
Book Two, Chapter Four

A sliver of sunlight shone through a slit too small to admit fresh air and moved 

across Cadras' blanket, illuminating every threadbare patch and oily stain in the coarse 

cloth. Marta thought that everything Cadras owned looked better in the dark. She 

wiped the sweat from his brow again and thought about pouring some water through 

his cracked lips. He stirred, and Marta jumped away...

Last night, not knowing where else to go, with Berekker's men chasing her, she had 

let herself into his room-- a streetside apartment in a crumbling tenement block at the 

north edge of the Valley, where traffic was sparse and rents were low, but where the 

rooms still had brick chimneys. His lock was well-crafted, and it was more luck than 

skill that guided her hand as she felt her way through the tumblers. She had passed 

the night sitting beside the door, her knife feeling small and useless in her hand, 

beginning to nod off, then jumping at the sound of a boot on the cobblestones or the 

clatter of a wagon wheel, fully expecting Berekker's men to arrive at any moment. 

When she could no longer keep her eyes open, she had layed down on his mattress 

and found a fitful sleep. She had woken when the door slammed open. Cadras had 

come into the room in a senseless fury, with torn clothes, reeking of blood and sweat, 

and set upon her. He had tried to stab her twice, before she caught his hand and bit 

into his wrist, deeper and deeper, not letting go even when she felt hot blood against 

her lips. He had snarled and driven his knuckles into her kidney. Her knees had 

buckled, and he had caught her by the neck as she fell. She had stretched uselessly 

for the knife in her boot as his thumbs pressed harder against her throat. His eyes 

were inhuman, his teeth bared. Spasms ran through his muscles as he strained to 
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choke the life out of her. She could not overcome him. She gave up. The world 

retreated. Just as she went limp, he had recognized her. His eyes had cleared. She 

thought he said her name. He let her go and then he fell, his head bouncing off the 

packed dirt floor with a hollow sound...

Marta went to the fireplace and lit some kindling. It was a little too hot to cook inside, 

but the wood smoke masked the pungent smells of herbs and filthy clothing, and she 

needed something to do. She fed sticks to the flames and refused to look over her 

shoulder. When she had a proper log on the fire, she looked over to the mattress, 

where Cadras was once again motionless. He had kicked off his blanket, and she saw 

that the clumsy dressings she had made for his wounds were stiff and black with blood. 

She touched her swollen throat. She looked at the meager supplies on Cadras' shelf, 

and picked out some mildly suspicious barley, a strip of unidentifiable salted meat, and 

a jar of exotic peppercorns. The dust was thick, the shelf warped. There was a small 

iron pot that was clean and oiled, and she put it on the fire.

Maybe she would leave Merendir. She had heard of a ship with a lady captain. 

Marta had never sailed, but she'd spent enough time in the taverns by the docks to 

pick up most of the language, and she would learn quickly. If she could get to Silt, she 

could look for Arie. They had been like sisters for a few months, before Arie had run off 

to the east with a silk merchant. She and her merchant lived in Port-of-All-Seas. Surely, 

it wasn't so vast a city that Marta couldn't track down an old friend. Marta wondered if 

anybody spoke Imperial Standard in Silt, and then if maybe Arie had gone to Es Hela, 

and not Port-of-All-Seas. Maybe Marta would go to the countryside. She knew farmers. 

They congregated along Lower Market in the early hours. Many of them had lost 

children to the fever the summer before last and needed of an extra pair of hands. She 
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could work for food and shelter. She could learn to milk cows and spin wool. That did 

sound a bit dull. It would be better in the foothills of the Northern Province, were 

shepherds slept in sweet grass under the cool sun and spent the night passing skins of 

icewine by the fire, singing their solemn hymns and waiting for the wolves and bandits 

to attack. At least that's how the stories were told. If no such life existed, she could 

continue north to Rhouden and the Blue Forest, where women painted their faces and 

rode wolves into battle against the dark things in the mountains, invoking the fearsome 

gods of the wild.

Cadras groaned, and Marta stared at the fire and stirred the broth. The peppercorns 

gave off an intoxicating scent. When she glanced over her shoulder, Cadras was trying 

to sit up, his eyes and teeth fiercely clenched.

"Good morning!" Marta called, turning back to the fire. Her voice felt strange in her 

swollen throat.

 "What are you doing here?" Cadras snarled.

"Making you breakfast." Marta turned to face him. She kept her voice soft. "Do you 

remember trying to kill me?"

Cadras met her eyes and she thought of her brother and the times that he had 

sleepwalked. Cadras sank back into bed and shut his eyes tightly again. His hand 

moved gingerly to his chest. He pulled away the blood-soaked bandages and dropped 

them on the floor. He hissed with pain as the bandages tore away from his skin. He 

convulsed and began to retch, but fought it back. Fresh droplets of blood welled up on 

his chest around scabs that were not fully formed. He tried to sit up again and it was 

like a study in agony. Marta watched it with a mixture of pity and cruel satisfaction.

He rasped, "How did you get in here?"

Marta put a hand to her throat. Outside, a bell began to toll.
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Cadras glared at her, his eyes going in and out of focus. He spoke again, slowly and 

precisely. "How did you get in here?"

He appraised the dirty room, wincing each time he moved his head. He looked 

down at the packs that lay beside the bed-- the packs that Marta had taken off of him 

when he had collapsed, so that she could lift him onto his mattress and bandage his 

wounds, even after he had strangled her nearly to death. He whispered, his voice dark 

with malice, "Did you go through my things?"

Marta choked back a sob. She pulled on her boots without lacing them, grabbed her 

pack, and was out the door in an instant. Cadras said nothing as she left.

When Marta was gone, Cadras lay back again, gritting his teeth and closing his 

eyes against the pain. His chest throbbed, awash with a dull heat, and every 

movement pulled at the skin that was trying to heal. When he moved his head too 

quickly, he felt as if he had been pierced through the temples. Focusing his eyes made 

him sick. He twisted himself off of his mattress and crawled frantically to the 

chamberpot, where he vomited nothing but spittle. His muscles barely obeyed his 

commands as he crawled back to bed. The bell still rang. He had heard it once before. 

The Emperor was dead. He slept again.

The bell was still ringing when Cadras woke. He reached out a for the rag of a tunic 

lying nearby. He fumbled in the pocket until he found a small lump of casper gum. He 

bit off a plug and nearly vomited again as the bitterness washed across his cheeks and 

trickled down his throat. The pain receded. His stomache unknotted a bit. Cadras stood 

warily. When his body did not revolt, he went to his bason and splashed tepid water on 

his face. He examined his wounds as best he was able. He thought the gashes were 

not so deep as to require a surgeon. They would heal in a few days, though they might 
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leave scars. Cadras knelt and examined the packs. It seemed that Marta had not 

disturbed them.

Cadras went to the hearth, where a fire was dying out. Marta had burned something 

in the pot. The stones were hot. Cadras wrapped his shredded tunic around one hand, 

took the poker in the other, and pried and pulled and cursed the heat until he had 

removed the stone at the back of the fireplace. He shoved the pack containing 

Halvered's head into the hollow space behind the stone.

He took the books from the other pack. The Lives of Lineages of the Emperors of 

Merendir was a dense tome, with many hundreds of pages so fine that they floated 

when he turned them. Each pages was thick with names-- lineages, as the title 

suggested. Carra Smith of Shoal's End, daughter of Lonnik Smith (-) and Fiedra Smith 

(Luthier, Shoal's End, 348). Cadras leafed through the pages briefly and then placed it 

into the hiding place with Halvered's head. With the Emperor dead, the value of the 

book was was unclear, and Cadras had another book calling for his attention.

As eager as he was, Cadras took the time to admire and caress the other book 

before he opened it. It was finely made, with a lamb skin binding that was still supple 

even though the ink on it had faded, stretched between spirals of hammered gold 

inlayed with gemstones. He did not bother to take his glass and appraise the jewels. 

Instead, he opened the book to examine the unfamiliar alphabet. He was familiar 

enough with the written languages of the continent and the Isles to puzzle out some 

few words in nearly any of them, but he could make nothing of these symbols. Though 

he knew little of the languages of the Far East, he was nearly certain that their script 

looked nothing like this.

There was a hard knock at his door. Cadras started, slammed the book closed, and 

placed it carefully in his hiding place behing the fireplace. He took up the hot stone with 
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his bare hands and jammed it back into place. It stung, but the stone was not hot 

enough to make him blister. 

"Cadras of the Wharf!" A brusque voice called from outside. Cadras pulled on a 

nearly fresh tunic and went to the door. He took one of his knives and, having nowhere 

to conceal it on his person, held it behind the door as he opened it.

The man that stood outside was dressed in an unadorned tunic, and he wore no 

sword. He had the bearing of a soldier. "Are you Cadras?" He asked, skeptically.

"Yes."

"Mardis Dantley summons you to the palace."

Solemnly, steadily, the great bell continued to ring out across the city. The few 

people in the streets seemed to be going about their business as usual. Nobody 

wailed, or tore their hair, or rent their clothes, as they did in the Tragedies. The man 

examined Cadras' chest curiously, as the tunic stuck to the bloody wounds beneath it.

"I will be there shortly." Cadras told the man, and closed the door in his face. He 

removed his tunic and tore it into strips, which he tied tightly around his chest. He 

clearly needed new living quarters, if Marta and Mardis Dantley both knew where he 

lived and felt comfortable visiting uninvited. How had Marta gotten into his room? What 

had upset her so badly? He struggled to remember. Removed from his reading, 

Cadras found himself nauseous and agitated. He remembered the door to the Sacred 

Heart of the library, the shattered window, the deep voice, and the force that had 

broken Halvered's back... He remembered sawing at the dead thief's neck, blood 

washing over his hands. He remembered sweating, staggering through the fog-laden 

streets. He remembered Marta. She was terrified. Had he dressed his own wounds?

He could not confront these thoughts. Cadras remembered with clarity Stanton's 

comical misquoting of Antaxces, "They speak words of power in a foul tongue and 
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bend the beasts and the elements." He smiled with a new, wonderful, certainty. The 

movement made him wince. The unfamiliar alphabet in the gold and lambskin book 

hidden behind his hearth was this same ancient tongue, and if it was true that anybody 

had ever truly spoken words of power in an ancient tongue and bent to his will the 

beasts and the elements, then Cadras could do it too, and better.

Cadras fastened a leather belt across his chest and slipped a stiletto into the sheath 

at the small of his back. Although it would be a hot day, he put on a thick tunic with long 

sleeves. He had not yet reconciled with Grainger, and he wanted to wear his full 

collection of blades. He clasped a small, sheathed, dagger to his wrist, and slid a long 

knife into his boot. He rolled a cigarette, annoyed that his hands were trembling, and 

left his room, easing the door into the first of its two locked positions. He retched again 

when he stepped out into the street and was assaulted by the morning light. He sucked 

down half a cigarette before leaving his threshold.

He walked quickly, picking his route as he went, heading generally uphill and giving 

his preference to streets that he did not already know well. Although there were no 

public displays of mourning, there was an uncertain air in the street. Cadras was glad 

that his assets were gold and gemstones, and not in scrip. Once he was well out of the 

Valley, he began to look for a shop where he could buy a cup of tea. Before long, he 

smelled roasting meat and saw a storefront of a familiar type. Dozens of similarly 

configured tea shops could be found throughout the city. Two tables sat in the street 

near a large, open, window, with a broad sill to act as a counter. On the counter, 

glasses and bowls were stacked between two large tureens. One would be filled with 

stew-- usually a slightly spicy mixture of potatoes, carrots, and mutton-- and the other 

would be filled with sweet dark tea. Since the conquest of the Southern Isles, the 

keepers of shops like these had become a little too liberal with their sugar, but there 
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was nothing to be done about that.

Cadras went to the counter, set down a coin, and ladled some tea into one of the 

glasses. The tables leaned precariously in the street, flanked with half-rotted wooden 

benches that Cadras was not nearly fool-hardy enough to test. In the dim interior, a 

man looked up, decided not to come over to inspect the denomination of Cadras' coin, 

and leaned back over a bed of glowing coals, sawing meat from a spit. Cadras put his 

tea on the counter and stood while he rolled another cigarette. The knot in Cadras' 

stomach wrenched itself tighter. He knew he should eat, but he did not trust his 

stomach, or the stew. Bread would be safer.

He hardly noticed the bells any more. 

Revived somewhat by the tea, Cadras continued his climb. Nearer the palace, 

soldiers and guardsmen hurried past him in all directions. Some ill fortune took Cadras 

to the gate manned by Stanton, who puffed out his chest and grasped the hilt of his 

sword as Cadras approached.

"Hello, Cadras," Stanton said, with poorly disguised glee.

"Hello, Stanton," Cadras sighed, "I'm in a bit of a hurry."

"Oh, I'm sorry," Stanton said. "My orders are to admit only uniformed members of 

the Imperial Army, uniformed members of the Merendir Guard, Knights of Quelestel, 

and..."

Stanton looked over to his partner, on the opposite side of the gate. Cadras also 

looked at him, but he stared straight ahead with stony determination. Apparently, he 

had at least an hour's worth of aquaintance with Stanton.

"Who were the other people we're supposed to admit?" Stanton asked. Inside the 

palace, the chapel bell added its gentle tolling to the great bell of the basilica.

Stanton's partner spoke brusquely, standing at attention. "Members of the Imperial 
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Council, members of the noble families who are guests of the Empire, healers 

sanctioned by the Church, and those whose work is necessary for the day to day 

functioning of the palace."

"Right." Stanton nodded sharply. "So Cadras, you see that I cannot let you in."

Cadras' headache resumed with a new kind of fury. He lit a cigarette. "Stanton. You 

know that I'm a member of the Guard. You're my partner."

"Yes, but my orders," Stanton drew the word out, "were to admit only uniformed 

guards. You aren't even wearing clean clothes."

Cadras looked imploringly at the other guard, but the man stared studiously at the 

rooftops across the street. Cadras shrugged. "Stanton, I've been promoted."

"You?" Stanton was incredulous.

"Yes, I was promoted to a position where I don't need to wear a uniform. I was 

ordered to report to the acting Captain nearly half an hour ago. Now, I can either go to 

the Captain and put in a good word for you, or I can go home, change into my uniform, 

come back, and explain to the Captain why I'm more than an hour late."

Officiousness warred with servility openly on Stanton's face. Servility won. "Alright, 

Cadras. I'll let you in. Put in a good word for me, ok?"

"I'm sure your diligence will be rewarded," Cadras said, walking past Stanton before 

he had a chance to say anything more. The third ring of the palace was quiet. All the 

trappings of celebration and ceremony remained. Brilliantly dyed silken banners, which 

must have come all the way from the Far East, hung on the squat brick warehouses 

and administrative buildings and made them look almost festive. Wine casks were 

mounted on pedestals throughout the street, close enough that a thirsty man might 

stagger between them without getting parched. The galleon that was being assembled 

on runners when Cadras had first visited the palace now appeared fully seaworthy, but 
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with no mock battle, Cadras wondered what would become of it. He encountered few 

people, and when he did they moved quickly and somberly, and did not look him in the 

face.

A full century of soldiers were arrayed along the street in front of the gate to the 

second ring. Cadras held his breath and walked through them. Nobody stopped him. 

He nodded to the Sargeant, who was frowning at a handful of papers. The Sargeant 

nodded back without looking up, and Cadras went into the second ring. The air cooled 

beneath the thick walls, and it smelled like a cellar. The portcullis at the end of the 

passage was supported by several halberds, which bowed against its weight. Cadras 

examined the gate house as best he could, but the the door was closed and the 

windows were dark.

Cadras emerged into a fresh shade below a sprawling canopy of gnarled trees. The 

stones beneath his feet were different-- pale and square, smooth and neatly fitted. 

Ancient statues of the Emperors of bygone eras gazed with worn authority across the 

lane that curved away to one side. There was activity in the square ahead of him. 

Beyond the square rose the white walls of the first ring-- delicate, high, and reputedly 

unbreakable-- and beyond them the soaring minarets of the Imperial apartments. 

Cadras had not been affected when he had visited the third ring, with its stout brick 

offices and familiar cobblestones, but the second ring impressed upon him immediately 

a sense of permanence, a historic mystery. For all his ambitions, he had never 

imagined that he would see the second ring of the palace. His hands were shaking as 

he rolled a cigarette. He curled his lip and cursed himself. He looked like some 

Highland goat herd, wide-eyed and trembling at the big city.

There was activity where the street opened into a square. Cadras made for the 

square with long strides, past dying lamps and glossy glass windows set into Imperial 
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blue moldings, his head pounding and his stomach in a knot. If the weight of the history 

of the palace had briefly overwhelmed him, the sight in the courtyard reminded him that 

the Emperor and his court were men like any others. Laid out across flagtones were 

dozens of corpses, caked in dry blood. Scores of foreign soldiers sat around the 

perimeter of the square, with their swords at their feet. Some looked restless, some 

bored, some pale and disgusted. The stars on their breasts marked them as 

Brinehall's. The dead were not the handiwork of soldiers, though. The corpses' eyes 

and been closed and their limbs straightened, but that could not disguise their hideous 

wounds. Stomaches and throats had been ripped open. Faces had been slashed and 

mangled. There were at least two score children among the dead.

Several men stood near the fountain in the center of the square, beside three 

beautifully armored corpses draped in brilliant blue, and two corpses covered in red 

silk. Mardis Dantley was among these standing men. Cadras walked forward as boldly 

as he could, half expecting to be seized by a soldier and detained, or executed on the 

spot. Nobody who came of age in the Valley ever outgrew such suspicions, no matter 

how decent or wealthy they became. Indeed, as he approached the group, a stern, 

armored, man with an arm in a bloody make-shift bandage pointed at Cadras and two 

knights moved to intercept him before Mardis Dantley looked over and waved them off.

As he drew closer, Cadras recognized, from the spring parades, the two Elder 

Generals. The tall and dour Lord Dilluther had taken a nasty wound and leaned against 

a rather tired-looking Lord Blackwell. A couple other distinguished-looking men in 

civilian dress conferred urgently with them. Cadras hoped he might get close enough 

to listen for a while, but Mardis Dantley excused himself from the conference and came 
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to meet Cadras.

"How did this happen?" Cadras asked. He thought, after he said it, that he should 

have tried to color his voice with horror or sorrow, but Mardis Dantley answered without 

emotion.

"A few... assassins... were loosed in the palace. We believe the wine at the feast 

may have contained a narcotic. The gates were sealed shut so that none could 

escape."  Mardis Dantley scratched the stubble on his neck, apparently annoyed that 

he had missed his shave. He looked Cadras up and down before he continued. 

"Strange times have brought us together. I do not enjoy relying on strangers, 

particularly strangers of dubious reputation. This assignment requires absolute 

discretion. Do you understand?"

"I will meet any standard you set for discretion," Cadras answered with mock gravity, 

amused because his discretion was nearly the only thing that Dantley need not 

question.

"We do not yet know the extent of the plot," Dantley rubbed his chin, "but I believe 

that the knight Stennan may have had some part in it." Cadras whistled lightly and lit a 

cigarette. The Emperor's knights were the fiercest and most loyal warriors in the land, 

and by all accounts Stennan was the best among them. "The knight is missing. We 

have examined his quarters in the palace and found nothing of interest. I need you to 

examine his quarters at the Basilica. I do not expect you to find him there, but bring 

him to me if you do..."

"Of course," Cadras interrupted with a coarse laugh. Dantley might as well have 

asked him to capture the Siltian Navy.

Dantley raised an eyebrow, and then chuckled humorlessly himself before he went 

on. "Otherwise, see if you can find any indication of what might have become of him."
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"Why not send a knight?" Cadras asked. He was not quarrelsome, just curious.

"Stennan is one of the shining stars of the Church. I have no time for bureaucracy or 

wounded pride, and so I would prefer to leave the Church out of the matter for the 

moment."

So Dantley was asking Cadras to break into the Basilica. To make certain, Cadras 

asked "How should I investigate the knight's quarters without the Church knowing?"

Mardis Dantley looked Cadras in the face and said, "I understand you have some 

expertise in such matters. Do not confuse my tolerance with ignorance."

Cadras flicked the end of his cigarette away. "Very well. Where shall I find you when 

I am done burglarizing the Church?"

At this, Mardis Dantley let out a genuine laugh, and said, "I will be here, or in my 

office, or else running some vital errand. You shall find me."

With that, Mardis Dantley turned and strode quickly back toward the center of the 

square. Cadras, it would seem, was dismissed.
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