
Book Two, Chapter 10

The window in the hall was small and grimy and let in no air. Cadras sat and waited 

with mounting annoyance. He could hear voices in Mardis Dantley's chamber, but he 

could not make out what they were saying. A man with no rank had told Cadras to wait 

here, and had not bothered to announce his presence. It might be hours before he was 

admitted, hours before he could give his brief report and leave. Every day that passed 

without making amends with Grainger was a day Cadras lived on borrowed time. If he 

could only hear what they were saying in there, this would not be such a wretched 

waste of his time. His refreshed supply of casper gum was keeping his deep weariness 

at bay, but was also making him jittery. Cadras flipped a coin around his knuckles again 

and again, making it jump and spin and disappear. So familiar were the motions by 

now that they took no concentration.

The spot of dirty sunlight had just started to creep up Cadras' toes when the door 

was opened by an armored knight, who stood at attention while a man came out. 

Cadras blinked. There was no mistaking this man for any other-- Duxe, the itinerant 

musician and dandy who confounded the men and women on the Street of Fools with 

his inaccessibly elaborate music and his opaque wit. He wore silk and satin, and a 

bandolier of daggers no larger than his fingers. Strapped across his back was an 

instrument far too large for a travelling musician, a broad, flat box with legs that folded 

out and a lid that opened to reveal an intricate system of strings and keys. Duxe 

blinked too, when he saw Cadras. They each nodded politely, as if they were 

strangers, as they moved past one another.

Mardis Dantley sat behind his desk in a wood and leather armchair that did not look 

comfortable. A man stood behind him in a civilian's tunic, rubbing his temples beneath 
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curls touched with grey. When the knight closed the door behind Cadras, this man ran 

his long fingers through his hair, and glowered at Cadras. Cadras walked to the desk 

without waiting for an invitation, and set the herbs in front of Mardis Dantley. Seeing a 

lit brazier on the desk, Cadras rolled a cigarette as he spoke.

"Stennan was not in his quarters, but another man was. He was dressed like a 

priest, but I think he was insane. He carried these in a surgical bag. They are a plant 

called castenal, which can cause delusions and fever when ingested."

"Where is this man now?" Mardis Dantley asked. He took the herbs and examined 

them briefly, before handing them to the other man.

"I killed him."

Mardis Dantley raised an eyebrow, and the man behind him cursed quietly.

"You say he was dressed like a priest," the unfamiliar man walked around the desk, 

plucked the newly rolled cigarette from Cadras' hand, and bent down to light it from 

Mardis Dantley's brazier. "Did he wear an insignia?"

Cadras glared and started another cigarette, as the man picked up the bottle of 

Fellnian spirits from where it sat at Cadras' feet and examined its markings.

"Who are you?" Cadras asked. The man looked at the bottle once more, and 

nodded in grudging approval, before looking at Cadras. He waved his hand 

dismissively and went back to the corner, while Cadras stared murderously at his back.

"The insignia?" The man repeated.

Cadras said coldly, "He wore nothing but a coarse grey robe."

The man looked meaningfully at Mardis Dantley, who nodded.

"What have you learned about the Dark Council?" Mardis Dantley asked.

Cadras sat and leaned across the desk to light his new cigarette from the brazier.

"Nothing, but I found something very interesting in Barwell's office." Cadras unfolded 
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the papers with the guards' names and the meeting times and pushed them across the 

desk to Dantley. "These were very carefully hidden in Barwell's desk. I'm fairly certain 

he was looking for palace guards to bribe. This man Sidill will be able to tell us more. I 

have somebody looking for him. She also went to the Spotted Goose last night, to see 

who Barwell was meeting. I have not yet spoken to her today, though.

"My intuition is that Barwell was involved in the conspiracy to kill the Emperor. I 

hardly knew Barwell, but it seems to me that he would not have worked with sorcerers. 

I suspect that this was orchestrated and funded by Brinehall, and that he will lead us to 

the rest of the conspirators."

Mardis Dantley neatly refolded the paper that Cadras had given him and put it in a 

pile on his desk. "By now, my men will have arrested several members of the Dark 

Council. One way or another, we will soon know who was behind the Emperor's 

murder."

Cadras spoke carefully, fearful of betraying emotion. "And the alchemist Crowley 

was among them?"

Mardis Dantley nodded.

Cadras lied, "Crowley owes Grainger money. Why not give Grainger his shop? It's 

alway good to have the Union owe you a favor."

Mardis Dantley looked over his shoulder at the other man, who shrugged and said, 

"If Grainger wants it, he can have it."

Cadras liked Crowley. It would be a shame if he was burned. Sorcerers were rarely 

arrested, and never aquitted. Cadras forced the thought from his head. There was 

nothing to do about it. Now Cadras would have to find time to examine Crowley's shop, 

as well as the rest of Barwell's office, and the two very intriguing books hidden behind 

his fireplace. He hoped he still had enough casper gum to keep him awake for a few 
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days.

The man cleared his throat behind Mardis Dantley, and leaned against the desk on 

his palms. "There were two murders in the Valley this morning."

"So few?" Cadras sneered at the man. "No doubt everybody was busy mourning the 

Emperor."

"Clever," the man said, his voice thick with derision. One of his thick eyebrows 

twitched a little.

Mardis Dantley spoke up, ignoring both of them. "Two miles away from each other, a 

pious and hard-working middle-aged tanner and a young Islander drunkard who 

fancied himself a professional gambler were hacked into small pieces with a weapon 

good enough to cut cleanly through their bones."

Cadras addressed the other man. "Nobody in the Valley remembers seing a raving 

lunatic in a suit of armor?"

"No," the man spat, and in spite of his brusqueness, Cadras heard genuine concern 

in his voice. Suddenly, he knew who the man was.

Cadras smiled. "Knights are not supposed to be stealthy, are they, Mouse?"

The man's eyebrows twitched again, and Mardis Dantley glanced over his shoulder 

in something that might have passed for amusement. The Mouse's identity was not a 

secret, exactly, but the man prided himself on knowing the Merendir streets, and so he 

played many roles and rarely acknowledged his position. Cadras knew this from 

Grainger, who was one of the few men outside the Imperial bureaucracy to have 

knowingly met the Mouse.

"There are thousands of places to hide in the Valley, even for a raving lunatic," 

Mardis Dantley explained unnecessarily. "If Stennan has become unhinged and 

murderous, there could be many more bodies. We need word of this to travel quickly."
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Cadras nodded.

Mardis Dantley straightened some papers and stood. "Unless you have anything 

further to report, you may leave. For now, Althurre Barwell and the Dark Council need 

not concern you. We need you in the Valley. If there is any hint of unrest, we need to 

hear of it before it develops into rebellion. If you hear of Stennan, report to us 

immediately. You have been relieved of your duties at the prison. You can deliver your 

reports daily in writing until further notice." Mardis Dantley continued straightening 

items on his desk. "If you need to speak with me in person, you can make an 

appointment with my clerk. If I need to speak with you in person, I will send a man to 

your apartment."

The knight, who had stood utterly still and silent this whole time, opened the door 

and stood at attention while Cadras left.

It was late in the afternoon, and the cobblestones baked in deep golden sunlight as 

Cadras picked his way down a treacherously steep street on the southwest slope. It 

was utterly clear now, and the shadows were dark and crisp. The city was uncommonly 

quiet.

The familiar pungent smells of salt and fish grew stronger as Cadras descended 

toward the bay. Something was not right. Cadras stopped and looked around. The 

shops were closed, either for the holiday or out of mourning, except for one spice seller 

who leaned thoughtfully in his doorway watching Cadras. Aside from the two of them, 

there was nobody on the street, and yet Cadras felt certain he was being followed. 

Cadras stopped and looked around, and the feeling passed. He shook his head and 

continued down the hill, nodding to the spice seller as he passed.

Many of the stalls at the wharf were empty, and there were intermitent piles of fish 

left to rot on the street. Apparently, the fishermen had brought in their catches before 
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the Emperor had died, and then gone home when nobody came to market. Cadras' 

father was there, though, chewing his unlit pipe impassively. A pot of sweet smelling 

stew bubbled beside him. Today would be one of the rare occassions where his father 

would eat good fish. It was better to sell it than to eat it, but better to eat it than to throw 

it out.

"Hello, father."

"Hello, Cadras. Hungry?"

Cadras' stomach still felt weak. He shook his head.

"Stones?" His father asked.

Cadras shook his head again.

"I can't stay, I just wanted to tell you..." Cadras hesitated and his father tapped the 

pipe out against his hand and rubbed the ask into his coat, "There's a murderer loose 

in the Valley right now. A knight, completely insane. He has one of the finest swords 

ever forged, and he's indescriminantly butchering people."

"You came here to tell me that?"

Cadras nodded, a little embarassed. The Valley was always dangerous, and the sea 

was probably worse.

"Okay." His father nodded, looking slightly puzzled.

"Where are the travelers?" Cadras changed the subject, gesturing at the abandoned 

piles of fish. Every inn in Merendir should have been stocking up for dinner.

"Rumor is the army's stopping people outside the city."

Cadras supposed a city overcrowded with idle men at the heart of a leaderless 

Empire had a lot of potential for trouble. His father looked around the aisle of closely 

pressed stalls, built up against one another piecemeal and weathered from squalls 

coming in off the bay, and at the heaps of discarded fish. Though there was no change 
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in his father's face, Cadras thought it was about as expressive as he'd ever seen him.

"Business is bad?" Cadras asked.

His father shrugged. "I've made it through worse."

Cadras felt the weight of the purse at his belt. His father would never take money 

from him. Maybe if Cadras could think of the right business proposal, his father would 

take it, but Cadras doubted it. His father had done the same thing every day since long 

before Cadras was born. He had never seemed to enjoy it or resent it, it was merely 

his life.

Cadras' father set a stick in his lantern and filled his pipe, pinch by pinch, packing it 

methodically.

"Well, I should get going..." Cadras took the burning stick from the lantern and lit a 

cigarette before passing it to his father.

His father nodded. Cadras turned to leave, then said over his shoulder, "I have a 

new Stones opening. I think I'll beat you next time."

From the wharf, it was a short walk to Cadras' apartment just up the hill from Lower 

Market. Cadras chewed a bit of casper gum. He needed to be focused now. He 

checked the dagger on his wrist and the one at the back of his neck. The last few 

blocks were bad ones-- the Midland, where the worst of the harbor taverns held up the 

remains of long-abandoned tenaments.

Cadras stepped distastefully around the eyeless corpse of a dog. He nodded warily 

to a bulky, tattooed, man who was tracking him with his eyes, arms folded, in a 

doorway beneath a sign reading "Cheap Rum. No Islanders." Cadras glanced at the 

man once more from the corner of his eye, and turned into a narrow alley. He would 

take his chances with whatever predators might be out in the Midland in order to skirt 

the bazaar, where Grainger always had men. He did not want to be taken to Grainger 
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prematurely. Cadras cut through a long arched passageway to a courtyard of an old 

tenament. These buildings had been built in a year long forgotten, to house naval 

recruits and freelance sailors. The stones of the courtyard had been pillaged and the 

ground was uneven beneath the tall grass. Cadras' skin tingled like he was being 

watched. He stopped mid-stride and listened, then looked around him. He seemed to 

be alone. The windows looking down on the courtyard were all empty, framed by empty 

sockets, their shutters sold off or burned for warmth. He caught the eye of a hungry-

looking cat, that melted back into the thick grass. It seemed there was nobody 

following him. Maybe he was just nervous about meeting Grainger.

The sun was no more than a bright aura at the tops of the buildings when Cadras 

reached his apartment. The funeral bell was still steadily ringing. Cadras hardly noticed 

it any more. He checked his door. It was latched in the first position, the one where he 

always left it, so he let himself in. Inside it smelled like blood and vomit. His small 

windows let in little of the dusky light. Cadras knelt before the fireplace and pried out 

the loose stone in the back. He removed both knapsacks from their hiding place. He 

removed the smaller book from the bag and opened it to the first page, careful not to 

abuse the spine or smear the ink. He scanned the incomprehensible script several 

times. There was no repetition, no alphabet. Cadras found himself fixated on the first 

line. This was a puzzle that could be deciphered. The writing blurred a little, and 

Cadras swayed. He was startled back into the moment, still looking at the page, and 

the letters coalesced into something foreign, but knowable. He felt the unknown in his 

mind, sweeter than unconsciousness, a presence-- not an intrusion, like when the 

priest had pried into him in Stennan's apartment-- deep within him. It whispered to him, 

promising knowledge, promising power...

Cadras slammed the book closed, wide-eyed and breathing heavily, crouched on 
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the floor by his fireplace. He stuffed the book back into its knapsack and set it back in 

its hiding place. He felt off-center as he pressed the stone back into place at the back 

of the hearth, he had just perceived a world that was a shade displaced from reality. He 

shouldered the other bag, the one containing Halvered's head, and left. As he locked 

the door to his apartment, he saw only white for an instant, and something receded 

from his mind. The dim sunlight made him wince and there was a cloying taste at the 

back of his throat that was gone when he swallowed. He rolled a cigarette with 

unsteady hands, lit it, and walked off toward Lower Market Street.

Most of the stalls were closed when Cadras reached the bazaar, either for the night 

or for an evening meal. The nicer stores had doors that could be closed and locked. 

Others had cheap fencing chained across the doorway. Nobody who paid the Union 

had to worry about their stores being molested in the night. The maze of corridors was 

patrolled day and night by Grainger's men.

A cloth shop was open, and Leyda sat on a stool near the entrance, looking drowsy. 

She looked surprised to see Cadras. She grimaced slightly and shook her head, as if 

to warn him not to go further. Cadras gave her a shaky smirk, and went on. The gutters 

ran deep and murky from buckets of sea water, delivered every evening, that the 

merchants used to rinse away the dirt, spit, and donkey shit in front of their stalls. 

Merendir's sewer system ended before Lower Market, either because that had been 

the end of the city when the sewers were built, or because nobody had cared about the 

Valley in ancient days, either.

Two men in black cloaks stood sentry on either side of a stall not far ahead. Cadras 

paused and took one long breath, and then strode forward with an impassive face. One 

of the men nodded to him as he approached. The hooked nose protruding from the 

hood could only belong to Jekken. Alerted to Cadras' presence, the other man made a 
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move toward him, but stopped when he saw that Cadras was coming to them, and 

instead pushed back his hood and picked up the cudgel that leaned against the wall 

next to him. This was Estes. If Cadras needed a reminder that Estes did not like him, 

the glee with which he grabbed his cudgel was it.

Jekken also pushed back his hood and picked up his cudgel. He greeted Cadras 

cautiously.

"Cadras of the Wharf." The patronymic was disconcertingly formal.

Cadras nodded at the two men as if nothing was wrong.

"Good evening to you, Jekken of Rushport. Estes of the Tannery."

Estes spat. He grabbed Cadras roughly at the elbow and growled, "You're going to 

come with me."

Cadras walked into the shop, freeing himself with a twist of the arm. Today the 

entrance to the Poorman's Union was in lamp shop. Cadras slipped around the shelves 

in the back and into to a dark passage of sloppily joined wooden panels. Cadras 

counted his strides as they walked. The turns changed from day to day, but the 

distances did not. Cadras briefly saw blue sky between the canopy of the bazaar and a 

windowless wall of brick. Then he was in a more permanent passage. Close behind 

him, Estes unhooded an oil lamp and Cadras followed his own long shadow through a 

handful of turns in the brick hallways.

Cadras paused at the door to the Union Hall, and Estes shoved him rudely across 

the threshold. The building was built from flaking brown bricks and mortar that had 

receded long ago. Bright torches sent dancing lines of soot to the black ceiling.

Ahead of them, the waiting room was quiet. Cadras paused, and Estes jabbed him 

savagely in the kidney with his knuckle. Cadras grunted and then snarled, and Estes 

chuckled. Estes' smug amusement vanished when Cadras took Estes' hand without a 
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word and broke one of his fingers. Cadras left his captor gasping and cursing and went 

into the waiting room alone.

Grainger's Lieutentant Rayley sat in the waiting room by the door to the great hall. 

He was in the middle of an elaborate yawn when Cadras walked in. Rayley shook his 

head, slapped himself on the cheek, and smiled wryly without standing.

"You got that liquor you promised me?" Rayley asked.

Cadras pulled the bottle from his bag and handed it to Rayley, who uncorked it and 

took a healthy swig. Rayley exhaled sharply and thumped himself on the chest.

"That's the stuff, alright." Rayley gestured through the door with his thumb. 

"Grainger's in there. I gave him your message. Lucky for me, he's not the type to kill 

the messenger."

Cadras could feel the casper gum coursing through him. His jaw was clenched and 

his mouth was dry. He lit a cigarette and walked boldly into the great hall. Groups of 

Union men and women were scattered among the dozen long tables, talking trade or 

playing cards, joking or whispering, drinking large mugs of Union ale or eating bowls of 

the rather grey Union stew.

There was a raised platform at the back of the hall, and Grainger slouched there in 

a massive, unornamented, wooden chair. Grainger's current favorite woman-- aside, 

one might assume, from his wife-- leaned over the back of the chair, listening with 

amusement to whatever story he was telling. She was tall, with sharp features, pale 

skin, and black hair. Her black eyes marked her without doubt as Rhoudenian. Cadras 

supposed this was Kvella, whose recent arrival in Merendir had clouded the reason of 

many Union men. To hear them tell it, she was a skilled marksman, a master of stories, 

an expert drinker, and a great beauty to boot. Cadras had to admit that, at least on the 

last count, the stories had not been embellished. It was also rumored that she had 
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been an accomplished assassin in Rhouden. Aside from Kvella, Grainger was alone on 

the dias. If her skill at arms was only myth, Grainger was still protected by two dozen 

archers pacing in the gallery.

Grainger stopped talking when he saw Cadras, and sat forward with a scowl. 

Behind Grainger, Kvella straightened. Her full height was impressive, and although she 

stood casually, her warrior's poise was evident to the trained eye. The room quieted, as 

the Union members watched to see how the scene would unfold. Cadras held no 

pretense that he was well-liked here. Many of his colleagues were probably eager to 

see Grainger inflict some horrible cruelty on Cadras. The more professional Union 

members treated Cadras with the same courtesy and respect he showed them, but 

even they would be hoping for some entertainment. As unfriendly as the room was, 

Cadras was satisfied by his apparent notoriety. There were two thousand members of 

the Poorman's Union, and most of them would live and die without ever being noticed. 

Cadras was better than them.

Cadras stopped near the foot of the dias and stood straight, with his hands clasped 

in front of him, and waited for Grainger to speak. When Grainger spoke, it was merely 

to state facts. His tone betrayed nothing.

"You did not report your activities to me this month."

"No, sir." Cadras looked Grainger directly in the eyes. They were tired eyes, and 

Cadras was struck by the fading vitality of this reputedly tireless man. As if he was 

seeing Grainger for the first time, he saw the man's thin hair, the loose skin on his face, 

the paunch that had once been bulk.

"Nor did you present me with my share of your earnings."

"No, sir."

"You ignored my direct summons." Neither man had broken eye contact. Cadras 
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blinked deliberately, but did not look away.

"Yes, sir."

Grainger sighed, as if he was deeply disappointed in Cadras, and they looked away 

from each other as if by agreement.

"Rayley tells me that you believe your actions are justified. Explain yourself." As 

Grainger spoke, Estes came and stood beside Cadras, livid and panting from pain.

"I did no jobs last month," Cadras lied, "but I have been given a position in the 

government that should allow me to provide the Union with valuable information. I hope 

that Rayley informed you of this assignment."

Grainger nodded slightly and frowned. "This does not excuse you. Your loyalty is to 

the Union first."

"Yes, sir." Cadras waited for a moment and when Grainger did not speak, he said, "I 

brought you a gift." Cadras held one of the diamonds out in the palm of his hand. He 

heard rustling behind him as the Union members moved to see what he held.

Kvella stepped silently off the dias as if it were no more than a stair step. She looked 

Cadras over critically. She fixed his hair, took the diamond, and hopped back up to 

stand beside Grainger. Cadras ground his teeth.

She eyed him amusedly and told Grainger, "Cadras has an affinity for casper gum. 

He has been fighting, and he has taken wounds." Her harsh Rhoudenian accent 

emphasized the lyricism of her voice. Grainger scoffed. She made no move to show 

the diamond to Grainger.

Cadras felt all the eyes watching him. He heard whispers from the back of the hall, 

and from the gallery. He looked coldly into Kvella's face, and then turned back to speak 

to Grainger.

"I have another gift for you as well." Cadras reached into his pack, pulled out 
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Halvered's head, and held it aloft by the hair. Nobody knew the source of the emnity 

between Halvared and Grainger, but everybody knew that it was deep. The room went 

silent. Estes shied away, and even Kvella blanched slightly. Cadras sneered, looking 

only at Grainger, and tossed the head onto the dias.

Grainger eyed the grotesque trophy almost sadly for a moment, and then gestured 

for one of his men to take it away. The man swallowed heavily as he picked up 

Halvered's head and looked away from it as he hurried out of the room. Grainger 

closed his eyes for a long moment, and nobody in the hall dared to breath. When 

Grainger opened his eyes again, he looked even older.

"Give him ten lashes." Grainger said, then stood and left the room, limping a bit. It 

was a light penalty. Kvella looked after Grainger as he left and then went to lounge in 

his chair. Estes cackled with satisfaction as Cadras was forced to his knees and his 

shirt was stripped off. The whip bit into Cadras' flesh so hard that his vision blurred. 

The hall was filled with the excited chatter and laughter. The whip hit him again, and 

Cadras snarled but did not cry out. As the blows came, he recited names silently, 

committing them to memory. Trent held the lash. Holden forced him to kneel. Estes 

laughed. Baylor took his shirt. Reena called out a jeer. Darren laughed. Grainger 

ordered it all, and Kvella smiled while it happened.
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