
Book Two, Chapter 9

If the Silk Awning had ever actually sported a silk awning, nobody was left alive to 

remember it. Located a couple blocks down the hill from the Street of Fools, it nearly 

resembled a tea shop from the tops of the hills, except for the quality of its tea, decor, 

and clientele. It was overseen by a strict and meticulous widow, who did not suffer fools 

lightly, and drunks not at all. Marta sat hunched in a corner where she could see both 

doors and cupped a hot mug in her hands. The steamy morning had not delivered a 

hot day, and Marta felt chilled in spite of the pleasant late summer sun.

Marta ran her fingers over her swollen neck. Taszrea eyed her from across the 

room, stacking wood for the cooking fire that she would not light for hours.

"You want more tea?" Taszrea was tall and strong, built like a man. She did not 

smile.

"I'm fine for now." Marta smiled and it felt fake.

"You need work, honey, or a place to stay, I can always use an extra hand." Taszrea 

went back to building her fire. Her cheeks were pocked and scarred, from disease or 

wounds. Marta could not say if Taszrea was ten years her senior or thirty.

Two men came into the shop then, wearing cudgels and swords. They looked like 

Lighthall's, not Berekker's, but Marta did not recognize them, so she set a coin on the 

table and went back out to the street. The bells from the basilica were still ringing. A 

cool breeze disrupted the flies on a steaming trash heap on the corner. Marta looked 

up and down the street, unsure which way to turn. She jumped as a man turned onto 

the street suddenly ahead of her, but it was only a lanky adolescent, lost in thought and 

oblivious to her. Marta scowled to herself and set off toward the High Bridge. She had 

had enough of this.
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If there was any feat of engineering in the modern world that could stand beside the 

Sea Gate and the Imperial Palace, it was the High Bridge. Wide enough for four 

carriages to traverse it abreast, it dwarfed its newer conterparts, which were sliding into 

disrepair. The High Bridge was built far enough above the river that well-to-do citizens 

returning to their homes could avoid the unsavory smell. Marta had never used the 

High Bridge. She had crossed the river only rarely in her life. The Valley was strictly a 

south bank territory. North of the river, the lower hills were steep and unstable, and only 

the truly destitute tried to make their way in the shifting, stinking mud. Higher among 

the hills, the new rich built palatial villas over the ruins of Merendir's long dead sister 

city.

The bridge was unguarded today, and Marta walked across it entirely alone. The 

Merendir ran sluggish and brown below her. Above her, the sky was clear, and two 

birds the color of blood wheeled and dove beneath the bridge. There was no breeze 

now, and it was quiet, aside from the whisper of the distant river, and the muffled bells 

of the basilica.

Marta could almost imagine that she was somewhere else, in another time, walking 

beside a clear stream near a quiet village where nobody had ever heard of the Valley. 

She might be returning home from picking berries, or whatever they did somewhere 

else, in another time. She laughed. Nobody lived without fear. There would be wolves, 

or bandits, or mountain men, or something to make her look over her shoulder. Only a 

fool could ever be entirely at peace. She prodded the bruises on her neck again, and 

looked up at the hill in front of her, wondering how she would find Berekker's house.

Marta stopped at the edge of the bridge and pursed her lips, looking at three 

perfectly cobbled roads, each lined with tall, leafy hedges. She turned left. Berekker 

had only been rich for ten years, and he had built his villa, not bought it, so he would 
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not live at the top of the hill. He was a man of the city, so he would want a view of 

Merendir, not of pastures and the prairie.

The houses near the bridge were modest cottages, with iron gates set into the 

hedges. Birds called to Marta from the trees that shaded the street. A man passed her 

leisurely on horseback, dressed in black from head to toe, presumably mourning the 

Emperor. Marta thought that he examined her suspiciously, but he nodded without a 

smile as he passed, and she resisted the urge to blow him a kiss.

As Marta walked away from the High Bridge, the estates became more and more 

breathtaking, with gates of finely wrought iron, bearing coats-of-arms in precious 

metals. One of the villas had a path paved entirely with sea shells, and Marta must 

have been staring open-mouthed, because a burly man in the gatehouse winked at her 

and laughed. 

There were manned gatehouses at every estate now, with muscular men-at-arms 

who stood at attention when she approached. The gates had become so elaborate, 

inlayed with gold and gemstones, that Marta wondered if the guards were there to 

keep people from breaching the gates, or stealing them. Then, when she was 

beginning to be amused by the ostentation of the gates, she came to a plain iron gate 

with a shield engraved with the letter 'B.' A path lined with cyprus led to a low building 

in the distance. Marta realized that she was holding her breath when the guard spoke 

to her.

"Marta?"

Marta looked at the man. He was about her age, with the dark skin of an Islander, 

the taut body of an athlete, and a slightly sad, thoughtful, countenance. She smiled as 

if she was glad to see him, even though she could not remember who he was.

"It's been a while," she said through the gate.
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"What are you doing here?"

Then she realized who he was. She had known his father better, a regular at 

Leward's, a black-skinned Islander who had worked for a potter near Food and Ale and 

had been so much at ease with himself, with his easy generosity, hard work, and gentle 

wit, that Leward's patrons had welcomed him unambiguously. He had suddenly taken 

ill and died the year before, and Leward had hosted the wake. The son had never been 

comfortable in that part of the Valley, with his dark skin. She still could not remember 

his name.

"They still toast your dad at Leward's." She gave him a bittersweet smile.

"What do you want?" He asked, frowning.

"I need to see Berekker."

"Is he expecting you?"

Marta pursed her lips. "No... but I'm sure he'll want to see me. Tell him I delivered 

him a note at the Swan Feather Inn."

He looked at her a bit anxiously, but said "Wait here," as if she had a choice, and left 

her outside the gate.

When he had been gone for several minutes, Marta was struck by doubt. Berekker 

could kill her if he wanted, and she doubted very much that anybody would care. She 

did not actually know anything, but she had convinced herself, and possibly Berekker, 

that she knew some terrible secret of his. She was not even certain why she had come 

here. She turned, and nearly ran, but then bit her lip and leaned against the gate, 

grasping the cool iron bars with tingling palms. Everybody said that Berekker was fair. 

Lighthall's men faced beatings and humiliation, but Marta had never heard such things 

from Berekker's men. Of course, Berekker's men were mostly Islanders, and so she 

had not associated with them much, but Lighthall's men were mostly swine, so she 
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tried not to associate with them either.

There were two other men with the guard when he returned, and Marta glanced 

around for a place to run, but smiled instead as they unbolted the gate.

"Berekker will see you," the dark youth told her. They walked toward the house, with 

a man on either side of her and one following close behind.

"Have you been to see Leward recently?" Marta tried to make light conversation. 

The young man walked beside her, expressionless, and Marta kept talking to hold back 

her growing discomfort. "I kind of walked out on him. It was the middle of dinner, and 

the place was packed. I feel bad about it, but I had to get out of there. I mean, Leward 

is a sweet old man-- okay, he's a grumpy old man, but really he's sweet-- and all the 

guys there liked me, and it's not like they were bad guys, but they kind of liked me too 

much, like I was their property or something. I haven't been back, but I miss Leward, 

and I really miss that dog, even though he was dirty, and kind of stupid, and really lazy. 

Have you ever met an animal as lazy as that dog? I mean, he just lay by the fire all day 

and night. He wouldn't even get up for food, he'd just wait for people to bring it to him."

The doors to the villa stood open, and they walked into a wide atrium filled with 

benches and hanging plants. Sunlight streamed in through an opening in the roof and 

reflected dancing colors from the spray of a fountain. In the center of the fountain, two 

perfect marble women embraced, so lightly suspended on their pointed toes that Marta 

slowed and nearly stopped to stare as they passed. The guards slowed with her, but 

eventually one cleared his throat and they walked forward again. No one put a hand on 

her.

They went through another set of open doors into a cobblestone courtyard. Spiraling 

iron urns overflowed with vibrant foliage, too large and colorful for the continent, and 

unfamiliar birds called to her from the gnarled shade tree in the center of the yard. 
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Berekker sat on the edge of a lounge chair with clasped hands, staring at the ground. A 

stern Islander with a sword at his belt glanced perfunctorily at them as they entered. 

He spoke quietly and tersely to Berekker, and then acknowledged the newcomers.

Berekker looked darkly in their direction, and dismissed the man with the sword.

"Thank you, Catyan. Have the candidates line up in the atrium as they arrive. You 

may interview them if you like. I need not speak to anyone who you see as unfit."

The men around her drew themselves straight as Catyan stalked past them without 

a word. Berekker met her eyes now, neither welcoming nor threatening. Marta was 

inclined to smile at him, but found she could not, and looked back at him defiantly 

instead. He looked briefly at the marks on her neck and made no comment.

Berekker waved his hand casually. "Leave us, please. Close the doors on your way 

out."

The three guards left, looking a little surprised, and Marta and Berekker were alone 

in the courtyard. Berekker wore no weapon that Marta could see, but he was not a 

small man, and he was fit for his age. Marta walked boldly toward him, hoping that he 

could not hear her rapidly pounding heart, and helped herself to the lounge chair 

beside his. She lay back, distracted for a moment by how perfectly the chair seemed to 

mold itself to her body. Up close, she saw that he was poorly shaven, with bloodshot 

eyes and a slight tremor in his eyelids. He looked like Cadras-- exhausted, but with 

eyes enflamed. She gave him her best haughty stare and tossed the hair out of her 

face.

"Are you going to offer me a drink?" She asked.

Berekker looked briefly as if he had been slapped, and Marta worried that she had 

miscalculated. For somebody with a reputation of composure, he seemed to be in a 

rough mood. He narrowed his eyes at her, and then a bit of the ferocity left his eyes. 
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He laughed and stood, saying, "I have a 12th season, late harvest vintage from the 

southern slope of the Serren Peak, but I can send to the cellars if that is not 

satisfactory." He was mocking her, but it did not seem cruel.

"That will do," Marta smirked.

Berekker filled two glasses from a tumbler and brought one to her. He resumed his 

perch on the edge of his chair. She took a hesitant sip, not sure if she held a glass of 

wine or liquor, and tried to conceal her pleasure at the tart, honeylike liquid within. 

Berekker cupped his glass in his hands and appraised her unapologetically.

"Are you delusional, or just stupid?" He asked abruptly.

Marta was speechless for a moment before stammering, "Neither?"

"So you didn't come to extort money from me?" Berekker rose and stood over her. 

Marta clenched her glass. If he went for her, she could shatter it against the 

cobblestones and put a shard in his eye.

"No!" Marta found herself suddenly on the defensive, and it was not a feeling that 

she liked. The thought of extortion had honestly not occurred to her.

"Then you work for Lighthall?" He asked, and her face must have registered 

revulsion, because he laughed again. "I guess not. Why were you spying on me?" 

Marta hesitated. This was a tricky question, partly because the stakes seemed high, 

and partly because she was not herself certain of the answer. Berekker saw her 

discomfort and mused, "This morning I meant to have you killed."

"It was just a job" Marta started slowly. "Almost a game... I work... worked... for a 

man named Marlin. I sold him information. He's just a Valley hustler."

Berekker cared nothing about Marlin, he had not even really listened to what she 

said. He spoke more to himself than to her. "This morning I meant to have you killed, 

but I had a long talk with an old friend, and now I see everything differently." There was 
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something reckless in Berekker's tone. "Please tell me, what exactly do you know?" 

Marta opened her mouth, but hesitated, and Berekker interrupted her. "Right. You know 

very little. You have suspicions and you have a few suspicious facts that you can't quite 

fit into a narrative. Would you like me to spell it out for you?"

Berekker tossed back half a glass of wine in a gulp and refilled his glass. His glare 

was wild and furious, but his fury was not directed at her. Marta saw she was nearly 

invisible to him as she nodded slowly, feeling very small and a little bit stupid. Berekker 

downed half of his new glass of wine too quickly, spilling a bit on his chin. He wiped it 

away with his sleeve and leaned down over her. She clenched her glass tightly.

Berekker spoke slowly, unflinchingly, his eyes mere inches from her own. ""I 

participated in the conspiracy to kill the Emperor, along with Althurre Barwell and Paya 

Gandro."

For a long time, he maintained his stare, expressionless, watching her hold her 

breath and tremble. When he broke his stare, he moved with his whole body at once, 

and before Marta could roll off the chair to scramble away, he was pacing away from 

her.

"Barwell worked for money," he said. "Paya Gandro works for revolution. I had no 

desire to kill the Emperor, but old loyalties must be honored-- to a point. That I might be 

considered an unwitting accomplice does not excuse my part in this slaughter, but I 

intend to redress that in my own way, and not at the end of an Imperial noose. And 

here..." he stopped pacing, and returned to his chair, "is the crux of the matter." He 

spoke very earnestly now. "You have no power over me, because the Empire has no 

power over me."

For a rare moment, Marta was utterly, thoroughly, speechless.

"Now," Berekker addressed her with the expression of a disapproving parent, "why 
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did you come here?"

Marta shouted at him. "Because I can't live in fear!" Then she sobbed, and words 

poured out of her that she never intended to say, that she had not even entirely known 

herself. "I came here because I can't live my life looking over my shoulder. I didn't know 

what I had seen... I was just trying to get paid. Whatever you did, whatever you're 

planning to do, I don't care. I know you can kill me. You wouldn't even have to get your 

hands dirty, and nobody would even care. I'm from the Valley. You, Lighthall, the 

Emperor, you're all the same to me. You buy us and use us. Your intrigues are 

important to you, but I just need to know where to sell myself tomorrow, because every 

day I fight to put a little more space between myself and desperation, because being 

desperate in the Valley will get me beaten, or raped, or killed!"

She tried to lift her glass to her lips, but her hands were trembling too badly. She 

could see that Berekker's mind was working quickly, evaluating her, coming to a 

decision.

When he spoke, his voice was gentle. "What do you want from me?"

Marta shrugged. She wiped her tears away angrily and sniffed.

"This man you work for..." Berekker said, looking at her neck. "Did he do that to 

you?"

"Yes."

"Would you like him killed?"

Marta shook her head.

"Where are you staying?" He asked. She shrugged again and looked away. "I have 

an inn on Lower Fourth, by the arch. You can stay there for a few nights. Just make it 

clear that you are not my mistress," he laughed a forced laugh, "I can't handle trouble 

with Gahdania or Catyan right now. If you find out which of the Assessors are on 
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Lighthall's payroll, I'll pay you ten weight silver and we can talk about further 

employment. Although I do not fear the Empire, I expect you to keep my secret. If you 

do not, I will consider it a personal betrayal of the highest magnitude and treat you 

accordingly. Does that sound fair?"

Now it was Marta's turn to evaluate Berekker. Staying at his inn would make her 

easy to find. He knew this. Perhaps he found the idea of having her killed in his home 

distasteful. Perhaps he wanted her to be killed more publicly, more gruesomely than 

was practical in his home. His sudden gentleness seemed genuine, though, and if he 

truly did not fear the Empire... But how was that possible? Berekker had men, but the 

Empire had legions, the Empire had a navy. The sturdy walls of Berekker's villa would 

not stand for ten minutes against even the City Guard. Then she saw the truth of it. He 

believed that she would keep his secret.

Marta nodded and the tension drained from her. With relief came exhaustion. She 

set her glass on the cobblestones and closed her eyes for just a moment, and then she 

stood and they walked to the door together. Without a word, Berekker opened the door 

for her. She winked at him, not terribly convincingly, and walked out with a deep sigh.

In the atrium, a long line of men had assembled, Islanders and Valley men, dressed 

as best they were able. Marta felt all the eyes on her as she walked down the line. She 

stopped to say hello when she saw Benson. He was freshly shaved wearing a pristine 

tunic.

"Berekker's hiring men," Benson said, grinning nervously.

"He's hiring women, too," Marta smiled, and patted him on the cheek before moving 

along. The men looked alternately hopefully, hungry, confident, sad, and mean, but one 

in particular stood out among them-- a lean, muscular Islander with spirals tattooed on 

his chest and teeth filed to a point. He gave her an amused, predatory, grin as she 
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approached.

"So it's true, mama," he spoke in a thick, lilting, accent. "You do work for Berekker."

Marta smiled back at him.

"I would never lie to you, Mashume," she said, with the most wide-eyed, innocent, 

expression she could manage. Once she was past him, outdoors and heading toward 

the gatehouse, she could not help giggling, and by the time she reached the gate, she 

was laughing so hard she had to stop and lean against the gatehouse.
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