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Prologue

 


His attention was caught by the snapping of a
twig down in the valley. Laban held himself still, forcing even his
breathing to silence, and turned his eyes to follow the sound. The
disturbance came not a moment too soon; he'd been starting to doubt
the quality of his informants.

It was a few moments before the girl emerged
from the dense cover of the trees. She walked barefoot up the
slope, a purposeful look on her face, and though she looked up she
didn't seem to see him hidden between the branches. She was a thin
child, short for her thirteen years, with stunning red hair which
flowed down her back. She looked so like her mother.

She came blinking into the sunlight, paused
for a moment, then seated herself cross-legged on the ground. Now
she was closer, he could see she'd been crying.

He'd been thinking for so long about what
he'd say when he met her but now she was here, tearful and intense
and real, he felt everything he'd rehearsed slipping away from him.
Nothing in his thirty-one years had really prepared him for
this.

She pulled a slate from her pocket and began
scratching something; Laban couldn't make out what she wrote but
she'd fallen into an intense concentration, stylus moving rapidly
across the slate as she worked.

He lowered himself from his perch, slipping
silently to the ground, and took two small steps towards her. He
knew he'd made very little sound – certainly nothing that couldn't
have been attributed to the shuffling of a small creature or the
gusting of a summer breeze – but she stopped writing and looked
straight up at him, fixing him with the penetrating stare of those
bright green eyes.

"Excuse me," he said, aiming a small bow in
her direction. He watched the battle between fear and curiosity
play across her face. He knew this was the most important moment,
in a way, and it was out of his control – if she was too scared to
be intrigued, there would be no sense in persisting. Yet he badly
wanted her to pass this first test.

"Who are you?" she asked at last.

He breathed a silent sigh of relief, but he
couldn't yet afford to relax. "My name's Laban. I'm sorry to
disturb you, I was just going home." He took another couple of
steps towards the rock face, tucked his fingers into familiar
crevices, and started to climb.

Her incredulous voice interrupted him. "You
live here?"

"Yes. Well, almost – just on the other side
of the hill."

"You can't." The flat certainty of her tone
amused him; she had a typical child's arrogance. "I've been up –
it's just a cliff. You can't live there."

"Well, I do," he said, and continued to
climb.

Once his fingers reached the sharp ridge of
the summit he decided it was time to show off, so with one smooth
movement he somersaulted over the ridge and dropped comfortably
onto the rock ledge some ten feet below. He moved just far enough
inside the cave to be sure that he was no longer visible from the
hilltop and paused; waiting, listening. It was only a moment before
his ears picked up the sounds he was hoping for – the echo of
someone clambering up the rocks.

She was bold enough to follow him, then. That
boded well.


PART I


Chapter 1

 


The hall fell silent at the headmistress's
entrance, but all eyes were on the man who followed two steps
behind her. The Imperial Assessors were the only men who ever
visited Mersioc Regional School for Girls, and this one looked
particularly austere in his formal grey tunic. He was carrying a
large box of what could only be their assignments, and the girls
craned their necks as if there was a chance they could glimpse the
contents of the letters. The rivets on the Assessor's boots caused
his footsteps to click, echoing into the rafters as Isabelle led
him onto the stage at the front of the room.

"Good morning, girls," Isabelle said warmly.
"And congratulations to you all on your Day of Assignment. You've
been my charges for seventeen years, but today you become adults.
I'm sure you're all looking forwards to learning what your future
lives will hold."

"Are you excited yet?" Gisele whispered to
Eleanor.

Eleanor shrugged, trying not to show any
particular emotion for fear that the whole of what she was feeling
would flood out.

"We'll see what happens," she said. The
assignments had already been made, the letters already written; it
was too late to change anything now. That knowledge didn't comfort
her.

Annette leaned across, twirling one of her blonde ringlets
idly in her fingers. "Oh, but we all know you're going to get
something great. You've always been so good at all the physical
stuff, and you're clever, you're bound to get something
exciting."

Gisele nodded. "I know you don't want to let
yourself think too much about the Specials," she said, "but there
are loads of good opportunities for someone like you, even outside
of the military."

"Well, we all know it'll be a mistake if they
don't give me a place in the Special Corps," Eleanor said. But
despite her confident words, her nerves made her feel sick to her
stomach.

"There's a letter here for each of you,"
Isabelle continued from the front of the room, holding up one
example. It was carefully folded and sealed with the Imperial
crest. "And inside you will find details of your future career in
the Imperial Service. But before we begin, I'm sure our honoured
guest has a few words to say about the process."

"Indeed, indeed," the Assessor agreed. "In a
moment I'll read out your names, and you may each come forwards in
turn to receive your assignment. For some of you, there will be
extra training at special academies; for others, any new skills you
require will be learnt on the job. The details are all in your
letter, along with your new address – which could, of course, be
anywhere in Charanthe. It should all be self-explanatory, but I'll
be here all day to represent the College of Assessors if you have
questions."

Isabelle thanked him and turned back to the
students. "As you must surely realise, over the past seventeen
years a lot of effort has gone into matching each of you with your
most productive future path, so I hope you will join me in
extending heartfelt thanks to the Assessors for their work."

The girls all clapped politely.

"And now," she beamed, "our honoured guest will call for
each of you in turn. When you hear your name, please come and
collect your letter and leave the hall quietly. We have a lot to get through this
morning."

The Assessor nodded, and picked up the first
letter. The girls cast nervous glances at one other as they waited,
but no-one dared speak as the Assessor read the names and
identification numbers from each letter in turn.

Almost half of the girls had already gone by
the time Eleanor was called. Feeling a little dazed, struggling to
believe that this was really happening at last, she got to her feet
and walked towards the front of the hall. The Assessor nodded as he
handed her the letter, and she managed a weak smile back at him
before turning to leave the room.

Pushing her way through the crowd who had
thronged around the corridor, who were swapping notes and giggling
excitedly, Eleanor found her way outdoors at last. She wanted to be
alone for this, and that left only one place she could go.

She stuffed the letter unopened into her
pocket and slipped between the school buildings, making her way to
the edge of the forest which bounded the school playing fields.
There was no shortage of rumours about terrible things lurking in
the darker reaches of the forest but Eleanor had taken refuge
between the trees since she was about six years old, taking
advantage of her classmates' fears to buy herself a little privacy.
Even now they were older, most of the girls wouldn't venture beyond
the first few trees.

Eleanor kicked off her shoes. Other than the
occasional disturbance of a stone or beech-nut, the ground was
comfortable underfoot; a thick mat of many years' fallen leaves
covered the earth, slowly decaying into a soft mulch. She picked a
familiar path between the trunks, winding her way up the steep
hillside. She tried to make sure she varied her route from day to
day, not wanting to create an obvious track, but her destination
was always the same.

The walk felt longer than usual today, with
the assignment letter weighing heavily on her mind, but eventually
the trees began to thin and she came to the rocky outcrop – bare
apart from a smattering of moss and lichen – which formed the top
of the hill. The closest semblance of a walkable path from here was
a long, winding route which would have taken far too long to
negotiate, so Eleanor chose as she usually did: a direct climb was
both more efficient and more fun.

As she scrambled up the rocks she remembered
the first time she'd climbed this way as a girl; although she'd
already been a moderately accomplished climber, she hadn't made
that first ascent with the effortlessness she now managed. After
four years of practice, her fingers knew every crevice.

Her mind was full of memories as she
clambered over the peak of the rock, and down a slight slope on the
other side until she was standing right at the edge of a deep,
narrow gorge. It was barely five yards across, but the
near-vertical rock ran much further down than that. A fast-flowing
river filled all the floor of the gulley below.

With a quick glance behind her – it was a
firmly ingrained habit to make sure she hadn't been followed before
proceeding from here – she put her hands to the ground and lowered
herself over the edge. Hanging by her fingertips, she allowed
herself to drop, and landed smoothly a few feet below. Although the
ledge was barely visible from above, she'd done this often enough
now to feel comfortable with the routine. The platform on which she
now stood extended back into the rock, forming a natural cave where
she'd spent a great deal of her time over the past few years.

Whatever the weather outside, the cave was
always cool and dark; even today's midsummer sun barely filtered
inside. She kept a box of candles here and she lit one now, looking
around in the flickering light. Everything was exactly as she'd
left it. The target board on the wall to her left hung at its usual
tilt, and there wasn't a single new crease in the pile of blankets
and cushions which formed a makeshift bed against the opposite
wall.

Today more than usual, she felt a deep
disappointment that nothing had changed, that the cave was still
abandoned, that he hadn't returned.

She pulled out the small throwing knife which
she kept hidden beneath her clothes and flicked it towards the
target, a familiar shot which she always executed perfectly. Today,
however, the anxiety affected her aim and she missed the
bullseye.

She knew it was irrational, but she'd hoped
Laban might have come to wish her luck. She'd never stopped
thinking of this as his cave, though he'd left eighteen months
before, without so much as a note to explain. He'd taken all his
possessions except for the knife, which she now carried
everywhere.

She'd always wondered whether he'd return one
day, but time was running out now.

She retrieved the knife, took a moment to
focus her attention, and repeated the shot. This time, she hit the
target perfectly – yes, she had talent, there was no doubt about
that. Now it was time to find out where it was leading.

She sat on the edge of the pallet, pulled the
letter from her pocket and slid her knife along to break the seal.
She smoothed the paper carefully against her leg without allowing
her eyes to focus on the words.

Only then, after a few deep breaths, did she
pick up the candle and permit herself to read the first line of the
letter.

Assignment: Police Officer, Level Three,
Port Just.

Waves of bitter disappointment washed over
her. She'd hoped against hope for the Military Special Corps –
although, she admonished herself, it had been stupid to let herself
get too attached to the idea, when she'd known all along that the
odds were stacked against her. The recruitment for the Specials was
only about fifty students per year from across the whole
archipelago, and since she knew little of the hundreds of other
schools across the Empire, she'd always known there was no
guarantee of getting her dream. But this – a job in the local
police force, not even a posting to the capital – was just
insulting.

Eleanor longed for the bright lights of the
city. Though she'd lived in the school all her life, the stories of
Almont had an irresistible allure, and she'd just assumed that
she'd be going there whatever the actual assignment had been. She'd
also assumed that she'd get a Level One job, with further training
and scope to progress over the years: she was undoubtedly the best
in the school when it came to the physical arts. How could they
overlook her talents like this?

She looked at the sheet of paper again,
vainly hoping that it might have changed when she re-read it. But
the words were still there in black and white: still the same;
still depressing.

She flung her knife towards the target again
and glowered at the quivering hilt; how could she possibly be
expected to abandon all her skills and join the police? It wasn't
as though Port Just was a hotbed of criminal activity, and they
hadn't had a rebel disruption in years. She could almost see the
lifetime of boredom stretching ahead of her. She was skilled to
handle more than a little drunken rowdiness.

She settled back onto the bed and skimmed the remaining
paragraphs of the assignment notice. Key phrases leapt out at her,
each one feeling like a knife between the eyes. A small role maintaining local
order... No further training necessary... No need for the Assignee
to encounter real responsibility... No opportunity for transfer to
other locations...

But the last line was arguably the worst of all, reading
like the punchline to a horrible joke: This assignment has been assessed to
be the best fit for your known personality and skills.

Eleanor wanted to scream. It was as though
the letter had been written for someone else, or worse, as if it
had been phrased specifically to annoy her every time she looked at
it.

"And what about my unknown skills?" she
yelled, shaking the sheet of paper as though it was to blame for
the words so neatly inscribed there.

She flopped onto her back, watching the
shadows flickering across the roof of the cave and wondering how
long it would take before she could face her friends and pretend to
be appropriately delighted by her assignment. No other emotion
would be acceptable on a day like this, but she couldn't stop
wondering how the Assessors could have got her assignment so wrong.
The system was supposed to be perfect; it wasn't in anyone's
interests to make mistakes. The whole functioning of the Empire was
predicated on the assumption that everyone could be found a
suitable job, and that people would work harder and be more
productive if they were appropriately matched to their work. The
lifelong testing and profiling measured every student's strengths
and weaknesses to allow the Assessors to work out exactly what best
suited a person. So why would they have given her something so very
far from what she was capable of? Eleanor just couldn't believe
that the best fit, for her, was to join the police force in a small
provincial town.

She shuffled to try and get comfortable, but something hard
was pressing painfully into the small of her back. Feeling behind
her, she found a book half-buried in the blankets. She didn't
remember leaving any books here, so she pulled it out and flipped
curiously to the title page. Stories of the Assassins: An Analysis of the
Myths, it
said. It was marked as a school library book but she didn't
remember taking it out; she certainly hadn't read it.

She flicked through the first few pages,
hoping it might help to take her mind off her horrible assignment,
but she just caught herself wishing she could have that kind of
excitement in her life. Though the Empire had never quite denied
the existence of an elite assassin cadre, facts were hard to come
by. What survived was a mix of rumours and legends which were
usually impossible, and often self-contradictory. A bit of
diverting nonsense, nothing more. Yet, dredged up now from the back
of her mind, the one story which really stood out in Eleanor's
memory was that of the selection process. She remembered it just as
Gisele had told it one night, up in the dormitory after lights-out,
many years previously.

"Becoming an assassin is the hardest part of the job, you
know," she had said in hushed, awed tones. "I heard one of the
girls from our school tried, just one, just once, but she failed...
ooh, it sounded awful! Blood everywhere. They took her eyes out
first and then, once she couldn't see to fight her way out of
trouble, they slit her throat. Left her like that in the fountain
in the Grand Square in Almont for everyone to see. Can you believe
it? But the stupid thing – the really crazy thing – is that she
could have been a nurse. That's what her assignment said. But they
say that's how it always is, they can't write Assassin on your letter, so they put something
else, and you just have to know, somehow, if it's meant to be
you..." Gisele had continued for quite some time, and they'd all
talked well into the night about the trials and troubles of
would-be assassins, swapping stories and trying to scare one
another with tales of blood and gore.

Recalling the story now, Eleanor was mildly surprised to
find herself wishing for there to be truth in the tale, wishing
that it could apply to her, wishing that she could magically
know
that she was
supposed to head off in search of some secret training academy
instead of becoming a boring police officer. She shook her head
gently, amazed that she'd let herself get so carried away by
childhood stories. Being a mysterious assassin sounded much more
appealing than some dull police job – but it was just a fairy tale.
Nevertheless, she skipped to the relevant part of the book, where a
very similar story was laid down. Postulants are expected to reject their
assignments in order to seek out the Academy.

She dropped the book to the floor, annoyed at
herself for getting distracted by such stupid things when she
should be focusing on how to fix this mess. All that she really
wanted was to hide away in the forest forever, but her friends
would already be wondering where she was. She knew she'd have to
face them eventually, so she snuffed out the candle and made her
way back to the school.

As she passed by groups of younger girls
playing carelessly on the lawns she wished – not for the first time
– that she'd run away when she was younger. She'd thought about it
often enough but just as she was growing old enough to act on those
dreams, Laban had showed up in the forest and insisted she should
stay and complete her schooling.

No-one ever left the Imperial Service – with
the exception of the criminal fraternity, and a few who became
desperate beggars, you did the job you were assigned to until you
became too old to be useful to anyone. But perhaps she could've
escaped from the Empire and found her way to some far-away land
where people were free to do whatever they chose. Maybe that was
still an option.

She'd never before stopped to wonder why
Laban had been so insistent that she stay with the system, when
living in a hilltop cave was clearly about as far from normal as it
was possible to get. Could she do likewise, if she decided now was
the moment to run away at last? So far as she knew, no-one else was
aware of her cave... could she live out the rest of her days there,
scavenging for food in the forest? But it wouldn't take long for
that to become just as boring as being a police officer, without
the comfort of a house and a wage.

Gisele, Annette and Sophie were already in
the dorm when Eleanor arrived, sitting on their beds and waiting
for her and Lucille to come and share their news. Eleanor had known
she'd find them there; they'd grown up together in this room, and
the dormitory group was the closest thing each girl had to a family
unit, so when something of this magnitude was happening it was the
natural place to congregate.

"And?" Gisele asked as soon as Eleanor walked
through the door.

"Police," Eleanor said nonchalantly, hoping
that no-one would read her true feelings on the matter.

"See, I told you! I knew you'd get something good!" Annette
said, smiling broadly. "And I've got a teaching post
here,
which is perfect, and Gisele's off to the diplomatic corps like we
always knew she would be – and Sophie's going to be a cook, if you
can believe her luck!"

Eleanor felt relieved, really, that the
system was so well trusted. No-one even stopped to consider the
possibility that an assignment might not be the best possible thing
that could happen to the person to whom it was given. Annette had
instantly assumed that being assigned to the police force was
brilliant news for Eleanor, and the others adopted the same view,
so none of them actually asked her what she thought about it.
Probably they assumed she was off to work on something exciting
like fraud or smuggling or hunting out rebels.

A moment later Lucille burst through the door; she'd
clearly come running up the stairs, gasping for breath and with her
wavy brown hair strewn all across her face. "Assessor!" she cried
happily as she kicked the door shut behind her. "I'm going to be an
Assessor, it's a Level One, it's going to be so exciting!"

Another round of congratulations ensued.
Eleanor wished she could feel happy for the other girls, wished she
could set aside her own emotions for long enough to share in their
celebrations, but though she put on a good act, all she felt was a
cold, sick emptiness in the pit of her stomach.

She excused herself as soon as she thought
she could get away with it, claiming she needed to visit the
library, but in reality she marched back to the assembly hall,
determined to sort this out once and for all. Just as he'd
promised, the Assessor was sitting near the stage, looking rather
bored as he pored over a folder of paperwork.

"Excuse me."

He looked up, surprised to have been
disturbed. "How can I help you?"

"Is this really my letter?" She pulled out
the crumpled paper and offered it to him, but he didn't take
it.

"Is it your identification number?"

"Yes."

"Your name?"

"Yes."

"Then it's your assignment."

"But I want you to check that it's right."
She straightened the paper and pushed it in front of his face.
"This doesn't sound like me at all, so I want you to check it."

He slammed his folder shut and looked up at
her, still refusing to take the letter which she held an inch from
his nose. "You must be Eleanor. No-one else at this school has ever
had such a reputation."

"What reputation?"

"For being difficult."

"Difficult?" She stared at him. "I'm not
difficult!"

He raised an eyebrow. "Do you have any idea
how few complaints we receive? Every objection in the last five
years has been from you. I suppose it was naive to think you'd
accept your assignment quietly."

"If you did your job properly, I wouldn't
have to complain," she said. "If I hadn't had to fight so hard to
even study the subjects I'm best at, then maybe some idiot wouldn't
have put me in some dead-end police job now."

"Considering how much disruption you've
managed to cause even while you're at school, I suspect it's best
for everyone that you settle down somewhere quiet," he said,
finally deigning to glance at the letter. "This sounds about
right."

"It's not right at all! I want you to change
it."

"Sorry, Eleanor, I can't do that."

"Well, who can?"

"The decision has been made; the College is
in agreement. No changes will be made."

Eleanor snatched the letter back from him and
tore it sharply down the middle. "Well that's what I think of your
stupid assignment!" she said, continuing to rip the paper into
jagged pieces which she then scattered into his lap. "And you can
shove it wherever you please, because I'm not taking such a
pathetic post, not now and not ever!"

He stared at her, stunned into silence, and
she turned and stormed from the room before he recovered from his
shock. It was only as she made her way to the dining hall, where
the other girls were gathering for dinner, that she realised the
magnitude of what she'd just done. It wasn't just a job she'd
turned down; in a moment's fury she'd opted out of the whole
Imperial system, and after they left school at the end of the month
she wouldn't even have a place to live. Perhaps she'd be looking
into those crazy assassin myths after all.

She toyed with the hilt of her knife and
wished again that Laban would come back. Now more than ever, she
needed someone she could trust.

She was just settling down to her meal when
the headmistress came up behind her, the heels of her shoes
clicking on the cold stone floor.

"Eleanor, a word, if I may."

Eleanor looked longingly at her plate, but
decided that she'd better not argue. Ignoring the curious looks
that her friends were shooting at her, she got up and followed
Isabelle from the room without a word.

They walked through the corridors and up a
flight of stairs Eleanor had never climbed before, into the
headmistress's private office. The door closed behind them with a
click that echoed through the room.

Isabelle indicated to Eleanor that she should
sit down, and then pulled up another chair alongside.

"Now, Eleanor," she said, and though her
voice was soft it lacked much of the warmth that was usually there.
"I understand you've chosen to decline your assignment."

Eleanor nodded, a lump rising in her throat.
She hadn't expected the consequences to come so quickly.

"I can't be seen to condone this," Isabelle
continued. "This school has an impeccable record. We've had only
one drop-out in our history – and her fate wasn't pleasant so we
won't discuss that. I will allow you to stay here tonight, but
unfortunately I'll have to ask you to leave first thing in the
morning."

Eleanor gasped involuntarily; she'd thought
she'd have longer than this to plan her next move. "I thought we
had the rest of the month," she said, a hint of a question in her
voice.

"Usually. Usually, yes," Isabelle agreed.
"But what you have done is not usual. You have to understand that
you've put me in a rather difficult position. I cannot be seen to
support your decision, and the girls must see that rebellion has
consequences."

Eleanor nodded mutely.

A look of sadness flickered briefly across
the headmistress's face and she looked as though she was about to
say something, but then stopped herself. "I hope you know what
you're doing, Eleanor," she said at last, and there was a slight
tremor in her voice which made her sound almost worried. With that,
she stood up and went to open the door.

Eleanor felt numb; she didn't even bother to
go and check whether there was still food to be had in the dining
hall. When she opened the door to the dormitory, she was surprised
to find that all four of the room's other inhabitants were already
there, looking expectantly at her.

"Well?" Gisele asked immediately.

Eleanor gave a mental shrug; they'd find out
soon enough, so she might as well get this over with. "I rejected
my assignment," she said flatly. "So I'm to leave the school
tomorrow."

Four pairs of eyes stared at her in
amazement.

"You did what?" Annette shrieked.

Gisele waved at the other girls to be quiet,
and when she spoke it was with a calm, measured tone that befitted
a future diplomat. "Eleanor," she said, "I think you'd better tell
us what's going on."

Eleanor nodded. She wasn't sure what she had
to tell them – but she'd grown up with these girls, they'd shared
their childhoods, and she didn't want to lie to them. But she
thought, in the circumstances, that it might be prudent to be
economical with the truth. "The assignment I was given was
dreadful," she said. That much was true. "I decided I'd prefer to
go it alone."

There was a moment of stunned silence; even
Gisele wasn't sure what to say to such a frank admission. Annette
looked positively scandalized.

"So what are you going to do?" Lucille
asked.

"I don't know." Giving simplistic but
truthful answers was proving easier than Eleanor had anticipated.
"I'd like to see Almont."

"Oh, well!" Gisele smiled, suddenly back on
territory she could understand. "Lucille and I will both be there,
you know. You'll be able to come round for tea."

"Excellent!" Lucille said happily, apparently
satisfied that this was reason enough to forgive Eleanor's strange
behaviour.

Annette and Sophie glanced at each other;
Eleanor caught a glimpse of the look that flashed between them but
chose not to take them up on it. She'd known they wouldn't approve,
but she was happy with the minimum of discussion on the
subject.

Deciding that the conversation was over – at
least she hoped it was – Eleanor turned to gather her things
together. She began to pull clothes at random from her wardrobe,
throwing them haphazardly into her trunk – they'd each been
provided with one the previous week so that they could start
packing their possessions to move into their adult lives. She
didn't feel it was important to be particularly neat about the
process; a journey like the one she was about to embark on called
for packing light, so she was fairly sure that she'd be leaving
most of her things in the cave in the forest. She would only take
essentials beyond the very first stage of her trip.

She was aware that the other girls watched
her as she flung clothes and shoes carelessly into the case. She
could picture their faces perfectly without looking round; there
would be no shortage of surprise at the idea that Eleanor could
possibly be doing anything in a less-than-meticulous manner. But
she didn't really care what they thought any more, she just wanted
to get the job over with.

Only when her hands reached her private bag
of tricks, which she'd kept carefully hidden under a stack of
trousers in the bottom of the wardrobe, did she begin to take care
of what she was doing. The small canvas bag contained almost
everything that mattered to her: a couple of knives she'd
'borrowed' from their hand-to-hand combat classes and conveniently
forgotten to return, a number of crooked pieces of metal which came
in very handy for opening doors, and an assortment of day-to-day
useful objects like rope and candles. She knew that if she threw
the bag too heavily into the trunk, the clattering of metal would
generate unwanted interest from the other girls; she also knew that
it would be noticed if she suddenly abandoned her casual manner to
place the bag more carefully.

"I'm hungry," she pronounced suddenly,
looking up at the others, who all immediately put all of their
efforts into pretending they hadn't been watching her. She took
advantage of the momentary diversion to slip the bag silently into
a corner of the trunk, hastily flung in a handful of underwear to
hide it, and stood up. As she did so, she realised that she really
was hungry. "Let's go down to the kitchens and see if we can get a
snack," she suggested, pushing down the lid of the trunk. It closed
with a satisfying clunk.

"I'll come with you," Lucille
volunteered.

Annette and Gisele both said "Me too," at the
same time.

They all looked at Sophie, who nodded; she
was the smallest of the five, thin in a feeble way contrasted with
Eleanor's equally slender but well-toned frame. She'd always been a
nervous girl, seeming young for her age, and not the sort of person
to want to stay alone in the room at night, even though no-one had
ever really questioned the safety of the school.

They walked down the stairs in silence,
trying not to disturb any of the girls in the other dormitories
along the way. When they reached the kitchen door, Eleanor slipped
a couple of pins from her hair and proceeded to work on the lock;
it was a simple design, and always opened easily. The only time
she'd let anyone see any of her more unusual skills was when they
had snuck down to the kitchen for midnight snacks, as they'd been
doing off and on for years – none of the girls had ever asked her
how she'd learnt, but they knew she was a practical person, so they
probably just assumed she'd taught herself.

But when she turned to let them into the
kitchens, Eleanor stopped short: Sophie was looking inexplicably
terrified.

"You won't do that in the outside world, will
you?" she asked, her voice wavering uncertainly. She looked like
she might burst into tears at any moment.

"Of course she won't," Gisele said briskly.
"Will you, Eleanor?"

"No, of course not," Eleanor agreed, although
she was quite sure she was lying.

Sophie was visibly relieved. "Sorry," she
mumbled, blushing a fierce shade of scarlet. "It's just, well, you
know what they say about people who drop out..." She shuddered. "I
don't want you to become a criminal, Eleanor. You'd be too good at
it."

 



Chapter 2

 


It was only after breakfast the next day that
Eleanor's thoughts turned in earnest to wondering what she was
going to do next. She'd slipped as much bread as she could carry
into her pockets – that at least would buy her time to consider the
options. She would go first to the cave, of course, and she knew
she could stay there a night or two before she needed to venture
out in search of food. She wished she could borrow a horse from the
school stables, just for a couple of days, but she was in enough
trouble already – she didn't want to begin her adult life as a
fugitive.

She said goodbye to her friends without
tears, though Annette was sobbing uncontrollably, and she promised
Gisele and Lucille that she'd call on them if she ever found
herself in the vicinity of their new homes in Almont. She hugged
them all before she left, though Sophie still shrank away from her
a little, and then started to manoeuvre her trunk down the
staircase.

She'd decided she ought to leave the school
by the front gates; suspicions would be raised if she headed
straight into the forest, and she didn't want to be followed. She'd
have to walk an extra couple of miles, but it was worth it to avoid
the risk – the last thing she needed now was for anyone to discover
her hideout. So she dragged her trunk down the driveway, and went a
fair distance along the road towards Port Just before she reached a
convenient point to turn into the trees.

The going was tougher than usual, dragging a
case which had been designed not for carrying but for stacking on
the back of a cart, and she was confirmed in her view that she'd
have to leave most of her things behind if she was going to make
reasonable progress on the rest of her journey. Eventually she
walked and climbed her way to the summit of the hill.

It was then that she realised she didn't have
a very good plan for how to get a heavily-laden trunk down a sheer
cliff-face and into the cave.

She pulled some rope from her bag, but
preliminary testing suggested it would snap if she tried to lower
the trunk down full, so she sighed gently to herself and began to
unpack. She heaped her possessions onto the rocks, and in time she
had achieved an empty trunk which she could easily lower down onto
the ledge at the mouth of the cave. Picking up an armful of
clothes, she proceeded to lower herself using her other arm,
dropping lightly beside the case and dragging it into the cave with
her.

She scrambled back up the cliff to gather
more of her clothes; several trips later she had managed to fill
the trunk again, and there was no more to be done. She collapsed
wearily on the bed, not even bothering to light a candle first, and
closed her eyes to the world.

When she awoke, she lit a couple of candles and picked
up Stories of
the Assassins from where she'd left it on the floor. Time to do a little
research. She could hardly believe she was letting herself consider
something so ridiculous, but apparently she'd made her decision.
Normal life was an option no longer open to her.

It was then she noticed the piece of paper tucked between
the pages of the book. She was sure it hadn't been there before,
and cursed herself for forgetting to check the cave for any sign of
disturbance when she had come in. She'd been so busy moving her
things, and so tired after an almost sleepless night, that she'd
neglected to follow her usual routine. She unfolded the paper and
read the short message. It just said: Good luck, Eleanor.

She would have recognised his writing
anywhere; the very sight made her fume with anger. What was he
doing? Laban must have heard what she'd done, that was the only
explanation for the note, so why wouldn't he give her more guidance
than this? And moreover, why had he come and gone so quickly,
without waiting to see her, if he'd been so sure she'd come back
here?

She glowered at the slip of paper for a
while, then – deciding that was unhelpful – she screwed it up and
threw it hard against the opposite wall. Feeling a little better,
she opened the book and continued to read from where she'd left
off.

She was about halfway through before it
occurred to her to skip back to the point where he'd inserted the
note, suddenly wondering whether the placement was significant.
He'd chosen to hide it in the book, after all, despite several more
obvious places.

It was the page she'd read so carefully
yesterday, about students turning down their assignments.

Coincidence?

If not, he must have guessed what she was
thinking, even before she thought of it herself. And his note,
however short, could only be taken as encouragement.

She sat up with a jolt, feeling all the
mysteries of her childhood suddenly falling into place. The
seemingly chance encounter with a mysterious man who'd just
happened to have a raft of skills she'd been desperate to learn –
yes, it certainly made more sense in this new context.

She turned back to the book with renewed
determination, and didn't stop reading this time until she reached
the end of the final chapter. It was beginning to get dark outside,
and Eleanor supposed she'd better start preparing for her journey –
if she was going to get on with this new adventure, it would be
best to set out early the following morning. She nibbled at a slice
of bread, which was already starting to taste a little stale, and
began to pull oddments of clothing from the trunk.

Before long, she'd assembled a small pile of
things which she intended to take with her. The prim blouses and
blue-hemmed skirts of the school uniform were thrown aside;
useless. She would take nothing which could not be described as
essential: she left even the library book in her trunk. She had
picked out a couple of pairs of loose trousers – in addition to the
ones she was wearing – and a small number of tunic tops. She had
stuck to dark, neutral colours, suspecting that she was more likely
to want to blend in than to stand out from the crowd. She somehow
managed to squeeze them all into the canvas bag alongside her
knives and other oddments, and decided she would also take a
blanket, which could serve as a cloak if it was cold during the day
– she knew she couldn't be anonymous if she wore her school
coat.

Satisfied with her achievement, she settled
down again to get a good night's sleep.

She was surprised to find she woke late the
next day – the scarcity of natural light in the cave had thrown her
body clock out of kilter. Annoyed at herself, she got up quickly
and swallowed down another couple of slices of bread before
wrapping an old green blanket around herself, hoisting her bag onto
her shoulder, and scaling the cliff-face with a little more effort
than it usually took her.

She walked briskly down the hillside and
through the forest back to the road, all the time heading purposely
in the direction of Port Just. It wasn't far, she told herself, so
she hadn't lost much by oversleeping. She was much too hot, with
the heavy woollen blanket draped around her shoulders, but she
thought she might need it later, depending on how easy it was to
find somewhere to stay in the town.

The track to Port Just was deserted, winding
quietly between the trees, and aside from a few wild pigs Eleanor
didn't see a soul until she came to the outskirts of the town. She
was quite relieved, sure that she looked out of place in the summer
heat, and she didn't really want to draw attention to herself any
more than she had to. As soon as she saw the first houses along the
road and knew she was coming into the town, she ducked off the path
and searched the scrub until she found a hollowed out old
tree-trunk in which she could conceal her possessions. Well, most
of her possessions – she kept her favourite knife, as always,
tucked away under her clothes.

Feeling a great deal more comfortable once
she'd abandoned the blanket, she virtually skipped the rest of the
way down to the harbour. It was starting to feel like an adventure.
A few rows of shoddy market stalls were arrayed around a small
square which faced out over the sea, and dozens of people were
bustling around doing their weekly shopping. A few scrawny chickens
scratched for scraps around the food stalls; Eleanor knew she'd
have to pick up something to eat, eventually, but first she wanted
to find somewhere to stay.

There was one small guesthouse, she knew,
right by the sea at the end of the road. She would try them first.
She strode confidently through the crowds, occasionally being
jostled against one or other of the shoppers, and had nearly
reached the guesthouse when she spotted the bulge of a purse under
a man's coat.

It wasn't something she'd ever tried before –
she'd never had need to – but it seemed easy enough to slide her
fingers between the drawstrings as she passed him. A scarily
natural extension of her skills, she thought wryly, as she curled
her fingers around a couple of large five-dollar coins and tucked
them quickly into her own clothing. The girls had played games of
stealth as children, trying to sneak up on one another without
being noticed – Eleanor had been a natural, and this felt like the
same game. She was a little ashamed of descending to petty
criminality so quickly – Sophie's words the night before echoed
through her mind – but she knew that she had little choice if she
was to survive long enough to meet her destiny. Besides, she'd been
careful not to take too much: she could have lifted the whole
money-bag, but she felt it was fairer to take an amount that he
wouldn't miss, though it would make all the difference in the world
to her tonight.

The front door of the guesthouse was a faded
green, its paint flaking away to reveal the gently decaying wood
beneath. They didn't get many tourists here, and though the
government paid a living wage to the landlady, the allowance wasn't
enough to stretch to a fresh lick of paint. Eleanor reached for the
heavy bronze knocker, which was refreshingly cold beneath her hand,
and rapped it twice. When the landlady came to the door, Eleanor
put on her best smile. "Excuse me, do you have a room for
tonight?"

"Of course, dear," the woman gushed, beaming
down at her and beckoning her inside. "Follow me."

Eleanor followed her up the narrow staircase
and into a first-floor bedroom. It was only a tiny room, but had a
large window looking out over the sea, and Eleanor thought it was
beautiful.

It cost her half of what she had stolen just
to pay for one night in the guesthouse, but it would be worth it:
once she started out in earnest towards Almont, she knew she'd have
to go days on end without a bed for the night. Once she had agreed
the price and taken the key from the bedroom door, she headed back
out into the street. She wanted food, and she needed to collect her
belongings.

The friendly people of Port Just weren't
wealthy enough, on average, to attract the kind of opportunist
thieves who bothered the inhabitants of cities such as Almont, so
their purses were easy targets for Eleanor. She didn't want to take
too much from any one person, so she dipped her fingers casually in
and out of pockets and purses as she made her way along the street
to fetch her bag. By the time she returned to the guesthouse, she'd
collected several dollars in change. It was almost ironic, she
thought, how the town's first small crime wave was being
perpetrated by a woman who was supposed to have joined its police
force. Still, she hoped the amounts she had taken would be small
enough to avoid detection, even amongst the most down-at-heel
residents of the Port.

She treated herself to a substantial ham sandwich and a
sticky fruit pie from one of the market stalls, and then settled
herself happily by her bedroom window to watch the world go by as
she ate. She spent an enjoyable afternoon just watching the sea and
gently running over the varied assassin legends in her head, trying
to decide where her fate should lead her next. Stories of the Assassins
had said that the
evidence for the location of the academy was inconclusive, mostly
based on the places where young bodies had been found, presumed to
be failed would-be assassins. Many legends pointed to Almont, but
other sources suggested towns in much more remote parts of the
country. But Eleanor had already made up her mind to start out for
Almont the next day; she wanted to see the capital anyway. If she
didn't find any leads there, she could worry more about other
places to explore.

She woke cheerfully after a comfortable
night's sleep – the old guesthouse bed wasn't a patch on the luxury
of Mersioc Regional School for Girls, but it was certainly more
welcoming than the cave where she'd spent the previous night.
Looking out of the window she saw that a heavy summer storm was
brewing, and although the day was warm, thick black clouds darkened
the sky. Eleanor didn't have to work too hard to persuade herself
that it would be better to wait out the storm in Port Just, so she
rolled over and drifted back to sleep.

For the first time in her life, Eleanor
allowed herself a proper lie-in. It was past midday when she woke
again, and the rain was pounding on the window. She looked out.
Most of the stallholders hadn't bothered to turn up at the market,
or had already given up, but there was one bedraggled young man
selling sausages. Deciding this was just what she needed to
brighten up a dismal afternoon, Eleanor headed down the stairs and
out into the street.

The young sausage-seller smiled cheerfully at
her, said she was pretty, and gave her a discount, which made her
blush but also left her feeling a lot better about the day. Since
she was already soaked to the skin, she decided to take a walk in
the rain as she ate. She wandered away from the market square,
which was boring when it was so empty, and wove her way between the
small houses into the domestic heart of the town.

When she spotted a man skulking in a doorway,
trying to keep out of the rain, she couldn't resist the urge to
practise her developing skills as a pickpocket; she would need to
steal to survive in Almont, at least until she found her place, and
it felt safer to practise in Port Just where the people weren't by
nature suspicious. He was looking away from her, and she wandered
up behind him and slipped her hand into his pocket as she continued
past.

In an instant, his fingers closed tightly
around her wrist, as he put his foot out in front of her and
tripped her to the ground. Eleanor struggled to wrench her arm free
but the man held fast, and he was much stronger than she was.

"Stupid little thief!" he said coldly,
jerking her painfully to her feet so that they were standing face
to face. She looked into his angry green eyes, glaring out at her
from beneath waves of unruly dark hair. "Suppose you thought you'd
make yourself a bit of extra pocket money, did you? You just wait
until your school hears about this. One of Isabelle's, are
you?"

Eleanor's heart skipped a beat. She couldn't
be dragged back up to the school in disgrace, not like this, not so
soon after she'd left with her head held high. He reached for her
name bangle, and she reacted on instinct. "Let me go," she hissed,
and in the same moment she had pulled out her knife with her free
hand, and pointed the tip against his throat.

The instant she'd done it, she knew she'd
made a mistake. Although the girls were all taught basic
hand-to-hand combat up at the school, carrying a weapon in the
streets was a long way from normal even in Almont: in a town the
size of Port Just it was virtually unknown. Yet the expression on
this man's face was not just surprise, there was also – she thought
– a brief flicker of recognition.

She didn't have time to worry about what that
might mean. In his shock the man loosened his grip on her arm just
enough for her to free herself and she took the opportunity to run,
her feet slipping on the stones as she sprinted madly away. She
ducked between houses, taking as many random turns as she could to
try and lose her pursuer.

She'd been running for nearly a mile when she
found herself in a blind alley. In the moment it took her to think
about retracing her steps, she heard his footsteps echoing towards
her, and she knew there was no way she could escape a fight if she
turned back. Without a second thought she hooked her fingers into
the masonry in front of her and began hauling herself up the
wall.

She'd tried to climb the walls of the school
buildings before, when she'd been sure no-one was watching her, but
had never found as much pleasure in it as in rock-climbing. Now,
however, necessity ruled. Her fingertips scraped the cement
uncomfortably, and jagged corners cut into her as she pushed
herself upwards. She'd just reached the roof when the man rounded
the corner and she pressed herself flat against the slates, holding
her breath and willing him not to look up.

He glanced suspiciously around the alleyway
and Eleanor watched in horror, her body frozen, sure he was going
to look straight up at her. However, he simply glowered at the
empty street and turned on his heel, stalking off into the
rain.

Eleanor lay still for as long as she could
bear, afraid he'd come back or else be waiting for her just around
the corner. Eventually the rain eased off, and she decided to risk
clambering back down to the ground. She walked quickly and quietly
back to the guesthouse, trying not to draw attention to herself,
and nearly jumping out of her skin every time she saw someone in
the street.

Only once she was back in her room did she
breathe a sigh of relief, but even that was short-lived: she knew
that word would spread quickly, and she didn't want to risk being
in the town when people heard that a thieving, knife-wielding
redhead was roving the streets. The chance of quietly finding a
cart that would take her some or all of the way to Almont also
seemed likely to have disappeared, so she'd have to walk. She
bundled her possessions swiftly together and crept down the stairs,
left a couple of coins on the hallway shelf to cover her debts, and
let herself silently out of the back door.

 



Chapter 3

 


Eleanor walked until it began to get dark,
and then she curled up under a thick hedgerow to try and sleep. The
ground was sodden, and even wrapping herself thoroughly in her
blanket only slightly slowed the rate at which water seeped into
her clothes and hair. She lay as still as she could, listening to
small animals rustling nearby and the birds chirping their evening
songs, until she eventually drifted into sleep.

She was woken before sunrise by another
downpour of rain, and although it was only a brief shower she was
so thoroughly drenched that there seemed little point in trying to
get back to sleep. Shivering and miserable, she pulled herself from
the bushes and continued with her journey in the dim pre-dawn
light.

For the next couple of days she walked
determinedly along the coast-road towards Almont, ducking out of
the way whenever she heard a cart rattling along the uneven track,
and being sure to hide herself well away from the road each night
when she settled down to sleep. In her hurry to leave Port Just she
hadn't had chance to stock up on food so her diet consisted of
increasingly stale bread, accompanied when she could find them by a
few summer berries that the birds had not yet eaten.

Hunger, combined with near-constant drizzle
and unseasonably cold temperatures, made Eleanor's walk more
uncomfortable by the day. So it was with great relief that, three
nights after leaving Port Just, she came to the outskirts of
another small town. An old painted sign informed her, in slightly
wobbly lettering, that she was entering Arche.

The first person Eleanor came upon in the
rainy streets was a plump, middle-aged woman with greying blonde
hair, clearly on her way home from the market, laden with her
weekly shopping. Trying to suppress her coughs and sniffles,
Eleanor asked the woman whether there was a guesthouse in the town
where she would be able to rest for the night.

"I'm afraid there isn't, dear," the woman
said, shaking her head. "I'm afraid there's not much call for that
sort of thing round here. But you look sick, and you're absolutely
soaked – you'd best come back with me and dry yourself out. My
house is only just around the corner from here," she added
hurriedly.

Eleanor was feeling too dazed and feverish to
even consider rejecting the woman's kindness, and she allowed
herself to be led through the narrow streets. A small part of her
mind was alert enough to take note of the winding route they took
between small, crowded houses. She'd never been this far from the
school before, but something about Arche gave an immediate
impression of poverty. Of course everyone had a roof over his head,
but the houses were tiny and somewhat ramshackle – Eleanor sensed
that in a town like this, only the most essential repairs were
likely to get done. The woman took her arm and pulled her into an
alleyway between two houses, then through a gate into a small,
slightly overgrown courtyard, full of flowers. Even through the
rain the pollen was overwhelming, and Eleanor started sneezing
again. There were three houses facing out onto the courtyard and
the woman pushed open the door to one of them, hurrying Eleanor
inside ahead of her.

"Welcome to my home," she said, as Eleanor
stood dripping in the hallway. "Now, come along, let's get you
warmed up."

Her mind thick with fever, and feeling groggy
in the sudden warmth of the house, Eleanor was only vaguely aware
of herself as the woman encouraged her up the stairs, helped her to
undress, and pointed her towards a bath-tub full of steaming hot
water.

"I knew John'd have this ready for me," she
said cheerfully, "which is just as well, really... I think you've
already got a chill. That's right, lie back there, just try to
relax and you'll warm through soon enough..."

The woman continued talking as she bustled
around the house, wandering in and out of the bathroom, clearing
Eleanor's wet clothes away and bringing a pile of freshly-laundered
towels. The babbling voice washed over Eleanor as she lay in the
hot water, half-asleep and hardly taking in a word. Suddenly, a
pattern of intonation followed by expectant silence told Eleanor
that she had been asked a question and she sat up, startled.

"Oh, I'm sorry, dear!" the woman cried when
she saw Eleanor's response. "I didn't know you were sleeping. I was
just asking if you wanted any lunch, but maybe you should get some
rest first?"

"Lunch would be good," Eleanor said weakly,
her stomach now reminding her that she hadn't eaten properly in
days.

The woman nodded, and passed her a towel.
"You get yourself dried off, then, and there's a bed in the next
room where you can settle yourself. I'll bring something up
shortly."

The bed was warm and comfortable, and Eleanor
was dozing again by the time that the woman came upstairs with a
huge bowl of casserole and a mug of nettle tea. Eleanor ate
quickly, glad of the hot food, and finished her drink in two
mouthfuls.

She fell into a deep, feverish sleep almost
as soon as her cheek touched the pillow. Though she woke many times
over the following days, to eat or drink or use the chamber pot,
she was sufficiently unwell that she paid little attention to the
passage of time, or the comings and goings of the kindly woman and
her husband who took turns at bringing food and water upstairs.

One day, however, she woke to find the sun
streaming in through the bedroom window, and was suddenly aware
that her fever had lifted. She sat up, wondering vaguely how many
days she'd been ill, and for that matter what time of day it was
now. Clutching a sheet about her for modesty, she made the short
journey to the window in two wobbly steps. A glance outside told
her that she hadn't missed the whole of summer – there were still
flowers in bloom in the courtyard. The sun's position high overhead
also suggested it was around midday, so Eleanor was optimistic that
it might soon be lunch-time.

Her movements didn't go unnoticed, and she'd
only just sat down on the bed again when her hostess came upstairs
with a plate of sandwiches. "You're looking better today, dear,"
she smiled. "Do you think you might be getting up soon? I've washed
your clothes."

"Thank you," Eleanor said. The woman's
generosity was overwhelming. "I don't know what to say. You've been
so kind – and I don't even know your name. I haven't been
myself."

"Mary," the woman obliged.

"I'm Eleanor."

Mary pushed the sandwiches encouragingly in
Eleanor's direction, and Eleanor was glad to take up the offer –
although she had been well fed over the previous days, she still
felt hungry.

"Now, if you're really sure you're better,
then do get dressed – yes, your clothes are just here – and come
downstairs. John would like to speak to you."

Eleanor nodded, and dressed herself quickly.
She noticed immediately that her pockets were empty – even her name
bangle was absent, and she felt naked and vulnerable without her
knife. She forced herself not to panic. Mary would have had to turn
out the pockets to do the washing – and if they'd had any reason
for wanting to harm her, they could have done so very easily while
she was lying in bed.

"Where are the rest of my things?" she asked,
in what she hoped was a sufficiently casual voice. She didn't want
to imply any criticism of the people who'd been so kind to her.

"Ah, John has everything downstairs," Mary
replied. "Will you come down now?"

For the first time, as she followed Mary down
the stairs, Eleanor really looked around at her surroundings.
Compared to the outsides of the houses in Arche, the inside of this
one was surprisingly smart and well-kept. Although the rooms were
not large, there were little touches – a vase of flowers here, a
silk curtain there – which suggested an elegance out of step with
the rest of the town.

"The girl's called Eleanor," Mary said by way
of introduction as they came into the kitchen.

John was sitting at a large, solid table, on
which Eleanor's possessions were spread. He stood up as they
entered. "Eleanor. Enchanted."

"Nice to meet you," Eleanor said, forcing
herself to smile to conceal her irritation that they had laid out
everything she owned for inspection. At Mary's indication, she
pulled up a chair to the table; Mary stood stiffly by the door.

John paced gently alongside the table; a
tall, stocky man with a chiselled jaw and thick, muscular arms.
Eleanor was embarrassed to catch herself noticing how attractive he
was, considering he was easily into his forties. "You're quite
famous, Eleanor," he said at last. "Though no-one knows your name.
The flame-haired assassin o' Port Just, they call you."

Seeing the look of panic which flitted across
her face, he laughed. "Don't worry, we've not turned you in."

"Why not?" she asked, her voice icy. "If
that's what you think." This wasn't what she'd expected to wake up
to.

John laughed again; he had a hearty, cheerful
laugh which would have been pleasant in any other circumstances. "I
admit I've my doubts about the bit where a rogue assassin ends up
picking pockets in a provincial town like the Port," he said, "but
the harbour master's quite convinced that that's what you are."

Eleanor considered her options. She could
run, of course, but she'd done that last time and she didn't really
want to run into more sickness and malnourishment. From here, it'd
be more than a week to get to Almont if she was walking all the way
– and she couldn't risk asking anyone for a lift if there was a
price on her head. Besides, this couple didn't seem to have any
intention of hurting her, despite thinking her a criminal.

"Will you believe me if I say I'm not?" she
asked, wondering how the harbour master, presumably the man who'd
chased her, had possibly identified her as an assassin. It wasn't
even true.

John nodded. "Aye, but I think you'd better
tell us exactly what happened."

"I was hungry," Eleanor said; they would
surely believe that given the state they'd found her in. Besides,
it was true, and she knew from experience that if she had to lie
then it was best to base her lies as close to the truth as
possible. "I needed money to buy food, and I'm not a very good
pickpocket, so I got caught."

"And the knife?"

"I panicked. I just wanted to get away."

John nodded slowly. "That all sounds very
reasonable. I'm sure a court would look kindly on you – probably
only a year or two in jail, don't you think?"

Eleanor heard the thinly-veiled threat in his
words and chose not to respond, waiting to see what alternative he
would offer. If he'd just wanted to turn her over to the police he
could have done it much earlier than this, so he must have a
proposition.

"We've covered up for you this far," he
continued, "but you can't stay here if you're going to be up and
about. Can't have you wandering around Arche when everyone wants to
know who you've come here to kill. However, I captain a fishing
boat, and by all accounts you're practical enough to make yourself
useful."

"Doesn't the government provide you with a
full crew?" Eleanor asked in astonishment. Surely the assignment
process would identify plenty of candidates who would make good
fishermen; it didn't seem the hardest job in the Empire.

"For the fishing, they do," he said.

Eleanor's eyes widened a little; suddenly the
small touches of wealth might make sense. She knew there was a lot
of money to be made on the ocean wave, whether from piracy or
smuggling, or from other things beyond her imagination.

"For my other operations," he continued with
barely a pause, "we have to fend for ourselves, so to speak. And if
I need a crew to operate outside the law, it's best to use people
who're already there."

Eleanor wanted to ask why a fisherman would
risk turning to a life of crime; did the government not ensure that
everyone had sufficient to be comfortable? But she knew how
hypocritical – and how very strange – the words would sound to
someone who thought she was a common criminal, so she kept silent.
It could be fatal to arouse any more suspicions.

"So?" John asked sharply. He'd clearly been
expecting a response, but she wasn't sure he'd asked a
question.

"Do I have a choice?" she asked, keeping her
voice deliberately soft and submissive.

"Course you do. But I fear your story is
bigger than you are, now... at least in these few towns. I'm not
sure whether – without your knife – you could live up to what
people think you're capable of." He twirled her favourite blade
carelessly in his thick fingers.

Another threat. She tried to hold her
reactions in check; she had few enough possessions, she couldn't
let him think she had any sentimental attachment to the things she
owned. He would recognise the superiority of the knife he held, of
course – this house gave away its occupants' finer tastes, and a
man with any kind of sideline in trade could hardly avoid noticing
the relative value of things. Compared to the old school practice
daggers she had appropriated, Laban's knife was a jewel; a
beautifully constructed implement even without its emerald insets.
An assassin's knife.

She wondered – but surely it couldn't be! If
the harbour master had recognised the blade then he was more than
just a harbour master, which seemed implausible. More likely he'd
just come to wild assumptions from an overactive imagination, or
else wanted to make the story more impressive so as not to be
embarrassed by the fact that a woman, barely more than a girl, had
outwitted and outfought him.

Eleanor's mind ran over her chances. She
didn't want John to think she cared for the knife – let him think
she'd light-fingered it from some more accomplished fighter! – but
at the same time she was afraid that he might try to sell it.

"Will you let me arm myself in my own defence
if I agree to sail with you?" she asked cautiously.

"You'll be safe aboard," John said, an edge
of roughness entering his voice. "I won't let my men touch you, if
that's what you're fearing."

It hadn't even crossed Eleanor's mind to
worry about the crew, but the captain's words did little to cheer
her. If he expected her to be afraid then there was something –
however small – to be afraid of. She would have to tread with
caution.

"I sleep easier at night with a knife in my
hand," she confessed.

"Aye, well, you would on the streets, but
life afloat's a bit different, and by all accounts you're a bit
quick on the draw..." He left the sentence hanging for a moment,
then added, "Besides, you've slept soundly enough the last few
nights – and days."

Mary gave a gentle laugh, and Eleanor started
slightly: she'd forgotten the woman was there. Irritated at
herself, she swore not to be so careless in future – it wouldn't do
to forget about an opponent just because he kept still and out of
sight. But somehow, whatever games they were playing, these people
had treated her too kindly to be enemies.

"I won't draw a knife against you or your
men," she said. "You can have my word on that – and if we meet
pirates, better we're all armed."

"Pirates won't touch us," he said.

Eleanor wished she could feel reassured by
the certainty of his tone, but she worried she was heading into
piracy herself and it didn't appeal. Though – she realised with
some relief – if the captain didn't want her to carry a weapon then
their main goal couldn't be anything as violent as proper piracy.
She was beginning to get fed up with his dodging her at every turn.
She decided to call his bluff; if the gambit failed, she would take
her chances. "I'll join your crew if you let me defend myself," she
said. "That's my final word."

"Aye, well, then," he sighed. "It's hard
enough to get good people these days. I'll need at least six months
out o' you before I give the knives back, though."

She nodded: it was good enough, and she
didn't think she was going to do better. "What about my bangle?"
She'd be unrecognised in the Empire without the gold bracelet which
bore her name and identifier.

"The same – six months and you can have it
back. We sail in twelve days, and you'll stay in the house till
then," John said by way of a conclusion. He scooped all the weapons
from the table, but pushed the rest of her possessions along the
table towards her.

The deal was done. Secretly, Eleanor wondered
what she'd just agreed to, but she preferred not to ask – she'd
find out in time.

Mary broke the silence and the tension with a
cheerful offer of tea and cake, which they all agreed was a lovely
idea, and Eleanor wiped all thoughts of the sea from her mind. She
had twelve more days here, with hearty cooking and amiable company,
and she was determined to enjoy it while it lasted.

She threw herself wholeheartedly into this
idea for a couple of days but although she was pleased to be well
again, and happy to be warm and well-fed, she soon began to
struggle with her confinement – and John was too busy, preparing
for the voyage, to answer any of her myriad questions. He
reluctantly agreed that she could go into the courtyard, but the
small taste of freedom only made her even more frustrated.

She spent a day yanking angrily at weeds
growing in the cracks in the courtyard paving, building up a
sizeable pile of rubbish and gradually clearing the area of
everything she didn't think was pretty or useful. As the sun began
to dip, and the job was all but done, she allowed herself to sit on
the step and rest for a moment. With her hands burning from the
irritant sap of some unknown weed, she wished she'd paid more
attention in her Herbal Remedies classes – maybe something here
could ease the pain, if only she could identify it. She remembered
being taught that antidotes often grew near their poisons, like
nettles and dock-leaves, but with no idea what had caused her
blistering fingers she knew she was unlikely to find any
relief.

Annoyed and exasperated, she finished piling
up the weeds in one corner of the yard, and went back inside. Mary
had already made a pot of tea for her, but when Eleanor picked up
her mug she gasped in pain as the heat seared her hands and
aggravated the sores.

"What have you gone and done?" Mary asked,
full of concern. She grabbed Eleanor's hands and examined them,
then scuttled into the kitchen, returning moments later with a
large glass jar. "Put some o' this on, dear," she said, unscrewing
the top so that Eleanor could dip her fingers inside.

The jar was full of a cold, clear jelly.
Eleanor rubbed it into her hands, glad of the soothing coolness.
"What is it?" she asked.

"Oh, I don't know what they call it," Mary
said. "It's foreign stuff, John brings it back from some o' the
warmer countries. Not that you'll be needing anything like that
once you've been at sea a couple o' weeks – you'll have calluses on
your hands like he has, and there's no plants as'll hurt your
fingers then."

Eleanor wasn't sure if she was expected to be
alarmed or pleased at this idea. Certainly she couldn't imagine
Mary ever getting callused hands – but then the woman was far too
soft round the edges for any kind of physical work. "What's your
job?" Eleanor asked, wondering for the first time.

"Me? Well, I man the fish stall, when we have
fish." Mary hesitated, then went on, "Most o' the time John turns
enough profit that we don't have to worry about that, really. I'll
send him out if the town's short o' fish, mind you. But mostly my
job's to stay here and keep the house while he's off on one o'
these long runs."

"How long will we be at sea?" Eleanor asked.
She knew John had said she had to work for half a year, but she had
no idea how many trips that might involve.

"I don't know, love. Likely a few cycles of
the moon, all told, with stops here and there. The boat carries
over two months' water if you're careful – and you'll learn to be
careful."

Eleanor gave a small gasp of surprise; even
one month without setting foot on dry land sounded like a very long
time. She'd never been on board a fishing boat before – despite
growing up near the coast, and in spite of her natural curiosity
about such things, Laban had strongly insisted that sailors were
not appropriate companions for a young woman. Not wanting to risk
upsetting her most valuable teacher, she'd stayed away, so her only
experience of the sea was from the small rowing boats the school
had supplied.

"It's not as bad as it sounds," Mary
said.

"You've done it?" Eleanor asked in
amazement.

"A few times, when I was younger."

"Can you tell me about it?"

 


Things improved after that – though the
limitations on her movements still stung, Eleanor found that Mary
could answer most of her questions about life at sea, and she had
more than enough questions to fill the days. Mary drew numerous
diagrams of the boat and its rigging, answered Eleanor's strangest
queries with good grace, and even found time to share odd snippets
of information that she was too ignorant to ask for.

Eventually the fortnight passed, and Eleanor
was relieved to find that it was a clear, dry day when they were
due to sail, with only a light breeze disturbing the air. Waking
her at first light, John gave her a flat cap and one of his old
cloaks to wear until they reached the boat. She pinned her hair in
a tight knot on top of her head and put on the borrowed clothes;
the disguise wasn't convincing at close range, but she hoped it
would be enough to allow them to get to the sea without
interruption. At least her distinctive hair was tucked out of
sight. They said goodbye to Mary, who supplied them with enough
sandwiches and cake to feed a small army, and walked swiftly to the
coast.

Even before the sun had fully risen above the horizon, they
walked down the rickety quay to where John's boat was moored.
Compared to the others in the harbour it was a large vessel, a 48ft
ketch needing a crew of ten – who would work in shifts, John
explained, so they could sail through the nights, though he assured
her she wouldn't need to work in the dark until she knew what she
was doing. The name CANNY ROSE was painted in block capitals along the bow.

They stepped aboard, John with a seaman's
easy confidence, Eleanor taking great care not to slip on the
sea-sprayed deck boards.

At John's instruction she lowered herself
through the hatch and climbed down the ladder into the dark cabin
below. There were no portholes but dusty lanterns hung from some of
the beams, just waiting for candles to bring them to life. Blinking
as her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she took note of the room's
layout. Hammocks were strung between the stanchions, and a small
kitchen area occupied the stern. John came down the ladder behind
her and beckoned her to follow him into the bow.

"You'll have this one," he said, indicating
the end hammock. "We'll put this up to give you a bit o'
privacy."

He was holding a blanket, which he then
proceeded to nail to a beam that ran above their heads. It formed
an effective curtain, and she nodded her approval.

"Thanks," she said, and placed her bag on a
peg by the hammock. She was just loosing her hair from under the
borrowed cap when the floor lurched beneath her. The motion was
accompanied by the sound of footsteps echoing from above; Eleanor
counted one, two, three, four men embarking... before the sounds of
those already aboard were loud and chaotic enough to mask the noise
of others arriving.

"Ah, that'll be the men," John said. "C'mon,
let's introduce you."

Eleanor followed him up the ladder and back
on deck, where they found seven men talking and joking. They all
fell silent at their captain's approach, but their eyes were not on
him but on the short, red-headed girl who came two steps
behind.

They all spoke at once, but Eleanor managed
to make out only one voice through the confusion of their mingled
speech: "Can't have a woman aboard, Cap'n, it's bad luck." She
guessed the others were making similar comments; the look of
distaste was, at least, the same on all their faces.

"Silence, the lot o' you!" John called over
the growing clamour of voices. "SILENCE!!"

Casting furtive glances one man to another,
the men's shouts died down to hushed mutterings and shortly all
fell quiet, their eyes expectantly turned on the captain.

"None o' you really believes that
superstitious nonsense," John said once he had their attention.
Eleanor could hear the same veiled threats, the same quiet
authority in his tone, as he'd used the first time he spoke to her.
"You don't want a woman in the crew because you don't think she'll
do a good job. Well, either you trust my judgement or you get off
my ship. We're a man short as it is, and this girl's as strong as
you could hope for, just look at the muscles on her."

The man nearest to Eleanor, a blond-haired,
muscular sailor who also happened to be the youngest of the men,
took this as grounds to reach out and pinch at her arm; she pulled
away sharply, but he just nodded his approval. "She'll do," he
said, then turned back to Eleanor. "They call me Sandy. Welcome
aboard."

The crew crowded in on her, and she struggled
to pin names to faces as each spoke in turn. "Triangle." "Spice."
"Mag." "Anvil." "Misty." "Jaws."

John watched their introductions, then turned
to indicate Eleanor. "And this is..."

His hesitation was only momentary, but it was
long enough for the balding, stocky man known as Anvil to
interject: "We know who she is! She's the Assassin."

There was a general chorus of agreement from
the crew, and Eleanor felt her spirits dip – was she going to have
to fight to deny any link to the assassins at the same time as she
struggled to find out about them? She had been hoping, if anything
good was to come of this indenture, then at least the chance to
visit distant shores might give her chance to seek out more stories
and clues.

"Aye, alright then," John nodded ruefully.
"You can't escape the rumours, lass, even if they're not true."

"And what do we call you?" she asked,
suspecting it wasn't to be 'John' if none of these men went by the
names their schools had given them, and seemingly she wasn't to be
introduced by her name either.

"Captain," he said.

 



Chapter 4

 


Her first few days afloat passed quickly for
Eleanor – she was kept very busy learning the ropes, trying to map
Mary's diagrams on to her new reality and keeping as far as she
could out of the way of the more experienced sailors. Their voyage
took them north past the harbour of Port Just – borrowing
Triangle's telescope to look inland, Eleanor was just able to make
out the roof of her old school where it rose above the trees – and
round a thickly-wooded promontory into the open sea. Up to that
point they'd been able to see a dark strip of land on the horizon
to the west, even as they sailed within a mile of the coast to
their east – now, heading eastwards, the expanse of flat, grey
ocean stretched unbroken into the distance until it blended into
the northern skies. They'd been lucky with the weather except for
one brief thunderstorm, and though Eleanor had wanted to find out
how they kept the boat under control in bad weather, she'd been so
seasick that she spent the whole time vomiting over the side and
managed to completely avoid learning anything.

On the twelfth morning of their voyage, John
suddenly announced that they would be stopping at Dashfort – the
next major port along the coast – to restock their supplies; from
there, they'd head out across the sea and on to foreign shores.

Eleanor was thrilled by the news. Having quickly grown
bored with the diet of fish, biscuits and dried fruit she was
looking forwards to fresh food again, and the chance to explore a
new town – much larger than Port Just or Arche – appealed to her
natural curiosity. Dashfort had even been mentioned in
Stories of the
Assassins – a
couple of horrifically dismembered bodies, generally thought to be
those of would-be assassins who had dramatically failed to join the
academy, had turned up in one of the squares.

With growing excitement Eleanor leant over
the bow of the boat, watching the buildings grow from dots on the
horizon to take on a clearer shape. The city was built into a steep
hillside, sloping away from the sea, half of the houses looking
like they might fall into the water at any moment. A light mist
shrouded the top of the hill and hid the full extent of the city.
Eleanor tried to count the buildings – ten, twenty, forty... she
lost count before she reached a hundred, but she still hadn't
counted a tenth of what was visible. A thousand houses! If she
wasn't going to be able to get to Almont any time soon, this was
certainly the next best thing. The rest of the crew were obviously
equally enthusiastic, and even those who might reasonably have been
sleeping were on deck to watch their approach into the city.

"You not seeing this city before?" Spice
asked her. He had sharp features and his skin was black-brown, a
darker shade even than Gisele's. Combined with his strange manner
of speaking, she wondered if he was from beyond the Empire, but
none of the men wore their name bangles aboard and she hadn't dared
ask him outright.

"I haven't been to any cities," she said. "I
only just left school."

They were steering into the harbour when John
came up behind her, interrupting her thoughts. "You'll be needing
to get below deck now," he said.

She turned in surprise. "What?"

"You'll be needing to get below deck. Don't
want anyone recognising you, now do we?"

Eleanor felt all her excitement drain away.
"Can't I see the city?" she asked, her throat suddenly dry.

"We'll not risk it," John said. "You're a
fugitive, and you'll stay out of sight till we're beyond the
Empire."

"In a place this size they've got more to
worry about than stupid stories coming out of Port Just, haven't
they? And you're all criminals!" Eleanor felt indignation rising in
her chest at the injustice of it all. "What's so special about
me?"

"Better to be safe," he said flatly. "You've
a higher profile than any of my men."

"But that's not fair!" she cried. A couple of
heads turned towards her but she didn't care. She'd been forced
into joining this band of criminals, and now she was being treated
like she was worse than any of them.

John grasped her arm and pulled her forwards.
"You made your own fate when you pulled out that knife, girl."

Though she struggled against him, gripping
the nearest rope and digging her heels into the deck, he was
stronger. He dragged her across to the hatch, which Sandy opened as
they approached, and pushed her feet-first into the cabin below. As
she fell heavily onto her knees she heard the wood slam down above
her, and listened to the scraping sounds of some heavy object being
manoeuvred above her until – she was sure without testing it – the
weight held the hatch against her possible escape.

Hardly able to believe what he'd done, she banged her fists
against the overhead and called for someone to let her out, but
there was no response. Giving up in frustration she moved slowly
across to her hammock – taking care not to trip in the darkness –
and lay down, waiting. A short while later she was jolted to her
senses as the boat thudded against the quay, and she heard the men
moving around – felt the boat move as one and then another of the
crew jumped ashore, then more gentle bumps as the mooring lines
were secured, tying the Rose firmly into her berth.

Eleanor lay still in the dark for what felt
like forever, just waiting for the commotion to die down, waiting
long enough in the silence that she was sure all the men had gone
ashore. She didn't want to try to get out if they were still
standing guard; she wasn't looking for a fight.

Once she was sure she was alone she made her
way back to the hatch, took a couple of steps up the ladder and
pushed upwards as hard as she could. The wood creaked under the
weight above, but moved barely an inch above its frame. Eleanor,
however, saw her chance in the sliver of light. She spotted an old
broom resting in the corner of the cabin; hopping lightly down she
grabbed it, then scrambled back up the ladder and prepared to push
again. With a hard shove she lifted the hatch just enough to let
her slide the broom-handle into the space; now the inch was a
permanent gain.

She pulled gently downwards, wondering if the
handle would be strong enough to use as a lever, but it creaked
worryingly under the strain. Frustrated, she looked around the
kitchen for inspiration. She picked up a couple of flat, heavy pans
and began to work one of them into the gap. With grim determination
she slowly managed to insert them both, one on each side of the
hatch.

Taking a deep breath, she heaved on both
pan-handles. She felt something shift above the hatch and the broom
clattered to the deck as the opening widened; it was working!

By the time she felt the pans beginning to
slide it was too late to stop herself from falling and she landed
painfully on her back – but as well as the sounds of her own fall,
she also heard heavy movement above her. Had she succeeded? She
pushed gently at the hatch, and to her delight it moved freely
now.

Satisfied, she darted back across the cabin,
seized the cloak and cap she'd borrowed from John for their walk
down to the harbour in Arche, and hastily remade her disguise
before scrambling up the ladder onto the deck. She swung the hatch
closed again, but hard as she tried she couldn't drag the barrel
back into place, so of course they'd realise as soon as they
returned that she'd gone out. She wondered how long the men would
spend in town – at least until nightfall, she guessed. They were
probably as glad of the change as she was. She'd have to be
careful, though – she didn't want to risk being stranded here,
unarmed and alone.

Pushing her worries from her mind, Eleanor
stepped ashore – though her legs wobbled uncomfortably beneath her,
she was glad to be back on dry land. Her first priority was to find
something hot and tasty to eat, and the smell of sizzling bacon
called her towards a stall in the shadow of the city gates. There
was a small queue but she didn't mind waiting, and when she reached
the front of the line the woman behind the stall handed her a huge
cone of flatbread overflowing with strips of bacon, sliced sausage,
dry-fried beans and melting cheese. Distracted, Eleanor almost
forgot to pay; she hadn't been out of school long enough for the
idea of paying for meals to really take hold. Once she'd handed
over a couple of small coins she wandered through the gates and
began to make her way up the steep cobbled street, taking greedy
mouthfuls as she walked.
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