would protect him.”


  “The riddles,” said Torin.


  “Exactly. Instead of just giving them each their part of the map, he hid them then wrote up the riddles that told of their locations. Riddles were always his hobby, even as a kid. He figured they wouldn’t be able to crack the riddles. That they’d have to keep him alive if they wanted their treasure. After the five years were up, he’d meet up with them and give them their answers then go his merry way.”


  “He didn’t think they’d be able to solve the riddles themselves?” asked Lyra.


  “Not really. They weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed. Besides, he didn’t really care. If they figured out their riddle, more power to them. He didn’t want the treasure; he just wanted to stay alive.”


  “Didn’t seem to work, did it?” said Torin.


  “No. He handed them each their envelope, but before he could even open his mouth to explain what he had done, they killed him.”


  “I’d have loved to see their faces when they opened those envelopes,” said Wren.


  “You and me both.”


  “So how did you get involved?”


  “I only found out about my brother’s death recently. I’ve been traveling. When I was clearing out his things, I found the three riddles and some notes. Enough to tell me what was going on.”


  “But then you hooked up with Galin Mote,” said Wren. “One of your brother’s killers.”


  “Believe me. As soon as I’d finished with him, I would have claimed my revenge. I needed him to fill in the blanks. We agreed to team up. He wasn’t too clever, you see. Had spent the last couple of years trying to crack his riddle. But he couldn’t do it. And he wouldn’t ask for help. Was paranoid he’d lose his treasure.”


  “Fine. Right. I see all this,” said Lyra. “But nothing you’ve said gives us the slightest clue as to who this Traven fellow is. Do you know?” she asked Lyra.


  “No idea. First I knew of him was back at the castle.”


  “I wonder if he has Fial’s riddle,” mused Wren. “I think we can now agree that Mote killed Fial in order to get his riddle. But did Traven get Fial’s riddle from Mote before he left? Maybe he already has Fial’s map piece.”


  “He doesn’t,” said Pel.


  “Oh?”


  “My brother wrote down the riddles, remember? I found them when going through his belongings. Fial’s clue was the one I managed to crack. Led me to the ship of a Lhazaar prince. Very nice man.” She paused. “I now have the first and second pieces of the map.”


  “You forgot to mention that to me earlier,” said Wren. “So all that’s left is the last riddle. Walker Tel’s piece of the puzzle. Care to share it with us?”


  “Not on your life.”


  “Didn’t think so. You’d better watch your back, then. If this Traven is after the treasure, he’ll be after you next.” Wren stretched and yawned. “Well, this has all been very revealing. Thank you for coming to explain.” He nodded at Torin and Lyra. “I have no doubt these two wouldn’t have believed a word of it if I’d told them myself. Where are you staying?”


  “Uh… the Last Chance Inn,” said Pel, seemingly caught off guard by Wren’s sudden change of subject.


  “Lovely little inn. Very… homey. Now if you’ll excuse me, we’ve had a very long day, and I really must get some rest.” Wren smiled at the others then disappeared into his bedchambers. Lyra heard the key turn in the lock.
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  A few hours later, Lyra sat in the darkness of Wren’s empty bedroom and waited for him to return. She’d known he was up to something. He had that look, that little glint in the eye that she had once found so attractive and later found so annoying, so juvenile.


  So as soon as Pel had left and Torin had turned in for the night, Lyra broke into Wren’s bedroom.


  It wasn’t just to find out what he had been up to. Lyra also wanted to talk to Wren, to get everything sorted out, even though she wasn’t sure if that was possible. She thought probably not. Too many things had been said. But she wanted… what did she want? A return to what it used to be like? No. She wasn’t one to look into the past to make the present bearable. She simply wanted them both to move on, to accept that things had happened, words exchanged. But if they talked about them, faced up to them, then maybe they could… be friends. They had loved each other once. How could an emotion so pure turn so easily to hate?


  Lyra yawned. How long had it been? Two hours? Three? Maybe he wasn’t coming back at all. Maybe he was spending the night somewhere else, with one of his trollops. Lyra reckoned he had a few stashed away in cities across the continent.


  A noise from the sitting room drew her up in her chair. She listened and could hear furtive footfalls passing across the carpet outside the bedroom. A moment later the door opened and Wren entered. He pulled his coat off and dropped it to the floor then slipped his boots off with a grunt of satisfaction. He headed across to a small table on which sat a decanter of port. He was humming to himself.


  “Either you’ve just come from someone’s bed or you’ve done something you think is remarkably clever,” said Lyra.


  Wren stiffened and almost dropped the crystal decanter. Lyra smiled to herself. Wren carried on pouring his drink, then sat down on the bed.


  “So which is it?” she asked.


  “The second,” said Wren easily. “I’ve solved your little problem for you.”


  Lyra couldn’t hide her surprise. “Oh?”


  “Mmm-hmm,” said Wren casually, taking a sip of his drink.


  “So what have you done?”


  “I paid another visit to our friend Galin Mote.”


  Lyra frowned. “I don’t see…”


  “I wrote the name of Kevros on one of the pieces of paper littering his floor and shoved it into his pocket.”


  Lyra still didn’t understand.


  “And Kevros’s address.”


  “Sorry, but—”


  “And a fee. A thousand galifars.”


  Realization dawned. “You want the Watch to think Mote was hired to kill Kevros?”


  “Exactly. Pretty clever, eh?”


  “But… but it’s not true.”


  “Well, I know that, and you know that,” said Wren testily. “But what difference does it make? You think the Watch are likely to believe some story about buried treasure? A story we have no proof of, by the way. This is nice and neat. The Watch likes nice and neat. I’ve already alerted them. Anonymous tip. They’ll head over there and find Mote’s body and the note.”


  “But they’re going to wonder who killed Mote,” said Lyra.


  “So? I haven’t tampered with their evidence. Traven is responsible. If he left any clues, Wroat’s finest will catch them. All I’ve done is leave them a little clue about Kevros’s death. A clue that puts you in the clear.” Wren paused. “Feel free to thank me now. I’ll send you my bill later.”


  Lyra opened her mouth to say something suitably clever and witty, something to put him in his place. But she didn’t. She was tired, tired of staying on guard, tired of always bickering. Instead she simply said, “Thank you, Wren. For everything.”


  It surprised her to hear the words coming out of her mouth but not as much as it surprised Wren. He stated at her distrustfully, as if suspecting some kind of trap. But when nothing else was forthcoming, he shrugged awkwardly. “Not a problem.”


  The silence deepened. Lyra cleared her throat. “What will you do now? Head out after the buried treasure?”


  Wren winced. “I don’t think so. I’m not sure buried treasure is really my thing. Maybe I’ll stick around here for a while.”


  Lyra hesitated. This was it. There wouldn’t be a better chance to get everything out in the open. “Pour me a drink, will you?”


  Wren glanced at her, then took his glass back to the table and poured two drinks. He handed one to Lyra, who sipped it absently. Wren sat back on the bed.


  “We’ve never talked,” said Lyra. “Not since… you know…”


  Wren looked at her sharply. “Since I left you?”


  “I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to say since it happened.”


  “It?”


  “I don’t blame you. For leaving, I mean. No, that’s not quite true. I do blame you. I hate you for it, but I think I understand why you did it.”


  “Oh, do you now?”


  Lyra could see Wren’s features tightening, his eyes narrowing with anger. “Don’t, Wren. I don’t want a fight. I want to clear the air between us. Don’t you think it’s time? If I can try and forgive you for deserting me, can’t you do the same?”


  “No,” said Wren instantly. “Never.”


  “No.” Lyra sighed. “I didn’t think so. But can’t we get past it? I know we can’t forget it, and fine, you’ll never forgive me, but surely—”


  “Why do you keep saying ‘it’?” interrupted Wren. “Why can’t you use the proper words?”


  Lyra stared into her drink. It was dark. It looked like blood. She blinked back tears, then looked into Wren’s eyes. “I can’t,” she whispered.


  “Well, I can. You want me to forgive you for the death of our child.”


  “Wren…”


  “Our unborn baby. An innocent…” Wren stopped talking. He looked down at the bedclothes. He shook his head. “I told you!” he said fiercely. “I told you not to take the assignment. They had no right to ask. You were too far along.”


  “They didn’t know, Wren. I kept it from them. There are ways… You knew what I was like. I told you I wasn’t going to change. You said you were fine with that! That you didn’t want me to change.”


  “But I didn’t expect you to take a mission that would take you behind enemy lines! It was madness.”


  Lyra said nothing. It had been madness. In hindsight, she knew that. She’d been so intent on her job, so intent on fighting the enemy… They’d always talked about having children, but the timing was all wrong. How could she bring a child into a world at war? What kind of mother would that make her? So she fought, on. She took more assignments, all the while telling herself that this would be the last. But it never was. There was always another chance. Another chance to chip away at the enemy, to make the world safer for their child.


  Then she had been injured, taken captive, put into a dungeon until the war ended. Their friends had said Wren was like a madman when he found out. He tried to find her, but House Medani wouldn’t give him any information. It was a mission on behalf of the Crown. That was all they would say. That Lyra had known the risks. The word was that Wren attacked Baron Trelib. Then he had to be forcibly restrained and ejected. They hadn’t excoriated him, though. Said they knew he was not in his right mind, but Wren never had time for House Medani since then.


  She’d lost the baby while confined to the dungeon. She was unconscious when it happened. An injury to her hip had gone septic. She was in a fever, delirious when she had gone into labor. The healers told her the baby had been stillborn. She’d nearly died as well.


  But what Wren said was true. It had been madness. And she realized she’d never told him that, never apologized, never tried to explain. Well, there had hardly been time, had there? She was released after the Treaty of Thronehold was signed and shipped back to Wroat. Her injuries hadn’t properly healed. There had been some infection. She was confined to bed. But when she told Wren she’d lost the baby, he flew into a rage. Lyra had never seen him like that. The House Jorasco healers had to order him to leave.


  The next day he was gone. And she’d never seen him again until two days ago, when she sought his help.


  He deserved to hear it. It wouldn’t make a difference to their relationship, but there was a chance it would help him heal. It was painfully obvious to Lyra that Wren wasn’t even remotely over what had happened.


  “You were right,” Lyra said softly. “It was a mistake. I thought… I thought I could make the world a safer place. For… for our child. I thought I was doing the right thing.” She took a deep breath then let it out slowly. “I wasn’t, though, was I?” She moved across to the bed and sat next to him. He was staring at his hands. “Wren, you can’t hate me any more than I hate myself. Not a day goes by when I don’t regret what I did. I mean… they took our baby out of me when I wasn’t even conscious! I never even got to hold it. How do you think that makes me feel? Or have you never even considered that?” Lyra paused and took a deep breath. “You think I meant to get caught? You think I wanted to lose our baby? Something bad happened. To both of us. Not just you. We both lost something. But you left me lying in that bed with no one to turn to. I was alone. I had a fever. I was hallucinating. I saw us, Wren. I saw us with our child.” She fell silent, remembering. “A part of me died in that dungeon,” she said softly. “But you killed another part of me when you left. I understand that you blame me. But you have no right to claim the moral high ground here.”


  Lyra was surprised to feel tears spill down her cheeks. She hadn’t cried since… since she lost the baby. They trickled down her face, salty on her lips. They dropped onto Wren’s hands. His fingers twitched and he looked up at her. Lyra realized Wren had never seen her cry. Never.


  He reached up and wiped the tears away. They stared at each other, so much brought to the surface, so much needing to be said. It was all Lyra could do to match his gaze. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Sorry for causing you pain.” She placed her hand over his, where it still rested on her cheek. He left it there for a second, then gently slid it away.


  He cleared his throat. He opened his mouth, hesitated, then carried on. “I… I couldn’t stay,” he said. “My heart… it felt like it wasn’t there anymore. Like I was dead but somehow still walking around. It wasn’t fair. That’s what I kept thinking. ‘It isn’t fair. Why us? It isn’t fair.’ The words just kept going over and over in my mind.” He shook his head. “You hate me for leaving, but I had to. If I had stayed, you would have hated me even more. I… I wasn’t myself. I think I slipped over the edge a bit. When I left, I did things… took out my anger on people…”


  He trailed off. Lyra waited to see if he would carry on but he didn’t. He stared down at the bedsheets, refusing to meet her gaze. Lyra hesitated then stood up. Nothing was fixed, not by a long shot, but it was a start. Things had been said, things that had been kept inside for too long.


  She turned and left the room, leaving Wren sitting in darkness.


  
    

  


  III


  He tried to remember who he was. What had happened. But there was nothing, just an emptiness that stretched back through the years, a mist over his mind that he couldn’t penetrate. For all he knew, his life was nothing more than what lay before him. Maybe he had been born in this pit. Maybe he would live out his years among the corpses.


  The pain came to define his existence. It was always there, throbbing, growing in size, then shrinking slightly as delirium took hold. But it never went away. It always came back.


  And still the corpses talked. There were many of them now, and they seemed as mad as he was. They whispered atrocities to him, foul deeds they committed in life, and a second later would turn to wheedling, entreating him to join them. But he resisted. He was alive. The pain at least told him that. He screamed at the corpses to leave him be. He wasn’t dead! They had no hold over him! Then they would hurl obscenities at him, foul insults, dark promises of what they would do to his body.


  Time passed and he heard a different sound. It was set apart from the insane mutterings of the corpses. It came from somewhere above him, muffled and distant.


  It was a voice. A living voice.


  And he started to scream again.


  Chapter Fourteen
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  Wren awoke in the wee hours of the morning. The ivory light from one of Eberron’s moons filtered through the window, casting monochrome shadows throughout the room. He felt as though he’d only just fallen asleep.


  After Lyra had left, his thoughts had whirled around and around in his head. Memories of that day, memories of the things he’d done when he left. He’d spent years trying to suppress all of it, years trying not to think about what he had lost. And now it had all been let out.


  He realized with a sinking sensation that he hadn’t said he was sorry.


  Lyra had. She apologized, he thought, tried to make things right. But then, she was always the brave one.


  And after all that, he hadn’t even reciprocated.


  He should do it now. It didn’t matter what the time was. She needed to know that he was sorry, that he hadn’t meant to cause her all the pain. He just hadn’t known how else to handle everything. It had all been too much. He couldn’t forgive her. Not yet. But he could at least apologize.


  He shifted in his bed. And that was when he realized there was someone else in the room with him.


  He carefully slid his hand toward the pillow. He always kept a dagger there, just in case. But he hadn’t moved more than a couple of inches before someone spoke.


  “I wouldn’t if I were you.”


  The voice was quiet, calm. A dangerous voice. Wren considered making a grab for the dagger anyway, thinking it might be better to take his chances. At least he’d be armed.


  “I’m serious. Make a move I don’t like, and your girlfriend is dead.”


  Wren froze. Girlfriend? For an absurd second he thought the man was talking about Pel (probably because he’d been enjoying a rather erotic dream about her). The words “She’s not my girlfriend” were even on his lips before he realized who the voice was actually referring to.


  Lyra.


  Wren sat up and touched the everbright lantern by his bed. White light pulsed gently into the room. By its glow he saw a man seated in the same chair Lyra had occupied earlier that night. Her empty glass was still standing on the table next to it.


  Wren blinked in surprise. It was the bald, bearded man from Galin Mote’s apartment, from the Swords of Liberty.


  “Good morning to you,” said the man.


  “It was about to be,” replied Wren, trying to get his mind to catch up with events. “I have a feeling you’re going to change that.”


  The man shrugged. Wren waited, but he seemed disinclined to say anything more.


  “So what do you want?” snapped Wren.


  “What everyone wants. The treasure.”


  “The treasure?” Wren had to admit he was rather taken aback by that. “You’re really after the treasure?”


  “Of course. Why else do you think we’d allow a fool like Mote into our ranks? For his sparkling conversation? It’s about funding, my friend. Mote believed in our cause. He told us about the treasure. We’ve been trying to decipher those damned riddles ever since.” The man smiled. “But you…” He shook his head in admiration. “You come along, you’re involved for what… a few days? And you crack the first riddle. Just like that. So we’re thinking, we need you on our side, yes? We need you to crack the clues for us. And how do we do that? With leverage.” The man cocked his head to the side. “Was it you that killed Mote?”


  “No. He was like that when we got there. Obviously someone else is after the treasure.”


  “All the more reason for you to get started. I’m thinking… ten days. Yes, that sounds fair. You have ten days to get the treasure for us. If you don’t, the woman dies.”


  “Ten days? Don’t be absurd. The treasure could be anywhere. Frostfell. Argonnessen. Sarlona. How am I supposed to get it for you in ten days?”


  “That’s not my problem. The way I see it, incentive is a good motivator. Your incentive is the woman. If you don’t get the treasure to me in ten days, she dies. Simple as that.” He stood up. “Don’t try and follow me. Don’t try and find me. If I suspect you’re trying to find the woman and not the treasure, I’ll slit her throat. Her death will be on your hands. Understand?”


  Wren said nothing.


  “I said, do you understand?”


  “Yes. I understand.”


  The man nodded. “Do you know First Tower?”


  “The village? Outside Sharm?”


  “That’s the one. Be there before dawn ten days from today. We’ll be there waiting. If you don’t turn up…” He left the sentence hanging. “The name’s Eoin, by the way. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He smiled. Then he turned and left the room.


  Wren stared into the darkness, trying to stop the panic from taking over. It was happening again. Lyra, kidnapped, held against her will. It brought all the old emotions rushing back. The helplessness. The need to take action—any action. The fear, the constant fear that it was already too late.


  He lifted his hands to rub his face. They were shaking. Calm down, he told himself. This isn’t the same. You can stop this. You have a chance to save Lyra this time. It won’t be the same.


  But what if it was? What if he was too late? What if he couldn’t figure out the clues? It would be his fault. His child and his wife, dead, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.


  Wren pushed himself to his feet. No. Not again. History would not repeat itself.


  But first, how was he going to go about finding the treasure? He didn’t have the final clue, didn’t even have the first part of the map. He needed those if he hoped to have any chance at saving Lyra.


  He pondered for a moment. There was a way. It wasn’t something he relished doing, but he didn’t really have any other choice at the moment.


  Wren ran the plan through his head then quickly got dressed, rummaged around in his leather satchel for a few items that might help him with his plan, and quietly left the room.


  He could still hear Torin’s snores as he hurried along the corridor outside.


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  The streets were empty. Wren always found it slightly disconcerting when visiting other cities and circumstances brought him out at that time of night—sometimes on a case but, as often as not, heading back to the hotel after a night of fun. He was so used to Sharn, where no matter the time, there was always activity on the streets. Sharn never slept. That was something Wren approved of. Cities were not meant to be silent and dark. Cities were supposed to be filled with color, with life, with exotic smells and evocative sights.


  Right then Wroat felt like a ghost town. It didn’t help that the mist had come back again, creeping up out of the river like a silent killer, reaching out with winter-white tendrils…


  Wren shook himself. Get a hold of yourself, he thought. You’re acting like a child.


  Wren carried on through the dreary streets, everbright lanterns slowly coalescing out of the mist, looking as though they were floating in midair. He passed a tavern where the last few customers had been tossed out and lay sleeping off their overindulgence on the cold cobblestones.


  He eventually found what he was looking for—an inn called the Last Chance. Not exactly the most inspiring of names, but there you go. The front door opened directly onto the street. Too risky. Wren followed the alley that separated the inn from the building next door. Rats scurried away from his footfalls, squealing in irritation. A cowering dog, its ribs protruding sharply through its fur, whined pitifully as he passed.


  A stinking refuse heap seeped all kinds of noxious juices underfoot. The stench hit Wren in the back of the throat. He could smell rotting vegetables and rancid meat, food even the poor dog wouldn’t touch. He covered his nose and put his foot down on something slimy, just managing to stop himself from slipping in the mulch. He leaned against the wall and looked at his boots in distaste. He doubted he’d ever get the smell out of them.


  He bent down and peered at the back door. The lock was surprisingly complex. He could probably pick it, but it would take too much time. He took a small rod of what looked like chalk from his pocket, inserting it into the keyhole. When it was all the way inside, Wren snapped off the end. He put the remaining chalk back in his pocket and waited. A couple of seconds later, he heard a grinding noise then the snap of metal. He tried the door. It swung open on silent hinges.


  Wren smiled. The lockbust chalk was a minor miracle. It lacked finesse, yes. All it did was expand when exposed to air, but it was just the thing when there wasn’t much time.


  The door led into the inn’s kitchen. Wren crouched down, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. A huge kitchen table stood in the center of the room. It looked so heavy, so permanent, that Wren got the impression the room had grown up around it.


  Wren straightened up and made his way through the kitchen. There was a door off to his left. He opened it and peered inside. Slabs of meat hung from hooks. Wren was about to close the door again, then hesitated, unhooked one of the heavy slabs, carried it outside, and threw it to the starving dog. “My treat,” Wren whispered before turning back into the kitchen again.


  He followed the passage beyond the kitchen to the front of the inn, where a small reception area could be accessed through the front door. There was a set of stairs to his right. Wren opened the leather-bound ledger on the front desk and paged back until he found Pel’s name and room number.


  Wren climbed the stairs to the second floor, making sure to stay to the edge of the steps to minimize any creaks, and made his way along the dark corridor until he arrived at Pel’s room. The locks there were much simpler. He took his tools out and inserted the first into the lock, gently prodding until he found the latch he was looking for. He held the latch aside, then inserted a second pick and used it to probe the actual lock mechanism. A few seconds later, he was rewarded with a satisfying snick as the lock was sprung.


  Wren waited a minute, listening intently for any sounds coming from within. Nothing. He carefully opened the door a fraction. It was pitch dark inside the room. Wren kept low, opened the door wider, and slipped inside, closing it quietly at his back.


  Wren could just make out the curtains outlined dimly against the window. The bed was just off to the side, so that meant Pel was—


  A bright light flared to life, shining directly into his face. Wren immediately closed his eyes, but not before he saw a shadow of movement and dived to the side. He heard a dagger thunk solidly into the wood where his head had been only a split second before. Wren rolled onto his back and flicked his wrist. One of the items he had taken from his satchel was a bloodspike. He sent it spinning into the air. He heard a grunt of pain, then rolled to the side again just as a sword hit the wooden floorboards where he had been lying. Wren scrabbled to his feet and tried to get behind the light. As he was doing that, he heard a solid thump.


  He blinked rapidly and his surroundings started to take shape around him, coalescing out of the bright haze.


  Melisorn Pel was lying on the floor, Wren’s bloodspike protruding from her upper arm. There was not much else to see in the small room. Just the bed, a small chair, and Pel’s belongings scattered across every available surface.


  Wren set to work.
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  Wren broke the vial of smelling salts under Pel’s nose. Her face wrinkled with disgust, and she jerked away, almost overturning the chair Wren had tied her to. She opened her eyes and looked around in confusion.


  Wren sat back on the bed. “Let me clear a few things up,” he said. “You’re tied to a chair. I broke into your room and used a bloodspike to knock you out while I rifled through your belongings, searching for the final riddle. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find it. So all credit to you.” Pel opened her mouth to say something, her eyes flashing with anger, but Wren held up his hand to stop her. “Pel, believe me when I say I don’t want to do this. I like you. I think if we’d met under different circumstances, we could easily spend a night in the tavern happily insulting each other. But I have no choice. The Swords of Liberty—those are Galin Mote’s friends, by the way; turns out he planned on handing the treasure over to them, probably after stabbing you in the back—have kidnapped Lyra and threatened to kill her unless I find this treasure. Right now I’m on the edge. I’m nervous, I’m annoyed, and when I’m nervous and annoyed, I do things I wouldn’t normally do.”


  Pel had been listening while she glared at Wren. “You finished?”


  Wren nodded. “For the moment.”


  “Good. Then let me just say that when I catch up with you—and I will, believe me—I’m going to castrate you and make you eat your own—”


  “You see?” interrupted Wren, jumping to his feet and pacing around the small room. “That’s what I’m talking about. Banter. You seem like you’d be so good at it.”


  “I’m not going to tell you the riddle.”


  Wren heaved a heartfelt sigh. He flopped down on the bed and fished around in his pocket, pulling out an empty bloodspike.


  “What’s that?” asked Pel suspiciously.


  “It’s a truth potion,” said Wren apologetically. “I first came across it last year while on a case. Fascinating tale, let me tell you. Maybe I could fill you in on the finer points some day after we’ve had dinner—”


  “Please tell me you’re not trying to flirt with me after you’ve drugged me and tied me to a chair. Do you realize on how many levels that is just… wrong?”


  Wren pursed his lips. “Hmm. Good point. It was rather tasteless. But that only illustrates my point. I get a bit… uneven when I’m nervous. And just for the record, I only like my female friends to be tied up under mutual consent.”


  “And what do you mean, ‘truth potion’?”


  “Oh, yes. Picked it up from a Dark Lantern. Well, I say ‘picked it up,’ but I stole one from him and figured out the recipe by breaking down the components. Anyway, the gist of the matter is, you have to tell the truth whenever I ask you a question.”


  Pel shook her head and opened her mouth to say something. She frowned, then went slightly cross-eyed as she tried to look at her mouth.


  “Were you trying to say, ‘No, I don’t,’ by any chance?”


  Pel nodded, her eyes going wide.


  “Thought so. Now don’t worry. I’m not the type of man to take advantage of such a situation. You know, by asking questions like, ‘What are your fantasies?’ ‘Do you think I’m attractive?’ ‘When was the last time you…’ ” Wren waved his hand in the air. “You know what I mean. The only piece of information I want from you is the last riddle.” Wren stared directly at Pel. “Tell me, Pel. Tell me the final riddle.”


  Pel frowned. Wren could see she was trying to fight the drug, but there was about as much chance of that as Torin’s cheating on his wife. Still, she put in a good effort, holding out for at least ten seconds before opening her mouth.


  “ ‘Timeless tides of battle, unfinished in a day;


  Seek he who holds history long forgotten, for he will show the way.


  Fight the foe forever, never shall be mourn.


  Only crimson shades abide, the coming of the dawn.


  Inside will be the guardian, his soul given to the tree;


  Seek out his truest heart, for within he holds the key.’ ”


  Wren leaned back on the bed and stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. Interesting. Very interesting. He leaned forward again. “Have you figured the riddle out yet?”


  Pel gave a sharp shake of her head, her mouth a thin, white line as she pressed her lips together tightly.


  “You’re not lying to me, are you?”


  “I am. A little bit. Host, I hate you, you know that? You’re scum—no, scum’s too good for you. You’re the fungus that grows on scum—no, the tiny, frothy bubbles that collect on the scum after it’s been left out in the sun. You’re—”


  “Much as I admire a true artist—and I genuinely believe you to be one—I really must rush you. You know how it is. Treasure to find, ex-wives to rescue, dwarf sidekick to berate. If you could just hurry along to your conclusions?”


  “I think the riddle somehow refers to Valenar,” she said.


  “Oh? How so?”


  “On the notes my brother left when I first found the clues. There were a few early drafts of the riddle. There was a mention of the warclans that had been crossed out. And besides, my brother was obsessed with Valenar history. He was always going on about them.”


  “Just as well I asked,” said Wren. “I would never have figured that out on my own. You need the personal knowledge for it to make sense. You should be happy. I don’t see how Traven could figure that out, even if he has the final riddle.”


  “No. Not unless he ties me up and coerces the information out of me,” snapped Pel.


  “Oh, come now. You can’t compare me to him. He’s an animal. He tortures and kills.”


  “Whereas you bore and annoy. I’m not sure which is worse.”


  “Is there anything else? Anything you might be keeping from me?”


  Pel sighed. “There were dates on the notes I found. Different dates throughout the year.”


  “What did they mean?”


  “I’m not sure. But one of the dates is coming up. The thirteenth of Nymm.”


  “That’s only six days away,” said Wren.


  “Well done. You can count. What other tricks do you do?” snarled Pel.


  Wren slapped his hands onto his legs and stood up. “That’s my sign to leave.” He hesitated. “I’d untie you but I think you might try and kill me.”


  “Yes. Yes, I would.”


  “Thought so.” Wren moved cautiously toward Pel and bent down. He fumbled with the knots, loosening them slightly. “There you go,” he said, straightening again. “Shouldn’t take you long to get out of that. And please, don’t come looking for me. Torin and I are leaving as soon as I get back to the hotel.”


  He left the room and closed the door quietly behind himself. He paused and took a piece of parchment from his pocket. He hadn’t been able to find the riddle in her belongings, but he had found something else, hidden away in the false bottom of a drinking flask. The first part of the map, the one Pel said she found on the boat of a Lhazaar prince. That sounded like a story worth hearing, but right then he didn’t have the time. Wren had copied it and replaced the original where he had found it.


  He had two pieces of the map. Only one more to go.


  It might actually be doable.


  Chapter Fifteen
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  Wren shifted impatiently and peered out the window for the fifth time in as many minutes. He and Torin sat in a restaurant at the top of the airship docking tower. A slow-moving line of people entered the tower through the entrance far below. There was no sign of Pel, but he had to be careful. She was resourceful. He wouldn’t be at all surprised if she tracked him down.


  Torin let out a massive yawn.


  “Host, cover your mouth when you do that,” snapped Wren. “I don’t want to see what you had for dinner last night.”


  “What’s got you so tetchy?” asked Torin. “And why in Khyber’s name did we have to leave so early? It’s not even dawn yet.”


  Wren didn’t answer but turned his attention back to the line of passengers slowly moving into the tower.


  “Any sign of her?” asked Torin.


  “What?” said Wren distractedly. “No. No, I don’t think we have anything to fear. We should get away without any problems.”


  The silence across the table from Wren changed in texture, thickening into chill disapproval. Wren glanced at Torin and found the dwarf glaring at him accusingly.


  “What?” asked Wren innocently.


  “Don’t ‘what’ me. What do you mean get away without any problems? Why are we trying to get away from Lyra? What are you up to?”


  “Ah,” said Wren.


  “Wren, I hate it when you say ‘ah’ because I just know without the slightest shadow of doubt that I’m really not going to like what you’re going to say next.”


  “Yes, I think you’re probably right there.” Wren sighed and quickly told him about his nocturnal visitor and what had happened to Lyra.


  “Kidnapped?” exclaimed Torin. “Why didn’t you tell me? We have to do something, we should—”


  “I’m telling you now. And we are doing something. We’re leaving Wroat.”


  “We’re fleeing Wroat. There’s a difference. What are you not telling me?”


  “Well, seeing as I knew we had to find this treasure in order to save Lyra’s life, I thought I’d pay a visit to Pel and explain the situation. She was very obliging. In fact, not only did she tell me the remaining riddle, but she graciously shared her thoughts as to what it might mean. And she allowed me to copy the first piece of the map.”


  “Why would she do that?”


  Wren squirmed uncomfortably. “I may have used one of my truthspikes on her. A bit.”


  Torin hated truthspikes. He thought them a gross violation of a person’s privacy and dignity. He’d made it clear on numerous occasions that he never wanted to see one, let alone use one.


  “I had no choice!” said Wren, cutting in before Torin could start in on one of his moral tirades. “He said he would kill Lyra if I didn’t deliver this bloody treasure to them. What else was I to do?”


  “I don’t know! Anything. You know how I hate those things.”


  “Yes, but sometimes we can’t afford the luxury of a moral conscience, Torin. That’s why I’m the one who does these kind of things. So you can retain the moral high ground.”


  Wren took another look out the window. Most of the people were inside the tower by now.


  “That’s not fair, Wren,” said Torin quietly.


  “Then you have my apologies.” Wren sighed. “Look, I am sorry. I didn’t want to do it. But if we don’t get this treasure in ten days, then Lyra’s dead. I don’t want that on my conscience, Torin. Not again.”


  Torin cleared his throat. “What do you mean ‘not again’?”


  Wren cursed himself. He hated it when things got to him like this. It made him careless. “It doesn’t matter. Forget I said it.”


  Torin was silent for a while. “So where are we going?” he eventually said.


  “Valenar. Taer Valaestas. Pel said she found some kind of note saying the riddle was connected with the elves.”


  “Have you ever been there?” asked Torin.


  “Never. Oh, let me say this before I forget. Don’t insult anyone. All right? They’re very tetchy, the Valenar elves. Still a bit… primitive, if you know what I mean. Roam around in clans. Obsessed with horses. Keen on battle.”


  “I think that advice might be better given to you,” said Torin. “Maybe you should stay silent and let me do the talking. How long will it take us to get there?”


  Wren sighed forlornly. “About four days, I should think. Maybe more. It’s over two thousand miles away.”


  Torin looked horrified. “Are we sharing a cabin?”


  “Afraid so. We’re taking one of the new luxury airships. It was the only one available. Even I couldn’t justify the expense of two separate rooms.”


  “But… four days? Locked up with you? What am I going to do?”


  “You? You should be thankful! It’s me who’s going to suffer. Who am I supposed to have intelligent conversation with?” Wren turned thoughtful. “Maybe I’ll start writing my memoirs. I’ve been meaning to do that for months now. It’s the perfect opportunity.”


  “Wren, you get bored writing out a shopping list. How are you going to stay interested long enough to write a memoir?”


  Wren treated Torin to a dazzling smile. “Because it’s about me.”


  The predawn sky had started to lighten. Wren looked out of the window to see the sun reluctantly rising over the distant hills. It didn’t seem worth the effort, really. In an hour it would be swallowed by the cloud bank that was skulking, heavy and bloated, above the horizon.


  At least the weather would be nice in Valenar. Wren could do with some sun. Some wide-open spaces.


  Wren’s thoughts were interrupted by a red glow coming from within the gray clouds some distance away. The glow increased in brightness, turning the surrounding clouds into a pulsing, red mass, as if someone had set fire to the sky.


  A moment later something pierced the cloud cover and glided smoothly into view. It was the prow of an airship—but not just any airship. It was the Indomitable, a ship so stylish, House Lyrandar had created a new category for it. The Indomitable was the first ever luxury airyacht.


  The Indomitable was easily twenty times the size of a normal airship. It was similar in design except that it was much fatter, with the rooms running along the length of the ship in between the top decking and the berths and cargo holds below. The fiery red elemental ring crackled into view, burning away the last vestiges of cloud around the prow of the ship. Wren studied the ring, puzzled. Airships usually had them closer to the back, not at the front.


  But a moment later he realized why it was the case. As the richly polished soarwood vessel glided through the air, a second elemental ring burst into view, halfway along the length of the ship. Then, as the bulky ship turned gracefully toward the docking tower, a third elemental ring came into view at the rear of the vessel.


  Wren whistled to himself, impressed. Three elemental rings? He supposed they needed them to keep the massive ship moving, but the cost…


  “You see that, Torin? Never let it be said you don’t travel in style.”


  “Hmm?” Torin glanced at Wren; then his eyes were drawn toward the window as the massive bulk of the airyacht blocked out the rising sun, its blazing elemental rings drowning out the light of dawn.


  “Khyber’s breath,” he whispered. “It’s massive.”


  “Yes, it is. But don’t sound so awed, Torin. As they say, it’s not how big it is, but what you do with it that counts. We’ll see how it handles first before we fall over in awe.”
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  Torin was already making himself comfortable on one of the beds when Wren finally entered their cabin. He looked around in disappointment. The room was tiny. Just two beds and a door leading to the bathroom. “This is it? It’s not very big, is it?”


  “Wren, it’s a cabin on an airship.”


  Wren strode forward and flung open the bathroom door. “No bath! This is outrageous. I’m going to complain.”


  “What’s the point? All the cabins will be the same. There’s nothing better than first class.”


  Wren looked at his bed. “Not even a little chocolate on the pillow?”


  “Nope,” said Torin, putting his hands behind his head and smiling up at the ceiling.


  Wren looked suspiciously at the dwarf. He was looking rather smug. Are you sure.


  “Positive.”
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  Wren left their rather disappointing cabin and spent most of the morning wandering aimlessly around the decks of the Indomitable while he tried his best to decipher Pel’s riddle.


  Actually, that wasn’t entirely accurate. What he did was spend most of the morning not thinking about the riddle, instead leaving it in the capable hands of his subconscious. He knew from past experience that when he was stuck on some intractable problem, the best solution was to simply let go and distract his mind with something else. The problem with that was that while his subconscious did its work, his conscious mind kept returning to Lyra, to thoughts of the past, to fears of the future. He couldn’t escape them. They overwhelmed his mind, whirling around and around, over and over. He hadn’t worked on anything in more than a year. What if he’d lost his talents? What if he couldn’t solve the riddle? What if he was too late?


  He eventually stopped walking in the middle of one of the many corridors and decided he couldn’t go on like this. He needed something of the old Wren back. He needed the security it brought to him.


  So he decided to chat up the barmaid in the Indomitable’s bar while Torin, who had joined him for lunch, pretended not to know who he was.


  “Yes, there’s a certain romance to being an inquisitive that ladies find quite irresistible,” said Wren. “The image of the lone inquisitive making his way through the nighttime streets of the city while he attempts to solve a mysterious case. If I had a Galifar crown for every time one of my clients fell for me, I’d have—”


  “Three crowns,” interrupted Torin. “And two of those from men.”


  The barmaid laughed, a throaty, full-on chuckle that Wren found incredibly alluring.


  “What an amazingly naughty laugh you have,” he said delightedly. “Can I buy you a drink?”


  “I’m not allowed. Not while I’m on duty.”


  “Pity. I bet you’re just full of mischief when you’ve had a few drinks.”


  The barmaid grinned at him. “You wouldn’t be able to keep up. Believe me.” She looked along the bar, where a patron was trying to get her attention. “Excuse me,” she said and went off to serve the customer.


  Wren sighed and swiveled around on his barstool. The bar was slowly filling up, the initial attraction of staring at clouds having worn off by now. “Delightful girl,” he said.


  “You should be ashamed of yourself,” said Torin with a grin. “You’re old enough to be her—”


  “Don’t you dare!” Wren snapped, horrified. “Why would you say something so hurtful? And patently untrue. Honestly, I think you just like to be mean sometimes.”


  Torin shook his head in amusement. “Out with it, then. Has your amazing mind come up with anything while you’ve been chatting up girls less than half your age?”


  “If you must know, I have reached a conclusion.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. Unfortunately it’s not very helpful. We can’t do anything until we can access some reference works on Valenar. I mean, my knowledge of history isn’t all that great. How’s yours?”


  “Not so good.”


  “Didn’t think so. It’s like trying to break a code without a cipher. It can’t be done. We need information before we can figure out what the riddle is talking about. It’s probably some obscure pact or war or something. Something Pel’s brother read about. It shouldn’t be too hard,” said Wren. “I mean, the elves haven’t been here that long. About forty or fifty years?”


  “The were here before then,” said Torin. “The settled Valenar ten thousand years ago.”


  Wren waved his hand in the air. “Yes, yes, but they were only here for a few hundred years before heading back to Aerenal. But however long it was, we need access to a library or a university. And we can only do that once we reach Taer Valaestas. Once we’ve done a bit of research, I’m sure all will become clear.”


  “You mean, once I’ve done a bit of research.”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “Actually, we have a library on board,” said the barmaid.


  Wren turned to find her pouring ale into a heavy glass. “I beg your pardon?”


  “I said we have a library on board. It’s not big—I think it’s only got a couple of hundred books. Mostly travel stuff. Cultural pieces about the countries the airyacht visits.”


  “Does it have information on Valenar?”


  The barmaid shrugged. “Maybe. Never had a look. Not one for reading, myself.”


  “My dear, I could kiss you.”


  The barmaid laughed. “Nice try but you haven’t got a chance. I mean, you’re old enough to be my grandfather.”


  Chapter Sixteen
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  Wren sent Torin back to their room while he went on to check out the library. He could probably have used Torin’s help searching for any relevant information, but Wren knew he wouldn’t be able to take the dwarf’s ever-so-amused looks and frequent bouts of chuckling.


  Old enough to be her grandfather! The cheek of it. Of course, the girl was obviously joking. She must have overheard Wren and Torin talking earlier and was simply making a joke at his expense. Fair enough. But try to tell Torin that! The irritating dwarf would simply not listen to reason.


  Wren was rather disappointed when he finally found the library. It was nothing more than a long, oddly shaped room built up against the hull of the ship. The room curved with the line of the vessel, shelves of books jutting at odd angles from the wooden paneling where the shape of the airship prevented the shelves from sitting flush with the wall.


  The room was definitely an afterthought, but Wren supposed that couldn’t be helped. With space being at such a premium, he was surprised they had even bothered. And even so, there were still a good couple of hundred books with a small reading table bolted to the floor in the center of the room.


  Wren pulled out the chair and sat down. As he did so, he heard a rustle of clothing behind him. He turned to find a tall man standing before an open door, blinking mildly at Wren from behind a pair of spectacles. The man seemed to be hunched in on himself and had an apologetic look on his face, as if he were somehow embarrassed at the space he was taking up in the world.


  “Can I help you at all?” he asked in a quiet, level voice. “I’m the librarian,” he added, gesturing vaguely to the room around him just in case it wasn’t clear to Wren.


  Wren glanced at the shelves of books. Some of them were so old, they weren’t even marked. He smiled at the librarian. “Do you know, I rather think you can. I’m looking for information on Valenar.”


  The librarian smiled. “A rather… broad subject, if I do say so myself. Is there anything specific you are looking for?”


  “No, just casual interest, really. Killing time till the ship reaches its destination.”


  “I see. How does recent history sound? You can start off there and see if anything catches your fancy.”


  “That sounds delightful,” said Wren.


  The librarian nodded, pleased. “Excuse me while I consult my index.”


  The librarian disappeared into what Wren saw was a tiny office. He got a brief glimpse of piles of untidy manuscript before the door closed with a quiet click.


  Wren sighed and drummed his fingers on the table. It took him a full twenty seconds to become bored and a further ten before his thoughts turned back to what the barmaid had said.


  What if she hadn’t been joking? Did he actually look old enough to be someone’s grandfather? There was a scary thought. But no, surely not.


  Wren suddenly wondered if Torin had put her up to it as some kind of prank. It was certainly the kind of petty little joke that would amuse him. Had Wren left the bar at any point, giving Torin the opportunity to set it up? Wren thought back but was disappointed to realize that the only way Torin could have put the barmaid up to it was if he had developed telepathy in the past day or so.


  No, it couldn’t have been Torin. So Wren reluctantly went back to his original hypothesis. It was just a joke on the part of the barmaid.


  Either that or she was insane.


  In which case, she certainly shouldn’t be working in the hospitality sector. She could be a danger to someone.


  Wren had just resolved to find the captain of the ship and broach the subject of his mad employees when the door to the office opened and the librarian reappeared. He closed the door quietly behind himself and glanced around the library as if getting his bearings. Then he set off to one of the curving shelves to his left. He spent some time perusing the titles before finally selecting a huge, leather-bound book and bringing it over to Wren.


  “This should get you started,” he said, placing it on the table. “I’ll bring more across as I find them.”


  The librarian returned to his office. Wren opened up the book in front of him and started reading.
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  The rest of the afternoon went by in a hazy progression of books and dust. Wren got some parchment from the librarian and wrote the riddle down in the center of the page, using that as a focus point. Then around that riddle, he jotted notes and ideas whenever he came across something that might possibly be helpful in his research. It wasn’t long before the parchment was a mass of scribbles and hastily scrawled notes, most of them crossed out as Wren came across other information that negated one of the notes he had already written down.


  Wren decided to focus his research on the battle aspect of the Valenar first, seeing as it seemed to be the most predominant. Wren already knew the Valenar had a martial culture, but he hadn’t realized how martial. It was ridiculous. Their entire history was defined by the battles they fought. It didn’t seem as if a single week could pass by without a fight erupting between the elves and… well, anybody really. They weren’t fussy. If you could stand upright and hold a stick in your hand, you were fair game.


  And all the battles had such grand-sounding names. For instance, a foray into the Talenta Plains where the Valenar killed a halfling family who had encroached into their territory was called the Night of Screaming Daggers. I mean, really, thought Wren. They were so melodramatic.


  He’d been hoping that one of the battles would have some kind of connection to the riddle, but after a few hours of reading, he still hadn’t found anything. Nothing about timeless battles, nothing about crimson shades. Nothing. He eventually decided to give up that path of research and look for something else.


  He turned his attention to one of the few books about the Valenar elves written by an outsider. It was a few decades old and falling to pieces, but it detailed the time the author had spent as a prisoner of the elves. Wren rather enjoyed that one. The writer’s observations were quite witty and superbly detailed.


  It was there he read about the ancestor worship. He was half-elf himself, but all that trying to live up to the deeds of an ancestor who’d been dead for centuries was utterly ridiculous. Who were they trying to impress?


  Then the book had gone on to speak about the priests of the Valenar. The powerful order that maintained the memories and deeds of those ancestors and wrote down the history of the elves as it happened: the Keepers of the Past.


  As soon as Wren read the name of the priesthood, he froze.


  The Keepers of the Past. They looked after the history of the elves.


  Seek he who holds history long forgotten, for he will show the way.


  Keeper of the Past. He who holds history.


  It fit. It bloody well fit. The line must be referring to the Keepers of the Past.


  Wren triumphantly circled the second line of the riddle. He had it. Well, not all of it, but it was a start. A good start. Once they arrived in Valenar, he could look up the Keepers of the Past and see what they had to say for themselves.


  He yawned and stretched. He reckoned that would do for the moment. Well, it would have to. Wren had exhausted the library’s supply of books about Valenar. He had nothing else to read.


  “Find what you were looking for?” asked the librarian, stepping from his office.


  “Not really,” he said, collecting the pieces of parchment. “The problem is I don’t really know what I’m looking for. I think I’m going to have to seek someone out in Valenar for help.”


  The librarian started to pick up the books. “Probably the best move. My library isn’t as well stocked as it could be. It’s sufficient for its purpose, of course, which is to provide some distraction to the easily bored, but beyond that… I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help,” he added.


  Wren stood up and gathered his parchments together. “Oh, don’t apologize.” He headed for the door. “Thank you for trying, though. Much appreciated.”
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  Torin was dozing on the bed when Wren entered the room. Wren flicked the pieces of parchment in the dwarf’s general direction, the paper settling slowly over his chest and face. Torin snorted then let out a hard breath, dislodging one of the pages from his face.


  He yawned and squinted at Wren. “Do I take it from your cheerful demeanor you’ve solved the riddle and located the treasure?” he asked.


  “Not quite.”


  Torin sat up and gathered the stray pieces of parchment together. “What did you find out, then?”


  “Something that might actually be of help,” said Wren. “I think the line about seeking he who holds history actually refers to the Keepers of the Past.”


  “Who are they?”


  “They’re like priests. They travel around with the clans and record everything that happens.”


  Torin glanced at the riddle Wren had written down on the parchment. “Makes sense, I suppose,” he said. “But how does that help us? How many of these Keepers are there?”


  “Probably hundreds. Thousands, maybe. Who knows?”


  “So what’s the next move?”


  Wren thought about it. Just what exactly was his next move? Speak to every single priest he could find and see if they knew what the riddle meant? It was a sobering thought.


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Torin, obviously seeing his mood change. “It’s definitely something. A start. We’ll come up with something when we get to Valenar. You’ll see.”


  Wren shook himself. “Yes. Yes, you’re right. We can’t do anything more until we reach Valenar. And right now I crave food, wine, and intelligent conversation. But seeing as you’re my only companion, I’ll do without the intelligent conversation and concentrate on the food and wine.”
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  They are in the Indomitable’s restaurant. The food was excellent, the prices ludicrously exaggerated. So much so that Wren, in a fit of generosity brought on by too much wine, abandoned his usual practice of making Torin pay half the bill. Half of that bill would have covered Torin’s rent for the next three months.


  After their dessert Torin stretched and yawned. He smacked his lips and patted his stomach.


  “What did you think?” asked Wren.


  Torin shrugged. “It was fine for what it was. I’ve had better.”


  At first Wren thought he had heard wrong. But then he realized with a surge of outrage that he had, in fact, heard correctly. “You’ve… had… better?” he spluttered. He clamped his mouth shut and tried to count to ten.


  He made it to three.


  “Pray tell, dear friend Torin,” Wren said with deceptive sweetness. “Just where exactly was it where you ate a better meal than the one you just enjoyed. A meal prepared by the famous chef Betan Aiga, I might add. A man who served the queen of Aundair for the past ten years. And if you say something like, ‘the last dinner my wife made for me,’ I’ll take my swordstick and beat you around the head with it until you lie senseless at my feet.”


  “Actually, I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to say I had a better meal at my local tavern only last week.”


  “You… But…” Wren couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Perhaps the dwarf didn’t understand. “This meal was prepared—”


  “Yes, I know. By Betan Aiga. You said. But I can’t be having with all this fancy-pants stuff. Tiny portions of food piled up on your plate like a sandcastle. It’s nonsense.”


  “Right.” Wren had had enough. He reached down for his silver-topped cane, but by the time he’d gotten hold of it, Torin had already left the table and was halfway across the dining room floor. He looked back at Wren, grinned, saluted, then disappeared through the door.


  Wren poured himself another glass of the Aundair 967, something else that was ludicrously expensive. In fact, Wren had been very much surprised to find the wine on the menu. It was the last crop of grapes from the famous Crugh vineyards in Aundair before they were burned to the ground during the war. The bottles were becoming increasingly hard to come by, collectors snapping them up whenever they came on the market. In a few years they would be priceless.


  Wren had five crates back home.


  He finished the wine slowly, savoring every mouthful. He contemplated seeking out the barmaid and asking her to join him, just to show that he really was a sophisticated man of the world and not a lecherous old man trying to chat up a young lady, but he eventually decided against it. The wine would only be wasted on her.


  He finished the bottle and was lazily wondering whether to head off to bed or to retire to the smoking room to see if there was anyone worth talking to when he heard a commotion from outside the restaurant. A few of the other diners glanced up in irritation, but none of them stirred from their tables.


  Wren, however, stood up, cane gripped in his hand, and strode through the restaurant to the hallway outside. One of the serving staff came running along the corridor, his face pale beneath a shock of bright red hair. Wren stepped into the middle of the hall and raised his hand. The boy skidded to a stop.


  “What’s going on?” demanded Wren.


  “Murder, sir! Someone’s been murdered.”


  “Murder? Who? Where? Quickly now! Speak!”


  “The librarian, sir. Had his throat cut.”


  Wren felt his stomach clench. The librarian! Wren didn’t believe in coincidences. It had something to do with him. It had to. Wren stepped aside to let the boy pass, then hurried off in the direction of the library.
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  When he got there, a sizable crowd had already gathered. They jostled in the doorway, craning their necks to try and catch a glimpse inside. They didn’t even work on the ship. They were just travelers trying to get a safe taste of tragedy, a grisly footnote they could regale their annoying friends with. “Oh, yes, and on the way back, there was a murder! Most exciting, wasn’t it, darling?”


  Wren lashed out rather harder than he’d intended to, hitting a man on the back of the head with his cane. The man cried out and whirled around to face Wren.


  “You hit me!” the man accused.


  “That’s right. And if you don’t get out of my way, I’m going to stab you as well.”


  The man’s eyes widened in outrage. “You can’t speak to me like that!”


  “Yes, I can. In fact, I just did. Weren’t you paying attention?” Wren held the cane before the man’s eyes and slowly withdrew the sword a few inches from its hidden scabbard. The man hastily backed up, pushing aside those who were blocking his escape route.


  “Many thanks,” said Wren, moving through the opening the man had provided and into the library.


  He didn’t get very far. What appeared to be a giant dressed in House Lyrandar livery blocked his path.


  “You cannot pass,” rumbled a voice.


  Wren looked up and—after some searching—found the man’s eyes beneath a spectacularly lowering brow. He smiled disarmingly.


  “I’m an inquisitive. I can help.”


  The head quivered slightly, and it took Wren a moment to realize the man was shaking his head.


  “I don’t care. I have orders.”


  “Yes, well done. I’m sure you’re very good at carrying them out. But—” Wren peered around the man’s bulging arm and saw a small group of worried-looking House Lyrandar officials standing in the doorway to the librarian’s office. He faced the human wall once again. “But I was the last person to see the librarian alive. I may have vital evidence. In fact, now that I think on it, he did say something about fearing for his life. Said he thought he was being followed.”


  The brow ridges slowly came together, all but hiding the man’s tiny black eyes. Wren wondered if there was any goblin blood in his ancestry. “Really?”


  “Yes, really. Would I lie about something so important?”


  “You’d have to be a real evil bugger to lie about someone’s death.”


  “Yes. Quite. Now… can I pass?”


  The man shuffled slowly to the side. “I suppose so. But no funny stuff. I’m watching you.”


  “Are you? Well, I’ll have to take your word for it.”


  Wren edged around the man, who tried to work out whether he had just been insulted, and hurried over to the office door. A, middle-aged woman turned to face him. Wren thought he recognized her from when they boarded the ship. She was the second in command, if he wasn’t mistaken.


  “You can’t be here,” she said. “There’s been a death.”


  “Yes, I heard. And so has everyone on the ship. I came to offer my help. I’m an inquisitive. This kind of thing is my specialty.”


  The woman looked doubtful, but Wren carried on talking before she had a chance to let the doubt take hold.


  “Honestly. I’ve worked many scenes of crimes. I even help out the Sharn Watch,” he lied. “A Watch commander by the name of Osric seeks my advice all the time. Only last week I was having dinner with him—”


  “All right. Stop talking.” She moved aside to allow Wren admittance into the small room.


  Wren stepped inside. He didn’t have any of his gear with him. It was all back at the room. But he didn’t think he’d need it. He thought he knew why the librarian had been killed. For information about what he was—


  Wren froze. Taking up most of the space in the tiny office was the desk he had glimpsed while sitting at the table. But tied to the chair behind the desk was—


  “A dwarf?” Wren turned around in confusion, looking for the second body. But there wasn’t one. Not unless it had been cut up and hidden in the desk drawers. He studied the dwarf again. His face was a mass of bruises, and a dirty rag had been stuffed into his mouth. A dark red line arced across his neck where his throat had been slit. Wren turned back to the woman. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Where’s the librarian?”


  “What are you talking about? He’s right there. That’s the librarian.”


  Chapter Seventeen
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  Wren sprinted along the dim, nighttime corridors of the Indomitable, cursing his stupidity as he went. He had been tricked. As simple as that. Traven must have followed them onto the airyacht and overheard Wren talking to Torin about the library back in the bar. Then he simply beat Wren there and tied up the real librarian, putting on an act for Wren. Wren could hardly believe it. All the time he was trying to solve the next riddle, the man who had killed to get his hands on the treasure was not more than a few feet away. And he was helping Wren with the research!


  Or should that be Wren was helping him with his research?


  Wren ducked around a corner and clattered down a set of metal-edged wooden steps, almost colliding with a couple walking arm in arm along the corridor.


  Wren’s thoughts were racing. The real librarian must have still been alive. Whenever the killer ducked into the office, he was probably forcing the poor dwarf to tell him on which shelves the books were filed.


  Host, all those hours that Wren sat there at that table. If he’d been a bit more observant, maybe the dwarf would still be alive. Maybe he could have saved him.


  Wren turned another corner and ran straight into Torin, who was hurrying along the passage from the opposite direction. It was like running into a stone wall. Wren fell onto his backside and glared at Torin.


  “What are you doing!” he shouted. “You should be in the room.” Guarding the notes, Wren thought grimly, as he should have been doing.


  “What am I doing?” exclaimed Torin. “What about you? You’re supposed to be in the infirmary with a knife wound to your stomach!”


  Wren used his cane to haul himself to his feet. “What are you talking about?”


  “One of the staff came to the room and said there had been an incident. Something about you chatting up someone’s wife and the husband pulling a knife on you.”


  “You cretin. That was a ruse to get you out of the room so Traven can steal my notes.”


  Wren pushed past Torin and started running again. Their room wasn’t too far. Maybe there was still time.


  He heard Torin’s voice stalking him down the corridor. “You can’t blame me,” shouted the dwarf. “It’s not as if it hasn’t happened before.”
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  The door to the room was ajar. Wren slowed down as he approached, pulling the sword from inside the cane. He placed his back against the wall and peered through the gap. He could hear movement. The scuff of feet, the rustle of paper. Traven was still there. He wasn’t too late!


  Wren pondered his next move. His wands were out. He didn’t think fireballs and lightning were the wisest weapons to be playing around with on a wooden airship. No, he would have to handle it man to man, sword to sword.


  Unless he could sneak in and club Traven on the back of the head before he noticed Wren.


  Wren used the hollow cane to slowly push the door open. Lucky for him it didn’t squeak. All the hinges aboard the Indomitable were oiled weekly. He’d read that in the introductory parchment that lay by his bed.


  Wren caught sight of Traven’s back. If he hadn’t known better, he might have thought it was a completely different person from the quiet man who had helped him with his research. The man currently leafing through Wren’s notes stood straight-backed and tall. His movements and gestures were decisive and abrupt, almost birdlike. As he impatiently turned a piece of paper into the light and moved .his head to study it, Wren noticed that the spectacles were gone. They had probably belonged to the real librarian.


  The killer dropped the piece of paper to the bed and bent down to pick up another. Wren slipped into the room, his sword held in front of him. But before Wren could move two paces, Traven spun around and hurled a dagger.


  Wren reacted instantly, using the sword to dash the dagger aside. There was a clash of steel and a brief flare of sparks, and the dagger ended up quivering in the cabin wall.


  Otherwise, Wren hadn’t reacted. He brought the sword back to face front.


  “Impressive,” said Traven. “You move fast. Such a shame your mind isn’t as agile.”


  “I think you’ll find you are mistaken,” said Wren.


  “Oh?” Traven feigned surprise. “Then you knew all along I was an imposter? Perhaps you were stringing me along to feed me false information. Yes? Such cunning. I see I have met my match in you.”


  “Again, you are mistaken,” said Wren gravely. “There is no match between us. You’re nothing to me. You are a thug and a killer and a thief.”


  Traven’s eyes darkened. “You don’t know me,” he said softly. “Understand? You know nothing about me. Nothing. All the things I have done I have been justified in doing.”


  “Justified? Torture is justified? Murder is justified? All so you can get your hands on some gold?” Wren shook his head in amazement. “It never fails to amaze me how the common criminal will attempt to elevate himself in his own mind, to somehow unburden himself of responsibility. You are a murderer. Accept it.”


  “Oh, I accept it,” said Traven. “You misunderstand me. I am a murderer, yes. But all those I have killed signed their death warrants a long time ago. I am merely the executioner.”


  “Executioner?” said Wren. “And who gave you that responsibility?”


  “Nobody gave it to me. I took it upon myself.”


  “Then you are no executioner. You are a murderer.”


  “I do not have time to bicker about this. You do not understand!”


  “Then make me understand!” said Wren urgently. “Explain to me why you think it is acceptable to torture and kill, to burn someone to death. Just for pieces of map. Unless… unless there is no treasure? Is something else hidden at the location?”


  “No, it is treasure all right. Enough now. I really do have to go.” He waved the pieces of parchment at Wren. “Thanks for these. I see you haven’t reached an answer yet, but there’s more than enough here for me to get started.” Traven frowned down at the parchment. “You really shouldn’t have written down the riddle, you know. It’s very careless.” He looked up, smiling coldly at Wren. “Anyone could get hold of them.”


  Wren tightened his fingers around the swords hilt, bracing himself to attack before Traven could make his move. But at that exact moment, Torin barged into the room, slamming the door into Wren’s back. Wren stumbled forward, trying to keep his balance. Traven yanked his own sword out and lunged toward Wren, aiming for his stomach. Wren lurched to the side and dropped to the floor, bringing the scabbard up to deflect the blade.


  But Traven never really intended the thrust to make contact. He simply wanted Wren out of the way. The sword hit Wren’s scabbard a glancing blow and Traven leaped over him and headed straight for the door.


  “Stop him!” Wren shouted, steadying himself against the wall and twisting around. Traven swiped his blade through the air, forcing Torin to stumble backward or risk having his neck sliced open. Traven swung again, forcing Torin out into the corridor.


  Traven pursued but instead of following up his attack, he turned and ran.


  Wren cursed and scrambled to his feet, rushing out of the room. Traven was already at the end of the short corridor. He slammed into the door and disappeared down the short flight of stairs that led to the deck below.


  Wren threw the scabbard of his swordstick into the room and ran after him. Like Traven, he slammed into the door at the end of the passage, but instead of its bursting open, it stayed resolutely closed.


  Wren stepped back and kicked out with his foot. The wood cracked, but the door didn’t budge. He kicked again. The door shifted slightly.


  Wren cursed under his breath. It was never like that in the plays and books. One kick always did it. He took a few steps back then ran full tilt into the door, hitting it with his shoulder. The lock splintered and the door flew open, sending Wren flying through the air over the first three steps. He landed awkwardly and clattered down the rest of the stairs to the floor below, barely managing to keep on his feet as he did so.


  He hit the landing and stumbled to a halt. He caught sight of Traven disappearing through yet another door at the end of the corridor. Wren sighed as he set off again. He was going to regret all those expensive dinners. He just knew it.


  The second door led down into a cargo hold. When Wren entered that room, he paused. The light was dimmer than it was outside, a menacing, red glow from everbright lanterns mounted high on each of the walls. Crates and bulging sacks had been piled up all around him, tied up and secured against the walls so they wouldn’t fall over.


  Wren peered around the first tower of boxes to get a clearer view into the room beyond. There were no signs of movement, but of course that meant nothing. The door leading out of the hold was about ten paces away. Had Traven just kept on going? Possible, but somehow Wren thought it unlikely. His instincts were telling him Traven would use the room to ambush him.


  But what if Traven knew Wren would think that? He could be hiding himself somewhere aboard the huge ship. If Traven got away, Wren doubted he’d be able to find him before the Indomitable clocked at its next port of call.


  Maybe he should keep going instead of standing behind a tower of crates, listening to the creaking of the ropes.


  An uneasy feeling wormed its way into Wren’s stomach. He studied it for a moment, wondering what had triggered the emotion. All he had been thinking about was the creaking of ropes.


  Wait, he thought. Why were the ropes creaking? The airyacht wasn’t a normal boat. The ropes weren’t holding up sails. They were holding crates in place. There shouldn’t be any creaking at all.


  Wren cursed and leaped away from the boxes just as the rope snapped and the pile of crates toppled over. Wren hit the ground and rolled to the side, smacking up against a pile of sacks heaped up against the wall.


  A split second later, the crates smashed into the floor with a thunderous crash, showering Wren with shards of pottery and splinters of wood.


  When the echoes of the crash had died down, Wren clambered to his feet and scooped up his sword. He saw Traven disappearing through the door. Wren skirted around the broken crates and followed.


  The room beyond the hold was small, no more than three paces across. There was a ladder bolted to the wall, leading up to a trapdoor about thirty feet above him.


  Traven was already halfway up.


  Wren grabbed hold of the rungs and started climbing, not an easy thing to do while holding a razor-sharp sword in one hand. After a few steps, he felt a rush of warm air blowing past him. The trapdoor stood open above him. He could see stars twinkling in the small square of night sky.


  Wren quickened his pace. What was Traven was up to? There was nowhere to escape to up there. It was the open deck.


  When Wren got to the top of the ladder, he paused and pulled a wand from his wrist strap. It should be safe to use on deck. It was open sky out there. Not too much chance of his setting fire to the airyacht.


  He didn’t need much of a charge, just enough to make sure no one was waiting for him. Wren poked the wand out through the hole and released a continuous stream of fire. He kept it tight and controlled, a sinuous snake about the length of his arm that he waved around in a circle above the trapdoor.


  There were no ear-shattering screams of pain, so Wren hurried up the last few steps and scrambled out onto the deck. He kept low, running for the nearest cover, looking around as he did so.


  Traven was nowhere to be seen.


  Then where was he? Wren straightened up and checked his surroundings. Behind and about thirty feet above him was the airyacht’s second deck. And on top of that was the helm. That was where the House Lyrandar pilots controlled the three elementals that circled the airyacht. Wren had come out between the rear and center elemental rings. Their fiery glow painted everything around him in tones of darkness and blood. Very fitting, mused Wren as he searched the deck for any signs of movement.


  There. Beyond the five ballistae bolted to the center of the decking, a precaution against air pirates. Wren could just make out Traven as he struggled with something against the airyacht’s railing.


  Wren ran toward the ballista closest to him, planning on using the giant crossbow for cover should he need it. He peered around the weapon’s giant arms. Traven hadn’t heard him coming. He was totally focused on his task, leaning precariously over the railings of the ship, which meant Wren could take him out with a fireball to the back, simply end the man’s interference there and then. It was the wisest course of action. With Traven out of the way, Wren could focus on getting the treasure and saving Lyra without having to look over his shoulder every five minutes.


  Unfortunately it was also the least honorable way out. Better to look a man in the eyes when you kill him. You owed him that much.


  “Traven!”


  Traven whirled around and Wren released the wand’s charge. But just as he did so, there was a blur of movement from the other side of the ballista, and something slammed into the underside of his wrist, sending the fireball shooting up into the air to be devoured by the elemental ring with a brief flare of angry, red light.


  Wren cursed and dropped the wand, his whole arm numb from the blow. He backed up as a huge figure stepped out from behind the ballista. The figure was silhouetted by the orange and red flames of the elemental. The fire limned his outline with a lurid glow.


  Wren frowned at the man, clutching at his injured wrist. “I know you,” he said accusingly. “You’re the big chap. The guard. From the library.”


  Traven lounged against the railing, watching Wren with an amused look on his face. Wren leaned forward. “He’s the bad guy, you know,” he whispered conspiratorially. “Tell you what. You sort him out while I go and call the captain, and we’ll say no more about it. After all, what’s a possibly broken wrist between friends?”


  The shadowed figure said nothing.


  “No? You sure I can’t possibly tempt you to do the right thing?”


  “Nope.”


  Wren wondered if he would be able to grab another wand with his numb fingers before the guard could do anything. He highly doubted it.


  Traven sauntered over to them. He was holding two large circles of wood. He dropped one of them onto the floor. “Use it once you’ve killed him,” he said to the guard.


  “So I’m one of those people on your list that deserves death?” asked Wren. “Tell me, what exactly did I do?”


  Much to Wren’s surprise, a look of regret passed across Traven’s features. “Nothing,” said Traven. “But you are as persistent as a small, annoying dog. You have my scent, and unless I deal with you now, you’ll always be on my tail. So, in fact, you brought it on yourself.”


  He looked at the guard. “Hurry up. Do what I’m paying you for.”


  The guard nodded and Traven headed back to the railing, peering over the edge as if looking for something.


  Wren turned his attention back to the guard. He shifted his sword into his throbbing right hand. He winced. It felt as though he were wearing two pairs of gloves, so he transferred it back again.


  “You fight with both hands?” asked the guard.


  “Unfortunately no. But if I try and hold it in the correct hand, I’ll drop it and stab myself in the foot.”


  The guard nodded solemnly and reached over his shoulder, pulling from a scabbard strapped to his back the biggest sword Wren had ever seen. The thing was massive, a two-handed claymore that stood almost five feet in length. Wren doubted he would be able to lift the damn thing, never mind wield it in battle.


  The red light glinted on the guard’s teeth as he smiled. If the man had been slightly more intelligent, Wren would have wondered if he had positioned himself there just for that effect. As it was, Wren doubted the man had the imagination.


  “Time to say good-bye, little man.”


  “Why?” Wren asked. “Where are you going?”


  “I’m not going anywhere. But you are going to—”


  Wren held up his hand. “Please, let me stop you there. If you were about to say ‘You’re going to Khyber,’ then I really must protest. I don’t want the last words I ever hear to be such an unimaginative cliché.”


  The guard frowned as his brain worked its way through Wren’s words. Wren took the opportunity to dart in and try to smack the sword from the man’s grip.


  It didn’t move an inch. Wren’s sword, on the other hand, vibrated so much it traveled up his arm and sent a shock through his teeth.


  The guard smiled again, hefting the weapon in the air. “You’re funny,” he said, lifting his sword above his head.


  “Wren! Down.”


  Wren immediately dropped to the deck. He heard a thunk, followed by a brief whistle of air and a grunt. Wren twisted his head and looked up. The guard had staggered back a step, his arms still raised in the air. There was a feathered bolt protruding through his leather vest.


  Wren lunged to his feet and used the distraction to stab his sword into the exposed flesh under the guards arm.


  He roared in pain and took another step back. His face twisted in rage as he focused on Wren. There was a second thunk and a crossbow bolt shot straight into his mouth and tore out his cheek in a spray of blood, carrying on without slowing and ending up quivering in the rail just inches from Traven. Traven glanced at it, then pulled the ring over his body and jumped over the side. Instead of plummeting to his death, he floated slowly out of sight.


  Wren heard footsteps behind him as Torin approached. The guard had staggered back another few steps and was holding his ruined cheek, blood pouring between his fingers. He leaned over and grabbed the second ring that Traven had thrown onto the deck. As he did so, Wren and Torin could clearly see the ruined hole in his cheek, bloody skin flapping and his teeth visible through the wound.


  “Ooh, that’s going to sting,” said Wren. “Here. Give me that.” He tried to grab the crossbow from Torin. “If you can’t aim properly, let me do it.”


  Torin resisted, pulling the crossbow away from Wren’s clutching grip. “I brought it up here. You’ve got your sword.”


  “Yes, but you’re a hopeless shot. Let me finish him off. Give it… Oh, never mind. He’s gone.”


  Wren looked up just in time to see the guard’s head disappear from sight. He and Torin hurried forward and leaned over the railing. The lights of a small airship curved slowly away from the Indomitable. The guard floated downward, trying to kick his legs in the hope that he could get to Traven’s airship before it moved out from under him.


  “Think he’s going to make it?” asked Wren.


  “Not a chance.”


  “Put money on it?”


  “A galifar.”


  “Deal.”


  The airship gradually picked up speed. The guard was still about twenty feet above it and dropping far too slowly. There was no way he would make it in time. The guard seemed to realize that as well. He fumbled with something on the life ring, and the wood separated. The guard immediately plunged through the air, leaving the life ring floating above him. The guard screamed and reached out his uninjured arm.


  “Not going to make it,” muttered Torin.


  “Is too.”


  “Isn’t—”


  The guard slammed chest first into the railing of the airship, tipping the vessel slightly with his weight. Even from their distance, both Wren and Torin could hear the solid smack of flesh against wood. Wren had to give it to him. The man clung on for dear life, bellowing for help. Traven sauntered over and stared dispassionately at the injured man. He finally nodded to two crew members, and they pulled the guard over the rail and onto the airship.


  The ship completed its turn and pulled slowly away.


  Wren and Torin watched it go until it vanished into the darkness.


  “You owe me a galifar,” said Wren.


  “Shut up.”


  
    

  


  IV


  Light. Blessed light. It filtered down through cracks, blinding him, piercing his eyes with sharp blades of glorious sunlight. A hand reached down, pink, warm. It grasped him, pulled him slowly from the earth, rescuing him from his prison.


  He lay in the mud, covered in blood and dirt. Someone was talking to him, asking questions.


  “You’re lucky I heard you screaming, you are. Lucky.”


  He focused on a face. It was middle aged, worn, thin. He pushed himself to his knees, feeling fresh blood welling from his stomach.


  “Here,” said his savior. “You don’t want to do that. You need a healer.”


  He ignored him and pushed himself to his feet. He turned and stared into his prison. He could see white arms sticking up through the earth, a severed head, a slashed torso.


  A grave pit. He had been thrown into a grave pit. Why? Who had done this to him?


  He turned to face the man. He was holding out a skin of water. He took it, letting the coolness wet his lips and tongue.


  “Who… who are you?” he croaked.


  “Me? Name’s Traven,” said the man.


  He nodded then reached out and grabbed hold of Traven’s head, plunging his thumbs into his eyes. The man screamed, falling to his knees. He held on, pushing his thumbs deeper and deeper until his savior stopped moving.


  “Thank you,” he said softly, letting the figure fall to the ground.


  Traven. A good name. He would take it for his own. It was fitting. He had been saved, pulled from the womb of the earth and given life once again.


  Reborn.


  Chapter Eighteen
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  Three days later, Wren and Torin were back at the same spot on the deck, the afternoon sun beating down on them from a clear, azure sky. The Blade Desert stretched away on all sides, the ochre landscape “as dry as a wight’s undergarments and probably the same color too,” as Wren had put it.


  Taer Valaestas, the capital city of Valenar, could be seen as a line of grainy bumps on the horizon, the dust and heat haze obscuring most of the city’s detail from view.


  “I still can’t believe you managed to talk your way out of it,” said Torin.


  “What do you mean, ‘talk my way out of it’? I had nothing to do with it.”


  “But you lied about what happened.”


  “I didn’t lie. All I said was I saw the guard jumping ship with what looked like rare books under his arm. The captain simply leaped to the conclusion that the guard murdered the librarian for the books and made his escape. It’s not my fault if he has the deductive capabilities of a dwarf. And you still owe me that galifar.”


  “Take it out of my wages.”


  “I will. And the interest as well.”


  Wren wiped the sweat from his brow and took his longcoat off, folding it carefully over the railing. He and Torin stared at the slowly approaching city in companionable silence. As they drew closer, the other travelers gradually trickled up onto the deck, eager for a sight of something other than the inside of their cabins. Or each other, for that matter. Wren knew that he for one was absolutely sick of the sight of every last one of them.


  “Is the plan still the same?” asked Torin quietly.


  “The plan? You flatter me, Torin. Why don’t you just say it like it is. A shot in the dark. A chance in a million.”


  “You’re in a cheerful mood.”


  Wren straightened up. “You’re right. My apologies. I’m not meant to be cooped up like this. And to answer your question, yes, the plan is still the same. Find the church or library or wherever it is these Keepers of the Past stay and ask lots of questions.”


  “That’s if Traven hasn’t beaten us to it.”


  “If Traven can figure out the riddle in such a short amount of time, then he deserves the treasure,” said Wren. “I didn’t write down anything about the Keepers of the Past. Despite what you think, I’m not a complete imbecile. All he has is the riddle and a few notes.”


  “And what am I supposed to be doing while you’re out accosting priests in the street?”


  “Find a place for us to stay. I doubt you’ll find anything as grand as the Tufted Feather, but try your best.”


  
    

  


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  As they drew closer to Taer Valaestas, details of the city sluggishly emerged from the shimmering heat haze. The first thing Wren noticed was the huge wall. Instead of a defensive ring of brick and mortar, the wall of the city seemed to be constructed of some kind of wood that had grown together to form a tight weave about twenty feet in height. There were elves walking around on top of the wall, some in military uniforms and some in civilian clothing.


  “It’s alive,” said Torin.


  “Is something stirring in your trousers, or are you talking about something else?”


  “Very funny. The wall is alive. It’s made of bronzewood. Apparently, when the elves first came here, their druids planted the seeds that grew into the wall. It’s stronger than steel.”


  “Fascinating, I’m sure.”


  The city coalesced into finer detail as the Indomitable drew closer to the docking tower built against the wall. Sun-bleached domes capped sandstone houses that had been built along narrow streets. Greenery broke up the varying hues of desert brown, clumps of trees casting dappled shadows, gardens filled with flowers drawing the eye to their vibrant colors. Copper and brass minarets topped some of the taller buildings, the metal reflecting the sun in golden explosions of light, as if the buildings were actually topped with magical fire.


  The ship bumped gently against the docking platform, and the crew secured her to the mooring rings. Wren put his satchel over his shoulder then picked up his bag and dropped it into Torin’s arms, sending the dwarf staggering back under the weight.


  “I’ll see you later. And don’t think you can use the opportunity to sneak off for a quick drink somewhere. I’ll find out.”
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  When Wren first started walking around Taer Valaestas, hunting for the elusive Keepers of the Past, he thought the city unnatural. There was so much sunlight! To Wren, a city was only a city if it contained a minimum of three shadowy alleyways per street and at least two disreputable taverns with an optional drunk passed out in a pile of his own vomit. But there was none of that in Taer Valaestas. The streets were straight lined and immaculate, swept clean of the slightest signs of detritus.


  The afternoon sun weighed everyone down. Food sellers sat next to barrows of fruit and bread, shade cloths pulled over their heads and pegged into the hard-packed earth while they fanned themselves with the large leaves from some exotic plant. Restaurants closed during the worst heat of the day. In fact, everyone seemed to simply disappear, and it took a while for Wren to find someone he could ask for directions to the church of the Keepers of the Past.


  Although, as it turned out, it wasn’t much of a church. It was called the Temple of the Ages, and it wasn’t even one building, but a whole maze of structures that stretched far back into the grounds, the entire complex enclosed by high, densewood walls.


  It was more like a university than anything religious, thought Wren, strolling through the open gates and onto the large sweep of tree-shaded grass beyond.


  Wren walked across the grass until he came to a wide, dusty courtyard. He stopped, staring around at the robed Keepers wandering along the pathways, going about their daily business. He suddenly realized he had no idea how to go about his task. Should he try to gather them all together and show them the riddle, find out if any of them knew what it meant? There must be hundreds of them here. And what of all the others out there in Valenar? How was he supposed to get hold of them? The task before him suddenly seemed hopeless, beyond even his prodigious talents.


  There was a bench beneath a nearby tree. Wren trudged over and slumped onto the hard seat.


  It really did seem tremendously hopeless.


  “Do you need something?” asked a voice.


  Wren turned to find a young elf standing behind him. He was obviously just back from traveling; his clothes were covered in so much dust it was difficult to make out what their original color was. The top half of his face was similarly coated, but his nose, mouth and chin were clean. He’d covered his face as he traveled, Wren assumed. The elf was leading a huge black horse whose sides were coated with dried sweat.


  “Yes,” said Wren. “No. That is… yes. I do need something. I’m just not sure how to get it.”


  The elf smiled. It was tinged with weariness, but for all that, the smile was genuine. “Are we talking spiritual needs or something more mundane?”


  “Not spiritual. But not mundane, either. Quite the opposite.” Wren hesitated then sighed. He had to tell someone. Otherwise he could be there for weeks. “I’m trying to solve a riddle,” he said. “I’m not even sure I’m on the right track, but from what I’ve managed to decipher… well, I thought it led here.” Wren looked around. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong.”


  The horse snickered impatiently. The elf leaned forward and murmured quietly in its ear. The horse snorted then lowered its head to eat some grass.


  “What was it about the riddle that led you here?”


  “Well, I already knew it was connected to Valenar. But the line that led me here was ‘Seek he who holds history long forgotten, for he will show the way.’ I put two and two together and figured that he who holds history long forgotten meant the Keepers of the Past.”


  “Your reasoning seems sound,” agreed the elf. “I would have came to the same conclusion.”


  Wren brightened at that. “That’s something, I suppose. I’ve been staring at the damn thing for days now. I was starting to worry I was seeing links that weren’t there.”


  “No. The link is there. At least, I think so. But then, I’ve never been very good at riddles,” said the elf wistfully.


  “And that brings me to my problem,” said Wren. “How in the name of the Sovereign Host am I supposed to know which Keeper of the Past the riddle refers to?” Wren gestured at the elf’s dust-covered clothes. “Where have you been, anyway?”


  “Battle. The hobgoblins have been getting cocky ever since their new leader took over. Think they can do anything they want. My warclan is patrolling the northern borders. I’m just back to bring some battle updates then I head out again.”


  “I didn’t realize priests fought in battles.”


  “Why shouldn’t we? We want to have fun as well, you know.” He smiled. “Besides, it’s just as much our duty as it is any other elf’s to bring honor to our ancestors.”


  “I see,” said Wren. “Well, I won’t keep you. You look like you could do with a rest.”


  The elf bowed his head. “My thanks. And the best of luck to you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.”


  He clicked his tongue, and the horse swished its tail and started to follow him around the perimeter of the square. Wren watched him go then glanced at all the other priests wandering around the courtyard. The riddle must refer to the Keepers of the Past, surely?


  Seek he who holds history long forgotten, for he will show the way.


  It made sense. It fit. So why was he having so much trouble?


  Wait. Wren looked around again. There were lots of priests. Lots and lots of priests. Wren froze. Yes, there were lots of priests. But the riddle didn’t refer to them, did it? It referred to him. Seek he who holds history, not they who hold history.


  “Wait!” Wren shouted.


  The elf had reached the first corner of the courtyard. He stopped, waiting while Wren hurried toward him.


  “Do you have some kind of leader, a… a head priest or something? Someone in charge?”


  “I’m afraid not. We are all equal.”


  “Oh.” Wren’s shoulders slumped. He didn’t even try to hide his disappointment. “It was just a thought.” He turned away.


  He had gone only a few steps when the elf said, “Actually…”


  Wren paused, barely allowing hope to flutter alive once again. “Yes?” he said, turning around.


  “There is someone. He’s not really in charge, especially not now. But… our chief archivist has a special title, an honorary title.”


  “What is it?”


  “The Keeper of the Past,” said the elf. “He is in charge of the history of the Valenar people. He oversees the chronicling of our histories. All our battles, all our victories. All our deaths.”


  “That’s it!” said Wren excitedly. “It fits. The riddle isn’t talking about Keepers of the Past, but the Keeper of the Past.” He thought about it again, just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He hadn’t. “Any idea where I’ll find him?”


  The elf’s face twisted with embarrassment. “Uh… The post of Keeper of the Past currently sits unoccupied. We had one but he went a bit… funny in the head. He had to be relieved of his title. Last I heard he lived in the slums out by the east wall. Just ask around for Vaylir. I’m sure someone will know where he is.”


  Wren stood up. “You have my sincere thanks. I was under the impression that the Valenar were a bunch of sour-faced warmongers. I didn’t think I’d get any help from any of you.”


  The elf hesitated, then shrugged and broke into a wry smile. “You shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”


  “Indeed. Thank you once again.”


  “Glad to be of help,” said the elf. “Although, I’m not sure if you’ll get anything out of him. Vaylir is rather… eccentric.”


  Wren held out his hand. “Thanks. The name’s Wren, by the way, Abraxis Wren.”


  The young elf gripped Wren’s hand and shook it. “Thalian. Good to meet you, Wren.”
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  Wren eventually found the slums Thalian had referred to. He was surprised when the elf mentioned them, but he should have known they’d be there somewhere. Every city, no matter how rich the government or how well they took care of their poor, had its slums. It was a fact of life. There would always be those who were separate from society, whether by choice or misfortune. There would always be those who wished to remain hidden, anonymous. There would always be those who lacked the energy, the education, or simply the means to try to better their lives.


  The slums were their home.


  Wren had seen it in every single city he had been to. Taer Valaestas, despite Wren’s first impressions, was no exception.


  He walked through the narrow alleys along the east wall. A thin band of sunlight shouldered its way through the precariously leaning buildings, a burst of rich color that had no right to be there amid the rubbish and debris. He squinted up into the light. The houses around him looked as though they were about to collapse, the makeshift rooms and extra floors added over the years threatening to crush all beneath their weight.


  Beggars sullenly held out their hands as he passed, not really expecting anything but halfheartedly trying all the same. Prostitutes hung from crumbling windows and called down to him as he passed. Wren glanced up whenever he heard them. Humans, elves, half-elves, all wearing cheap rouge and trying to make themselves look younger than they were, less desperate than they must feel. Poverty crossed all racial lines.


  Wren sighed, depressed. He hunched down in his longcoat, hoping it wouldn’t take him long to find the Keeper of the Past. He’d purchased the location of his house from a beggar a few streets back. It was supposed to be around somewhere.


  The only thing that stopped Wren from sinking into an even deeper depression was the children. Wren was always amazed by the tenacity of children. They had the enviable ability to take almost any situation and turn it into—if not something good, then something approaching normality. Even there that talent was on display. They ran around the streets, alone and in groups, laughing, shouting, living their lives. Admittedly, there was a fierceness to their playing, a desperation in their faces when they looked at Wren. But they still managed to function. They still managed to be children, even if only for a few hours a day. They still had life behind their eyes, something the prostitutes and beggars no longer had. Oh, he knew that life in the slums would soon turn the children into mirror images of desperation, but for the moment, they lived each day as it came. For a short while at least, they had the spirit to fight off the deadness.


  Wren had brought his purse along with him, but by the time he finally found the Keeper of the Past’s house, he had no money left.


  He considered it well spent.
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  Wren knocked on a rickety door made from planks of wood joined together by old twine. He could see through the gaps into the room beyond, but all he saw was a dim interior and a long table covered with untidy piles of paper.


  Wren knocked again. There was a sound. A heavy clumping sound. Wren frowned. The noise was familiar to him but not in the context of a rundown house. Clearly he must be mistaken. He knocked once more, and the door swung slowly inward, sagging slightly as the top hinge came away from the crumbling wall.


  There was a mule standing in the doorway.


  Wren blinked.


  One of the mule’s ears twitched.


  They stared at each other.


  Wren opened his mouth, then realized he had no idea what to say, so closed it again.


  “Well? What do you want?”


  Wren hesitated, then realized he was being silly. Mules didn’t talk. Obviously it hadn’t been the mule that had asked the question. Any idiot could see that.


  Besides, the creature’s mouth hadn’t moved.


  “Uh… hello?” he called, trying to peer past the rather flea-bitten head of the mule. “I’d like to speak to the owner of the house.”


  “He’s right in front of you!”


  Wren locked eyes with the mule again. He thought he could detect a resigned look in its watery eyes. Wren got the feeling that it wanted to shrug and say, “What can you do?”


  “The mule owns the house?”


  A disheveled figure popped up behind the mule. “Of course. Why else would he answer the door. Are you simple? Mad?”


  Right. Enough of this, thought Wren. He pushed his way past the mule and entered the dim interior of the ramshackle structure. It was much cooler inside than out, something Wren noted with relief as he waited for his eyes to adjust to the murky light. There was a strange smell cloying the air. Cloves and some kind of rotting vegetable. Wren wrinkled his nose in distaste.


  “What’s that smell?” He looked around. In the dim light, he could see that books and papers littered every available surface. Old, crinkling parchment, thick vellum, scrolls, empty scroll cases—they were strewn everywhere.


  “Smell? Scent?” said the disheveled figure, appearing directly in front of Wren, forcing him to take a hasty step backward. The figure sniffed, looked confused, then suddenly broke into a smile. “Oh, don’t worry. That’s just me.”


  “I see.” Wren shuffled back a further step and inspected the figure standing before him. He was an elderly elf. His hair was white, thin and straggly, his skin sun-darkened and heavily lined. His eyes flicked around like impatient flies, never settling on any one thing for more than a second. “You are Vaylir?” asked Wren.


  The elf scowled up at Wren. “Yes. Indeed. What do you want, anyway? I didn’t invite you here, did I? Ask you to come?” The elf straightened up suddenly, a scowl creasing his features. “You’re not here to challenge me, are you? I should warn you, I’m a Valenar elf. I’m honor bound to accept any challenge. For the honor of my ancestor.”


  Oh, dear, thought Wren. Thalian was being polite when he said Vaylir was eccentric. He was obviously insane.


  “No, you didn’t invite me here. And I’m not here to challenge you. But I did seek you out for a reason.”


  “Oh.” Vaylir pondered that, then fixed a shrewd eye on Wren. “You’re not here to steal my mule, are you?”


  Wren glanced over his shoulder at the animal. It was trying to eat the door. “No. No, I’m not here to steal your mule.”


  “Pity,” said Vaylir. “It’s a pain in the ass.” He waggled his eyebrows at Wren. “Get it? Pain in the ass?”


  “Hmm? Oh, yes. A joke. Well done.”


  “You’re no fun. Boring. What do you want, then? And make it quick. Speedy. My time is precious. I need to be off. Away.”


  “Of course. I just have a few questions. Did you used to operate under the title Keeper of the Past?”


  Vaylir’s chest inflated with pride. “Indeed. Thirty years I held that title. ’Til the bastards took it away from me.”


  “Why did they do that?”


  “Some rubbish about me misusing resources. And there was some talk about me being obsessed. Touched in the head. Nonsense obviously. Stupid. They had it in for me. Wanted me out of the way so I couldn’t finish my research. Life’s work.” He sniffed. “Obsessed. How dare they. Here. Hold on a minute. Let’s get some light. Illumination.” Vaylir muttered a word, and hidden everbright globes flared to life, the light insinuating its way into every nook and cranny in the house. Wren looked around and caught his breath in amazement.


  First off, he noticed the astrolabe hanging from the roof, supported by heavy chains. It was an amazingly intricate structure constructed from different-colored metals, circles within circles, each of them with small globes attached at various positions around their perimeters. The various metal circles turned at different speeds, the attached globes passing one another in a complicated and stately dance.


  Then there were the walls. They were completely covered in drawings and notes. The drawings were complex scientific etchings, most of them of the astrolabe. Straight lines shot away from those drawings and traveled around the wall, cutting through scribbled writing and bare patches of plaster to connect with almost identical drawings halfway around the room, the only difference being the position of the globes. Books were strewn everywhere. Some of them were closed, but most of them were open at pages where Vaylir had scrawled yet more notes. Pages ripped from some of the books also decorated the room, pinned anywhere there was an empty space. Wren took a step forward and read one of them. It was an account of the last days of the goblin-elf war, before the dragons attacked Aerenal, and the elves were forced to abandon Valenar to help their brethren across the sea.


  “I mean, honestly,” said Vaylir, looking around the room with bemusement. “Obsessed? Whatever gave them that idea?”


  “Who knows?” said Wren mildly. “Excuse my ignorance but what exactly is all this?”


  Vaylir swelled with pride. “My life’s work,” he said. “Have you heard of the Battle of the Blood Plains?”


  Wren shook his head.


  “It was one of the final battles during the war between goblins and elves.”


  “And that was… when?”


  “About ten thousand years ago. Ten millennia.”


  “Ah. Sorry. I prefer my history a little more up to date than that.”


  “Then you are a fool. Idiot. The Battle of the Blood Plains was an epic part of our history. Our culture. When the elves were launching their ships to return home, the hobgoblin empire launched one last, final attack, catching the elves on the back foot. Half of us were already in our boats and well into the sea. All our warhorses were gone.” Vaylir leaned forward, his eyes shining. “It fell to a single company of Valenar elves to hold the goblins off. Thousands upon thousands of goblins against one company of elves. Their last stand was at the fortress of Tar Saidan. It was a suicide mission. The elves knew they would never survive. But as long as their people could get back to Aerenal to fight the dragons, they would judge their mission a success.”


  “What happened?” asked Wren, caught up in the story.


  “No one knows. An enemy spell. A breach between planar realities. Who can really tell? But the fortress and the battle was sucked out of time. It just… vanished. Except it didn’t. Not really. Every once in a while, Tar Saidan reappears. Sometimes here. Sometimes there. And the battle still rages on. Only hours have passed for those inside that bubble of time. And this”—Vaylir gestured around him—“this tracks the movements of Taer Saidan. With this information, I can anticipate when and where it will reappear. And sometime soon, it will materialize within Taer Valaestas itself. That is what I am waiting for. Because on that day, they will no longer think of me as insane. I Will lead the Valenar hordes into Taer Saidan, and we will defeat the hobgoblins once and for all. We will finally win the Battle of the Blood Plains, ten thousand years after it began!”


  Vaylir stopped talking, his thin chest heaving with emotion. Wren looked around the hovel, feeling a surge of excitement. What was the riddle again? Timeless tides of battle, unfinished in a day; Fight the foe forever, never shall he mourn. A timeless battle. Unfinished in a day. Fighting foes forever. The riddle must be referring to Taer Saidan! Vaylir was the Keeper of the Past, and Taer Saidan was the location where the map was hidden.


  “Tell me, have you… taken anyone to see this fortress in the past couple of years?”


  Vaylir brightened. “Yes! During the war. A soldier came to me. Approached me. Said he’d heard about my research and was interested in seeing it. He said my work might have wartime uses.”


  “Hmm. Did he say how?”


  “No. I asked him, but he said it was classified. Secret.”


  “Of course he did.”


  “It’s always a pleasure to show off my research to someone who appreciates it.”


  “And what did he do when you reached the fortress?”


  Vaylir stared thoughtfully at the astrolabe. “The oddest thing, actually. We didn’t enter the actual zone. The manifestation was very unstable at that time. If it had moved on and we were inside, we would have been taken with it. Swallowed up. But when it materialized—right where I said it would, I might add—he fired an arrow into the grounds of the fortress.”


  Wren smiled. “Did he indeed? And did this arrow happen to have something attached to it?”


  Vaylir smiled at Wren. “I think you know more than you let on. It did indeed. Yes. A message to the captain of the elves. Classified, of course.”


  “Of course,” said Wren, thinking quickly. “We’re not allowed to tell civilians our plans for security reasons. I’m sure you understand.”


  Vaylir nodded. “I thought so. You’re one of them.”


  “I am indeed. And I need you to take me there. To Taer Saidan. Do you know where it will materialize next?”


  “Oh, yes.” Vaylir crossed to a wall map of Valenar. He tapped it with his index finger. “Right here.”


  Wren remembered what Pel had said about the dates written on her brother’s notes. “And let me guess. You’ve calculated that it will appear tomorrow—on the thirteenth day of Nymm.”


  Vaylir only smiled.


  Chapter Nineteen


  
    [image: ]
  


  
    

  


  Wren turned his back on Torin’s glare and pulled his longcoat tighter around his body in an attempt to ward off the chill of the desert night. It didn’t make a difference for either of his problems. The cold still got through, and he could still feel the dwarf’s eyes burning into the back of his head as he peered into the darkness, trying to see what Vaylir was up to.


  “Why are we following this man?” snapped Torin. “He’s clearly insane!”


  “Shh,” hissed Wren.


  “Why? He can’t hear us. He’s too busy communing with ghosts or whatever it is he’s doing.”


  “I’m not talking about Vaylir,” whispered Wren. “I mean… Him…” Wren gestured surreptitiously with his head. Torin turned and looked. Vaylir’s mule stood there, watching them mildly while enjoying the contents of his nosebag.


  “The mule?” spluttered Torin. “Have you gone mad as well? Is it catching?”


  “Not mad.” Wren shrugged uncomfortably. “But don’t you get the feeling it’s watching us?”


  They both turned to look. The mule’s tail swished through the cold air.


  “No. I don’t. Wren, I think we’re wasting our time here.”


  “Oh, really? So you’ve obviously come up with a better interpretation of the riddle? Don’t keep it to yourself. Share it with the other thickies.”


  Torin scowled at Wren. “I don’t have any better ideas,” he said. “But I don’t trust him. He’s not all there. Anyone can see that.”


  Wren turned away again and peered into the darkness. The problem was Torin was right. Vaylir was clearly not in possession of all his faculties. His obsession with the disappearing fortress had infiltrated every aspect of his life. He was even convinced one of his ancestors had fought in the ancient battle.


  At the moment, the elf was wandering around in an untidy circle, holding some kind of crystal in his hand. He looked up at the sky, then held the crystal up to his ear as if listening for something. He held it there for a few seconds, then stared at it accusingly and retraced his steps to join Wren and Torin.


  “Abysmal. Not good. Interference. Ring of Siberys blocking it.”


  “Are you saying you can’t find this invisible city of yours?” asked Torin.


  “Patience. Calmness. We’ll find it. Just takes time. Very erratic, you know. The reappearance. Seems to be getting harder to predict the location.”


  “I’m sure you’re doing your best,” said Wren, glaring at Torin.


  “ ’Course I am. What’s the point of not doing my best? Stupid comment. Silly thing to say. Come. We must move on.”


  Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed hold of the mule’s bridle and led it off deeper into the Blade Desert.
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  They stopped another four times to allow Vaylir to fiddle with his crystal. After the fourth attempt, he was clearly happy about something and finally led them into a ravine that sloped gradually away from them, the high, craggy walls rising up on either side to form towering cliff faces. They walked on for a few more hours, sticking to the cliff wall while the ravine broadened out to form a wide plain.


  Just before midnight, Vaylir stopped to study the cliff face to their right. He held the crystal up, peering intently into its facets before nodding in satisfaction and putting it away. He turned away from the cliff, spotting Wren and Torin and blinking at them in surprise.


  “Oh. Still there? Still following?”


  Wren avoided Torin’s eyes. “Yes, Vaylir. Still following. Any progress?”


  “Progress? Forward momentum. Yes, indeed. We will stop…” He looked around and pointed some distance away. “There.”


  Vaylir was pointing to a spot where the ground rose slightly to form a small ridge. Wren sighed. “Vaylir,” he said, “are we any closer to this fortress of yours? Only it’s after midnight now. That means today is the day. If we don’t find it now, it will be too late.”


  Vaylir smiled. “Close? Oh, yes, indeed. Very close indeed, my friend.”
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  Despite his best efforts to stay awake, Wren found himself nodding off as he sat around the campfire an hour or so later. He wasn’t used to so much walking. It was unnatural. If the gods had wanted them to walk, they wouldn’t have invented horses. And carriages. And cities. He was also frustrated, irritated, and he felt as if his whole body had been dipped in glue and coated in dust. He craved a bath, a nice, long, luxuriant bath. A glass of wine in hand. A beautiful woman—


  Wren jerked, his eyes snapping open. Come on, Wren, he told himself. Stay alert. Focus.


  Wren slapped his cheeks, trying to wake himself up. He got to his feet. Maybe a walk would do him good.


  That was when he heard the noise.


  It was faint at first, a voice in the distance, like someone trying to get his attention from the other side of a field. Wren froze. He listened intently, trying to make out the words. But he could hear nothing intelligible. He just got the feeling that the shouter was angry about something.


  A moment later the first voice was joined by others. They grew louder. But before he could make out individual voices, they were drowned out by the discordant clash of metal slamming against metal, the screeching squeal of swords scraping against one another.


  As if those sounds were some kind of signal, Wren was suddenly exposed to the full sensory onslaught that was a pitched battle, something he had hoped never to hear again. Guttural roars echoing in the ravine. High-pitched ululations that raised the hair on the back of his neck. The solid meaty thunk of blade against flesh. The uninhibited, animal screams of dying soldiers.


  Torin was on his feet, staring at Wren with wide eyes. Wren quickly turned to where Vaylir had been sitting since they made camp, only to find the spot empty, the elf’s blanket lying discarded in a crumpled heap.


  Vaylir hadn’t gone far. He was standing atop the low ridge, his figure silhouetted against a flickering orange light. His ragged clothes and white hair whipped out around him in the cold desert wind.


  “It’s here,” he shouted, glancing over his shoulder at them. “I told you it would come!”


  A moment later he disappeared over the ridge. Wren scrambled up the small bank with Torin right behind him.


  He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but the sight that greeted him as he crested the ridge brought him up short.


  A fortress had appeared against the cliff face. But it hadn’t simply arrived, out of place. It arrived as part of the cliff itself, as if it had been built there and had been there for the past thousand years. Its walls joined with the curves and crevices of the rock.


  The fortress and its grounds were surrounded by a huge wall. From their vantage point, Wren and Torin could see over those walls and were perfectly placed to witness the fierce battle being fought between elf and hobgoblin.


  The fighting was scattered all over the grounds, one-on-one battles that danced and staggered over the grass and rocks. As Wren watched, he saw two fighters, caught up in a deadly embrace, overbalance and fall into one of the many fires that littered the area, their shrieks of pain clawing their way up to where he and Torin stood. The hobgoblin reared up, his own body enveloped in flames, and swung his axe into the face of the writhing elf. He yanked the weapon free and staggered out of the fire, aiming for the nearest clump of fighters, leaving a trail of oily smoke behind him.


  He nearly made it. But five paces from the closest elf, he dropped to his knees then fell face-first onto the ground, his blackened, blistered body consumed by the fire.


  Similar scenes played out wherever Wren looked. Any battle plans or tactics had long since been abandoned in the face of the most desperate, primitive instinct known to any living being: kill or be killed.


  And it was into that sweating, seething mass of blood and metal that Vaylir was heading. Wren watched the elderly elf as he ran across the ravine floor.


  “Moves fast for an old one,” he commented. He sighed. Oh, well. Nothing else for it. Wren braced himself, then turned to face Torin. “Are you ready—Oh.”


  The dwarf already had his throwing axes in hand. Wren took a deep breath, then withdrew two wands from within his hidden pockets.


  “I take it this isn’t a ‘rely on your own skills’ moment?” asked Torin.


  “No. This is a ‘use any means necessary to stay alive’ moment.” Wren checked that his crossbows were still hanging from his belt, then turned to face the upcoming battle. “Just like the old days, eh? Right. First one to get himself killed loses.”


  Torin didn’t even wait for him to finish talking. The dwarf leaped over the ridge and sprinted down the bank.


  Wren bared his teeth in a grin and followed after. They raced across the desert floor, the walls drawing ever closer. He overtook Torin and arrived at the fortress first, pressing his back up against the wall. The sounds of battle assaulted his ears, an overwhelming barrage of noise; roars, clashing metal, curses screamed in Elven and Goblin. Roars of anger. Yells of pain and fury.


  The sounds of death.


  The smell of burning flesh wafted to him on the cold, night breeze. It was laced with the tinny tang of blood, the foul stench of excrement and urine. Wren wrinkled his nose. It was all familiar to him. He’d never wanted to experience it again. Thought he would never have to. But there you go. You never quite got what you wanted from life. If he’d learned anything during the war, it was that.


  “What’s the plan?” asked Torin.


  “I’m not sure. I suppose we can ask them if they’ve seen—what was it? This tree. And its guardian. Actually, it can’t be that hard, can it? How many trees are there?”


  Wren peered through the broken gate. The grounds of the fortress were a lot bigger than he’d originally thought. Wren cast around for any sign of trees, but it was hard to see anything through the fires and the constantly shifting fighting. There was a blur of movement. A crossbow bolt hit the wall only inches from his eye and bounced off into the desert.


  Wren jerked out of the way but ducked quickly back and released a charge of electricity from his wand. The hobgoblin who had sighted him tried to dive away from the bluish white charge, but he wasn’t fast enough. The electricity hit his chest, and the top half of his body exploded in a steaming, bloody mist.


  “Wren, we are trying to keep a low profile, yes? This isn’t our battle. In fact, the whole place could just… vanish again at any moment. Shouldn’t we get a move on?”


  “Good point.” Wren turned his gaze toward the fortress, where elves fired arrows from openings high up in the wall. A huge fire had been lit in the doorway beneath them, so it was difficult to make anything out—


  The wind shifted slightly and flattened the flames for a brief moment. But that moment was enough. Wren caught sight of a tree on the other side of the fire. It looked as if it had been planted right in the middle of the pathway leading to the fortress doors.


  And hanging from almost every branch were the bloated, mutilated bodies of elves.


  The flames soared high again, cutting off his view. But he had seen enough. He pulled back and faced Torin. “I think I’ve found the tree.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “It’s the only one there,” said Wren. “It’s over by the entrance to the fortress. You’ll see it when we get past the fires.”


  “Again, I ask, but I’m afraid I already know the answer. Do we have a plan?”


  Wren shrugged. “I just thought we’d do what we normally do. Wing it and try not to get killed. Let’s get a vantage point close to the tree.”


  They slipped through the gate and kept close to the inner wall, moving around the edge of the battle as they inched toward the tree. Wren could see it clearly after their initial few steps brought them around the first of the fires. The bodies swung gently from the branches, their swollen heads blue, bulbous tongues protruding too far out of their mouths.


  Even though they tried to stay out of the fighting, it was impossible to avoid all the battles. Wren expended all the electrical charges in his first wand as hobgoblins sighted them moving through the shadows by the wall.


  They eventually made it around the courtyard and came up against the walls of the fortress itself. The fighting was less intense there. The Valenar were trying to hold a line that kept the hobgoblins as far away from the entrance as possible. The tree was about twenty feet away. The path led from the fortress doors and circled the tree on both sides. Wren wondered why it was there. Probably symbolic of something sickeningly sentimental. Maybe the original Valenar elves brought it over from Aerenal.


  Wren crouched down and studied the tree. If Pel’s brother had simply shot an arrow from the entrance before the fortress faded away, it had to be somewhere visible.


  He couldn’t see it from his position, though. There was nothing else for it. He had to get closer.


  He turned to Torin. “Watch my—” He stopped midsentence when he saw Torin’s face covered with blood. “That’s not yours is it?” he asked.


  “ ’Course not!” Torin grinned, his white teeth almost glowing against the dark blood. “This is fun, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, yes. Indeed. Exactly my idea of a fun night out. Just watch my back, will you?”


  Torin nodded and Wren left his hiding place in a running crouch. A hobgoblin spotted him and veered in his direction. Wren tried to loose a charge at the creature but nothing happened. His wand was empty. The hobgoblin grinned when it realized what had happened then tightened its grip on its spear.


  Wren smiled back and pulled another wand out from his sleeve, casting a fireball directly at the creature. Its eyes widened with horror; then the fireball hit, and the hobgoblin flew backward through the air, trailing flames and smoke as it went.


  Wren crossed the rest of the distance to the tree. He distastefully prodded the gently swaying bodies aside as he walked beneath the branches, inspecting each one to make sure an arrow wasn’t jutting from any of the corpses. As it turned out, quite a few had arrows, but none of them had anything attached to their shafts.


  Wren made it to the thick trunk of the tree without finding what he was looking for. He was closed off from the battle there. It was as if the corpses hanging from the branches shut out the fighting, insulating him in some macabre cocoon. He glanced around nervously. Some of the bodies were staring in his direction, their dead eyes fixed accusingly on him. He shuddered and looked away, searching the ground for the arrow. Nothing. He made his way slowly around the trunk—


  And stopped.


  A hobgoblin was slumped against the other side of the tree trunk. Its arm had been cut off. A puddle of black ichor had pooled among the roots and soaked into its clothing. It had a huge gash across its stomach. Its remaining hand was cupped around the wound, trying to hold its guts in.


  There was an arrow sticking in its throat.


  It had a piece of parchment tied around the shaft.


  Wren’s heart skipped a beat. There it was! “At last. The final clue. The one that would tell them where the treasure was hidden. Wren closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. It would all be over soon. He could rescue Lyra and get back to his life in Sharn.


  Wren grimaced in distaste then leaned slowly forward and tentatively gripped the shaft of the arrow.


  He tensed, ready to pull—


  The hobgoblin’s eyes snapped open. Its huge hand reached up and grabbed Wren around the neck. Wren scrambled frantically for his wand before realizing that using one at such close range would kill him as well.


  He changed plans and fumbled to free the small crossbow at his belt. He couldn’t get it loose. It was stuck in his jacket. Wren grimaced, feeling the hobgoblin’s claws dig into his skin. He yanked hard at the weapon, finally ripping it free. He brought it up and pushed it against the creature’s forehead then pulled the trigger. There was a thunk, and his hand jerked back with the recoil. The hobgoblin’s hand tightened spasmodically, drawing blood from Wren’s neck, then slowly relaxed.


  Wren batted it away and fell to his knees, gasping for breath. He tentatively touched his neck, but the wounds didn’t seem too deep.


  Wren frowned, his eyes still cast downward. There was something wrong with the grass.


  He could see through it. Right through to the dry rocks of the Blade Desert.


  His head snapped up. He stated at the dead hobgoblin. Same thing. Its body had a slight translucency to it. Wren brought his hands up to his face.


  He could see right through them.


  Wren yanked the arrow from the neck of the hobgoblin and sprinted back through the hanging bodies. Torin was still where he had left him.


  Wren could see through the dwarf to the cliff wall behind him.


  “Run, you idiot!” he shouted, sprinting past the startled dwarf. “The fortress is fading. We have to get out.”


  Torin stared after Wren in confusion; then his eyes widened in alarm, and he set off after him. They ran back around the wall, heading for the broken gates. With every step they took, their surroundings faded even more.


  Wren coaxed an extra burst of speed out of his burning legs, glancing toward the fighting to make sure nothing was coming toward them.


  What he saw almost made him stop. Vaylir was standing back to back with a tall Valenar elf. They were both swinging scimitars through the air, each of them fighting off a hobgoblin. There was a definite resemblance between the two men.


  It looked as if Vaylir had found his ancestor after all.


  For some reason, the thought made Wren unaccountably happy. His face split into a wide grin as Torin overtook him and leaped through the gates into the Blade Desert. Wren followed, rolling to his feet just in time to see Vaylir dispatch his foe with a sharp thrust to the neck. The hobgoblin crumpled to the ground, and Vaylir looked around for his next opponent.


  His eyes passed across the gates, and he saw Wren and Torin. He raised his sword in salute.


  Then the fortress faded into the night, the sounds of battle echoing through the desert like the ghosts of war.


  Chapter Twenty
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  Wren refused to even look at the arrow until they were back at their rooms.


  “It’s all about the anticipation,” he told Torin after the dwarf’s fifth attempt to get him to unwrap the piece of vellum from the arrow shaft. “There’s no rush. Enjoy the buildup. I must say, I pity Mistress Torin if this is your attitude in the marital bed. No wonder she’s so grumpy.”


  As planned, that sent the dwarf into an angry silence that lasted the few hours it took them to return to Taer Valaestas.


  Torin led Vaylir’s mule through the dusty streets, the heat already unbearable even though it was only midmorning. Wren had been all for leaving the mule out there, but Torin had insisted on bringing it back.


  Wren trailed behind the two of them, a nonchalant look on his face even though he was inwardly seething. His joke had worn thin after the first half hour, and all he wanted to do was rip the vellum from the arrow and solve the whole thing once and for all. But seeing as he had made such a fuss, it was the least thing he could do. Torin would never let him forget it.


  So he had to grit his teeth and wait till Torin led him through the streets to their inn.


  When they arrived, Wren looked around in appreciation. The dwarf’s taste was definitely improving. The inn he had picked enclosed a shaded courtyard where guests could relax beneath an oak tree that trailed its branches close to the ground. Tables and chairs had been placed all around the square, most of them currently occupied by visitors enjoying a late breakfast or simply sitting in the sun. The inn itself was built from white stone, and its design was such that there wasn’t a straight line to be seen; every wall and roof had been coaxed into rounded shapes.


  It really was quite charming in a provincial sort of way. Although it wouldn’t do to let Torin know he thought that.


  Wren stared around as Torin handed the mule over to a stable hand. “It’s hardly the Tufted Feather, is it?”


  “It’s the best I could do. If you wanted something better, you should have looked yourself.”


  “No, no. It’s… adequate, I suppose. It doesn’t matter anyway. We should be out of here by this afternoon. Where are our rooms?”


  Torin led the way across the square to a squat building and unlocked the door. Wren stepped into the shaded interior. The room was actually two rooms linked together by a shared bathroom. The only piece of furniture was a bed placed on the flagstone floor.


  “Why is the bed on the ground? I’m not a dwarf.”


  “It’s just how they do it around here,” said Torin. “Now unwrap the paper from the bloody arrow and let’s have a look.”


  “Fine.” Wren dropped his rucksack onto the bed and pulled out the arrow. He untied the string and slipped the rolled-up vellum from the shaft. He waved it in the air.


  “Here it is, Torin. The answer. Everything we’ve been searching for. How long has it been now? Years? Months?”


  “One week.”


  “One week. As you say. It seems like forever. I just want to say, I’ve enjoyed our time together, dear Torin. I feel… I feel our shared experience has brought us closer together. That I—”


  Torin snatched the vellum and opened it up, ignoring Wren’s grin. He stated at it then flung it onto the bed in disappointment.


  “It’s the same as the other two pieces.”


  Wren frowned and picked it up. Torin was right… almost. It was similar. Similar but not the same. Lines and squares had been etched into the vellum seemingly at random. Just like the others.


  Wren repressed a sigh. He had been hoping the final clue would be something they could use to decipher the other two pieces. But no, it looked as though he still had some work to do.


  “Right. Torin. Fetch me alcohol. Lots of it.”


  “But—”


  “But me no buts! I will brook no disagreement! Do as I say, and we may crack this before the day is out.”


  While Torin slouched out of the room, grumbling to himself, Wren took off his longcoat and threw it on the bed. He took out the previous two pieces of the supposed map and laid them out on the bed. Each of them had a similar, seemingly random collection of lines and shapes. If it was a code, it was a good one. Certainly he had never seen anything like it.


  Wren paced back and forth. How were the soldiers ever supposed to decipher it? According to Pel, the three pieces were each supposed to be part of a map, and bringing them together would reveal the hiding place of the treasure. But it was as though a fourth piece were missing, something that would help them decipher what the lines and squiggles actually meant.


  Wren stopped pacing and stared hard at the pieces on the bed. Was he overanalyzing it? Could it be that simple?


  He rummaged through Torin’s rucksack for a piece of blank parchment and a stick of charcoal, then he laid it over the vellum. No good. The parchment was too thick to see through. He needed something to lean against. Something with light.


  Torin returned with a bottle of wine. Wren thrust the parchment and vellum into his hands. “Hold these together. Tight. I think I’ve cracked it.”


  “Yes, so have I. I was going to say, we should put the three—”


  “Silence! I’m working, Torin. You should know never to interrupt me when I’m cogitating.”


  Wren gripped Torin by the arms and moved him over to the window, where a bar of sunlight shone through the dusky glass and illuminated the rather tatty carpet. “Perfect. Now. Bow your head—no, not like that. As if you were worshiping me. Perfect. Hold your arms up against the window. There we go.”


  Wren briefly considered leaving Torin in his ridiculous pose for a while, but regrettably he had more important things to do. He took the charcoal and peered at the parchment. The light of the sun was just strong enough to shine through the vellum, enabling him to see the marks underneath. Wren spent the next few minutes carefully tracing the exact markings onto the thinner piece of parchment.


  “Finished,” he said, taking a step back and admiring his handiwork. Not bad, considering Torin seemed to find it impossible to stand still for more than a second at a time.


  Wren picked up the other two pieces of paper. He glanced across at Torin. “You ready?”


  “Just get on with it.”


  “You have no sense of the dramatic. Do you know that?” complained Wren. He put the three pieces of parchment one atop the other and held them up to the window. The light shone through all three pieces of paper. The lines and shapes on each of the pieces joined together to reveal—


  “Nothing,” said Wren, disappointed. “Wait. Let’s try this…” Wren shuffled the order of the pieces of paper and held them up to the light again.


  He smiled. The random markings of the three sheets of paper had come together to form a single picture, a line map of streets and buildings.


  And directly in the center was a small star. The location of the treasure. It had to be.


  “We’ve done it, Torin,” said Wren excitedly. “We’ve found the map.”


  Torin studied it. “Y-e-s,” he said slowly. “A map. But what of? There’s no markers, no street names. How are we supposed to know where it is? And what’s that?”


  A series of numbers were written in the top left-hand corner.


  “V13-B123. What does that mean?”


  “Coordinates?” said Wren doubtfully. “But no, that wouldn’t make sense.” He stated at the numbers thoughtfully. “The format is ringing a bell, though.”


  “Can’t you make it ring any louder?”


  “Be silent.” Wren stared at the map thoughtfully. There was something about it—something extremely familiar about the layout of the streets.


  Then he had it.


  “It’s Sharn! It’s only the bloody financial district of Sharn!”


  “How could you possibly know that?”


  “I’m rich, Torin. I do have financial advisers and the like. People who… do things with my money. Make it grow or whatever.” Wren was actually a bit unsure what his financial advisers did. Just that they charged a lot for their services, so they had to be doing something.


  “Good for you. So where is the treasure? Buried beneath the financial district? In the Cogs?”


  Wren delicately traced the map with his finger, visualizing the route he took through the streets when he visited the numbers people. Past the Temple of Kol Korran. Turn right there. Walk on for a bit. Past the entrance to Mithral Tower, where Kalphan Riak lived. Now there was a man who knew how to throw a party. So if that was Mithral Tower, then Skysedge Park, where Wren lived, had to be over… there. Wren tapped the map then traced his way back to the star that marked the location of the treasure. According to it, he must have passed directly in front of whichever building the star signified a hundred times over the years.


  Wren searched through his memory. He saw a grand edifice of cold, gray stone. Dwarves.


  His eyes snapped open. He looked at the numbers on the top of the page. V13-B123.


  Then he started laughing.


  He couldn’t help it. It just welled out of him in an uncontrollable burst. Torin stared at him, worried.


  “You’re not having an episode, are you?”


  “No. No, I’m fine. Oh, that’s funny. I would really have liked to meet Pel’s brother. He had a sense of humor I would have appreciated.”


  “Care to share the joke?”


  “Of course, of course.” Wren tapped the numbers. “V13-B123. Vault 13 box 123. It’s not buried treasure at all. He’s only gone and hidden the treasure in a Kundarak Bank vault.” Wren laughed again. “It’s priceless. It really is. What better location? I don’t think there’s anywhere else it would be better protected.”


  He frowned at Torin. “Why aren’t you laughing? Don’t you think it’s the best place for someone to hide their treasure?”


  “Oh, yes. And that’s why I’m not laughing. As I’m sure you’ll realize in a couple of seconds, we don’t hold the key to the vault. Which means we can’t get the treasure either.”


  Wren’s smile faded. He looked thoughtful for a moment, glanced at the map, then nodded to himself. “An obstacle, that’s all,” he said softly. “It can be done. With a bit—”


  “Wren?” said Torin in what Wren referred to as his ‘grown-up voice.’ “I hope you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.”


  “Oh, but I am, dear Torin. I am.” Wren dropped the map onto the bed and grinned at the dwarf. “We’re going to break into the Kundarak Bank of Sharn and steal the treasure.”


  “No. We’re not. You’re insane! Nobody’s ever broken into a Kundarak vault. Their whole business model is based on this fact. They have magical protection so complex, you wouldn’t get two steps before a rain of razor darts or something similar cut you to shreds. It’s impossible.”


  “Nothing’s impossible, Torin. At least, not to me.”


  Torin shook his head in amazement. “Is your ego honestly that big?”


  “Bigger, dear Torin. Much bigger. Now enough time wasting. Book us the first available passage to Sharn. I want to be there within two days.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “First I’m going to burn this map. Then I’m going to take this bottle of wine and drink it in a very hot bath. Now be off with you.”


  Torin opened his mouth to argue, but Wren simply held up a finger for silence. The dwarf shook his head wearily and trudged out of the room. It was the easier course of action.
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  Steam enveloped Wren as he took another mouthful of wine. He sighed contentedly, feeling the hot water unkink his muscles and wash away the dust of the desert. He’d solved it. He’d bloody well solved it. The riddles, the bank, everything. He’d never doubted it, obviously, but it was still good to think the words. He had to congratulate himself. No one else would. Especially Torin.


  Oh, there were still things to do. He’d grant that. But he saw them as mere obstacles to be surmounted. He’d done all the difficult stuff. What was left was the mere tying up of loose ends.


  He felt a flicker of doubt rise treacherously from somewhere deep within. He immediately buried it but not before it had made itself known. Wren tried not to let it spoil his mood. Breaking into the Kundarak Bank couldn’t be that hard, surely? Yes, no one’s ever done it before, but that was most likely down to House Kundarak’s fearful reputation. Most of that was probably hype.


  He felt a sharp sting on his neck. He swatted at his skin, chasing away whichever of the blood-sucking desert insects had taken a fancy to him.


  He took another swig of wine. He wondered when Torin would get back. He was looking forward to returning to Sharn. He knew he’d wanted out of the city, but it was home, and he missed it. He closed his eyes and sank even lower in the water.


  “How’s the wine?”


  Wren didn’t move. Where was his sword? His dagger? In the other room. He’d left everything on the bed.


  He opened his eyes and saw Melisorn Pel sitting on a stool, watching him with interest. Wren relaxed ever so slightly. At least it wasn’t Traven.


  “Taste’s like goblin piss,” he said. “But it gets the job done. Good to see you again.”


  Pel’s eyebrows rose fractionally. “Really?”


  “Yes, really. Does that surprise you?”


  “Well… yes. Seeing as I just injected you with the same truth serum stuff you used on me.”


  Wren surged up in the bath, but Pel swung her arm up, pointing one of Wren’s crossbows at him. Her finger was curled rather too tightly around the trigger for his liking. He stopped moving, then gently lowered himself back into the bath.


  “Please be careful. Those triggers are rather unpredictable.”


  “You’d better make sure you don’t do anything that might make me jumpy, then.”


  “You don’t have to do this, you know. I said I was sorry. If the circumstances had been different, I assure you I wouldn’t have stooped to such a thing.”


  “It’s good to hear you say that, seeing as you have no choice but to tell the truth. But I, on the other hand, have no moral compunction whatsoever about using it.”


  “Ah.”


  “Exactly. Now let’s get down to business, shall we? Have you solved the final riddle?”


  Wren fought. The words were in his head. No, I haven’t. He could almost hear them, he was focusing on them so strongly. He opened his mouth to release them into the world and was rather disappointed to hear: “Yes, I have.”


  His own body was betraying him!


  Pel sat forward excitedly. “Really? So you know where the treasure is buried?”


  Wren opened his mouth, then paused. Maybe there was a way around it after all. “No. I don’t know where the treasure is buried.” There. He wasn’t lying. He really didn’t know where it was buried, seeing as it wasn’t actually buried. Maybe he could get through his predicament without revealing too much.


  “Fine. Let me rephrase that. Do you know where the treasure is located?”


  Damn.


  “Yes,” said Wren through gritted teeth.


  “Where?”


  “Somewhere.”


  “Where somewhere?”


  In a vault.


  “A vault? Where is the vault?”


  “In the Kundarak Bank in Sharn.”


  There. He’d done it. His bastard body had betrayed him, and the strumpet knew where the treasure was.


  “Do you have the key to the vault?”


  “No.”


  “Then how do you plan on getting the treasure?”


  “I’m going to break in.”


  “Break in?”


  “Sorry, was that a question?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then, yes, I’m going to break in.”


  “You’re going to break into a Kundarak vault?”


  “Yes!” snapped Wren. “Didn’t I just say that? Are you simple?”


  “No, but I’m beginning to think you are.” Pel stared at the bloodspike she had used. “Is this really working?”


  “I assure you, it is,” growled Wren.


  “Then what are you thinking right now?”


  “I’m thinking about how much I’d like to wring your neck. Then I’m thinking that I’d like to get back to planning the bank heist.”


  Pel stared at Wren thoughtfully, tapping the grip of the crossbow idly against her knee. “You really think you can do this?”


  “Without the slightest doubt.”


  “Then you’re going to need a team. You can’t do it on your own.”


  “I’m aware of that, but whatever you are about to suggest, the answer is no.”


  “You don’t have a choice. I’m coming with you. I have as much right to this treasure as you do. More, in fact. He was my brother, remember?”


  “But I’ve already explained why I’m doing this. Lyra—”


  “I know. I know.” Pel sighed, looking thoughtful. “Look, I don’t want to see her get killed either. So here’s what I’ll do. You cut me in now. I’ll help you do whatever it is you plan on doing to get into the vaults. We get the treasure and you make the exchange for Lyra. But I’ll be there as well. Hiding. Once the Swords of Liberty take the treasure, I’ll follow them and take it off their hands. That way, Lyra lives and I get my treasure. How does that sound?”


  “Surprisingly fair.”


  “Then we have a deal?”


  “You really think you can do that? Just take it off them?”


  Pel grinned at him and winked. “Hey, I can do anything. I’m Melisorn Pel.”


  “Quite.”


  Wren thought about it. He did need a crew. There was no disputing the fact. And Pel had proven herself more than capable of taking care of herself.


  And besides, there was always the chance that she’d agree to have dinner with him once this was all over. And that was something he’d like very much.


  “Very much indeed,” he said in a low voice.


  “What?”


  “Eh… nothing. Fine. You’ve got yourself a deal.”


  Chapter Twenty-one
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  “It can’t be done. Forget it.”


  Wren frowned at Callian. They were seated at a pitted and fire-scarred table in the flat above Callian’s tavern. “Come on, Callian. If anyone can get hold of the plans, it’s you.”


  “Not this time, Wren.” The gnome scowled at Wren. His face was a nest of ancient wrinkles as it was, and when he scowled, it had the effect of swallowing up his eyes until they could no longer be seen. “I mean, getting the plans for Warden Towers, yes. That was easy. But the Kundarak Bank?” He shook his head. “I just don’t have the resources, Wren. I’m sorry.”


  Wren stood up and paced to the dirt-smeared window. Below him he could see the outside balcony of Callian’s tavern, and beyond and far below that, the vast arena of the Stone Trees hrazhak field. It was only midmorning, but the tavern was already filled with punters drinking and betting on the shifter games that took place on the field. The tiered seats of the arena were mostly empty, though. Events during the workweek were for only the most dedicated fan and gambler.


  Wren traced a finger through the grime. They’d arrived back in Sharn that morning after three days of traveling, and he’d come to see Callian straightaway. The deadline for handing the treasure over was dawn the day after next. Even for Wren, a keen observer of the dramatic, that was cutting things a bit fine. Callian had always been his go-to gnome for those types of things. If Callian couldn’t get hold of something, then nobody could.


  Which rather put a brick in the gears of his plans to break into Kundarak Bank.


  Wren turned away from the window, tired of watching the gamblers and alcoholics. The view from that side wasn’t much better. Callian’s flat was an affront to all things neat and tidy. Boxes and crates were stacked in haphazard piles. Some had been opened, their contents of glasses, bottles, books, and various kinds of bric-a-brac strewn across the floor. Everywhere Wren looked, there was junk. Callian insisted that some of the pieces were valuable collector’s items, but Wren thought that likely only if the collectors were blind, mad, totally without any kind of taste, or—more likely—a combination of all of the above.


  The only place that was free of detritus was the large table in the center of his sitting room. Wren flopped back into his chair.


  “I really need your help on this one, Callian. If I can’t do this, Lyra is dead.”


  “What are you doing getting her involved in all this, anyway? Hasn’t she been through enough?”


  “Her? Hasn’t she been through enough? What about me? And I didn’t get her involved in anything. She came to me.”


  “Yes, but I’m sure you only made things worse. It’s what you seem to do best.”


  “Well, thank you very much,” huffed Wren. “Nice to know who your friends are.”


  “Oh, hush,” snapped Callian. “Don’t start your martyr act in here. It won’t work.” Callian rubbed his face. “What does Torin say about all this?”


  “He was skeptical—”


  “Surprise, surprise.”


  “But he’s come ’round to my way of thinking.”


  “Has he?” Callian didn’t even bother to hide the shock in his voice.


  “Yes. This isn’t something I’ve just decided to do on the spur of the moment, Cal. Torin agrees. If we want to save Lyra’s life, this is the only way to do it.”


  “Can’t you just talk to the dwarves? Explain the situation.”


  “I can’t really see that working, can you? ‘Oh, excuse me, Master Dwarf. Can I take a priceless treasure out of your vaults? What’s that? A key? Papers? No, I don’t have any of that. Is it mine? Well, no, not really, but it’s really important you give it to me.’ ”


  “Point taken.”


  Wren sighed. “I should get going. I need to make an appointment to view a vault. Get a feel for the layout.”


  “You’re going ahead with this?”


  “I’ve no choice!”


  Callian leaned back in his chair, staring up at the smoke-stained ceiling. “Fine. I’ll put a few feelers out. Don’t get your hopes up, though. The kind of people you’ll have to deal with might make you think twice about accepting their help. And be warned. If it can be done, it will be expensive.”


  “Money’s not an issue.”


  “No,” said Callian slowly. “It never is with you. Come back tonight and we’ll see what I’ve managed to come up with.”
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  Wren, Torin, and Pel returned to Callian’s later that night. Wren had wanted to come alone, but the other two had insisted on accompanying him.


  “Should you be allowed inside a tavern?” Wren asked the dwarf as they approached the door. He could hear shouting and raucous laughter from inside. There was the sound of shattering glass, then a loud cracking as if a table had broken. “You know you can’t control yourself when you get a sniff of the good stuff.” He glanced at Pel. “Watch yourself. He gets a bit amorous.”


  Pel smiled. “Why should I watch myself? What if I don’t mind him getting amorous?”


  Wren shuddered. “What did you tell your wife you were doing?” he asked Torin. “Not the truth, I assume.”


  “Host, no,” said Torin with feeling. He shivered. “If she knew I was coming to a tavern like this with you, I’d never hear the end of it.”


  “That’s the spirit,” said Wren. “There’s nothing like lying to your wife to keep a marriage happy. It’s a lucky thing I didn’t know that a few years back; otherwise, I might still be with Lyra.”


  Pel walked ahead of them and pushed open the door. It stuck just an inch in, and she was forced to shove it the rest of the way with her shoulder. A shout of anger came from the other side, but Pel ignored it and strode into the light and the smoke, heading straight for the bar.


  “I still think it was a mistake to let her get involved. She’s devious. I don’t trust her.”


  Wren shrugged. “One thing I’m learning about this whole mess is that sometimes you have to do things you really don’t want to do if you want to achieve your results.”


  Wren headed into the tavern, wincing as an elf, stinking of cheap wine and sweat, bumped into him and collapsed onto the floor. Wren stepped over his unconscious body and shouldered his way through the crowd. He signaled to the barman.


  “Where’s Callian? I’ve an appointment.”


  “You Wren?”


  Wren nodded.


  “He’s upstairs. Said you’re to go right up.”


  Wren nodded his thanks and gestured for Torin to follow him. Pel quickly finished the drink she had ordered and hurried after.


  Wren pushed open a door at the far end of the tavern. A tiny antechamber lay beyond, a set of stairs leading upward. They followed them up, and Wren knocked on the door.


  Callian opened it. He gestured them inside. He nodded a greeting at Pel and Torin then faced Wren. “No messing around,” he whispered, casting a nervous look over his shoulder. “I think I’ve got what you asked for, but I’m not sure it’s going to be worth it.”


  “We’ve no choice.”


  “You might change your mind yet.”


  Callian turned and led the way down the short hallway and into the main room of his flat. Wren, following right behind him, stepped through the door and froze when he saw who was sitting at the table.


  Herrick, the man they had gone to when they were looking for Fial Drakal.


  Seated next to him were Huin and Dalkin, the emaciated, dangerous-looking elf and the hobgoblin.


  “My, my. What a small world we live in,” said Herrick. “Here we are again, Abraxis Wren. No need to stand on ceremony. Sit, sit. We have things to discuss.”


  Wren hesitated, then forced himself to sit down opposite Herrick. What else could he do? Sometimes you had to dine with Khyber to achieve your aims.


  Torin and Pel sat on either side of Wren. Torin wasn’t looking happy. Pel just looked confused. She leaned in to Wren. “You know him?”


  “We’ve crossed paths,” Wren answered.


  “So down to business,” said Herrick. “Callian here put out some very specific feelers. It’s in my interests to keep my ears open for things like this, so when I heard about his… lines of inquiry, I naturally became interested. You weren’t very careful about it, Callian. You’re lucky it was me who heard about it and not the Watch.”


  Callian shrugged in embarrassment. “Didn’t have the time.”


  “So it’s a rush job?”


  “Needs to be completed by tomorrow night,” said Wren.


  Herrick stared at Wren, then burst out laughing. “Tomorrow night? Are you being serious?”


  Wren nodded.


  “Host, you’re insane. I don’t know whether to admire you or ridicule you. But no matter. As I was saying, when I heard what Callian was looking for, I sent Huin here to ask a few questions.” Herrick smiled. “And when I found out who was looking for the information—none other than my new friend, Abraxis Wren—I decided to get involved. As it stands, I think you have about as much chance of success as Dalkin does in a beauty contest, but I built my empire on taking chances, so here’s what I’m going to offer you. You want the security details of the Kundarak Bank of Sharn. It’s going to require a lot of greased palms—”


  “But can you do it?” interrupted Wren.


  Herrick paused. “Do you remember what I said to you last time we met? About respect?” He waited. Wren finally nodded. “I do.”


  “Good because if you interrupt me one more time, I’m out of here. Understand?”


  Wren opened his mouth but managed to restrain himself from saying something that would probably get Lyra killed. He took a deep breath. “Understood.”


  “Good. What are you after, anyway? Why are you taking such a risk?”


  “It’s a…” Wren cast around for something suitable. He didn’t want Herrick to know what they were really after. He caught sight of a small oil painting lying on the floor. “A painting. The owner is shipping it to Aundair day after tomorrow.”


  “A collector, huh? Well, no business of mine. Never been interested in art. Now. I can get you your plans. But this isn’t a favor. Understand? I’m taking advantage of a situation that can benefit me. Here’s what I want. You don’t just open one vault. You open a lot of them. As many as you can. And what I’m thinking is Huin and Dalkin accompany you on my behalf and do a little rummaging around. You get your little painting, and I get an injection of capital. I’m happy. You’re happy. Everybody’s happy.”


  Wren glanced across at Huin and Dalkin. The last thing he needed was those two tagging along with him. They’d just cause trouble.


  “Out of the question.”


  Herrick leaned back in his seat. “That wasn’t a request. It’s part of the deal. If I get you the plans and you come up with a way to get around the security, Huin and Dalkin go with you. You don’t want them to go, then no plans.”


  Herrick stood up. “I can see you’ve got some thinking to do. I’ll leave you to it. Callian can let me know what you’ve decided.”


  Herrick left the room, Huin and Dalkin hurrying after. After they’d gone, Wren glared across at Callian.


  “That’s the best you can do? Herrick?”


  “I told you this wouldn’t be easy. This is serious stuff, Wren. I can’t just pop down to the local planning office and dig up the security plans. This requires connections, influence—”


  “I thought you had all that.”


  “Not on this level. Herrick was the only person who showed any interest.”


  “And that’s only because he wants something out of it.”


  “What did you expect?” said Pel. “That someone would just hand over what you wanted because you asked them nicely?”


  “Don’t be absurd. I thought someone would hand over what I wanted because I was offering large sums of money.”


  “What’s the difference, anyway? So you’ve got two more on the crew. They might come in handy. If this Herrick uses them as bodyguards, they might be good to have in a tight spot.”


  “I don’t want any tight spots! That’s why I need all the security details, so I can plan everything out, so there’s no mistakes.”


  “So what do I tell him?” asked Callian.


  Wren sighed. He had no choice. It was as simple as that. It didn’t really matter what happened to him. As long as he was able to save… Wren paused. He had been about to think, as long as he could save the child. He blinked. Was that what this was about? Did he think that by saving Lyra he could in some bizarre way make up for his failure in the past? Because that’s what it had been—a failure. He had searched and searched for Lyra, but he hadn’t been able to find her. He had used all his contacts, all his skills, and he still hadn’t been able to track her down.


  It was his fault. If he had just been able to do his job, their child would still be alive.


  The realization made him feel suddenly sick. He needed to tell Lyra. He needed to let her know that he shared the blame. That he didn’t think it was all her fault. Not anymore.


  He needed to tell her he was sorry.


  He looked bleakly at Callian. “Tell him he’s got a deal.”


  
    

  


  V


  Traven eventually found a healer. He stumbled into a village, delirious, death stalking his every footstep. He collapsed in the main street and lay there until a young boy found him and called for help.


  It took him four months to recover, and during that time, his memory slowly returned. During that time, he planned his revenge.


  For he knew now that that was his purpose. He had been reborn to wield the sword of retribution. It was his duty to claim blood price on the betrayals.


  It was his duty to avenge the deaths of the others, to claim what should have been everyone’s to claim.


  Chapter Twenty-two
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  Wren yawned and glared accusingly at the early-morning sun barging its way into his apartments like an uninvited guest. He’d been up all night reading the file that Callian had delivered to him a few hours after their meeting. His brain felt as if it were stuffed full of cloth.


  He’d been over the plans a hundred times, looking for ways around the security measures, ways to neutralize them. He’d given up about ten times during the course of the night, deciding there was no way it could be done. But then he’d start turning over details in his mind, coming up with ideas, possibilities, and he’d find himself back at the table, feverishly jotting down notes.


  He took a sip of water then walked over to the dining table. The sun fell in a golden rectangle across the dark wood. Pel, Torin, Huin, and Dalkin had arrived about half an hour ago and were impatiently waiting for him. He was still trying to figure out how to do the job without Herrick’s lackeys, but so far he hadn’t come up with anything.


  He put his glass of water down on the table. “Right,” he said. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”


  “Is there any good news?” Torin asked, surprised.


  “No, there isn’t. And now that’s out of the way, listen carefully. And after I’m finished talking, you’ll realize just why the Kundarak Bank has never been robbed.”


  Wren stood back and gathered his thoughts. “The bank is situated at the top of Kundarak Tower. A twenty-foot-tall wall surrounds the grounds, and visitors to the bank are forced to leave their carriages outside these walls and walk the rest of the way across a clear section of ground. That shouldn’t be a problem for us as we’ll be using invisibility potions to get us past this stage. Entrance is through a gateway locked down at night by a steel portcullis. During the day, ten guards patrol the wall, but at night there’s none.”


  “Doesn’t sound too had,” said Huin.


  Wren glared at him. “However, the top of the wall is covered by some kind of elemental crystal. Unnaturally sharp. It will cut through metal, skin, bone, anything that touches it, really. And it grows back if smashed.


  “Beyond the walls is a courtyard. The courtyard is guarded by four spiretop drakes that view the bank as their territory. They’ve been trained to stay on their rooftop perches during the day, but at night they wander freely. If they catch our scent, we’re dead. They have a beak that can crack a man’s skull like an egg.


  “The only way into the bank is through the front door. The director of the bank seals the door every night with a magic ward that he creates at the end of every business day. The ward can only be dispelled by using the key that is attuned to that ward. The key is in the form of an amulet the manager wears around his neck. He doesn’t let it out of his sight, not even for a second.”


  “Can’t you break the wards yourself?” asked Torin.


  “I could. But if the ward is broken, it would alert the director, who would then raise the alarm.


  “Now if we make it past the door and inside the bank, we come to the reception area and lobby. Most of the lobby is covered by an antimagic field, so our invisibility won’t do us much good here. Unfortunately this is where we need it the most. A fifteen-foot-high animated statue guards the lobby. If it sees us, it’s game over.”


  “Wait,” said Pel. “You said the lobby is covered by some sort of antimagic spell. Why isn’t the statue affected?”


  “Constructs aren’t affected by the antimagic zone. Which brings me to another point. warforged guards. There are five of them that patrol the bank at night, backing up the dwarven Kundarak guards. I don’t think I need to tell anyone here how tough warforged are… and how focused.”


  He looked around at all of them, taking in the doubt written clearly on their faces.


  “Once through the lobby, we come to the lift that takes us down to the vaults. The lift opens directly into a security room. There are four guards here at all times in charge of the keys to the vaults. We need those keys.


  “Branching off from this security room like the spokes of a wheel are the passages to the vaults themselves. At night the floors are booby-trapped so that walking on the wrong tile will kill you.


  “Then we come to the actual safe boxes inside the vault. These are guarded by an ingenious but simple method. You need two keys to open them. Once you hire a safe box, you’re given one key, while the bank keeps the other. If you want to access your box, the bank’s key that is linked to yours has to be activated at the exact same time. This is the job of the guards in the security room. Only they know which key is linked to which safe box. They have some kind of code system that Herrick wasn’t able to supply. Without both keys, you can’t access your safe box.”


  Pel and Torin exchanged worried glances.


  “I never said this was going to be easy,” said Wren.


  “Before we go any farther,” said Torin, “we have to solve one main problem.”


  “Two, actually,” said Wren.


  “We need a way to access the safe box. You said you need two keys. We don’t even have one.”


  “Well spotted. But here’s where Herrick’s research does pays off. House Kundarak needs a way to access the vaults themselves in case someone dies or a client misses a payment. So the overseer has a master key that is kept at all times in her office.”


  “Sounds a bit stupid to keep it there.”


  “Not really. Her office is guarded by three warforged guards at all times. All they do is stand there and make sure no one gets inside.”


  “What, all the time? Day and night?” asked Dalkin.


  “That’s correct. Warforged are known for their patience.”


  “You said two,” said Pel.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Just now. Torin said we had to solve one main problem, but you said we had to solve two.”


  “Ah, yes. The key to the front door of the bank. The one that cancels the ward. We need to get it from the vice president without him knowing about it. Without that key, we can’t even get inside.”
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  The wooden skycar, burnished with copper and brass that gleamed in the light, banked slowly out of the line of traffic and dropped through the late-afternoon sky, aiming for the vast bulk of Kundarak Tower. The lowering sun shined on the ochre structure, sparkling against the thousands of tiny windows and making the tower look as if it were flecked with gold.


  Wren wouldn’t be surprised if it were. Korranath was one of the most exclusive areas in the city.


  The coach dropped onto the wide parking area outside the bank grounds, coming to rest at the end of a line of exclusive skycoaches and private skycars, all of them designed to dazzle the eye and befuddle the senses.


  Wren paid the driver and climbed out, pulling with him a large painting he had picked up from a cheap market in Lower Dura. It really was the most hideous thing he had ever seen. Some sort of private commission, he assumed. A man in heavy armor sitting atop an emaciated horse. Unfortunately the artist had been far from accomplished. One of the subject’s arms was longer than the other. He had no neck, his eyes were so close together they almost touched, and his attempted look of stem command on the field of battle looked more like terminal constipation.


  Host, he hoped it was the artist’s fault and that the subject didn’t actually look like that. He’d feel rather bad if that were the case.


  “Ugly bugger,” commented the driver, catching sight of the painting.


  “Show some compassion!” exclaimed Wren, himself feeling unaccountably guilty. “It’s not his fault he’s the product of thirty generations of inbreeding.”


  The driver shrugged. “Fair enough. You want me to wait?”


  “Yes, please. I shouldn’t be long.”


  Wren gripped the painting beneath his arm and turned to face the bank. He could just see the peaked roof over the top of the courtyard walls. On each of the corners, he saw the spiretop drakes, shifting from clawed foot to clawed foot. One of them was preening its wings with a vicious-looking black beak. Another was staring down at the goings-on in the courtyard, its head cocked to the side like an inquisitive raven. It was hard to tell from that distance, but they looked big, at least twice Wren’s height.


  Wren passed beneath the portcullis, entering the six-foot-long tunnel through the wall. There Wren paused and quickly took a small jar out of one of his pockets. He opened it and quickly smeared the contents on a small section of the metal bars that jutted from the roof of the tunnel. He stashed the jar back in his pocket and carried on walking, emerging on the other side a moment later, blinking in the sunlight.


  The courtyard outside the bank was an immaculately planned garden. Grass, so neatly trimmed that each blade looked exactly the same height, was interspersed with square flower beds that flanked the path leading up to the bank. A single type of flower had been planted in each of the flower beds. So as Wren walked up the path, he passed little pockets of color: yellow, red, blue, orange, pink. The effect was quite pleasing. It calmed one down. But then, you probably needed calming down if you banked there. Their fees must be astronomical.


  Wren inspected the square, forbidding-looking building as he approached. It looked more like a church than a bank. But then, he supposed that was the case. People worshiped money there, just as they would worship their gods at a church. In fact, some would say—well, he would say—that the worshipers of money were far more faithful followers than worshipers of gods.


  But that was a thought for another day, something to annoy Torin with. At the moment, he was supposed to be on a reconnaissance mission.


  The plans were right. Not that he had any reason to doubt them. Not a window to be seen. Just a single metal door that led inside the bank. There was no way around it. They needed the manager’s key.


  The door stood open. It was made of highly polished steel, decorated with a delicate tracery of runes that had been etched into the metal. An official-looking dwarf stood at the doorway. He nodded politely at Wren.


  “Welcome to the Kundarak Bank of Sharn. How can House Kundarak serve you, my lord?”


  “Good day, my good man,” exclaimed Wren, quickly shifting into character. He tested the painting against his leg and enthusiastically shook the clerk’s hand. “I’ve come to place this priceless family heirloom into the safe hands of your House.” Wren looked around suspiciously, then leaned forward, still gripping the dwarf’s hand. “It was my father’s. Bit of a to-do after he died, if you know what I mean. Siblings getting greedy, wanting a piece of the pie.”


  Wren straightened up, finally releasing the dwarf’s hand. “ ’Course, I was always the favorite. Ran the family business from the age of ten. That’s what I call dedication. What do you think? Handsome man, wasn’t he?”


  Wren held the painting up. The dwarf looked at it, then looked at Wren, then looked back at the picture.


  “Very… striking,” he said weakly.


  “Isn’t he? Fine figure of a man. Had a way with the ladies. So he was fond of telling me.” Wren paused. “Or was that had his way with the ladies? Can’t quite remember now. No matter. Lead on. There’s a good chap. Show me these famous vaults of yours so I can keep my inheritance safe from the clutching claws of my family.”


  The dwarf, who up until that point had struggled to keep up with anything Wren was saying, finally felt himself on firmer ground. “Of course. And let me just assure you, your inheritance will be most secure. No one has ever stolen anything from the bank.”


  “Never?”


  “Never.”


  “Not even the staff? A pen here, some paper fasteners there.” The clerk paused before the arch that led into the main lobby of the bank. “I believe an employee did attempt such a thing a few years ago.”


  “Thought so. What happened to him? A slap on the wrist? Was it you, you naughty little dwarf?”


  “Ah, no, my lord. It wasn’t me. And as to what happened to the criminal, I don’t know. No one does. He… disappeared. In the middle of the night. Just… vanished.”


  “Ah…”


  “Now if you would just walk this way.”


  The dwarf led the way from the small reception room and into the vast lobby where various House Kundarak dwarves bustled around, looking terribly efficient and busy as the working day wound down. Ornately carved pillars held up a high, vaulted ceiling. Powerful everbright globes nestled in niches high up in the walls, angled in such a way so as to cast their light downward into the lobby. Wren wondered why they had been placed so high in the first place. Surely it would have been easier to place them at normal height.


  But then Wren realized why they had done such a thing, and it gave him his first little inkling of confidence, his first feeling that perhaps they could pull off the heist after all.


  The notes said there was an antimagic field in the lobby, but the bank needed light, so House Kundarak had compromised. The antimagic field didn’t go all the way to the roof. It went only as high as the globes.


  It was a small thing, but Wren was sure he could use it. And more than anything else, it made him realize the mighty House Kundarak was fallible. If they had compromised there, where else had they allowed convenience to override necessity?


  The dwarf was talking about something. Wren pulled his gaze away from the lights and looked to where he was pointing.


  The pillars had blocked it from view when they first entered the lobby, but once they were past the first row, Wren got a look at the animated statue that guarded the bank. It was carved to resemble a dwarf wearing battle armor, and it was huge. Wren thought it was slightly larger than the fifteen feet mentioned in the plans. As Wren watched, the statue moved, shifting its grip on the stone battle-axe it held and turning its blank eyes to Wren.


  Wren swallowed nervously. “Is… is that thing dangerous?”


  “Only if you were a thief. Ha ha,” said the clerk.


  “Ha ha indeed. Just as well I’m not, then. A thief, that is. Yes. Just as well.”


  Wren gave himself a mental shake. “Tell you the truth, I’m getting a bit nervous carrying this thing around with me. Can we get it into one of your vaults?”


  The dwarf glanced up at the large clock that hung on the wall above the row of busy tellers. “I’m afraid we’ll have to move quickly. We’ll be closing in half an hour, and our assistant manager locks up promptly.”


  The dwarf led Wren through the lobby and around a corner to a bank of five double doors. The doors all stood open, showing five identical magic lifts, all paneled in dark, polished wood. The dwarf stepped into the closest one and Wren followed. The dwarf hit a button on the wall, and the lift started its smooth descent.


  It took them exactly one minute and twenty seconds to descend through Korranath Tower and arrive at the vaults buried deep beneath Sharn’s bedrock. The dwarf pulled the doors open and stepped into a circular room. Wren followed, his eyes taking in every detail. Directly in front of him was a circular dais behind which sat the security guards. In the center of the dais was a tall pillar literally covered with keys—thousands of them and all of them numbered. The dwarf stepped up behind the desks and pulled out some forms. He handed them over to Wren.


  “If you could just fill these out while I organize you an empty safe box. Just so you know, we require a security deposit equivalent of a year’s rent, plus the first six month’s fees in advance.”


  Wren blinked in surprise. “Really?”


  “Really. Plus, we will need to have the painting appraised at some point in the first month so we can come to a fair insurance fee.”


  “Why do I have to pay an insurance fee?”


  “In case anything should happen to your belongings.”


  “But that’s why I’m bringing the painting here. So nothing will happen to it.”


  “It’s simply procedure.”


  “A very expensive procedure,” muttered Wren, hastily filling in the form. Bloody banks. They’d charge an entrance fee if they could. He suddenly felt a lot happier about what he was going to do that night. And he’d just decided to make sure it got public. We’ll see who will pay their security deposit when word gets out that the famous Kundarak Bank was robbed.


  “Is something amusing, my lord?”


  “Hmm? Oh, no. Sorry. Just thinking about my sister’s face when she finds out what I’ve done. Oh, can I pick my vault and safe box? Lucky numbers, if you know what I mean.”


  “If the requested vault and safe box is available, my lord is more than welcome to choose a number he feels comfortable with.”


  “Capital. Right. I’d like vault thirteen please. Thirteen was the age I lost my virginity,” said Wren with a wink. “And safe box one hundred ten.”


  “Allow me to check.” The clerk pulled a ledger toward him and ran his finger down the page. “Box one hundred ten is taken, I’m afraid. The closest we can give you is one hundred seven.”


  Damn. Oh well, nothing he could do about it. “That will be fine.” Wren slid the papers back to the clerk. He gave them a professional scan, nodded, then slipped them into a folder that he tucked beneath his arm. He turned to the pillar behind him and took down two keys. He handed one to Wren but held on to the second himself.


  “You will keep one key yourself, and we will keep the second here. If you should ever wish to retrieve your belongings, or perhaps add to your collection, both keys need to be activated within ten seconds of each other. If one key is inserted into a lock, and the second key is not activated within that time frame, a lockdown will go into effect, and all doors will automatically seal themselves.” The clerk handed the second key to one of the guards. A moment later the pillar that held all the keys slowly started to sink into the ground.


  “Oh, I say, that’s clever. How do you do that?” Wren asked.


  “I’m sorry. I’m not allowed to talk about our security arrangements any more than is absolutely necessary.”


  “Quite understandable,” said Wren. The pillar was capped with three feet of solid metal. When the metal drew level with the flagstones, the pillar started to rotate, effectively screwing itself into the ground.


  A small puff of dust wafted into the air as the pillar sealed itself.


  “As you can see, there is no way anyone is getting to our keys. The floor itself is built atop a metal foundation. No one can access the keys without our permission.”


  The dwarf escorted Wren through one of many identical doors that led from the circular room. It opened as they approached, swinging in on silent hinges. Beyond was a long corridor that led to a second door. That would be the corridor that was booby-trapped at night.


  The second door opened as they approached. Wren assumed the dwarf wore some kind of charm that allowed him to move around the bank freely. Handy to have but they still needed the manager’s amulet to get inside. And Wren was sure the amulet would have the same properties.


  The second door led into a large room dominated by the biggest iron door Wren had ever seen. It was huge and circular, easily large enough for two carriages abreast to get through. The face of the door was covered in an intricate system of gears, wheels, and cogs. Most of the wheels and cogs were about five times the size of an ordinary carriage wheel.


  “That’s… impressive,” said Wren.


  “Indeed. No human or dwarf or elf can open our vault doors. Not even ten bugbears would be able to turn the wheels.”


  “So how do you get inside the vault?” asked Wren weakly.


  “Just watch.”


  The clerk turned his back on Wren, hiding his actions from the half-elf. A moment later there was a blue-white shimmer in the air, a twinkle of light. The shimmer unfolded, then unfolded again, growing in size as it did so, almost as if someone were unfolding a piece of paper to its original size. As Wren watched, the light doubled, tripled, then quadrupled in size, growing in the air before him.


  Wren shielded his eyes from the dazzling light. He squinted through his fingers as a shape took form before him, growing bigger and bigger as he watched. It was some kind of crystal… being. Its head almost touched the roof as it turned its huge body toward the door and gripped the largest wheel. Crystal ground against crystal as the creature tensed its body and slowly turned the wheel.


  As it did so, the cogs on the door started to rotate. Levers clanged into place, locking gears together. There was the deep sound of grinding metal, and slowly, ever so slowly, the vault door swung open.


  Wren stared at the creature in shock. That… could be a problem. Herrick’s intelligence hadn’t mentioned anything about such a thing. Obviously you needed some kind of ward to summon the creature, and Wren had no idea what that ward was.


  He had some serious thinking to do if they were going to pull off such a job.


  A minute later the door stood wide open. The creature stepped to the side as the dwarf smiled at Wren, taking in his shocked expression.


  “Impressive, yes?” he said, leading the way into the actual vault.


  Wren followed him through, saying nothing. The vault itself was simply a large room with safe boxes lining the walls. The dwarf led Wren to one of them and instructed him to insert his key.


  Wren glanced back over his shoulder at the dwarf.


  “A signal will have activated in the security room, and one of the guards will insert his key—Ah, there we go.”


  The safe box unlocked with a quiet click. The clerk gripped the handle and heaved the door open. “There we go,” he said, stepping aside. “If you will just place your painting inside, I’ll escort you back to the surface.” He discreetly turned his back while Wren slid the painting into the safe box and closed the door. He locked it and pulled out the key.


  “I hold on to this, yes?”


  “That is correct. Thank you for trusting us with your precious belongings. I can assure you, your painting will be safe with us. In the hundreds of years that we have been operating here, we haven’t had a single successful robbery attempt.”


  Wren followed the dwarf from the vault. Oh, but that’s about to change, my friend, he thought.


  Chapter Twenty-three
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  Wren had so many plans, so many possible scenarios in his head. He had Pel pretending to be his estranged sister, turning up at the bank just as he was leaving—coincidentally at the same time as the bank director. Pel would fly into a rage and attack Wren, screaming about the painting that was hers by right, and he would hide behind the manager, surreptitiously switching his amulet for a fake during the commotion.


  Torin had said no to that one.


  Then there was another, where they followed the vice president to a tavern, and Pel, Torin, or even Wren, depending on which way the bank manager was inclined, got him drunk enough so they could do a switch.


  Torin had laughed and called him an idiot. Said they didn’t even know if he went out to taverns.


  Wren had halfheartedly suggested a few other ideas, but he knew he was beaten. As Torin had said, there was no time to come up with anything fancy. They needed to do a quick and dirty job. In and out. They didn’t have time for anything else.


  Wren eventually gave in. The dwarf was right, after all.


  So they waited, Torin and Wren, standing in the darkness of Jaian d’Kundarak’s—director of the Kundarak Bank of Sharn—apartment, waiting for him to come home so they could waylay him like common criminals.


  “I’m not happy about this,” said Wren from his position behind a curtain.


  “Yes, Wren. I know. You’ve said it enough times.”


  “This is the kind of thing Huin and Dalkin get up to. Not us. We’re better than this.”


  “Wren, will you just shut up? And come out from behind the curtain. It’s still light out. Someone might see you.”


  Wren whipped the curtain aside. “We’re half a mile up,” he said. “No one can see us.”


  No sooner had the words left Wren’s mouth than a skycar drifted lazily past the window. A child was staring over the edge, a bored expression on his face. He saw Wren standing there with the curtain held in his hands and stuck his tongue out at him.


  Wren let the curtain fall before Torin saw.


  “Come on. Stand by the door. Remember, hood first then the bloodspike. You made it strong enough?”


  “Torin, you insult me. This spike is strong enough to knock out a horse.”


  “You haven’t made it too strong, have you? Not going to kill him.”


  Wren opened his mouth to answer, but Torin held up a warning finger. “I think I hear him,” he whispered.


  Wren moved behind the door and pulled out the bloodspike. Torin held the hood. A moment later the door opened, and a figure stepped through. Torin made his move, slipping the hood over his head. Wren stepped in and jabbed the dwarf with the spike.


  Jaian crumpled to the floor.


  Wren prodded him with his foot. “That’s not good,” he said.


  “Why?” Torin knelt down and pulled the hood off. “Went exactly to plan.”


  “That’s what I mean. You can’t plan something like this without something going wrong somewhere along the line. This just means something is going to go wrong at the bank.”


  “Stop talking rubbish.” Torin opened Jaian’s shirt. A rather plain-looking amulet hung around his neck. Torin pulled it over his head and stood up. “We’ve got it.” He opened the door slightly and peered outside. “All clear,” he said. “Come on.”


  Wren was about to follow, but something made him pause. “Wait,” he said.


  Torin frowned. “Wren, we don’t have time for this. We have to get to the bank.”


  “I know. I know. It’s just…” He turned back to the unconscious dwarf. “That was too easy. I mean, if I was the vice president, responsible for locking up the Kundarak Bank of Sharn every night, I would damn well make sure no one else knew about how I did it.”


  “But no one else does know. Herrick had to pay a lot of money for this information.”


  “Still…” Wren knelt down and checked Jaian’s fingers. No rings. He moved his sleeves, but Jaian wasn’t wearing any bracelets either.


  Something was still bothering him, though. Wren sat back and closed his eyes. He calmed his breathing and sent the tendrils of his mind probing outward, using his artificer senses to check for magic. He got absolutely nothing from the amulet Torin was holding. It didn’t have the slightest hint of magical energy attached to it at all. His suspicions were correct. It was a dummy.


  Wren turned the focus of his mind onto Jaian. Immediately he could feel a tiny, pulsating circle of power focused around Jaian’s ear.


  Wren opened his eyes. Jaian was wearing a plain-looking ear stud. It wasn’t something anyone would notice unless they were really searching for it. Wren pulled the clip from the back and withdrew it from the dwarf’s ear. He tossed it to Torin.


  Torin caught the ear stud and studied it. “Does that count as something going wrong?”


  “Unfortunately not. We’ve still got that to look forward to.”
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  It had been agreed that Wren and Torin would wait at Jaian’s apartment until midnight, just in case the dwarf woke up or someone came to visit him, in which case they would have to put the bloodspikes to use once again.


  The time passed uneventfully, and midnight found Wren and Torin climbing into Callian’s skycar and sitting down opposite Huin, Dalkin, and Pel.


  “How’d it go?” asked Pel.


  “Terrible,” said Wren. “He fought us off, called the Watch in and everything. We were both arrested and locked in the cells.”


  “Very funny.”


  “Then don’t ask stupid questions,” snapped Wren. He paused then forced himself to calm down. He was getting tetchy. He always got that way when he was nervous.


  Callian pulled the car up into the late-night traffic and headed for Kundarak Tower. They didn’t have far to go as Jaian’s apartment was close to the bank.


  A few minutes later, the well-lit outer courtyard appeared below them. Callian banked and dropped downward. Wren peered over the side as they approached. The spiretop drakes were no longer sitting on the roof.


  He couldn’t help feeling slightly nervous at what they were about to do. It had to be done. Obviously it had to be done. They had only until dawn before the Swords of Liberty killed Lyra. But still, it was a big thing to do with so little planning. There were so many things that could go wrong, so many variables.


  Torin appeared at his shoulder. “Stop thinking about it,” he said softly. “You planned it out as much as you could. We’re here. We’ve got a job to do. That’s all you need to think about.”


  Wren took a deep breath then flashed a smile. “You’re right, old friend. Let’s get this over with.”


  Callian pulled the skycar into a twisting dive that circled around the tower. He brought them so close that the stone walls flashed by inches from Wren’s face. Lights embedded in the stone flared and vanished behind them as they sailed past. Wren tried to judge their position. Callian should be pulling them up right about… yes!


  The skycar lurched and the back end dropped as Callian pulled the car into a steep climb. The gnome put all the power he could into the ascent. Wren grabbed hold of a seat and realized he was the only idiot not strapped in.


  A split second before he thought he was going to tumble into the glittering darkness of Sharn, the skycar leveled out and stopped moving. Wren looked up and saw they were bobbing just below the lip of the roof. He glanced at the others and nodded. Everyone took out the vial of invisibility potion he had supplied them with and drank the contents.


  Wren watched as everyone except Callian faded from view. Then he pulled himself over the edge of the roof and sprinted toward the wall of the bank. When he got there, he turned to see Callian disappearing into the night. He would circle the building, keeping his eye out for their return. Wren just hoped he would be there when they needed him.


  “Everyone here?” he whispered.


  “Here,” said Huin.


  Dalkin grunted what Wren assumed was an affirmative.


  “I’m here,” said Torin.


  “And me,” said Pel.


  “Good. Head for the portcullis.”


  He took his own advice and hurried toward the thick, iron gate. If his calculations were correct, the diluted Dragonbreath he had pasted onto the metal that afternoon should have done its work. He gripped the bars at the base of the gate and pulled.


  Nothing happened.


  He pulled again. He thought he heard the metal creaking, but it didn’t break.


  Wren leaned closer to check. The Dragonbreath had definitely corroded the metal bars, but it seemed that Wren had erred too much on the side of caution when diluting the compound. After all, he hadn’t wanted the metal to simply fall apart of its own accord.


  “Wren?” Torin’s voice. “Everything all right?”


  “A minor setback,” said Wren. “Dalkin? Come over here and earn your place on the team. Grab the metal about five spans from the ground and two spans from the wall. It should be weakened. Put those muscles to use and pull it out, please.”


  Wren stepped to the side. There was a shuffling sound as Dalkin stepped forward. A moment later they could all hear the hobgoblin grunting with effort.


  Then there was a snap, and a section of the portcullis jerked backward through the air. It hung there for a moment before dropping to the ground.


  “Good work,” Wren whispered. “Let’s go. But no one enter the courtyard yet. Remember the drakes.”


  Wren crouched down and slipped through the gap. He paused to study his handiwork. The Dragonbreath had eaten only about three quarters of the way through the metal. He could have done with making it quite a lot stronger.


  He hoped his other calculations weren’t so far off. Otherwise, they’d all be in trouble.
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  They paused at the other end of the narrow tunnel that led through the wall. Wren stared into the courtyard. By daylight it had seemed a bright and delightful garden, but under the blanket of night, with a chill wind rattling the monochrome flowers and heavy clouds causing every bush and tree to ooze concealing shadows, it was a completely different story.


  But were any of those shadows big enough to hide a fully grown drake?


  Only one way to find out. Wren took a small vial from his satchel. “Everyone ready? Just keep together and stay behind me.”


  “How are we supposed to know if we’re behind you?” asked Pel.


  Damn it. Good point. “Grab hold of the person in front of you. If we get separated, head for the door and wait. Uh… Torin, Huin, and Dalkin, I pray to all that’s holy that it isn’t any of you standing behind me right now with your hand on my backside.”


  “That would be me,” whispered Pel into his ear.


  Wren shivered. “Fine. Let’s go.”


  He stepped out into the garden. He’d had a bit of a dilemma when he was thinking about that section. On the one hand, it made sense to move through the grass and trees, hiding in the shadows and trying to stay out of sight. But that could easily backfire because they had no idea where the drakes were. Plus, it would take them longer to reach the door. On the other hand, using the path that led directly to the door was quicker, but it meant they had to move without any cover. It also seemed a bit cocky, considering what they were actually doing.


  Wren chose the cocky path. He didn’t really see himself as a scurry-between-shadows type of person.


  The path wasn’t long, but it definitely felt as though it stretched on forever. Every rustle of leaves, every whisper of the wind through the grass brought them all to a sudden halt, searching frantically for signs of attack.


  Nothing ever came but that only increased the tension. The drakes were there. He knew it. But where?


  They arrived at the marble steps leading up to the front door. Wren paused and looked around. Still no sign of the drakes. Maybe they would get away with it after all.


  He put his foot on the first step. As soon as he did so, he heard a strange, clacking sound.


  He looked up.


  One of the spiretop drakes was clinging to the face of the bank directly above them. Its dark eyes glinted as it watched them. The clacking sound was the creature opening and closing its razor-sharp beak. Its broad wings flapped slowly, keeping it balanced against the wall.


  “Can it see us?” whispered Pel’s voice directly into his ear.


  “No. But I think it can smell us,” Wren whispered back.


  He stared at the creature. The beak was about the size of his head. It would be able to rip him apart in seconds.


  “When I say the word, run up the steps and get the door behind you.”


  “No complaints from me,” hissed Pel.


  Wren saw the creature’s shoulder muscles bunching together as it prepared to launch itself through the air. “Run,” he said, loud enough for the others to hear. He ran up the stairs, feeling Pel gripping tightly to his longcoat. The drake shrieked into the night, and Wren could hear the flapping of wings in the air behind him. He fumbled with the vial he held, throwing it down onto the steps, where it smashed against the marble.


  He put his back to the wall and yanked out a wand. He didn’t want to use anything so blatant, but he was certainly not going to stand there while he was pecked to death.


  But the drake hadn’t followed them. It prowled back and forth just beyond the first step, sniffing the air and making those same clicking sounds with its beak.


  “Why isn’t it attacking?” asked Huin from somewhere to Wren’s right.


  “Beastbane. Releases a scent they don’t like. It should hold it at bay.”


  “For how long?” asked Pel.


  “Long enough for us to open the door, hopefully.”


  “You don’t know?” asked Torin.


  “I’ve never had to use it before!”


  “Well, you have more, yes?”


  “Of course!” Wren hesitated. “Actually, I only have one more vial. And we might need it to get out again. Sorry. Couldn’t source any more. Very expensive stuff.”


  A second drake prowled out of the shadows. It mewed a greeting at the first, then put its head down and sniffed the ground. It growled, snapping irritably at the air.


  “Maybe you should get a move on, then,” said Pel. “The wind is getting stronger. No telling how long the smell will hang around.”


  “Yes. Of course.” Wren turned to the door, laying his hands against the metal. He was gripping the ear stud in his hand as he did so, so the key charm touched the door. The others were probably expecting the door to simply swing open.


  Wren wasn’t. He knew it wouldn’t be so easy. He would still have to use his skills. He would have to unravel—


  “Wren?” prompted Torin.


  “I’m doing it! I’m doing it!”


  He closed his eyes. How would it work? The earring would be the final key, the thing that actually caused the door to open. But to get to that stage, Wren had to link the door and the earring together. Maybe Jaian had a code word for that. He wasn’t sure. But Wren had to do it his own way.


  Wren pushed his mind into the door, slipping past the hard, outer metal and opening himself up to the magical essence that made up the wards.


  Immediately he was surrounded by a complex pattern of white light, an intricate path of magic that twined around and through the very essence of the door, locking it in place against the walls of the bank.


  Wren balked when he saw the knots and bindings of the path. He had to trace it, had to try to unravel it till he found the end. That would be where the connection lay. Find the end, and he could link it to the magic in the earring. But looking at the complex patterns before him made him wonder if he could do it at all.


  “Wren,” said a Torin. “Hate to rush you, old friend, but the drakes are on the bottom step. I think your beastbane is drifting away.”


  Right, thought Wren. Nothing else for it but to dive right in.


  Wren threw his mind randomly into the ward, almost as if he were ducking his face in water, taking a quick look around, then pulling out again. He did that repeatedly, searching for a loose thread, a dangling strand, anything he could grab hold of and use for a starting place. But he couldn’t find one anywhere.


  “Wren. They’re on the second step,” whispered Torin.


  Wren ignored him. It had to be there somewhere. They’d simply hidden it away. So where would be the best place to hide the start of the ward?


  Wren pushed himself deeper into the light, so it surrounded him on all sides. He saw something different ahead of him, a solid clump of light, like a star shining in the night sky.


  That would be it. The thread he was looking for would be in there somewhere. It had to be. He sighed. No one ever said it was going to be easy, he thought and plunged his awareness straight into the light.


  It was like being locked in a blinding snowstorm. Everywhere he looked, he was surrounded by nothing but bright light. He feared for a moment that his task was hopeless, that he would never be able to pick the strands apart, but then his mind’s eye started to adjust to the denseness of the ward. He could pick out individual strands, varying shades of paleness. His mind flirted through the knot, inside, outside, tracing the different threads as fast as he could go.


  He was vaguely aware of panicky voices close by: Torin, Pel, both of them urging him to hurry, that the drakes were on the fourth step. How many steps were there? About ten? He couldn’t remember, and he tried not to think about it, concentrating on the job at hand.


  Whomever House Kundarak had hired to build the ward was talented. There was no doubt about that. Wren hoped he was better, though. He was sure he could feel a draft on his face, a draft that could easily be caused by the slow beating of wings.


  “Wren…” Torin warned.


  “Just… wait. Almost done,” said Wren through gritted teeth. He frantically sorted through the threads of the ward, all finesse abandoned, just tossing them aside in a bid to get to the center of the knot because he’d realized that was where the end of the strand would be. Hidden in the center, in the densest collection of light.


  He was almost there. He could sense it. Just beyond his grasp…


  The clicking noise of the drake’s beaks intruded into his hearing.


  “Wren!” shouted Torin. “Turn around and fight! They’re almost here.”


  The drakes let out a shriek of triumph. Wren frantically grabbed the threads, again shoving them aside. Where was it? Where was it?


  There.


  A single thread simply stopped, its end waiting to be joined to something. Wren quickly teased out the magic of the earring, a thin, blue thread, coaxing it out until it touched the end of the white ward.


  “Wren!”


  And the door swung silently open. Wren fell through the opening, the others scrambling through behind him. Wren quickly rolled over. The drakes were lunging up the stairs, necks stretched out, beaks wide open. Wren rammed his feet against the door in an attempt to lock them out. The others joined him, frantically pushing the door closed.


  They just made it. The door clicked into place. Wren thought he could hear the thuds of the drakes smacking into the metal.


  Wren flopped back onto the floor of the entrance room. “Told you there was nothing to worry about,” he said softly and released a shaky breath.


  Chapter Twenty-four
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  Wren stood up and brushed himself off. They were in the reception area, the small room where Wren had been greeted by the dwarf clerk. The doors to the lobby were closed. He looked at the others. His heart sank.


  “Host,” he swore.


  “What?” asked Torin, looking around in alarm.


  “I can see you,” said Wren. “I shouldn’t be able to see you. That potion should have lasted ’til we finished this job.”


  “What does that mean?” asked Pel.


  “It means I need a new supplier. Plus, we now need to make sure we’re not seen.”


  “This should be interesting,” muttered Torin.


  Wren crept forward and cracked open one of the doors. The everbright globes in the lobby had been dimmed, but he could still make out the huge statue lurking in the center of the room. He glanced up at the clock on the wall. According to the plans Herrick supplied them with, the warforged guards should be making their rounds at about now.


  He heard them coming a few minutes later, the dull thud-thud as their heavy, adamantine feet trod across the carpet and marble. Wren closed the door and gestured for the others to get out of sight. They crouched down along the wall behind the door while the warforged guards walked slowly around the perimeter of the lobby.


  Luckily for them, none of them bothered to check the reception room. Wren relaxed his grip on the vial he had taken from his satchel as the guards’ footsteps receded again.


  “Right,” he whispered. “We should have half an hour or so before they get back. We need to make sure we’re in the vaults by then.”


  “Care to fill us in on how we do that?” asked Pel. “You haven’t explained your plan yet.”


  Wren ignored her. “The lobby is covered by an antimagic field, so we can’t use anything of that nature to try and evade the statue.”


  “So what do you propose?” said Huin. “We tiptoe around it?”


  “Not quite. If any of you were as observant as I am, you would notice that the everbright globes work just fine. That means the antimagic field doesn’t go all the way to the ceiling.”


  “So… what? We climb across the roof?” asked Pel.


  “Exactly,” said Wren.


  “Seriously?”


  “Oh, yes. It’s a common enchantment. I bought the concoction from my contact.”


  “Is this the same contact who supplied the invisibility potion?” asked Torin.


  Wren squirmed uncomfortably. “I had no choice! I only had one afternoon to source everything we needed.” He rummaged in his bag and pulled out five small pills. “You each have to eat one of these. They should enable us to stick to the walls. We have to be quick, though. The effects should wear off in about ten minutes or so.”


  Huin looked doubtfully at the small black pill Wren had handed him. “What’s in it?”


  “Not sure. I thought it best not to ask.” Wren looked at his own pill rather suspiciously. Oh well. Nothing else for it. He shrugged and swallowed it down, wincing at the bitter taste.


  “That’s quite a bag of tricks you’ve got there,” said Pel.


  “Always come prepared. That’s my motto. Isn’t that right, Torin?”


  “Is it? I thought it was ‘act first, think later.’ ”


  “Most amusing. Come on, come on, all of you. Swallow it down. And keep it quiet, yes? I don’t think the statue will have very good hearing or eyesight, but let’s not risk it.”


  Wren stood up and approached the door into the lobby. The warforged were gone, and the statue was staring off down a dark hallway. Wren reckoned it activated only when it heard something or when movement caught its attention.


  He carefully opened the door and slipped into the front lobby, turning and resting his hands against the tiles on the wall. He raised first one foot, then took a deep breath and raised the other. He hung there for a moment, trying to stay balanced as his weight shifted into unaccustomed areas. The others were staring at him through the door. He nodded to them, then scampered cockily up the wall till he reached the ceiling. Nothing to it. He looked over his shoulder to see Torin, then Pel, then Huin each climb up the wall. He glanced at the statue. It moved its head slightly. Wren held up a hand for everyone to freeze, then quickly clamped it back to the roof when the movement gave him a wave of vertigo.


  Wren frowned. Where was Dalkin? He should be right behind Huin, but the elf was resting against the ceiling, and there was no sign of the hobgoblin.


  Wren waited to make sure the statue wasn’t going to move again, then hurried past Torin and Pel to Huin. “Where’s your friend?”


  Huin looked behind himself and frowned. “Don’t know. I’ll go—”


  “No, you get to the lift shaft. I’ll see what he’s doing.”


  Wren moved back along the roof and climbed down the wall. He found Dalkin pacing nervously in the antechamber.


  “What are you doing?” he whispered furiously. “The effects don’t last for long. You’re going to leave it too late.”


  The hobgoblin rounded furiously on Wren. “You never said anything about crawling across the roof!”


  Wren took a surprised step backward. “What? Why should I? It’s the only way around—” It suddenly dawned on Wren what the problem was. “Ah. Afraid of heights?”


  Dalkin grabbed Wren by the lapels of his longcoat and lifted him effortlessly from the ground. He pulled Wren toward him until their faces were only inches apart. “I,” he said quietly, “am not afraid of anything.”


  “Of course. Slip of the tongue. But, Dalkin—actually could you put me down? Thanks.” Wren straightened his jacket. “Dalkin, you’ve got no choice. Do you want to let Herrick down? He doesn’t seem to be the kind of man to forgive failure.”


  “No,” muttered Dalkin. “He’s not.”


  “Then come on. Just keep your eyes on the surface you’re crawling across. That will stop you getting dizzy. There’s nothing to it. Honest.”


  Wren checked the statue to make sure it hadn’t moved, then climbed back up the wall. Dalkin followed hesitantly after him. He had a bit of trouble bringing his last foot off the floor and onto the wall, but he got it eventually, Wren mentally screaming at the idiot to hurry up. What was Herrick thinking? A hobgoblin that was scared of heights? Ludicrous.


  Wren moved across the roof, pausing every now and then to check on Dalkin’s slow progress. The others were waiting by the lifts, concealed from the lobby by the partitioning wall. Wren eventually got sick of waiting for Dalkin and traveled the rest of the distance to the others, hopping onto the floor.


  “What’s going on?” whispered Torin.


  “Our large friend over there is afraid of heights.”


  Pel sniggered. “Really?”


  “Really. But I’d advise you not to say anything about it. He seems rather… sensitive. It’s entirely possible he’ll pull your head off.”


  “He can do that,” said Huin. “I’ve seen it.”


  They waited while Dalkin reached the wall and carefully turned around so he could step back down to the floor. When his feet finally touched the marble, he straightened up and turned the full force of his glare onto the others.


  “See? No hassle,” said Wren. He stepped onto the same lift the clerk had taken him on earlier that afternoon. “Next stop: the vaults.”
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  Kiand d’Kundarak, the head night security guard, had been the first to notice the descending lift. At first he thought it might simply be the warforged doing their rounds, but then he realized it was way too early for that, and warforged weren’t exactly known for their spontaneity.


  So when the lift finally arrived, he and the other three guards were waiting, crossbows leveled at the opening.


  It was empty.


  Kiand lowered his crossbow in puzzlement. He glanced at the other guards. But they looked just as puzzled as he felt. Then he heard a small plink from the ground at his feet.


  He looked down and saw a broken glass vial. White gas was rising rapidly into the air.


  “Sound the al—” was all he managed to say before collapsing to the floor, unconscious. The other guards followed soon after.


  An upside-down head appeared at the top of the lift. Behind him, four figures dropped lightly into the lift. The head disappeared. Then the owner dropped down and stepped forward to inspect the unconscious dwarves.


  “Should give us enough time. Follow me.”
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  Wren approached the door that led to his vault, holding Jaian’s ear stud before him. The door swung open, revealing the long corridor leading to the second door. Torin was about to walk through, but Wren grabbed his arm.


  “Wait.”


  He took out a pouch and sprinkled a fine dust before him. It fell to the flagstones, revealing a pale line of footsteps that zigzagged back and forth.


  “Follow the footprints. Don’t stray; otherwise, you’ll trigger what I assume will be a rather nasty booby trap.”


  Wren stepped into the corridor, making sure to place his feet in the exact same spot as the footprints. He scattered more of the dust as he walked, finally arriving at the second door. He held the ear stud up, and it swung open to reveal the giant monstrosity of the vault door.


  The others followed him into the room, stopping short when they caught sight of the huge gears and wheels. They stared in awe, craning their heads back in an attempt to take it all in. They exchanged horrified glances.


  Torin approached Wren. “Wren, how in Khyber’s name are we going to open this door?”


  “Well, here’s the thing. You’ll laugh when you hear this. Seems there was something else that wasn’t on the plans Herrick gave us. To open the vault doors, House Kundarak summons some kind of crystal being with arm muscles larger than Dalkin’s entire body. It turns that wheel up there and sets the whole thing in motion. Here, hold this.” He handed Torin his satchel, then glanced at the others. “If you somehow still haven’t been amazed by my cleverness, wait till you see this.” He pulled a metal rod about half the length of his forearm from inside the satchel, then gazed speculatively at the massive door. He took three long steps backward, glanced up again, and carefully positioned the rod in the air at about shoulder height. He let go of the rod, and it stayed where it was, hanging in midair.


  Wren took another metal pole from the satchel. It was much smaller, but he fiddled around with some runes on the side, and it grew in size until it was about ten feet long. He inserted the end of the metal pole into one of the large gears on the door, then rested it on the immovable rod he had placed in the air. About three feet of the pole extended beyond the rod. Wren pushed down hard on the pole. Nothing moved. Not the gear, not the rod hanging in midair. Nothing.


  “Surely you’re not thinking of levering the gears open,” said Torin. The strength needed for that—”


  “Doubt not, faithful companion,” said Wren, rubbing his hands together. “Have faith in my brilliance.”


  Wren looked inside the satchel and carefully lifted out a small engraved box. He detached the locks on both sides of the box, and the top and bottom swung open, revealing what looked like a piece of black cloth. Except it wasn’t black cloth. The blackness was too silky, too… empty.


  “What is that?” asked Torin nervously.


  “This, dear Torin, is a miniature something-or-other. I forget the name, but essentially it simulates distance within a small space. I think.”


  “What are you talking about?” asked Huin.


  “Observe.” Wren positioned the box over the three feet of metal pole that protruded over the immovable rod. Then he moved it forward. The pole disappeared inside the black circle but didn’t reappear on the other side. Wren pushed it forward until it was almost touching the immovable rod, then stood back and proudly surveyed his handiwork.


  “And now?” asked Pel.


  Wren glanced at her. “Hmm? Well, now you are going to see the principle of leverage in action. Do you know what leverage is?”


  “It’s what Herrick always says he wants over people,” said Dalkin.


  Wren laughed. “Ha! I bet he does. Same idea, different implementation. Leverage is the ability to move something large with a small amount of force. It’s all incredibly complicated, but it comes down to how far our lever must extend beyond this immovable rod to enable us to open the vault door. The heavier the weight we need to move, the farther the point must be where we apply our force. The lighter the weight, the shorter the distance. Understand?”


  “Not really,” said Dalkin.


  Wren sighed. “Look, say I wanted to lift Torin in the air using the metal pole I’ve stuck in the gears. The immovable rod here is what we call the fulcrum. Because Torin isn’t very heavy, the point where I apply the pressure on the lever to lift Torin wouldn’t be that far away.” Wren stared at Dalkin’s blank face. “It’s like a seesaw,” he said. “Except that if the object on one end is very heavy, then the other end of the seesaw has to be very, very long.”


  Dalkin’s face cleared. He smiled.


  “I see you’ve got it now. Clever boy. Now because the weight of the door is so heavy, I need the point of pressure to be—oh, I don’t know—incredibly far away. We’re talking hundreds of feet here. And that’s what this little beauty does. It simulates distance. In fact—ah, here we go.” Wren stopped talking as the end of the metal pole poked out the other side of the hole.


  “Wait, has the pole grown longer to cover the distance, or is the distance inside the hole… compressed?” asked Pel.


  “Good question. I have no idea. All I do know is that if I do this, we should get a result.” Wren put his little finger down on the end of the pole that stuck out of the black circle. He smiled and applied a small amount of pressure. He waited, staring up at the gear where he had wedged the other end of the pole. He licked his lips. He hoped it worked. The principle was sound, but you never knew…


  A second later there was the horrendous screech of tortured metal, and the large gear suddenly snapped from the door, spinning through the air like a giant discus. It slammed against the wall, raising a shower of sparks, bounced off the floor, slammed into another wall, and then sliced straight toward Wren. He ducked just in time, and the spinning gear slammed into the door, burying itself halfway into the wood.


  The others had also thrown themselves to the floor. They cautiously climbed to their feet, staring at the gear in horrified fascination.


  There was a clunking sound from behind them. They turned to see cogs spinning slowly, the gears locking into place.


  The vault door swung slowly open.


  “And that,” said Wren, pulling the box away from the lever and sealing it up again, “is how you apply the principles of leverage to robbing a bank. Here endeth the lesson.”


  He took his satchel from Torin’s loose grip and marched inside the vault, a smug smile playing across his face.


  “I really hate it when he does something clever,” muttered Torin.


  They trailed after Wren and looked around. “Now what?” asked Pel. “I mean, I can’t see how we’re going to do this, seeing as we have neither of the keys. Unless you somehow managed to sneak into the boss woman’s office and steal her master key?”


  “It did cross my mind,” said Wren. “In fact, I spent far too much time trying to work out how to do just that. But in the end, I realized it couldn’t be done. Too many risks.”


  “But you came up with something else?” prompted Torin.


  “Of course I did. We may have to wait a few minutes, though. I think we’re ahead of schedule.”


  “Exactly how long, Wren?” said Torin. “This isn’t exactly the safest place to sit around.”


  “Shouldn’t be too long. If my calculations were correct, then things should start to happen in about ten minutes.”


  It took thirty. Thirty minutes during which everyone—Wren included—grew increasingly agitated. Torin went back to check on the unconscious guards three times, just to make sure none of them were stirring.


  Then everyone heard it. A tiny phut, coming from the wall of safe boxes. They all sat up. Pel glanced at Wren.


  “Did you do that?”


  Wren nodded, staring intently at the safe boxes.


  “So what—?”


  Wren held his hand up for silence. They waited, holding their breath. It started softly, a quiet, creaking sound like that of an old door in a distant room. It slowly grew in volume, becoming more and more tortured until it was more like a hundred fingernails scraping down a hundred blackboards. Wren stood up. “Actually, it might be wise for us to wait outside.”


  No one needed to be told twice. They lunged through the door into the vault’s antechamber, turning around only once they considered themselves a safe distance from the noise.


  Wren was the only one who hadn’t run. He walked calmly, in no rush, so the others were perfectly placed to see the room explode behind him, shards of metal slamming into the wall opposite, billows of smoke and flames roasting the air behind him.


  He stepped into the antechamber and glanced casually over his shoulder. “Nicely done,” he said softly. “Even if I do say so myself.” He looked at the pale faces surrounding him. “What? I never said it was going to be elegant, did I?”


  “But how…?” began Pel.


  “The painting. The one I deposited today. Behind the canvas was a very unique mixture of my own invention. A combination of lockbust chalk with a little bit of Cannith powder added to the mixture. You usually use lockbust to break open a troublesome lock. You insert it in the keyhole, break off the end, and the chalk expands to destroy the lock from inside. I simply increased its effectiveness. Vault doors are made to withstand attacks from outside. Their weak point is inside, where the hinges are located. I coated the painting with a self-dissolving sealant, and when the sealant dissolved, the lockbust was exposed to the air and activated. Clever, yes?”


  Torin coughed and waved away the smoke. “Except that there won’t be anything left of the treasure after that.”


  “Tut-tut, Torin. You should know me better than that. I placed the painting a carefully calculated distance from our safe box. The explosion should have been enough to open the safe but not enough to damage its contents. Shall we see if I got it right?”


  They moved back inside the room. The smoke was slowly dissipating, revealing a scene of utter devastation. There was a hole in the wall the size of a door. The edges of the metal safe boxes glowed red with heat, making small ticking sounds as the metal cooled. The contents of the safe boxes—at least, the contents of those farthest away from the epicenter of the explosion—were strewn across the floor. Jewels and gold glittered in the hazy light. Huin and Dalkin wasted no time in scooping up whatever they could find and throwing their treasure into bags they pulled out of their belts.


  “They came prepared,” muttered Pel.


  Wren glanced at them and shrugged. He moved along the wall, checking the numbers as he went. “Box one hundred twenty-three, box one hundred twenty-three,” he muttered. “Ah, here we go.” He stopped before a safe box that still looked intact. He wouldn’t let on to the others, but he was slightly worried. Having to put the painting into box one hundred seven instead of one hundred ten threw his calculations off slightly. He just hoped he hadn’t underestimated the strength of his concoction.


  Wren reached out and pulled at the door. It didn’t budge. He pulled at the door of the box next to it. It resisted for a second, then came away in his hand. He leaned forward and examined the door of box one hundred twenty-three again. It hadn’t escaped unscathed. There was a small hole where the door had buckled slightly, but the force of the explosion had pushed the others boxes sideways into the box, jamming the door shut. He pulled the rod out from his satchel and inserted it into the hole. He pushed against it with all his weight, but the door still wouldn’t budge.


  “Dalkin,” he called. “When you finish scavenging, could you come and give me a hand over here?”


  Dalkin walked over and slapped Wren’s hand away. He gripped the bar and pushed with all his strength.


  The door popped open.


  Wren rubbed his hands together. Success! He could finally see what was so amazing about the treasure! There was another box inside. Wren grabbed hold of it and dragged it out into the open. The others gathered around him, peering over his shoulder.


  Wren opened the lid.


  Nestled within soft red cloth was a partial suit of ancient armor. The helm, the greaves, the gloves, and the chest plate, all of it minutely engraved with old-fashioned carvings and pictures. There were dents in the plate where enemy weapons had landed, but none of them had penetrated the metal.


  “So this is what it’s all been about,” said Wren. “It certainly looks like it could be worth something.” He glanced at Pel. “Did your brother say what it was?”


  Pel shook her head, still staring at the armor.


  “No matter. Let’s get it in a sack and get out of here, then. Mission accomplished and all that.”


  “You three won’t be going anywhere.”


  Pel and Torin whirled around. Wren only sighed and shook his head slightly. He slowly turned to face Huin and Dalkin. They both had their swords drawn.


  “Really?” said Wren. “A double cross? I honestly didn’t see that coming. Tell me, how are you planning on getting out of here?”


  “Same way we got in,” said Huin. “We’ll just take that little bag of tricks you’ve got there, find us some more of them climbing pills, use the last of your invisibility potion, and we’re home free.”


  “Hmm.” Wren looked thoughtful. “The problem with that—actually, there are so many problems with that that I’ll have to put them into list form so you can understand them easier. Number one, I don’t have any more of those ‘climbing pills’ as you so charmingly called them. Number two, I lied about the invisibility potion. I don’t have any more of that either. Number three, the blast that opened the safe boxes will surely have alerted the guards upstairs. They’ll be on their way down here right this minute.” Wren took a deep breath. “What else? I’m sure I’ve forgotten something. Oh, yes! That’s it. Number four”—Wren’s voice hardened—“what gave you the idea that you or your boss could possibly outthink me? Did you honestly think I’m so stupid that I wouldn’t have expected this? That I wouldn’t have planned for it? Do you think my intellect so low that I would not have seen this exact outcome? Do not insult me.”


  Huin and Dalkin exchanged uneasy glances.


  “In fact, the only thing that nearly ruined my plan was having to wait so long for the lockbust to activate. I was afraid the poison might make its effects known before we had finished here.”


  “Poison?” said Dalkin uncertainly.


  “Mmm-hmm. The climbing pills. I added a little extra to yours and Huin’s.”


  “But you didn’t know we would betray you!” shouted Huin. “That’s murder.”


  “Not really.” Wren fished around in his satchel and pulled out two tiny vials. He threw them over his shoulder into the ruins of the safe boxes. He smiled. “Those were the antidotes. I was going to give them to you if it turned out you didn’t actually betray us. I’d hurry and find them if I were you. I reckon you’ll be feeling the effects of the poison pretty soon. Very nasty piece of work. Causes paralysis first; then it liquefies your insides.”


  Huin and Dalkin dropped their swords and scrambled through the wreckage, frantically searching for the vials. Wren emptied their sacks and handed one to Pel and one to Torin. “Split up the armor and let’s get out of here. The Watch will be here soon.”


  They quickly gathered the armor and left Huin and Dalkin behind.


  “Will the antidote work in time?” asked Torin as they hurried along the corridor, following the powdered steps that showed the way.


  “It would… if it was the antidote I had actually thrown.”


  “What?”


  “They were about to kill us, Torin. Please spare me your false morality. They got what they deserved.” A scream of pain echoed down the corridor behind them. “I told the truth. If they had stuck by us, I would have given them the real antidote. Besides, we needed someone to take the blame for all that mess back there. Two dead bodies amidst all that wreckage should keep everyone satisfied.”


  “What about Herrick?” asked Pel.


  Wren shrugged. “I’ll deal with him when the time is right.”


  They arrived back in the security room. Wren took three final vials from his satchel. He nodded at the unconscious guards. “Pick one you like the look of and drink this. It’ll change your appearance to mimic theirs.”


  “Wait. I thought magic like this didn’t work in here,” said Torin.


  “Ordinarily you’re right. But when the alarm is sounded, part of the procedure is to drop all those security measures so Kundarak can bring in their own wizards, and also so the Watch can come and check things out. All that’s very hard to do if an animated statue is chasing them around the lobby. Drink up. I think I hear a lift coming.”


  They downed their potions. Wren watched as Torin’s face melted and reformed to look like one of the dwarf guards. Pel’s had done the same.


  And not a moment too soon. The magic lift arrived, filled to the brim with members of the Sharn Watch.


  Wren bent over, coughing. “Down there!” he shouted. “They’re still in the vault! Quick!”


  The Watch sprinted into the corridor, weapons drawn. Wren, Torin, and Pel collected their bags, stepped aboard the lift, and simply walked out of the Kundarak Bank of Sharn.


  Chapter Twenty-five
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  The rain that had been threatening to fall since midnight finally fulfilled its promise as Wren, Pel, and Torin stopped their horses some distance outside of the small village of First Tower.


  They stood beneath the shelter of the trees, watching the bridge that crossed one of the many tributaries of the Dagger River. A few everbright globes had been placed along the bridge, but beyond that, everything else was invisible. The clouds obscured the moons, and the rain obscured everything else.


  Wren frowned up at the sky. “It’s all very dramatic and everything, but it’s a tad inconvenient.” He sighed and untied the sack from the horse’s saddle. “Let’s get this over with. He said to wait on the bridge. I assume there’s someone watching.”


  They left their horses beneath the trees and walked the rest of the way to the wide bridge. Wren peered over the low wall. He couldn’t see much of anything, but he knew it was a drop of a hundred feet or so to the water. He straightened up and squinted into the distance, catching the occasional glimpse of a light as an early riser got up to start his day.


  At least they’d made it. It was still an hour or so from dawn, so they had arrived with plenty of time to spare. Wren shivered and leaned on the wall.


  “Are you really going to give them the treasure?” asked Torin.


  “Of course. I don’t need it.” He turned to Pel. “Shouldn’t you be hiding somewhere? You don’t want them to see you before you follow them.”


  Pel winced. “Yeah, about that. I’ve decided to just take the treasure now.” She pulled out a crossbow and pointed it at Wren.


  Wren stared at the black point of the crossbow bolt, wavering slightly in the air only a foot from his eye. He shifted his gaze to focus on Pel. “Why the change of plan?”


  Pel shrugged. “It’s not a change of plan. This was the plan all along. It’s a matter of numbers. There’s only two of you. Who knows how many people the Swords of Liberty will bring. It’s just easier this way.”


  “What about Lyra?”


  Again, the shrug. “Not my problem. That’s life. A series of opportunities where you pick what works best for you. You, of all people, should understand that.”


  “I’m sorry you think that,” said Wren quietly.


  “So if you’ll just hand it over—”


  “Why don’t you tell him the real story?” called a voice.


  Pel whirled around, backing up a few steps to keep Wren and Torin in her sights. A hooded figure stood on the bridge, silhouetted against a white light.


  Wren couldn’t see his face, but he knew who it was. “Greetings, Traven,” he called. “Just passing through?”


  Traven walked forward until he stood halfway between them and the opposite end of the bridge. He lowered his hood so the light fell across his thin face.


  “Are you going to tell them, or should I?” asked Traven.


  Pel cried out in fear and fired her crossbow at Traven, but he dropped into a crouch. The bolt whizzed past above his head. Pel dropped the weapon and yanked out her sword, holding it defensively before her.


  “It can’t be you,” she said. “You’re—”


  “Dead? I’m afraid not. Although it was a near thing. What did she tell you?” asked Traven, turning his attention to Wren. “About the treasure?”


  “She told us that Galin Mote, Fial Drakal, and Walker Tel killed the other members of the Black Brigade and then forced her brother to hide the treasure. But her brother suspected they would kill him, so he wrote the riddles that led to the maps, hoping it would save his life.”


  Traven nodded. “A good story. Close enough to the truth to have that ring of sincerity about it. But there are one or two fundamental differences from what really happened.”


  “And they are?” asked Torin.


  “That it wasn’t her brother who hid the maps. And it wasn’t Galin Mote, Fial Drakal, and Walker Tel who killed the rest of the squad. “It was Galin Mote, Fial Drakal, and Melisorn Pel. Although, back then she went under a different name.”


  Wren turned to stare at Pel, trying to ignore the massive surge of disappointment he was feeling. The last pieces of the puzzle started falling into place. “You’re the second killer,” he said, feeling anger replace the disappointment. “It wasn’t Galin Mote who killed Fial Drakal. It was you.”


  Pel said nothing.


  “Did you tell him the same thing you told Mote?” demanded Wren. “That you would team up together and find the treasure?” He shook his head in disgust then turned to Traven. “But where do you fit into all this?”


  “I was one of the members of the Black Brigade who wanted to sell the treasure straightaway.” He pointed at Pel. “She ran me through with her sword and dumped me in a pit with everyone else they killed.”


  He stopped talking and Wren could see the anger twisting his features. “They were our friends!” he shouted at Pel. “Comrades! How many times had we saved each others’ lives? You didn’t even hesitate. You just stabbed me as if I was nothing!”


  Pel had recovered something of her former bravado. “It wasn’t personal. Anyway, you brought it on yourself. You should have just went along with us. You all should have. Then none of that would have happened.”


  “Do you even believe that? Because I don’t. You wouldn’t have wanted to share the treasure with nine of us. You always were a money-grubbing bitch.”


  Traven moved closer to Pel. “Do you have any idea what it was like? I woke up in the middle of the night. I had no idea what had happened. Then I saw them. The bodies. On top of me. Around me. Dead eyes. Blood. Murdered. By you three.” He glanced at Wren. “That’s what I meant when I said they brought it on themselves. That I was simply performing the execution. Do you understand now?”


  “What about the librarian?” asked Wren. “Did he deserve his death? And Kevros? What about him?” He shook his head. “You can dress it up in your pain all you want, Traven, but you and her are the same.”


  “No. You’re wrong. I would never have done the things she did.”


  “I don’t see why not. You’ve been pretty good at catching up so far.”


  “Just hand over the bag. Did she tell you what it was? The treasure?”


  Wren shrugged. “Just some old armor. An antique.”


  “Not ‘just some old armor.’ It used to belong to King Jarot. Do you have any idea what that’s worth? It’s priceless.”


  “Ah, so it comes back to money. As always. All your talk of retribution. Of revenge. It all comes to nothing. You just want the treasure.”


  “What did you expect?” said another voice.


  Wren sighed. When it went wrong, why did it always have to go so badly wrong. He squinted through the rain to the other end of the bridge. Eoin stood there, along with five serious-looking fighters from the Swords of Liberty. Two of them held Lyra. Her hands were tied together, and she had a gag in her mouth.


  “Hello there, Eoin,” Wren called. “How goes it?”


  “Not good,” he called back. “Who are these people?”


  “Treasure hunters. Like yourself. Nothing to do with me. I’m just the delivery man.”


  “Do you have it?” Wren could hear the excitement in Eoin’s voice.


  Wren nudged the bulging sack with his foot. “All in here. Do you plan on donating it to a museum?”


  “Ha. Not quite. Highest bidder and all that. I’m approaching the royal family first. See if they want to buy it back. The irony of taking their money to fund our fight against them appeals to me.”


  Wren surveyed the scene around him. Torin stood to his right. Five paces to his left stood Pel. About the same distance from her was Traven, and on the other side of the bridge stood Eoin and his five men.


  Wren had a feeling things would get messy. His main concern was getting Lyra out of the way. After that they could all kill each other if they wanted to. But his main objective was Lyra.


  “Untie her hands,” he shouted.


  “Pass the treasure first.”


  “Hey,” said Pel. She waved her sword at Wren. “I still have this, you know. That treasure’s mine.”


  “I think not,” snapped Traven.


  “Oh for—” Wren heaved the sack into the air and held it over the side of the bridge. He staggered slightly, the weight of the armor pulling him up against the wall. Maybe that hadn’t been such a good move. He didn’t think he’d be able to hold it up for very long.


  “Cut her ropes!” he shouted. “Otherwise, I let go.”


  “You won’t let go,” sneered Pel. “There’s too much money there.”


  “You think I give a rat’s sordid arse about money!” Wren shouted. “If you do, you obviously don’t know me as well as you thought you did. Eoin?”


  Eoin nodded at one of his men, and he cut the bonds around Lyra’s wrists. She immediately bunched her hand into a fist and punched Eoin in the face. Wren closed his eyes. Oh, Lyra.


  It was as if Lyra’s punch were some kind of signal. Eoin staggered back and his men made a lunge for Lyra. But she was too quick. She yanked Eoin’s sword from his scabbard and ran across the bridge, heading for Wren.


  At the same time, Traven yelled into the night, “Now!”


  At first Wren wasn’t sure who he was speaking to, but then he saw dark figures appear through the rain. They loomed out of the darkness behind Eoin and his men and attacked. Eoin’s men were taken by surprise, but they were well trained. Wren heard the clash of steel then lost track of who was who as the fight moved onto the grass and mud beyond the bridge.


  Lyra arrived next to Wren. Her hair was plastered to her head by the rain. Her eyes were dark with anger at what had happened, but they softened slightly when she looked at Wren. He didn’t think she had ever looked so good.


  “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I know it’s not the time, but I wanted to say it now in case something happens to me. I’m so sorry for what I did. Sorry that I failed.”


  Lyra searched his eyes. She was about to say something, but there was movement off to their left. Pel, turning away from the fighting and moving toward them. Lyra saw as well. She tore her eyes from Wren and lifted her sword to stop her coming any farther. “Is she on our side or not?”


  “Afraid not,” said Wren, focusing once more on the present. “She tricked me. Used her wily womanly ways.”


  “Not hard to do.” Lyra nodded at Wren’s heavily weighted arm. He was really struggling to hold on to the treasure. “That looks heavy.”


  “It is. In fact—” He glanced at Pel and Traven. Then he smiled and let go.


  Pel let out a scream of rage and ran to the low wall, straining to see into the darkness. She whirled to face him.


  “You bastard!” She lunged forward, a dagger appearing suddenly in her hand. She grabbed Wren by the longcoat and pressed the blade against his throat. Both Lyra and Torin made a move to stop her, but Wren gestured for them to stay where they were.


  “Do you have any idea how much that was worth?” Pel snarled.


  “I know it wasn’t worth the price that was paid for it,” said Wren quietly.


  Pel stared into Wren’s eyes. Her expression softened slightly. “You really believe that, don’t you? That life is actually worth something? Even after the war, after all you must have gone through, you still manage to believe that?”


  “I have to,” Wren said. “It’s the only thing that gets me up in the morning.”


  Pel searched his eyes. Then she smiled her half-smile, lowered her blade, and took a step back. “You really are something, you know that—” Pel’s face froze and she lurched forward, falling against the low wall. She looked at Wren and tried to speak, but the only thing that came from her mouth was a trickle of blood. She tried to push herself up, but her hands slipped on the wet concrete, and she tumbled over the edge.


  Just like that. A silent fall.


  Wren threw himself forward, but all he could do was watch Pel tumble into the mist and rain. He whirled around, his face contorted with rage. Traven stood there, his sword dripping blood, his face a mixture of satisfaction and loss.


  He shook himself and blinked at Wren. The confident killer Wren had confronted back on the Indomitable was gone. And in his place stood a confused; lost man. “She… deserved that. You see that, don’t you? She had to die. For what she did. I came back from the dead to judge them. Her life was mine to take.” His eyes drifted to the spot where she had fallen over the edge. “That’s what she said to me when she killed me. ‘Your life is mine to take.’ ”


  Wren yanked his own sword from inside the cane. He strode forward and touched the point to Traven’s neck. “It’s over, Traven. You will come with me.”


  Traven turned slightly dazed eyes onto Wren. “I always wondered what I would do. Once it was over. I thought the treasure was something that would keep me going. I told myself it belonged to me. But I think I was trying to trick myself, trying to pretend that I would have a life after… after I’d fulfilled my purpose.” He sighed. “I see now I was fooling myself. I’ve done what I came back to do. There is nothing left for me.”


  And with that, he lunged forward, thrusting his neck onto Wren’s blade. Wren cursed, yanking it out and quickly stepping back. Traven sank to his knees, blood gushing from his neck in spouting waves. His eyes glazed over. A moment later he pitched forward onto the planks, his blood mixing with the rainwater.


  Wren tore his gaze away. The battle was still raging at the other side of the bridge, but he could hear shouts coming from the village. First Tower was a border crossing as well. The border guards must have heard the commotion and were coming to investigate.


  Wren glanced one last time at Traven’s body, then turned his back on the whole thing.


  “We should go,” said Torin.


  “A moment.” Wren darted back to the wall and leaned over the edge. He stretched his arm out, then grimaced and heaved himself back, dragging the bag of treasure with him. “What?” he said in response to Torin’s astonished look. “I hooked it over a support. You didn’t think I’d actually drop it into the gorge, did you?”


  Wren and Torin hurried into the trees. Lyra was standing there with her hands on her hips. “Horses?” she said accusingly. “In this weather? Not even a carriage?”


  “Excuse me!” said Wren haughtily. “A bit of gratitude wouldn’t go amiss here.”


  “You’re right. Thank you, Torin.”


  “You’re welcome,” said the dwarf.


  “Torin? Why are you thanking him? All he did was follow me around and eat my food. He was no help at all.”


  Lyra climbed into the saddle of the closest horse. “Where to?”


  Wren hesitated, words of insult and argument already forming on his lips. He stopped them, though, and instead approached Lyra. He took hold of the reins, looking up at her. “Somewhere we can talk,” he said quietly. “I… there are things I need to say.”


  Lyra paused, then nodded. She reached out to lightly touch his cheek. They locked eyes for a moment, sharing their pain. Then Wren stepped back and cleared his throat.


  “Now can I have my horse back, please?” asked Wren.


  “Afraid not,” said Lyra. “Actually I’ll give it back if you admit that Torin is a big help to you.”


  “What? Never!”


  “Fine. ’Bye, then.” Lyra turned the horse around and nudged it into a trot, following the road back to Sharn. Wren turned and glared at Torin.


  “You know you’re absolutely no help to me at all, don’t you?”


  “Of course I do. Help me up.”


  Wren formed his hands into a stirrup so Torin could get into the saddle.


  “Thanks,” said Torin.


  “No problem.”


  Wren hopped up onto the last horse and flicked the reins, dragging it into a reluctant walk. Torin drew up alongside as they headed into the rain.


  “It will be nice to get back to Sharn,” said Wren. “I think Mistress Torin should have us all over for dinner. What do think about that?”


  “No chance. She hates you, Wren. You know that.”


  “She’s just playing coy.”


  “No, she really does despise you. Called you an immature, socially inept little boy who’s afraid of growing up.”


  “She never did.”


  “She did.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “I don’t care…”


  They carried on bickering as they trudged deeper into the forest. The early-morning air was freezing cold. The rain carried on falling; the wind carried on blowing, but somehow Wren felt unaccountably cheerful.


  He smiled to himself.


  And a wet leaf slapped him in the face.
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