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Chapter One


 





 


King Ohilmos definitely
needs better guards, Ilanna decided as she slipped past the fourth pair of
sentries in five minutes. The Praamian Guards patrolling the Royal Palace could
have been less attentive, but only by sleeping on the job, blindfolded, with
sacks over their heads. If Ilanna had truly intended the King harm, the
soldiers in their drab olive-colored uniforms and silver armor would have been
about as effective a deterrent as a paper door in a hurricane.


Ilanna slithered through the shadows with less noise than
the wind whispering across the stone courtyard. The tinkling of the water in
the triple-tiered fountain in the
heart of the grand avenue leading up to the palace drowned out any sound of her
passage. Her dark grey cloak, tunic, and breeches blended with the darkness,
rendering her all but invisible to the night-blind guards doing their rounds. 


Even in the darkness, the red sandstone walls of the palace
seemed to shine. The building rose an impressive sixty paces over Ilanna’s
head, stretching three hundred paces from east to west. Atop the palace,
crystal domes crowned lofty towers and offered a spectacular view of the
city—she’d made it a point to sneak up there on one of her visits to the King. 


Now, however, her attention turned away from the tall walls and broad double doors at the front of the
palace. Instead, she slipped through the gardens toward a small window set into
the base of one stone wall. Steel bars secured the window, but they only appeared solid. She’d sawn through them long
ago, then replaced the grate every time she slipped in and out of the
storeroom. A hefty bribe to the right scullery maid ensured the window remained
unlatched.


The smell of dried herbs, old onions and garlic, and dusty
sacks hung thick in the storeroom, but Ilanna ignored it as she slithered
through the unlocked door and into the darkened halls of the lower level—the
level where only palace staff roamed.
She knew the kitchens would be empty at this time of night, save for one baker
standing by in case King Ohilmos’ famous sweet tooth overcame his self-control.
Tonight, the baker dozed in a corner of the kitchen, and Ilanna had the stone
passages all to herself.


Within a minute, she found the staircase that led up to the palace’s
main floor, directly in front of the study where King Ohilmos spent his
evenings. With a grin, she slipped up to the unguarded door and slid it open,
then shut without a sound.  


The King, a slim, middle-aged man with an angular face and
sharp chin, sat in his favorite overstuffed armchair, a book clasped in his
long fingers. Duke Phonnis looked a polar opposite of the King: dark-haired
where King Ohilmos was blonde, his shoulders broad, strong, and his jaw a hard
square. Though his gut sagged—the mark of a warrior gone soft—his hands still
bore the scars of battle and a not-quite-decorative sword of office hung from
his belt.


 “Good evening, Your
Majesty,” Ilanna said in a quiet voice. 


“Keeper’s teeth!” Duke Phonnis whirled, his hand dropping to
his sword. His dark eyes blazed as he saw Ilanna leaning casually against the
wall beside the now-closed door. “Damn you to the darkest hell, Master Gold!” 


King Ohilmos actually smiled. “I’d forgotten how much you
hate being startled, Brother.” His rasping voice, barely above a whisper, held
a surprising strength—a strong contrast to his unimpressive appearance and the
Red Blight scars crisscrossing his face and neck. 


“Your security needs work. Even the youngest Serpent
apprentice could have gotten in here and put a dagger in your backs.” Ilanna
stifled a grin at seeing the Duke’s discomfort. Duke Phonnis, Chief Justiciar
of Praamis, had more than earned her ire. After what he’d done to the Night
Guild a decade ago, he deserved every shred of misery she could heap on his
head. As long as it didn’t break the fragile peace between the Crown and the
Night Guild, of course. 


“I’ll take that under advisement.” Duke Phonnis’ face
darkened to a furious scowl. He had no great affection for her, either. He’d come
so close to ridding the city of the criminal guild—his men had raided their
tunnels, rounded them up, and dragged them off to be hanged—only for Ilanna to
thwart those plans. Ilanna could see the truth in his eyes: if he had his way,
he’d run her through with that fancy sword of his right now.


“Easy, Brother.” King Ohilmos placed a restraining hand on
the Duke’s arm. “I have asked the Guild Master to attend me this night. I
simply didn’t expect her to be so…devious about it.”


Ilanna swept a mocking bow. “I live to serve, Your Majesty.”


King Ohilmos snorted. “If we’ve learned anything from your
eleven years as Guild Master, it’s that you definitely do not serve anyone or anything. Master Gold does what is best for her
Guild. But perhaps that is as it should be. After all, your people would not
have chosen you to lead if they believed you had only your own self-interest at
heart.”


“I’m certain you didn’t invite her here to exchange such
banal pleasantries, Brother,” Duke Phonnis snapped. “Tell the thief what you want so she can return to
her business of despoiling the good people of Praamis.”


Thief. Ilanna
hadn’t been called that in more than a decade. Not that she minded—as a Hawk
apprentice and Journeyman, she’d been the best thief in the Night Guild. Now,
few people dared to call her anything but Guild Master. Her days of thieving
might be far behind, but as she’d proven with her entrance tonight, she hadn’t
lost the skills developed over fifteen years as a Hawk.


“Of course.” King Ohilmos sighed and shook his head at his
brother’s barely-restrained fury. “Tell me, Master Gold, what do you know about
these bodies cropping up around the city?”


“Bodies?” Ilanna cocked an eyebrow.


“Six of them, correct?” King Ohilmos glanced over at his
brother for confirmation.


“Seven.” Duke Phonnis’ face creased into a snarl. “A new
corpse was found earlier this afternoon abandoned just outside the Praamian
Wall.” 


“Seven bodies, all in the last three weeks.” The King leaned
back in his chair and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “Four men, two
women, including a prostitute from The Gilded Chateau, and now a child.”


Ilanna’s gut clenched at that last one. Who would kill children? Sadly, during her years in the Night
Guild, she’d learned the list of potential suspects would be far longer than
she’d like.


“Such things are less uncommon in Praamis than I care to
admit.” King Ohilmos’ eyes darkened. “Which is why the Guild exists in the
first place. You organize crime, thus preventing such wanton cruelty and
death.”


Duke Phonnis gave Ilanna a cold, hard-edged smile. “If you
can’t keep your thugs and cutthroats under control, Guild Master, your existence
will no longer be tolerated.”  


Ilanna didn’t respond to the Duke’s ire; he’d been making
the same empty threat for the last eleven years. 


King Ohilmos waved the Duke down. “I might be tempted to
allow my brother to lay the blame for their deaths at your feet, but for the
strange circumstances surrounding them.”


This piqued Ilanna’s curiosity. “Strange circumstances?” 


“Two of the men were found dumped in a back alley, their
throats slit.” King Ohilmos grimaced in distaste. “But the other five were discovered
in a curious state.” 


Duke Phonnis scowled. “Their faces were encased in smooth
plaster, and a strange-looking symbol was carved into their chests.” 


King Ohilmos pulled a scrap of parchment from the pile on
the table and held it out to her. “Do you recognize this?”


Ilanna studied the symbol: an almost-complete circle
connected to two lines that bent outward in a perfect right angle. The center
of the circle depicted something that resembled a sun and moon in close
alignment. 





She shook her head. “No, Your Majesty. But I’m certain my
people can find out where it comes from.”


“Precisely what I expected to hear.” King Ohilmos gave a
satisfied nod. “The Crown has tolerated the Night Guild’s existence all these
years because of their usefulness to maintaining order in Praamis. But only if crime is controlled.” He didn’t
need to finish his sentence to make his meaning clear. 


“I will deal with it, Your Majesty.” Ilanna inclined her
head. “I can assure you that if anyone in my organization is responsible for
the murders, they will be hand-delivered to the Duke for punishment.”


Duke Phonnis’ face grew smug, like a fox after raiding a
henhouse. 


He’d love nothing more than to see every man, woman, and
child in the Night Guild hang, Ilanna thought. And me most of all. She numbered
among a doubtless very select few that had crossed the Duke and lived. 


“But I know my people,” Ilanna said in a hard voice, “and I
can tell you that they are not behind this. The Night Guild will find out who
is dealing death in our city and put an end to them. You have my word as Guild
Master.”


King Ohilmos nodded. “Good. I expected no less.” His lips
quirked upward. “Your tenure as Guild Master has proven…beneficial to the city.
I’d hate for that to change.”


“Your Majesty.” Ilanna swept a respectful bow, then shot
Duke Phonnis a wink. “I’ll try not to kill any of your guards on the way out.
Though, given how easily I slipped past them, I doubt I’ll need to. You really
should do something about that.”


Duke Phonnis growled and opened his mouth to retort, but
Ilanna was already out the door and into the darkened hallway. 


Ilanna left a different way than she’d entered—she enjoyed
the few occasions she was able to practice her thief skills, and breaking into
the King’s palace was one of her truest pleasures. Her greatest asset as a Hawk
had been her ability to find the vulnerability in any structure. This just
happened to be the most heavily-guarded, fortified structure in Praamis. A
challenge, to be sure, but Ilanna had had eleven years of practice. King
Ohilmos had no idea how many entry points his palace truly had.


The way back to the kitchens was empty and dark, as she’d
expected. It took less than a minute to slip into the storeroom, close the door
behind her, and clamber out the window back into the Palace Gardens. From
there, it was a simple matter to crawl through the tunnel her predecessor, the
former Master Gold, had evidently dug beneath the high walls of the Royal Palace.



As she slipped into the darkness of the Praamian streets,
she couldn’t help smiling at the Duke’s scowling, rage-filled expression. 


A decade hasn’t made
the bastard any easier to deal with. Though, she had to admit that made it
all the more enjoyable to bait him. Similar to a cat sitting on a high shelf
hissing at a leashed hound, safe on its perch and unafraid of consequences. As long as I keep the peace, there’s nothing
he can do to me. 


But now someone threatened that peace. People died every
day—life in Praamis tended to be hard, cruel, and bloody—but seven bodies in
three weeks far exceeded the usual rate. 


Whoever you are, I will find you. Anger flared in her gut.
And when I’m done with you, not even the Long Keeper himself will recognize
what’s left.


 


 












Chapter Two
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There’s a demon in Praamis.


The Hunter leaned back against the over-stuffed seat and
tried not to growl in frustration as the coach hit what felt like its
thousandth rut in the last five minutes. The ten-day journey across the Windy
Plains had been uneventful—a sort of boring that verged on frustration, given
what awaited him both in Praamis and back home in Voramis.


He picked up the parchment in his lap and read it again, as
he had so many times on this teeth-grindingly dull journey.


As per your instructions, I’ve had my contacts in Praamis’
Hidden Circle keep an ear to the ground for anything that might indicate the
presence of a demon in the city. I believe this fits the bill.


The note was as concise as it was neat. Graeme, the fat
alchemist who ran The Angry Goblin Bookstore in Voramis, tended toward brevity
and wrote in a script that bordered on compulsive precision—a far cry from the typical
chaos that reigned in his shop. The shelves of his hidden back room looked like
they’d been decorated by a hurricane. Yet when it came to information, he was
as methodical and organized as a priest of the Coin Counter’s Temple.


Which explained why the note came accompanied by more scraps
of parchment, each describing the details of bodies that had turned up around
the city of Praamis. Three corpses, two men and a woman. One of the men had his
throat slashed, but the other two victims had been found with their heads
encased in plaster, a strange symbol carved into their chests.


The Hunter held up the parchment that depicted the symbol: a
crescent moon and star set in the middle of a circle with two right-angled
lines connected. 





Graeme had failed to identify it, though he’d reached out to
all of his Hidden Circle contacts across the continent of Einan for
information. That would take time, however, and the Hunter wasn’t the sort to
wait around. 


The Hunter might not understand the symbol, but he thought
he recognized it, at least partially. He’d seen similar runes carved into the
walls of the stone tunnels beneath Voramis, again in the twin temples of Kara-ket,
and last in the lost city of Enarium. Serenii runes, the writing of the ancient
race that the world believed had disappeared from existence thousands of years
in the past.


He knew the truth of the Serenii, however. A truth that no
one on Einan knew, that no books would tell, and few could believe. 


Three years ago, his world had changed when he stumbled into
Enarium, bleeding and dying from an iron-poisoned wound. In the Lost City, he’d
learned that the gods were nothing more than Serenii worshipped by ancient
humans. The Serenii had sacrificed themselves to stop the Devourer of Worlds, a
being of pure chaos that sought to destroy Einan and every other world in
existence. The Hunter, like all of his kind—Bucelarii, the offspring of the
foul Abiarazi demons—had sworn to help the Serenii in their fight against the
Devourer. He alone remained alive to continue the battle.


To seal the rift against the Devourer of Worlds, the Serenii
needed the magical energy that existed inside all living things. Humans had
served as the primary source of power for thousands of years, until the Hunter
freed them from their prison. Now, he sought the Abiarazi, for the life force
coursing within the demons was almost as powerful as the magic within the
Serenii. 


He’d dedicated the last three years of his life to hunting
down the demons around Einan. In Kara-ket, the Sage had had a map that depicted
his Abiarazi agents in every city on the continent. That map had pointed the
Hunter in the direction of Praamis, but he hadn’t found even the barest hint of
a demon’s presence until now. 


Demons were vicious, bloodthirsty creatures, driven by an
innate lust for battle and death. He’d seen them kill men, women, and children
without hesitation. He’d lost friends and loved ones to the demons’ cruelty.
Where dead bodies and cruel murders abounded, he would always find the hand of
an Abiarazi at work.


I’m coming for you,
demon. He dropped a hand to the dagger at his belt. It was a practical
weapon, with a gently curving double-edged blade, an extra-wide crossguard, a
gemstone set into its pommel. The dagger, a gift from the Serenii he had sworn
to serve, would aid him in his quest. 


“Praamis ahead, sir!” 


The voice of the coachman snapped the Hunter from his
thoughts. He twitched aside the curtain and peered out the tiny window. 


About bloody time! 


The western and southern sides of Praamis were sprawling messes
of shacks, canvas tents strung onto rickety wooden structures, and buildings
that looked slapped together in a hurry. The reek of the thick mire and muck
coating the road drifted into the Hunter’s carriage in nauseating waves.
Filthy, dust-covered men, women, and children in torn and threadbare clothing
watched his coach rattle past with dull eyes. 


Beyond the sea of shanties, the ancient Praamian Wall rose
around the city proper, a crumbling barrier that served as a memento of a
war-torn time long past. As the Hunter’s coach rattled beneath the high,
arching gateway, he found the buildings of Praamis itself a little more solid.
These were built with brick and stone rather than wood and canvas, but the dull
clay roof tiles and whitewash peeling from the walls lent it an air of poverty
and dilapidation. 


Warehouses bordered the broad avenue, giving way to busy
avenues where carts and wagons hauled produce, goods, and casks of Praamian
wine and beer. The driver maneuvered expertly through the crowded lane and
rattled up along the main thoroughfare that led deeper into Praamis.


He drew in a deep breath, glad for the myriad scents that
marked life in a busy city. His sensitive nostrils had grown tired of the
boring smells of dust, dry grass, animal carcasses, and more dust that hung
thick on the Windy Plains. Here, a thousand people with a thousand different
unique scents moved through the streets. 


The sharp tang of spices hung thick in the air of the next
marketplace a few streets away—Old Town
Market, I think it’s called—accompanied by the rich aroma of cooking meat,
the pungent stink of draft animals, and hundreds more odors that filtered into
his senses. 


The Hunter couldn’t help comparing the city to his own home
of Voramis. Though the buildings looked older, more worn by time, the streets
were cleaner, the people within the Praamian Wall better-dressed than those in
the Beggar’s Quarter. 


Yet he knew the truth of cities like Praamis. Malandria had
been one of the most beautiful places he’d visited on his journey north, but it
had hidden a deep, dark ugliness. 


Just as beautiful garments often hide ugly souls, he
thought. 


Off to one side of the marketplace, a dusky-skinned man in a
dust-covered brown cloak stood on a wooden crate and shouted at the people
passing by. 


“The Long Keeper is your only hope of salvation!” he cried
to the small crowd of listeners that had been attracted by the fanatic zeal
echoing in his voice. “When the end comes—and it will come for us all, sooner than you might imagine—only his
embrace will keep you safe from the death and destruction. Throw yourself on
his mercy and plead for your eternal souls!” 


He had features foreign to Praamis, his swarthy skin more
common to the sun-kissed far north of Einan. 


The Hunter snorted. If
only he knew how false everything he’s preaching is. The Long Keeper, like
all the other so-called “gods” of Einan were the fabrication of primitive
humans, perpetrated and encouraged by the temples and priestly orders that used
religion to gain power and wealth. 


His coach rumbled out of the marketplace and down a side
street in the direction of The Gardens, the section of town where the wealthier
merchants and newer noble Houses of Praamis owned vast mansions. The way to The
Gardens was usually clear, yet a moment later, the Hunter found himself thrown
forward when the coachman pulled the vehicle to an abrupt halt. 


“What the deuce was that, my man?” The Hunter spoke not in
his own voice, but the prim, proper, slightly effete voice of a nobleman. 


“Sorry, my lord,” replied the coachman. “The street’s
blocked.”


“Well, go around it!” 


“Can’t, my lord.” The coachman sounded apologetic. “Too many
people in the way.”


The Hunter gave a foppish snort of disdain and was about to
speak, when a familiar smell caught his attention. Beneath the pungent odor of
animal droppings and the stink of unwashed men and women, he caught a smell of
death. Not the ancient rot and decay that marked a demon, but death
nonetheless. Flesh rotted not by time, but by some foul poison. 


“Let me see,” the Hunter snapped. He pushed open the door
and stepped out into the street, straightening his clothing. He wore an
ostentatiously colored jacket, vest, and trousers, far too elaborate in style
to be comfortable or practical and edged with more lace than a woman’s evening
gown. He’d be rid of them in a heartbeat, but they were all required for his
current disguise. Pulling his cloak forward to conceal Soulhunger, he pushed
into the crowd.


“Step aside, step aside!” He pitched his voice deliberately
higher to make himself sound younger. The façade he wore would be in his early
thirties, not five thousand years old like the Bucelarii beneath. 


A burly man in a flour-stained apron turned to snarl at him,
but stopped when he caught sight of the Hunter’s face—with its prominent nose,
weak jaw, high cheekbones, and angular chin—and rich robes. Evidently the pretentious
demeanor and garish clothing of a nobleman was enough to convince the man not
to growl a response. Commoners of cities like Praamis and Voramis disdained
noblemen, but never to their faces. Lords and ladies had a tendency to kill
first and ask forgiveness later.


“What’s all the fuss?” The Hunter shoved his way forward
with just enough force to displace people, yet not hurl them aside. His inhuman
strength, a gift of his Bucelarii heritage, gave him the strength to snap a
man’s leg with only mild effort. “What’s going on here? I demand an
explanation!” 


His eyes fell on the body before the words had finished
leaving his mouth. He stepped into the alley, heedless of the muck that
squelched under his shoes, and crouched over the corpse. A child, perhaps
eleven or twelve years old, with features just on the healthy side of
emaciated, a thin torso, and limbs that had just begun to grow gangly. The
Hunter didn’t need his keen nostrils to tell him the boy had been poisoned—the bright
blue color of the lad’s lips was unmistakable, and a perfect match for his
azure coat, vest, and trousers. 


The Hunter scanned the area for any indication of who had killed
the child or abandoned the body. The mud had been disturbed by drag marks that
ended at the boy’s heels. Someone had dragged the body and dumped it there. Two
footprints were visible beside the body, and a round imprint that might have
been from a knee.


Almost as if someone knelt beside the body. But why?


The Hunter’s eyes went to the boy’s right hand, which was
closed into a tight fist. A tiny scrap of parchment poked between the child’s
fingers. 


What is that?


He moved closer and pried open the boy’s fingers. Within the
victim’s palm lay a paper crumpled into a tight wad, and lodged in one of the
boy’s fingernails was a single dull brown thread. The Hunter quickly snatched
the two objects and concealed them from the crowd behind him.  


 “Poor little
Bluejacket,” said a woman’s voice from behind him. 


The Hunter turned and fixed the speaker with a lordly frown.
“You know this lad?” 


“No, my lord,” the woman said with a vigorous shake of her
head. “But his clothes, you see. He’s one of Lady Chasteyn’s Bluejackets.”


The Hunter studied the boy’s clothing. Though he had the
look of a street urchin, his clothes were well-tailored and as clean as could
be expected of a child this age. 


Before the Hunter could ask who Lady Chasteyn was and what
the Bluejackets were, shouts of “Make way for the Guard!” echoed loud from the
back of the crowd. People moved aside or were shoved aside as four men in the
olive robes and silver breastplates of the Praamian Guard marched toward the
body.


The leader of the squad narrowed his eyes at the sight of
the Hunter. “Here now, who the bloody hell are ye and what are ye doin’?”


The Hunter drew himself up to his full height—more than a
hand’s breadth taller than the Praamian Guard—and plastered a look of disdain
on his face. “Lord Harrenth Anglion, son of Lord Enusk Anglion. And who, pray
tell, are you to speak to me in such a disrespectful manner?”


The guard paled but held his ground. “Sergeant Mayten, fifth
squad, Old Town Company. We’ve been called about that!” He thrust a finger
toward the corpse. 


“Good,” the Hunter snapped. “About time. This crowd was
blocking my coach, so the sooner you can clear the way, the sooner I can be on
with my business.”


“Right.” Sergeant Mayten cleared his throat and shouted at the
crowd. “Away, the lot of ye! The Duke’ll handle this.”


“Bloody lot of good that will do,” muttered the
flour-covered baker as he turned to leave. 


“What’s that?” snapped Sergeant Mayten. “Who said that?”


The Hunter stepped in front of the Praamian Guard.
“Sergeant, someone spoke of the Bluejackets and a Lady Chasteyn.”


“From the House of Mercy, just south of The Gardens.”
Sergeant Mayten nodded. “And bugger me if I ain’t the one who has to deliver
the news that another of her lads has been sent to the Long Keeper.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “Another?” 


The sergeant gave the Hunter an expectant look and inclined
his head. 


Of course. With a
disdainful sniff, the Hunter dropped two silver half-drakes into the man’s
hand. 


The sergeant nodded and made the coins disappear. “Second
one in the last two weeks. Though the last one was bloody bizarre.”


“Bizarre?” The Hunter cocked his head.


“Head all plastered up like a mask, but all smooth, no
features.” Sergeant Mayten scowled. “Worse was that odd symbol carved into his
chest.”


Another body with the Serenii-looking rune? And a child?


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed. One child poisoned and another
killed in some strange ritual. They both had the feel of a demon, but not the
smell. The Abiarazi had a very distinctive odor: an ancient rot and decay. The
Hunter’s sensitive nostrils didn’t catch even the slightest hint of that scent
here. The killer had been human.


 “Thank you,
Sergeant,” he said with a nod.


“Of course, milord.” The man actually gave a little bow,
then turned back to shouting at the crowd to disperse. 


The Hunter cast one last glance down at the corpse. The boy
was a year or two younger than Hailen, the child he’d met in the Beggar Temple
in Malandria. Over the last four years, he’d come to think of Hailen as his own
son. Anger burned hot and bright in his chest as he pictured Hailen lying
discarded in the muck.  


He’d come to Praamis in search of a demon and found a
monster. He could hunt both. 


 


 












Chapter Three


 





 


Even after eleven years as Master Gold, Ilanna still felt
strange standing in front of the crowd of apprentices, Journeymen, and House
Masters that filled the Menagerie. All eyes fixed on her, voices silent as the
Night Guild—her people, every one of them—waited for her to speak.


“Brothers and sisters of the Night Guild, this is
unacceptable.” Ilanna lacked the previous Master Gold’s flair for the dramatic;
she preferred a more concise, to-the-point style. But her voice rang off the
earthen walls and high ceiling of the Menagerie with grim resolve, and it
seemed the torches and lanterns dimmed from the force of her anger. “Seven
murders in Praamis in the last three weeks. Men, women, even children. What do
you have to say for yourselves?” 


Ilanna’s eyes fixed first on Errik, Master of House Serpent.
“Master Serpent, speak.” 


Errik, a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing the green
armband of his House, rose from his plush armchair at the front of the crowd. “House
Serpent has no record of these deaths being sanctioned, nor knowledge of their
execution by any Journeyman or apprentice.”


Ilanna nodded as the man took his seat. She hadn’t needed
his answer to know it wasn’t the Serpents—the Guild assassins would never be so
careless to leave the bodies for the Praamian Guards to find unless they wanted
to send a pointed message. And Errik, her friend since her earliest days in the
Night Guild, would never sanction the killing of a child.


Her eyes went to Asald, a towering giant of a man with
flaming hair to match the red of his House armband. “Master Bloodbear, have you
anything to say?”


Asald drew himself up to his full height and loomed head and
shoulders over Ilanna. “House Bloodbear has no knowledge of these deaths.”


At Ilanna’s nod, the huge man sat back in his armchair. Once
she would have laid the blame on House Bloodbear without hesitation. During her
youth, they had been a collection of thugs, brutes, and bullies. Over her years
as Master Gold, a marked change had come to House Bloodbear. The thugs, brutes,
and bullies used their strength and brutality to protect not only their fellow
Night Guild Journeymen and apprentices, but the people of Praamis from rival
gangs, river pirates, and any outside enemies that threatened the safety of the
populace. They’d grown as fierce in their protection of Praamians as they’d
once been in their extortion and blackmailing. 


She stopped in front of Tyman, who wore the black armband of
a Scorpion. “Master Scorpion?”


Tyman stood with effort. “House Scorpion is blameless, Guild
Master.” His voice resonated with its usual strength, but the last eleven years
had worn on his body. His shoulders had a pronounced stoop now, the result of
long hours spent hunched over his patients, and his hair had gone silvery
white.


“Thank you, Master Scorpion.” The poisoners would not slit
throats when they could kill with alchemical mixtures and concoctions that
would be invisible. 


Ilanna repeated the question to broad-shouldered Eden, the
Master of House Fox, and one-eyed Septin, Master of House Grubber, and received
the expected denials. Foxes were street-level thieves, cunning in the art of
deception and lifting purses, but not prone to violence. They fled rather than
fought, hid rather than confront. Grubbers were little more than beggars,
street-sweepers, sewage scavengers, and errand runners for the other Houses.


Ilanna came to stand in front of the man who wore the brown
armband of House Hawk. “Master Hawk, what have you to say for your House?”


“Nothing.” Bryden barely managed to control his sneer. “You
know as well as I that no Hawk would do such a thing.” He didn’t bother to
stand; his twisted leg served as an excuse to avoid the effort, but he remained
seated out of disrespect to her.


Ilanna’s jaw tightened. The years hadn’t tempered Bryden’s instinctive
dislike of her. He’d been the second-in-command to Jagar Khat, the Master of
House Hawk during her years as apprentice and Journeyman. After the mess with
the Bloody Hand and the massacre of all the Guild Council, he’d ascended to
command of House Hawk—for good reason, he was as capable an administrator as
her own aide, Darreth. His presence made for irritating and infuriating Council
meetings. He stopped just short of contempt in public and private, but his feelings
for her were no secret. 


Ilanna turned away from Bryden without a nod and stared at
the next House Master. “Master Hound, what of your House?”


Shaw, a whip-thin man with tightly-corded muscles and a lean
build that hid surprising strength, stood with an easy grace. “My Hounds are
innocent of any wrongdoing in this matter.” He met her gaze without hesitation,
his long, strong fingers adjusting his white armband.


Ilanna moved on without waiting for him to sit. She stopped
before the Master of the eighth House of the Night Guild, a swarthy-skinned
Ghandian woman with a golden armband around her broad bicep. 


“Master Phoenix, have you anything to say?”


The woman rose with the grace and poise of a warrior and
loomed over Ilanna, her strong, muscled shoulders and thick arms adding to the
ferocity blazing in her eyes. “It was one of the girls under my House’s protection that fell to these
murderers.” Her voice rang out loud in the Menagerie. “House Phoenix will have
retribution in blood.”


Ilanna met Ria’s dark brown eyes and saw anger and sorrow
written there. Ria looked like an angel of vengeance, her kaffe-colored skin
agleam in the flickering torchlight. She felt the loss of the prostitute keenly
and her fierce protective streak cried out for her to punish the guilty. That
passion was one of the things that had made Ilanna fall in love with Ria in the
first place.


Ilanna nodded to Ria and circled back to her original
position at the front of the crowd. “The Night Guild will give answer to these
crimes. Every House will lend the manpower and resources needed to find those
guilty. I will personally deal with
the matter myself, and I will not rest until the murderers are punished.” Her
eyes roved across the hundreds of cowled and hooded faces and fixed each man,
woman, and child with a stern gaze in turn. She crossed her arms over her chest
and gave the ritual bow. “This cruelty will not go unanswered. We will have the
Watcher’s justice!” 


“The Watcher’s justice!” Four hundred and eighty-three
voices rang out in the Menagerie. 


Pride swelled within Ilanna as she stared at her people.
Criminals, killers, and thieves: they were the Night Guild, and she was their
Master. 


 


* * *


 


Ilanna dropped into her heavy armchair with a sigh. Her long
day of sorting out Guild issues had turned into a long night when she received
the King’s summons, and she found herself longing for the warmth of her bed and
Ria’s arms.


But bed would have to wait. This business of the murders was
bad for the Night Guild. She doubted King Ohilmos would do anything unless the killing
continued, but Duke Phonnis would use every one of those deaths as weapons in
his argument against the Night Guild. 


I’ve got to find whoever’s behind this and deal with it
quickly.


She reached for the perspiring metal pitcher on her side
table and poured herself a glass of chilled watered wine. As always, she
hesitated before bringing the goblet to her lips. Her predecessor had died by
poison—the handiwork of Allon, a Hound that had been her former lover and,
she’d believed, an ally—so she was cautious of what she drank. Thankfully, her
aide had been a Scorpion, and he knew every toxin used in the Night Guild,
Praamis, and the south of Einan. Nothing would get past him. 


She stifled a groan as the man himself, Journeyman Darreth,
entered the room. He never seemed to bring good news. 


“Master Gold.” He gave her a little bow, a habit he’d clung
to despite her insistence to the contrary. She’d recruited Darreth into her
crew during the Lady Auslan heist and kept him on when she became Guild Master.
He numbered among the most competent administrators in the Night Guild—in all
of Praamis, she’d wager—but had an uncanny habit of disturbing her when she had
no desire to be disturbed. 


“The House Masters await you outside.” He spoke in a grating,
nasal voice that seemed a perfect match for his slim build and long-fingered
hands, which, like his eyes, seemed never to stop moving. “Master Hawk, of
course, has already complained thrice about being kept waiting for the whole
minute and a half since his arrival.”


“Send them in.” Ilanna stood with a sigh and came around to
the front of the desk. 


“Of course, Guild Master.” Darreth bowed and strode to the
door, his movements as precise and controlled as his handwriting. 


This isn’t going to be fun.


A moment later, the door swung open and Bryden, Master of
House Hawk, limped into the room with a furious expression. “You know full well
that the Hawks are innocent of any of this!” he shouted, his face flushed and
red. “There is no reason to accuse any of the Journeymen or apprentices—”


“Bryden!” Ilanna’s voice cracked like a whip. “Shut up for
just one moment and listen.”


Bryden’s eyes flew wide and he opened his mouth to retort,
but a hand on his shoulder stopped him. 


“Listen,” Errik said. A single word, yet spoken by the
Master of House Serpent and the foremost assassin in the Night Guild, it
carried weight. All in the Night Guild knew of Errik’s close friendship with
Ilanna. Even the youngest apprentice knew that going up against Master Gold
meant facing Master Serpent’s blades. Few dared risk that. 


Ilanna set down her goblet and met Bryden’s gaze. “I know
your Hawks are innocent, Master Hawk. I have spent time with each of them, and
have heard extensive reports on them from my son.”


Bryden’s scowl deepened. His dislike for Ilanna hadn’t quite
extended to mistreatment of Kodyn, but it had come close more than once. There
had been times when only the calming voices of Ria, Errik, and Darreth had
prevented Ilanna’s motherly instincts from overriding her good sense. 


She turned her gaze to the other House Masters. “I believe
you when you say that you have no knowledge of these crimes, but perhaps there
are things going in your Houses that you are unaware of. That spectacle in the
Menagerie was for the sake of your Journeymen and apprentices. If one of them
is responsible, I want them terrified of what the Guild will do to them.
Terrified men and women make mistakes, and we will be ready to catch them when
they slip up. But no,” she said with a shake of her head, “I do not believe
anyone in the Night Guild is guilty of these murders.”


Relief filled Master Grubber’s one good eye, and tension
drained from Master Fox’s thick-muscled shoulders. 


“Yet, as I said, the Night Guild will not let it stand.”
Ilanna’s voice hardened. “I want everyone in every House on the lookout for
anything that could lead us to those guilty. They must be caught, for the sake
of the Night Guild and all of Praamis.”


“As you say.” The whip-thin Master Hound bowed. 


“Go, speak to your people.” Ilanna thrust a finger toward
the door. “Instill the Watcher’s fear in them, and once you are certain the
killer is not among our ranks, set them to hunt the bastard down!” 


Ilanna turned her back on the House Masters in dismissal,
and she heard the door open and close a few seconds later. When she returned to
her seat, she found Errik and Ria hadn’t moved from their places.


Errik spoke first. “I’ve already set my Serpents loose on
the streets.” He gave her a confident nod. “We’ll find whoever’s doing this.”


Ilanna smiled. “Thank you, my friend.”


“Always, Ilanna.” He returned her smile—an expression she rarely
saw cross his face these days—nodded to Ria, and left the room.


Silence hung thick in the chamber for a moment. Ria shattered
it by driving her fist into the earthen wall. 


“Damn the bastard!” Ria snarled. “Chantelle was a good girl,
Ilanna. She didn’t deserve to die like that!” 


Ilanna hadn’t known the prostitute by name, but Ria did—she
knew every working girl, courtesan, and fancy-tickler in Praamis. It was her
duty as Master of House Phoenix, one she took seriously. 


“I know she didn’t.” She came around the desk and reached
for Ria’s hands. The woman’s balled fists slowly relaxed in her grip, and Ria
lifted dark, angry eyes to her. “But I swear to you that her death will not go
unanswered.”


Ria bared her teeth. “Give me five minutes in a room with
the bastard, and he’ll think death a mercy!” 


“As soon as we find him.” Ilanna drew in a deep breath. “And
no one in the Night Guild is going to rest until we do.”


Ria’s grip, strong from years of wielding her forearm-length
assegai spear, tightened on Ilanna’s
hand. “Damned right!” She blew out her cheeks. “I’m off to do the rounds of the
pleasure houses. Meet me at The Gilded Chateau in two hours? I should have
something for you by then. If anyone knows or has heard anything, Aisha and I
will get it out of them.”


“I’ll be there,” Ilanna said with a nod. 


Ria pulled Ilanna close and pressed a kiss to her lips.
“Find them, Master Gold,” she whispered when she broke off. “Find them, and
make them pay.”


“I intend to.” Ilanna’s voice was low, hard. She felt that
same cold fury that had filled her gut when she’d killed Allon for his
betrayal. 


Ria had just turned to leave when the door opened and
Darreth entered the room. One look at the Journeyman’s ashen expression twisted
a dagger of worry in Ilanna’s stomach.


“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”


“Th-They found another body, Master Gold.” Darreth couldn’t
meet her eyes. “It’s one of ours.”


 


 












Chapter Four


 





 


“House of Mercy, my lord,” called out the coachman as he
reined in the horses. 


The Hunter opened the coach door and stepped out into the
street. The House of Mercy towered three stories above his head, the red brick
walls stretching for fifty paces across. Given its location a few streets away
from The Gardens, the building alone had to be worth a small fortune.


“I await your pleasure, sir,” the man said, and knuckled his
forehead. 


The man had been paid well enough to transport “Lord
Anglion” from Voramis to Praamis and remain available as long as the “nobleman”
needed him. The Hunter had selected the coachman based on his reputation for
maintaining secrets—provided the coin was good enough, of course. The carriage
had been rented from one of Voramis’ many coachhouses and decorated with the
colors of Lord Anglion’s noble house: white and red.


The Hunter tapped his gilded cane on the cobblestones. “I
won’t be long, Rayf.” 


He strode through the wide-open front door and found himself
in a neat tiled corridor with whitewashed walls and a high-vaulted ceiling.
Plain wooden furniture—a simple bench in the waiting area, a solid table to
greet guests, and cabinets filled with Bluejacket clothing and shoes—adorned
the corridor. The shouts, cries, and laughter of children echoed through the
roomy halls around him. 


A woman wearing a long-sleeved grey dress, blue apron, and white
wimple looked up as he entered. “Welcome to the House of Mercy, good sir. How
might we be of assistance?”


“I believe it is I who can be of assistance to you this
day.” The Hunter gave the woman a magnanimous smile. “I’ve come into a sizeable
fortune, but my deceased grandmother insisted that a part of it goes to care
for the less fortunate of Praamis. I’ve heard so much about Lady Chasteyn that
I knew I had to come down and see her labors for myself. Is she in?” 


“She is, my lord.” The woman’s face brightened. “She’ll be
in the common room serving lunch now, as she does every day. If you would like
to wait—”


“No need.” The Hunter gave a dismissive wave. “After all,
I’ve come to see the good works I will be helping to fund, so I will be happy
to speak to her in the common room.”


“Of course. Right this way, if you please.”


The Hunter added a dignified swagger to his stride as he
followed the woman through the halls. He caught glimpses of rooms with
desks—likely some sort of place of learning—bedrooms, even one room filled with
clothes to be mended. The sound of children grew louder as they approached the
end of the corridor.


The woman led him through swinging wooden doors and into
what had to be a common room or dining chamber. Long wooden tables and benches
filled the room, and children sat at the tables eating the midday meal. 


A stone counter occupied one end of the room, and upon the
counter sat two enormous cookpots. Three women stood behind the pots, wielding
ladles and scooping a delicious-smelling meat stew into the bowls of the blue-clothed
children—all between the ages of four and twelve or thirteen, the Hunter
guessed--lined up before them. Two wore the same grey dress, blue apron, and
white wimple as the woman guiding him. The third could only be Lady Chasteyn. 


Lady Chasteyn had the pale skin and aquiline features of a
Praamian noble, with a prominent nose, a smattering of freckles on her high
cheeks, and a sharp jawline and chin. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled
back into a neat braid coiled in the latest style atop her head. Even her
clothes were elegant, cut in the latest fashion, in bright hues of blue and
purple layered tastefully with contrasting whites and blacks. 


“Here you are!” she said in a high, singsong voice as she
ladled stew into one of the children’s bowls. “Eat up, and there’s plenty more
where this came from.” 


The woman that had entered with the Hunter slipped around
the table and whispered something into Lady Chasteyn’s ear. Lady Chasteyn’s
brilliant blue eyes snapped toward the Hunter. She passed the ladle to the grey-dressed
woman, removed her blue cloth apron, and glided around the table.


“Welcome, my lord.” Lady Chasteyn flashed a dazzling smile.
“Susain tells me you have come to speak about making a contribution to the
needy.”


“Indeed, my lady.” The Hunter swept up Lady Chasteyn’s hand
and pressed his lips to her knuckles. Her perfume, an overpowering mixture of
amber, cinnamon, musk, and candied flowers, assaulted his nostrils. He forced
himself not to grimace, but kept the pleasant smile plastered on his face. 


Lady Chasteyn’s smile broadened and she laid a hand on his
arm. “This way, if you please, my lord.” She leaned close to the Hunter as he
escorted her out of the common room, down the hall, and into a side room
opposite the entrance. By the wooden desk, canvas chair, and book-laden
shelves, the Hunter guessed he stood in Lady Chasteyn’s office. 


“As I told Susain,” the Hunter said as he closed the wooden,
glass-paneled door behind him, “my grandmother has left me a sizeable
inheritance, but on the condition that a percentage is dedicated toward the
less fortunate. That percentage comes up to a total of ten thousand imperials.”


“Blessed Mistress!” Lady Chasteyn’s eyes widened and she
pressed a hand to her throat. “May the gods smile on you for your generosity.”


The Hunter smiled. Humans
and their gods. Mention of the gods amused him, in the same way he was
amused by watching an incompetent swordsman defending against a vastly superior
opponent. What would they do if they ever
knew the truth? The few he’d told about the Serenii, Enarium, and the
Devourer had struggled to digest the revelation. 


“As I said, the ten thousand imperials are to be given to
works like yours that provide aid to those in need.” The Hunter cleared his
throat. “But I have not yet decided which of these works to contribute to.
Thus, I have come today to see the renowned House of Mercy for myself.”


“Of course.” Lady Chasteyn’s smile never wavered, but her
eyes lost a fraction of their sparkle. “Ask what you will and I will answer
gladly.”


“I must admit that I find it curious that a noblewoman of
your esteemed reputation would engage in such activity.” The Hunter had never
heard of Lady Chasteyn and had no idea what sort of reputation she had, but
flattery always worked wonders with the nobility. People that thought highly of
themselves liked to believe others thought the same. 


“You would not be the first to say that, nor the last.” Lady
Chasteyn laughed, a high, tinkling sound. “Many of my peers from Praamis and
even Voramis have found it odd. But the answer is simple. The House of Mercy
was founded by my late father, Lord Vorack Forgolan. Upon his passing, his
estate fell to me, but like you, it came with the condition that I keep the
House of Mercy open. With a sizeable trust to ensure the smooth operations, of
course.”


“Ah, I understand.” The Hunter smiled. “The shadow of our
fathers persists long after they are in the grave.”


“You are more right than you know, my lord.” Lady Chasteyn
nodded. “However, I will admit freely that the House of Mercy is sustained by
generous contributions from devout Praamians like you.”


The Hunter bowed. “One can only try their best, my lady.”


“Indeed,” Lady Chasteyn said. “That is all we can do in this
life, and hope the Long Keeper judges us fairly in the next.”


Her words reminded him of the brown-robed priest shouting in
the marketplace. 


“Now, if I might be so indelicate as to ask a difficult
question, is it true that one of your children was recently discovered…” He
glanced around and dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “…murdered?”


Lady Chasteyn’s expression froze, and her eyes went hard,
flat. After a moment, she nodded her head. “Sadly, that is the case.” She
folded her hands over her lap and dropped her gaze. “The House of Mercy
provides the children with food and shelter as best we can, but alas, there are
so few of us to care for them that we cannot hope to watch them all. The
children are free to go about the city during the day. In fact, we encourage
them to find gainful employment wherever possible. Many of them are employed in
what the people of Praamis have come to affectionately call the ‘Bluejacket
Runners’.” 


This brought a smile to her lips. “My Bluejackets run
messages of all sorts around the city, from the palace itself to Old Praamis to
The Gardens. We try our best to keep them out of unsavory places, such as
outside the Praamian Wall, but every imperial earned is one more that helps to
put food in bellies and blankets on beds.”


The Hunter inclined his head. “Yet, forgive me for returning
to the distasteful topic, but have many of your children gone missing in the
past? Or ended up in this…unfortunate condition?”


Lady Chasteyn sighed. “Children go missing all too often, my
lord.” Her shoulders drooped. “It is a sad fact to admit, yet there are many
wicked people in this world. I do my best to care for those I can. The rest, I entrust
to the Watcher’s hands.”


The Hunter nodded. “It is all you can do.” He’d heard many
similar tales in Voramis; fiery hell, in every city he’d visited across Einan. Children
could go missing, be hauled into slavery, or imprisoned into far worse
fates—there would always be those willing to prey on the weak.  


But the one that had killed this unnamed orphan child hadn’t
reckoned on the Hunter. This death, at
least, will not go unpunished. Soulhunger would feed well once he found the
bastard.


“If you may permit me a question of my own, my lord?” Lady
Chasteyn raised an eyebrow.


“Nothing as indelicate as those I’ve asked you, I trust.” 


The noblewoman laughed. “Certainly not.”


“Then ask away, my lady.” The Hunter swept a courtly bow.


“You are Lord
Harrenth Anglion, are you not?”


“I am he,” the Hunter said. “I did not believe I would be so
easily recognized. Truth be told, I wished this donation to remain anonymous.”


“Your name will never be mentioned if that is your desire,”
Lady Chasteyn said. “But I ask out of curiosity at your presence here, for it
is well-known that the young Lord Anglion is reclusive to the extreme. Indeed,
few in Praamis have seen your face in the last decade.”


The Hunter nodded. “A question I should have expected, my
lady.” 


Which, in truth, he had.


He’d invested a great deal of time, effort, and gold into
crafting his Lord Anglion persona back in his days as the Hunter, assassin of
Voramis. He’d purchased a peerage in the Praamian nobility, bribed the scribes to
add his fictional lineage to the city’s records, bought a modest mansion in The
Gardens and holdings outside of Praamis, even hired staff and workers to care
for his properties–all through intermediaries, of course. Even on this visit,
he’d added a few years on the eternally youthful, sharp-angled face of Lord
Harrenth Anglion. 


“For the last decade, I have traveled around the continent
of Fehl, far to the south of Einan.” A well-rehearsed lie, one that few people
would bother to investigate. “The gold and silver mines of the Fehlans have
kept me overseas for all this time, not to mention made me a very wealthy man.
Yet over the last year, I have found myself longing for the comforts of home
and civilized life in Praamis. The passing of my grandmother seemed the ideal
opportunity for a return. Or, if nothing else, an extended visit.”


“Then let me be the first to welcome you home, Lord
Anglion.”


“Thank you, my lady.” The Hunter swept a bow. “I hope that
our paths cross again soon.”


“Indeed.” Lady Chasteyn beamed at him. “I will be certain to
make it so.”


A knock sounded at the office door. 


“Enter!” Lady Chasteyn called.


The man who opened the door looked to be in his seventies,
with plain features to match his greying hair, dull brown servants’ garb, and
his lean form. He didn’t enter, but spoke from the doorway.


“My lady, we must be goin’ if you’re to be home in time for
tonight’s gala.” He spoke in the thick accent of a Praamian from the slums
outside the wall.  


The Hunter didn’t catch the man’s scent, his nostrils
overpowered by Lady Chasteyn’s perfume as she moved toward him. 


“Of course, Holtan.” The noblewoman swept a curtsy to the
Hunter. “I would be honored if you attended our fete tonight. Nothing too
lavish, mind you. A small affair to celebrate the anniversary of my husband’s
return from his pilgrimage to Shalandra.” 


The Hunter had heard of Shalandra, a city at the
southernmost extreme of the continent of Einan. He’d even visited it once,
years earlier, to hunt down a nobleman that fled Voramis to escape his wrath. 


The Hunter bowed. “I truly hope to attend, my lady, provided
my business in Praamis does not otherwise occupy me. However, I will strive my
utmost to be present.”


“That is all a lady can ask for.” Her dazzling smile
returned. “Until tonight, my lord.”


“Mistress willing, my lady.”


The Hunter’s eyes followed Lady Chasteyn as she swept from
the room in a swirl of bright-colored fabric and golden hair. Her manservant,
Holtan, shot the Hunter a curious look before closing the door behind Lady Chasteyn.


Well, that could have gone worse. 


The Hunter hadn’t learned much about what could have gotten
the child killed, but Lady Chasteyn’s mention of the Bluejacket Runners
intrigued him. He reached into his pocket and drew out the parchment he’d found
clutched in the boy’s hand. 


“Young Lady Riandra’s blood is on your hands, Baronet
Wyvern,” it read. “What is it worth to keep her death a secret?”


A blackmail note?
Intriguing, but not surprising considering its recipient. The nobility tended
to have the most sordid appetites—and plenty of money to cover up any
transgressions.


The Hunter tapped his lip in thought. Lady Chasteyn had
explained how the boy came to have such a message. But who would kill the messenger: the one who hired him, or the
intended recipient? 


It seemed unlikely that either would have murdered the boy,
but he couldn’t rule out either party. 


He strode from Lady Chasteyn’s office and scanned the House
of Mercy. He stopped one of the caretakers heading past.


“A moment of your time, fair lady,” he said, still in the
Lord Anglion persona.


She was young and pretty, even in her plain clothing, and
colored beneath his compliment. “Of course, my lord.” 


“If I was to have one of your delightful children deliver a
message for me, would there be a record of its provenance?” 


Her face twisted in confusion. “Sir?”


The Hunter tried again. “Would there be any way to know that
the message came from me? For the purpose of ensuring its safe delivery, of
course.”


“Sorry, my lord.” The caretaker shook her head. “Lady
Chasteyn said no records were to be kept.” She lowered her voice to a
conspiratorial whisper. “Some of the messages that get sent are of a sensitive nature, if you get my
meaning.”


“I certainly do.” The Hunter winked at her. “Thank you, fair
lady, you have been most helpful.”


“Of course, my lord.” The young women curtsied. “Is it true
what I hear? That you intend to contribute to keeping the House of Mercy running?”


The Hunter inclined his head. “Perhaps.”


“Mistress smile on you then, sir.” She beamed up at him.
“There are always more children in need, though there seem to be far fewer of
them about these days. And now with the child found in the marketplace…” She
shook her head. “A true shame, sir.”


“Indeed.” With a nod, the Hunter took his leave. He tapped
his gilded cane on the cobblestones as he strode from the orphanage and, with a
nod to Rayf, climbed into the carriage without a word. The coachmen knew where
he needed to go—he’d received instructions on how to reach Lord Anglion’s
mansion in The Gardens before departing Voramis. 


The Hunter leaned back in the cloth-stuffed, leather-covered
carriage seat and pulled out the note again. “Young Lady Riandra’s blood is on your hands, Baronet Wyvern,” it
read. “What is it worth to keep her death
a secret?”


He couldn’t find the one who’d sent the note, but he knew
its intended recipient. That, at least, was a place to start his search.


Time to pay this Baronet
Wyvern a visit. The question was: should he go as Lord Harrenth Anglion the
haughty nobleman, or as the Hunter of Voramis? 


 


 












Chapter Five


 





 


Ilanna almost felt ashamed at the relief that flooded her when
she saw the corpse lying on the steel table in Journeyman Rilmine’s charnel
room. The apprentice was one of hers, a small lad who wore the muted “streets”
of the Night Guild. 


But it wasn’t Kodyn. 


She could finally breathe now that she knew her son hadn’t
been the one murdered. Try as she might to shut off her mother’s instincts, she
couldn’t help worrying about Kodyn. After everything that had happened—the
horror that had led to his conception, the secrecy of his birth and infancy,
the terror of watching her house consumed by alchemical fire, the joy of
finding him once more—she could allow herself a moment of bliss to know her son
was alive.


Or, at least, not the corpse on Journeyman Rilmine’s table.


“Who is he?” Ilanna asked.


“Name’s Arashi,” Eden, Master Fox, said with a sad shake of
her head. “A Red Fox, in his fourth year of apprenticeship.”


Ilanna’s gut twisted again. Fourth year. That would make him barely eleven or twelve. Too young
to have died, even worse to end up like this.


The stink of embalming chemicals and the metallic tang of
old, dried blood only added to her nausea. She forced herself not to think
about where Journeyman Rilmine had obtained the organs that sat in the
liquid-filled jars occupying the shelves around the room’s periphery. 


Her eyes traced the smooth, featureless outline of the
plaster that engulfed his head and neck. The mask gave him the appearance of a milliner’s
head dummy, more of a porcelain doll than a real, living child. Or a child that
had been living until yesterday.


Blood stained the boy’s emaciated, filthy chest, forming a
grisly halo around the strange symbol etched into his skin. The sight of it
struck Ilanna a blow to the gut—until now, it had been nothing more than lines
on King Ohilmos’ parchment. She felt a nauseating rage, a desire to carve
whoever had done this to bloody pieces, just as she had the Bloodbear that had
tormented her throughout her apprenticeship.


“Guild Massster.” Journeyman Rilmine’s strange voice drifted
in from the doorway. “I did not expect you ssso sssoon.”


Journeyman Rilmine was unique even among the odd characters
that made up House Scorpion. A strange disease had taken every hair from his
head, eyebrows, face, and body. He stood nearly a head taller than Ilanna, yet
his shoulders had grown stooped from too many hours hunched over corpses. Too
many hours spent in the Guild tunnels had turned his skin parchment-thin and
eerily pale. Years ago, he’d suffered a stroke that deadened the right half of
his face. When he spoke, he slurred his words and hissed on all the hard “s”
sounds. 


“I got here as soon as I received the news,” Ilanna said. 


Journeyman Tyman, now Master of House Scorpion, had once
been the Night Guild’s foremost healers. He had even begun training others of
his House in the healing arts. But where Tyman ministered to the living,
Rilmine cared for the dead. He dissected human bodies to study their
innards—not only to further Tyman’s medical studies, but simply out of a
fascination to see death in every form. Just being around the Journeyman sent a
shiver of disgust down Ilanna’s spine.


“I have not yet had time to ssstudy the body.” Rilmine
placed a leather bundle on the steel table beside the corpse and unrolled it,
revealing an assortment of scalpels, clamps, pincers, and other physicker’s
tools. “You mussst return when I am done.” 


“Can you tell me anything at all about what killed him?”
Ilanna asked. “Was it the plaster mask, those marks carved into his flesh?”


“I cannot sssay yet.” Journeyman Rilmine shook one long
finger in her face. “Give me time.”


“You have three hours,” Ilanna said. 


Rilmine bowed. “Asss you sssay, Massster Gold.” 


Ilanna departed without a backward glance, glad to be free
of the overpowering stink of the alchemical embalming chemicals Rilmine used to
preserve his corpses. Eden followed at her side, her long legs easily matching
Ilanna’s stride.


“Where did they find him?” Ilanna asked.


“The sewers, not far from Old Town Market.” Eden’s face
creased into a scowl. “Discarded like shite.”


Ilanna’s gut clenched. “Have your Foxes scour the sewers for
anything that could point us at his killer.”


“Already doing so,” Master Fox replied. 


“Good.” Ilanna nodded. “If whoever did it returns, I want
your Foxes to report back here at once.” She stopped and grabbed Eden by her
huge bicep. “Under no circumstances
are your Foxes to take action. They are to watch, nothing more.”


“You expect me to tell them that?” Fury flashed in the
Eden’s dull brown eyes. “Every one of my Foxes knows what happened to Arashi by
now. If they find whoever’s responsible, they’re going to gut the bastard first
and let the Long Keeper ask the questions.”


“Which is exactly why I’m telling you.” Ilanna met the Fox’s
anger with icy calm. “The last thing we need is for more people to end up dead.
This murderer has already killed four men, not just children.” She drew a
finger across her neck. “Slashed their throats, bled them like pigs. Your Foxes
are clever and quick, but they’re not fighters. Your orders are to have them report back to House Serpent.”


Master Fox’s eyes narrowed. “The Serpents?”


“They’ll handle it,” Ilanna insisted. “Errik’s got most of
his Serpents out hunting, but the moment you get a location on the killer,
he’ll get them back and send them after the bastard.” She gripped Eden’s huge
arm again. “Trust me, whoever did this won’t
get off easy.”


After a tense moment, Master Fox nodded. “As you say, Guild
Master.” She spun on her heel and hurried in the direction of her House. 


Ilanna was on her way back to her office when she heard
someone calling her name. A young Hawk raced up to her.


“Uhh, Master Gold.” The boy—Mayk, wasn’t it?—no older than ten or eleven, looked nervous to be
speaking with her, but his expression was that of a man on a mission. He held
out a folded parchment. “This is for you.” 


Ilanna took the parchment and read. “Another child found in Old Town Market this morning. The deaths must
stop.” The note had no signature, but she recognized the handwriting. It
had come from Duke Phonnis.


“How did you get this?” Ilanna demanded.


Mayk reddened. “I…er…I was grabbed by a Praamian Guard in
the Ward of Refuge, right beside the Coin Counter’s Temple. But instead of
hauling me off to the hangman’s noose, he gave me this and told me to get it to
you at once.” Tears slipped from his eyes. “I-I’m sorry, Master Gold. I didn’t
mean to get caught.”


“Mayk.” She spoke in a voice at once firm and kind. “You did
good. You have nothing to fear.”


The Hawk apprentice scrubbed at his cheeks. “Thank you,
Master Gold.”


“Thank you, young
Hawk.” With a nod, Ilanna turned and strode in the direction of House Hound. 


A long, straight tunnel led to the double doors that opened
into the Kennel, the main chamber of House Hound. Twin amber-colored gemstones
twinkled in the eyes of the hound etched into the door’s face, and long curving
canines served as the door handles.


Ilanna marched up to the doors and pounded on it until, a
few seconds later, one of the doors opened.


A Hound apprentice, perhaps twelve or thirteen, stood framed
in the doorway. “Yes?” His eyes flew wide at sight of Ilanna and panic creased
his face. “Er, Master Gold! Forgive me, I—”


“Tell Master Hound that I have a job for him. He’s to locate
the body found in Old Town Market this morning, snatch it, and bring it to
Journeyman Rilmine for examination. Can you remember that?”


“Yes, Master Gold, of course!” The youth nodded eagerly. 


“Good.” Ilanna stalked down the bare earthen halls that led
away from House Hound. 


Her mind raced. Two deaths on the same day. That can’t be
good.


She had to find and stop the killer before the body count
grew too high. Duke Phonnis wouldn’t hesitate to lay blame at the Night Guild’s
feet, and his efforts to convince the King to eliminate them might actually pay
off.


No, we’re going to deal with this quickly and ruthlessly,
the Night Guild way.


She couldn’t find out anything about the two new victims
yet, not until Journeyman Rilmine finished his examination. But if Ria had
found information on the dead prostitute, Chantelle, maybe it could point her
in the right direction.


 


* * *


 


Ilanna sucked in a gulp of fresh riverside air as she
stepped from the hidden doorway into the Night Guild. 


I’ve been spending too
much time in those stuffy tunnels, she thought. It had been nearly two
weeks since her last run on the Hawk’s Highway with Kodyn. Her excursion to the
palace last night had been her first time leaving the Guild’s corridors in ten
days. I’ve got to get out more. 


She drew in another deep breath, adjusted her nondescript
clothing, and set off in the direction of The Gilded Chateau. Though she kept a
steady pace, fifteen years as a thief made her cautious, wary. Her eyes
wandered into every alley, watched every window, looked through every open
door. She didn’t take a step without calculating three avenues of flight should
she find herself confronted by an enemy.


She knew it was an unnecessary precaution. Few outside the
Night Guild even knew who Ilanna truly was, and fewer still could recognize her
on sight. She had cut her black hair and dyed it a shade of light brown, and
her face had aged in the last eleven years since she’d led the Praamian Guards
and Arbitors on a raid into the Guild tunnels. In truth, only King Ohilmos and
Duke Phonnis knew what she looked like now. 


Eleven years of tenuous peace with the Crown hadn’t erased the
memory of all the Guild members hanging in the Watcher’s Square, but Ilanna had
fought to maintain the ceasefire as long as Duke Phonnis kept his men in line. Despite
his hatred of her and the Night Guild, the Duke had proven obedient to the
King’s command to leave them alone. He wouldn’t send his Arbitors, his private
paramilitary force, or the Praamian Guards to hunt her down, provided Ilanna
didn’t go pissing in the wrong nobleman’s porridge.  


It was personal for the Duke. He saw the Guild as a stain
not only on his city, but on his family’s name. After all, it had been his
ancestors that founded the Guild—a fact he’d done everything in his power to
conceal. Their very existence insulted his honor, and Ilanna had learned that
honor meant everything to Duke Elodon Phonnis, trumped only by his loyalty to
his brother, the King.


Ilanna’s instincts warned her of danger as a troop of
Praamian Guards marched past, but she forced herself to smile and nod at the
olive-clad soldiers. They actually returned her greeting, and she felt a smug
sense of satisfaction warm in her belly. She had nothing to fear now that she
was no longer a thief.


To be fair, being Master Gold carries its own burdens. Not
the least of which is the knowledge of what will happen if we don’t find the
killer and stop the murders.


Hopefully, she’d find her first lead here in The Gilded
Chateau.


The Gilded Chateau was a towering, four-story white stone
building in the heart of Mercantile Square, a ten-block section of Praamis
dedicated to the more affluent vendors: jewelers, watchmakers, and purveyors of
whatever other luxuries the nobility desired. The location of the pleasure
house made it one of the Guild’s most lucrative sources of income—after all,
merchants with fat purses and fatter wives always sought the company of
beautiful, willing women.


Red glass was set in every window, and the lamps shining
within the rooms filled the air with a soft crimson glow that screamed
temptation to passersby. Two women clad in feather boas, elegant top hats, and
dresses made of more lace and jewelry than actual fabric sat on an upper-story
balcony—a sampling of the offerings within.


A solid oak door barred entry to The Gilded Chateau, but it
stood slightly ajar to allow the sound of laughter, music, and the clinking of glasses to waft out onto the
street. The sweet scent of desire-inducing incense—a special concoction crafted
by House Scorpion—hung in a pleasant miasma around the entrance.  


Ilanna nodded to the young woman standing at the door. The
bouncer, a dark-skinned Issai named
Celesa, was Ilanna’s height, her build just on the solid side of lean, but she
watched the street with a quiet confidence that marked her as dangerous. The
truncheon on her belt had sharp metal studs that could tear through flesh and
clothing even as the club itself shattered bone. Fearsome weapons in the right
hands.  


The bouncer inclined her head without taking her eyes off
the street, her attention never wavering from her duty. She had to be good to
have been awarded this position at the upscale brothel.


Ilanna pushed through the doors and stepped into a paradise
of the flesh. 


Colorful paintings hung on the wall, each displaying images
at once suggestive, erotic, yet highly artistic. Wood carvings of a visibly
phallic nature adorned every corner of the room, every tabletop, and every
shelf. The sweet smell of incense hung thick enough to be noticeable, yet never
truly overwhelmed the senses. Red-glass lamps bathed the room in a soft glow
that only added to the sensuality within The Gilded Chateau.


Plush couches, comfortable settees, and fur-covered love
seats occupied the main chamber. Men and women—guests of both sexes enjoyed the
pleasures offered by the women of The Gilded Chateau—in various states of
undress lounged around the room, sipping drinks and enjoying canapes. Three tray-carrying
young women, more dark-skinned Issai, moved
among the guests, their dresses somehow straddling the line between chaste and
tastefully scant. 


Ilanna glanced around, but saw no sign of Ria. She stepped
up to the marble-topped bar that ran along the east side of the room, where
bottles of every shape, size, and color sat on alchemical lantern-lit shelves.
Wines and liquors from Nysl, Voramis, and even faraway Vothmot and Fehl sat
beside enormous caskets of Praamian-brewed ale. Stronger, less legal spirits
and opiates remained locked away in the brothel’s strongroom, available only
upon request.  


She waited until the young, pretty Issai girl behind the bar glanced her way, then signaled for her to
come over. 


“Yes?” The girl, Afia, had the same kaffe-colored skin as
the bouncer and the serving girls, but her clothes were a bit more modest, with
less flesh showing. Yet the dozens of silver, gold, brass, and bronze bangles
adorning her wrists and throat—with matching ear, nose, and lip rings—made her
seem somehow more exotic and intriguing than the others.  


“Ria, where is she?” Ilanna asked.


“Not here.” The girl shrugged her strong shoulders, a motion
that set her ornaments jingling. 


“I’ll wait.” Ilanna slid onto a stool beside the bar.
“Snowblossom wine, chilled.”


“Coming right up.” Afia pushed through a hanging bead curtain
and disappeared through the doorway behind the bar.


Ilanna turned on her stool, chosen specifically for its
proximity to the exits and its unobstructed line of sight, and studied the
room. More accurately, she studied the men and women filling the room. Most
were too drunk, happy, or randy to care what went on around them. They only
cared about whatever feminine object of desire sat across from, beside, or
astride them.  


Ilanna’s gut twisted at the thought of what the girls
working here had to endure. She hated the idea of any woman having to sell her
body to earn a living, yet for many of them, it counted among the best of a
long list of terrible choices. At least they now had House Phoenix to keep an
eye out for them.


At that moment, a loud cry echoed from the staircase.
“Dodger!” 


Ilanna turned in time to see a tall, broad-shouldered man
stomping down the stairs. His dull brown clothing was a mess, his almost
handsome, too-angular face reddened by drink, drugs, sex, or a combination of
the three. 


Behind him, a fancy-tickler clad in multi-colored veils
stood at the top of the stairs, anger twisting her features. “Dodger!” she
cried. 


The man had taken three steps toward the door when the bouncer
stepped in his way.


“Move aside!” the man snapped.


“Sorry, sir, but I’m afraid you haven’t paid the lady for
her time yet.” Celesa spoke in a quiet voice that held no threat, but she stood
unwavering.


The man loomed over the Issai girl. “Piss off!” he snarled.
“When I come to The Gilded Chateau, I’m paying for a good time. When I don’t
get that good time, I don’t pay.”


“Those are not the rules of the house, sir.” Again, Celesa spoke
in a calm, almost placating tone. “You pay the women for their time. Whether or
not you enjoy it is entirely up to you.”


“You train your women better, they’d actually make decent
whores.” The man swayed under the effects of alcohol and anger.


“Sir, there are no whores in this establishment.” Tension
lined Celesa’s umber-colored face. “If you want whores, perhaps you’re better
off looking among the bordellos outside the Praamian Wall. But if you desire
the company of the women at The Gilded Chateau, you treat them with respect and
pay them fairly.”


“Do you know who I am?” The man’s voice rose to a roar. 


“No, sir, but I’m certain your coin is as good as any other
Praamian man’s.” 


Ilanna marveled at the way Celesa kept her cool. Had it been
her, she would have ripped off the man’s gonads and rammed them down his throat
by now. 


Which is probably why
I’m not hired to work at places like this. She could be as cool and
level-headed as anyone else, but there were certain circumstances—this one, for
example—when her temper got the best of her.


“I am a nobleman of Praamis, a close personal friend to Duke
Phonnis, and wealthy enough to buy this place a dozen times over!” The man was
shouting, his spittle flying into Celesa’s face. 


“Then you should have more than enough gold to cover the
lady’s time.” The Issai girl actually managed to keep her hands by her sides
and away from her truncheon. “After you have done that, you are welcome to
leave.”


“And if I choose to go now?” The man’s eyes narrowed. “You
think you can stop me?”


The bouncer gave him a too-sweet smile. “I’d rather not find
out, sir.”  


Ilanna winced as the nobleman made to push past Celesa. He’d
taken exactly one step when she snaked an arm around his shoulder, tucked her
hip behind his, and flipped him over backward. The man’s feet flew off the
ground and he slammed into the wooden floor with bone-jarring force. 


When he managed to rise, his face was purple with rage. “Big
mistake, bitch!” He ripped an ornate, straight-edged knife from its sheath at
his belt. “You’re going to suffer for that!” With a roar, he charged Celesa. 


 


 












Chapter Six
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The Hunter chafed with impatience as his carriage rolled
through The Gardens on its way to Baronet Wyvern’s mansion. He knew little
about the man, save for the fact that he came from one of Praamis’
nouveau-riche families—a fortune made by smart trades in Voramian steel shares
when the mines were first discovered. 


Like all men who bore titles of lesser nobility, Baronet
Wyvern had overcompensated by investing in a mansion that left extravagant far
behind. It looked more like a fortress, all solid stone, rooftop battlements,
even a wooden gate with a spiked steel portcullis. The five-story manor was
finished with the light grey marble popular among the nobles of Praamis and
Voramis. 


The manor was modest by the standards of The Gardens. Grassy
lawns, tasteful hedges, and ornamental trees surrounded the mansion itself,
with a white paving stone walkway leading up from the Path of Penitence, the main
thoroughfare, to the enormous covered archway and double doors of the front
entrance. 


The Hunter snorted. What
a stupid waste of money. Baronet Wyvern had likely spent a vast portion of
his fortune on the property, yet all for what? What sort of man could need
something so needlessly opulent? 


The Hunter had purchased his own Praamian mansion—Lord Anglion’s mansion—for a pittance from
the family of one of the minor Voramian noblemen he’d been hired to kill. A
necessary investment for his previous life as the assassin of Voramis. 


“Here we are, sir,” Rayf called out as he slowed the coach
in front of the mansion. 


The Hunter stepped out of the coach, his heeled boots and
gold-tipped walking cane clacking
loudly on the white marble paving stones. Immediately, the double doors flew open
and a rail-thin, white-haired man with the prim demeanor and permanent haughty
frown of a majordomo hurried out to greet the Hunter. 


“Lord Harrenth Anglion calling on Baronet Wyvern,” the
Hunter said.


The servant’s face twisted in an exquisite, if visibly
false, expression of regret. “Alas, Lord Anglion, but the Baronet is not
available at the moment.”


In servant-speak, that could either mean Baronet Wyvern
wasn’t on the premises or was engaged in activities not suitable for company.


The Hunter sighed. “How disappointing. I had come to speak
with him about business matters of mutual interest. When might he be
available?” 


“I could not say.” The servant shot a glance over the
Hunter’s shoulder—an indication the nobleman was away. “However, I do know that
he will be attendance at Lord and Lady Chasteyn’s mansion this evening. Perhaps
you could find the time to speak to him then.” He didn’t ask if Lord Anglion
was invited to the party—if not, Anglion wouldn’t be worth the Baronet’s time. 


The Hunter stifled a grimace. That was the way of the upper
crust of cities like Praamis and Voramis. Everything was a battle of subtlety,
more about allusions, hints, and things that remained unspoken. Give me a dockside brawl any day!


“Thank you, my man.” The Hunter inclined his head. “I shall
be sure to seek him out tonight.”


“Very good, Lord Anglion.” The majordomo gave him a
corpse-stiff bow. “Shall I inform the
Baronet that you called?”


The Hunter gave a dismissive wave. “No need. Tonight is not
far off.”


With another ramrod-straight bow, the white-haired man spun
on his heel and strode back into the mansion.


“Where to, sir?” Rayf asked as the Hunter climbed into the
coach.


The Hunter hesitated a moment. “Take me home, Rayf.” 


“Very good, my lord.” Rayf knuckled his forehead and
gathered up the traces. The Hunter had barely closed the door and settled
against the leather seat when the coach jolted forward into motion.


Well, that was a waste
of time. He had no desire to attend any fete—the cloying mixture of
perfumes, the too-bright dresses, the barely-concealed jab and parry of
conversation, and the jangling music of noble parties nauseated him. But if not the party, what do I do?


He relaxed against the seat—playing the Lord Anglion persona
came with the perk of comfortable travel, at least—and let his mind work at the
problem.


A child was dead. Some insisted that poison was a woman’s
weapon, but he’d used his fair share during his years as an assassin. Whatever
got the job done. 


The dead child had been carrying a blackmail note intended
for Baronet Wyvern. There were any number of people that could want leverage
over a nobleman, but two options stood out foremost in the Hunter’s mind.


First, and the one he found most likely, was the Abiarazi
he’d come to Praamis to hunt. Every demon he’d encountered wielded subterfuge
and deceit as sword and shield. The Sage, the leader of the Abiarazi on Einan,
had entrusted them with the task of gaining power and influence in their cities.
The First and Third had ruled the Bloody Hand in Voramis. Garanis had the power
of an Illusionist Cleric in Malandria, and Toramin had controlled the Order of
Midas. Queen Asalah had been dangerously close to replacing the al-Malek as
ruler of Al Hani. 


Blackmail is certainly a handy tool to convince someone like
Baronet Wyvern to fall in line with whatever the demon’s planning.


Yet he couldn’t discard the second option: the Night Guild,
the criminal organization that was the Praamian counterpart to the Bloody Hand.


He’d never met anyone from the Night Guild, despite his many
visits to Praamis. Graeme had spoken of them with a mixture of respect,
irritation, and something close to familiar affection. Yet he had heard plenty
of the tales of their cruelty: extortion of merchants, bribery of high-placed
city officials, murder by blade and poison, theft, and every manner of crime
large and small. They garnered far less fear in Praamis than the Bloody Hand
had in Voramis, but rumors still abounded that they had King Ohilmos under
their thumbs.


Worst of all, however, were the stories of what the Night
Guild did to children. Boys and girls as young as six or seven hauled away from
parents or snatched from the streets to undergo all manner of torments, turned
into thieves and killers. He imagined that happening to Hailen and it brought
rage welling within him. 


So what if the Night Guild is actually the one that killed
the Bluejacket? The more he thought about it, the harder it proved to shake the
thought.


Graeme had spoken of the Night Guild’s alchemists with envy,
his eyes sparkling as he spoke of their wondrous inventions: lanterns that
shone without a need for fuel, remedies that could heal all but the most severe
wounds, ropes light as silk strands but strong as steel. And, of course, a
range of poisons, venoms, and toxins that rivaled the collections of the Secret
Keepers.


He’d recognized the putrefying smell of the poison that
killed the boy, though he’d never heard of any that turned its victim’s lips
blue. Why the Night Guild wanted the child dead escaped him, but if they had
been the ones to give him the poison, he would make them suffer for it.


Now, the real trick is going to be finding someone from the
Night Guild to ask.


In Voramis, everyone had known where to find the Bloody
Hand—the criminal organization had ruled the city in all but name. Here,
however, the Night Guild cloaked itself under a shroud of secrecy. He doubted
anyone who could tell him where to find them would be willing to risk the
Guild’s ire.


So how do I go about it? He pondered his options. Dangle
Lord Anglion as bait for thieves or hunt them down properly? 


The decision was simple: pickpockets and low-level thieves wouldn’t
get him what he wanted. No, this is a job
for the Hunter. 


The carriage rattled through the open gates and up the paved
stone walkway toward his Praamian mansion, a four-story, white marble structure
as squat and sturdy as a butcher’s mother. His gardens were filled with
sweet-scented flowers and blossoming trees rather than useless ornamental
shrubs and hedges, and he smiled as his nostrils filled with the delicate
aromas of roses, lilies, gardenias, and Snowblossoms. The mansion’s previous
occupant might have been a Bonedust-dealing bastard, but he certainly had good
taste in landscaping. 


“Home sweet home, sir,” Rayf called out as he pulled up in
front of the mansion.


“Well done, Rayf.” The Hunter seized his cane and leapt from
the coach, eager to be on with his business. “I believe there’s a groom around
somewhere to help you with the horses. After that, find your way to the nearest
tavern and celebrate our safe arrival, on me.” He flipped the coachman a silver
drake.


Rayf’s eyes went wide as he caught the coin. “Thank you,
sir. Thank you very much.” 


The Hunter nodded and turned toward the mansion’s doors.
Generosity bought loyalty and, thanks to the wealth he’d accumulated over a
lifetime as the Hunter of Voramis and his journey north to Enarium, he could
afford a city’s worth.  


The double doors sprang open and three figures rushed from
within. The foremost was a grey-haired man in the high collar, black vest, and
stiff-pressed trousers of a majordomo, flanked by two manservants in neat
uniforms.


“Welcome home, Lord Anglion!” The majordomo spread his arms
wide. “I trust you will find we have cared for your property adequately in your
absence.”


“Of that, I have no doubt, Absalom.” The Hunter smiled at
the man. 


Absalom’s wrinkled face broke into a beaming grin, and he
ushered the Hunter inside. “Phandros and Leander will see your things to your
room at once.” 


The Hunter shot a glance at the two trunks strapped to the
back of the coach. Beneath the innumerable outfits Lord Anglion would be
expected to travel with, all three had false bottoms to conceal an assortment
of weaponry, his leather armor, and a few of the “tricks” he had Graeme fashion
for him. 


“Have them leave the trunks beside my bed,” the Hunter
ordered. “There are a few…delicate items I would rather keep to myself.”


“Of course, my lord.” Absalom barked the Hunter’s command to
the two servants, then hurried to follow him inside.


The interior of the mansion, at least, could match any in
The Gardens for elegance. Tiles of gold-veined grey marble adorned the floors
and walls, with fluted columns rising to support the domed roof arching high
overhead. Most of the oak, teak, and redwood furniture in the mansion had come
from the now-deceased prior owner, and the Hunter hadn’t bothered to change it
out. However, he noticed a few new additions—a fashionable new rug in the
sitting room, fresh upholstery on the couches and divans in the front parlor,
and a gorgeous gilded brass clock on the wall—Absalom had made in his absence. 


The Hunter had paid coppers on the imperial for this
mansion, and the largest expenses of maintaining the Lord Anglion persona were
the salaries of the servants, grooms, and assorted staff employed in is upkeep.
Thankfully, a few shrewd investments—he’d always found it easy to predict drops
in a company’s value when he was the one hired to kill its owner—earned him
more than enough coin to cover the cost. Again, everything had been handled by
intermediaries, so no one could tie the Lord Anglion façade to the Hunter of
Voramis. 


The Hunter turned to the majordomo. “Forgive me, Absalom,
but I fear the journey has wearied me. I would retire to my room for rest.”


“Of course, my lord.” Absalom bowed. “I will have the
kitchen send refreshments at once.”


“Perfect. And, Absalom, I have been invited to the
Chasteyns’ fete tonight, so it is possible that I will not return until
morning.” He winked at the old servant. “Or, if the Mistress’ luck smiles on
me, a few days, eh?”


“Very good, my lord.” Absalom bowed again.


The Hunter strode up the stairs to the third floor, where
two servants had already opened the heavy double doors to the master bedroom.
The chamber reeked of wasteful luxury: a massive four-posted bed with genuine
Drashi silk canopy, a Bloodbear-skin rug, ebony side tables and chest, and an
agar wood dresser, vanity, and cabinet. Only the cabinet had proven of any
use—an upgraded Illusionist Cleric-designed locking mechanism ensured his
assassin tools and weapons stored within remained undisturbed by Absalom’s
cleaning staff.


“If all is to your satisfaction, I will see to my lord’s
refreshments.” Absalom left, closing the double doors behind him.


A knock came at the door a moment later, and the two
servants entered with the Hunter’s trunks and deposited them beside the bed.
They bowed and departed without a word. Less than five minutes passed before
the food—a platter heaped with Praamian herb bread, soft Voramian cheeses, and
fresh fruit—arrived, accompanied by a perspiring metal pitcher of chilled
Snowblossom wine. 


The Hunter found himself surprisingly hungry, and finished
off the food and half the pitcher of wine quickly. When he was certain there
would be no more disturbances, he locked the door and set about unpacking the
truly important items from his trunks.


He slipped out of the garish red-and-green suit jacket and
vest, glad for the simple comforts of his work clothes. The tunic and breeches
were a soft grey that would blend into any crowded street, covered with a
near-black cloak perfect for slinking through shadows. The Lady’s Bells had
just struck the third hour afternoon, so he’d have to wait a little until night
fell. He would take advantage of the last, busiest hours of the day to search
the city for any hint of the Night Guild.


Finding them would prove easier said than done. Graeme had
spoken of his few interactions with members of the Guild. He might wear
spectacles to read, but his eyes were keen to small details, such as the
colorful hemming on their clothing that identified Guild members according to
their Houses. The Hunter had no idea what each color denoted, but he’d keep a
sharp lookout for that identifying mark. 


Given the prevalence of the Guild in the city, it can’t be
that hard to find one.


And when he did, what then? He patted the dagger strapped to
his hip. With Soulhunger’s help, he could get information from anyone. 


He strapped his sword out of sight beneath the cloak,
considered and abandoned his handheld crossbows, and added three more concealed
daggers for good measure. If the Guild truly was as powerful and ruthless as
people feared, he’d best be ready for anything.


Just one last detail to take care of.


He stepped toward the vanity and stared at Lord Anglion’s face
in the mirror—weak chin, long nose, high cheekbones, and effete pallor. With a
grimace, he turned his attention inward and focused on the flesh of his face. Lightning
crackled through his body as skin and bone shifted. Pain sizzled through him,
and he gritted his teeth to push back a cry. When the agony diminished and he
opened his eyes, a new face stared back at him.


Scars crisscrossed the dark features and twisted his upper
lip into a sneer. Heavy brows hooded his dark eyes—he’d shifted them from their
usual midnight black to a deep brown—and his nose was crooked, as if broken and
badly set a few too many times. 


Once, what seemed a lifetime ago, he had worn alchemical
masks to conceal his true features. But over his journeys, he’d discovered his
Bucelarii heritage came with more abilities than just speed, strength, and
stamina beyond any normal man. He could literally shift flesh, blood, and bone
to transform his face, even parts of his body, however he wanted. A painful
process, but one worth suffering through.


No one will ever mistake me for Lord Anglion looking like
this. 


Pulling up his hood, he strode to the picture window beside
the massive bed, slid open the steel-framed glass door, and stepped out onto
the balcony. Thick ropes of green vines snaked their way along the metal
railing and up and down the stone walls. 


This was why he’d purchased
this particular mansion. The balcony offered him easy access in and out of the
mansion. He simply needed to descend the vines and drop into the narrow alley
that ran between the opulent mansions of The Gardens. A metal-covered grate at
the far end of the alley opened into the sewers, and a rope ladder he’d placed
himself gave him access to the rooftops.


The Hunter of Voramis has come to Praamis, he thought. This
city may have its secrets, but they cannot hide from me. 


With a grin, he leapt over the railing of the balcony and
plummeted toward the alleyway below.


 


 












Chapter Seven


 





 


The nobleman charged forward, swiping at Celesa with his
ornate belt knife, but his blade slashed only empty air as the Issai girl flowed
to one side. She moved with the grace of a Yathi dancer and struck with the
force of a greatcat. Her left hand snapped out to deflect a wild dagger strike,
and she stepped forward, wrapped her right arm around the nobleman’s neck, and
took him to the ground in a grapple he never saw coming.


“My lord,” the girl growled into his face, her knee driving
into his chest, “do not continue this folly, or else—“


“Guards!” The nobleman managed to choke out a shout, and a
moment later, three club-wielding men with the man’s insignia etched into their
tunics burst through the front door. Their eyes narrowed as they took in the
sight of their lord on the floor with Celesa crouched atop him. With a snarl, the
guards hefted their truncheons and raced toward the Issai girl.


The room exploded in a flurry of motion. The three serving
women drew concealed daggers from beneath their trays, and the guards found
themselves with bared steel at their necks. The women had moved with such speed
the guards could do nothing but freeze in place.


At that moment, a familiar figure appeared in the doorway. The
fierce, broad-shouldered woman took in the scene at a glance, and a little
smile played on her lips as she strode toward the prone nobleman.


“Baronet Wyvern, why am I not surprised?” Ria’s tone was a
polite as her smile, bordering on pleasant, but Ilanna had known the Ghandian
woman long enough to hear the sharp edge in her voice. The Baronet’s life
depended on the next few words out of his mouth.


Ilanna knew the name. Baronet Wyvern was a minor nobleman
who’d made a fortune trading with Shalandra, a city far to the south. The shalanite
stone he imported from the Shalandran quarries had proven highly popular in
Praamis, among both the nobility and stonemasons. 


“Master Phoenix.” Baronet Wyvern swallowed, but struggled to
keep a brave face. “I demand you let me up at once.”


Ria shot a glance at the bouncer. “He tried dodging again, Celesa?”



Celesa nodded. “Reason didn’t seem to work on him. Too much
to drink, perhaps.” 


Ria strode around the downed nobleman, crouched beside him,
and plucked the dagger from his hands. “Drawing steel in my establishment,
Baronet?” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “You should know better
than that.”


Baronet Wyvern’s face reddened, a mixture of anger and
embarrassment. He tried to straighten his clothes—Ilanna caught a glimpse of
black dots marring the flesh of his shoulder, doubtless a birthmark, though
perhaps a tattoo he’d prefer to cover up—but Celesa’s weight on his back
stopped him from moving. 


Good, Ilanna thought with a smile, and took a sip of her
Snowblossom wine. He ought to be embarrassed, given his defeat by a girl half
his size. 


Ria pointed to the mural painted in bright colors over the
front door. “Do I need to remind you what that is?” 


The Baronet’s eyes snapped to the painting, which depicted a
long-necked golden bird with a vast wingspan and fire trailing from its four
tails. 


“Just in case drink or drugs have addled your wits, let me
refresh your memory.” Ria’s fury cracked through her calm demeanor. “That is the
sign of House Phoenix, one of the eight Houses of the Night Guild. My House.”
She scowled and placed her face a hand’s breadth from his. “One word from me
will have the Night Guild’s finest killers sitting on your bed tonight. Or
tomorrow night. Or every night from now until your last. Which, given the
enthusiasm with which my friends ply their trade, will probably come sooner
than you expect.”


The Baronet actually swallowed, which proved harder than
he’d anticipated thanks to Celesa’s elbow pressed against his throat. 


“Is that what you want, Baronet Wyvern?” Ria asked in a low,
cold voice. 


“N-No,” the nobleman stammered. Sweat stood out on his
forehead, and his face had gone three shades paler.  


“Then pay my girls and piss off!” Ria snarled. 


At Ria’s nod, Celesa removed her arm from Baronet Wyvern’s
throat and stood. The nobleman let out a little groan as the pressure on his
chest eased. His hands trembled as he reached into his cloak, pulled out a
purse, and counted out two golden imperials.


“Better throw in a bonus.” Ria’s face grew hard, cold as
ice. “Double the price of Krystal’s time.”


Baronet Wyvern’s eyebrows shot toward his receding hairline.
“Double? That’s extortion!” 


Ria held up two fingers. “One imperial for disrespecting my
girls, and one to stop word of this from getting back to the Night Guild. I’d
hate to find out how the Guild Master reacts when I mention your poor decisions
today.”


Baronet Wyvern blanched, and he quickly dug another pair of
golden coins from his purse. “There!” He shoved them into Ria’s hands. “Now let
me go!” 


Ria stepped aside and motioned to the door. “You are free to
leave, Baronet.” She nodded, and the three serving girls removed their knives
from the guards’ throats. 


Baronet Wyvern stood, straightened his dull brown clothing—a
strange fashion choice, given the Praamian nobility’s love of bright, garish
colors—and drew himself up into his full lordly height. 


A dagger appeared in Ria’s hand far too fast for the Baronet
to see, and he recoiled in fear. Ria made no move toward him, simply rolled the
throwing knife in her fingers—a trick she’d picked up from Errik. “Before
anything foolish passes your mouth, my lord, I advise you to leave while you
still possess a shred of dignity. And I hope I don’t need to remind you of what
will happen if you think of taking any action against The Gilded Chateau or any
of my people. Perhaps you might look to the example of Lord Arenne for advice.”


If common sense couldn’t win out over Baronet Wyvern’s
desire to retort, to lash out at the women that had humiliated him, fear of the
Night Guild certainly did. His face went ashen and he gave a stiff nod, then
spun on his heel and stalked from The Gilded Chateau. The three guardsmen fell
in behind him, eyes narrowed at the serving women that had so deftly entrapped
them, rubbing at the tiny nicks left in their throats by the sharp daggers. 


Ria nodded at Celesa. “Well done.”


“Thank you, Master Phoenix.” Celesa’s lips quirked into a
little smile as she bowed and returned to her place by the door.


Ria’s eyes brightened as she caught sight of Ilanna at the
bar, and motioned to a doorway at the rear of the room. Ilanna finished the
last of her wine, tossed a coin to the girl behind the bar, and followed Ria
through the door.


The office beyond lacked all the finery and ostentation of
the rest of the brothel. Indeed, it had nothing more than a desk, chair, and
shelves laden with the financial records of The Gilded Chateau. Plus a lengthy
dossier of blackmail-worthy information obtained from drunk, drugged, and
coitus-befuddled clients, of course. 


“Celesa’s good,” Ilanna said as she closed the door behind
her. “She actually tried to talk that idiot Wyvern down rather than beating the
snot out of him like I would have.”


Ria actually laughed. “I love you with all my heart, Ilanna,
but even I know that you would have made a terrible bouncer. Too brash, too
willing to kick someone in the teeth.” She settled into the plush armchair and
pulled a bottle of wine from one of the desk drawers. “Though a good teeth-smashing
is handy every now and then. Especially with arrogant pissants like Baronet
Wyvern.”


“Think he’ll try something?” Ilanna accepted the cup Ria
offered her and sat in the chair across the desk. 


“Maybe.” Ria shrugged. “I’ll have a few more of House
Phoenix’s apprentices and Journeyman handy, just in case.” She drained her
glass in a single pull and refilled it. “Though, given how well the girls are
taking to Errik’s training, I doubt it’ll be necessary.”


 “Good.” Ilanna smiled
and sipped her wine. 


House Phoenix had been Ria’s idea, a solution to help the
girls rescued from the Bloody Hand traffickers years earlier. Some of the
girls—Aisha, Celesa, Afia, and many more—hadn’t wanted to return to their home
country of Ghandia or its neighbor, Issai, after their ordeal. They’d accepted
Ilanna’s offer of a place in the Night Guild, and when Ilanna had returned from
hunting Lord Torath in Voramis, Ria had broached the subject: a House dedicated
to the protection and management of Praamian brothels. 


Ilanna was surprised the Night Guild had never thought of
the concept before. Prostitution had and always would exist, the oldest
profession on Einan as well as one of the most lucrative. However, turnover
among the girls tended to be high when clients refused to pay, beat the women,
or got them pregnant. None of that made for a prosperous business.


Ria, however, had proposed a simple solution: the Night
Guild would control all prostitution in the city, just as it controlled every
other vice and crime. A new House would be created for the sole purpose of
improving the conditions of women who chose this profession. She would find a
way to make it livable for the women who chose passion. No more enslavement to
a greedy Madame or cruel pimps—the Night Guild would give the prostitutes
control over their choices. 


Ilanna had loved Ria’s choice of animal for her House.
Phoenixes were creatures of legend, golden birds that burst into flames at the
end of its life, dying only to be reborn once again. A fitting depiction of the
once-enslaved young girls and women freed from the Bloody Hand. 


Two years earlier, House Phoenix—with the backing of House
Serpent, House Hound, and House Bloodbear—had seized control of every pleasure
house in Praamis. Not without some fuss from their owners, certainly, hence the
need for assistance from the Serpents and Bloodbears. 


Yet Ilanna and Ria’s meticulous planning, combined with the
copious amounts of leverage obtained by the Hounds, made the transition fairly
painless—for the Night Guild and the brothels, of course. The pimps, madames,
and pleasure-brokers unwilling to bend knee to the new regimen found themselves
on the wrong side of a dagger or hauled before King Ohilmos to stand trial for
crimes real or fabricated. Two public executions was all it took to convince
the brothels that the Night Guild’s control was in their best interest.


All the while, the new Phoenix apprentices had undertaken
martial training—a regimen that combined the Serpents’ weapons with the
ferocity of Ria’s unique fighting style. Even Errik had grown wary of Ria’s assegai spear, which she wielded with
speed and savagery. Before she’d been taken captive, Ria’s mother had taught
her the Kim’ware war dance of her
people, and no amount of abuse had broken the Ghandian woman’s warrior spirit. As
the apprentices had demonstrated, they could more than hold their own in a
fight. 


Ilanna sipped at her wine and ran her eyes over Ria’s form.
Even reclined in her armchair, Ria looked every inch a warrior. Hard training
with Errik had filled out her willowy frame, and she had the powerful, lean
muscles of a fighter. Her ebony coloring, coupled with her full lips and kinky
black hair, made her even more beautiful to Ilanna.


She was about to speak when a knock sounded at the door.
“Master Phoenix?” came a familiar voice. 


Ria smiled. “Enter, Aisha.” 


The girl who opened the door bore a strong resemblance to a
younger Ria, with the same tight black curls, deep brown eyes, longer nose,
darker lips, and lithe grace. After years of weapons and combat training with
Ria and Errik, Aisha had developed a similar fighter’s build—albeit lacking the
strength Ria had developed over more than a decade.  


She hesitated at the sight of Ilanna, but only for an
instant. “Master Gold.” She gave Ilanna a bow, which didn’t conceal her
nervousness. 


“Apprentice.” Ilanna inclined her head. She kept her tone
carefully neutral, not letting any of her thoughts or feelings show on her
face. 


To her credit, Aisha’s voice didn’t waver as she addressed
Ria. “I’ve just come from The Fire Lily, but no one can tell me anything.”


A stream of curses rolled of Ria’s tongue in her native
Ghandian. Ilanna allowed a small smile to crack her stern demeanor—Ria had
taught her those words first.


When the invectives trailed off, Ria drew in a breath and
nodded to the young woman. “Thank you, Aisha.” 


“I’ve still got The Flavored Delight, but I doubt they’ll
have something useful to say, either,” Aisha said with a shake of her head.
“But if I find anything, I’ll report at once.”


“Very good.” 


Aisha turned to Ilanna and gave another bow, this time far
less nervous. “Guild Master.” 


“Aisha.” That was all the acknowledgement Ilanna gave.


Ria waited until the door was closed before letting a smile
broaden her face. “That was too cruel, Ilanna, and for you, that’s saying a
lot.”


“Too cruel?” Ilanna raised an eyebrow, a matching grin
twisting her own lips. “Impossible! I’m his mother, after all.”


“I’m his mother,
too,” Ria said, “and you don’t see me toying with Aisha like that. The girl may
know her way around an assegai, sword,
and dagger like the best of House Phoenix, but when it comes to affairs of the
heart, she’s as inexperienced as I was when we first met. Her feelings for
Kodyn are genuine, I’ve seen it for myself. She’s my best apprentice, and I
trust her with my life.”


“You trust her.”
Ilanna shrugged.


“And you trust me.” Ria reached across the desk for Ilanna’s
hand. “Which means that you will listen when I tell you that Kodyn will find
few better companions in this world than Aisha. After all, she’s Ghandian, so
the bravest, brightest, most loyal, most beautiful—“


“I get the point.” Ilanna chuckled softly. “It’s just so
hard to think of him as anything but that little curly-haired child. It feels
like just yesterday that we were playing in our garden, watching him with those
little hawk figurines, curled up in that stuffed armchair reading the story of Agarre
the Giantslayer.”


“A mother’s love knows no bounds, no time or distance,” Ria
said. “Yet it also suffocates young men and women who need their freedom to
test themselves, to make mistakes, to face hardships.”


“I’m pretty sure I didn’t come here for advice on how to
care for our son.” Ilanna spoke in
mock seriousness, which only made Ria grin wider. “I’m a very busy Guild Master,
after all.”


Ria laughed, a warm sound that Ilanna still found so
attractive, so comforting. Hard to
imagine that she was once afraid of her own shadow. 


She had found Ria enslaved in an illicit brothel and, after killing
off all the pimps, had brought the young girl home. Ria had been a kindred
spirit, her inner strength undimmed by the suffering she’d faced. It had been
Ria who saved Kodyn’s life when the Bloody Hand burned down Ilanna’s house. The
Ghandian woman had come to love Kodyn with a ferocity to match Ilanna’s, just
one of the things that had made Ilanna fall for her in the first place.


“Did you find anything about Chantelle?” Ilanna asked.


Ria’s laughter died and her smile faded to a frown. “No.”
She shook her head. “None of the girls knew anything about why Chantelle was
away from The Gilded Chateau that night. When I asked Celesa and the other
Phoenixes, none of them saw Chantelle leave.”


“And yet she did.” Ilanna tugged at her lip as she pondered
the problem. 


“Before you even think it,” Ria said, “none of my
apprentices are to blame. The Phoenixes are loyal to the House, and
specifically to me and you for what we did for them. If any of them knew
anything, they’d say.”


“I know.” Ilanna gave a dismissive wave. “I have never
doubted House Phoenix. I trust their Master implicitly.” She grinned at Ria.
“But maybe one of the working girls knows something and is too afraid to speak
up.”


“I thought of that.” Ria nodded. “I’ve told my Phoenixes to
speak to each of the girls one at a time and get anything they can out of them.
If any of them know something, we’ll find it out.”


“Good.” Ilanna let out a long sigh. “Duke Phonnis isn’t
going to let these murders go. He doesn’t give a damn about dead prostitutes,
but if he can use it to shut us down, he’ll sing the bloody hell out of that
tune.”


“I’ll find out,” Ria said. Her face clouded. “It’s the least
we can do for Chantelle.”


“Hey.” Ilanna’s voice was firm. “This isn’t your fault.
You’re doing everything you can for them, Ria.” 



“Not protect them, it seems.” Bitter remorse edged Ria’s
words.


“You have, more than any of them will ever realize.” Ilanna
reached across and squeezed Ria’s hand. “You’ve made all their lives better.
They were living in filth and misery, virtually slaves to their pimps and Madames.
Everything has improved since you created House Phoenix.” 


Ria drew in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “You’re
right.” She gave Ilanna a little grin, clearly forced. 


“Let nothing stand in your way,” Ilanna said in a quiet
voice. “Certainly not guilt or remorse over Chantelle’s death. Use it, let it
drive you.” She stood and raised a clenched fist. “Nothing will stop us from
finding the bastard that’s killing people. And when we do, we carve out his
heart and shove it down his throat.”


Ria smiled, genuine this time. “There’s the Ilanna I know
and love.”


 












Chapter Eight
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The Hunter smiled as he pulled himself up onto the roof of a
nearby mansion and felt the first blast of late afternoon wind on his face. 


It has been too long, he thought. 


During his days as assassin of Voramis, he’d spent most
nights traveling his own personal highway on the city rooftops. He’d come to
love heights—not just for the breathtaking panoramic views, but for the silence
and absence of smells. No one could ever accuse Voramis of being a sweet-smelling
city, so he’d always appreciated a chance to escape the myriad foul odors that
clogged the streets of the Beggar’s Quarter or the rank perfumes of the
noblemen of Upper Voramis.


But now, since his return from Enarium, he’d spent far less
time on the rooftops and far more time enclosed in stuffy rooms with people
like Father Reverentus and Graeme. 


He sprinted along the rooftop and hurled himself into the
air with all the force in his powerful legs. He sailed for a full fifteen paces
to land lightly on a nearby mansion rooftop, tucking into a roll to absorb the
impact. It felt wonderful to stretch his muscles and work out the kinks of
sitting in an enclosed carriage for the ten-day trip from Voramis.


As he ran, he consulted his mental map of the city’s layout.
His mansion in The Gardens stood near Old Praamis, the former heart of the city
and the place where Praamis’ richest aristocrats lived in estates both vast and
ancient. Old Praamis occupied a quarter of the modern city of Praamis, and a
staggering amount of the city’s wealth passed through the hands of the
sixty-some noble families occupying the land. 


Amidst it all, stood the Black Spire, the monolithic tower
at the dead center of the original city. The structure resembled an obsidian
dagger thrust into the belly of the sky, its heights a challenge to even the
Hunter. He’d always wanted to tackle it—the view from the tower’s rooftop had
to be breathtaking, comparable to the views from Lord Apus’ tower in Malandria,
the twin temples in Kara-ket, and the uppermost room in the Illumina at the
heart of Enarium. 


But his steps led away from Old Praamis, instead in the
direction of Vendor’s Block, a series of sprawling open-air and enclosed marketplaces
where most business in Praamis occurred. He expected to find the Night Guild
there. The mansions of the nobility would doubtless hide more of the Guild’s
sins—either the buildings used for the Guild’s trafficking like the Bloody Hand
in Voramis, or nobles under the Guild’s thumb—but he had a far better chance of
finding the criminals he sought in the sort of places where they worked. Places
like the markets, the riverside docks, or the Ward of Refuge. 


He thrust a hand in his pocket to ensure the blackmail note
and the brown thread remained tucked safely away. Right now, they were the only
clues linking him to the murderer.


If only the boy had
torn a bit more of his killer’s robe. Another of the side effects of the
Hunter’s Bucelarii heritage gave him the ability to find people. He didn’t
quite understand how it worked—like so many of the Serenii’s other creations,
the workings of his dagger were a mystery to him—but it sufficed to know that his
ritual of seeking connected Soulhunger to the heart of his target. However, he
needed more than a single thread to make the ritual work.


Looks like I’m going
to have to do this the old-fashioned way. He shot a glance up at the sun.
He had at least three or four hours of light left, and he could cover a lot of
ground in that time. On the rooftops, he could take the shortest, most direct
route to his location. Those on the ground below had to travel between and
around buildings, yet their obstacles served as his stepping-stones, leading
him to his destination more quickly.


His eyes traveled over the rooftops ahead, scanning for the
safest and easiest routes to cross. To his surprise, he found wooden planks,
ropes, and even occasional hanging ladders joining the rooftops. Someone—the Night Guild, undoubtedly—had
invested a surprising amount of time and resources into building a path to make
traversing the city easier.


A damn good idea, too.
The web of bridges, ladders, and walkways seemed to connect every building
in the city, or at least the ones strong enough to support the weight of a man his
size. Looks like the rooftops in Praamis
get a bit more use than those in Voramis.


The Bloody Hand had avoided the rooftops out of fear of the
mysterious Hunter of Voramis—fear he’d paid good coin to encourage. But things worked
a bit different here in Praamis. 


He contemplated descending to the city streets, but
discarded the idea a second later. He hadn’t yet overcome his dislike of
crowds, people packed so tightly together that he couldn’t find a quick avenue
of escape. And, reaching the busiest areas of Praamis, those areas most likely
to be a hub for crime, would take far longer on the ground.


I’ll just have to keep
an eye out for any of the Night Guild up here. The rooftops offered a clear
line of sight in all directions; he simply needed to be alert for any enemies
ahead or around him, and he could get out of sight behind a chimney, duck into
the shadow of a sloped roof, or drop to the streets. 


He chose to head to Old Town Market. That was where the body
had been found, so it seemed as good a place to start hunting the Night Guild
as any. 


Where there are people with money to spend, there are
pickpockets waiting to lift their coin.


He smiled at the memory of his encounter with Evren, the
thief that had possessed the daring and quick fingers to steal his purse in the
city of Vothmot. Evren had helped him get into the Master’s Temple, which led
to his discoveries in the Vault of Stars. He’d let the young thief accompany
him into the Empty Mountains and Evren had proven instrumental in finding the
way to Enarium. On his return to Voramis, he’d offered the young man a chance
to join his mission to hunt down demons, and Evren had accepted. Over the last
three years, the Hunter had been impressed by Evren’s resourcefulness,
ingenuity, and determination.


And he’s not bad with
his fists, either. The story behind Evren’s skill at combat was a foul one,
rank with abuse and torments—which should never have existed in the temple of
Kiro, the Master, god of virtue and nobility. Evren had almost seemed relieved
to hear that no such god had ever existed, and he’d thrown himself into the
Hunter’s mission eagerly.


So eagerly, in fact,
it was almost impossible to stop him from coming to Praamis. At seventeen,
Evren had proven as stubborn and headstrong as the Hunter. Finally, the Hunter
had resorted to using Hailen, the boy Evren had come to treat as a younger
brother, as an excuse to keep the young thief in Voramis. 


“Keep an eye on him,” the Hunter had said. “His education
with the Beggar Priests will do him good, but I don’t trust them fully, not
yet.”


“You don’t need to tell me twice.” Evren’s face had clouded
at the mention of the word “priests”. “He’ll be safe, I promise.”


As always, thoughts of Evren and Hailen sent the Hunter’s
mind wandering toward Jaia. My daughter.
Even three years later, the words still sounded strange in his mind. He’d
learned of her existence in Enarium, only to discover that she had been freed
from her prison long before his arrival. She was out there, somewhere, roaming
Einan, wearing a face he’d never seen and bearing a name he might not know.


He’d tried to find her, yet every time was confronted by the
inevitable question: How? He had no
idea when she’d left Enarium—five years, fifty, even five hundred, all were
possible given the Bucelarii’s long lifespan—or where she’d gone. He’d had
Graeme send out queries to his Hidden Circle contacts around Einan, yet they’d
had little more than her name to go on. 


The time would come, and soon, that he’d dedicate his
efforts to finding her. But not yet. The impossible would have to wait; he
needed to focus on dealing with the problem he could solve.  


The Hunter dropped onto a lower rooftop, sprinted across the
clay tiles, and leapt high into the air. His fingers dug into the rough surface
of a stone wall, cracking the masonry, and he hauled himself quickly up onto
the roof. A plank bridge gave him easy access to the next building, which was
connected to another structure by a tightrope. 


He couldn’t help feeling impressed by the Night Guild’s
construction. It’s like a damned highway
up here, he thought. If the network extended throughout the city, it would
cut travel time significantly. 


His eyes fell on the bright-colored stalls of Old Town
Market in the distance. He’d reach it in less than a minute—the crossing had
taken a third of the time his carriage had required to get from the marketplace
to The Gardens.


He paused on a rooftop overlooking Old Town Market, crouched
in the shadow of a chimney, and scanned the crowd below. Thieves were easy to
spot if you knew what to look for. They tended to stay in one spot until they
found their mark, then moved toward the target at a slow, purposeful pace. At
the last moment, they’d stumble against the mark—a perfect cover to slice purse
strings or snatch a wallet—and slither away through the crowd. Never hurrying
or running, for that drew attention, but at a casual pace until they were
clear. Inevitably, one of their comrades would be waiting nearby for a
hand-off. 


Minutes ticked by as the Hunter studied the crowd. His eyes
roamed the edges, but he found no men, women, or children that fit the profile
of a pickpocket or thief.


Decades as an assassin had taught him patience, but right
now, he chafed with impatience to return to hunting the Abiarazi he’d come to
Praamis to find. 


A question popped into his mind. What if the demon’s ruling the Night Guild? It wasn’t a great
stretch—two demons had commanded the
Bloody Hand in Voramis, and it fit the demons’ vicious, brutal nature to take
control of criminals. All the more reason
to get my hands on someone in the Night Guild and put them to the question.


Thoughts of the Abiarazi made him reach instinctively for
the twin iron daggers, only to remember he no longer carried them. The blades
had accompanied him on his journey from Voramis, across Einan, and finally to
Enarium. He couldn’t help feeling their absence when he knew he faced the
threat of a demon. 


Iron was poisonous to demonic blood, both Abiarazi and their
Bucelarii offspring. It could kill them slowly, rot their bodies from the
inside out. He’d nearly died from something as simple as an iron pin stabbed
into his back, though demons took a lot more iron to kill. He’d needed both daggers to put an end to the resilient
Abiarazi—one to slow their natural healing abilities, the other to still their
hearts or sever their heads.


Once, he’d believed they belonged to the god called the Swordsman,
forged from the fragments of the sword used to destroy the evil god Kharna. The
truth, he’d learned in Enarium, was far different. They might have been shaped
into daggers, but they were in fact keys created by the ancient Serenii to
activate the magical mechanisms of the Lost City. He’d left them in Voramis, in
the care of Father Reverentus. He could always reclaim them once he’d located
and captured the Abiarazi. 


The Hunter smiled at the memory of the old priest’s
apoplectic expression as he’d listened to the story of Enarium, the Serenii,
and the Devourer of Worlds. He’d feared Father Reverentus would keel over, yet
the Beggar Priest had surprised him by taking the information in stride.


It had taken the priest time, but he’d come to accept the
truth of the religion and gods he’d dedicated his life to. He had been the one
to champion the Hunter’s cause—hunting down demons to drag back to Enarium in
order to feed Kharna in his struggle against the Devourer of Worlds. The other
Cambionari hadn’t yet acclimated to the new order of things, but at least the
Hunter no longer had to worry about being hunted by the secret order of Beggar
Priests. 


That’s a step in the right direction, I suppose.


He still carried the burden of his vow to Kharna. He’d sworn
to find a way to collect enough life energy to seal the rift against the
Devourer. He had four hundred and ninety-seven years until the next Withering,
when the power of Enarium could be harnessed. The last three years had felt
like wading through mud as he tried to figure out how to keep his word.


At least I’m not in
the fight alone. The thought lifted his spirit every time. 


Hailen had proven instrumental in the battle against both
the Abiarazi and the Devourer of Worlds. He was Melechha, pure-blood descendant of the Serenii, and his blood could
activate the Serenii mechanisms that would save the world. 


Evren had signed on without hesitation. Young, headstrong,
and eager to leave the city that held so many unpleasant memories, he’d
welcomed the chance for adventure—even if the adventure meant hunting demons no
one knew existed. 


For the last three years, the Hunter had trained both Hailen
and Evren in the ways of battle and combat. Beside him throughout it all had
been Kiara. 


Kiara, once known as Celicia, the Fourth of the Bloody Hand
before the Hunter destroyed the criminal enterprise, had risked her life to
protect Hailen. She had gladly joined the Hunter’s mission—“Never did care much
for the gods, anyway,” she’d told the Hunter when he explained the truth of the
Serenii. 


He’d spent a lot of time trying to sort out his feelings for
Kiara, but ultimately decided that the situation was too complex to worry
about. His wife, Taiana, lay trapped in Enarium, waiting to be freed at the
next Withering. That day was still hundreds of years in the future, but Kiara
added a brightness to the Hunter’s here and now. He could never stop loving Taiana,
yet he’d found room in his heart for Kiara, just as he had with Hailen and,
strange as it felt to admit it, Evren. 


There was so much to be done, and just the four of them to
do it—for now, at least, until he could find more allies. The Cambionari were his
best option. They had trained to hunt Bucelarii, which meant they could face a
demon without being ripped to pieces. But to convince them, he had to show them
just what they were up against.


That meant finding the demon in Praamis and hauling it back
to Voramis in chains. And where children are
being murdered, there’s likely to be a demon.


He tensed as his sensitive ears caught a hint of sound
behind him, on the next rooftop over. His nostrils picked up the smell of
steel, leather armor, and an edge of coriander seed. The scent of a fighter. 


Only one kind of fighter would be up here on Night Guild
turf.


He stood and turned to face the approaching figure. It was a
man, broad of shoulder, with two scars running down his right cheek. He wore
simple robes, yet the Hunter’s keen eyes caught the green trim along the hems.
The fading afternoon sunlight glinted off the blade of the sword in his hand.


The man stopped. “This is Night Guild turf.” The man’s
gravelly voice rang with menace, and he pointed his sword at the Hunter’s
chest. “Leave or die.”


The Hunter’s face broke into a broad smile. Perfect. 


 












Chapter Nine 


 





 


Sunset colors bathed the sky as Ilanna approached the
run-down building that concealed the secret entrance into the Night Guild. She
cast one last longing glance over her shoulder, drinking in the hues of purple,
gold, and brilliant pink splashed across the sky, then stepped into the
darkened building.


She didn’t need light to traverse the tunnels toward the
Night Guild—she’d prowled these hard-packed earth corridors thousands of times over
the last twenty-odd years. The darkness hid the scowl that twisted her face as
she pondered what she’d learned today.


What I haven’t learned, more like. A derisive snort escaped
her lips. Rilmine had better have something useful for me, else the entire day
has been wasted effort.


She’d come no closer to finding the killer. Her only
discovery had been that no one seemed to know where Chantelle had been the
night of her murder. That information served her about as much as a
one-fingered flautist. 


A sense of urgency thrummed within her chest as she hurried
toward the lighted section of tunnels occupied by the Night Guild. Instead of
directing her steps to her own chambers, she headed straight for House
Scorpion. She didn’t even bother to knock on the House’s double doors, simply opened
the strange lock—twin steel scorpion claws that had to be opened by pushing one
down and one up—and strode in.


The Nest, House Scorpion’s main room, held the tools of the
Scorpion’s trade: dozens of long tables cluttered with an assortment of glass
vials, bottles, vases, and other containers; metallic tools of all shapes and
sizes, and hundreds of jars, crates, and boxes filled with powders and liquids
of every conceivable hue. A smith’s furnace blazed at the far end of the Nest.
As always, Ilanna allowed her eyes to roam over the colorful stains on the
earthen floors and walls, entertaining herself by picturing how those
particular experiments had gone wrong.


She gave a polite nod to the Scorpion Journeymen and
apprentices working in the Nest, but didn’t slow to greet them. Her confident
stride led her through the high-vaulted chamber, down a short tunnel, and into
the chamber reserved for Journeyman Rilmine’s strange research. As ever, the
potent smell of chemicals struck like a physical blow. When she laid eyes on
the small body on the table, her stomach nearly emptied then and there.  


Journeyman Rilmine’s wicked tools had laid open Arashi’s
corpse, a Y-shaped incision running from the boy’s shoulders across his chest
and down to his waist. Thick flaps of skin held the body’s chest cavity open,
exposing sawed-through ribs and bloody guts beneath. 


With a supreme effort of will, Ilanna shoved down her
distaste. “Tell me you have something useful,” she snapped.


Journeyman Rilmine straightened from his examination of the
dead Fox apprentice. “I believe I do, Guild Massster.” Half of his face rose
into a grin. “In fact, it’sss possible I have a few sssomethingsss ussseful.”


Ilanna ground her teeth at the irritating sibilance of his
words. “Show me.”


“Look here.” The hairless, pale Rilmine pointed to the Fox’s
forehead. “Onccce I removed the plassster, I found thessse.”


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. The boy’s skin was marred with
small, round burn marks, seven of them set close together. “Someone burned
him?” 


“Yesss.” Rilmine nodded. “Before applying the plassster, but
after his death.”


Ilanna recoiled. “What?”


“Burnsss inflicted before death are redder, blissstered. The
burn marksss here are hard, dry, yellow, with no rednesss. Made after the heart
ssstopped pumping.” His long, pale fingers swept down the boy’s body toward the
strange symbol carved into his chest. “Thessse alssso, made after death.”


Ilanna contemplated the wounds. “So if the burn marks were
made after he was dead, that means the plaster was also applied after death as
well, right?”


Journeyman Rilmine’s bald head bobbed. “Correct. It wasss
poissson that killed him. Sssomething in the family of belladonna. I believe
the oil of the Night Petal, to be precccissse. Very rare, very potent.” 


Ilanna nodded. “How rare?”


“Nearly imposssible to find here in Praamisss.” The
Journeyman frowned. “I’ve no idea where it comesss from, but perhapsss Massster
Ssscorpion would.”


“Either way, if it killed Arashi, it means someone here in
Praamis has it.” Ilanna’s lips split into a fierce, humorless smile. “And where
there’s something rare to be found, there’s someone willing to buy it.”


“Then perhapsss thisss will be of interessst asss well.” 


Rilmine waved her over to the other body, the one that had
been found in Old Town Market that morning. The boy had been stripped naked,
his chest opened just like Arashi’s. The sight brought another wave of acid
surging into Ilanna’s throat. She’d seen death before—done her fair share of
killing, even—but this was different. It reminded her of deconstructing the
locking mechanism of Lord Auslan’s vault, but this mechanism was made of flesh
and blood, once a living thing rather than a clockwork device of steel and brass.



“The lipsss tell a curiousss tale.” Journeyman Rilmine
blinked up at her, a hideous smile twisting the side of his face. “Poisssoned,
but not the sssame. Thisss is the effect of Flaming Tansssy. Sssimilar in
nature to arsssenic—fatty build-up in the liver, hemorrhage in the heart,
leading to death by blood losss.” He jerked a thumb toward the organs hanging
in the mechanical balance beside the table. “But thisss poissson is rarer even
than Night Petal. The flower only growsss in the land of Fehl, acrosss the
water.”


Ilanna’s brow furrowed. “The same killer, but a different
poison?” 


Rilmine shrugged. “Or, a sssecond killer.”


“Wait.” Ilanna’s mind raced as she tried to follow the
Journeyman’s train of thought. “You think two different people are killing
children with two different poisons? And it just so happens that both bodies
show up on the same day?” She chewed on those words. “They were both found near
Old Town Market—one in an alleyway, the other in the sewers—but they weren’t
exactly laid side by side.”


“And, there isss thisss.” Journeyman Rilmine pointed to the
boy’s forehead.


Ilanna tried to see what the Scorpion was talking about, but
she saw nothing. The boy’s skin was smooth, unblemished. Realization sent a
jolt of lightning through her. “No burn marks!” 


“And no plassster,” Journeyman Rilmine said with a nod. “Two
different methodsss of killing.”


“Which speaks of two different killers.” Ilanna’s gut
clenched. “Keeper’s teeth!” 


Her job had just gotten twice as hard. 


“Is there anything else you can tell me?” she asked Rilmine.
“Beyond the fact that poison was used. Anything to point at who killed them?”


Rilmine shook his head, his expression growing mournful.
“Alasss, the bodiesss have yielded no more information than I have relayed to
you. However, I will continue my examination to sssee what sssecretsss may yet
be unlocked.”


“Good.” Ilanna nodded. “If you find out anything else, send
a message to Darreth, and he will see that it reaches me at all speed.”


“Of courssse, Guild Massster.” Journeyman Rilmine gave
Ilanna a jerky, awkward half-bow.  


Ilanna strode from the room, glad to be free of the foul
odors and nauseating sights of Rilmine’s chamber of death. She stopped the
first Scorpion she passed, a sandy-haired apprentice whose name she couldn’t
remember.


“Is Master Scorpion in his chambers?” she demanded.


“Y-Yes, Master Gold.” 


“Good.” Ilanna strode past the youth and headed straight for
the House Master’s quarters. She knocked at the huge door, and Tyman’s voice
echoed “Enter” a moment later.


The silvery white-haired Master Scorpion squinted in her
direction, then brightened as he recognized her. “Master Gold, what brings you
to my House?” 


“Poison.” The word came out harsh, angry. She quickly
recounted what Journeyman Rilmine had told her about the two victims.


“Night Petal and Flaming Tansy.” Tyman’s age-lined face
creased into a frown. “Potent, and very rare, indeed.”


“Do you know where the killer—or killers, perhaps—could have
gotten them?” Ilanna demanded.


“Not from us, on that you can be certain.” Age hadn’t dulled
Master Scorpion’s edge or weakened his strong temperament. 


“You’re sure?” Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “There’s no way any
of your inventory went missing?” 


“People may consider poisons the weapon of women and
cowards,” Journeyman Tyman snapped, “but here in House Scorpion, they are works
of art. Poisons that can kill without leaving a trace, that can kill with a
single drop, or that only kill when in concert with a specific food or
drink—those are masterpieces my Journeymen have labored their entire lives to
create. Any idiot alchemist can concoct cyanide or crush pokeberries into a
glass of wine, but only an artist can craft the sort of poisons that line the
shelves of House Scorpion.”


Ilanna smiled. “And what artist would be so easily parted
with his work?” 


“Precisely.” Master Tyman nodded. “House Scorpion takes its
role in the Night Guild with utmost seriousness. I would swear on my life that
our stores of these poisons are complete, as our records will soon prove.” 


He picked up a small ballpeen hammer from his desk and
tapped it to a metal plate anchored to the wall. The strike created a high
ringing like a clarion, but rather than echoing in the room, the sound seemed
to travel through the walls. A moment later, Ilanna heard the clarion sound
ring out in the Nest. She studied the strange metal contraption, but was
interrupted ten seconds later when an apprentice entered the room.


“You called, Master Scorpion?” It was the same sandy-haired
apprentice Ilanna had stopped.


“Ikar, fetch the records from Shelf 2B,” Tyman instructed.


“Of course.” With a bow, the youth disappeared. He returned
a minute later, a heavy leather-bound volume in his hands.


“Anything else, Master Scorpion?” he asked as he set the
book down on Tyman’s desk.


“Yes. Summon every Journeyman to my chambers at once.”


“Of course, Master Scorpion.” Another bow, and the boy
closed the door behind him.


Tyman opened the book and flipped through the pages,
muttering to himself as he scanned the contents. Ilanna caught a glimpse of
neat, precise handwriting, perfectly delineated tables, and numbers she had no
hope of understanding. It bore a strong resemblance to the system Darreth used
to organize the minutia of keeping the Guild running.


After a moment, Tyman tapped his finger on the page and
nodded. “As I said, all our stores of Night Petal and Flaming Tansy are
accounted for.” He closed the book and lifted his eyes to hers, defiance
written there. 


“I never doubted your word, Master Scorpion.” Ilanna met his
gaze, cool and unwavering. “I simply had to ask to be certain.”


“Though I might not appreciate even the hint of an
allegation, I can acknowledge its importance.” Tyman shoved the book away. “But
rest assured that I will set my Scorpions to hunting down the party responsible.
There will be no apothecary, alchemist, or potion brewster’s establishment left
unexamined.”


“Good.” Ilanna nodded. “House Bloodbear is at your disposal,
and take as many of them as you need for…encouragement.”


“They should suffice to loosen tongues.” Tyman nodded. “I
expect to have results for you within hours at best, days at worst.”


“Make it hours,” Ilanna warned. “I have it on good authority
that the Crown is displeased that these murders are happening when we’re
supposed to be keeping things under control.”


“I understand.” Tyman nodded. 


“Thank you, Master Scorpion.” Ilanna bowed to the man and
turned to leave.


“Ilanna.” Tyman’s voice echoed behind her, and she turned
back to face the man. “Do not let this hunt consume you. Take care of yourself.
The Guild cannot see its Master looking haggard and exhausted.”


“Thank you, Tyman.” Ilanna gave the man a smile. “I will try
to follow your orders, as I always have.”


Tyman snorted. “You were one of my worst patients. I don’t
expect you to start listening now, either, but that can’t stop me from trying
my best to keep you alive a while longer.”


“There’s that kindly bedside manner I’ve come to miss.”
Ilanna chuckled. “Be well, Master Scorpion.”


“And you, Guild Master.” 


 


* * *


 


Ilanna wished she could take Master Scorpion’s advice to
rest, but the chaos in her mind gave her no peace.


Acid bubbled in her stomach as she shut the door to her
office and strode over to her desk. She sat, stood a moment later, sat again,
then flung herself to her feet and began to pace. 


Two murderers. The
thought echoed over and over. Two people were killing children in Praamis. 


People died every day in her city; life in Praamis could be
hard and cruel, and violence was a way of life. Children starved to death on
the streets, drowned in the Stannar River, or even died in collisions with
carriages and wagons.  


But this is different. This is straight-up murder.


Someone—two someones, possibly—were abducting children and
poisoning them. One of the two children had had his face burned, that eerie
symbol carved into his chest, and his head encased in plaster. What sort of sick freak would do that?


She drew in a deep breath and strode toward the bookcase
that stood behind the Guild Master’s desk. Seven golden figurines adorned the
top shelf, one for each of the seven original Houses of the Night Guild—she
hadn’t gotten around to getting a phoenix made and added to the collection.


But it was the figurines on the second shelf that drew her
gaze. Five silver hawks with ornately detailed beaks, wings, and feathers. One
each for Denber, Prynn, Bert, Werrin, and Willem. A sixth hawk, made of platinum
and larger than the others, spread its wings protectively around the smaller
birds—this one for Jagar Khat, Master of House Hawk.


She smiled and ran a finger over the silver scorpion
figurine, felt the sharp edge of its tail. She still thought of Ethen now and
again, though the memories had begun to fade with the passage of time.


Her eyes went to the final hawk figurine on the shelf: a rose
gold bird for Master Gold. They hadn’t been friends,
but she had considered him a mentor of sorts. If nothing else, he’d taught
her that she’d only survive in the Night Guild by being harder, stronger, and
smarter than everyone else. 


What would you have done in my position? 


Her predecessor had always seemed so poised, controlled,
self-assured. She’d rarely seen him worried, only when speaking of the Bloody
Hand’s efforts to usurp the Guild’s control in Praamis. Even if he hadn’t known
what to do in this situation, he would have pretended it so well no one would
have known of his self-doubt.


She wanted to be like that, but it was harder than she’d
expected. So many people were counting on her to find a solution, she didn’t
want to imagine what would happen if she let them down.


So I won’t. The
statement felt empty, yet she clung to the defiance it evinced within her. She
might not see the way clear to safety right now, but that hadn’t stopped her
from fighting through the impossible before. I will do what I must, no matter what. 


She squared her shoulders and turned away from the shelf,
striding toward the door. She’d summon Darreth, see if he had any news from
Errik and the Serpents or House Hound. Anything she could use to—


The door to her chamber burst open. Ilanna tensed and
dropped into a fighting crouch, her hand flashing to the dagger at her belt,
but the anxiety dimmed when she caught sight of her son.


Kodyn had grown a great deal in the last few years. At
sixteen, he towered a full hand’s width taller than even Ria, his shoulders and
back broadened by years spent training with Errik and running the Perch and the
Hawk’s Highway. He wore his long, dark hair pulled back into a tight tail,
though he still hadn’t managed to control the wisps that framed his face.


But the sight of his handsome face lined with worry drove a
dagger of ice into her gut. “What’s wrong?” she demanded.


“Mom!” The word burst from his mouth—he only called her Mom when
nervous, scared, or angry—“We’ve got a serious problem.”


 












Chapter Ten


 





 


The Hunter made no move to draw his sword, but he kept his
eyes fixed on the man threatening him. “Let me guess, you’re from the Night
Guild. I’ve been looking for one of you.”


The man narrowed his eyes. “You’ve found only trouble,
whoever you are.” He raised his sword and pointed it at the Hunter’s chest.
“There’s only one reason for someone like you to be up on this rooftop. But
you’ve made a mistake operating in Praamis. The city belongs to the Night
Guild, and freelance assassins are not welcome.”


The Hunter’s lips quirked into a grin. “So you’ve come to
kill me, then?” The man had marked him instantly—though the dark cloak and
weapons were a dead giveaway—and the way he stood ready for a fight, the way he
held his long sword steady without even a hint of waver, screamed assassin. That
and his light scale armor and the twin daggers on his belt.


“If I have to.” The man shrugged, his expression bland. “I’d
settle for driving you out of Praamis, with the knowledge that I will hunt you
down if you ever step foot in my city again.” He spoke the words calmly,
without a trace of bluster. The mark of a confident, competent opponent.
Braggarts used volume to compensate for inadequacy and uncertainty. 


“Truth be told, I’m not fond of either option.” The Hunter
shook his head. “Is there any chance you’d simply walk away and let me hunt
down the murderer I’m searching for?” He doubted the assassin would believe him
if he spoke of demons.


“No.” A single word, quiet, calm. “Praamis is no place for
you. Leave or die.”


The Hunter sighed. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Especially
if the Night Guild is killing children.”


The statement caught the assassin off-guard for an instant,
long enough for the Hunter to slap aside his sword, step inside his guard, and
drive a punch at the man’s solar plexus—not a killing blow, but powerful enough
to dent the man’s light armor and knock the air from his lungs.


The assassin twisted aside at the last second and the
Hunter’s fist met empty air. The Hunter recovered quickly, blocking the lightning
knee strike aimed at his groin. He drove an elbow into the man’s ribs, but
again the assassin slipped the blow. Not completely, though. The tip of the
Hunter’s elbow caught the man in the side with bruising force. The assassin
winced and stepped backward out of grappling range.


His eyes fixed the Hunter with a burning glare. “Who are
you?”  


“The man who’s giving you a chance to live.” The Hunter
stood straight, hands outstretched and well away from the hilt of his sword.
“All you have to do is answer a few quest—”


He leapt to the side, barely avoiding the assassin’s
whistling blade, and ripped his own sword free in time to deflect a strike that
would have opened his throat. Three more blows followed with lightning speed,
aimed low, high, and low again. The Hunter’s long sword turned aside each, then
answered with a hard strike at the man’s forearm with the flat of his blade.
The assassin grimaced again, passing the sword to his left hand. 


“I’d rather not kill you,” the Hunter said. “Lead me to your
Guild Master and you can walk away from this alive.”


“So that’s why you’re here!” The assassin’s face creased
into a snarl. “The Bloody Hand is not truly
eradicated, simply lying in wait and gathering their strength for a return.
They still want Master Gold dead, so they send you to do their dirty work for
them.”


It was the Hunter’s turn to be caught off-guard. The Bloody
Hand was no more, he’d seen to that four years ago. But the assassin seemed not
to believe the criminal organization had been totally wiped out. To be fair,
the Hunter would have the same suspicion. He wouldn’t trust that his enemies
were truly dead until he saw the bodies—or put the knife in their throats
himself.


“After all this time, will you fools never learn?” The
assassin dropped into a low crouch, legs spread in an oddly wide stance, eyes
fixed on the Hunter. “Your death will be a message to your masters that Praamis
belongs to the Night Guild.”


He launched into an attack with an agility that surprised
the Hunter. The man weaved and bobbed with strange, almost dance-like motions
that reminded the Hunter of a bounding gazelle or a drunken monkey. Yet the assassin
fought with admirable dexterity. His blows came high and low, striking right
then darting left for a follow-up. The Hunter had never encountered the
fighting style before and, for a moment, he lost himself in the fascination. 


A sharp pain in his side quickly reminded him that the
assassin meant to kill him. The killer danced backward, grinning at the crimson
staining the edge of his sword. Yet his face creased into a puzzled frown when
the Hunter remained standing. The wound, which punctured the Hunter’s kidney
with precision physickers would envy, would have killed any mortal man.


Horror creased the man’s face as realization dawned. “The
Hunter of Voramis!” he breathed. “So the legends about you are true. You really
are immortal!”  


“Guilty as charged.” The Hunter gave a mocking flourish of
his sword. “Maybe now that you recognize me, we can stop this nonsense and you
can take me to your Guild Master.”


“The Bloody Hand sends you
after her?” The assassin’s eyes narrowed, and renewed determination filled
his gaze. “Immortal or no, you will not harm Master Gold.”


Master Gold, a her? Curious,
but irrelevant at the moment. 


The Hunter tucked the nugget away and focused on the
assassin. “If Master Gold and the Night Guild are innocent of these murders,
you have nothing to fear from—”


The assassin attacked with a new ferocity, his blade
whirling through the air with blurring speed. The Hunter gave ground, his sword
matching the speed of the man’s attacks with ease. He recognized the shift in
attitude. The man had started out trying to warn away or kill a threat he
expected to defeat easily, but now he fought not only for his life against a potentially
superior opponent, but to protect his city and his Guild Master from harm.


That put the Hunter in an unfortunate position. The man
fought with the skill and speed of an expert. He wouldn’t be disarmed easily,
which meant the Hunter would have to kill him at worst, or shatter more than a
few bones at best. 


I tried to warn him. 


He slapped aside a quick thrust bare-handed, stepped inside
the assassin’s guard, and drove the pommel of his sword into the man’s chest.
Air whooshed from the man’s lungs and he staggered backward, but his blade
never stopped moving, swiping at the Hunter even as he gave ground. Heat raced
along the Hunter’s cheek as the sword’s tip carved a finger’s breadth into
flesh. 


But the Hunter had hit the man too hard. The assassin,
attempting to regain his balance, took two long steps backward. Horror filled
the man’s eyes as his rear foot met only empty air. His arms windmilled once, a
strangled gasp burst from his lips, then he plummeted from view.


The Hunter winced at the wet thump that echoed up from the alleyway below. He strode toward the
edge of the roof and peered over. The assassin had fallen four stories, and not
even a thick coating of muck could soften the ground enough to save him. His
arms and legs lay twisted at gruesome angles, with bones protruding from his
left bicep and both thighs. A halo of crimson seeped slowly outward from where
his head had shattered against a stone.


Keeper’s teeth! The
Hunter clenched his fist in frustration. What
a bloody waste. 


He felt no remorse for the man’s death; another killer dead
left the world a little bit better. But he’d intended to take the assassin
alive—broken, if necessary, but still breathing and capable of forming coherent
sentences. The man had insisted on fighting, so now the Hunter had to find
someone else to lead him to the Night Guild’s secret stronghold.


He was about to turn away when something caught his
attention a few hundred paces up the alley, a flash of movement in the corner
of his eye. In the fading evening light, he couldn’t make out any details, but
there was no mistaking it: those were figures moving through the alley.


With effort, he ignored the pain of his still-healing wound
and set off at a sprint across the rooftop. He had to tear his eyes away for a
brief moment as he leapt across a broad gap between two buildings. When he
looked back, the figures had gone and the alleyway was silent and still.


Damn! They could
have been random passersby traversing the alley, but there was always a chance
he’d get lucky and find someone from the Night Guild. Thieves, killers, and
criminals tended to prefer traveling the back ways, far from the watchful eyes
of the law. 


He dropped onto a balcony, leapt across to a lower rooftop,
then jumped the remaining two floors to the alleyway. His boots squelched in
muck as he landed and only his quick reflexes, honed over years of training and
fighting, kept him from falling. As soon as he regained his balance, he raced
on down the narrow lane in the direction he’d seen the movement.


The shadows had begun to deepen as the sun disappeared
behind the clouds, thicker here with two high walls to block out the light. In
the gloom, the Hunter could see no sign of movement. Nothing but debris,
refuse, and more mud—disgusting, reeking, squelching mud that seeped over the
tops of his boots—met his gaze.


He was about to swear again when his eyes fell on a
strange-shaped object discarded behind a pile of refuse. Had he been coming
from the other direction, he never would have seen it, and only the pale white
color of the object was visible in the fading daylight.


One step closer, and the smell hit him. Death. Poison. The same smells that had hung thick around the body
of the child in Old Town Market earlier that day.


His gut twisted in knots as he strode toward the
strange-shaped object. It was covered with a thick canvas, but one corner of
the canvas had fallen away. The smell of fresh-dried plaster hung around the
pale, white, perfectly smooth object on the pile.


He hesitated a single moment before twitching aside the
canvas. What he saw there brought acid surging into his throat.


A child, a young girl this time, lay on the rubbish heap,
her entire head encased in a featureless mask of plaster, with that Serenii
symbol carved into the flesh of her chest. 


Sorrow squeezed the Hunter’s heart in an iron fist. He had a
memory of another young girl, her throat torn open, her body tossed like
discarded refuse onto the lip of the Midden. He’d destroyed the Bloody Hand in
vengeance for Farida’s death. 


Anger pushed the sorrow back and burned like a raging fire
in the Hunter’s chest. When I find who
did this, their fate will be a mercy by comparison. 


He quickly scanned the ground for any indication of who’d
left the body, but found nothing—no drag marks, not so much as a bootprint. Damn it! 


A sound from behind caught the Hunter’s attention. He heard
the clanking of steel, saw the glimmer of a lantern. A glance over his should
revealed a pair of Praamian Guards clad in their drab olive-colored uniforms
standing at the mouth of the alley, not twenty paces behind him. The beam of
their oil lantern spilled down the muddy lane and reached shining fingers
toward him.


He was up and racing away from the Praamian Guards in an
instant. He had no desire to kill them, but he’d be forced to defend himself if
they found him crouching over a child’s body in an alleyway. 


And every step that led him farther from the guards brought
him closer to whoever had dumped the body here. It couldn’t be simple
coincidence that he’d seen movement right beside the corpse. If he hurried, he
had a chance of catching up to the killer. 


The Hunter drew Soulhunger and gripped the dagger’s hilt in
white knuckles. Keeper have mercy on them
when I do.


 


 












Chapter Eleven 


 





 


“What’s wrong?” Ilanna demanded. 


Kodyn’s handsome, angular face was paler than usual, his
eyes clouded. “It’s Journeyman Kindan, Mom…er, Guild Master.” Even in his
agitated state, he remembered to address her by her title, as she’d insisted
when in public. “He’s dead. Killed.”


Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “What?” She reached up and gripped
Kodyn’s shoulders. “What do you mean, killed? Who the bloody hell could kill a
Keeper-damned Serpent?”


Kodyn shook his head. “I don’t know. But whoever it was, he
was faster than anyone I’d ever seen. Faster than Errik and Ria, even!”


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. “You saw him?” 


Kodyn nodded. “I was training Sid on the Hawk’s Highway,
showing him the way of things now that he’s old enough to leave the Perch, when
I saw someone else running across the rooftops. Dark clothes, heavy cloak. At
first I thought it was one of the Serpents or Hounds using the Highway, but the
way he moved, Mom!” He blew out his breath in amazement, reverting to the
familiar name. “I’ve never seen anyone run that fast. I could have sworn he
leapt Carter’s Road without hesitating.”


“That’s impossible.” Ilanna shook her head. “Carter’s Road
is far too wide for anyone, even a Hawk, to make the jump.” Back when she’d
been a Hawk doing third-story work, she’d been forced to take longer routes along
the Hawk’s Highway to cross the plank and rope bridges that spanned the broad thoroughfare.



“I know, which is why I couldn’t help wondering who it was.”
Kodyn’s expression grew serious. “Thankfully, we were close enough to the Perch
that Sid could get back on his own, and Kindan was just getting back from
hunting the guy who’s killing all those kids.” Sorrow clouded his eyes—he was a
good-hearted young man, much to Ilanna’s relief, not hardened and ruthless like
she’d been during her years as apprentice and Journeyman. 


“I showed Kindan where I saw the guy, and Kindan told me to
get back here and let you know what was going on.” Kodyn hesitated at this.


Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “But you, of course, couldn’t obey
a simple instruction from a Journeyman.” Of course
Kodyn had inherited her headstrong nature. It had kept her alive, but it made
him bloody difficult to deal with—both as his mother and Guild Master. 


Kodyn had the good sense to look ashamed. “I wanted to see
if there was anything I could do to help.”


“Help? A Serpent?” Ilanna snorted. “Errik and Ria won’t shut
up about how quickly you’ve taken to their training, but that doesn’t mean
you’re ready to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Guild’s assassins.
Especially not against someone who can leap Carter’s Road.”


“And that’s why I didn’t go with Kindan.” Defiance and
stubborn pride flashed in Kodyn’s eyes, and his spine went stiff. “I snuck
along behind him, making sure to keep safe distance, of course.” He said it in
a tone that told Ilanna he’d expected her to comment before the words had even
formed on her lips. “I was two buildings away when Kindan found the man in the
dark cloak and confronted him.” 


His expression grew somber. “I’ve never seen anything like
it! He faced Kindan unarmed, but he didn’t look scared at all. When Kindan
attacked, he fought empty-handed and actually knocked Kindan back on his
heels.”


That took Ilanna by surprise. No way anyone outside the Night Guild should have been able to do that.
Kindan ranked among the Serpents’ best—perhaps two or three of his comrades
surpassed his skill, but only Errik and Ria could match his speed. 


“Kindan was toying with him at first, like he does when he’s
training us,” Kodyn continued. “But soon he started fighting for real and I could
have sworn Kindan wounded him, but I was too far away to be sure,” Kodyn
continued. “They talked some more, then Kindan rushed in and looked like he was
going to take the stranger down. But the man punched Kindan once, hard enough
to knock him off the roof.” 


Ilanna’s gut clenched. “He fell?”


Kodyn nodded. “Four floors.”


Ilanna winced. That
height would do even a killer like Kindan in. She’d watched one of her
fellow Hawk apprentices, a boy by the name of Bert, fall from three stories. He
had died in her arms, his body shattered. 


“The second I saw Kindan fall, I came back here to tell
you.” Kodyn thrust a finger in the direction of the Aerie. “It happened less
than five minutes ago, Guild Master. If we hurry, maybe we can still find him.”


“We?” Ilanna’s voice cracked like a whip. “There’s no way
I’m letting you back out when there’s a killer like that on the loose!”


“But I’m the one who told you—” Kodyn began.


“I don’t care!” Ilanna shouted. “If someone can take Kindan
out like that, what makes you think you—or me, for that matter—can take him?”


Kodyn stiffened, but again the defiance in his expression
hardened. “We don’t have to take him. We just need to find him and follow him
back to wherever he’s holed up. Once we know where to find him, we can come up
with a plan to hit him with every Bloodbear, Hound, and Serpent it takes to do
the job.” He pointed at Ilanna’s chest. “You taught me that, Mother. You taught
me to learn everything I could about my enemy, and that’s exactly what I want
to do. If you don’t want to come with me, that’s on you. I’m going.”


Ilanna wanted to snap back at him, wanted to yell him down
for being a stubborn, rash fool. But he’d gotten all of those qualities from
her, and they were what made him such a strong young man and a capable thief.
She hadn’t wanted him to join the Night Guild—she’d done everything she could
to keep him a secret and escape the Guild before they discovered his
existence—but now that he was in the Guild, she couldn’t stop him from doing
what he’d trained to do. Her only choice was to do everything in her power to
keep him safe.


“So be it.” She spoke in a calm voice. “We’ll go look for
this mysterious man.”


Kodyn’s eyebrows shot upward. “Really?”


“Yes.” Ilanna nodded. “You and me, together. But before we
do, we’re going to make sure every damned Serpent and Hound in the Night Guild
is on the lookout for him. If he’s the one dropping all the bodies, he’s our
mess to clean up. As Guild Master, it’s my duty to see to it that the problem
is dealt with.” She gripped his shoulder tight. “As your mother, it’s my duty
to keep you from doing anything stupid and getting yourself killed. So I’m
coming with you.”


Kodyn was speechless as Ilanna strode around her desk,
opened one of the drawers, and pulled out a leather-wrapped bundle. She
unrolled it on the desk and stared down at the assorted items within: dark grey
cloak with the Hawk-brown stitching along the hem, black leather gloves, a
length of finger-thin rope, and her pouch with well-worn lockpicks and
alchemical lamps. 


When she looked up, she found her son’s eyes locked on her.
“Let’s go,” she said, her voice firm, as she pulled on the cloak and gloves and
buckled the pouch in place. “We’ve got to find this man before he disappears
into the city.” 


She hurried from the room, Kodyn at her heels, and paused
only long enough to snap an order at Darreth. “Tell Master Serpent and Master
Hound to get up onto the rooftops, now!” 


“Master Gold?” Darreth blinked in surprise, his mouth agape.


Ilanna rushed on without waiting. Once Darreth recovered,
he’d get the message to the House Masters in a hurry. She wouldn’t be surprised
to find the Serpents and Hounds hit the Hawk’s Highway less than ten minutes
after she did.


But ten minutes was more than enough time for someone to
make an untraceable getaway. Even now, she knew her chances of finding Kindan’s
killer—and the possible murderer she’d been chasing—bordered on non-existent.
That wouldn’t stop her from trying. Kodyn truly had inherited his stubbornness
from her.


Warmth coursed through her as she strode down the tunnel
toward the double doors of House Hawk, emblazoned with twin hawks and an ornate
ring clutched in bronze talons. Memories—good and bad alike—washed over her at
the familiar sight. 


She pushed the door open, and a smile touched her lips as
her gaze lighted on every detail of the Aerie. Shelves and tables laden with
ropes, hooks, whips, knives, swords, and an assortment of unknown weaponry
lined one wall, with racks of dark cloaks, hoods, garments, and boots of all shapes
and sizes on the opposite.


But, as always, her eyes were drawn to the intricate network
of ladders, ropes, walkways, and structures that rose to the high-vaulted
ceiling. The Perch. 


How many hours have I spent up there? 


“Race up you up, Mom!” Excitement sparkled in Kodyn’s eyes
as he leapt onto the nearest rope ladder and scrambled up with the grace of a
sailor. 


With a growl, Ilanna leapt up after him. The moment her
hands and feet touched the first platform, she felt a familiar sense of
belonging. 


She basked in the glorious sensations of burning muscles,
the sound of creaking ropes, the gentle sway of the wooden platforms and
bridges. Kodyn scrambled up the Perch with the grace of a sailor, but Ilanna
seemed to fly. She’d traveled these ways a thousand times and knew the Perch’s
every secret. 


Breathing hard and flushed with triumph, Ilanna scrambled
out of the open window at the top of the Perch and onto the rooftop. The sun
had dipped behind the western horizon, but the last traces of fading daylight
still painted the sky in gorgeous hues of blue, orange, and vivid gold. A cool
breeze wafted across her face. 


She was home once more.


Two seconds behind her, Kodyn climbed out of the window, his
broad shoulders a tight fit through the narrow frame.


“Hah, I win!” Ilanna’s elated laugh cut off in a breathless
gasp. She was a bit more out of shape than she cared to admit. 


Kodyn smiled. “But did you really?” 


“Smart-ass,” Ilanna growled. “I can always tell Errik and
Ria to make your training regimen tougher, you know.”


Kodyn rolled his eyes, but a ghost of a smile played on his
lips. Warmth suffused the core of Ilanna’s being as she stared at her son. He
had grown a great deal, and her duties to the Night Guild had consumed so much
of her time over the last few years. The handsome, strong young man before her
bore so little resemblance to the rosy-cheeked infant she remembered, yet she
felt only pride. 


“Show me where you saw him,” Ilanna told her son. 


With a nod, Kodyn set off to the southeast, toward Old Town
Market. Ilanna fell into a comfortable loping gait behind him and let the run
loosen up her muscles. 


It had been too long since she’d traveled the Hawk’s Highway
at night. I’ll just have to hope my
reflexes are as sharp as they once were. It might be a delusion—she was
twenty years older than she’d been the first time she’d taken to the rooftop
network—but right now, she needed this more than she’d realized.


She had tried to stay in shape by keeping up her weapons
training with Errik and Ria, but her truest joy was racing around the Hawk’s
Highway with Kodyn. Life had conspired to keep her away from the rooftops.
She’d be damned if she let it get in the way any longer. 


As she ran, the familiar thrill of excitement coursed
through her body. She felt the old skills returning, and with a laugh, she
raced ahead of Kodyn and hurled herself off the rooftop. For a long moment, she
hung suspended in the air, and once again she experienced the magical sensation
of flying. 


This is what it means to be alive!


Then she hit the next rooftop, hard. She landed in a roll
but her form was off. A dull ache throbbed through her knees, hips, and
shoulders. 


Kodyn hit the rooftop beside her and took off running a
heartbeat before her. Ilanna couldn’t help smiling. Looks like he inherited my competitive nature as well. She pushed
herself hard to keep up with her son, but Kodyn was determined to outpace her.
Her gut clenched as he leapt across an expanse she couldn’t hope to cross. His
longer legs gave him an advantage, but she also recognized his determination to
one-up her. It wasn’t easy living in the shadow of the Hawk that had defeated
the Black Spire, stolen a fortune from the most secure location in Praamis, and
single-handedly saved the Night Guild from the Bloody Hand and Duke Phonnis
both.  


Her son was driven by a need to make his own mark on the
Guild. She and Ria both tried their best to keep an eye on him, keep him out of
trouble, but his duties to House Hawk took him far from their protective
shelter. 


And if he’s to be a
true man, he will need to take his own risks. Ilanna could only hope he
didn’t choose paths too dangerous to escape.


Kodyn leapt to the next rooftop and skidded to a halt far
too close to the edge for Ilanna’s comfort. “It was here, Mom.” He was barely
breathing hard, but Ilanna felt as if she’d just raced across the Windy Plains.



Ilanna crouched and studied the rooftop. The last traces of
daylight had faded, but she produced her beamer lantern—a fist-sized glass ball
filled with a strange alchemical liquid that shone like fire. She swept the
glow of the lantern across the clay tiles.


“There.” Her gut clenched as she saw the crimson droplets spattering
the roof a few paces from the chimney. 


“So Kindan did wound him!” Pride echoed in Kodyn’s voice. 


“A serious one, by the looks of it.” Ilanna estimated he’d
lost a few cups of blood. “If he’s wounded, he can’t have gotten far.”


She swept the beamer around until she spotted more blood
droplets. “They go this way.”


They followed the trail of blood across the rooftops,
careful to move slow enough to spot every rust-colored splash. She’d spent
enough time training with the Hounds to have at least rudimentary tracking
skills, and those skills told her something about the trail she followed was
wrong. Given the amount of blood on the tiles, the man should be bleeding out
quickly, his strength fading. Yet as she followed the trail, the droplets grew
more spread out, their number decreasing rather than increasing. 


What the bloody hell? Even if the man had bound up the
wound, he’d lose blood fast enough to slow him down. So why in the Watcher’s
name does it look like he’s speeding up? 


Yes, something about this was very wrong, indeed.  


 












Chapter Twelve
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The Hunter raced through the alley in the direction he
guessed the killers had gone. He’d only caught a flash of movement, but that
was enough to set him on the right path. If he moved fast enough, he could gain
ground on his prey. Once he had them in his sights, they wouldn’t get away from
him.


He drew in a deep breath through his nostrils, tasting the
air for the scent of the man he sought, but recoiled at the reek of offal,
rotted vegetables, stagnant rainwater, and the many more foul odors that
clogged the narrow lane. Not going to
find them by smell, not in this stinking alleyway.


The muck-covered back streets of Praamis twisted and turned
in a confusing maze, forcing the Hunter to pause at the next intersection and
scan ahead for any sign of movement. His eyes roamed the near-darkness of the
alleys, and despair gripped his heart in a fist of ice for a long moment before
he spotted the flash of a cloak disappearing around a corner a hundred paces
ahead of him.


Mud spattered the Hunter’s boots and legs as he ran, but he
was beyond caring. He couldn’t lose his target again. 


He raced up the lane and hurtled around the corner just in
time to see the figure ducking into another side street forty paces ahead. The
Hunter crossed the distance in mere seconds, but when he reached the street, he
found it dead-ended against three brick walls. 


Night hung thick in the narrow alley, the shadows too deep
and dark for his eyes to penetrate. He growled in frustration—he hadn’t thought
to bring a lantern, not even a fire striker. He felt his way along the walls,
but his questing fingertips found no doors or windows.  


Impossible! The
man had entered the alley mere seconds before he had. Not even the Abiarazi
could disappear into thin air, so he had to
have gone somewhere. The bloody question
is where?


He drew in a deep breath, then pricked up his ears for the
slightest noise. A quiet splash sounded
to his right. It came not from the muddy street, for there had been a hollow
echo to the sound.


Of course! He
cursed himself for an idiot. The sewers.


The city of Praamis was famous for its sewer system—a
remnant from the days of the Serenii, some whispered. For law-abiding citizens,
the complex maze of tunnels, drains, and underground rivers served as a way to
dispose of waste. But for people like the Hunter, the sewer system of Praamis
offered another way to get around.


He felt his way along the wall again, this time using his
feet to test the walls and ground for any openings. Sure enough, he found an
uncovered opening just three paces from the mouth of the dead-end alley. He’d
been so focused on searching for a door or window that he’d missed the opening.


Lowering one foot, he found the metal rung of a ladder, and
a savage grin split his face. Got you,
you bastard! 


The killer had climbed down the ladder less than a minute
earlier. If the Hunter hurried, he could catch up before the man got lost in
the maze of sewers. He cursed himself for forgetting a light. He didn’t know
his way around the underground, and he wasn’t certain even his innate sense of
direction could keep him on track without any illumination.


Better hurry, then.


Ten rungs down, his boots splashed onto cold, foul-smelling
liquid. He forced himself to ignore the reek, the soft squishing beneath his
feet, and the slime covering the wall. Instead, he kept his mind fixed on
hunting down the killer. Drowning in sewage would be a fitting end for the
man—or demon—that had murdered children and left their bodies abandoned like
rubbish.


He tried to keep his movement as quiet as possible, but his
boots splashed or squelched with
every step. Finally, he found a suitable solution to reduce the noise: straddle
the curving sides of the tunnel just above the sewage level. The position made
movement terribly uncomfortable, but at least he could once again hear any
noise coming from ahead.


His heart leapt as his keen ears picked up a quiet splashing
in the distance. He was on the right track. Got
you, you bastard!


He ran in a strange spider-legged crouch, his pace slower
than he’d like but faster than he’d manage in the water. The sound of his
heartbeat and the steady thump, thump of
his boots on the stone walls nearly drowned out the splashing of his target,
but he forced himself to keep going. 


Then he spotted it: a faint glimmer fifty yards ahead of
him. But not one light. Two, three, five. More and more lights intersected in
the tunnel ahead, illuminating the silhouettes of hooded, robed figures. The
Hunter counted ten tiny lights, like fireflies in the night, and ten people far
ahead. 


What in the bloody hell? His mind raced. What if it’s not
just one killer, but many? 


It wouldn’t be his first encounter with bloodthirsty
groups—he’d wiped out one such in Voramis that had killed in the name of the
Bloody Minstrel, controlling the population to avoid disease. Those kills had
been ritualistic, and the Serenii symbol carved into the children’s chests and
the strange, smooth plaster casing on the victim’s head had the same feel. This
went beyond simple murder. Whatever twisted logic drove them, these people killed
with a purpose. 


That changes nothing. The
Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. This
ends now. 


He picked up speed and charged toward the figures at the far
end of the tunnel, but one by one they disappeared around a corner, taking
their lights with them. The Hunter chafed at the slow speed of his awkward
spider-legged run. He couldn’t lose them, but he couldn’t alert them to his
presence until he was certain they wouldn’t escape. If the demon was among
them—and chances were good that the Abiarazi would be leading this bloodthirsty
pack of murderers—he’d need the element of surprise to take the bastard down.
His human followers would be easy prey.


But when the Hunter reached the intersection, he found it dark,
without so much as a glimmer of light to indicate the direction the killers had
gone. He stifled a growl of frustration and forced himself to calm. He had to
be closing in on them, so he just had to follow them until he caught sight of
their lights again. Patience and persistence would be his greatest weapon in
pursuit. 


He listened again, and his heart leapt at the faint sound of
splashing coming from ahead. Seconds later, a metallic clang echoed down the tunnel, followed by the creak of rusted hinges. A wisp of wind washed across his face. 


The Hunter’s stomach bottomed out. If they closed that door,
he’d never find them in the darkness. Their lights were all he had to guide him
now. 


He abandoned all attempt at stealth and raced through the
darkness, his boots splashing water all around him. His arms pumped and he
poured every shred of speed into his legs. He nearly stumbled as his foot
caught on something solid in the dark, but he caught his balance, righted
himself, and raced on. 


The creak came
from ahead and to the right, and the Hunter slowed as he felt a subtle change
in the air current in the tunnel. The clang
of the closing door sounded somewhere ahead of him, echoing with a terrible
finality. The wispy breeze fell still and the Hunter stood alone in the
darkness. 


Keeper’s teeth! He
drew in a deep breath, ignoring the foul odors assaulting his nostrils, and
replayed that sound in his mind. The door was somewhere ahead of him, no more
than twenty or thirty paces up the tunnel. All he had to do was feel his way
along the stone walls until he found the metal door. 


How hard could that be?


He chose the right-hand side of the tunnel at random, and
ran his hands along the wall. Time and damp had coated the stones in a layer of
slime that twisted his stomach, but he forced himself to ignore the slippery
sensation. Eyes closed, he worked his way down the tunnel, feeling his way with
his feet and counting every step. He hadn’t found a door by the time he reached
fifty, so he crossed the tunnel and began working his way along the other wall.


He’d taken five steps when light blossomed in the tunnel
behind him. He whirled, momentarily blinded by the brilliance, but that didn’t
stop him drawing his sword. 


“Bloody hell!” shouted a voice from behind the light source.


The Hunter blinked and stared into the red and blue glow
coming from ahead of him. His heart sank at the man’s next words. 


“We found him!” 


 


 












Chapter Thirteen 


 





 


The trail of blood went dry within ten paces. Ilanna swept
the beam of lamplight back and forth across the rooftop, even sent Kodyn over
the nearby gap to search the next roof. All in vain.


Damn it! They’d
lost Kindan’s killer.


“Any luck?” Kodyn asked as he returned.


Ilanna shook her head. “The blood drops simply disappear
here.” She glanced over the edge of the roof, and though her beamer helped to
push back the evening gloom filling the alleyway below, she found only an
empty, rubbish-strewn lane. Nothing to give even the slightest indication of
where the killer had gone. 


Her mind raced as she tried to think of what to do next. With
any luck, Aisha’s found something and Ria will be waiting in my office with
information on Chantelle. Or the Scorpions have located the poisoner.
Something, anything, to put an end to this fruitless search. 


She felt like a dog chasing its tail, and she’d grown tired
of the pursuit. She needed to sink her teeth into something soon before she
lost her patience.


 “We head back to the
Aerie,” she told Kodyn. “There’s no point in searching for him now.”


Kodyn looked like he wanted to argue, but one look at her
face and he held his silence. The choice surprised Ilanna. There’d been a time,
not long ago, when he’d have argued simply for the sake of defying her. That
would be the action of a child, but evidently the young man before her knew
when to hold his ground and when to accede. 


Ilanna shot a glance at her son as she ran beside him across
the rooftops. He has grown up so much. Not just in body, but his mind as well. Watcher
help anyone who gets in his way.


She could only hope she’d be around to see that day. Life as
Master Gold had its share of perils, enemies from both outside the Guild’s
walls and within. If she failed to apprehend this murderer, Duke Phonnis would
finally have his most fervent wish: he’d watch her hang in Watcher’s Square or
brave the Field of Mercy. 


I’ll be damned if I
give him that satisfaction. Anger burned hot and bright in her chest,
lending wings to her feet. She soon left Kodyn behind, much to her son’s
surprise. I’ll find this bloody killer if
I have to turn over every stone in Praamis.


Her gut tightened as she caught sight of light glimmering on
a nearby rooftop. She hesitated, only a moment, until the illumination of a
beamer lantern outlined the strong, confident face of Errik, Master Serpent. He
stood in the midst of a group of eight Serpents, locked in conference with Shaw,
Master of House Hound, and seven Hound Journeymen. 


Ilanna raced toward them. “House Masters, good of you to
answer the summons.”


Eighteen men and women turned toward her, hands dropping to
weapons. 


Errik recognized her first. “Master Gold.” He straightened
and removed his hand from the matching swords sheathed at his hips. “House
Serpent stands ready.”


“And House Hound.” Shaw stepped up beside Errik. “What
brings the Guild Master to the rooftops at this hour?”


Ilanna recounted Kodyn’s story of Kindan’s fight with the
murderer, their search of the rooftops, and the mysterious blood spatter. 


“Perhaps your Hounds will have better luck tracking the
killer than I.” 


A small smile twitched Shaw’s too-thin lips. “Perhaps.” 


Ilanna didn’t need to read minds to read his thoughts: she
was a Hawk, skilled in the ways of third-story thieving, not a tracker. She
could only hope his self-confidence paid off with results.


“Travel in pairs,” Ilanna said to the assembled Journeymen.
“The man we seek killed Kindan, and my son tells me he is far more skilled than
we anticipated.”


The Serpents muttered among themselves, their faces etched
with anger. Kindan had been well-liked among not only his fellow Journeymen,
but all in the Night Guild. He’d also numbered among the Serpents’ most
skilled. Without a word, eight of the Serpents paired off with the eight
Hounds.


Kodyn stepped forward. “Will you permit me to join you in
the hunt, Master Serpent? As the Guild Master says, it is better for us to
travel in pairs. I would be honored to watch your back and aid in the search
however I can.” 


Ilanna stiffened. She hated the idea of Kodyn hunting the
murderer in the dark, but the look in his eyes told her he wouldn’t back down
from this argument, not in front of the Hounds and Serpents. And he’d been
clever to try and trap her with her own words and his choice to accompany
Errik. 


Errik hesitated and shot a questioning glance at Ilanna.
He’d grown fond of the boy and Ilanna knew he wouldn’t let anything happen to
Kodyn. And, to make Kodyn the strong man he had the potential to be, she had to
let him stretch his wings. She gave Errik an almost imperceptible nod.


“I welcome the company, little Hawk.” From anyone else, the
name would have been an insult. But Errik numbered among the very few
people—aside from Ria and Ilanna—that knew the truth of Kodyn’s name. It had come
from Khodein, the word for “hawk” in
the language of the Twelve Kingdoms, chosen by the Al Hani-born midwife that
had helped birth him. 


Errik raised his voice to address the gathered Serpents and
Hounds. “We begin our search where the Guild Master said she found blood.” He
placed a hand on Kodyn’s shoulder. “Lead the way, apprentice.”


With a nod, Kodyn turned and raced off along the rooftops.
The Serpents and Hounds fell in step behind him, trying their best to keep up
on the unfamiliar territory. 


Errik paused before leaving. “We’ll look, but if you didn’t
find anything, I doubt the Hounds will.”


“I know,” Ilanna said with a sigh, “but I can’t abide
standing by and doing nothing.”


Errik nodded. “The rest of my Serpents are with those Hounds
and Foxes combing the sewers. With the Watcher’s help, we will find him, Ilanna.”


She nodded. “Be safe, my friend. Keep him safe, too.”


“With my life.” Errik gave her a little nod and turned
away.  


She watched her friend leap off across a wide gulf between
tiled roofs, then turned back to the window that led onto the Perch and into
the Aerie.


The descent to the hard-packed earth floor took longer than
she remembered. Her arms, legs, and shoulders ached from the effort of
supporting her weight, and the ropes left small blisters through the worn
leather gloves. She determined to spend less time trapped behind a desk from
now on—Darreth could always handle more responsibility. The man had an uncanny
knack for plowing through piles of paperwork, reports, and messages in a
fraction of the time it took her. 


Anything to get me out and about more.


Exhaustion tugged at her limbs as she strode through the
tunnels that led from House Hawk to her Guild Master chambers, but the sight of
a Scorpion—a freckled, red-haired Journeyman by the name of Acaria—pushed the
fatigue away. 


She raised an eyebrow as Journeyman Acaria giggled nervously
and pushed her spectacles up onto her nose. Is
that my imagination, or are those two flirting? She hadn’t thought the
Night Guild held anyone as awkward as Darreth, but it seemed this Scorpion was
her aide’s match.


“Journeyman.” Ilanna called out. “I hope you bring good
news.”


Darreth leapt to his feet, his face an interesting shade of
red. Acaria flushed an even deeper shade of crimson and stammered out, “Y-Yes,
Master Gold.”


When no information was forthcoming, Ilanna arched her
eyebrow higher. “Well?” 


“Er, ah, right.” Acaria, visibly off-balance, cleared her
throat. “Tyman…er, Master Scorpion, sends word that we’ve found the one
responsible. He said you’ll know what that means.” 


“Thank you.” Ilanna’s heart leapt, excitement draining the
last of the fatigue from her body. She turned toward the tunnels that led to
House Scorpion, but when Acaria made to follow her, she held up a hand. “I can
find my own way, Journeyman. I’m certain Darreth would enjoy the company far
more than I.”


Darreth’s face went red all the way up to the roots of his
dark hair and he stammered something unintelligible—a rarity from the
long-winded man.


 Ilanna grinned as she
strode down the hard-packed earth tunnels. Good
for Darreth. He deserves a bit of happiness. Gods knew there hadn’t been a
lot of that in her life. 


Five minutes later, she pushed open the doors and strode
into House Scorpion with the full confidence of her authority. “Where is Master
Scorpion?” she demanded of the first Journeyman she saw.


The Scorpion bowed, then thrust a finger toward one of the
rear tunnels. “With Journeyman Rilmine.”


Ilanna thanked him with a nod and hurried toward the foul-smelling
chamber of death.


Four Scorpions occupied the room: Journeyman Rilmine, Master
Tyman, and two Ilanna recognized as Keltor and Checqk. 


Journeyman Rilmine leaned against one of his examination
tables, which still held the opened corpse of one of the murder victims. Master
Tyman sat in a chair in front of a fifth seated, bound, and hooded figure.


All eyes turned to her as she stepped into the room. Keltor,
a slim, fussy-looking fellow, bowed at her entrance, but had to quickly catch
his spectacles before they fell off the tip of his nose. Checqk had features as
bland and dull as a bowl of watery porridge, but Ilanna knew his mind rivaled
the cleverest in House Scorpion. 


She fixed Tyman with a stern glare. “This is he?”  


Keltor stepped forward. “I’m certain of it, Master Gold.”
His voice held a note of familiarity—he’d been one of the Journeymen chosen to
accompany her to Voramis to hunt down Lord Torath, the Bloody Hand-owned
nobleman responsible for trafficking Aisha and the other girls into Praamis. “Daytin
here tried to deny it, but a thorough search of his apothecary turned up a
surprisingly large supply of Flaming Tansy.”


“And the Night Petal?” Ilanna cocked an eyebrow.


Keltor shook his head. “None.”


Ilanna frowned. One rare poison, but not the other? 


Master Scorpion seemed to read her thoughts. “I have more
Scorpions searching the other establishments in Praamis for Night Petal.”


“Good.” Ilanna studied the man bound in the chair in front
of Tyman. A dirty cloth sack covered Daytin’s face, but he wore clothes far
neater and better-tailored than she’d expect of an apothecary. It seemed
dealing in exotic poisons was a more lucrative trade than she’d imagined.


Ilanna motioned to Keltor and Checqk. “Put him onto the
table beside the boy’s body.”


The two exchanged curious glances. “Guild Master?”


“Do it,” Ilanna snapped. “On his side, hands bound behind
his back, but keep his hood on.”


Keltor spoke first. “Yes, Master Gold.” He elbowed Checqk,
and together the two men unbound Daytin, hauled him to his feet, and dragged
him over to Journeyman Rilmine’s examination table.


“Massster Gold, I mussst protessst—” Rilmine began.


“No, you mustn’t.” Ilanna cut him off with a slash of her
hand. “Your body will not be disturbed. I simply wish for this man to see the
results of his handiwork up close.”


Half of Rilmine’s face creased into a frown, but he made way
for Keltor and Checqk to lift the man onto the table. The man squirmed and struggled,
muffled moans and grunts coming from beneath his mask, but the two Scorpions
held him fast and bound his hands behind his back with deft movements.


Ilanna strode to the head of the examination table, seized
the man’s hood, and ripped it free. Daytin blinked in the sudden light, tears
streaming down his face—a face caked in blood from a busted lip and broken
nose. The Bloodbears hadn’t been gentle.


It took Daytin’s eyes a few seconds to adjust to the
brightness, but when he could finally focused, he recoiled from the silent,
pale corpse lying a hand’s breath from his face. The gag in his mouth failed to
fully muffle his piercing, terrified shriek.


Good, thought
Ilanna with a savage nod. Daytin had sold the poison that killed this child. He needs to be scared for what comes next.


She lowered her face until it was mere inches from the
apothecary’s. “Hello, Daytin. Welcome to the Night Guild.”


 












Chapter Fourteen 
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The Hunter’s eyes adjusted to the light in seconds, and he
found himself staring at a group of six men. 


Five men, he corrected, and one barely more than a lad. 


The youth wore ragged, dull-colored clothing that hung large
on his thin frame and shabby boots with large holes through which his toes
poked. One of the men wore similarly patched, shredded, and re-patched
clothing, his body lean with muscle and not enough to eat. Two more wore
slightly nicer breeches and tunics, with boots that actually fit and kept out
the muck. The fifth dressed in the rough clothes of a sailor or dock worker, with
the strong hands, broad shoulders, and thick neck to match. 


It was the sixth, however, that drew the Hunter’s attention
most. The man’s clothes were no more ostentatious than his comrades’, yet of a
finer cut and cloth, tailored to fit his lithe form. The sword at his hip had
the worn leather grip of a well-used blade, and the Hunter caught the outlines
and telltale bulges of at least four daggers hidden around his person—a sharp
contrast to the big brute’s metal-studded club and the assorted short swords
and knives of the others.


The Hunter recognized the man for what he was at once. An
assassin. Just like the man I faced on the rooftop. His gut clenched. Which
means he, and all his friends, belong to the Night Guild.


The Hunter had no reason to fear the Night Guild—he’d
single-handedly destroyed the Bloody Hand, a far more ruthless enterprise
commanded by two demons. Yet he had no reason to wish them dead, and certainly
no reason to wage war on them.


Unless they’re the ones doing the killing.


His mind raced as he put the pieces together. He’d followed
someone into the sewers and found himself facing not a single killer, but ten of them. He had thought his prey
evaded him by ducking into a hidden door—a door he now saw clearly in the red
and blue light of the little glass globe lamps two of the men carried—but that
could have simply been a ruse to throw him off his guard. 


So where are the other
four? The question nagged at him. Had they gone for help? Or, had they
actually gone through the door and were even now working their way around behind
him? Whatever the case, there’s no way
I’m letting these bastards escape justice.


All of this flashed through his mind in mere seconds, long
enough for the Night Guild men to get a good look at his clothing and his sword.


“Who are you?” The Night Guild assassin spoke in a calm
voice, his eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. As the Hunter had, he must have
recognized the killer he faced. “What are you doing down here?”


“Hunting you bastards!” the Hunter growled. “You fill your
city with crime and vice, but you have crossed a line.”


“D’ you know who we are?” The scruffy man in ragged clothing
stepped forward, his knife leveled at the Hunter. “We’re the bleedin’ Night
Guild, we are. This is our city, and—”


“I care not.” The Hunter shook his head. “Your reign of
terror has come to an end. As I did to the Bloody Hand, so I will do to you.” 


He slipped Soulhunger from its sheath and held it in his
left hand. The dagger’s voice no longer echoed in his mind—a blessed side
effect of the truths he’d learned during his time in Enarium—but he could still
feel its eagerness to feed, to drain the blood from his victims. Once, the
dagger had been the force that drove him. He’d killed to silence its incessant
demands. Now, Soulhunger served as a means to an end.


With every life he took, he fed power to Kharna, the Serenii
that fought to keep the Devourer of Worlds from destroying Einan. That thought
once held him back from killing—after all, he’d believed he was hastening the
end of the world. Now, his attitude had changed. Any who deserved death would
die on Soulhunger’s blade—a way to balance the scales for all of the villainy
and wickedness that permeated the world.


And if anyone deserves this death, it’s the Night Guild! 


He leapt forward before his opponents had time to do more
than recoil in surprise. His sword flicked out toward the brute, a slash that
would open the huge thug’s throat, while his dagger drove toward the assassin’s
gut. Once he took care of those two, the others would fall easily. 


The assassin, the only one not caught off-guard, moved a
heartbeat after the Hunter did. He drew his sword in his left hand and slapped
aside the Hunter’s thrust even as he slipped out of the path of Soulhunger’s
eager blade. His right hand dipped into his coat and came out holding steel a
moment later. His underhanded throw buried the dagger into the Hunter’s gut.


The Hunter stumbled backward, blood seeping down the front
of his tunic and staining his breeches. Pain radiated through his stomach as he
reached for the dagger. He tore it free, and his nostrils flared at the stink
of guayoc poison—a weaker, less effective form of the argam he’d once used on
his crossbow bolts.


“Graaah!” A roar of rage tore from the Hunter’s lips as he
hurled the blade back at its owner. Quick as a serpent, the assassin slithered
aside and flicked out his sword to deflect the thrown dagger. His eyes fixed on
the Hunter, expectant.


Black dots swam in the Hunter’s eyes as the poison did its
vicious work. He could feel the numbness seeping into his arms, his legs, his
throat, his face, even slowing the beating of his heart. The world blurred in
and out of focus. His breath caught in his lungs and he felt himself beginning
to fall. Only a supreme will of effort kept him upright. 


The assassin’s lips pressed into a disbelieving line when
the Hunter didn’t fall. He reached into his cloak and produced another throwing
dagger. The Hunter knew he couldn’t block the throw, not in his current state,
so he did the only thing he could—he waited until the last second and dropped
to his knees in the muck. The dagger sailed a hand’s breadth over his head. 


The assassin nodded, satisfied, and lowered his sword. “Go.”
He tore his eyes from the Hunter long enough to look at the youth. “Tell Master
Gold we have found our murderer, and he will kill no more.”


“You…speak…too soon.” The Hunter’s voice was raspy, each
breath burning. Yet he climbed to unsteady feet and stood upright. “I do
not…fall so easily…as so many other…killers and monsters have learned in the
past.”


Even as he spoke, he pushed his focus inward and felt for
the poison coursing through his veins, the wound in his gut. His body’s natural
healing abilities would repair the damage in minutes, but he commanded his
flesh to repair faster. He’d learned the secret, another gift of his Bucelarii
heritage, from the Sage, the demon that had come within a heartbeat of
destroying all of Einan. The Hunter’s pursuit of the Sage had led him to
discover much: the secret of Hailen’s bloodline, the purple-eyed descendants of
the Serenii known as the Elivasti, the city of Enarium, his wife, and finally
the god Kharna.


This nugget of truth, however, had proven the most effective
in his line of work. He could heal from wounds, poisons, and burns that would
put even the strongest men into the grave. He had one weakness, iron, and the
assassin had made the same mistake so many others had in the past: they’d faced
him with bared steel. 


The scruffy, knife-wielding man’s eyes flew wide. “What the
hell?” 


“Impossible.” The man’s jaw set as he stared at the Hunter.
“That was enough Black Malice to kill an ox. You should be dead.”


The Hunter snorted. “If I had a copper bit for every time
I’ve heard that, I’d have a fortune larger than that of Aegeos.”


The assassin stepped forward, interposing himself between
the Hunter and the rest of his comrades. “Go, Orleth!” he shouted. “Tell Master
Gold it’s the Hunter of fucking Voramis.” His face grew solemn, his expression
grim. “Tell her to send all of House Serpent. We will hold him here as long as
we can.”


The youth whirled around and raced off down the tunnel,
disappearing from sight a few seconds later. 


“Perhaps your legends are true.” The assassin spoke in a
quiet voice. “But none of those legends speak of the Hunter of Voramis as being
a child-killer. Or have you simply grown tired of killing men and women?” 


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “You accuse me of killing children? After all these years of snatching them off
the streets and forcing them to become murderers, thugs, and thieves like you?”
He spat. “The Bloody Hand learned all too well what happens to those who kill
the innocent, the helpless.”


“And now you’ve come for us?” The assassin raised an
eyebrow. “You are not content to rule Voramis, so you seek to do what they did
not and claim this city for your own?”


The question took the Hunter by surprise. Voramis had been
rife with gossip during the Bloody Hand’s heyday, but it had never included any
attempt—successful or otherwise—to invade Praamis. One look at the assassin’s
face made it clear the man believed his words. 


“I and the rest of House Serpent have trained in preparation
for this day.” The assassin drew a forearm-length steel stiletto from a hidden
sheath. “We always knew you would come for us, either out of desire to do your
bloody work in Praamis unhindered or because another master pulled your
strings. Yet never did I imagine you would stoop to murdering random citizens
in an effort to turn the Crown against us. The legends always spoke of your ruthlessness,
yet hinted at an innate sense of honor, nobility even. To find you little
better than the Bloody Hand, that is a disappointment, indeed.”


Again, the Hunter found himself at a loss for words. He
wasn’t surprised to find this House Serpent, whatever the hell that was, had
trained to face him—after all, every assassin knew the danger of their
profession. There was always someone better, faster, smarter, more cunning. 


But that last part, about murdering random citizens, that
struck him as odd. Since arriving in Praamis, he’d only killed one person, the
assassin that had confronted him on the rooftops.


So why in the bloody hell does it sound like he’s accusing
me of killing those children I discovered?


Before the Hunter could speak, the assassin raised his sword
in salute. “The legend of the Hunter ends here.” With a flourish of his blade,
he charged. 


 


 












Chapter Fifteen 


 





 


Daytin’s face went a shade of pale to match the corpse in
front of him. “N-Night…Guild?” Terror echoed in his hoarse whisper. “Oh, sweet
Mistress!” 


Ilanna straightened and folded her arms. “The gods can’t
save you in here. Down here, you are at my mercy.”


The apothecary began to shake, his eyes darting between
Ilanna and the body on the table. “W-What do you want from me?” he stammered. 


“An answer.” Ilanna gave him a sweet smile. “One, little
tiny answer. Certainly that couldn’t be too difficult.”


“Yes!” Daytin half-shouted. “Ask, and I will tell you
anything!”  


“Excellent.” Ilanna leaned forward. “Tell me who bought the
Flaming Tansy from you.”


Daytin’s eyes flew wide.


Ilanna held up a warning finger. “Before you think of lying
to me, let me paint a picture for you. You are deep, deep underground, where no
one can hear you scream. Surrounding you are the cleverest minds of House Scorpion,
men responsible for brewing poisons that could burn through your skin, char
your organs, yet keep you alive for decades of agony. You find yourself in this
precious position because I know beyond
a shadow of doubt that you are the one who sold the Flaming Tansy that was used
to murder a child.” She indicated the child on the table in front of him. “This child.”


The man’s face turned a sickened grey.


Ilanna’s too-sweet grin returned. “Now that your
circumstances are abundantly clear, I await your answer eagerly, apothecary.”


Daytin swallowed, his eyes once again flicking from Ilanna
to the opened corpse and back. Droplets of sweat sprang from his forehead. 


“Oh, gods!” he wailed. “I knew it was a mistake, I knew it!
But he offered me so much gold for it.” Words poured from his mouth in a
jumbled mess. “A man’s got to feed his family, and times have been hard of
late. When I saw the gold, I knew…I knew I couldn’t afford to turn it down. And
it was so old, it had to be useless, I couldn’t imagine—”


Ilanna slapped him, hard. “Speak plain, Daytin. Your next
words could be your last.”


Daytin swallowed again, twice, and shook his head to clear
the tears streaming down his cheek. “That bottle of Flaming Tansy was old when
my father was running the store. It sat on a shelf in the basement collecting
dust. With you lot controlling all the poisons in the city, no one came to us
for such things anymore. For thirty years, I’ve been scraping together a living
from selling love potions and healing draughts.”


Master Scorpion snorted from his chair. “A decoction of
whiskey and anis to fortify a man’s courage, and fermented juniper berry to
speed up healing?” He shook his head. “Perhaps you might supplement your stores
with snake oil. I hear it’s marvelous for returning the dead to life.”


“Mock as you will.” Daytin shook his head. “But how else am
I to feed my family?”


“The poison,” Ilanna snapped. She gripped his jaw and turned
his face toward the child’s body. “How did the poison in your store end up
killing this child?”


“I don’t know!” wailed the apothecary. “Th-The one who
bought it from me, he was an older man, showing his age, you know?”


“What did he look like?” Ilanna demanded.


“I never saw his face.” Daytin tried in vain to shake his
head, still locked in Ilanna’s vise grip. “He wore a hood—”


Ilanna bared her teeth. “So how do you know his age?” 


“The hands! The hands never lie.” Daytin twitched in his
bonds, as if he’d forgotten for a moment that he was tied up. “They were
covered with liver spots, his knuckles twisted by rheumatism. I tried to sell
him an unguent that would soften his calluses, but he ignored me. Instead, he
told me he’d come for the Flaming Tansy. Called it by name, he did.”


“And you, of course, sold it to him.” Ilanna released his
head, but fixed him with a hard glare.


Daytin nodded. “When a man offers you enough coin to be free
of debt and feed your family for a month, you give him what he wants and thank
the gods for your good fortune!” 


“And this mysterious benefactor, what can you tell me about
him?” Ilanna leaned over the apothecary. “Think carefully. Your life depends on
it.”


“He wore dull-colored clothing,” Daytin spat. “Simple cloak,
a dusty brown, I think. I didn’t get a good look at his clothes, but his boots.
Yes, his boots!” His eyes flew wide. “Too fine to be any ordinary man’s boots.
The sort of thing only the men of The Gardens and Old Praamis wear.”


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. “He was a nobleman?”


“Or a majordomo or trusted servant.” Daytin fixed her with a
pleading look. “Please, that’s all I know about the man. He came just after
dark, as I was closing up my shop.”


“And you were too busy staring at his gold to notice his
features,” Ilanna snarled.


“Yes, but had I known what he intended to do with it…” The
man’s eyes went to the child on the table beside him, and he shook his head.
“I’ve children of my own. I’d never want anything to happen to an innocent like
them.”


“For their sakes, you had best be telling the truth.” Ilanna
placed her face close to the apothecary, close enough to smell the anis he
chewed and see every whisker on his unshaven cheeks. “If I find you’ve been
lying to me—”


“I swear to the Mistress, and all the gods,” Daytin nearly
shouted. “I’ve told you all I know!” 


Ilanna straightened and stared down at the man for a long
moment. “We shall see.” She moved away from Daytin and motioned to Keltor. “Put
him to sleep and leave him on the front steps of his house.”


“Yes, Guild Master.” Keltor gave her a little bow, then
turned to one of the shelves and rummaged among the bottles.


As Ilanna strode from the room, she found Tyman shuffling
along beside her. She slowed her steps to match his pace and offered her arm.


“Oh, pish posh!” Master Scorpion waved her away. “I’m not
that old yet.”


“What do you think?” Ilanna asked.


“He told you everything he knew, that’s for certain.” Tyman
gave her a little grin. “I’m just surprised he didn’t wet himself in his
terror.”


“And his story? What do you make of it? A bottle of poison
decades old.” She shot a glance at the Scorpion. “Would its effects last that
long?”


“Some poisons, yes.” Tyman nodded. “I couldn’t tell you
about Flaming Tansy specifically, but I can consult with my Journeymen to find
out. It wouldn’t surprise me, however. Some of the ingredients we use in our
experiments date back hundreds of years.”


Ilanna raised an eyebrow, curious. 


“House secrets,” Tyman said, and waved her away. “Suffice it
to say, such a poison could exist.”


“We have to assume it did, then.” Ilanna frowned. “And what
he said about the boots, being too fancy for a commoner. Not many noblemen
would make the purchase in person, but I could see them sending a trusted
bodyservant to do it.”


“Trust is only built over decades.” Tyman pursed his lips.
“It would, indeed, be an older man, one who has served the same family for more
than one generation.”


“And to come up with the amount of coin Daytin was speaking
about, enough to feed him and his family for a month, that speaks of deep
pockets.”


“Very deep,” Tyman emphasized. 


“So we’re looking for someone from The Gardens or Old
Praamis, then.” Ilanna blew out her cheeks. “That narrows it down somewhat. Now
all we need to do is find a noble or wealthy family that has an elderly servant
working for them.” She snorted. “Sound like every noble house you know?”


Tyman shrugged. “I have never once envied you the role of
Guild Master. Yet if anyone can find the solution, I have faith that it will be
you.” He grinned. “I, however, have a bottle of Nyslian port waiting for me
back in my chambers. Perks of being House Master, I suppose.”


Ilanna stopped and laid a hand on the aging Scorpion’s arm.
“Thank you, Master Tyman.”


 “At your service, as
always.” With a little bow, Master Scorpion turned and hobbled off in the
direction of his chambers.


Ilanna barely paid attention as she strode through the Nest,
out the double doors, and into the tunnels beyond. Her mind was busy working at
the problem of this new discovery. 


If it’s a noble family poisoning children, it’s going to be
even harder to find them. Puffed-up lords and ladies have the Duke’s protection
to shield them.


Well, that wasn’t entirely true. While many in the nobility
paid Duke Phonnis for the services of his Arbitors, his private guard force,
Ilanna had her ways of convincing nobles
to do what she wanted. It would require the right application of leverage, but
with time, she could find out anything.


Time simply isn’t a
luxury we have. No more bodies had turned up since the one in Old Town
Market that morning, but she had no desire to wait until another did. We’ve got to find a solution now. 


No solution had presented itself by the time she reached her
chambers, and her mood had gone from sour to downright rotten. She nearly bit
Darreth’s head off when he cleared his throat in that irritating way he did
when he wanted her attention but knew she was in a foul temper.


“What?” she snapped. 


Her tone rolled off Darreth like water over a raincloth. His
position as aide put him in the unfortunate position of being close at hand on
days when the burdens of Guild Master grew overwhelming. “Master Serpent and
young Kodyn await you in your office.” 


Ilanna nodded and strode past him to the door of her office.
Kodyn and Errik stood within, and one look at their faces told her they hadn’t
brought good news.


“Damn!” Ilanna shook her head as she strode around her desk.
“Nothing at all?”


Errik’s face drew into a tight frown. “A handful of Serpents
and Hounds are still out searching, but I’m not hopeful.” He gestured to Kodyn.
“Even with his help, we only tracked the trail of blood a few more paces until
it disappeared.”


Ilanna bit back a curse and banged a fist on her desk. “We
keep coming up empty-handed!” She told the two of what she’d learned from
Daytin. “So all we have to do is find an aged manservant in one of the noble
houses of Praamis.”


Errik snorted. “How hard could that be?”


Ilanna was about to retort when a knock sounded at the door.
She recognized the strong, rhythmic tapping instantly.


“Come in, Ria.”


The Ghandian women pushed the door open and strode in, Aisha
at her heels.


Aisha hesitated as she caught sight of Kodyn, but she
managed to keep her composure and follow on her House Master’s heels. Ilanna
stifled a smile as she saw Kodyn straighten, square his shoulders, and thrust
his chest out ever so slightly like a preening peacock. He smiled at Aisha, but
the dark-skinned girl’s eyes focused on Ilanna.


“Tell me you’ve got something good,” Ilanna said. “Tonight’s
been filled with about as much good news as a wildfire in a library.”


“Then you’re about to love me even more than you do!” A
dazzling smile split Ria’s beautiful face. She motioned for Aisha to step
forward. “My apprentice here found something at The Flavored Delight, down near
the docks. A girl, Tamarra—”


Just then, the door burst open and a young man raced into
the room, wide-eyed and breathless. “Guild Master! W-We found him!” 


All thoughts of snapping angrily at the youth—a Fox, judging
by his ragged clothing with its orange trim, barely thirteen or fourteen years
old—fled from Ilanna’s mind. 


“Where?” she demanded. 


“In the sewer tunnels,” the Fox gasped, his face pale and
sweat streaming down his face. “Tassat…sent me!” 


“Tassat?” Errik was instantly alert. Tassat was one of his
Serpent Journeymen. “What did he say?” 


“The Hunter!” The young man shook his head. “The Hunter…of
Voramis!” 


An icy chill ran down Ilanna’s spine. Everyone knew the
Hunter of Voramis by reputation—by reputation only, for no one had ever seen his face and lived. A peerless
killer, ruthless in the execution of his targets, wielding a blade said to
steal the very souls from his victims.


So what in the Keeper’s name is he doing in Praamis, and
killing children? Then, the Fox’s words sank in.


“Tassat?” she demanded. “You say he sent you? With what
message?”


The Fox wiped a hand across his brow. “To send every Serpent
we have.”


Errik’s face went hard, and the expression sent another
chill down Ilanna’s spine. No mistaking it, the Master of House Serpent, the
Night Guild’s most proficient assassin, knew fear. And only a fool wouldn’t be
afraid of facing a man said to be immortal, a killer that had plagued Voramis
for more than thirty years. 


By the Watcher, how the hell did this happen?


Errik turned to Ilanna, his posture stiff. “With your
permission, Guild Master.”


“Go.” Ilanna nodded. She didn’t know what else to say—would
this be the last time she saw her friend again?


Errik smiled and gave a little bow. “Thank you, Ilanna.”
Everything he needed to say was held in those words and his expression. He
nodded to Ria, clapped Kodyn on the shoulder, then strode from the room.


“Don’t even think about it!” Ilanna snapped at her son.


Kodyn had half-turned to follow Errik, but her words stopped
him in his tracks. “You know I’m almost as good as any Serpent, Mom. If I can
help—”


“No.” Ilanna’s tone was cold, hard as steel. “I am proud
that my son is brave, but sometimes bravery is simply folly by another name. No
good can come of you throwing yourself at the Hunter, not when all of House
Serpent is there to deal with him.” 


The question is, can
they deal with him? Only the gods
knew the answer to that question.


Kodyn stiffened, his face becoming an unreadable mask. “As
you say, Guild Master.”


Ilanna hid a wince. He added that tight inflection to her
title when he was furious. 


“With your permission, Master Gold—” He drove the second
barb home with a biting tone. “—I will return to the Hawk’s Highway and try to
find Sid.”


“Sid?” Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, find
him?”


“I haven’t seen him since this morning.” Kodyn’s expression
remained inscrutable, but a note of concern echoed in his voice. “None of the
other Hawks have as well.”


“I’m certain he’s fine.” The words rang hollow—with the
bloody Hunter of Voramis in her city, no one, not even King Ohilmos himself,
was safe.


“Of course, Guild Master.” Kodyn gave a stiff bow, then
turned and strode from the room. 


Ilanna ground her teeth. Had Aisha not been in the room, she
would have unleashed her frustration. But, with the young Phoenix apprentice
present, she had to rein in her temper.


“Errik can handle it.” Ria’s tone was soothing, but Ilanna
heard the doubt. “Not even the Hunter can defeat him.”


Ilanna wasn’t so sure, but she forced herself to nod. “Of
course.” Her eyes darted to the wooden cabinet where she kept her slim sword
and her collection of daggers.


“And don’t even think of doing anything as stupid as going
yourself!” Fire burned in Ria’s eyes, and she stepped in front of Ilanna.
“You’re the Guild Master, not a Hawk any longer, and certainly not a Serpent.”


“I can’t just sit here and do nothing!” A hint of Ilanna’s
frustration burst through in her angry shout. “If it is the Watcher-damned
Hunter of Voramis, it means someone with deep pockets is pissed at us. I’d say
Duke Phonnis, but he’s too upright and sanctimonious to do anything like that!”



“Then listen to what Aisha has to say,” Ria pressed. “It
might make things a good deal clearer.”


Biting back her frustration, Ilanna rounded on the young
Ghandian woman. “Tell me,” she said through gritted teeth. 


Aisha’s expression grew nervous, but to her credit, she
didn’t flinch from Ilanna’s rage, simply stood taller in that same proud,
defiant way Ria did. Ilanna felt a momentary flash of guilt—the girl didn’t
deserve to be the target of her frustration. 


She tried again in a more civil tone. “What have you found?”



“I found a girl at The Flavored Delight, Tamarra, who knew
something of Chantelle’s whereabouts the night she disappeared.” Aisha spoke
the language of Einan with only a hint of her native Ghandian accent echoing in
her words. She, like the rest of those that had chosen to remain in Praamis and
serve the Night Guild, had acclimated quickly. “Tamarra didn’t know how
Chantelle left The Gilded Chateau unseen, but she did say that Chantelle
mentioned where she was going.”


“Oh?” Ilanna cocked an eyebrow. Finally, some good news.


Aisha nodded. “Chantelle had begun seeing a nobleman in
secret, earning coin without having to pay the Guild’s dues.” 


Ilanna glanced at Ria, who shrugged. “First I’m hearing of
it, though it’s not as uncommon as you’d think.” 


Ilanna nodded. Not all the brothels in Praamis appreciated
the Night Guild’s presence. The well-trained bouncers and enforcers were
welcome, but many of the working girls still held out from paying the Guild
tithes.


“Who was the nobleman?” Ilanna asked.


“Baronet Wyvern,” Aisha replied.


“Wyvern?” That took Ilanna by surprise. “The same Wyvern
that Celesa had to deal with today?”


“The same. They’d fallen in love, evidently. ” Aisha stood
straighter. “Though, given his presence at The Gilded Chateau, perhaps not as
much as Chantelle believed. Either way, had we known of his dealings with
Chantelle, he would not have walked away so easily, not without answering a few
questions.”


Ilanna strode around her desk and sat in her armchair.
“Baronet Wyvern taking up with Chantelle, but on the night she goes to visit
him, she winds up dead. A coincidence?”


Ria leaned against the bookcase and ran her finger over one
of the silver hawk figurines. “Perhaps, or perhaps not.”


“Do we know how Chantelle died?” Ilanna asked Ria. “Did we
ever recover her body?”


Ria nodded. “Her throat was slashed, but her face bore those
same strange burn marks as were discovered on that child’s body.”


Ilanna’s lips pursed into a frown as she went over the
information in her mind. 


“What if Baronet Wyvern blames us for her death?” she asked after a long moment. “If he found out
about those burn marks, he might think we did that to her. To send a message to
the other girls. If he truly was besotted with Chantelle, his rage could drive
him to seek revenge. And what better way to get revenge than to hire the Hunter
of Voramis to carry it out?”


Ria’s eyebrows shot up. “You think that’s possible?”


“It’s not as far-fetched as to imagine that the Hunter is
going around Voramis murdering children for pleasure.” Ilanna shook her head.
“From what I’ve heard of him, the Hunter doesn’t kill without getting paid. If
Baronet Wyvern was feeling particularly vicious, he could have taken out a
bounty on all of the Night Guild. From the youngest tyro to the Guild Master
herself. That could be how Arashi ended up dead, and why the Hunter killed
Kindan. The other child, the one found in Old Town Market, could have been
mistaken for one of our apprentices. Or perhaps he was simply collateral.”


“And the poison?” Aisha spoke up.


“Is it impossible to think an assassin would coat his blade
with something that made the killing easier?” Ilanna asked. “Which could
explain how he got the better of Kindan.” That was more wishful thinking than
she cared to admit aloud. If that was the case, the Hunter wasn’t really as
good as his legends proclaimed, so Errik and the Serpents had a chance of
actually killing him.


“Baronet Wyvern certainly has pockets deep enough to buy the
Flaming Tansy,” Ria said, “but to hire the Hunter of Voramis? That has to be a
stretch even for him.”


“Perhaps.” Ilanna shrugged. “But I intend to ask him myself.”
She strode over to the drawer and pulled out her Hawk gear. 


“That won’t be necessary,” Ria said.


Ilanna glanced over her shoulder. “Oh?”


Ria fixed her with a smile. “I believe I have a much better
way for you to speak with Baronet Wyvern.” 



Something about the edge to Ria’s grin told Ilanna she really wasn’t going to like what the
woman had in mind. 


 


 












Chapter Sixteen


 





 


The Hunter had to admit the Guild assassin was good. Damned good. The man’s sword moved like
a striking serpent, darting in to flick at the Hunter’s chest, then coming back
for a riposte after the Hunter parried. The stiletto in his right hand, his
off-hand, sought the holes in the Hunter’s guard and very nearly scored a
strike that could have slowed the Hunter down.


Yet the man was merely human. The Hunter had faced and
defeated demons, and the blood of demons flowed in his veins. No matter how
skilled the assassin, unless he wielded iron or an Im’tasi weapon like Soulhunger, he stood no chance.


The Hunter slapped aside a quick thrust, twisted out of the
path of a slash, and darted to the side to bind his blade with the assassin’s.
In the instant that the assassin hesitated, the Hunter twisted his wrist so his
sword glissaded along his opponent’s and struck flesh. He danced backward, out
of the assassin’s reach, and showed the man the crimson staining its edge.


The man glanced down at the cut in the meat of his thigh,
and winced. Not out of pain—adrenaline would diminish sensations while his
heart hammered with the thrill of battle—but at the knowledge that the injury
would slow him down. When facing a superior opponent, even the slightest
disadvantage could turn deadly.


But the Hunter made no move to attack. Something the man had
said stuck with him. “Never did I imagine you would stoop to murdering random
citizens in an effort to turn the Crown against us.”


An odd thing to hear from the people responsible for killing
children and dumping their bodies in alleyways. Which was what made the Hunter
question the Night Guild’s complicity in the murders. 


Why would he accuse me of it if he knew who was responsible?
After all, it’s not like the Guild needs another excuse to kill me.


He was an assassin, a killer-for-hire with a reputation for
being the best not only in Voramis, but all of the south of Einan. He’d had
people try to kill him—always a failure, of course—just to build their own
reputation on his death. His very presence in Praamis, the city owned by the
Night Guild, was excuse enough to set all of their assassins on him. He’d taken
out his competition early on during his days as the assassin of Voramis.


But those words refused to leave his head. Perhaps they
weren’t the ones to kill those children.


His confrontation with the other assassin on the rooftops an
hour earlier came back to him. That man, too, had seemed confused and surprised
when the Hunter accused the Night Guild of the murders. Coincidence? I think not.


Now that he studied the five men, he realized they couldn’t be the ones he’d seen in the
tunnels. The men he’d pursued had worn hooded robes, and only the assassin wore
anything resembling a hood. Unless they’d disrobed in the dark, they were
simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.


He lowered his weapons. “Take me to your Guild Master.
Perhaps she can answer my questions, and none of you need die.”


“So you can kill her?” The assassin shook his head. “If you
want to get at our Guild Master, you will first need to go through us.”


The Hunter sighed. “I have no desire to kill any of you, but
I will not hesitate.” He fixed his gaze on the assassin. “You know who I am and
what I can do. The only way to end this without bloodshed is to take me to your
Guild Master.”


“Never!” The huge brute stepped past the assassin, his face
livid with rage. “You will not harm her!” 


He raised his club and charged. His wild swing would have
crushed the Hunter’s skull, but the Hunter simply stepped back and allowed the
steel-stubbed club to strike empty air. It crashed into the stone wall of the
tunnel, spraying shards of slime-covered rock. The Hunter took a quick shuffle
step forward and brought his knee up between the man’s legs.


Air rushed from the thug’s lungs, and he gave a pitiful
half-mewl, half-moan as he sagged to his knees, hands clasped between his legs.
The Hunter drove the pommel of his sword into the man’s face, shattering teeth.
Another blow between the eyes knocked the thug backward, and he splashed into
the muck, unconscious. 


“Take me to the Guild Master,” the Hunter repeated. The more
he digested the conversations with the assassins, the more he doubted the Night
Guild’s guilt. A conversation with the Guild Master could put an end to this
unnecessary enmity. If nothing else, they could stop trying to kill him and he
wouldn’t have to waste time killing them. He had better things to do, like
hunting a demon and stopping a group of murderers.


And, if I’m lucky, they could even help guide me around the
sewers to find these murderers faster. The Night Guild could be a valuable
resource, if only they’d stop trying to kill him.


Unfortunately, they didn’t seem ready to give in so quickly.
The assassin was staring at him through narrowed eyes, expression pensive, but
the others lacked his analytical mind. All three drew knives and short swords
and charged in a pack.


The Hunter couldn’t fault their tactics. They’d just seen
him take down their huge comrade with ease, so logic dictated that rushing him
together gave them the greatest chance of overwhelming and bringing him down.
Doubtless they expected him to give ground, to open space between them.


He did the opposite. He leapt forward, faster than they
could react, and whipped his sword across in a horizontal arc right at their
heads. Two of them—the better-dressed men with better-made weapons—managed to
evade the attack. The third man, the scruffy-looking one, didn’t see it coming.
The Hunter twisted his wrist at the last moment to slap the side of his blade
into the man’s temple. The force of the blow knocked him hard to one side, and
he crashed into the tunnel’s stone wall. 


The Hunter didn’t need to look to know the man was
unconscious, and his two opponents didn’t give him time to check. They hacked
at him with their short swords, their attacks brutal, efficient, and lethal.


“Give us a hand here, Tassat!” shouted one as he ducked a
high blow of the Hunter’s sword. His face met the Hunter’s rising boot, and the
force snapped his head backward. As he splashed into the muck, the Hunter
trapped his opponent’s blade in his own and punched the man hard in the nose.
Cartilage crunched and blood sprayed. As the man groaned and clapped hands to
his injured face, the Hunter brought his elbow whipping around and slammed it
into the man’s jaw. The man fell and didn’t rise.


The assassin hadn’t moved in the two seconds it took the
Hunter to dispatch the other three. His eyes were fixed on the Hunter. 


“You could have killed them.” He spoke in that same quiet
voice, dangerous yet not menacing. “Yet you held back.”


“Answer me this, assassin.” The Hunter met the man’s gaze
levelly. “Are you and yours the ones killing children and leaving their bodies
in the muck?”


“No.” The assassin cocked his head. “I take it that means
you are not either?”


“You heard the tales of the Bloody Hand’s fate, yes?” the
Hunter asked.


The man’s lips quirked into a hard smile. “A fitting end for
a foul stain on this land.” 


“I did that because the First killed an innocent child.” The
Hunter lowered his blades. “I kill those who deserve it, but children are
blameless.”


The assassin inclined his head.


“Though I hear you and your Guild twist even that innocence
to your own foul ends.” The Hunter’s voice was cold, a sharp edge to his words.
“Tell your Master that if I find the Night Guild responsible for these deaths,
what I did to the Bloody Hand will be a mercy compared to what I will do to
you.”


The assassin’s smile grew. “I will be sure to pass the
message along.”


“Your friends will survive, though they will need a healer.”
The Hunter sheathed his sword and stooped to pick up one of the fallen lanterns—a
strange oval-shaped globe of glass filled with an unfamiliar glowing liquid—but
kept Soulhunger in hand just in case the assassin tried something devious.
“Relay to your Master what happened here, and tell her to stop wasting my
time.”


He turned and strode toward the metal door set into the
tunnel wall. The latch was unlocked, and it lifted without a sound. The door’s
hinges groaned as he pulled it open, then again as he shut it behind him with a
loud clang. He didn’t bother shooting
the bolt—if the assassin wanted to kill him, he would have made his move back
in the tunnel. 


The stone-walled corridor in which he found himself looked
far better-maintained than the rest of the sewer system. No water leaked from
the round ceiling, and the stone walls had a marked absence of the
foul-smelling slime. In fact, the tunnels were so dry that dust covered the
floor—dust that revealed a number of bootprints tracking in both directions.  


He followed the trail of the killers—he was certain of it,
just as he grew more and more certain that he’d reached the right conclusion
about the Night Guild. The assassin had accused him of turning the Crown
against them. King Ohilmos of Praamis wielded far more power over the Night
Guild than King Gavian of Voramis ever had. If the Guild feared the King’s
retribution for these deaths, they couldn’t be the ones doing the killing.


As long as they stay
out of my way, I have no need to hunt them down. They might be criminals,
thieves, killers, thugs, and more, but he had come to Praamis to deal with a
demon. He could spare time to find a murderer—hell, it was more than likely the demon is behind the murders somehow—but
it would take far too much time and effort to cleanse this city as he had
Voramis. 


Maybe once the demons
on Einan are gone, he told himself, then
I can come back and deal with them. The Pit in Enarium always needed more
souls to feed Kharna. Who better than those who made a living on crime? 


The dry stone passage ran straight and true for hundreds of
paces, the darkness thick and oppressive around the small globe of light cast
by the strange lantern. The Hunter shuddered at the memory of being buried in
the tunnels beneath Voramis and Kara-ket. He’d come too close to dying to be
comfortable in such enclosed spaces.


Then it hit him: a faint smell from ahead of him, the
familiar sickly sweet scent of decay, like a mountain of corpses left out in
the sun to rot. He would know that foul odor anywhere.


It was the reek of a demon.


 












Chapter Seventeen 


 





 


Yes, Ilanna really didn’t
like what Ria had in mind.


Why in the Watcher’s
name did I let her talk me into this? She adjusted her far-too-fancy
dress—a hideously lace-festooned monstrosity of soft blue chiffon, deep blue
silk, and cream-white wool that stifled Ilanna and made it impossible to
breathe—and wished for her simple Hawk clothing. Give me a plain tunic and trousers over this shite any day!  


But, for tonight’s event, Ilanna had to look the part. 


“Lord Gileon Beritane and companion,” the herald’s voice
boomed out in the high-ceilinged ballroom of Lord and Lady Chasteyn’s mansion. 


Ilanna bit back on her revulsion and plastered a simpering
grin on her face as she accompanied Lord Beritane down the grand marble staircase.
The piping of flutes mixed with the merry strum of lyres and harps, with a soft
tambor’s beat to provide a steady rhythm for the noblemen and women swirling
around the dance floor. Ilanna resisted the urge to squint at the brightness of
the red, yellow, pink, and green dresses around her, enhanced by the brilliant
light streaming from the glass chandelier high overhead.


She gave Lord Beritane’s arm a firm tug to hasten his
descent down the stairs. The Night Guild’s pet nobleman was in a subdued mood
tonight—a dagger to the throat and a less-than-polite warning to keep his hands
out of her dress could damper anyone’s spirits. 


Ilanna forced her most charming smile and leaned in close to
whisper into his ears. “Remember why you are doing this, and play your part, my
lord.”


Lord Beritane forced a smile of his own. “Certainly, my
dear. Allow me to fetch you a drink.” He slipped free of her grasp and
disappeared in the direction of the bar at the far end of the ballroom.


“Bring me that Nyslian white you know I love,” Ilanna called
after his retreating back. She hid a shudder, glad to break off contact with
him.


Lord Beritane wasn’t a bad sort, as far as Praamian noblemen
went, with a tad too much fondness for strong drink, intoxicating philters, and
loose women. He’d had plenty of the first two by the time she arrived with the
Night Guild message insisting that he bring Ilanna to the Chasteyns’ party.
Ilanna had played the role before—a perfect opportunity to spy on the nobility
of Praamis—but Lord Beritane still had no idea who she was or that hers had been the hand to sign Master
Gold’s name to the instructions. He’d thought she was one of the women employed
by House Phoenix’s brothels, a notion Ilanna had been forced to disabuse him of
in no uncertain terms.


Ilanna drew in a deep breath and tried not to gag at the
cloying floral perfumes that hung thick in the grand chamber. Certainly the
women of Praamis couldn’t truly require such heavy applications of scents! And
the colors—why did the nobility believe that purple, green, and orange made a
suitable contrast?


The music and dancing, at least, she could enjoy. Once, she
had wanted to follow in her mother’s footsteps and be a dancer. The agility and
coordination she’d developed over months training in her garden had enabled her
to dance across the Hawk’s Highway and into upper-floor windows, and she’d
become the best of House Hawk. 


Now, however, those days were far behind her. As Master
Gold, she had greater responsibilities, and with them greater burdens. Including
locating the murderer running rampant in Praamis.


She scanned the crowd for Baronet Wyvern but saw no sign of
the man. He’s taking fashionably late to
a dangerous extreme. The Lady’s Bells would ring out midnight in an hour or
two, and the party had been going since just after nightfall. 


Her gut clenched as a hand brushed her elbow, but when she
turned, she found a familiar face. 


“No word from the Foxes, but we’ll know the minute the
Baronet leaves his mansion,” Aisha whispered. She looked a strange sight in the
ruffled lace gown and cloth cap of a maidservant, but Ilanna held her tongue.
Likely Aisha felt as uncomfortable in the clothing as she did—both of them
spent their lives roaming free, not confined to silks and satin.


“Good.” Ilanna nodded. 


Aisha took a step back, once again assuming the role of
servant. Though the servant’s garb made Aisha look dumpy and drab, Ilanna knew the
young woman numbered among the deadliest fighters in the room. Doubtless her simple
gown concealed enough edged weapons to cut their way out of the mansion should
the need arise. 


Ria had insisted on
Aisha accompanying Ilanna on tonight’s expedition among the high and mighty of
Praamis. Ria trusted the Ghandian girl, though Ilanna couldn’t be certain she
wasn’t playing favorites because of Kodyn’s reciprocation of Aisha’s attraction.
Ria had more than hinted that she approved of the girl, and Ilanna had to admit
Aisha numbered among one of House Phoenix’s finest. A strong, fierce young
woman, unbroken despite everything the Bloody Hand’s slavers and whoremongers
had done to her. Aisha reminded her a great deal of a young Ria. 


“My my, aren’t you a pretty thing?” A feminine voice snapped
Ilanna from her thoughts, and she looked up to find herself face to face with
their hostess, Lady Chasteyn. 


Freckles dotted the pale skin of Lady Chasteyn’s high
cheekbones and prominent nose, the color enhanced by the soft red ballgown she
wore. Her strawberry blonde hair hung in soft curls around her cream-white neck
down to her dress’ low-cut neckline. Ilanna caught a strong whiff of amber,
cinnamon, and musk in the lady’s perfume. The noblewoman wore a welcoming
smile, but her eyes bored into Ilanna with intense scrutiny. “And who might you
be?” 


“Ahh, Lady Chasteyn!” Lord Beritane’s voice drifted toward
them, followed by the man a moment later. “I see you have met my lovely
companion, Salia.” He held out a glass of bubbling white wine to Ilanna. 


“Gileon.” Lady Chasteyn gave the nobleman a pleasant smile.
“I have not had the pleasure of meeting her before. Is she a new…companion?”
The momentary pause made her thoughts plain. 



Lord Beritane laughed, unabashed; he rarely bothered to keep
his tastes for women and intoxicants a secret, which explained why the Night
Guild had so easily been able to coerce him to their service. “Salia and I have
enjoyed each other’s company for what…four years now?” He turned to Ilanna with
a questioning look. “Five?”


“Six, next spring.” Ilanna pretended anger and thrust her
lip out in a pout. “I would expect my lord to remember such things!”  


“Of course, of course.” Lord Beritane gave a dismissive wave
and turned his attention back to his host. “You are looking ravishing, as
always, my lady. And I see your husband’s health has continued to improve since
his return from Shalandra.”


“Yes.” Lady Chasteyn nodded. “I give thanks to the Bright
Lady every day for his safe return. The pilgrim’s road has many perils.”


Ilanna caught the fractional tightening of the noblewoman’s
smile. It was a subtle thing, a freezing of the muscles around the eyes, a
slight tension in the shoulders. Not the sort of thing Lord Beritane would
notice, but Ilanna couldn’t miss it. Intriguing.
I wonder what secrets lie hidden in the Chasteyns’ house. She made a mental
note to look into the Chasteyns; any hint of infidelity or scandal could be
leveraged to the Night Guild’s advantage.  


“And I trust your health is improving as well?” Lord
Beritane continued. “The bouts of fatigue are less frequent?”


“Yes, thank you.” Lady Chasteyn’s genuine smile returned. “I
have found my recent activities most invigorating for mind and body both.”


“You’re speaking of the House of Mercy?” Ilanna asked. “Down
by The Gardens?” 


“Of course.” Lady Chasteyn turned to her with a too-sweet
smile. “What else would I be talking about, my dear?” Her words were spoken
with a dismissive tone. Evidently, she’d weighed Ilanna in the balances of
nobility and found her wanting. 


Ilanna didn’t mind; she’d been written off her entire life,
which meant everyone underestimated her. “I must compliment you on your good
works. All in Praamis know of the House of Mercy and its efforts to sustain the
needy.”


“You are too kind.” Lady Chasteyn’s smile widened. “Perhaps
one day you could stop in and pay a visit, see what we are doing.” Her eyes
flicked to Lord Beritane and back. “If your…time permits, of course.”


Ilanna found herself grinding her teeth. She’s determined to put Salia in her place,
isn’t she? The nobility of Praamis were fiercely hierarchical, with a
complex pecking order that changed according to the rise and fall of the
houses’ fortunes. What I’d give to see
her face when she finds out who I really am.


The entire city would be scandalized if they ever discovered
the Master of the Night Guild, the “gutter scum” and “disreputable scoundrels”,
walked among them. That would be a party
of a very different sort.


“Here you are, dearest.” A man’s strong voice interrupted.
“I have been hunting for you high and low on a matter of the utmost urgency.”


Ilanna’s eyes went to the approaching figure. Lord Chasteyn
stood a full hand’s breadth taller than his wife, with strong shoulders, a
thick neck, and only the beginnings of a paunch poking through his bright
purple tailored silk vest. His deep brown eyes, as dark as Aisha’s, fixed on
her for a moment, as if weighing her, then seemed to dismiss her and moved on
to Lord Beritane. 


The man’s broad, florid face creased into a smile as he held
out a crystal goblet filled with soft pink wine. “This Snowblossom wine is
going warm, and it would be an absolute travesty if such a fine vintage went to
waste.”


Lady Chasteyn laughed—a high, ringing sound that grated on
Ilanna’s nerves—and reached for the drink. “Why, Husband, that is a matter most
urgent indeed.”


Ilanna caught a glimpse of the lady’s forearm as her sleeve
rode up, and there was no mistaking the red, raised flesh of scars. She gave no
indication she’d seen anything as the noblewoman turned back to continue
conversing with Lord Beritane, but her mind began putting pieces together.


Lady Chasteyn’s tension at mention of her husband and the
sight of those scars made things plain. No
wonder she’s less than pleased at his return. I’d be, too, if I was the one
being harmed like that. She felt a momentary flash of pity for Lady
Chasteyn, but it fled as quickly as it came. A gilded cage might be a cage, but
a fortune like the Chasteyns’ went a long way toward easing most pains.


She paid little attention to the inane exchange Lord
Beritane carried on with their hosts. Instead, she sipped her wine and allowed
her hearing to filter through the conversations being held around the room. Drink
loosened far more tongues than daggers. Events like this held secrets worth a
fortune, if one simply knew how to listen well enough. Ria had sent Aisha as
her bodyguard, but also to pay attention to what was being said in polite
company. Among her “betters”, one more serving girl—even one as exotic-looking
as Aisha—would be less noticeable than the marble floor. 


At that moment, Aisha sidled up beside her. “He’s here.”


Ilanna gave no indication she’d heard, but she turned her
attention toward the door. She smiled as her eyes lighted on the figure she’d
come to this event to find. 


Baron Wyvern strode into the ballroom with the
overcompensating swagger that marked him as lower nobility, a confident grin on
his not-quite-handsome face. Once again, he wore clothing of a dull brown—an
earth-colored island amid a sea of eye-catching hues—though his vest, jacket,
trousers, and stockings were of the highest caliber Praamian money could buy.
He flashed a smile as he greeted his peers, then lifted a drink from a passing
servant.


Disgust twisted in Ilanna’s gut as she watched him drain his
drink and two more in quick succession, followed by a few moments spent leering
over an older nobleman’s pretty young daughter. Her memory of his presence in
The Gilded Chateau earlier that day only added to her disdain.


She turned to Lord Beritane. “Forgive me, my darling, but
I’ve just seen an old friend that I would so love to greet.” She poured every
shred of simper she could manage into her voice. “I will just be a moment.”


“Of course, my dear.” The nobleman leaned in to kiss her,
and Ilanna turned her face so he planted his too-moist lips against her cheek. 


“Do return soon, dear.” Lady Chasteyn gave her a saccharine
smile. “I would hate for any of the other eligible bachelors of Praamis to
steal you away from our good Gileon here. After all, such a pretty thing like
yourself must be in high demand.” 


Ilanna returned the smile. “You are too kind, my lady.” She
bit back a retort; the last thing she wanted was to draw any more attention to
herself than necessary. Noble women like Lady Chasteyn had a penchant for petty
vengeance and grudges over even the smallest slight. Better to let her think she’d
won the game of veiled insults. 


Ilanna glided through the swirling dresses and clacking
shoes of the people on the dance floor. She’d always had a knack for slipping
in and out of crowded marketplaces; here, unfortunately, she had to deal with
stuffy dresses that refused to cooperate with her efforts to move quickly. 


It took her a full minute to cross the chamber to the wall
where Baronet Wyvern had taken up a comfortable position beside a high bar
table, hand resting on the crystal stem of his fourth glass of wine. He drained
it and set to work on his fifth glass of wine as Ilanna flounced up to him. 


“Baronet Wyvern, I presume?” She flashed her most dazzling
smile and held out a hand.


The Baronet glanced at her, then straightened, his eyes
sparkling, as he got a good look at her dress—his eyes roaming the deliberately
low-cut neckline that exposed more bosom than Ilanna felt comfortable with.
“Why, yes, yes I am!” He beamed and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “And who
might you be?”


“A friend of a friend.” Ilanna gave him a suggestive smile.
“Though, perhaps, that might change, in the right circumstances.” 


“Is that so?” Baronet Wyvern’s smile nearly split his face
in half. “And what, pray tell, did you have in mind?”


Ilanna fluttered a hand in front of her face. “I find myself
quite overcome with the excitement of the night. Perhaps a walk outside in the
garden could help.”


“Ah yes, I hear the night air can be quite…” Baronet Wyvern
leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “…stimulating.”


Ilanna stifled a shudder, instead giving a little giggle.
“Indeed.” 


Baronet Wyvern held out an elbow. “Allow me to escort you,
my lady.”


Ilanna linked her arm in his and walked with him out of the
hall into an adjoining passage. But instead of heading to the left, down the
passage she knew led to the gardens, Baronet Wyvern steered her right, deeper
into the mansion. She made no protest as she followed him down a small corridor
and into a dark, quiet side room. 


Just as I expected. Baronet
Wyvern’s reputation was well-known to the Night Guild—House Phoenix learned as
much as possible about the wealthier clients that frequented their
establishment. His treatment of Krystal was nothing compared to some of the
tales shared by the working girls when Ria and her crew had first taken over
The Gilded Chateau. Ilanna knew precisely what the nobleman intended by
bringing her into this dark room, well away from the party.


If only he knows what he just got himself into.


Baronet Wyvern turned toward her, lust burning in his eyes
as he made to shove her hard against the cloth-paneled wall. Yet no words came
from his mouth as he found Ilanna’s dagger pressed against his crotch.


Ilanna bared her teeth in a snarl. “It’s time you and I have
a conversation, Baronet.”  


 


 












Chapter Eighteen
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Every muscle in the Hunter’s body tensed at the familiar
scent of demon. He sniffed the air again just to confirm the smell. No mistake.
The odor of an Abiarazi hung in the tunnel.


But it was faint, faded by time and the thread of air
wafting through the passage. The demon had passed here hours ago.


Long before those
hooded men came this way. His gut clenched, his momentary excitement at
finding the Abiarazi diminishing in the face of reality. 


He hurried through the tunnels, the light of the strange liquid
in the glass lantern guiding him. His heart hammered, an urgency driving him to
run, yet he forced himself to maintain a steady pace. Who knew what traps or
obstacles lay concealed in the darkness ahead of him?


The tunnel ran for thirty paces before reaching an
intersection and branching off to the right, left, and straight ahead. The
Hunter’s mind raced as he stared at the three passages. He heard nothing to
tell him which way the hooded men had gone—the only sound was an occasional drip somewhere ahead of him and the
scurrying of rat feet. 


At this intersection, the stink of sewage grew strong enough
to drown out the milder scents that marked the humans; only the smell of
ancient rot and decay stood out above the foul aromas drifting up from the
waste matter slithering past his feet. The sight of the sewage surging through
the perpendicular tunnels made the decision for him: he’d follow the dry
passage straight ahead.


The scent of demon grew stronger as he left the sewage
behind, though the thick reek desensitized his nostrils to the point that he
couldn’t pick up the smells of the humans he hunted. But his heart leapt as he
found more footprints in the dust ahead. 


The hooded men had discarded the child’s body, then returned
to the sewers. The only explanation that made any sense was that the tunnels
beneath Praamis provided them a way to travel around the city unseen,
camouflaging their movements. If that was the case, he’d find only empty
corridors ahead.


A new smell filtered through the stink of sewage. Incense. The thick, heavy odor was too
sweet to be pleasant, marking it the sort of incense burned in the temples—the
Hall of the Cruori, home to the Bloody Minstrel, or The Sanctuary, where the
healers of the Bright Lady plied their arts—to mask the reek of rotting flesh,
disease, and death. 


Priests? The
thought twisted the Hunter’s stomach. He’d encountered horrible things done in
the name of the gods during his years as an assassin. Men, women, even children
beaten, abused, and killed in all manner of rituals. 


Five paces ahead, the Hunter saw the tunnel widen into a
larger space. The smell of incense was thick enough to drown out the demon’s
stink, and the too-sweet stench made him gag. The moment he stepped into the
chamber, he knew he’d found his killers.


Or, more accurately, his killers’ lair.


A human hand had scrawled that strange Serenii symbol onto
all four walls of the wide-open space—scrawled it in blood. As he approached,
his nostrils filled with the metallic tang of dried blood. Somehow, the incense
served not to cover the stink, but to enhance
it. The two smells joined together in a malodorous bouquet that revolted
him but to a demon, it would be pure delight.


No doubt about it. The demon is leading these killers. 


He held the lamp high to get a better look at the room. The
dust had been disturbed by dozens of booted feet, mixed with rust-colored
droplets of dried blood and gobs of what looked like brown candle wax. Four
perfectly round clear spots in the dust spoke of table legs—doubtless the
surface where they’d laid their victims for whatever foul ritual they carried
out. 


A pile of clothing discarded on one side of the room caught
the Hunter’s eye. He crouched over the clothes, his stomach twisting as he
found a pair of Bluejacket pants mingled with robes belonging to at least five
different men, women, and children. Hideous patches of blood, vomit, and ordure
stained the fabric. 


Yet, aside from those few details, the chamber stood empty.
The killers had to have abandoned
their lair. Why, he didn’t know, but from the footprints that tracked through
the dust in the room, they went through the
chamber and into the tunnel beyond. 


If this was where they killed the boy, they won’t be coming
back. 


He growled in frustration and drove a fist into the stone
wall, shattering stone. So close to finding the demon and the murderers—working
together, it seemed—only to come away empty-handed.


Shoving down his anger, the Hunter forced himself to think. What now?  


The Night Guild could be coming for him, ignoring his
warning and following him down the tunnel to have their vengeance for the death
of their assassin. He needed to leave this place before they caught up to him. 


But what of the murderers? His only hope lay in continuing
along the tunnel. If luck was with him, he’d find another clue to their
whereabouts. He didn’t want to think about what he’d do if his search came up
empty.


He followed the footsteps into the tunnel beyond, passing
another intersection and finally reaching a second metal door. He lifted the
latch and, finding it unlocked, shouldered it open. 


Just as he stepped into the sludge-filled sewer, the glass
globe in his hand began to flicker, the illumination slowing fading away until
he stood alone in the darkness. 


Keeper take it! The
scent of demon had dried up, and his nostrils found nothing but the stink of
sewage. The filthy water running along the tunnel floor had washed away any
footprints, any signs of passage. Even if it hadn’t, he had no light to see and
no idea which way to go to find the murderers.


Bloody hell, or which way to go to get out of here.


His gut clenched. The last thing he wanted to do was spend
hours roaming around these sewer tunnels searching for a way out. 


Closing his eyes, he pulled open the metal door and stood in
the aperture. He remained still for a long moment, until he felt a thread of
air caress his face. 


Yes! His heart
leapt. That wisp of a breeze had to come from outside, so he had only to follow
it to find the way out. With renewed determination, he focused on the sensation
of the air washing over his skin.


It came from off to his left, so that was the direction he
went. He reached an intersection a few hundred paces down the tunnel. After a
moment of patience, he felt the current of air pulling him to the right.


Five gut-wrenching minutes later, he caught sight of a
single faint beam of light ahead. Relief surged within him as he reached the
sliver of moonlight leaking through a sewer grate. He wrenched the grate aside
and scrambled out of the tunnel. 


He sucked in a deep breath of sewage-free air and found he’d
had never tasted anything so fresh and clean. The stink followed him as he
hurried down the alley, wafting up from the muck coating his boots and trouser
legs. But he didn’t mind, simply basked in the feel of the cool night wind on
his face and the freedom of being above ground.


He almost clambered up to the rooftops, but instinct warned
him to avoid it. Doubtless the Night Guild ruled the heights, and they’d be
searching for him there. He had no more time to waste crossing blades with
assassins, thugs, and thieves. He had murderers to find.


Again, how the bloody hell do I do that?


The hooded men had left the sewers this way, he guessed, but
there had to be dozens, even hundreds, of ways to access the underground
network of tunnels. He could lay in wait for them on the off-chance that they’d
return this way, but chances were slimmer than a starving man crossing the
Advanat Desert.  


He paused in the shadow of an alleyway and leaned against a
wall as he pondered his next step. 


He’d gotten lucky finding the hooded men, but he couldn’t
count on that good fortune twice. His encounter with the two assassins made him
rethink the Night Guild’s complicity. He still hadn’t written them off as
innocent, but until he found evidence to prove otherwise, the Night Guild had
no reason to want either child dead. If they had been the source of the blackmail message, the child’s death
would only raise suspicion about their dealings with Baronet Wyvern. 


It seems all roads lead in the same direction. 


Baronet Wyvern might be the victim of blackmail, but he’d
certainly have a suspicion who’d want to use the leverage against him. Right
now, that was the best clue the Hunter had.


Perhaps it’s time to pay another visit to Baronet Wyvern. 


The Hunter knew he’d find the man at Lord and Lady
Chasteyn’s soiree, but right now, he was in no mood to endure the primping and
preening required to don the Lord Anglion disguise. He always felt more
comfortable in his dark work clothes than the stuffy, garish garments of the
nobleman.


He will talk to me,
one way or another. He grinned and patted Soulhunger’s hilt. His dagger
loosened tongues far better than even the strongest drink. 


One whiff of the smell drifting up from the sewage clinging
to his boots made his gut clench. He glanced up at the stars. Definitely time enough for a quick bath. 


Midnight wasn’t far off, but if Baronet Wyvern was at the
Chasteyns’ soiree, he wouldn’t head home until the early hours of the morning. 


And when he returns, he will find his worst nightmare
waiting for him.


 


 












Chapter Nineteen 


 





 


Baronet Wyvern’s brain took a long moment to register the
threat. When it finally sank in, his face contorted into a mask of rage. “Why,
you little bi—”


Ilanna didn’t let him finish his insult. She drove her knee
into the man’s groin and slammed the edge of her hand into his throat. Not hard
enough to kill him—he wouldn’t get off that easily—but enough to shut him up
and drop him to his knees.


“Manners never were your strong suit, Baronet.” Ilanna
looked down at the choking, moaning man before her. “Young Lady Riandra’s blood
is on your hands, Baronet Wyvern!”


The baronet’s eyes went wide. “L-Lady Riandra?” Now, his
face turned a shade paler. “You…you’re…Night Guild!”


“We are.” Ilanna bent to place her face close to his. “And
my master is not pleased with you.”


“I swear, I fully intended to make the payments,” Baronet
Wyvern protested. 


“Were it only about keeping your secrets, perhaps the Guild
Master might see clear to overlooking your transgressions.” Ilanna dropped her
voice to a low, cold whisper. “But thanks to you, Chantelle is dead.”


“Dead?” The word burst from Baronet Wyvern’s lips in a gasp.
“I thought she’d fled the city or been moved to another brothel. But dead? How?”


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. The nobleman’s surprise appeared
genuine. He’s not smart enough to pull
off any serious deception.


“Her body was discovered in an alleyway, discarded like
soiled clothing.” Ilanna’s jaw muscles worked. “But what the Guild Master found
most curious was that she was found outside The Gilded Chateau in the first
place. Curious, indeed.” The tone of her voice left no doubt that she knew
precisely what drew Chantelle away.


Baronet Wyvern caught her meaning, and his face paled. “Y-You
know about Chantelle and me?”


Ilanna nodded. “Nothing remains secret in Praamis. But you
should know that better than anyone.”


A hint of color tinged the Baronet’s cheeks, a mixture of
embarrassment and anger. “Then the fault lies not with me. If you knew she was
coming here on the sly and you did not stop it, her death is on your head.”


Ilanna slapped him, hard, a resounding blow with all the
strength of her shoulder and arm. The impact knocked the Baronet backward to his
knees. Before he could recover, Ilanna pounced atop him, the force of her
weight driving him flat onto his back.


“If you value your tongue,” Ilanna snarled, “you will learn
to control it.” She drove her knee harder into his chest, and the Baronet
coughed from the pressure on his solar plexus. “Chantelle’s blood is on your
hands.”


“She was…alive when she…left me…that night!” Baronet Wyvern
gasped. 


Ilanna growled and leaned all her weight onto the knee. “And
you expect me to believe you had nothing to do with her death? To send a message
to the Night Guild that you would not give in to our demands?”


“What?” Confusion twisted the Baronet’s face. “No…I swear! “Apprentice’s
truth, you can check my coat and find a withdrawal slip to pull a sizeable sum
from my account at the Coin Counter’s Temple. More than enough to make this go
away! I would never harm Chantelle.” Something akin to genuine sorrow filled
his eyes. “I…loved her.”


“And what of the Hunter?” Ilanna demanded. “How much did you
pay him to bring down the Night Guild?”


“The Hunter?” The Baronet’s confusion turned to genuine
bewilderment. “Of Voramis?”


“He killed one of my men less than five hours ago.” Ilanna
pushed the dagger’s edge into his thick-muscled neck hard enough to draw blood.
“You expect me to believe that did not happen because you hired him to come after us?”


“The Hunter?” Again, the dumbfounded amazement, mingled with
shame. “I…could not…afford his services!” 


Ilanna pondered the nobleman’s words, then let up the
tension on her dagger and climbed to her feet. Baronet Wyvern let out a gasp,
drawing in a deep breath, and moaned as he rubbed the cut on his neck and the
bruise forming on his chest. 


“The Night Guild will be watching you, Baronet Wyvern.” She
fixed him with a hard gaze. “Even the slightest hint that you played a role in
Chantelle’s death or the Hunter’s presence in Praamis, and you can expect a
less friendly visit from us.”


Baronet Wyvern gulped but nodded. 


Ilanna turned to go, but paused in the doorway and cast a
glance over her shoulder. “And the price of our silence on the matter of Lady
Riandra just doubled.”


“Doubled?” Baronet Wyvern’s voice rose in a panicked shout.
“But that will ruin me!” 


“Then perhaps it’s time you stop wasting so much coin on
drink and drugs and find a way to put your inherited wealth to profitable use.”
Ilanna gave him a syrupy sweet smile. “After all, your continued prosperity is
of the utmost importance to the Night
Guild. We will be coming to collect, Baronet. Until then.”


She swept him a mocking curtsy, then turned and strode from
the room.


A moment later, Aisha slipped out from the shadows of an
adjoining corridor. “You believe him?”


“I do.” Ilanna nodded. “About Chantelle, I can’t be certain,
but what he said about the Hunter being too pricey, that had the ring of
truth.” 


She’d spent a small fortune contracting the Hunter to
eliminate Lord Damuria, the Voramian nobleman responsible for coordinating the
Bloody Hand’s trafficking operations in Praamis. It had been coin well-spent,
but a far larger sum than even she had expected.


Darreth had used his bookkeeping magic to dive into the Baronet’s
wealth—something the Night Guild did with every nobleman they intended to
blackmail—and had returned less than impressed. The Hunter had charged an
exorbitant rate to kill Lord Damuria, so she could only imagine how much he’d
demand to eliminate the Night Guild.


Yet another dead end.
Her frustration grew with every step. 


“Aisha, get a couple of Hounds to trace every route
Chantelle would have taken to return to The Gilded Chateau.”


“You want them searching for anything out of the ordinary?”
Aisha asked. “Anything that could hint at Chantelle’s killer.”


Ilanna nodded. As clever as Ria says, it seems. 


“It’s been nearly a week since she went missing, but maybe
they’ll find a hint of something that would explain why Chantelle was killed.”


“Yes, Master Gold.”


Despite her acquiescence, Aisha made no move to leave.
Ilanna felt the girl’s hesitation. “What is it?” 


“Ria entrusted me with your protection.” Aisha’s voice was
stubborn, determined. “She told me I was not to leave your side under any
circumstances.”


Ilanna ground her teeth. “Remember who you’re talking to,
Aisha. She may be your House Master, but I am Master of the Night Guild.”


“You are, but I have my orders.” Aisha’s voice held a note of
humor. “And you know how displeased Master
Phoenix will be if I disobey and something should happen to you.”


“Nothing will—”


“I’m certain Chantelle thought the same.” Aisha’s quiet tone
spoke volumes. She respected Ilanna as much as everyone else in the Night
Guild—perhaps even feared her a little, given her attraction to Kodyn—but that
wouldn’t stop her from following Ria’s orders. She’d weather Ilanna’s anger
rather than fail to do her job.


Interesting. Ilanna’s
lip twitched upward into a smile. I can see
why Ria likes her.


That didn’t stop Ilanna from feeling a hint of frustration
at the girl’s stubbornness. She needed the Hounds to get on Chantelle’s trail
as soon as possible, but if Aisha wouldn’t leave her…


“Then we return to the Night Guild together,” Ilanna said as
they entered the ballroom where the party was in full swing. “Let me say
farewell to our hosts and Lord Beritane, and we’ll be on our way.”


“Of course, Master Gold.” Aisha nodded. She hung back just
far enough to stay within protective range without appearing to intrude on
Ilanna’s conversation with the nobleman.


Lord Gileon Beritane seemed all-too relieved to see her go,
though he put up an admirable showing of appearing disappointed at her
departure. 


She cast one last glance over her shoulder before leaving.
She hated these events, more for the people than the ambience. Here, people hid
daggers in their words and concealed hatred behind polite smiles. At least on
the streets, she knew where the threat was coming from. 


Good riddance to the
lot of them. If she had her way, she’d never return to one of these events
again.


 


* * *


 


Ilanna sighed in relief as she strode through the Guild
tunnels. She’d ordered Lord Beritane’s carriage to drop her off at The Grey
Stallion, a Guild-subsidized inn and tavern, and had gleefully abandoned that
monstrous dress for the comfort of her dark grey Hawk’s clothing and soft-soled
boots. An open upper-floor window provided easy access to a hidden rope ladder,
which led onto the Hawk’s Highway. 


Her trip across Praamis had taken less than twenty minutes,
and Aisha had surprised her by keeping pace as they raced over the rooftops and
clambered down the Perch. The moment they left House Hawk, Aisha peeled off
down a side tunnel in the direction of House Hound to carry out Ilanna’s
orders. 


Ilanna had spent the return trip puzzling over Baronet
Wyvern’s words—the latest in a string of apparently useless clues. She still
had no idea who was behind the murders in the city, or why anyone would want
Chantelle, Arashi, or the other child from Old Town Market dead.


Darreth—who seemed to live behind his desk these days—stood
at her approach. “You have visitors. Master Serpent.”


With a nod for her aide, Ilanna hurried into her office.
Errik, Master Serpent, lounged on one of her chairs, sharing a friendly drink
with Ria. Both of them looked up as she entered, but neither bothered to stand.



“Uh oh.” Ria’s smile turned into a frown. “I know that
face.” She held out her goblet to Ilanna.


Errik nodded. “That’s the one that says Ilanna didn’t get
what she wanted.”


Ilanna glared at the two of them, but accepted the goblet
from Ria. She drained the chilled, fruit-forward icewine and stalked around her
desk. “He swears he didn’t harm Chantelle. She was still alive when she left his
place.  


“Damn!” Errik shook his head.


Ria let loose a string of curses in her native Ghandian. 


Ilanna sat in her chair with a sigh. “And he insists he
doesn’t have the coin to hire the Hunter.” She fixed Errik with a stern gaze.
“You’re certain it’s him?”


“Without a shadow of doubt.” Errik’s face hardened into an
expressionless mask. “I spoke with Tassat.”


“What?” Ilanna bolted upright in her armchair. “You spoke with him? He’s alive, after facing
the Hunter?” 


Errik nodded. “All of them are. Halleck of the Foxes, both
Hounds, even Journeyman Moraban of House Bloodbear. He took them down, but left
them alive.”


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. What in the bloody hell? That makes
no sense!


If the Hunter had been hired to carve the Night Guild to
pieces, why wouldn’t he kill Tassat or any of the others as he had Kindan? 


“What did he say?” Ilanna demanded. “Tell me everything
Tassat told you.”


“They found the Hunter in the sewers, over by the old
brewsters’ access tunnels.” 


Ilanna arched a curious eyebrow. “What was he doing there?”
Those passages—once used by the Night Guild to smuggle beer into Praamis during
an era where all liquor had been outlawed by King Ohilmos’
great-grandfather—hadn’t been used in at least a decade. Not by the Night
Guild, at least, and she knew of few others in the city that would risk
incurring the Guild’s wrath by using their tunnels. 


“Not sure,” Errik said, “but when Tassat and the others
confronted him, he seemed enraged by the accusations that he’d killed children.
Indeed, he actually blamed us for the
murders.”


Both of Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “He thinks we killed our own apprentice?”


Errik shrugged. “He didn’t seem to know about all the
murders. He just spoke of children being
killed, and that seemed to put him in a mood to kill.” 


“So why did he leave them alive?” Ria asked. 


“I don’t know.” Errik sipped from his goblet before
continuing. “He told Tassat he wanted to speak with you, the Guild Master, and
that if you answered his questions, no one in the Night Guild needed to die.”


“He asked to speak to
me?” Ilanna’s mouth pursed into a pensive frown. “He’s not exactly famous for
his witty conversation. He’s more of the ‘stab first, ask questions when you’re
dead’ type.”


“I’m simply relaying what Tassat told me.” Errik drained the
last of his wine, placed it on the table, and stood. “I’ve dug up every scrap
of fact and fiction I could find about the Hunter—which isn’t much, mind you.
If he wanted to kill us, he’d have carved through Tassat and the others to get
at us. Bloody hell, Tassat said he took a guayoc-laced dagger to the kidneys
and it barely slowed him.”


Icy fingers of fear clutched at Ilanna’s heart. Impossible! No one should be able to
survive guayoc—a poison derived from a particularly venomous frog that
subsisted on an exclusive diet of poison strangler vines—much less a knife to
the kidneys. Even if the dagger hadn’t severed the renal veins, the poison
should have seeped into the Hunter’s bloodstream and killed him well enough.
Yet Errik showed no sign of doubting Tassat’s words. 


How can we fight a man—no, not a man, a creature—like that?


“But he didn’t want us dead, not after speaking to Tassat,
at least.” Errik shrugged. “Might be he’s not the one we’re looking for.” A wry
smile played at his lips. “Maybe we’re better off not pissing him off, says I.”


Ilanna snorted. “If only someone had shared such wisdom
earlier.” 


Errik nodded. “Good night, Ilanna. Ria.”


“Be well, my friend,” Ria called after the Serpent’s
retreating back. When the door closed behind Errik, Ria turned to Ilanna. “The
Hunter of Voramis, eh? Errik’s never sounded afraid like that. Ever.”


“Me either.” Ilanna shook her head. “What do you think about
the rest? About the Hunter being the murderer?”


“He’s a killer, no doubt about it,” Ria said. “But do I
think he’s murdering children for the fun of it? No, that doesn’t sound like
what I’ve heard about him.”


Ilanna sighed. “I know.” 


The Hunter’s legend had spread from Voramis to all of
southern Einan, and it had only grown since his brutal dismantling of the Bloody
Hand. He was brutal, ruthless, and a force of death and destruction, but never
a wanton murderer. He killed those he’d been hired to, only dropping additional
bodies when necessary. If Baronet Wyvern hadn’t paid him to kill Kindan or the
Fox apprentice, she couldn’t be certain he was behind the murders.


But if not him, then
who? Ilanna sipped at her wine and found it turning to vinegar in her
belly. Another dead end, another frustrating setback. All she had to go on
right now was the strange plaster masks and the symbols carved into the
corpses’ chests.


She slammed her goblet on the table and stood.


“Where are you going?” Ria asked.


“To find out about that damned symbol.” Ilanna stalked
toward the door and tore it open. “Darreth!” 


Her aide leapt to his feet, at once fully alert and at her
service. “Guild Master?”


“Get to House Scorpion and see what you can find out about
those strange symbols we found on the victims.”


“This symbol?” Darreth held up a parchment depicting the
rune-looking symbol she’d found carved into the dead victims’ chests. 


Ilanna nodded. “Yes.” 


“I’ve already got a few leads, though nothing concrete yet.”
Darreth’s mouth drew into a frown. “It’s definitely ancient Serenii, but that’s
as much as I’ve uncovered.”


“Keep digging,” Ilanna said. “Once we know what that symbol
means, it’ll give us a better idea who’s leaving them.”


Darreth bowed. “Of course, Master Gold.” 


Ilanna stepped back into her office, worry roiling within
her. The burden on her shoulders grew heavier with every new death.


She pulled the door closed and turned—only to gasp, thoughts
dashed. Ria was waiting, just visible through the door to their room, waiting
with a smile on her face. No armor, tunic, or breeches. Clothed only in a tight
wrap around her breasts and her panties, her athletic, toned body was on full
display.


“Even the Guild Master needs to rest,” Ria said in a husky
voice. “I know you won’t listen to rational arguments to join me in bed, so I
decided it was time to use less conventional means of getting you to heed.”


Before Ilanna could protest, Ria crossed the room with the
predatory grace that made her such a dangerous fighter. Ria’s fingers locked in
her hair, her hips pressing against Ilanna’s. Pressed back against the door,
Ilanna's thoughts drowned beneath a rising wave of desire. 


“I like these less conventional means,” Ilanna whispered
when she came up for air. Lust burned within her, a need so raw that it still
shook her, even after a decade together. 


Ria's kisses were confident, possessive, claiming Ilanna
with her tongue, one hand on her hip, fingers of the other sliding into her
hair. Ilanna moaned, but just as her arms slid up to embrace Ria’s strong
shoulders, the woman stepped back, breaking the kiss with a roguish smile.


Despite herself, Ilanna laughed. "You don't get to pick
when to start and stop. I’m your Guild Master!"


“Not in here you’re not.” Ria moved deeper into the bedroom.
“In here, you’re just the woman I fell in love with all those years ago.” 


She held out a hand, and Ilanna came to her, heat burning
through her body like a wildfire sparked by Ria’s beauty and the passion
sparkling in her almond-colored eyes. 


Ria scooped her up with ease, Ilanna's legs wrapping around
her waist. 


"Take me to bed," said Ilanna, voice thick with
desire.


"As you command," said Ria, still smiling that
insufferable smile. By the gods, her strength was amazing. Ilanna could drink
in the definition of her arms alone forever.


Her arms encircled Ria’s neck and pulled the woman down for another
passionate kiss. All of Ilanna’s worries faded away in that moment, and she
lost herself in the warmth of Ria’s embrace, the softness of the woman’s lips.
The worries and cares of being Guild Master would wait outside the closed
door—here, now, she was simply a woman in the embrace of one who loved her more
than anything else in the world. 


Ria finally set her down, and Ilanna’s fingers made short
work of the cloths encircling Ria’s body. She smiled in delight as her eyes
roamed Ria’s well-muscled frame, her rounded shoulders, her firm breasts, and
the soft swell of her hips. A warm flush seeped through Ilanna’s chest, down to
her stomach, and still further downward at the sight of the beautiful, naked
woman before her.


“Don’t keep me waiting,” Ria commanded. 


Ilanna nearly tore off her simple tunic, trousers, and boots
in her haste. Ria peeled off her underclothes slowly, tracing Ilanna’s body
with gentle kisses, until the two of them stood naked and exposed to each
other. With anyone else, Ilanna would have tried to dominate, to take control
for fear of being vulnerable, but with Ria, it felt right. She trusted the
woman with her life, her son, and her heart. 


Ilanna melted into the woman’s embrace and, for a few
passionate, heart-pounding minutes, she could forget everything and simply be in the moment—more delicious,
ecstatic moments than she’d ever believed possible. 


 


* * *


Ilanna lay in Ria’s arms, enjoying the delicate scent of Ria’s
hair—gardenias, her favorite perfume. She felt safe, warm, protected in the
woman’s embrace. Here, nothing could harm her. The world could crumble outside
her door, but Ria’s presence beside her made their little bastion of peace
utterly impregnable.  


Yet, inevitably, her mind returned to the events of the day.
Her efforts felt fruitless, but she couldn’t get too frustrated yet. Less than
a day had elapsed since she started the hunt for the murderer. Duke Phonnis
would be sharpening his knives and tying his hangman’s knots even now. 


Most disturbing of all was the discovery that the Hunter of
Voramis had come to her city. Why, she didn’t know, but she worried what would
happen when she found out. How many bodies would he leave? Doubtless Duke
Phonnis would blame her for the inevitable deaths. 


But if she tried to stop the Hunter, how many of her people
would die? Could she risk letting the Hunter run amok in Praamis if it saved
the lives of the Serpents, Hounds, and Bloodbears she’d be forced to send after
him?


It felt like hours, but finally she came to a conclusion. As long as he isn’t the one killing the
children, we leave him alone. No more of mine will die facing him if we don’t
have to. She would weather Duke Phonnis’ displeasure for the sake of her
people.


The decision brought a bit of peace to her mind and, coupled
with the warmth and strength of Ria’s presence, she managed to drift off into
sleep. 


Yet it felt like seconds had passed before a hand shook her
shoulder. 


She leapt to her feet, drawn dagger in hand. “What is it?”
she demanded.


Her eyes, bleary from lack of sleep, took long moments to
focus on Darreth’s face. But she didn’t need to see his face to know that
something terrible had happened—his tone and words said it all.


“They’ve found another body, Master Gold. Another child.”


 


 












Chapter Twenty
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The Hunter smiled as he caught sight of the carriage rattling
up the long driveway of Baronet Wyvern’s mansion. Well, he’s home early. Perhaps the nobleman had overindulged
himself, or found a companion interested in spending the night with one of
Praamis’ nobility. Either way, he’s in
for a pleasant surprise.


One huge advantage to lush gardens was that they provided
plenty of places for assassins and clever thieves to hide—a realization that no
nobleman in Voramis or Praamis seemed to understand, given how much coin and
effort they invested into marvelous hedges, ornamental trees, and thick shrubs.
Beautiful to look at, certainly, but not ideal for security. The Hunter had
made his living evading guards and using costly landscape features to get him
in and out of his targets’ homes unseen.


It had been a simple matter—almost insultingly so—to scale
the wall surrounding Baronet Wyvern’s mansions, slip through the gardens, and
scale the rough stone wall to the third-floor balcony. He hadn’t even needed to
break a window or open a latch; few people thought to lock the windows on the
third and fourth floors of a house, especially when they had walls to keep
unwelcome guests out of their estate. 


Baronet Wyvern’s private offices and bedchamber exceeded the
level of needless luxury the Hunter had expected. The four-posted bed seemed
large enough for ten Baronets, and the stuffed goose down pillows were far too
plush to make for a comfortable night of rest. In the ten minutes the Hunter
had spent waiting, he’d enjoyed lounging in one of Baronet Wyvern’s stuffed
armchairs accompanied by a drink of the rare and valuable Nyslian brandy he
kept beside his bed. But now, with his target nearby, the Hunter stood from the
chair and ducked behind the door. His dark grey cloak rendered him all but invisible
in the shadows of the room. To Baronet Wyvern, it would appear as if he’d
simply stepped out of thin air. 


He’d spent decades practicing the delicate art of terrifying
the bloody hell out of targets and clients alike. The skill had come in handy
far too many times to count. Besides, he couldn’t help enjoying the fear it
instilled. The more terrified a target, the more vulnerable they proved, and
thus easier for him to hunt down and pick off.  


The sound of footsteps echoed in the hallway and a moment later,
Baronet Wyvern himself hurried into the room. The light of the lantern in his
hand illuminated the nobleman’s pale, sweating face. He muttered to himself,
well-intoxicated and visibly terrified.


And I haven’t even introduced myself yet.  


“Good evening, Baronet Wyvern.” He spoke in a deep voice
heavy with gravel and menace.


The nobleman gave a little squeak and whirled around,
holding his lantern high. The door hid the Hunter, but when Baronet Wyvern
turned to scan the rest of the room, the Hunter shut the door and stepped out
into the middle of the room. His timing was perfect. The Baronet swung back and
found himself face to face with the Hunter. 


He gasped and dropped the lantern, but the Hunter caught it
in a smooth motion. “Careful, my lord. I’d hate to think you were willing to
burn this house to the ground to evade my questions.”


“W-Who are you?” Baronet Wyvern’s voice shook and he
swallowed hard. “I-I already spoke to—”


The Hunter seized the man’s collar and hauled him forward.
Off-balanced, the nobleman could only let out a terrified squawk, but the
Hunter made no move to assault him. Instead, he pulled Baronet Wyvern until
their faces were a finger’s breadth apart. 


“You speak to me,
now.” His nostrils filled with the man’s unique scent: honey-enriched beeswax,
talc, and ginger. “And I will have answers from you!” 


The Baronet’s eyes were wide, tinged with panic. The Hunter
knew the effect his face would have—he’d chosen this particular disguise with
care. It was a hard face, cheeks twisted by burns and knife scars, with a
strong jaw, thin lips, and deep-set eyes. He’d used these features on many
occasions during his years as the Hunter of Voramis. 


“W-What do you want from me?” The nobleman’s voice rose an
octave higher. “Please!” He cried out and flinched as the Hunter reached into
his cloak, but the Hunter drew no weapon. Instead, he pulled out the small
scrap of paper he’d found clutched in the child’s hand.


“This note is addressed to you. Who sent it?”


Baronet Wyvern stared wide-eyed at the parchment, at the
Hunter’s scarred face, then back at the paper. “N-Note?”


The Hunter released his grip on the man’s collar and thrust
the parchment into his chest hard enough to send him staggering backward. The
back of his knees struck the stuffed armchair and he collapsed into its plush
embrace. 


Again, Baronet Wyvern gave a little whimper as the Hunter
stalked after him. The Hunter lifted his boot and placed it onto the armchair,
just between the nobleman’s legs. 


“Tell me who this came from,” he growled.


The Baronet swallowed and reached out a shaking hand to take
the note. His fingers trembled as he unfolded the parchment. After a moment of
reading, he looked up at the Hunter. “Y-You sent this.”


The Hunter shook his head. “I sent nothing.” 


“No, you. The
Night Guild!” Baronet Wyvern’s eyes narrowed. “Are you not—?” His voice trailed
off in confusion.


The Hunter scowled. “The Night Guild is blackmailing you?” 


The nobleman nodded vigorously. “Y-Yes!” Confusion twisted
his features. “But if you’re not the Night Guild, who are you?”


“I ask the questions here.” He leaned forward to loom over
the seated man. “Answer me this, Baronet Wyvern, why would a child be carrying
this note?”


“A-A child?” Again, the puzzled expression that bordered on
sheer idiocy. “What child?”


“A Bluejacket. One of Lady Chasteyn’s children.”


“Oh.” Realization dawned on the man’s face. “Bluejackets.
Child couriers and messengers, are they not?”


The Hunter remained silent, simply fixed the nobleman with
the hard-edged glare. 


“Er, right.” Baronet Wyvern swallowed, swallowed again, and
wiped sweat from his forehead. “I don’t know why he would be carrying this
note. The first time I received a threat from the Night Guild, it was
accompanied by...” He made to reach for something, but stopped when the Hunter
didn’t move. “In there.” His finger indicated a small wooden drawer in the
cabinet beside his bed. 


The Hunter held up a warning finger. “Do anything stupid,
and the pieces I carve from your body will never be found.”


The nobleman blanched and bobbed his head vigorously. “O-Of
course!” 


Not a very brave man, our Baronet. Then again, anyone who’d
give into blackmail wouldn’t exactly be a stalwart. 


The Hunter stepped toward the cabinet and pulled open the
drawer. Within lay a dagger, plain and practical except for the ornate pommel:
a silver skull with two rubies set into the eye sockets.


“This?” He lifted the dagger and turned to Baronet Wyvern.


The nobleman recoiled at the sight of bared steel. “Yes!” 


The Hunter strode back to stand in front of the man, his
long fingers toying with the dagger. “And what does it mean?”


“A warning from the Night Guild,” Baronet Wyvern said,
terror in his voice. “It marks me for death unless I do what they ask.”


The Hunter cocked his head. “And what exactly do they ask?” 


“Gold, primarily.” Baronet Wyvern wiped sweat from the side
of his face and touched two fingers to a small nick beneath his jawbone. “Information.
Anything they want. And I have no choice but to give it to them, or else.”


The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. “Your actions with
Lady Riandra got you into this mess.” He had no idea what the Baronet had done,
but his words had the desired effect. 


Baronet Wyvern had the good sense to look ashamed. “And I’ve
regretted her death—accidental, mind
you—every day since. But that was through no fault of my own! She chose to
overdose; I was simply the one unfortunate enough to supply her.” Panic welled
in his eyes. “But I would never kill
a child!” 


The Hunter remained silent for a long moment, his gaze locked
on the Baronet’s face. Yes, the man was too much of a coward to be the one
murdering Bluejackets or any other children. That sort of cruelty took a far
harder-stomached man than the craven before him. 


“So be it.” He nodded. “Consider yourself fortunate to see
another sunrise, Baronet.” 


 “Y-You’re not going
to kill me?” The man’s eyes flew wide. “But I thought…” He trailed off, as if
worried he might somehow change the Hunter’s mind. “Who are you?”


The Hunter flashed him a cruel grin. “Pray to whatever god
you worship that you never need to find out.” 


Before the nobleman could react, he drove his fist into
Baronet Wyvern’s face. The man sagged in his chair, unconscious.


Sleep well, my lord. He’d
awake with a vicious headache, but he had gotten off easier than most of those
that found themselves facing the Hunter in a darkened room.


The Hunter stalked from the Baronet’s chamber, down the
hall, and out onto the third-story balcony. It took him less than five minutes
to clamber down the stone wall, slip past the barely-awake guards patrolling
the mansion’s perimeter, and glide through the Baronet’s tree-shadowed estate
toward the wall.


His mind worked as he climbed over the wall and dropped into
the darkness of The Gardens. His path led back in the direction of the Night
Guild, apparently. If he could find out who had hired the Bluejacket to deliver
the message to Baronet Wyvern, he could retrace the boy’s route and possibly
find the location where he’d been snatched. From there, he might be able to
follow the demon’s scent—there was no doubt in his mind that the demon worked
with or led the group of murderers he’d found in the sewer tunnels—back to
their lair. It was a slim hope, but right now, he had nothing else to go on. 


Graeme’s reports on Praamis had been sparse, to say the
least. The fat alchemist, a member of the information-collecting Hidden Circle,
had only known of three murders, but that strange symbol and the plaster head
casement had connected two of them. He’d come to Praamis expecting to find more
deaths that would point him in the direction of the Abiarazi he hunted. His
hopes had proven true, though his gut twisted at the knowledge that children had had to die to set him down
the right path.


But no more. The murders end here and now.


Empty words unless backed by actions, he knew. Until he
actually located the killers, they
would continue to operate with impunity. Their need for sleep, food, and drink
would slow them down, but even he couldn’t go for days without rest—or without
using Soulhunger to replenish his energy. When the dagger consumed a life, it
flooded him with power and vitality, pushing away all need for mortal
sustenance. He would find the murderers and feed them to Soulhunger.


His next move would be an oblique step in the right direction.
The Night Guild would answer his questions about the note’s origin, and in
doing so, help him hunt down the murderers. His confrontation in the sewers
made him believe his goals could align with theirs—they wanted to find the
killers just as he did, for their very existence depended on it. Perhaps, if
their Guild Master was a rational person, he may be able to enlist their aid,
or at least utilize their resources.


To do that, he’d have to locate their secret lair. That
promised to be easier said than done. But he was the Hunter of Voramis. He’d
tracked bandits across a desert, hunted a demon through the Empty Mountains. 


How hard could it be to find a den of thieves in a city like
Praamis?


 












Chapter Twenty-One 


 





 


Ilanna stood silent and solemn in Journeyman Rilmine’s charnel
room as the next body was brought in. Two Bloodbears carried the canvas-wrapped
bundle—a tiny thing against their massive frames—and set it gently onto the
iron table. Something within gave a heavy thunk
as it hit the table. The sound drove a dagger of sorrow into Ilanna’s gut.


“Thank you.” She dismissed the Bloodbears with a nod.


A hand slipped into hers, and she turned to find Ria
standing beside her. Ria’s eyes reflected her own sorrow at the latest
discovery, the woman’s strength bolstering Ilanna’s own. 


Gritting her teeth, Ilanna turned to Rilmine. “Open it,” she
said in a quiet voice.


“Of courssse, Guild Massster.” Rilmine set about removing
the canvas, his long, pale fingers tugging at the thick material with an almost
tender gentleness. When he stepped back a few moments later, Ilanna’s gut
tightened at the sight. 


A child, wearing nothing but filthy undergarments. The
murderer had stripped away any clothing that could indicate who the child was.
A thick mask of smooth, featureless plaster encased the child’s head and made
it impossible to tell the body’s gender.


“Remove the plaster,” Ilanna ordered.


Journeyman Rilmine sucked in a whistling breath. “It will
take time.”


“Do it.” Ilanna fixed him with a cold glare. “I will wait.”


“Asss you wish.” Rilmine reached for a thin saw—long and
thin, with close-set steel teeth—and set to work on the plaster mask. The rasping sound echoed in the chamber and
grated on Ilanna’s nerves. She remained silent, her fingers locked in Ria’s grip,
her eyes fixed on the horrible symbol etched into the child’s chest.


Once again, the wounds held little blood, indicating they’d
been carved after death. In a way, that felt even more horrible. Desecrating
corpses was a ghoulish act, and it filled Ilanna with a cold rage. When she
found the people responsible, she would carve a dozen such marks into their
bodies—but she’d make sure they lived long enough to feel the agony. They
deserved no less.


Time passed at a crawl as Journeyman Rilmine worked at the
plaster mask, but Ilanna forced herself to remain unmoving, unspeaking. She
didn’t know if the child had family to mourn their passing; she would bear
silent vigil for the departed. 


Finally, Journeyman Rilmine lowered the white dust-covered
saw and stepped back. “Would you do the honorsss, Guild Massster?” 


“There is no honor in this, Rilmine.” Acid burned at the
back of Ilanna’s throat. “Such things should never be permitted to happen in
our city.”


The spectral Journeyman ducked his pale, hairless head. “Of
courssse, Massster Gold.” 


Ilanna moved to stand beside the body and placed her hands
on either side of the cut plaster mask. Taking a deep breath, she removed one
half to reveal the child’s face.


A boyish face, five or six years of age—just a little older
than Kodyn had been when he came to live in the Night Guild with her. A lump
rose into Ilanna’s throat as she stared down at the waxy features: chubby
cheeks that had once doubtless held the blush of life, a small nose, full lips
that could have stretched into a broad smile. The boy’s eyes had been closed,
and specks of plaster marred his pale, freckled skin. Seven round marks had
been burned into his skin—the same mark they’d found on Arashi, the dead Fox
apprentice.  


Ilanna drew in a sharp breath, and the plaster cracked
beneath the force of her vise grip. Even when Ria placed a calming hand on
Ilanna’s shoulder, it took every shred of self-control not to hurl away the mask
in her rage or to empty the contents of her stomach in disgust. 


She spoke without tearing her eyes from the body. “Can you
tell me anything about how he died?” 


“Thisss wasss the caussse of death.” Journeyman Rilmine
pointed to a deeper mark on the boy’s chest. “I also found it on Arashi on
clossser inssspection.”


Ilanna frowned as she studied the wound Rilmine indicated.
It looked like all the others, but as she got a better look, she realized it
wasn’t just skin deep. A long blade—likely a dagger, judging by the width of
the stab wound—had been driven through the child’s chest, between his ribs, and
into his heart.  


“Asss with the other body,” the ghoulish Rilmine said, “the
killer ended it with a quick thrussst to the heart.”


“And the poison?” Ilanna demanded, now turning to stare at
the strange-looking Scorpion. “Can you tell if they used Night Petal on him?”


“Until I open him and check hisss heart, I cannot tell,”
Journeyman Rilmine said. “But I predict that we will find the same poissson.”


Ilanna’s gut clenched. “Poisoned, yet finished with a thrust
to the heart?” Her brow furrowed. “Why would the killer waste their effort when
one or the other would suffice?”


“I cannot ssspeak to that.” Journeyman Rilmine held up his
hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Perhapsss they sought to put an end to the
child’sss sssuffering. Night Petal isss a cruel poissson, I am told. It
emptiesss the gut, the bladder, even the ssstomach. One by one, the organsss
shut down until the body sssimply cannot function. Yet death isss the resssult
of dehydration, a ssslow, cruel way to die.”


“A killer with a conscience?” Ilanna snorted. “That sounds
highly unlikely.”


“Agreed.” Journeyman Rilmine nodded. “Yet you asssked, ssso
I gave an anssswer.” 


“Yes, so you did.” Ilanna drew in a long breath. “Do you
have any idea what would make these burn marks?” She pointed to the child’s
forehead. “Red-hot metal? Acid?” 


“I believe it isss the work of metal,” Rilmine said. “Acccid
would make it more difficult to contain the damage to the ssskin.”


The answer added to the churning in Ilanna’s gut. “But after
the child was dead, right?”


“Yesss.” 


There was that mercy, at least. If the killer had ended the child’s life with a dagger
thrust to the heart, at least he wouldn’t have suffered too badly. 


It is a sad day when a quick death is considered a mercy.


“If you will permit me to undertake my examination of the
body, I may find information of more ussse.” Journeyman Rilmine held up a
warning hand. “Though I cannot promissse anything. The dead offer only few
anssswersss.”


“Anything is better than what we’ve got now.” Ilanna’s voice
was as hard and cold as the ball of ice forming in her gut. “Find out who’s
killing these children, Rilmine. Even the slightest hint could point us in the
right direction.”


“Of courssse, Guild Massster.” Rilmine bowed.


Ilanna strode from the room and stalked down the tunnel
toward Master Scorpion’s chambers. 


Ria hurried along beside her. “You can’t wake Tyman right
now, Ilanna. He’s old, he needs his rest.”


“And I need to know what his Scorpions are doing about
finding the Watcher-damned Night Petal poison that’s killing these children!”
Ilanna’s furious shout echoed down the hard-packed earth corridor. 


“You know Tyman, Ilanna.” Ria spoke in a soothing voice,
which only added to Ilanna’s anger. “You know that he’ll send word the moment
he finds anything. If you haven’t heard from him, it means there’s nothing to
hear. The best thing you can do right now is—”


Ilanna rounded on Ria, eyes blazing. “Don’t you dare say
wait!” Her voice cracked like a whip. “I’m sick of waiting, sick of watching
the bodies pile up. You know what’s going to happen if we don’t put a stop to
this, Ria! How can you tell me to sit by and do nothing?”


“Because I know you, Ilanna.” Ria didn’t back down from
Ilanna’s anger—she never had—but met it with calm. “I know that once you head
down the warpath, there’s no way to stop you. You get so focused on dealing
with one problem that you don’t think about all the damage, pain, and chaos you
cause.”


“So this is my fault?”
Ilanna snapped. “I’m the problem here?”


“No, of course not.” Ria shook her head. “But you’re not a
Journeyman anymore, not just one more Hawk running the rooftops. You’re the
Guild Master, responsible for every man, woman, and child in the tunnels.”


“Thank you for that reminder!” Ilanna clenched her fists.
“And you know what will happen to all those men, women, and children if Duke
Phonnis has his way. If I don’t deal with this soon, the Duke is coming for
us!”


“Which is why you need to be calm, to think rationally
rather than letting your anger get the best of you.” Ria gripped Ilanna’s
shoulders in her strong hands. “There are few people in Praamis that can match
your wits and cunning when you are calm, your head clear. That’s when you’re at
your best—and that’s how we need you to be. You, Master of the Night Guild, need
to think beyond what you’re feeling right now.”


Ilanna’s jaw clenched. She hated to admit it, but Ria was
right. Right now, she felt like drawing her sword and hacking her way through
Praamis until she found the murderer. But that would only give Duke Phonnis
more ammunition to use against her and the Night Guild. 


She drew in a deep breath, blew it out, then took another.


“Good.” Ria’s soothing tone no longer irritated her, but
helped to dim the fires of anger burning in her gut. “Focus, Ilanna. Think
about our next step. We know the killer is using Night Petal, but until Tyman
finds the source of the poison, we’re not going to find out who bought it. We
know Chantelle left The Gilded Chateau to visit Baronet Wyvern, but we know he
didn’t kill her. And the Hunter of Voramis is in the city, but he’s not
responsible for the deaths. What comes next? What do those bodies tell you?”


Ilanna frowned, deep in thought. She started walking—she
always thought best when on the move—leaving House Scorpion and moving through
the Night Guild tunnels. Ria strode along beside her, hovering, protective, yet
allowing her to think.


“The second child, the one brought in after Arashi,” Ilanna
said finally, “what do we know about him?”


“According to what I’ve heard, he was one of Lady Chasteyn’s
Bluejackets.”


Ilanna stopped and rounded on Ria. “What?”


The Ghandian nodded. “The Hounds who collected the body said
one of the guards mentioned the boy belonging to the House of Mercy, but Lady
Chasteyn hadn’t come around to claim his body for burial.”


Ilanna frowned. “Lady Chasteyn’s Bluejackets?” 


Her mind flashed back to the noblewoman she’d met at the
party earlier that evening. From what
she’d heard, the noblewoman was renowned for her charitable efforts in the
city. But she definitely didn’t look like
she was mourning the loss of one of her children. Did she not know? It was
possible that she’d been so consumed with the preparations for the celebration
that she hadn’t received the news. Or did
she just not care?


But only one of the
bodies had been a Bluejacket. The rest had seemed random: a Fox apprentice,
Chantelle the courtesan, a riverside dock worker, and a pair of day laborers. 


Why would anyone want
them dead? In her experience, people only killed for a select few reasons.
Vengeance, a desire she was intimately familiar with. Jealousy and obsession.
Greed. Power. 


Some of them made sense for some of the victims, but no
motive fit them all. 


If they wanted to kill children, why kill the men? If the
men had been their targets, why go after Chantelle? If someone had killed
Chantelle out of jealousy, why had they killed children? If someone killed the
Fox apprentice to gain power and leverage against the Night Guild, why would
they stoop to murdering orphans? 


It just doesn’t add up.
Fatigue and anxiety muddled her head, but she forced herself to keep
thinking on the problem. 


Some killed to send a message—the gods knew the Night Guild
had dropped enough bodies for the purpose of making a statement. So what if the
murderer intended to make a statement of some sort? He could choose victims at
random because the message wouldn’t be who he killed, but how.


More than that, she realized. What he did to the bodies
after their deaths!


It came down to that symbol. It had only been present on some of the bodies—the Bluejacket, the
Fox apprentice, and the latest victim among them—but that was the only thing to
connect the victims. The symbols were meant as a message.


But what in the bloody hell good is that message if no one
can read it?


She quickly explained her train of thought to Ria, and the Ghandian
woman nodded. “Maybe Darreth has found something out about that symbol.”


“Let’s go.” Ilanna picked up her pace and hurried down the
tunnels that led to her office. If anyone could winkle out the meaning of that
symbol, it would be Darreth. He’d been the one to discover Lord Torath’s role
in the trafficking of innocent girls and Bonedust through Praamis—all thanks to
a crude symbol painted onto the barrels of drugs.


She was less than fifty paces from her office when a
commotion in the nearby corridors drew her attention. Serpents, Hounds, and
Bloodbears raced down an adjoining passageway, and their furious shouts echoed
off the packed earth walls.


Ilanna hurried toward the corridor and caught sight of Shaw,
Master of House Hound. “What’s going on?” she demanded 


“The Hunter of Voramis!” A hint of fear cracked Shaw’s
usually calm demeanor. “He’s come for us!” 


 












Chapter Twenty-Two


 





 


Finding the Night Guild proved easier than the Hunter had
expected. After leaving Baronet Wyvern’s mansion and The Gardens, he decided
his best choice was to take to the rooftops. 


After all, he’d reasoned, if they know I was up there
earlier, that’s where they’ll be looking for me.


He’d found one of the Night Guild’s concealed rope ladders
in The Gardens and used it to climb onto the flat roof of an abandoned mansion.
Slowly, cautiously, he’d worked his way across the darkened rooftops in the
direction of the spot where he’d confronted the Guild assassin. He’d kept to
the shadows, using the darkness of the night to conceal his movements. Less
than half an hour later, he’d spotted someone slinking across a plank bridge
that connected his roof to the next. A chimney provided ample cover for him to
watch the newcomer without being seen.


Moments later, three more figures had appeared from the
darkness to join their companion. Though he was too far away to hear their
conversation, he could be fairly certain that he’d found the men he sought. As
the assassin had said, the Night Guild ruled the rooftops. 


Now he followed at a safe distance, hanging back to remain
out of sight yet keeping within eyeshot. He’d picked up their scents as well.
One man stank of turmeric and onions, with a generous helping of dried sweat
for good measure. Another smelled of a warrior: leather armor, steel weapons,
the oil used for honing and protecting the sword, and a hint of nightshade. The
other two had similar scents—wool and leather tinged with lard—but where one
reeked of garlic, the other had a lighter, fresher smell that reminded the
Hunter of mint oil. 


An odd assortment of odors, but the Hunter had grown
accustomed to it. No amount of perfume could ever truly mask the natural
scents, those formed over years of contact with metal, fabric, spices, herbs,
and plants. 


The smell made it far easier for the Hunter to track the men
through the darkness. When they raced across one large, flat warehouse roof,
the Hunter had to hang back to avoid being seen. Only once they had leapt to
the next building and out of sight did he move from his hiding place and follow
them. He kept his senses alert for any sight or sound, but let his sensitive
nostrils guide him. 


The trail led toward Vendor’s Block, but turned sharply
southward in the direction of a tower that rose high above the surrounding
buildings. His gut clenched as he scanned the rooftops and saw no sign of his
targets. The wind hadn’t yet carried away their scents, so they’d just passed
by. Had they somehow spotted him in pursuit and decided to lay a trap for him?


Crouching in the shadow of an overhanging roof, the Hunter
closed his eyes and let his keen ears search. Up this high, easily thirty paces
above the deserted city streets, few sounds filled the night. The occasional
rumble of a distant wagon wheel. The faint tromp,
tromp of a passing Praamian Guard patrol. The whisper of the breeze that
caressed his face. The creak of a rope.


Rope? The Hunter
paid closer attention to that sound. It came from close, ten or twenty paces at
most, but he could see no one moving in the shadows. Where could it be?


He listened until he pinpointed the direction of the sound.
It came from a platform above him, around the far side of the square tower. 


Cautiously, he slipped out of the shadows and scrambled up
the side of the building. His eyes scanned the darkness for any movement, his
ears pricked for even the slightest hint of sound. As he climbed, the creak of the rope grew fainter. He
forced himself to keep moving at a slow, steady pace. 


The side of the tower facing him was blank, solid brick
walls without a hint of opening, so he followed the rooftop around the side. 


And found himself looking into a window. 


The smell of his targets drifted from within, and this
close, he could hear the grunts of
straining men echoing in a vast cavern. Careful to keep his face in shadow, he
peered through the window.


The space within was huge, as tall as the tower itself, and
descended at least a full floor below ground level. Lanterns burned along the
earth-packed walls of the room, bathing the chamber in a soft golden glow. The
light illuminated the strangest thing the Hunter had ever seen.


A maze of braided metal cables, ropes, ladders, bridges,
wooden platforms, and steel poles descended from his tower-top perch to the
dirt floor far below. 


A wry grin split his lips. Found you! This could only belong to the Night Guild.


He tracked the movement of the men descending the strange
rope-ladder-maze contraption. Two of them slithered downward with a speed that surprised
him, while the other two struggled and strained with the effort of carrying
their weight. 


Clearly not accustomed to this sort of thing. 


That made sense. The man he’d met on the rooftops had moved
with the grace of a fighter, yet he’d tumbled off the rooftop because he hadn’t
been aware of the edge. The brute he’d faced in the sewers would never have survived on the narrow plank
bridges and tightrope crossings on the rooftops.


Different groups of
men for different tasks. The sort of thieving done on rooftops differed
from the sleight of hand required to pick pockets, and assassins relied more on
cunning and skill at arms than brute strength. The Bloody Hand had been filled
with a loose association of criminals, each gang under the control of the Five
Fingers running their business as they saw fit. He’d heard rumors of the Night
Guild being far more organized than the Bloody Hand. A smart criminal
enterprise—and much of what he’d seen and heard of the Night Guild hinted at
intelligent coordination instead of the Bloody Hand’s ruthless might—would
divide up their members according to their skills.


A random thought flashed through his mind. I could use an
organization like this in my fight to save the world. 


He discarded it immediately. Criminals rarely cared about
more than eking out a living or lining their pockets with gold. It would take
someone with a very open mind and forward-thinking mentality to even consider
the Hunter’s quest as anything but the ravings of a madman. 


They can’t all be as intelligent as Kiara or Father Reverentus.



He watched the last two men descending from the rope ladder
maze, his teeth grinding in frustration. The ground lay fifty or sixty paces
below—it shouldn’t take a well-trained thief that long to get down. 


Finally, their boots touched the hard-packed earth, and the
men groaned with the effort of the descent. After a few muttered words the
Hunter didn’t catch, they strode toward a pair of massive double doors and
disappeared from view.


The Hunter waited a full minute before moving. On the rope ladder
maze, he’d be visible—and vulnerable—if anyone entered the high-ceilinged
chamber. But if he wanted to get to the Guild Master, he’d have to risk it.


He shimmied through the window, grabbed onto a steel pole,
and slid down to the wooden platform five paces below. The platform sagged
beneath his weight, but he leapt across a narrow plank bridge and seized a
hanging rope. A smile split his face as he swung across open space, dropped
onto another platform, then scrambled down a swaying rope ladder.


This is bloody fun!  


But he couldn’t allow himself to get lost in the enjoyment
of the challenge. Anxiety set his heart hammering as he descended. His eyes
fixed on the ground floor, where he could see open doorways and tunnels set
into three of the chamber’s walls—and those huge double doors through which the
men had disappeared. 


Relief surged within him as he dropped the last five paces
to land on the dusty floor, only to dim a moment later as he realized the
soothing, warm glow of the lanterns drove back the shadows of the huge room. He
had nowhere to hide. He had to get out of here before someone spotted him. 


He pushed through the double doors and found himself in a
tunnel with earthen walls, floor, and arching ceiling. The passage sloped
upward at a gentle incline, then disappeared around a corner fifteen paces
ahead. Those strange glass-globe lamps set into the wall at consistent
intervals provided ample illumination to guide his steps but drove back any
hint of shadows.


His gut clenched. No
way to hide in here. His only hope lay in masquerading as one of the Night
Guild’s own. He’d just have to hope he could pull off the deception.


He put a swagger in his step, lifted his head, and moved
with the confident purpose of a very important person going about very
important business. If he looked as if he belonged, people would be far less
likely to question his presence. He caught sight of two men leading three young
boys through the tunnels fifty paces ahead of him, but didn’t slow his pace.
Nothing to draw unwanted attention to himself. 


He let out a quiet breath as the figures disappeared down an
adjoining passage without a second glance in his direction. This might not be as hard as I thought. With
an enterprise as large as the Night Guild’s, he doubted everyone knew everyone
else. He just had to keep playing the part until—


Five paces ahead of him, at the next intersection, a man
stepped into view. The same slim, hard-featured man in tailored clothing, with
that well-used sword at his hip and the lethal grace of an assassin. 


The man paused, cocked his head, and fixed his gaze on the
Hunter. His eyes flew wide as recognition clicked in his mind.


“The Hunter!” The man gasped, then raised his voice in a
shout. “The Hunter is here!”  


The Hunter’s heart sank. Shit!



 


 












Chapter Twenty-Three 


 





 


Icy fingers crawled down Ilanna’s spine. The Hunter? Here? Her mind raced. Impossible!


Yet there was no denying the fear and urgency in Shaw’s
words. Before she realized it, she found herself striding after the racing
Hound, Ria’s footsteps echoing behind her.


There, fifty paces down the tunnel, stood a man dressed in
all dark grey. He had a hard face with heavy, hooded brows, a crooked nose, and
scars on his cheeks that curled his upper lip into a perpetual sneer. The face
of a killer. 


Thirty men and women from House Bloodbear, House Serpent,
and House Hound surrounded him, weapons drawn. Tension rose off her people in
tangible waves. None of them wanted to be the first to make a move; all knew
the Hunter by reputation and a few—including Journeyman Tassat, the Serpent
nearest the intruder—had faced him directly. 


Ilanna strode toward the Hunter. The legendary assassin
stood silent and still, arms folded over his chest, an island of calm amidst a
sea of nervous fear. His eyes roamed over the men and women arrayed in front of
him as if sizing them up, and he made no move toward the sword on his hip or
the dagger—with its ornate transparent gemstone—in his belt. The wry smile on
his face was doubtless intended to convince the Night Guild he found them far
less intimidating than they’d hoped. 


Journeymen made way for Ilanna, who strode to meet the
Hunter with a false fearlessness in her stride. A tremor ran through her gut at
the thought of facing down this man who had killed so many—hundreds, if the
tales were to be believed. Yet she moved on with a determined step. He stood in
her Night Guild, and she’d be damned
if she let him slaughter her people without first making an attempt to speak
with him.


When his gaze fell on her, he stood straighter and arched a heavy
eyebrow. “Master of the Night Guild, I presume?”  


“And who the bloody hell might you be?” Ilanna stopped two
paces away, well within the reach of his weapons. 


A wry smile played on his lips. “Come now, Guild Master. Must
we play that game?”


“The one where you invade my home after beating and killing
my men?” Ilanna folded her arms over her chest, a pose as stubborn and defiant
as his. “You and I seem to have very different
definitions of what a game is.”


“To be fair, your men attacked me.” The Hunter shrugged.
“And I let your men in the sewers live with nothing but a few bruises and
broken bones. That’s more mercy than I’ve offered most men.”


Ilanna snorted. “How gracious of you! Allow me to hold a
feast in gratitude for your kindness.”


Again, the little smile tugged on the Hunter’s lips. “I’m
not particularly hungry. I will, however, settle for answers.”


Ilanna cocked her head. “Is that all?” 


“Yes.” The Hunter’s voice was calm, his posture relaxed
despite the wall of steel, flesh, and bone confronting him. 


Ilanna had to admit a grudging respect for the man. Anyone
who can face down that many enemies without fear is either a fool or someone I’d
hate to cross blades with. Everything she’d heard about him made it clear he was
no fool.


“And you simply expect
me to give you the answers you seek?” Ilanna pursed her lips. “After what
you’ve done, I should simply order my men to cut you down. At the very least,
clap you in irons and haul you around the city. No one kills my people without
repercussions.”


“I think that, in this instance, you might want to consider
making an exception.” A hint of disdain flickered across the Hunter’s face as
he surveyed the men and women—now numbering close to fifty, including Errik,
Master Hound, and the hulking Master Bloodbear—arrayed against him. “I’ve got
more important things to do with my evening than killing the lot of you.”


Master Bloodbear growled and was about to step forward, but
Ilanna held up a hand to stop him. “Such confidence. Perhaps too much?”


The Hunter shrugged. “I’d rather we didn’t find out.” He
gestured to the earth-packed walls and floor of the tunnel. “It would be a
shame to stain these fine halls with unnecessary blood.”


“Even if it’s yours?” Ilanna asked. 


Again, a disdainful shrug, but no retort.


Ilanna’s estimation of the man went up another small notch.
Her threat of violence hadn’t fazed him; he hadn’t reached for the dagger in
his belt or the sword at his hip. He’d simply met her words with a level gaze,
not a hint of fear in his dark eyes.


“Very well.” Ilanna nodded. “I will hear your questions. I
do not promise answers, but you may speak your piece unharmed.”


“Very gracious.” The Hunter swept a courtly bow, which
caused the Hounds and Bloodbears nearest him to flinch and raise their weapons.



Ilanna would swear a mocking smile flashed on the Hunter’s
lips, but when the assassin straightened, his expression had returned to its
usual impassivity.


“Ilanna,” Ria said in her ear, “are you sure this is wise?”


“If the choice is speak or fight,” Ilanna whispered back,
squeezing the woman’s hand, “words kill far fewer people than blades.
Especially blades in the hands of the Keeper-damned Hunter of Voramis.” 


She raised her voice so all the Journeymen could hear. “Lower
your weapons.”


For a long moment, none in the hall moved. Ilanna could
almost hear their minds working, trying to calculate their chances of taking on
the Hunter either singly or in a rush. 


“The Hunter is our guest.” Ilanna’s voice was firm, hard.
“For now.”


Tassat moved first, sheathing his blade and straightening
from his wary crouch. The rest of House Serpent did likewise, and one by one,
the assorted Hounds and Bloodbears followed suit. Master Bloodbear lowered his
huge fists and removed his studded steel knuckles. Master Hound sheathed his
two long dirks.


Only Errik hadn’t moved. His face remained blank,
expressionless as he stared at the Hunter, sword and dagger held in a low grip.
Ilanna had seen him kill men faster than they could blink from that position. She
knew him well enough to know what went through his mind. Kindan had been his
friend, and he wouldn’t allow the Serpent’s death to go unanswered. Not unless
she ordered him to.


Ilanna rested a hand on her friend’s arm. “Don’t.” A single
word, pitched low for his ears.


Something hard and cold flashed in Errik’s eyes, but after a
long moment, he sheathed his blades. 


The Hunter’s gaze fixed on her, a curious expression on his
face. She wondered what he was thinking, but those eyes—how dark are they?—revealed nothing.


“Come.” She stepped back and motioned for him to follow.
“Let us speak in private.”


Ria stiffened, but Ilanna stopped her with a quick shake of
her head. To her credit, the woman held her tongue, simply fell in step a pace
behind Ilanna—her Guild Master in front of her and the Hunter at her back. 


Ilanna smiled at Ria’s protectiveness. She’d fallen in love
with the woman’s ferocity and desire to watch out not only for Kodyn, but
Ilanna herself. Ria would face the Long Keeper himself before letting anything
happen to either of them. Ilanna could only hope Ria didn’t feel threatened
enough to act on that nature. Ria might be good, more proficient with her
weapons than most Serpents, but that was the Hunter of bloody Voramis behind
her. Ilanna doubted she was that good.


Conscious of the Hunter’s eyes burning into her back, she
led the way through the tunnels toward the Guild Master’s office. Darreth
looked up at Ilanna’s approach, his expression curious. Then his eyes slid past
her to the man walking behind Ria and the Scorpion’s face went white. He buried
his nose in a stack of papers and made a clear point not to meet the Hunter’s
gaze.


Ilanna opened the door and stepped aside for the Hunter to
enter. “We can speak freely in here.” 


With a little nod, the Hunter strode around Ria and into the
office. He moved with the grace of a predator, the confidence of a warrior. He
had never been in the Night Guild before—that she knew of, at least—but he
walked as if he owned the place.


Ilanna made to enter next, but Ria and Errik shoved past
before she could step forward. Only her stern glare stopped Masters Hound and
Bloodbear from piling in after the others.


The last thing I need
is for the Hunter to feel any more threatened. And, if Ria and Errik
couldn’t stop the Hunter from killing her, if that was his intention, two more
fighters wouldn’t do much to slow him down.


She closed the door behind her, pushed between Errik and
Ria, and strode around the desk to sit in her stuffed armchair. Ria and Errik
hurried to stand beside her. Neither moved to draw weapons, but their hands
hovered near their hilts.


The Hunter, however, seemed perfectly at ease despite the
threatening glares leveled at him. He scanned the room and nodded. “Not what I
was expecting.” His gesture encompassed the room. “I’d think the Master of the
Night Guild would live a bit more lavishly.”


“I’m certain you didn’t come here to judge my décor.” Fear
made Ilanna’s voice a bit harder, sharper than she intended. “You have
questions. Spit them out, and we’ll see if I feel like answering them.”


The Hunter leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers
beneath his chin, that infuriating smile tugging at his lips. He remained
silent for a long moment, doubtless enjoying the discomfort his reputation
bred. 


Ilanna waited until he opened his mouth to speak, then cut
in first. “You injured and killed my men.” 


“They attacked me,” the Hunter replied without hesitation.
“Ask your assassin, I gave them a chance to walk away unharmed.”


“You can understand why they might think twice about
inviting you into our home,” Ilanna said. “You aren’t exactly known for your
friendly visits.”


“Neither are you.” 


Errik and Ria stiffened as the Hunter reached into his
cloak, and the Serpent half-drew his sword. 


The Hunter paused, his smile growing as he moved slowly.
Errik’s sword came all the way from its sheath as the assassin drew a dagger,
but the Hunter simply placed the blade on the desk before her.


Ilanna glanced down at the weapon, a skull-headed dagger
with two ruby eyes. “Where did you get that?” she asked. 


“Baronet Wyvern was kind enough to show it to me.” The
Hunter sat back, once again relaxed and at ease in his chair. “We had a chat
about his…relationship with the Night Guild.”


Ilanna shrugged. “You’d be surprised how many relationships
we have. Not only here in Praamis, but in Voramis as well.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so?” 


Ilanna sat back in her chair now, her posture matching his.
“But you didn’t come here to exchange banter about who has friends in higher
places. What do you really want?”


“The truth.” The Hunter’s lips pressed into a tight line.
“About Lady Chasteyn’s Bluejackets, and why the Night Guild uses them to do
their dirty work.”


“Dirty work?” Ilanna struggled to hide her confusion. “What
dirty work?”


“Blackmail.” The Hunter drew a scrap of parchment from his
robes, again making Errik and Ria tense, and placed it on the desk before him. 


Ilanna picked up the parchment and scanned its contents. “Young
Lady Riandra’s blood is on your hands, Baronet Wyvern,” it read. “What is it
worth to keep her death a secret?”


“You take offense at our methods of keeping the nobles of
Praamis in line?” she asked as she folded the note. 


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “But when the one hired to
deliver that message turns up dead, murdered, then I begin to grow curious.”
For the first time, a hint of emotion cracked his featureless expression:
anger. Fire blazed in his eyes, a brown so dark they almost looked black. “So
why did the child carrying that message
end up lying in an alley in Old Town Market?”


Ilanna’s gut clenched. Another
body? No, she realized. They’d obtained the body collected by the Praamian
Guards that morning, found in Old Town Market. Somehow, the Hunter had stumbled
across the corpse. 


But why the hell does he care? 


The answer to that question could prove a very interesting
one.


 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Four
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The Hunter fixed the Master of the Night Guild with a solemn
expression. Thoughts of the dead child brought anger surging into his gut, but
he forced himself to keep his temper under control. 


If I do or say anything wrong, those two guard dogs behind
her will bite. 


He found the three people before him a fascinating study. He
couldn’t deny the Guild Master’s beauty—dark hair that stood in sharp contrast
to her pale Praamian skin, full lips, well-formed nose and cheekbones, and her
unique scent of lilies, roses, and leather. Her strong shoulders, callused
hands, and trim waistline spoke of an active life. 


Yet it had been her strength of will that intrigued him. She
sat in her armchair with the relaxed poise of a gentlewoman at high tea, and
her eyes showed not a trace of fear. She held herself and spoke with a calm
self-assurance that reminded the Hunter of Kiara. 


The fact that she, a woman a full head shorter than him,
ruled the Night Guild spoke volumes about her temperament and character. Her
underlings deferred to her automatically. She hadn’t needed to shout her men
down, but she’d given the command in a tone that expected obedience. And they
had. Fifty men and women with bared weapons and murder in their eyes—mingled
with a healthy dose of fear, of course—had heeded her command.


Clearly she’s not the sort to be cowed into submission. 


And the way the two behind her hovered, clearly they cared
about her. Both looked ready to throw themselves at the Hunter at a moment’s
notice. Everything about the man—from his dark glare, wary eyes, tense posture,
and grey clothing a match for the Hunter’s own—screamed assassin. Very likely a
skilled one, given the way the rest of his kind deferred to him. He smelled of
sword oil, wood, and musk, a manly scent that spoke of an affinity for
violence. 


The third, the broad-shouldered woman with skin the color of
Vothmot kaffe, was a mystery to him. Her
unique scent of gardenias, crabapples, and fresh-cut grass intrigued him almost
as much as her visible strength and ferocity. He’d heard tales of the warriors of
distant Ghandia and Issai but never met one in battle. Judging by the way she
crouched like a lioness over her cub, he
wasn’t certain he’d want to. 


His gaze returned to the Guild Master. “You’ve yet to answer
my question.”


He hadn’t missed the slight narrowing of her eyes, the sharp
intake of breath at his words. He’d caught her off-guard. 


To her credit, she recovered in an instant and shot back, “You
think us somehow to blame for the
child’s death?” 


The Hunter shrugged. “The thought had crossed my mind. After
all, the reputation of the Night Guild is known far and wide. The things they
do to children…”


That elicited an interesting reaction from the woman before
him. She stiffened, her features somehow growing more attractive as they
hardened into a glare. “Your reputation isn’t one of peace and harmony,
Hunter,” she fired back. 


The Hunter inclined his head. “On that, we can agree.” 


Inwardly, he grinned. She has fire this one. Watcher help
whoever tries to tame her. 


“Permit me a moment, will you?” the Guild Master asked.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. 


The Guild Master ignored him and turned to the man beside
her. “Errik, fetch Darreth for me.”


The man, Errik, shook his head. “Not a damned chance. I’m
not leaving you here with him.”


“If he wanted me dead, Errik,” the Guild Master said, her
tone patient, “I’ve no doubt I’d be speaking to the Long Keeper at this very
moment.”


The Hunter allowed his smile to show. 


Errik fixed the Hunter with a hard glare, then stalked
around the desk toward the door. The Hunter never took his eyes from the Guild
Master as the door opened, then closed a few seconds later.


“You called, Master Gold?” came a new voice. 


The Hunter turned to find the bespectacled man from the desk
outside standing as far away from him as possible. His face remained the same ashy
pale color, and despite his attentiveness to the Guild Master, he shot nervous
glances at the Hunter from the corner of his eye. 


“Tell me, Darreth, whose script is this?” Master Gold held
out the note the Hunter had brought.


The nervous man took the parchment from the Guild Master and
scanned it for a few seconds. “Journeyman Entym’s, I believe.”


“Have Entym sent here at once.” She spoke in a quiet voice,
yet one that brooked no argument. 


“Of course, Master Gold.” The man gave the Guild Master a
little bow, shot a nervous glance at the Hunter, and fled from the room.


Master Gold leaned back in her chair. “If one of my
Journeymen sent the note, perhaps they will be better-suited to give you the
answers you seek. While we wait, perhaps you might tell me why it’s so
important that you find out the provenance of that blackmail note. After all,
you yourself said you care little about how my Night Guild handles our business
in Praamis.”


“And I don’t.” The Hunter shook his head. “But when children
end up dead in the streets, that’s when I start to care.”


“Which is what I find most curious of all.” A smile played
on the Guild Master’s lips as she leaned forward. “Why should you, legendary assassin of Voramis, care
about one Praamian child? Unless you’ve been paid to hunt down his killer, of course. Though I find that highly
implausible, given the body was first discovered this morning.”


The Hunter remained silent as he pondered how to answer her
question. He’d expected it and had prepared a lengthy lie, yet now, facing the
Master of the Night Guild, he knew his deceit would hold less water than a
shattered crystal goblet. 


He drew in a deep breath. “Would you believe me if I told
you I had a soft spot for innocent children who have no one to defend them from
the evils of this world?” It was true, but it sounded better spun into a lie—one
someone like the Guild Master could believe. 


“An assassin with a heart of gold?” Master Gold chuckled.
“Would you believe me if I told you we use the Bluejackets to run our messages
as a way of helping the orphans?”


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”


Master Gold spread her hands. “We are who we are, Hunter. We
are an enterprise dedicated to profit, pure and simple. Yet on those occasions
when it is possible, we do what we can to ensure coins find their way into the
pockets of those who need it.”


The Hunter couldn’t tell if she was lying or not—she would
have made a superb actor, that much he knew. 



Just then, the door opened. The man who entered was short
and round, nearly the perfect circle, with a bald head that sat like a ball of
dough atop his pale, pasty body. His robes bore ink stains that matched the
black smudges on his hands and face.


“Y-You summoned me, Guild Master?” He wiped a beat of sweat
from his sloping forehead.


Master Gold held out the note. “Did you pen this?” 


The man, Entym, took the parchment and studied it. “I did.”
His expression grew curious. “But I see no error in the lettering or the
message. I thought it succinct enough for—”


Master Gold raised a hand, and the man’s words stuttered to
silence. 


“Did you hire a Bluejacket to deliver this to Baronet
Wyvern?” Master Gold asked.


“Yes.” The Journeyman bobbed his round head, which set his
cheeks wobbling. “Was it not delivered?”


“No,” the Hunter growled. “The boy carrying the message
ended up dead.”


Entym’s eyes widened. “By the Mistress! How terrible, truly
terrible!” 


The Hunter stood and moved to loom over the pale-faced man.
“Where did you give him the message?”  


Entym shrank back, his words an unintelligible jumble.


“Journeyman!” Master Gold’s voice echoed loud in the room.
“Speak plainly, and you have nothing to fear.”


The man swallowed hard, collected himself, then tried again.
“I-I handed it to the Bluejacket on the corner of the Path of Penitence, near the
eastern edge of Vendor’s Block.”


The Hunter pondered the man’s words. If the boy got the
message in Vendor’s Block and was headed toward Baronet Wyvern’s mansion in The
Gardens, how in the bloody hell did he end up in Old Town Market? The
marketplace lay at least a quarter of the city’s width in the opposite direction.
The risk of being spotted dragging the boy—alive or dead—across Praamis to dump
his body in that alleyway was far too high. 


Only one answer made sense. They had to have gone through
the sewers. 


“If that is all?” Master Gold asked the Hunter with a raised
eyebrow. 


The Hunter, concentrating on his thoughts, gave a dismissive
wave, and the rotund Journeyman fled from the room without a backward glance.


The Hunter retraced the route he’d taken through the sewage
tunnels, pinpointing the spots where he’d entered and where he’d emerged once
again after finding the killers’ lair. Old Town Market wouldn’t have been too
far out of the way, and the killers could move freely underground.


“You say the body was found in Old Town Market?” Master Gold
shot a meaningful glance at the fierce Ghandian woman beside her. “That’s far
out of the boy’s route.”


The Hunter nodded. She’d been thinking along the same lines
as him. “Which begs the question, where was he snatched?”


“I will have my people search.” Master Gold stood, a
dismissive tone in her voice. “I’m certain we will find something to lead us
to—”


“Do so.” The Hunter stood as well. “But do not let them get
in my way. I am still not convinced you are blameless, but for now, I will
accept that you had no reason to want the child dead.”


“How magnanimous of you!” The Guild Master’s tone was sharp,
her voice edged with anger. “Truly, your judgement of our integrity sets my
heart at ease.”


The Hunter met her anger with icy calm. “You and your kind are fortunate that is all I am
judging today, else the outcome of our meeting this night would be ending quite
differently.”


The woman’s face went flat, as hard as the steel in her
assassin’s hand. “Beware your words, Hunter. Your legends will not stop me from
putting a dagger in your heart.”


The Hunter snorted. “Your threats are meaningless to me. I
am no more afraid of you than of the Bloody Hand, and unless you wish to end up
like them, I warn you to stay out of my way. Next time I may not show such
restraint.”


“You call killing Kindan restraint?” the assassin, Errik,
shouted. 


“He chose to fight when I gave him the opportunity to walk
away unharmed,” the Hunter growled back. “His blood is on his own hands.”


“Perhaps I ought to get a bit of your blood on mine!” Fury
twisted Errik’s face, and his hand dropped toward his sword. 


The Hunter didn’t move. “Do your worst. I did not come to
fight, but if I must…” He left the words unsaid. “You and your kind are little
better than the Bloody Hand. Be grateful I—”


“You bastard!” The assassin’s face had gone white with rage,
his tone dripping hatred. “We are nothing
like those scum.”


“Kidnapping children, forcing them to become criminals like
you?” Anger flared hot and bright within the Hunter. “Even the Bloody Hand
didn’t stoop that low.”


That pushed the man over the edge and, with a furious roar,
he ripped his sword free and charged.


 












Chapter Twenty-Five 


 





 


Horror froze Ilanna in place for a single instant as Errik
charged the Hunter. She’d sensed Errik’s mounting anger—he’d taken the death of
Kindan harder than she’d expected—but she’d never expected him to lose his
temper.


That single instant was enough for the Hunter to nearly kill
her friend.


The Hunter moved fast—faster than she thought possible. His
posture shifted from looming fury to lethal grace with the agility of a
striking serpent. He stepped forward, seized Errik’s upraised sword arm, and
pivoted with impossible speed. Errik flipped over the Hunter’s shoulder to
crash hard into the floor. The Hunter followed him down, his ornate belt dagger
suddenly in his hand and poised to thrust into Errik’s neck.


“No!” The cry burst from Ilanna’s lips with the force of an
explosion. “Stop!” The cry was directed both at the Hunter and Ria, who had
drawn her assegai spear and prepared
to charge. 


She glared at Ria and shook her head. Don’t, she mouthed.


Ria bristled, but Ilanna’s expression hardened until the Ghandian
woman stepped back. 


The Hunter paused, dagger a finger’s breadth from Errik’s
throat. “Why?” He spoke without taking his eyes from Errik. “Give me one good
reason to let him live.”


“Because I’m asking you,” Ilanna said. 


At this, the Hunter shot a quizzical glance at her, one
eyebrow cocked.


“No threats, no insults, no promises.” The words poured from
Ilanna’s mouth with a force beyond her control. “Just a request from one human
being to another.”


This seemed to amuse the Hunter, for some reason. A smile
quirked his lips.


“Forgive my friend his rashness.” Ilanna scowled at Errik,
who lay on the floor, eyes fixed on the Hunter and the blade dangerously close
to his throat. He knew the legends of the Hunter as well as any—if the stories
were to be believed, that dagger could steal a man’s very soul. “The Bloody
Hand is a sensitive topic for many of us. We all lost friends to their
cruelty.” 


The way the Hunter had spoken of his vengeance against the
Bloody Hand, Ilanna could tell the act had been very personal. Few things could
motivate an assassin to wage a personal war on such a powerful organization.
There wasn’t enough gold in Voramis to make that happen, which meant the Bloody
Hand had done something to piss him off. She’d gambled that they had harmed
someone close to him, perhaps a child, even, given his passion in hunting for
the murderer that was killing children. Not a lot to go on, but with Errik’s
life on the line, she’d taken the gamble and used that to appeal to whatever
shred of decency he possessed. 


It seemed to work. He didn’t release Errik, but the dagger
didn’t continue its descent toward her friend’s throat. 


“I know what the world thinks of the Night Guild.” Ilanna
pressed her momentary advantage. “They call us monsters for what we do. Perhaps
they are right, but I make no apology for doing what is necessary to survive.
Certainly you can understand that as well.” 


The Hunter turned toward her, his gaze piercing. Though he
said nothing, Ilanna sensed she was getting through to him.


“Yet, despite what people think of us, we are nothing like the Bloody Hand!” Vitriol
dripped from Ilanna’s voice and fury burned in her gut. “They were a blight on
this world. They brought only pain and suffering, and Einan is far better off
without them.”


“On this, at least, we can agree.” The Hunter spoke in a
quiet voice, and Ilanna heard a depth of meaning she didn’t quite understand.  


“So call us thieves, killers, thugs, or criminals, but never associate us with those bastards!”
Ilanna found herself moving around the desk, striding toward the Hunter. Dagger
or no, she wouldn’t allow him to hurt Errik. She crouched in front of him, her
face a hand’s breadth from his. “And if you ever compare me and my people with
them, I will rip out your tongue, legend be damned!”


The Hunter held her gaze for a long moment, his eyes seeming
to pierce to the core of her being. A smile slowly spread on his lips, and he
actually chuckled. “Consider me warned, Guild Master.” He sheathed his dagger,
stood, and offered Errik a hand. 


The Serpent stared in stunned surprise at the Hunter’s
outstretched hand, then scowled and rolled to his feet, sheathing his sword in
one smooth motion. 


The Hunter folded his arms. “Allow me to offer you a deal,
Master Gold.”


Ilanna cocked her head. “I am listening.”


“Our goals are aligned. We both want to put an end to these
murders, and deliver the guilty to their deserved punishment.” 


His tone made Ilanna certain he had no intention of turning
the killer over to Duke Phonnis for a fair trial. She had no problems with
that. 


“I have no quarrel with your people,” the Hunter continued.
“As long as they do not interfere, I will not harm them.”


Ilanna shot him a wry smile. “How kind of you.” 


The Hunter ignored her retort. “After I have found the
killer and dealt with him, I have no reason to remain in Praamis. The city will
be yours.”


This surprised Ilanna. “Just like that? No more contracts,
no more deaths for the legendary Hunter of Voramis?”


The Hunter shook his head. “I have come here for a specific
purpose, and I will depart when I have finished. Pray to the Watcher that I do
not have cause to return.”


The words sent a little shiver of instinctive fear down
Ilanna’s spine, but she kept her expression neutral. “So be it. You are free to
use the Hawk’s Highway or the sewer tunnels, and I will ensure my people do not
interfere with your business.” She strode over to the desk, picked up the skull-headed
dagger, and tossed it to him. “Show them this, and they will know that you have
my permission to operate freely in Praamis.”


The Hunter caught the dagger without taking his eyes from
her. “A truce, then.”


“But be warned, Hunter.” Ilanna held up a finger. “My people
will also be searching for the killer. If we should find him first…”


The Hunter smiled at this. “This is one quarry you may hope
never to meet. Your people are good—better than many of the men and women I’ve
faced across Einan.” He nodded to Errik, the grudging respect between skilled
opponents. “But the killer I hunt would tear through your bravest warriors
without breaking a sweat.”


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Even the most skilled fighter can
be brought low with the right weapon.”


“True.” The Hunter inclined his head. “Yet you may find that
this enemy cannot be defeated with any of the weapons you wield.”


Ilanna struggled to conceal her puzzlement. What in the bloody hell is he talking about?
The way he said it made it sound like she hunted some kind of monster or
beast, but those belonged to the pages of story books.


The Hunter slipped the ruby-headed dagger into his cloak and
swept her a bow. “Farewell, Master Gold.”


“Watcher guide your steps, Hunter.” Ilanna inclined her head.



Just like that, the Hunter of Voramis, the assassin that
inspired terror enough to make the nobility of southern Einan wet their
britches, strode from her office. 


At the click of
the door closing, Ilanna felt as if all strength drained from her limbs. She
sagged against her desk and let out a long breath. 


“Bloody hell!” She rounded on Errik. “What in the Watcher’s
name were you thinking, rushing him like that? You could have been killed!
Fiery hell, you should have been
killed.”


“He murdered Kindan.” Errik met her gaze with a defiant
scowl. “And when I heard him talking like that—”


“You should have kept your bloody temper under control, damn
you.” Ilanna blew out another shaking breath. “The way he moved, that speed,
he’d have slit your throat before you could blink.”


“I know.” For the first time in decades, fear glinted in
Errik’s eyes. “He had me dead to rights. So why didn’t he finish it off?”


“Because we’re not his target,” Ria said. Ilanna turned to
find the woman gripping the plush armchair in white knuckles, her hands
trembling with the rush of adrenaline. “The Hunter only kills those he’s paid
to.”


“Only, in this case, I believe it’s personal for him.”
Ilanna had reached the snap judgement when Errik’s life was on the line, but
her intuition had proven true. “He doesn’t care about Chantelle or any of the
others. It’s the murdered children that set him off.”


Errik’s eyebrows rose. “You think?”


Ilanna nodded. “Think over what Tassat told you of their
encounter. The Hunter accused them of murdering children. He didn’t say
anything about the rest of the bodies.”


Ria seemed to pick up Ilanna’s train of thought. “But when
he thought Tassat wasn’t responsible for killing the children, he let them
live.” 


“Exactly.” Ilanna’s brow furrowed. “Whatever brought him to
Praamis, he’s focused on hunting the murderer now.”


“Keeper’s teeth!” Errik whistled. “So it’s true.”


Ilanna cocked an eyebrow. “What is?”


Errik scratched his beard. “A story I heard on my last visit
to Voramis.” He sat in one of the chairs beside her desk. “A rumor of dozens of
deaths around the same time the Bloody Hand was eliminated. Beggars and
outcasts, mostly those too old, weak, or sickly to live long. But among them
were a few children, and one story mentioned one of the Beggared from the House
of Need being killed. As I said, it was nothing more than speculation, but—”


“But it could put the Hunter’s actions in an interesting new
perspective.” 


Ilanna sat as well and leaned back in her chair. She’d been
too relieved at the Bloody Hand’s demise to care about the why. She had chalked it up to nothing more than a turf war, the
Bloody Hand crossing the Hunter or interfering with his business. Yet with
Errik’s story and what she’d seen of the Hunter, a new burning curiosity had
formed in her gut. 


Perhaps he’s not quite
what the legends make him out to be. That was an understatement, she knew.
Legends of the Night Guild exaggerated their cruelty and viciousness—she
encouraged such aggrandizement because it served as a useful deterrent to her
enemies. So who is the Hunter, really? 


Ilanna pushed the thought from her mind. She could speculate
later. Right now, she had to focus on locating the killer. The Hunter had come
for answers, but he’d inadvertently given her the clue she sought.


“Errik, go to Shaw and get the Hounds out on the streets. I
want them combing every street between Vendor’s Block and Baronet Wyvern’s mansion.
If there’s even a hint of where that Bluejacket was snatched or who took him, I
want it found now.” Ilanna fixed the Serpent with a stern glare. “And make sure
they understand the terms of our truce with the Hunter. Make sure everyone knows.”


Errik glowered, but Ilanna knew it was nothing more than his
instinctive reaction to what had just happened. The Serpent had spent more than
two decades training to be the best assassin in the Night Guild. Facing an
opponent as clearly superior as the Hunter could shake any man’s confidence.


Errik made to go, but Ilanna stepped forward and seized his
arm. “You almost got yourself killed today, Errik. That would have killed me,
too.”


Errik’s anger melted away. “Sorry, Ilanna.” Sorrow twisted
his face. “Kindan…he was more than just another Journeyman to me. He was the
closest thing I had to a brother.”


“A rare gift in our line of work.” Ilanna took his hand in
hers and squeezed it. “The time to mourn him will come, I promise.”


“Thank you, Ilanna.” He returned her grip for a moment, then
broke free. “I’ll see to the Hounds.” With a solemn nod to Ilanna and Ria, he
strode from the room.


Ilanna turned to Ria, only to find anger burning in the
woman’s eyes. “What?”


“I’ll rip your tongue
out, legend be damned?!” Ria’s voice held an edge of fury. “Did it ever
occur to you that that might piss him off and he’d just slash your throat
instead of Errik’s?”


“The thought did cross my mind.” Ilanna smiled.


Ria was in no mood for humor. “It’s my job to protect you,
Ilanna, but sometimes you make that job bloody difficult!” 


“It’s not your job.” Ilanna shook her head. “You’re the
Master of House Phoenix, not—”


“I don’t care what my title is.” Ria stalked around the desk
with the grace and fury of a panther on the hunter, Ilanna her prey. “It’s my
job because I bloody love you. I’d do
anything to stop you from getting hurt, but when you go and put yourself in such
a damned stupid position and piss off the Hunter of bloody Voramis, you—”


Ilanna silenced her tirade with a kiss. The encounter with
the Hunter left her more shaken than she cared to admit, and the strength of
Ria’s presence comforted her. When she broke off, she found moisture on Ria’s
face. 


“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I should have realized how
foolish I was being.” 


Ria blinked away tears. “You are my life, kauna.” The Ghandian word meant “my love”,
an endearment Ria only used in tender moments. “You and our little Hawk. If
anything happened to either of you, it would shatter my heart.” She gripped
Ilanna’s face in her strong hands and pressed another kiss to her lips. “I am
quite fond of that tongue of yours, my love, but there are days when it is far
more trouble than it’s worth!”  


“Would you believe me if I promised to mind it?” Ilanna
asked.


“Not for an instant.” Ria gave Ilanna a wry smile. “Your
strength of spirit is one of your greatest qualities, and one of the reasons I
fell in love with you all those years ago—”


“Not that many
years ago!” Ilanna protested.


“Fair enough.” Ria laughed, then her expression sobered.
“But sometimes, I fear you are too strong.”


“Only because I have you beside me.” Ilanna squeezed Ria’s
hands. “You have made me strong, Ria.” 


“If only I’d made you cautious as well.” Ria chuckled. 


“I thought you liked my daring, adventurous side?”


“Most of the time, yes.” Ria nodded. “But when you find
yourself face to face with the Hunter, I’d counsel just a shred more
circumspection next time.”


“I’ll take your words under advisement,” Ilanna said with a
grin.


Ria looked unconvinced, but before she could retort, a knock
sounded at the door.


“Enter,” Ilanna called.


Before the words had fully left her mouth, the door burst
open and Darreth scurried in, breathless. “Ilanna, I’ve found it!” 


“Found what?” Ilanna asked, curious. Darreth only failed to
address her by her title when excited or worried. 


Darreth waved a sheet of parchment at her. “The symbol! I
know what it means!” 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Six
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Angry glares met the Hunter as he exited the Guild Master’s
office. Thirty men and women crowded into the chamber beyond and though none
had drawn weapons, their expressions were wary, their postures tense.


The Hunter strode toward them without a word, simply a
confident, level gaze. They parted before him—albeit unwillingly—but the Hunter
kept moving at an unhurried pace. He’d seen the Guild Master with her people;
none of them would move against him without her command. She held the reins of
these criminals, thieves, and killers in a fist of iron. 


He consulted his mental map of the tunnels and retracted his
step to the massive room with the strange rope maze. Again, he couldn’t help
smiling as he raced up the rope ladders, leapt over broad gaps, and darted
across narrow plank bridges. It was just so enjoyable, with so many paths to
choose from that every ascent would feel brand new. 


Cool night air greeted him as he climbed out the window and
onto the flat rooftop. He drew in a deep breath, glad to be free of the stuffy
tunnels with the myriad contrasting scents of the people occupying them. Up
here, the scents and sounds of life remained far below, and he basked in the
company of the whispering wind and the fresh, clean tang of a chilly evening.


He went over his conversation with the Guild Master in his
mind. He hadn’t learned much about the killer he sought—though he had a
location to start retracing the Bluejacket’s steps—but the encounter had been
enlightening. The Night Guild might be on the same side of the law as the
Bloody Hand, yet the resemblance ended there.


Despite Master Gold’s attempts to appear callous, he’d seen
that spark of genuine humanity in her. She cared
about her people. He’d been surprised at the way she bargained for the
assassin’s life—not with threats or promises of gold, but by appealing to his
better nature. He’d heard the concern, seen the worry written in her eyes as
she saw him prepare to kill the man that had attacked him. Her assassin had
been more than just an underling, but a friend. 


He had to admit grudging respect for the assassin. Anger had
made him careless, but that blitz attack had almost caught the Hunter by
surprise. Instinct and decades of training had kicked in to pull off that
take-down. Had the assassin wielded weapons of iron instead of steel, the
Hunter might have chosen to avoid confrontation.


Yes, he’d made the right choice by accepting the truce with
the Night Guild. The less time he spent running or fighting, the sooner he
could deal with the killers and their demon master. 


He set off across the rooftop network of bridges and
walkways—the Hawk’s Highway, she called
it?—in the direction of Vendor’s Block, where the fussy secretary-looking
Journeyman had told her he’d delivered the note to the Bluejacket. He wasn’t
certain what he was searching for, but he had to at least try looking for any
clues that could lead him to the killers.


Half an hour later, he dropped from the rooftop onto the
silent, empty Path of Penitence. The Lady’s Bells had just rung the third hour
of the morning, long before even the early-morning merchants arose to prepare
for the day’s sales. He had the streets to himself for an hour or two.


Not entirely to
himself, it turned out. His boots had barely touched the ground when he heard
the clank of armor, saw a glimmer of
light coming from around a nearby corner. 


Damned Praamian
Guards! He ducked into a nearby alleyway and into the shadows of a doorway,
his teeth grinding in frustration as he waiting for the patrol to pass. The
olive-clad guardsmen marched at an unhurried pace, and it seemed an eternity
before the tromp, tromp of their
boots faded into the night. 


The Hunter didn’t know how long he had before the next
patrol; he’d have to cover ground as quickly as he could while still keeping an
eye out for…what exactly? If the boy had been snatched the previous day, what
sort of traces would remain to mark his abduction? Aside from the few tracks
he’d found beside the dumped body—drag marks, two bootprints, and a round mark
that could have been left by a knee—there’d been no other marks.


The thought of that first body made him pause. Drag marks? 


His mind flashed back to the body he’d stumbled upon after
killing the Night Guild assassin on the rooftops. The killers had encased the
girl’s head in plaster, wrapped her in canvas, and carried her to the dump site—or, at least, he hadn’t found anything
to indicate the body had been dragged. Yet the Bluejacket had been dragged, his
body found without plaster mask or canvas wrapping. The only thing the two
bodies had had in common was that strange Serenii-looking symbol carved into
their chests. 


Could there be two killers? 


The Hunter mulled that over in his mind. Two killers
operating in Praamis at the same time. Unlikely, but not impossible. One killer
dragging a body, meaning he—or she—lacked the strength to carry the child. The
other killers, the group he’d seen in the sewers, carrying out their strange
ritual with the plaster mask. 


But what about that symbol? Both bodies had born the same
markings. If there were two killers, why did they show up on both victims?


One killer or two—the evidence pointed at both options. He
couldn’t figure out which scenario proved most likely.


Growling in frustration, he slipped out of the alley and set
off down the road, following the route he guessed the Bluejacket would have
taken to reach Baronet Wyvern’s mansion in The Gardens. Within a few hundred
paces, he had to admit the effort would likely prove fruitless. He had no lamp
to drive back the shadows, but a light would simply draw the attention of the
Praamian Guards. His tracking skills were adequate at best—he’d always relied
on Soulhunger and his keen sense of smell when hunting his victims. 


Time to approach this from a new angle, he decided. 


He abandoned his hunt for clues and took once more to the
rooftops, just in time to avoid another Praamian Guard patrol. Crouched in the
shadows of an overhang, he considered his next plan of attack.


The Night Guild controlled crime in Praamis, but it seemed
they knew as little about the killer as he did. Thankfully, they weren’t the only source of useful information. In
fact, when it came to facts and secrets, no one proved as wealthy as the Hidden
Circle.


He’d learned of the Hidden Circle in Voramis years earlier.
A sect of alchemists practicing their craft in defiance of the Secret Keepers’
embargo on alchemy of any sort. Graeme, his fat alchemist friend from Voramis,
numbered among them. 


Yet alchemy only provided a small percentage of the Hidden
Circle’s true wealth and power. They traded in information of every sort—one never knew what could be
valuable in the wrong hands. The Hunter had used that to rope Graeme into his
quest to sustain Kharna. After all, the information he had to offer on the
Serenii, Enarium, the Abiarazi, and the truth of the gods of Einan was
something no one else in the world could offer. It had proven compelling enough
to not only get Graeme’s cooperation, but actually convinced him to join his
mission. Graeme had used his contacts in the Hidden Circle—which operated in
every city around Einan—to help him hunt demons. 


The Hidden Circle had helped him discover the temples of
Kara-ket, where he’d hunted the Sage and the Warmaster. They knew things that
few others in the world did, or should. 


If anyone can point me in the right direction, it will be
them.


And, thanks to his partnership with Graeme, he knew just how
to find them.


 


* * *


 


“Good evening, Liak.” 


The Hunter stifled a grin at the man’s startled surprise;
the sight more than made up for the foul, suffocating reek of wood ash, potash,
and tannins—the chemicals used to treat leather—that covered the noxious aromas
of the concoctions brewed by the secret alchemists. 


“W-Who the bloody hell are you?” Liak pushed his horn-rimmed
spectacles up his hooked nose and squinted up at the Hunter. “How did you get
in here?”


The alchemist’s shop was the exact opposite of Graeme’s
Voramian establishment. Neat to the point of compulsion, not a speck of dust on
any of the vials lining his shelf. The sign outside proclaimed him to be
“Brewster Amos, Master of Elixirs”, though Graeme had given the Hunter Liak’s
true name in case he’d need the Hidden Circle’s assistance.


“I am the Hunter of Voramis. I believe we have a mutual
acquaintance. Graeme of The Angry Goblin Bookstore.”


Liak’s face went white at the Hunter’s name, then purple at
the mention of Graeme. “That fat bastard betrayed me? The Hidden Circle will—”


“Do nothing.” The Hunter fixed him with a stern glare. “The
information I have delivered to the Hidden Circle has earned me their full cooperation.”
He pulled out a small silver coin, which depicted three interlocking rings—the
symbol of the Hidden Circle.


Liak’s eyes narrowed as he squinted down at the coin, then
up at the Hunter. “Hmmm.” He pursed his lips. “Curious, yet not unheard of.
Though I must admit interest in the story behind how you came by that token.”


“That’s for Graeme to tell you, or not.” The Hunter
shrugged. “As for me, I’ve come for answers that I believe you are best-suited
to answer.” 


“And what, pray tell, do you seek?” Liak leaned back in his
chair. His spectacles made his eyes appear even larger, more owlish. 


The Hunter folded his arms. “What do you know of these
murders?”  


“Which?” Liak frowned. “So many people die in Praamis every
day, it is hard to keep track of them all.”


“Save your clever charm for someone who will appreciate it,”
the Hunter growled. “You know precisely which murders I’m talking about.”


Liak sighed, removed his spectacles, and rubbed his eyes.
“Truly vicious, these killings. Men, women, even children now.”


“One of Lady Chasteyn’s Bluejackets among them.” 


Liak nodded. “News of that reached me this morning.” 


“Did you hear about another body this evening?” the Hunter
asked.


This piqued Liak’s interest. “Another body? A second
Bluejacket?”


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “Or, at least there were no
indications that she was one of the orphans from the House of Mercy.”


“She?” Liak took up a quill and scribbled something onto a
piece of parchment. “Where was the body found?”


“In an alley near Old Town Market.”


Liak finished writing with a flourish and blew on the
parchment to dry the ink. The Hunter didn’t know what the man had written down,
but over the last few years with Graeme, he’d been amazed by what the Hidden
Circle could do with information others would discard or consider useless.


“How many bodies have been dropped in all?” Graeme’s reports
had mentioned three, but they’d been written ten days earlier before the Hunter
left Voramis. 


Liak fumbled among the papers scattered across his desk,
found one, and held it up to his face. “Thirteen, in total. The Praamian Guards
found the bodies of four men, two women, including a prostitute from The Gilded
Chateau, and until this morning, just one
child.” He added a short note to the bottom of the parchment. “Add the
Bluejacket and the second body you found, plus the bodies discovered in the
Field of Mercy—”


“Wait, there were bodies found in the Field of Mercy?” The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. 


The Field of Mercy was a vast, empty field that bordered the
eastern edge of Watcher’s Square, the broad plaza in front of the Royal Palace
of Praamis. A hundred paces wide and forty across, its innocuous appearance hid
treacherous quicksand that had claimed hundreds, perhaps thousands, of
criminals. And now, it seems murder
victims. 


Liak pursed his lips. “They were discovered by…a third party
who brought them to our attention. We took care of the evidence before the
Praamian Guard learned of them.” He fixed the Hunter with a curious gaze. “All
were children, roughly of an age with the Bluejacket.”


The Hunter’s blood ran cold. Five more children?


“Curiously enough,” Liak continued, “none bore that strange
symbol present on the other bodies. A bastardization of a Serenii rune, I
believe, though I have little familiarity with that ancient language.”


“What if there are actually two killers?” The fact that more
bodies had turned up without the symbol carved into their flesh lent credence
to his theory. “Only one of them is
leaving those marks, and the other is…” He trailed off, uncertain of how the
other murderer was killing their victims.


“An intriguing theory.” Liak frowned and scratched at a
drooping ear lobe. “That would explain the two poisons used.”


“Two poisons?” The Hunter’s eyebrows shot up.


Liak consulted his paper again. “Night Petal and Flaming
Tansy. Both rare poisons, neither of which should be available here in Praamis.
Flaming Tansy comes from Fehl, across the Frozen Sea. Night Petal, however,
grows in abundance in the south of Einan, in the city of Shalandra.”


The Hunter had encountered Flaming Tansy once, long ago,
when he pursued a target across the sea to Fehl. He’d taken far longer to shake
off its potent effects than most of the venoms and poisons he’d faced—though
that had been before he knew the
truth of his demonic heritage or his healing abilities. Night Petal was
unfamiliar to him, though to be fair, his knowledge of poisons was far less
extensive than Graeme’s. 


He pondered the revelation. Two poisons might confirm two
killers!


“Shalandra, interesting.” Liak’s voice turned musing, and he
turned his gaze up to the Hunter. “And this second body you found, this young
girl, you are certain she was not one
of Lady Chasteyn’s Bluejackets?”


“The killer dumped her with no clothing, so I cannot be
certain.” The Hunter narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask?”


Liak tapped the quill against his lips, splattering ink on
his hand and neck. “Because one dead Bluejacket is simply foul play, but two
could be a pattern. One that points in the direction of Baronet Wyvern.”


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Seven 


 





 


Darreth rushed over and slapped the parchment down on
Ilanna’s desk. “Look.”


The parchment bore twenty or more depictions of the symbol,
drawn by Darreth’s precise hand. Yet he pointed to two symbols at the upper
right hand corner. It looked as if he’d deconstructed the mark, separating it
into the strange moon-and-star image and the circle-and-line exterior.


Words poured from Darreth’s mouth in an excited rush. “I was
so focused on seeing it as a whole, but when I did this—” He pointed to a
half-drawn symbol on one side of the parchment. “—that’s when I realized that
what I thought was one symbol was actually two.” 


Ilanna stared down at the two symbols Darreth had drawn side
by side. She could see how they would interlock to form the strange mark carved
into the murder victims’ chests. 





“What do they mean?” she asked. “The two symbols.”


“Ah, that is the fascinating part!” Darreth raced from the
room and came back a moment later with a book clasped in his hands. Though the
book was badly burned, its metal binding twisted and warped, Ilanna recognized
the volume even without opening it and reading the words written on the stiff,
age-yellowed pages. The sight brought back fond memories of the woman that had
owned it—the tiny, bespectacled Journeyman Donneh had embodied the word “quirky”—and
sorrow at her passing. 


Darreth set the book on the table. “I found this among
Journeyman Donneh’s belongings after her death. Master Scorpion immediately set
Acaria and Orach to copying down anything that could be salvaged. They are the
only ones that can read the Secret Keeper script.” 


Ilanna remembered Journeyman Donneh saying the book had been
stolen from the Temple of Whispers decades earlier. The Secret Keepers’ volume
contained treasured information that the priests of the Mistress would kill to
keep secret. 


“In the course of her work, Acaria came across this.”
Darreth flipped to a section near the back of the book. “Once she had finished
copying the pages, she brought it to me, knowing my love of such things.”


Ilanna stared down at the writing on the page. There were
two distinct scripts, equally illegible to her: the larger bore a strong
resemblance to the symbols carved into the murder victims’ chests, while the
other, smaller script, written into the margins like notes, looked a lot like
the runes she’d seen when she snuck into the Temple of Whispers in Voramis. 


“From what Acaria has been able to decipher, this was
written by a Secret Keeper by the name of Suroth.” Excitement elevated
Darreth’s voice to a higher pitch. “This Suroth dedicated his life to the study
of the ancient Serenii, everything from their architecture to their alchemical
creations to their script.”


The Serenii, an ancient long-gone race of beings, had
possessed knowledge and technology that far exceeded the most advanced
creations today. They had constructed breathtaking monuments like the Black
Spire, the impossibly tall tower at the heart of Old Praamis, and their knowledge
of alchemy had led to the creation of Derelana’s Lance and Kharna’s Breath, the
two alchemical concoctions that had contributed to the success of the Lord
Auslan heist.  


Darreth tapped a slim finger against a rune that was identical
to the horseshoe-shaped half of the deconstructed symbol. “According to this
Secret Keeper Suroth, this marking refers to the concept of death. But not
death as the end of all things, but as a gateway to a new life, a rebirth as it
were.”


“And the other symbol?” Ilanna asked. She scanned the page
but could find nothing that resembled the crescent moon and star depiction. 


Darreth turned a couple of pages, nearly ripping the burned parchment
in his excitement. “Here!” He pointed to a symbol that was an exact match. “This
symbol means ‘world beyond’.”


“World beyond?” Ilanna cocked an eyebrow. 


Darreth nodded. “Some philosophers believe that there are
other worlds like ours, though they tend to dwell more on the spiritual and
moral ramifications of such alternate realities rather than delving into the
science of how such a thing could be possible. Similar to how it is believed
the demons came from multiple hells—the fiery hell, frozen hell, barren hell,
and so on.”


Ilanna forced herself to keep listening; Darreth might take
a long time to get to his point, but when he did, he usually provided something
of real value. 


“However, I believe the two symbols combined have a far less
esoteric significance.” Darreth looked up at her with a grin. “When you combine
them, what do you get?”


“Death and rebirth, a world beyond.” Ilanna frowned. “Wait,
you mean like the Sleepless Lands?”


Darreth nodded. “Precisely!” 


“What are the Sleepless Lands?” Ria put in from beside
Ilanna. 


Ilanna’s brow furrowed. “Did they not teach you about them in
Ghandia?”  


“No,” Ria said.


“The Sleepless Lands is the name given to the realm of the
Long Keeper,” Darreth explained. “When we pass from this world into his eternal
embrace, we are sent to the Sleepless Lands, a realm of unparalleled beauty and
joy. There, we no longer require sleep, but remain awake forever to enjoy the
splendor of this paradise.”


“Interesting.” Ria pursed her lips. “My people tell of a
similar place—Pharadesi—where the
spirits of our loved ones await us. But, unlike your Sleepless Lands, we
believe the spirits can still speak with us from Pharadesi, offer us their wisdom and guidance.”


“Fascinating.” Darreth beamed. “I must sit down with you and
write down all of the knowledge of your people. That I have not done so yet,
after all your years with us, is an utter transgression on my part. I feel an
utter fool for having failed to add the knowledge of your people to ours.”


Ria nodded. “I will make time.”


“That’s well and all,” Ilanna cut in. “But why does this
symbol and its relation to the Sleepless Lands have anything to do with
murders?”


“Ah, that is where things turn even more interesting.”
Darreth snapped the book shut and perched on the edge of one of the chairs
before the desk. “While I, personally, have never had the good fortune to
travel outside our city, one of my fellow Scorpions took it upon himself to
take the pilgrim’s road to Shalandra. To learn more about the City of the Dead,
and to study the myriad flora and fauna that grows there.”


Ilanna ground her teeth as Darreth went off on a tangent
about the exotic flowers that grew along the clifftops overlooking the tombs of
Shalandra. “Focus, Darreth!” she said finally.


“Er, of course.” Darreth adjusted his spectacles and took a
deep breath. “One of the flowers my fellow Scorpion found along his journeys
was a potent one, with many strange and unusual properties. The people of
Shalandra called it Keeper’s Bloom, but for the rest of Einan, it is known as
Night Petal.”


The name sent a jolt down Ilanna’s spine, and she
straightened. “The second poison!” 


“Precisely.” Darreth nodded. “Night Petal grows in abundance
in the rocky mountain soil, and it is harvested by the people of Shalandra for
a deep purple dye, to smoke like tabacc leaf,
and for many more purposes. However, it is also used by the Keeper’s Priests in
their rituals.”


“Keeper’s Priests?” Ilanna’s brow furrowed. Twelve of the
thirteen gods had their own priesthood, but no sane Einari would worship the
Long Keeper. Attracting the attention of the sleepless god of death would only
end in misery. “You’re telling me there’s a priesthood dedicated to serving the
Long Keeper?”


“Shalandra is unique in its worship of the Long Keeper above
the Master and the other gods,” Darreth explained. “In fact, the priests of the
Keeper number among the most influential in Shalandra. The clerics on the
Keeper’s Council and the Necroseti all but rule the city—its Pharus is little
more than a figurehead.”


“So a Shalandran is killing people in Praamis?” Ilanna
asked, confused. 


“Yes and no.” Darreth turned both palms upward. “The Night
Petal poison comes from Shalandra, but it is very possible that it was simply brought from the City of the Dead to
Praamis, where it is being used by one of our own people.”


Ria’s brow furrowed. “Is travel between the two cities
common?”


“No!” Triumph brightened Darreth’s expression. “In fact, to
my knowledge, there is only one man in all of Praamis that has regular dealings
with the Shalandrans.”


A memory flashed through Ilanna’s mind, and immediately she
knew who Darreth referred to. “Baronet Wyvern!” 


“Precisely.” Darreth nodded. “The Baronet’s fortune is
largely derived from his trade with the Shalandrans. The fact that the city is
built on a mountain means they have little arable farmland to grow crops and
raise herds to—”


“Did you say on a mountain?” Ria cut in. “The City of the
Dead on a mountain?” 


Darreth nodded. “Yes. Why?”


Ilanna studied Ria. The woman’s expression had turned
strange, her face paler than Ilanna had ever seen it. 


“I-It’s nothing.” Ria gave a dismissive wave. “Go on.”


Darreth cleared his throat. “As I was saying, Baronet Wyvern
does a great deal of business with the Shalandrans, trading food supplies for
access to shalanite and what little Shalandran steel he is permitted to access.”


Ilanna had heard of these things. Shalanite was a mineral
found exclusively in Alshuruq, the
mountain into which the city of Shalandra had been built. The stone had begun
to replace marble as the decorative stone of choice for the nobility, and
stonemasons prized it for its veneer, hardness, and uniformity when cut.
Shalanite was also a critical component required for the production of
Shalandran steel, the best-quality steel on all of Einan—a rival even for the
Secret Keeper-forged Odarian steel. Shalandra only allowed a trickle of the
steel to be used in trade, making it even more valuable and desirable. The man
who handled the export of these two commodities ought to be rich, indeed. 


“The Baronet makes trips to Shalandra two or three times a
year,” Darreth continued. “And he returned from his last journey just over a
month ago.”


“A month ago,” Ilanna echoed. “Just a few days before the
first body turned up dead.”


“Could it be a coincidence?” Darreth shook his head. “I’m
not inclined to believe so. And, when you factor in this, I believe you will come to realize the truth.”


Ilanna studied the seven dots Darreth had drawn on the
parchment. “That’s the pattern that was branded onto the victims’ foreheads.”


“Yes. But the significance isn’t in the dots or the pattern,
but in the number.” He beamed. “Seven, like the seven faces of the Long
Keeper.”


“Seven faces?” Ilanna wrinkled her nose. “I’ve never heard
of that.”


“Another strange Shalandran belief.” Darreth gave her a
knowing smile. “Mercy, justice, vengeance, sorrow, joy, eternity, and change.
According to my fellow Scorpion, many Shalandrans tattoo these seven dots on
their bodies as a sign of reverence to their god.”


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. She’d seen a tattoo like that, or at
least a fragment. But where?
Realization hit her. On Baronet Wyvern’s
back. 


In The Gilded Chateau, when Baronet Wyvern had tried to flee
without paying for his pleasure, she’d caught a glimpse of black dots on his
shoulder. She’d written them off as nothing more than moles or beauty marks. But what if they were actually tattoos? When
she added that to the link to Shalandra and the Night Petal, all evidence
pointed her squarely in the Baronet’s direction.


“Send for Master Serpent at once,” she told Darreth. “Tell
him I want him and three of his best to come with me. We’re going to pay
Baronet Wyvern a visit.”


“Of course, Guild Master.” Darreth bowed, a little smile on
his lips. “Forgive me, but I already took the liberty of sending a runner to
fetch Master Serpent before he got too far. He should be—ah.” He grinned wider
as the door opened and Errik strode in. “There he is.”


“What’s going on, Ilanna?” Errik asked. “Shaw’s getting
ready to head out—”


“Let him lead the Hounds,” Ilanna cut him off with a shake
of her head. “You’re coming with me.” She filled him in on Darreth’s discovery
and the evidence linking Baronet Wyvern to the murders. “Grab three of your
best and meet me in The Gardens in half an hour.”


“Of course, Master Gold.” Errik rushed from the room with a
nod to Darreth.


“Darreth.”


Darreth had turned to leave, but Ilanna’s call stopped him.
“Guild Master?”


“As always, words fail to convey how impressed I am with
your work.” Ilanna stepped closer and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Thank
you, my friend.”


Darreth blushed and swept a deep bow. “Of course, Master
Gold.”


Ilanna rolled her eyes as the man scuttled out of the room.
He still refused to call her Ilanna, even in private. She turned to Ria and
opened her mouth to speak.


“I’m coming with you,” Ria said before Ilanna made a sound.
“Chantelle’s dead because of the Baronet, and if you even think of trying to
talk me out—”


“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Ilanna smiled. “I was just going
to ask if you’d like to run the Hawk’s Highway with me. Sunrise isn’t far off,
and there’s no way I’d rather greet the morning than up there with you.”


Ria grinned. “Of course.”


“You going to tell me what’s so important about the City of
the Dead and the mountain?” Ilanna asked in a casual tone.


Ria’s grin froze, and her eyes grew suddenly distant.
“It’s…unrelated to these murders. A matter for another time.”


“You know I’m not going to let it go, right?” Ilanna cocked
an eyebrow. “If something’s troubling you—”


“It’s not about me.” Ria shook her head. “When all this is
over, I will tell you, you have my word.” 


“I’m going to hold you to that promise.” Ilanna strode
around her desk and pulled out her Hawk gear from the drawer. “For now, I fancy
a bit of a run.”


 


* * *


 


Ilanna hated that Ria was barely breathing hard by the time
they reached the entrance to The Gardens. Evidently, the duties of House
Phoenix gave Ria more time to run the Hawk’s Highway or train with Errik, while
Ilanna felt trapped behind her desk most days. Ria didn’t tease her in words,
but her grin spoke volumes.


As Ilanna dropped to the street, four figures detached from
the pre-dawn shadows and strode toward her. 


“Master Gold.” Errik nodded. “Ready on your word.”


Ilanna studied the three Serpents: Tassat, Sys, and Kalla
numbered among Errik’s best.


Errik suddenly grinned. “And, I hope you don’t mind, but I
invited along an old friend.” 


A fifth figure loomed in the darkness, and Ilanna’s eyes
flew wide as she recognized the man.


“Jarl!” She felt like squealing and throwing her arms around
Jarl, so she settled for the latter—a girlish squeal lacked the dignity of her
station as Master Gold, but in the present trusted company, she could afford to
let down her guard long enough to pull her friend into a tight hug. 


“Didn’t forget me, I hope.” A huge man with sloped
shoulders, a blocky head topped with shaggy blonde hair, and a broad smile on
his rugged face stepped toward her. 


“Never!” Ilanna’s face felt like it would split in two from
smiling so hard. “I see training the Pathfinders has kept you in good
shape.”  


The Pathfinders belonged to House Hawk, but instead of
stealing, they built and repaired the ladders, ropes, bridges, and walkways of
the Hawk’s Highway. Jarl’s size made him too big to dance across tightropes or
slip through windows, but it served him well for hauling supplies across
rooftops. His sharp mind was responsible for the expansion of the Hawk’s
Highway across all of Praamis—even into The Gardens and Old Praamis.


Jarl grunted, eloquent as always, but his huge hand squeezed
hers before he stepped back. 


Ilanna swallowed the momentary happiness and focused on the
business at hand. “We need Baronet Wyvern alive long enough to answer some
questions. After that…” She shrugged.


Errik nodded. “Tassat, Kalla, go in through the rooftop. Sys,
you’re with me around back.” He smiled up at Jarl. “As for you, big man, you’re
getting Ilanna through the front door.”


Jarl grinned and cracked his knuckles.


Without a word, the four Serpents slipped into the shadows.
Ilanna waiting a minute to give them enough time to get ahead and into
position, then nodded to Jarl and Ria. “Let’s go.”


They strode through The Gardens, wary for patrols, but
moving at a steady pace toward Baronet Wyvern’s mansion. The five-story, solid
stone fortress-like manor and its surrounding gardens were dark, the gates
closed. Baronet Wyvern had returned from the party hours ago, and he’d be
asleep in bed until late morning. 


He’s in for a rude awakening, then.


Ilanna, Ria, and Jarl scaled the wall using the grappling
hooks the Pathfinder set in place and strode up the white paving stone pathway
toward the front door. No guards greeted them or tried to halt their progress—a
courtesy of the Serpents’ poison-coated darts.


She nodded to Jarl. “Do it.”


The huge Pathfinder lifted one massive foot and drove his
boot into the wooden double doors. The steel locking mechanism snapped free of
the door in a spray of splinters and clattered across the tiled floor within.
Jarl shouldered into the mansion with Ilanna and Ria on his heels.


A grey-haired majordomo glided from a back room but, after
one look at them, squawked and fled. Jarl wore a huge pair of brass knuckles
and carried a metal-studded club, while Ria wielded her assegai spear and long dagger. Ilanna carried multiple daggers
concealed around her person, but she didn’t bother to draw them. She needed no
more than her reputation as the Master of the Night Guild to frighten the enemy
she’d come to see.


They moved quietly up the plush-carpeted stairs toward the
Baronet’s bedroom on the third level. At Ilanna’s nod, Jarl kicked the door,
and the force of his blow tore it free of its hinges. 


Through the doorway, Ilanna could see a body lying in a heap
on the floor, and the Hunter of Voramis crouching over it. 


 












Chapter Twenty-Eight


 





 


“Explain,” the Hunter demanded. “Why would Baronet Wyvern
want to kill Bluejackets?”


“I’m certain he has little reason to hate the orphan
children personally,” Liak said with a shake of his head. “In this case, it’s
all business.”


The Hunter narrowed his eyes. When it came to gold and
commerce, people could do far worse than kill. 


“Baronet Wyvern has built his fortune on importing shalanite
stone and Shalandran steel. Both very valuable
commodities, due to their limited availability outside the City of the Dead.” 


Liak seemed to realize that he’d splattered ink on himself,
and set about wiping up the mess with a filthy rag as he spoke. “However, the
Hidden Circle has learned that he is not content with his incomes from his
trade with Shalandra. He has sought new means to expand his earnings.” He
raised an eyebrow for emphasis. “Less than legitimate means.”


The Hunter’s gut tightened. He’d met—and killed—more than a
few noblemen that supplemented their income through illegitimate means,
everything from blackmail to brothels to smuggling opiates to human
trafficking. Wealthy men around the world were all the same; they wouldn’t
hesitate to do whatever added to their fortunes.


“However,” Liak continued, “with the Night Guild controlling
most of the extra-legal trades in Praamis, the Baronet’s options are somewhat
limited. He has, therefore, taken up smuggling powdered crushweed into Praamis
and distributing the narcotic to his fellow nobleman. Quite an increase in
recent months, actually, which put him in direct competition with the Lord Chasteyn. It seems House Chasteyn supplements
income they derive from trade agreements with Drash by smuggling in the equally
potent wishleaf.”


The Hunter’s jaw clenched. “So Baronet Wyvern is killing
Bluejackets to tarnish the Chasteyn’s reputation? Mess up his trade agreements
with the Drashi?” An oblique attack, yet one that could prove surprisingly
effective. A vast majority of the business on Einan was conducted based on a
noble house’s word of honor.  


“That was the thought.” Liak nodded. “However, if only one Bluejacket has turned up dead, there
is no pattern and thus nothing to point at the Baronet. The Shalandran poison
could be nothing more than a coincidence.” He toyed with the feathers of his
quill. “Though, to be fair, I would have considered Baronet Wyvern anyway.
After all, given his proclivities...” He trailed off.


The Hunter remembered the blackmail note sent by the Night
Guild. “Young Lady Riandra’s blood is on
your hands.” The Baronet had said the young lady’s death was an accidental
overdose, but what if that had been a desperate lie to stop the Hunter from
killing him? What if Baronet Wyvern really was
a killer and Lady Riandra’s death had given him a taste for bloodshed?


His hands balled into tight fists. The bastard! The thought of Baronet Wyvern killing children for the
sake of business brought acid surging to the back of his throat. Time to pay the nobleman another visit, but
one far less polite.


“Thank you,” the Hunter said, and gave the alchemist a nod. 


Liak inclined his head. “It is no more than that token you
carry demands.” His expression grew musing. “Tell me, do you intend to kill
Baronet Wyvern?” 


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Would that be a problem?” 


“Oh, certainly not!” Liak shook his head as he reached for
another of the parchments on his desk. “However, if someone were to have
warning of the Baronet’s untimely demise before
it occurred, they might be able to make a few shrewd
investments—investments that would pay off as soon as news of the nobleman’s
death became public knowledge.” He fixed the Hunter with an owlish gaze, quill
poised over the parchment.


The Hunter suppressed a grimace. Yes, men are the same all
the world over. One man’s death is another man’s profit. 


He nodded. “If Baronet is the one behind these murders, he
will not live to see the sun rise.”


“Excellent.” Liak scribbled something on the parchment and
set it aside to dry. “If there is nothing else you desire of the Hidden Circle,
I will consider our transaction complete.” 


The Hunter cocked his head. “Transaction?” 


“Exchange of information.” Liak blinked, surprised.
“Knowledge is coin, Hunter.” 


“Indeed.” The Hunter stifled a growl at the man’s callous
attitude. “I will return if I have more questions.”


Liak bowed from his seat. “Until we meet again, then.”


The Hunter’s gut roiled as he turned away from the alchemist
and slipped out of the window through which he’d entered, but it had little to
do with the reek of the tanneries. Men who dealt in facts and secrets often
forgot that they spoke of real people, real deaths, real consequences. As a
killer, he faced the reality every time he shattered a bone or crushed a skull.


His anger at the alchemist’s heartlessness gave way to fury
over Baronet Wyvern’s actions. 


The nobleman murdered children in the name of profit. That
is something I cannot forgive. He touched Soulhunger’s hilt. Tonight, I am the
hand of the Watcher, and I deliver justice for the forgotten. 


The Bluejackets and the other children murdered by Baronet
Wyvern would have vengeance. 


He raced toward the nearby alley and found the hanging rope
ladder that led up to the rooftops. Less than a minute later, he was sprinting
across the Night Guild’s strange highway, his steps leading in the direction of
The Gardens. The blocky, stone-walled mansions of The Gardens were dark,
leaving only the pale glow of the half-moon and twinkling stars to guide the
way.


The Hunter climbed over the wall with ease, raced through
the darkened gardens, and scaled the side of the Baronet’s mansion to reach the
third-floor balcony. Slipping through the still-unlatched window, he strode
with a determined step down the hall that led to Baronet Wyvern’s office.


He marched through the office and through the adjoining door
to the nobleman’s bedroom. His fists clenched as he caught sight of Baronet
Wyvern sitting slumped on the floor, back against his bed, a bottle clutched in
his hand. 


“Baronet Wyvern,” he growled in a deep voice, “this night,
you answer for your sins.”


The Baronet didn’t move, didn’t speak. With a snarl, the
Hunter strode around the bed and glared down at the man. 


The words never left his lips. Baronet Wyvern was dead. The
metallic tang of blood hung thick about the man; long streams of still-drying
crimson leaked from the eerie symbol carved into his bare chest. 


The Hunter’s gut clenched as he inhaled and found the stink
of demon hanging in the air. Faint, but present—the demon hadn’t killed the
Baronet in person, but one of his hooded minions from the sewer had.  


The Hunter put a finger to the man’s neck to feel for a
pulse. Nothing. The body sagged to the side and slumped to the floor with a
soft thump. 


The body was still cooling, so the Baronet had died within
the last hour or two. The killers had been in such a hurry they hadn’t had time
to encase the nobleman’s head in plaster or burn those seven strange dots into
his forehead. The Hunter’s nostrils picked up the stink of demon and blood, but
no trace of poison. 


Keeper’s teeth! The
Hunter’s mind raced. If Baronet Wyvern had
been the one leaving the bodies, why would he turn up dead now, that
strange symbol carved into his chest?
Had one of the family members of his victims tracked him down and killed him?
That felt too thin, too coincidental to be real. Most likely, the Baronet had
been killed by one or more of the men he’d seen in the sewer tunnels. 


The question is why?  


At that moment, the door flew inward, ripped off its hinges
by a powerful blow. The Hunter crouched, hand dropping to Soulhunger’s hilt,
and whirled toward the door to face the new threat. 


And found himself face to face with the Master of the Night
Guild. 


 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Nine 


 





 


“Assassin!” Jarl roared and rushed through the door ahead of
her. “Ilanna, stay behind me!” 


“Jarl, no!” Ilanna cried, but the huge Pathfinder ignored
her. 


Jarl’s huge fist swung for the Hunter’s head. The blow,
backed by the prodigious power in the Pathfinder’s huge body and the weight of
his oversized steel knuckles, should have crushed the Hunter.


But the Hunter was simply not there. 


The assassin moved in a blur, his cloak flaring out as he
whirled out of the path of Jarl’s bone-shattering punch. 


Ilanna’s gut clenched. “Jarl, stop!” 


“Keep back, Ilanna!” Jarl roared, and swung another blow,
trying to hit the moving Hunter. His fist struck wood instead of flesh and the
thick post of Baronet Wyvern’s bed shattered, spraying splinters. 


Then the Hunter was flying toward Jarl and Ilanna heard a
loud crack as the assassin’s elbow
smashed into the huge man’s face. Jarl staggered, dazed, but struck out with a
lucky punch that caught the Hunter in the chest. The blow knocked the Hunter
backward, off the bed. Yet the assassin was too quick—impossibly so—and landed
on his feet. 


“Jarl!” Ilanna leapt past the huge Pathfinder and planted
herself between him and the Hunter. “Stop at once!” 


“He’s—”


“He’s not our enemy!” Ilanna raised her hands to stop her
friend. She barely reached Jarl’s chest, but her voice had the desired effect. 


“What?” Jarl’s eyes narrowed as his gaze snapped from Ilanna
to the Hunter and back. 


“Like she said, I’m not your enemy.” The Hunter’s voice was
hard—Ilanna almost thought she detected a hint of pain, but he hid it well.
“Right now, we both want the same thing. We want to find out who murdered
Baronet Wyvern.”


Jarl’s breathing slowed and the pulsing vein in his forehead
diminished as he lowered his hands. Yet his eyes never left the Hunter;
suspicion filled his gaze as he tracked the Hunter’s movements.


The Hunter strode toward Ilanna and crouched beside Baronet
Wyvern’s body. “Look.” 


Ilanna followed his pointing finger and saw the strange
symbol etched into his chest. “The killer’s handiwork.”


The Hunter nodded. “The question is why.”


“And why not the rest of the ritual?” Ilanna added. “The
plaster mask, the poison, the seven dots branded into the forehead.”


The Hunter narrowed his eyes as he studied the body. “A
clean death, a quick thrust to the chest.” He pointed to a stab wound at the
upper edge of the symbol. 


“Just like with the others.” Ilanna and stood. “But this is
a problem. All our indications pointed at Baronet Wyvern as the one responsible
for the murders.”


The Hunter nodded and fixed her with a curious gaze. “Mine,
too.” 


Ilanna arched an eyebrow. “You found the Shalandran
connection? The Night Petal?”


“Yes,” the Hunter replied. “And his connection to the
Chasteyns.”


This came as news to Ilanna. “What connection?” 


A smile tugged at the Hunter’s lips. “You didn’t know?” 


Ilanna scowled. “Right now, we’ve got two choices, Hunter.
Seems like we’ve both reached the same conclusion, which means we’re both on
the wrong track of the real murderer.
Or whoever did this to Baronet Wyvern, either to send us a message or to
silence the nobleman before he sent us down the right path.” 


The Hunter cocked his head. “And what are our two choices,
then?”  


“Either we keep stubbornly trying to find our way alone, or
we work together to take the bastard down.”


“Ilanna!” Ria’s voice held a note of shocked surprise. 


Truth be told, Ilanna couldn’t believe what she’d just said,
either. The words had slipped from her mouth before she’d given it real
thought, but now that they were out, she realized that truly was the best option. The Hunter
doubtless had valuable resources of his own—how else had he reached Baronet
Wyvern before she had, even without the Night Guild at his back. She could make
use of those resources and the skills he clearly possessed to help put an end
to the murders.


Hell, they don’t call him the Hunter for nothing!


“An intriguing proposal.” The Hunter’s bemused smile
returned. “And why, pray tell, would I want to work with you?”


“Because you’re one man, but I’ve got hundreds of eyes,
ears, and minds to call on.” Ilanna met his gaze with calm confidence. He might
be the Hunter of Voramis, but she was Master of the Night Guild, with a
reputation equally as fearsome as his. “If we combine our knowledge and skills,
our chances of finding the killer doubles.” 


“Your people have a nasty habit of trying to kill me.” The
Hunter shot a glance at Jarl and his hand went to his chest—evidently Jarl’s
steel-backed punch had done more damage than the assassin cared to admit. “Yet
you expect me to trust you?”


“Who said anything about trust?” Ilanna snorted. “You don’t
seem the type.”


“Neither do you,” the Hunter shot back, though with more
humor than anger.


“So that’s settled.” Ilanna shrugged. “We don’t fully trust
each other, but we both want to achieve the same end, so working together is
the smart play here.”


The Hunter’s expression grew pensive, and he remained silent
for a long moment. Finally, after what seemed an endless ten seconds, he
nodded. “So be it.” He held out a hand. “We find the murderers and put them
down.” 


Ria and Jarl both stiffened behind her, but Ilanna stepped
forward and gripped his hand. “Like the dogs they are.” 


Ilanna could feel the power in the Hunter’s hand as he
shook. It reminded her of Jarl, the way the huge Pathfinder had to be gentle
else risk breaking her in his iron-vise grip. Once again, his piercing gaze
fixed on her, and it felt as if he stared into her very soul. She concealed a
shudder but broke off the grasp quickly and stepped back.


“A word, Ilanna?” Ria rumbled behind her. 


Ilanna held up a finger to the Hunter. “One moment.”


The Hunter swept his hand in a magnanimous gesture. “I’ll be
waiting.”


Ilanna followed Ria out of the room and into the hallway.
The tension in Ria’s posture shouted at Ilanna long before the words ever left
the Ghandian woman’s mouth. “This is insane, Ilanna. He’s the Hunter of
Voramis, for the Watcher’s sake!” 


Ilanna smiled. “Which makes him the perfect person to have on our side, rather than risk working
against him.” She held up a hand to stop Ria’s next words. “We’ve got the whole
Night Guild trying to figure this problem, yet he’s made just as much progress
on his own. Think about that!” 


Whatever Ria had prepared to say never came out. Her mouth
snapped shut and her brow wrinkled as she contemplated Ilanna’s words. 


“You know the legends of the Hunter as well as I do. You
know what sort of man he is, what sort of killer he is.” Ilanna spoke in a low
whisper. “He already knows where we live, for the Keeper’s sake. He waltzed
into the bloody tunnels like he owned the place! The last thing we want is to
antagonize him. And, if working together gets us to the killer faster, then I’m
all for it. Him, I can keep an eye on, but I can’t stop Duke Phonnis from
pushing the King to come after us.”


“It’s been one day, Ilanna!” Ria said. “Surely Duke Phonnis
can’t expect miracles, even from you.”


“In that one day, Ria, there’ve been four bodies.” Ilanna held up four fingers for emphasis. “Three
children, including one of our Foxes, and a damned nobleman. That’s the sort of
body count that’s guaranteed to give Duke Phonnis’ arguments real weight.”


Ria growled in frustration.


“Listen, I know you’re looking out for me, for all of us.”
Ilanna gripped Ria’s strong shoulder. “But right now, I think this is our best
choice. If he wants the murders to stop and he’s willing to work with us to put
an end to them, then I’m willing to take the risk. Besides, if he wanted to
kill us, he’d have done so by now.”


Ria’s scowl deepened, but she had no argument. 


“Trust me,” Ilanna said in a pleading tone. 


“I do.” Ria thrust a finger at the doorway. “It’s him I
don’t trust.”


“You have my permission to watch his every move.” Ilanna
grinned. “I’m counting on it, in fact.”


Ria nodded, and the tension drained from her shoulders. 


“Thank you.” With a smile, Ilanna turned and strode back
into the room, Ria on her heels.


She had to squeeze past the hulking form of Jarl, who had
placed himself between her and the Hunter. When she re-entered the late Baronet
Wyvern’s bedchambers, she found reinforcements had arrived. 


“Look, your friends were kind enough to join us.” The Hunter
smiled at her, cool and collected despite the four Serpents and a glowering
Jarl looming over him. “I take it you weren’t expecting Baronet Wyvern to be
happy to see you.”


“You mentioned a connection to the Chasteyns.” Ilanna folded
her arms. “What do you mean by that?”


The Hunter hesitated, and for a moment Ilanna thought he
wouldn’t answer. 


“Lord Chasteyn was his primary competition,” the Hunter said
finally. “The two of them were at odds in the narcotic business. Lord Chasteyn
is bringing wishleaf into Praamis, while Baronet Wyvern dealt in crushweed.”


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. She’d known of the noblemen’s side
businesses—House Scorpion dealt with both of them to keep the brothels run by
House Phoenix stocked with narcotics and opiates—but how had the Hunter known?
Mere hours had passed since he left the Night Guild, and that sort of information
couldn’t be readily available at this time of night. Clearly he’s got the right sort of contacts. 


“And you think he was killing Bluejackets to tarnish her
reputation, thereby discrediting her husband and knocking him out of the
running?” Ilanna asked.


“I believe so.” The Hunter tapped a finger to his lips. “Or,
perhaps, maybe we were simply supposed to
think that way.”


“Someone interested in discrediting Baronet Wyvern, then.”
Ilanna pondered his words. “Someone trying to muscle in on his business.”


The Hunter thrust his chin at her. “I’d have thought you would be the one to blame for his
death, had I not seen the surprise in your eyes upon your arrival.” 


“Me?” The statement caught Ilanna by surprise. “Why would I
want someone as insignificant as Baronet Wyvern dead?”


“From what I hear, he’d drastically increased his importing
of crushweed recently.” The Hunter folded his arms over his chest. “Were you
not aware?”


His smug, self-satisfied expression twisted a dagger in
Ilanna’s gut. House Scorpion was supposed to be monitoring and regulating the
amount of crushweed Baronet Wyvern brought into Praamis. “If he was trying
something, my people would certainly have handled it before it ever needed to
be brought to my attention.”


The Hunter inclined his head. “Fair enough.”


A thought occurred to Ilanna. “What of Lord Chasteyn? If, as
you say, Baronet Wyvern was his direct competition—”


“Why would he kill the Bluejacket?” The Hunter raised an
eyebrow. “That would reflect poorly on Lady Chasteyn.”


“And thereby onto him.” Ilanna drew in a sharp breath, her
frustration mounting. She was missing something, a piece of the puzzle she
hadn’t found yet or wasn’t seeing properly. That knowledge only made the
growing irritation worse. “A third party, then. Someone who wanted to turn the
tables on the Chasteyns and Baronet Wyvern both, to discredit the former and
replace the latter.”


“Perhaps.” The Hunter’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Or maybe
we’ve been looking at this all wrong.” He crouched beside the corpse, his gaze
fixed on the bloody mark in Baronet Wyvern’s chest. “Until we understand the
point of this symbol, we’re not seeing the full picture.”


Triumph surged within Ilanna, and a confident smile spread
her face. “You mean to tell you don’t know what it means?” She felt a glorious
smugness that she’d outdone the mighty Hunter of Voramis in this one thing at
least. 


The Hunter glanced up at her. “You do?”


“Yes.” She nodded. “But before I tell you, I will require an
answer from you.”


“To what question?” The Hunter stood, tension written in the
lines of his shoulders, the tightness of his expression. 


“To the question that has been plaguing me since I first
heard of your arrival in my city.” Ilanna’s smile grew. “Why are you really here? What brings the Hunter of
Voramis so far from home?” 


The doubt had been nagging at the back of her mind since
she’d learned that he hadn’t been
hired to take down the Night Guild. It had grown to full-blown curiosity after
their meeting earlier that evening. He’d taken the deaths of the Bluejacket and
other children far more personally than she’d expect from someone with his
reputation. 


Something told her that the answer to her question would be
a fascinating one.
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The question caught the Hunter off-guard. The Guild Master—Ilanna, the big one said her name was—stared
at him with a burning intensity in her dark green eyes. 


What in the bloody hell am I going to tell her? 


She’d proven clever enough that he’d have to come up with a
very convincing lie. Right now, any deceit on his part would just widen the
rift between them, make it impossible for either party to come close to
trusting each other. They’d come to an uneasy peace, yet perhaps she and her
Night Guild could actually be of use to him. 


Her people knew their way around the sewers, and she seemed
to know every dirty secret—well, almost
every one—concealed by the nobility of Praamis. The way her assassins had
slipped into Baronet Wyvern’s bedroom from the rooftops spoke of a skill and
experience that could come in handy when tracking down the demon and the
killers that served him.


But to recruit her help, he’d have to give her an idea of
what he was hunting. He might hate what the Night Guild represented, but he
refused to send her people to their deaths at a demon’s hand. He was better than that, even if they
weren’t.


He almost found himself wishing for the voice in his mind.
He knew what it would tell him—that he could trust no one, and that everyone
intended to betray him—but arguing with that voice had always helped him to
understand the conclusions he reached. Now, since Enarium, the voice had fallen
silent, no longer necessary now that he remembered Kharna’s mission. Which
meant he alone had to make the decision of what to do now.


He drew in a deep breath. Kiara had learned the truth and
accepted it. Evren had, too, as had Father Reverentus, and Hailen, when he’d
been old enough to understand. Graeme had actually laughed—“That explains so
much!” the fat alchemist had said. 


But what will she do? His
eyes traveled over the people beside the Guild Master. What will they do? 


Their weapons couldn’t hurt him—they wielded steel, and the
only source of iron in the room was the hasp holding Baronet Wyvern’s wardrobe
closed—but he’d rather not have to fight the Night Guild and the demon if he could help it. 


Fuck it. He set his jaw, conclusion reached. Give them the
truth, and let the dice fall as they may.


“What I’m about to tell you is going to sound like the
ravings of a madman.” He spoke in a slow voice, a wry smile on his lips. “But I
will prove that I am telling the truth.”


The Guild Master, Ilanna, cocked her head. “You have my
attention.”


He held her gaze. “How much do you know about the demons
that once roamed this earth? During what you call the War of Gods.” 


Ilanna frowned. “Stories and legends.”


“Perhaps.” The Hunter inclined his head. “Yet perhaps not.”
He smiled at her incredulous look. “If I told you demons were real and living
amongst us, you would call me a madman, wouldn’t you?”


Ilanna shrugged. “The Illusionist’s touch manifests in many
ways.”


“Then I won’t waste my words.” He smiled. “Do you have a
lamp or light?”


Ilanna narrowed her eyes, but drew out two glass globes from
her pouch. When she held them together, one glowed red and the other blue,
filling the room with a strange mixed glow. 


“Hold it up to my face.” He stepped closer to her.


The movement elicited a growl from the hulking blonde man
and a snarl from the warrior woman behind the Guild Master. The four assassins
tensed, hands on weapon hilts.


The Hunter spread his arms wide, his hands fully visible.
“My face.”


Ilanna hesitated a moment, then lifted the glowing globes to
illuminate his upper body and head. 


“Now watch.” The Hunter grinned and, turning his attention
inward, shifted the flesh and bones of his face. His features changed from the
hard, scarred visage he’d worn since leaving Lord Anglion’s mansion to the boyish
and freckled face of Gladrin Silvertongue, a face he hadn’t worn for years. 


The effect on the people in front of him was instantaneous
and violent. The hulking thug’s eyes flew wide, his face going pale. Ilanna’s
breath caught in her throat and she took a half-step back. The Ghandian woman ripped
her short-handled spear free of its sheath and leapt toward him, rattling off a
stream of words—curses, by the sharpness of her tone—in a language he didn’t
understand.


The Hunter quickly stepped back, out of range of the woman’s
forearm-length spear, but felt four steel blades pressing into his spine and
sides. 


The Guild Master stared at him, stunned, for a long moment.
Her mouth opened, closed, and opened again, but no words came out. The Hunter
kept perfectly still, arms spread wide, making no threatening move. The umber-skinned
woman stood guard in front of Ilanna, teeth bared.


“Okanele!” she
growled. “Cursed creature of Inzayo Okubi!”



The Hunter’s smile widened. “Good to see you believe me
now.”


Ilanna’s jaw worked, and finally she managed to spit out.
“H-How?” She swallowed, blinked, and rubbed her eyes. “Tell me that was a
trick.”


“No trick.” The Hunter shook his head. “The legends speak of
the ancient demons summoned by Kharna to invade your world.” Right now, he
didn’t think his audience was in a receptive mood to hear the truth of Kharna
and the Devourer of Worlds—one world-shattering revelation at a time. “But what
they didn’t mention was the half-human offspring they sired. The Bucelarii.”


Ilanna seemed at a loss for words, and even the stream of
curses from the Ghandian woman had fallen silent. The huge brute and the
assassins hadn’t moved. All eyes were fixed on the Guild Master, as if awaiting
her cue.


“I’d be happy to give you a lesson on the Bucelarii and
their history another time,” the Hunter said with a grin. “For now, suffice it
to say that I am the last of my kind still alive on Einan.”


“Last…of your kind.” Ilanna seemed to struggle with the
words. “The Bucelarii.”


“Yes.” The Hunter nodded, a movement that caused the
assassins at his back to push the daggers harder against his spine. “But while
the Bucelarii are all but extinct, the demons that sired them are not. They
hide in plain sight among you humans.”


“Us humans,” Ilanna echoed.


“That little trick I showed you with my face, I inherited
that from them.” He morphed his features back to the hard, scarred features.
“They can do more than just hide their faces, however. Which makes them very
difficult for me to hunt.”


“You’re…hunting demons?” Ilanna managed to say with only a
momentary pause. 


“Demon, singular,” the Hunter replied, his tone light,
tinged with humor. “When I received word from my contacts in Praamis that
bodies were piling up, I came here to find the demon I knew was hiding among
the humans in this city.” His smile turned wry. “For a short time, I thought you could be a demon.”


Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “Me?” 


This seemed to snap Ilanna from her stupor, as he’d hoped.
In the few interactions he’d had with her, the Hunter had seen she responded
strongly to threats and insults. Her quick rejoinders and barb-tongued remarks
seemed to burst from her when others would have gotten defensive or hesitated.
An admirable trait in a leader, he had to admit.  


“You’ll be happy to know I’ve determined that you’re not the demon I’m hunting.”


Ilanna snorted. “What a bloody relief!”  


The Hunter chuckled. “But I found traces of the demon in the
sewer tunnels, right after your men accosted me.” He shot a glance at the
assassin Tassat, who stood to his left and held his dagger’s tip between the
Hunter’s ribs, a short thrust from his heart. “It confirmed my suspicions that
there is a demon in Praamis, and he is responsible for these murders.”


“A demon?” Ilanna’s expression grew incredulous. “You’re
telling me a demon did this?” She thrust a finger at Baronet Wyvern. “That a
demon murdered the Bluejacket, my Fox apprentice, and all the others?”


“A demon, or those who serve him.” The Hunter nodded. “The
one thing I’ve found about all the demons I’ve encountered across Einan is that
they tend to gather violent, bloodthirsty men like them to their cause. Where
demons are hiding, death and destruction are sure to follow.” 


“All the demons?” Again, the Guild Master seemed to struggle
with this revelation. “More than one?”


The Hunter nodded. “At last count, I’ve taken down eight
demons masquerading as humans, and another twenty or thirty in their true
monstrous forms.” He said it in a solemn tone. “As Bucelarii, it is my sworn
duty to rid Einan of the demons’ curse.”


“Even though you’re half-demon yourself?” Ilanna asked. 


The Hunter shrugged. “My blood, my mess to clean up.” He
thrust a chin at the dead Baronet Wyvern. “When they start doing things like
this, or doing what the Bloody Hand did, it’s my job to stop them.”


“The Bloody Hand?” The words exploded from Ilanna. “You mean
to tell me the First was a Keeper-damned demon?”


The Hunter grinned. “And the Third. Tough bastards to kill,
the both of them.”


Ilanna’s jaw dropped, and the Hunter found matching stunned
expressions on every other face in the room. Even the dark-skinned woman seemed
shocked to stillness.


“From what I hear, the Bloody Hand gave you and yours a fair
share of trouble.” The Hunter chuckled. “Seems like I took care of that problem
for you.”


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. “The Bloody Hand, ruled by demons?” 


“Yes.” The Hunter fixed her with a stern gaze. “Now, I
answered your question about what brought me to Praamis, so it’s your turn to
tell me what you know about that symbol.” He thrust a finger at the mark carved
into Baronet Wyvern’s chest.


Ilanna remained silent for a long moment, as if collecting
her thoughts. Finally, she managed to speak. “They’re Serenii symbols.” 


“As I thought,” the Hunter said with a nod. “I recognized
them as Serenii writing, though I’ve never seen them before.” 


Ilanna scowled. “Did you know that it’s two symbols instead of just one?” 


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Two? Intriguing. Do you know
what they mean?”


“I do.” Ilanna drew in a breath and scrubbed a hand over her
face before speaking. “One symbol means ‘death and rebirth’, while the second
means ‘life beyond’.” 


The Hunter frowned. He’d hoped that discovering the meaning
of the symbol would point him in the direction of the killer, but he had no
idea what either of those things meant. 


“According to my people,” Ilanna continued, her scowl
turning into a smile just on the polite side of smug, “the symbol and the burn
marks have something to do with the worship of the Long Keeper. Death and
rebirth into the life beyond, the Sleepless Lands.”


“Ahh.” The Hunter nodded.  


He’d never placed much stock in the gods or the paradise
realm known as the Sleepless Lands. After his discovery in Vothmot and in
Enarium—that the “gods” were in truth Serenii worshipped by the primitive
humans, and no more divine than the humans themselves—he’d given even less
credence to the priests’ concocted tales. 


Yet the gods mattered to the rest of the people on Einan, so
he only shattered their human misconceptions when absolutely necessary. It had
proven necessary with Kiara, Evren, Hailen, Graeme, and Father Reverentus; in
this case, he could leave them with their misguided notions of the gods intact.



“Have you any idea why those symbols would be carved into
these bodies?” the Hunter asked. 


“My people believe it has something to do with worshippers of
the Long Keeper.” 


The Hunter frowned. The superstitious Voramians had erected
a small onyx altar in Divinity Square in acknowledgment of the god of death,
but they feared the sleepless Long
Keeper far too much to worship him. “It was my understanding—”


“That no sane person would draw the Keeper’s attention.” The
Guild Master’s lips quirked upward. “It turns out the people of Shalandra are
far less sane than most.”


Shalandra again? Every
new clue seemed to point in the direction of the City of the Dead.


“Evidently the priesthood of the Long Keeper holds a great
deal of power in Shalandra,” Ilanna continued. “Until I found Baronet Wyvern
lying at your feet, I believed him the
one responsible for these deaths. That, in his travels to Shalandra, he might
have brought the strange worship of the Long Keeper back to Praamis with him.”


The Guild Master’s words rolled off the Hunter. He was
focused on one word. Priesthood?  


The men he’d seen in the tunnels had been wearing hooded
robes—common enough to find, yet given this latest information…


“What if Baronet Wyvern was
responsible for the murders, at least partially?” His mind worked as the
words poured from his mouth. “Maybe he did
bring back the beliefs with him, but more than that, fellow worshippers.”


Ilanna seemed taken aback. “Shalandran priests of the Long
Keeper? Here in Praamis?”


The Hunter told her of the ten men he’d seen in the sewer
tunnels and the lair he’d found after his confrontation with Tassat. 


“I know a demon is somehow linked to these murders, and this
sort of strange death worship would be precisely the thing the creature would
use to serve his bloody ends.” He fixed Ilanna with a hard gaze. “When we find
the killers, I’ve no doubt we’ll find the demon at their head.”


Ilanna took a long moment to digest this. “You say you found
their lair in the sewers?” she asked finally.


The Hunter nodded. “I can take you there, show you what I
found.”


“Yes,” Ilanna replied. “Show me.”


“I take it this means we’re still allied?” The Hunter cocked
his head. “Even after what you know about me?”


The Guild Master actually smiled. “If we really are hunting
demons—and, mind you, I’m not saying I fully believe you—if we are, who better than a demon to join the hunt?”


“Half-demon,” the Hunter put in with a grin of his own.


“Of course.” Ilanna inclined her head. She shot a glance and
a nod at the four assassins, and the Hunter felt the daggers retreat from his
back. “Take me to where you found them, and I’ll have my trackers look for
anything that could point us in the right direction.” 


“And if we find nothing?” the Hunter asked. 


“Then at least we know what we’re looking for,” Ilanna
replied. “Hooded men with strange, secret death rituals, led by a demon in
human form.”


“I’m surprised we haven’t found them already.” The Hunter
chuckled. 


“Perhaps now that we’ve joined forces, we’ll have better
luck.”


“The enemy of my enemy and all that.” 


The Hunter found himself liking the Guild Master more and
more. Her strength of spirit, self-assurance, and quick wit rivaled Kiara’s. In
another circumstance, they might have actually become friendly. 


The Hunter was about to bow and insist Ilanna lead the way
to the sewers, but stopped when he caught sight of movement through the open
doorway. A young woman with the same kaffe-colored skin and fierce features as
Ilanna’s protective companion raced toward them, went straight up to the
warrior woman, and whispered in her ear. 


The woman sucked in a breath, her face going pale. “You’re
certain?” she demanded.


“Yes, Master Phoenix.” The young newcomer nodded. 


The warrior woman looked like she wanted to vomit as she
turned and spoke to the Guild Master in a low whisper—a whisper loud enough for
the Hunter’s keen ears to pick up. 


“Kodyn is missing!” 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-One 


 





 


Ilanna felt as if someone had plunged a dagger into her gut
and ripped out her heart. She turned to stare at Ria but could find no words.
Her tongue caught in her mouth, her lungs refused to draw breath.


Ria gripped her arm and steered her from the room, out into
the hallway, Aisha beside them. The moment they were clear of Baronet Wyvern’s
bedroom, Ria rounded on the young Phoenix. “Tell me everything!” 


“After doing my rounds, I…thought I’d see how Kodyn was
faring.” Aisha blushed, embarrassed. “But no one in House Hawk had seen him
since he left the Night Guild earlier this evening. Master Hawk knew nothing,
nor Darreth. When I heard where the two of you had gone, with Master Serpent as
well, I thought he might be with you.”


Ria shook her head. “We haven’t seen him since then, either.
He said he was going to find Sid.”


“Sid?” Aisha’s forehead wrinkled. “Master Hawk asked me
about the young Hawk, but I told him he was probably training with Kodyn.”


Ilanna’s insides churned, and her stomach heaved,
threatening to empty its contents as a sickening wave of fear washed over her. No, not Kodyn! 


The one—or ones, it seemed—killing children had started by
murdering grown men, dockhands, sailors, and day laborers. Men far stronger
than Kodyn. The fact that they’d killed the Fox apprentice made it clear they
wouldn’t hesitate to go after the Night Guild’s people. And now Kodyn was
missing. It couldn’t be a coincidence.


It felt as if someone had sucked all the air from her lungs.
Ilanna tried to draw in a deep breath, but managed a faint gasp and swayed. 


“Ilanna!” Ria cried and gripped her arm.


“Master Gold!” Aisha reached out a hand to steady her.


Ilanna sucked in a second shuddering breath, then a third.
Her last conversation with Kodyn had ended in anger—she’d been trying to
protect him, but he’d stormed out of her office. Her sharp words would be the
final thing ringing in his mind as he died.


No! Ilanna pushed
back against the feelings of helplessness, fear, and worry for her son. She
compressed them into a ball and shoved them down deep in her gut. I will not let him end up like the others!


Jaw clenched, she spun on her heel and strode back into the
room. The Hunter hadn’t moved, his posture still relaxed, but a curious
expression burned in the eyes—those
horrible, empty black eyes—he fixed on her. 


“Your son?” the Hunter asked.


Ilanna’s jaw dropped, and whatever she’d been about to say
fled her thoughts. 


“Damn!” The Hunter shook his head. “Is he simply missing, or
have they found him…like the others?”


How the hell did he
know? Did his demonic heritage—and she was still reeling from that discovery—give
him an impossibly keen sense of hearing, or could he read her thoughts? 


“Then we’ve no more time to waste,” the Hunter said. “I’ll
take you down into the sewer to the killers’ lair, and you can set your people—”


“That can wait.” Ilanna cut him off. “We’re going to find my
son, even if I have to turn over every rock in Praamis to do it.”


The Hunter folded his arms across his chest, the set of his
jaw stubborn. “If, as you suspect, the murderers have him, our best hope of
finding him is locating them. And
that room in the sewers is the best way to find out as much about these
Keeper’s Priests as possible.”


Ilanna hated to admit it, but the damned assassin was right.
The last thing she wanted was to tour the sewers while Kodyn was missing,
perhaps held captive and being killed at that very moment. 


No! Again, she
shoved back the thought. I can’t allow
myself to think like that, or I’ll never get anything done. If she gave in
to the despair, the overwhelming sorrow at the thought that her son was dead,
she’d collapse. Losing Kodyn once had nearly killed her; she couldn’t go
through that again. I’ll get him back,
alive, even if I have to rip him from the Long Keeper’s embrace myself.


“Let’s go.” Ilanna snapped. “We move fast, so try to keep
up.”


The Hunter grinned and moved toward her. Jarl interposed
himself, but the Hunter stared up at the huge Pathfinder without flinching.
“We’re on the same side now, big man.”


Jarl grunted, and Ilanna recognized his loquacious
expression of suspicion and threat. 


The Hunter patted Jarl’s huge bicep. “Good talk.” He slipped
around the Pathfinder and fell in step beside Ilanna. Ria took up position
behind Ilanna, within striking range of the Hunter, and from the corner of her
eye, Ilanna saw the Ghandian woman gripping her assegai spear in white-knuckled fingers. 


Ria’s reaction to the Hunter’s revelation had surprised
Ilanna. The rest of them had been stunned, but Ria had hurled curses at the
assassin—half-demon assassin, what the
bloody hell?—that spoke of more than just instinctive fear. She’d said
something about Inzayo Okubi, the
evil spirit that was Ghandian equivalent of both the Long Keeper and Kharna,
the mad god that sought to destroy Einan during the War of Gods.


“Master Serpent,” she called out as she marched down the
staircase to the ground floor of Baronet Wyvern’s mansion. 


Errik slipped up beside her without a word. 


“Send Tassat for the best Hound and Fox to guide us through
the sewer,” Ilanna barked an order. “Have them meet us at the place where he
found the Hunter.” 


Errik hesitated, his eyes flicking past Ilanna to rest on
the Hunter. He looked like he wanted to speak, and Ilanna didn’t need to read
minds to know exactly what he was going to say. Errik, like anyone in his
profession, had developed a healthy suspicion of the world. He wouldn’t accept
the alliance between the Hunter and Ilanna at face value, and the Hunter’s
revelation of who he was—what he was—only
added to his wariness.


But right now, with Kodyn’s life on the line, Ilanna had no
time for hesitation. She’d use the Hunter to save her son, the Night Guild, and
the city from these gruesome murders. He might have a further agenda of his own
beyond slaying this demon—another world-shattering revelation that she’d have
to process properly once she’d found Kodyn alive—but she’d deal with that when
the time came.


She stopped and fixed him with a stern gaze. “Do it,” she
insisted. “Trust me, for Kodyn’s sake.”


Just a moment of indecision, then Errik nodded and turned
back to relay her order to his Serpent Journeyman. 


Three servants peered out of their back rooms as Ilanna and
the others descended, but the sight of the Night Guild—and the dark-cloaked,
scowling Hunter with them—sent them scurrying away. 


Ilanna found herself hurrying as they exited the mansions.
Jarl hurried ahead to open the wicket gate for Ilanna and the others to file
out of the nobleman’s mansion. 


The first rays of morning sunlight had just begun to filter
over the eastern horizon as Ilanna stepped into the streets of The Gardens. She
saw no sign of passersby—the upper-crust areas of Praamis wouldn’t get busy
until well after sunrise—but Ilanna didn’t want to risk running into a patrol
of Praamian Guards or the Duke’s Arbitors. 


“Let’s move!” 


She broke into a run, her steps leading her south, out of
The Gardens. She didn’t look back to see if the Hunter, Ria, and the others
followed—she didn’t have time to waste ensuring her people carried out her
orders. Right now, Kodyn was all that mattered.


Just before exiting The Gardens, she ducked into a side
alley where a cleverly-concealed rope ladder hung. She scaled it in a hurry
and, without waiting for the others to follow, raced across the rooftops toward
Vendor’s Block, where she’d find the sewer entrance closest to the Brewster’s
old access tunnels—the place where the Hunter had said he found the killers’
lair. 


A twinge of envy panged in her gut as she caught a glimpse
of the Hunter racing up behind her. The assassin actually seemed to slow to keep pace with her, and he moved
with an easy grace and agility that should be impossible for any normal man.
Yet, as she’d seen, normal didn’t come close to describing him.


The legends of his
speed and skill aren’t as exaggerated as I thought. She felt a momentary
relief that she hadn’t been forced to send her men to confront the Hunter. He
could have killed Jarl in an instant, and he’d taken down Errik far too easily.
Not the sort of enemy the Night Guild can
afford, now or ever.


Ria, Aisha, and Errik matched their pace, though Aisha
struggled with some of the more difficult climbs—her duties in House Phoenix
kept her from spending too much time on the Perch or the Hawk’s Highway. Jarl
fell far behind, his huge frame making the crossings difficult, but Ilanna
didn’t wait for him to catch up. The Pathfinder knew where she was going and
he’d find his own way. He would understand her hurry; he’d grown as fond of her
little Hawk as Errik and Darreth.


Worry thrummed within her chest, but again she forced it
down. Focus on the next step, she
told herself. Anything to stop from picturing Kodyn lying on Journeyman
Rilmine’s table.


She slid down a rope and into a muddy alleyway, then
slithered through the open grate into the sewer tunnels. From her pouch, she
produced a beamer lamp and switched on.  


The Hunter’s boots splashed
in the foul-smelling tunnel beside her. “That way,” he said, and pushed
past her to lead the way through the sewers. 


Ilanna didn’t need a guide through the maze of tunnels—few
in the Night Guild knew them as well as she—but she couldn’t help wondering how
the Hunter knew where to go. Had he spent time in the sewer system without her
or her people knowing, or was his sense of direction just that good?


Her gut clenched as she spotted the metal door that led into
the Brewster access tunnels. 


“This leads to their lair.” The Hunter pulled open the door
and stepped through. 


Ilanna studied the dry walls, ceiling, and dust-covered
floors. She’d never actually entered the access tunnels—she preferred to roam
free across the Hawk’s Highway rather than travel underground like a worm. 


The Hunter, already twenty paces down the tunnel, cast a
glance over his shoulder and stopped when he saw her still standing in the
doorway. “I thought we were in a hurry?” 


“We are.” Ilanna ground her teeth. “But we’ve got to wait.”


“Wait for?” The Hunter raised a bushy eyebrow—is it his real
eyebrow, or just another of his strange face-shifting tricks? 


“The people who will set us on the right path,” Ilanna said.
“My Hounds can track a butterfly through a forest or a cool breeze across the
Windy Plains.” An exaggeration, but if anyone could find clues on the killers
here, it would be the Hounds. 


The Hunter chuckled. “That ought to come in handy here,
then.” He strode toward her, but before he reached them, Ria gripped Ilanna’s
arm and dragged her out of the Brewster’s tunnels and back into the sewer. She
didn’t stop dragging until she put thirty paces between Ilanna and the Hunter,
who now found himself facing Errik, Aisha, and the two remaining Serpents.


“You saw what he is as well as I did!” Ria’s eyes blazed.
“He is Okanele! A demon, black-eyed
spirit of death!”


“I know. Hard to believe, but there’s no denying what I
saw.” She understood why he’d insisted on her holding the quickfire globes up
to his face—that way, there’d be no way to write it off as a trick of the light
or eyesight. 


“The Okanele are
not to be trusted,” Ria said. “My people tell of the demons, servants to Inzayo Okubi, He Who Feeds on Life. They
devour the souls of their victims to feed their cruel master, and they leave no
spirits to travel to Pharadesi.” 


Ilanna rubbed her eyes. “I can’t think about myths and
legends right now, Ria. Right now, he’s our best chance of finding these
killers. If they do have Kodyn…” She
swallowed hard. “I’ll bargain with the Great Destroyer himself if it means we
get Kodyn back alive!” 


Ria’s expression soured. Over the last decade of living
together, Ilanna had come to learn that Ria was deeply religious, with a firm
belief in the spirits her people worshipped. To Ria, joining forces with the
Hunter was on par with Ilanna taking up with Duke Phonnis, yet Ilanna could
only hope that Ria’s desire to see Kodyn safe could trump her belief—at least
long enough to get their son back. 


Before Ria could say any more, a call came from up the
tunnel, past the doorway where the Hunter waited. “Master Gold!” 


Ilanna looked up to find Tassat hurrying toward them with
Shaw, Master of House Hound, and a Fox in tow.


Ilanna hurried to greet them, but something about Shaw’s
face sent a chill down her spine. A shadow hovered in his eyes, and it felt as
if he didn’t want to meet her gaze.


“Master Hound, thank you for coming.”


“Ilanna…” He started, then stopped and let out a long
breath. “I’m sorry to be the one to give you this.”


Ilanna’s blood ran cold as Shaw pulled something from his
pocket and held it out to her. On his palm rested a small redwood figurine of a
hawk, wings spread in flight. Time and use had worn the features, but she’d
recognize it anywhere. She’d given Kodyn that wooden hawk on his sixth nameday,
and he never went anywhere without it. 


The sight drove a dagger of ice into her gut. A fist of iron
squeezed her heart, drove the breath from her lungs. For a moment, she felt as
if she’d drown, her eyes locked onto the little figurine in Shaw’s hand. 


Grief welled up within her and threatened to burst from her
chest. Ilanna wanted to collapse in a sobbing heap, to scream out her rage, to
draw her sword and hack down anyone and everyone around her. 


If that’s here, where is my son?! 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Two
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The trinket, a curious little wooden carving of a bird, had
an instant effect on the Guild Master. She went white, every muscle in her body
rigid, and her expression froze. The Ghandian woman’s fingers closed tight
around Ilanna’s arm. For a moment, the Hunter thought the woman would either
faint, lash out, or simply shut down entirely. 


Whatever it is, that means something to her. Something to do
with her son.


The Hunter’s hand went to the silver pendant at his neck.
The pendant was faded by time and tarnished by sweat, but it numbered among the
Hunter’s most valuable possessions. It was all he had left of Bardin, the
half-insane beggar and former Illusionist Cleric that had befriended him in
Malandria. The Hunter had avenged Bardin’s death at the hands of the demon
Toramin and now carried the trinket in memory of the man that had become his
friend.


He watched the Guild Master to see how she’d react. She’d
shown impressive strength of spirit despite the worry he’d read in her eyes,
the fear in her voice. Not fear for herself, but for her son. In her place, the
Hunter would have responded with far less self-control or cool-headed
restraint. He’d killed hundreds of bandits, torturers, and Elivasti prison
guards out of a desire to keep Hailen alive. He would kill again to find his daughter, Jaia, wherever on Einan she
was to be found. 


Master Gold took the trinket, her hands steady as a rock,
and clenched it in her fist so tight her knuckles whitened. “Where did you find
it?” she asked, her voice quiet, hard. 


“Over by Vendor’s Block, near Repository Way,” the man,
Shaw, responded. “My Hounds recognized it as his.”


Ilanna’s jaw muscles worked as she digested the information.
After a moment, she drew in a deep breath, turned to the Hunter, and said in a
quiet, hard voice. “We move, now.”


The Hunter’s estimation of the woman rose. He’d recognized
her strength of will after just a few words, but now, to see her so composed when
he would have raged, he couldn’t help admiring her resolve. 


With a nod, he led the way into the tunnels. He was keenly
aware of the Ghandian woman’s eyes burning into his back, the tension radiating
off the assassins marching in a protective guard around the Guild Master. They
would watch his every move and respond the moment he threatened the woman
Ilanna.


Interesting. 


Rather than ruling her people through fear, this Guild
Master seemed to inspire genuine loyalty, even real concern and affection, from
those who served her. She led her people rather than commanded them. They
followed her by choice. The way they hovered around her, protective as a mother
Bloodbear guarding her cubs, spoke of a fierce devotion no money could buy. The
First of the Bloody Hand had commanded his thugs to kill for him, but Master
Gold’s people would die to protect her.


It seems I’ve
misjudged the Night Guild. Perhaps there is more to them—some of them, at
least—than I expected. He tucked that nugget of information away. Later,
once he’d dealt with the demon and his gang of killers, there might be an
option for a genuine partnership with the Night Guild. If not as friends,
perhaps as allies.


“Here,” he said as they reached the room where he’d found
the bloody clothes and scrawled symbols. “This is the place.” Everything had
remained undisturbed since he left hours earlier. As he’d expected, the killers
hadn’t planned to return. 


Ilanna’s eyes narrowed as she studied the chamber. She
hadn’t released her white-knuckled grip on the wooden carving, but she was once
again the poised, cool Guild Master he’d met earlier that day.


“Shaw, Zeem, find me something.
Anything!” Only the barest hint of desperation cracked her voice.  


The two men who had joined their company outside slipped
through the crowd around Ilanna and set to work. They produced more of those
strange glass lanterns and set them up at all four corners of the room. The
glow brightened the underground chamber and drove back the shadows, making the
blood-written symbols seem all the more eerie. 


The taller, whip-thin man, Shaw, walked around the room in a
crouch, eyes narrowed and fixed on the dust-covered floor. A frown twisted his
face, and he made a strange clucking sound with his tongue as he moved. 


The other man, the one called Zeem, hissed as he crouched
over the pile of bloodstained clothes. “Guild Master.” He plucked a tunic from
the pile and held it up. A simple shirt, cut of dull brown cloth, but with
bright orange thread for the seams and hem. “This belonged to Arashi.”


The Guild Master’s face hardened. “So this is where your
apprentice was killed?”


“Might be.” Zeem pointed to the center of the room. “There
was a table ‘ere, no doubt about it. There are traces of vomit, piss, and
shite, but far less blood than I’d expect from a place like this.”


“Journeyman Rilmine said Arashi was dying from the effects
of Night Petal.” Ilanna’s expression grew thoughtful. “But the true cause of
death was a stab wound to the heart.”


“Some poisons thicken the blood,” the Hunter put in. “Turn
it sluggish.”


“Perhaps.” Ilanna inclined her head. “My Journeyman said it
empties the gut, bladder, and stomach as it kills the victim, shutting down the
body until death by dehydration.”


“That explains the smell in ‘ere, then,” Zeem grunted. 


The Hunter drew in a deep breath through his nostrils and
realized, with surprise, that the man’s assessment was correct. The stink in
the room differed from the rest of the tunnels. Now that he’d grown accustomed
to the smell of sewage, he could detect the more acidic tang of bile and urine
beneath the deeper stench of fecal matter. 


He cursed himself for a fool. He’d been so focused on
pursuing the killers that he’d missed the subtle clue. What else had he
overlooked?


“Zeem, come over here.” Shaw spoke without looking up from
the ground. 


Zeem hurried to crouch beside the man. “What’s up?” 


“What do you make of this?” Shaw held up two fingers, which
were coated in a light dusting of white powder.


Zeem frowned and sniffed the powder. “Hmm.” He sniffed again
and closed his eyes in concentration, like a pompous nobleman over of a glass
of fine wine. “Could be ashes from a fire.” 


The Hunter moved toward the two, careful not to block the
lantern light, and stared down at the small patch of white powder in front of
Shaw. When he sniffed it, he recoiled from the biting odor, similar to urine
but far stronger. 


“Lye,” he grunted.


Shaw and Zeem exchanged glances, then both sniffed the
substance. “Might be,” Zeem admitted, then hurried to wipe the caustic chemical
from his hands. 


Shaw inclined his head. “Kind of has that urine smell to
it.” 


“I’m certain of it.” The Hunter had used the potent chemical
to dissolve victims he’d been hired to make disappear. He straightened and
turned to Ilanna. “Where could this have come from?” 


The Guild Master’s brow furrowed. “I’d have to talk to my
people, but—”


“Hey, wasn’t there an old soapmaker’s over near Repository
Way?” Zeem asked. “Far as I know, lye’s used to make those fancy soaps the
nobility love to buy.”


Ilanna stiffened. “Shaw,” she snapped. “Where did you say
you found this?” She held up the wooden bird figurine.


Shaw’s eyes flew wide. “Over by Repository Way!”


The Hunter’s mind raced. He pictured Praamis as he’d seen it
laid out on a city planner’s map, then started adding in the details. The
entrance where he’d followed the killers down into the sewers, this tunnel, and
the exit that led out into the streets. The rough route the Bluejacket would
have taken to get from Vendor’s Block to Baronet Wyvern’s to deliver the
Guild’s blackmail message. Now, Repository Way, the warehouse district where
Shaw had found the figurine. 


Years as an assassin had taught him that humans—demons,
too—were creatures of habit. They tended to do the same things: attend the same
parties, visit the same temples, call on the same friends, and so on. When hired
to do a job, he’d often invest time following his targets to find out where
they went and what they did. That led him to what he called their “hunt zone”. 


The warehouses of Repository Way fit that hunt zone to a
tee. This lair would have been useful, but the killers had to have known the
Night Guild roamed the sewers freely. It could have been a secondary location
to conduct their foul rituals, but their primary location would be in the soapmaker’s,
located at the nexus of all those interconnected lines.


The Guild Master seemed to reach the same conclusion at the
same time as he did. Their eyes locked, and he read grim determination there. “To
the soapmaker’s, now!” 


For her sake, the Hunter found himself hoping they found the
killers in time to save her son. He still felt the loss of Farida years after
her death, even though the young flower girl hadn’t been his flesh and blood. No one should have to suffer that pain.


“Zeem, get to House Serpent and Bloodbear and let them know
where we’re going.” Master Gold was suddenly all business, snapping terse
commands in a tone that held only resolve. “Have them meet us there as soon as
they can.”


“Yes, Guild Master.” The little man nodded and rushed from
the room. 


She turned to the taller man. “Shaw, keep looking and if you
find anything else, get over to Repository Way and tell me.”


Shaw inclined his head. 


“Errik, Ria, Aisha, Sys, Kalla, you’re with us.”


The dark-skinned woman, Ria, tensed. “Us?”


The Hunter grinned. “Like she said before, when hunting
demons, who better than a demon to join the hunt?”


“Half-demon,” Ilanna corrected, a hint of a smile on her
lips.


The Hunter chuckled. “Of course.”


Ilanna turned to the woman. “Ria, right now, Kodyn’s the
only thing that matters. We need to get to him before anything happens. If
you’re not comfortable with the Hunter’s presence, you can always—”


“Don’t even think about finishing that sentence, Ilanna,”
Ria snapped. “Where you go, I go. Kodyn’s my son as much as yours.”


Interesting. That
explained the Ghandian woman’s protectiveness and her reaction to the news that
the Guild Master’s son was missing. 


“Let’s go.” Ilanna said and, without waiting, raced from the
room down the corridor that led out the same exit the Hunter had used. 


The Hunter let Ria go first, but fell in step behind the two
women before the assassins could move. If
there’s a demon to hunt, better I face him head on. 


They raced through the access tunnels, out into the main
sewers, and through the tunnels to the nearest exit. From there, it was a short
climb onto the rooftop highway. Ilanna pushed the pace to the point where the
Hunter had to focus to keep up across the narrow plank bridges, tightropes, and
broad gaps.  


The sun had climbed higher into the sky, and the Lady’s
Bells tolled out the sixth hour of the morning. Each silvery, echoing peal
added to the sense of urgency mounting within the Hunter. They had to strike
before the demon and his minions knew they were being hunted. But he couldn’t
just rush in—that could get people, both the Night Guild and any victims still
alive, killed.  


Ilanna ground to a halt at the edge of a flat-roofed
warehouse, her eyes fixed on the wooden building across the narrow lane.
“There,” she said. “That’s the old soapmaker’s. That’s where we’ll find them.”


The warehouse resembled every other building around it: a
boxy structure of brick and wood, with small windows set high off the ground
and only one door visible. The Hunter drew in a deep breath, but only the
scents of the people beside him met his nostrils. He was too high up to catch
any odors from the streets four stories below.  



“By the Watcher!” Ilanna gasped, her face going white, and
she clutched the Ghandian woman’s arm. “Ria, look there!” 


The Hunter followed Ilanna’s pointing finger, and his eyes
fell on a young man crouched on a rooftop overlooking the soapmaker’s warehouse.



 












Chapter Thirty-Three 


 





 


Relief washed over Ilanna and burst from her chest in a
single explosive sob. Before she could stop herself, she was scrambling across
the rooftop, racing over a plank bridge, and dropping onto the roof beside her
son. 


Kodyn whipped around, eyes going wide as he recognized her.
“Guild Master, what are you—?”


Ilanna threw her arms around her son’s neck and clutched him
tight. No tears spilled from her eyes but she clung to him like a drowning man
as the emotions surged through her chest. 


“What’s going on, Mom?” Kodyn asked, confusion in his voice.
“Ria?” 


Ilanna felt Ria’s strong arms wrap around the both of them,
and for a long moment, she allowed herself to bask in the warmth of her son’s
presence. Finally, when she’d reassured herself that he actually was alive and
in her arms, not dead as she’d feared, she broke off the embrace and stepped
back. “We’ve been so worried about you!” 


“Why?” Kodyn’s expression grew puzzled, and his gaze darted
between Ilanna and Ria. 


“No one in the Night Guild has seen or heard from you since yesterday
evening!” Ilanna had to force herself not to shout—the warehouse with the
killers was one building over. “And we found this.” She held out the wooden
hawk figurine.


“Oh.” Kodyn blushed. “I…I gave it to Sid.”


“Sid?” Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “But I gave it to you!”


“On my sixth nameday, my first with you in the Night Guild.”
Kodyn nodded. “But I’m sixteen, now, almost old enough for my Undertaking. I
don’t need it anymore, but Sid does. He’s been having a rough go of it the last
few months. The Hawk’s training hasn’t been easy on him. So I gave it to him,
told him it would be a reminder of what he was working toward, just as it was
for me.” His color deepened, and remorse filled his eyes. “I-I’m sorry I didn’t
tell you. I know how much you love those little hawks.”


“No, it’s not your fault.” Pride mingled with the relief
welling in Ilanna’s chest. Despite everything that life had thrown at her son,
he’d still come out a decent, good-hearted young man. She pulled him close
again, just for one last moment. 


“So if you gave it to Sid,” Ria put in, “does that mean the
killers have him?”


Anxiety glimmered in Kodyn’s eyes. “Yes. They got him
yesterday morning, I think.” He swallowed. “I…don’t know if he’s still alive.”


“How did you think to come here?” Ilanna asked.


“I was out looking for Sid when I saw some men carrying two
canvas-wrapped bundles into that warehouse there.” Kodyn thrust a finger at the
brick-and-wood building across from them. “It seemed odd, seeing as how the
Soaper’s Company shut down years ago, so I kept an eye on the building until
they left, then tried to get in. But they didn’t all leave.”


The Hunter reached Ilanna at that moment. “All?” he
demanded. “How many of are there?”


Kodyn fixed the Hunter with a stare, curiosity in his eyes,
then shot a questioning glance at Ilanna. 


“He’s here to help.” It would take too long to explain
everything about the Hunter of Voramis to her son; they’d have time for that
later. “Tell us what you know.”


“I’ve counted twenty people going in and out, but most of
them moved around during the night, so I couldn’t tell if they were twenty
different people or just the same men making multiple trips.” He grimaced.
“Each time they return, they bring one of those bundles. They always leave
empty-handed.”


Ilanna shuddered. More victims for their strange ritual.


“But you said that not all of them leave?” the Hunter
pressed. “That there are more inside?”


“Yes.” Kodyn nodded. “But I haven’t been able to count them.
Briana says there’s five, though.”


“Briana?” Ilanna arched an eyebrow. 


Kodyn shot her an earnest look. “One of their prisoners.
I’ve been talking to her through a hole in the warehouse ceiling.”


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “And what has this Briana told
you?”


“She’s blindfolded, so she can’t see how many men are
guarding her and the other captives, but she counted the footsteps and thinks
there’s four or five. Maybe six.”


“How many captives besides her?” Ria asked. 


“She said that when they first brought her in a week ago, it
was just her and two other men. But the killers—she called them the Gatherers—dragged
the other men away. She’s in the room alone, and the guards don’t check on her
too often. That’s why she could talk to me without fear of being overheard.”


The Hunter pursed his lips. “By your best guess, how many
are in there at this moment?”


Kodyn’s brow furrowed. “With the five guards—let’s say six,
just to be safe—I’d say there are twelve or fifteen. Only some of the men that
left have returned.”


“And their leader?” the Hunter pressed. “Did you see who was
in charge?” 


Kodyn shook his head. “I didn’t see anyone who looked like
they were calling the shots, but Briana said his name was Necroset Kytos.” 


Ilanna cocked an eyebrow at the Hunter. “That name mean
anything to you? He the one you’re looking for?”


“I’ve never heard of any Kytos.” The Hunter shrugged. “But
if he’s in charge, likely he’s the one I’m here to deal with.” He scratched his
scarred cheeks. “How well do you know the layout of the building?”


“Not at all.” Ilanna shook her head. “But the warehouses in
Praamis tend to be the same. Lots of wide open space, with the rooms and floors
on one end of the building.”


“The southern end.” Kodyn pointed to the side of the roof
opposite where he’d been crouching. “Briana’s on the top floor, southeast
corner of the building.” His finger indicated the middle of the roof. “There’s
a skylight there, the only way in from up here. But if there are a lot of these
Gatherers—”


“You let me worry about them.” The Hunter dropped a hand to
the hilt of the ornate dagger at his hip. “And, if the rest of your assassins
are half as good as him—” He indicated Errik with a thrust of his chin. “—we’ve
got nothing to fear.”


“We can’t go in yet,” Ilanna said. 


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “Why not?”


“Because, as Kodyn said, they’re not all in there.” Ilanna
fixed him with a defiant gaze. “If we want to put an end to the killing, we’ve
got to take them all down.”


“But what about Sid, Guild Master?” Kodyn asked. “And
Briana, and all the others in there? You saw what they did to Arashi and the
Bluejacket and all the others. Briana’s terrified, and I’m sure Sid’s scared,
too. We’ve got to go in and get them.”


Ilanna sighed. She loved Kodyn for his desire to protect
people, and hated that she had to stop him. “I’m sorry, Kodyn.” She placed a
hand on his shoulder. “We have to wait until the rest of these Gatherers
arrive. It’s the only way to scoop them all up.”


“Might I make a suggestion, Guild Master?” 


Ilanna was surprised to hear Aisha speak. She’d been so
focused on Kodyn and the task at hand that she hadn’t heard the Phoenix
apprentice or Errik and his Serpents come up behind her. She turned to the
young Ghandian girl. “I’m listening.”


Aisha hesitated only a moment before speaking. “Back in my
village, my mother was the greatest hunter in our tribe. But, unlike the men
who hunted with her, she didn’t chase the prey. Instead, she set out bait to
bring them to her, then took them down from a macham, an elevated platform in the tress.”


Ilanna pursed her lips. “Go on. What did you have in mind?”


“Kodyn says that only some
of the Gatherers are in the building, but that can work in our favor.”
Aisha gestured to their small crew. “There are few of us, so fewer enemies
means an easier victory. Then, all we need do is lie in wait as the rest of the
killers return to their lair.”


“Where we spring the trap.” Errik nodded. “A good plan. Kill
or capture the ones inside the building, then take the others as they come.”


“Yes, Mother!” Kodyn pressed. “We could free Briana, Sid,
and the others.” 


“Just one problem with that,” the Hunter growled. “The
demon.”


Kodyn and Aisha both looked puzzled by the Hunter’s
words—they hadn’t seen his inhuman abilities, and they hadn’t heard his speech
about hunting the demon masquerading as a human. But she could fill them in
later, once they’d dealt with these Gatherers.


“What about him?” Ilanna asked. 


“Demons have a keen sense of smell.” The Hunter tapped his
nose. “Far keener than mine. If we do not catch the demon inside and take him
down, we run the risk of losing him forever. He will smell our presence long
before he steps foot inside the warehouse. He only needs to change his face and
disappear forever.”


Ilanna ground her teeth. “That is your mission, Hunter, but mine is to protect my people and my
city.”


“But if you do not stop the demon,” the Hunter pressed, “he
will continue the killing. Perhaps he will find another way to kill, one that
does not raise your suspicion, or he will simply find more to join his
Gatherers. He is the head of the serpent.”


Errik and his Serpents tensed beside her, but the Hunter
seemed not to notice.  


“If you truly want to put an end to these murders,” he said,
“we must bring the demon down once
and for all. The only way to do that is with my help, for I am the only one
with the skills and weapons necessary to deal with him.”


“A sword to the heart ought to work well enough for any
creature,” Errik insisted.


“Let me show you how well your blades will work on him.” The
Hunter held out a hand. “Sword or dagger, it matters not.”


Errik made no move to draw his weapons, his eyes locked on
the Hunter and his expression screaming suspicion.


Ilanna drew one of her throwing daggers and held it out to
the Hunter. Ria tensed as the Hunter reached for the blade, but he made no move
to attack her. Instead, he rolled up his sleeve.


“Watch.” 


With a quick slash, he opened his forearm from wrist to
elbow. Blood gushed from the wound and spattered the rooftop at her feet. Kodyn
recoiled, and Ria and Aisha both tensed. Ilanna alone made no move. Her eyes
were fixed on the Hunter’s arm.


“Such a wound would kill even the strongest man in minutes.”
The Hunter’s lips twitched into a small smile. “But if the wounded is not a
man…”


His eyes glazed over for a moment, as if his attention had
wandered, and his features tensed. Ilanna’s jaw dropped as the bleeding slowed
to a trickle then stopped altogether. Slowly, as if by a magical thread, the
Hunter’s flesh re-knit until the tanned skin of his forearm was whole. 


She reached for his arm and, gripping his wrist, ran a
finger along the now-smooth flesh. The fatal wound had disappeared without a
trace. 


“Your weapons will hurt
the demon, even slow him down,” the Hunter said. “But Soulhunger is the
only blade that will truly kill him.”


Soulhunger. The
name sent an involuntary shudder down Ilanna’s spine, and she found her eyes
drawn to his dagger. The Hunter’s legends spoke of his victims’ souls being
devoured, but she’d always dismissed them as rumors. Now, she couldn’t be so
certain. After what she’d seen…


She made up her mind. “So be it. We wait until the demon
shows up.” A doubt nagged at her mind. “But if, as you say, he looks like any
other human, how will you know when he arrives?”


The Hunter gave her a small smile and again tapped his nose.
“I will smell him.” Disdain twisted his expression. “There is no fouler reek
than that of a demon.” 


“Very well.” Ilanna nodded and turned to the Serpents.
“Errik, you and the others go with the Hunter and set up at street level. Cover
every exit, and when the rest of the Serpents and Bloodbears arrive, coordinate
their positions.” 


Errik and the two Serpents nodded and slipped away to obey
her orders. The Hunter arched an eyebrow, but made no complaint. “Good luck,
Guild Master.”


“Watcher strengthen your arm, Hunter.” 


A curious smile played on the Hunter’s lips at the mention
of the god of justice. Yet he said nothing, simply bowed and turned away to follow
the Serpents.


Ilanna turned to Ria, Aisha, and Kodyn. “The minute the
Hunter and Errik’s crew hit them down below, we’re going to hit them from
above. If they’ve got Sid and this Briana girl and others, we can’t risk the
Gatherers killing the prisoners. We’re going in through the skylight to catch
them off-guard. The more we take down, the easier it’ll be for the others.”


The three nodded. Kodyn, in particular, appeared relieved.
Something about the way he spoke of the captive girl, Briana, gave Ilanna pause.
Ria seemed to have noticed as well, but she said nothing to Aisha. It was not
her place, nor Ilanna’s, to interfere with whatever Kodyn and Aisha shared.


Ilanna checked her weapons—long sword in its hidden sheath,
belt knife, two throwing daggers, one push blade, and the curved finger knife she’d
used since her first days in the Night Guild. And Ethen’s sling, wrapped like a
bracelet around her right wrist. The others did likewise.


Satisfied, Ilanna nodded. “Let’s go.”


She crossed the plank bridge to the warehouse roof first,
her steps light, treading with caution to avoid placing her foot on a loose
tile. Thankfully, most of the warehouses along Repository Way had been built in
the same style, and Ilanna knew how to keep to the roof beams and supports as
she made her way toward the trapdoor set into the upper floor. 


She crouched before the trapdoor and reached for her
lockpicks, but Kodyn already had his out. “It’s been a long time since you did
this, Mom,” he whispered.  


Ilanna arched an eyebrow. Her competitive nature made her
want to put him in his place, but now wasn’t the time. She made way for him to
crouch beside the trapdoor and set to work on the rusted iron padlock.


Two seconds later—far faster than she’d have managed, even
during her days as the best of House Hawk—the padlock opened with a loud snap. Ilanna’s gut clenched as the curved
shank of the padlock broke off and clattered on the rooftop. She held her
breath, dread twisting her stomach in knots, praying no one had heard them. 


“There’s someone on the roof!” came the cry from within a
moment later. 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Four


 





 


The Hunter had just chosen his vantage point—the
second-floor window of a crumbling wooden building that faced the warehouse’s
main door—when a faint shout reached his keen ears. A moment later, Aisha, the
young Ghandian woman, appeared at the edge of the rooftop.


“Go, now!” she shouted. “We are discovered!” She turned and
raced off, disappearing from the Hunter’s view in seconds.


Keeper’s teeth! The
Hunter cursed as he spotted the dark-cloaked figures of Errik and his
assassins—did Master Gold really call
them Serpents?—breaking from their cover and racing toward the warehouse
door.


The Hunter hesitated a single instant. If they took down the
Gatherers, it could alert the demon and send him into hiding. It could take the
Hunter weeks or even months to track him down again. But if they charged in and
the demon was inside, they’d end up
dead. The idea held far less appeal than it had the previous day. 


With a growl, he leapt out of the window and dropped to the
street one floor below. He threw himself into a forward roll as he landed, came
to his feet, and set off after the two assassins charging toward the brick-and-wood
building. He passed them up in three quick strides, then lowered his shoulder
and barreled into the warehouse door. 


Wood splinters flew, iron hinges screamed, and the door flew
from its frame as if torn off by a giant hand. The flying door crashed into the
bald head of one robed figure and took the man down hard. He didn’t get back
up. 


The Hunter grinned as he reached for his sword and
Soulhunger. Shock and awe had always been his favorite tactic; a disoriented
enemy proved far less effective in their efforts to kill him.


He took in his surroundings in a heartbeat: wooden crates
bearing the mark of Soaper’s Company stood in neat stacks all around the
warehouse, and the stink of lye rose from the dusty white powder covering the
floor. The two lanterns in the heart of the room barely pushed back the deep shadows
of the vast expanse of the high-ceilinged building, but their light sufficed to
cast a faint glow on the symbols scrawled onto the walls in blood. 


A table stood in the center of the open warehouse floor, and
the Hunter’s gut tightened as he caught sight of a slim, childish figure
strapped atop it. The captive’s head sat in some strange horseshoe-shaped metal
dish with sides that rose in an upward curve. 


Ten men stood around the room, frozen in various stages of
stunned surprise. The Hunter’s eyes flicked toward the southern end of the
building, toward the staircase that led up toward the three upper floors. He
caught a flash of movement as the young man, Kodyn, and the young woman Aisha
charged from one of the fourth-floor rooms and raced along the balcony to the
southeastern rooms. He was going for the girl, Briana. 


Ilanna and the other woman, Ria, engaged the first of the
guards. One man flew through the air, launched by a strong kick from Ria, and
crashed to the hard-packed earth floor with a sickening crunch. Ilanna’s sword knocked aside her opponent’s slim blade, and
her throwing dagger took the Gatherer in the throat. 


The Hunter smiled. Not
bad. They could handle themselves; he had more important matters to deal
with.


Even as the first Gatherer charged, the Hunter drew in a
breath through his nostrils. The stink of demon clung to the man’s unique scent—the
overpowering stink of lye, rotting gums, and turmeric—but it didn’t come from
the man himself. He was as human as the victim strapped to his table. The
Hunter brought his blade forward for a lightning fast thrust the Gatherer never
saw. The man died without a sound, the tip of the Hunter’s long sword buried in
his throat. 


Another Gatherer charged, a maniacal light in his eyes. He
wielded a long sickle-shaped sword, known as a khopesh, favored among the
Indomitables, Shalandra’s military troops. The Hunter batted aside the wild
strike with his sword so hard it knocked the man off balance. As the Gatherer
flailed his arms, the Hunter drove Soulhunger into the man’s side. Blood
stained his brown robes—the same dull brown as the thread he’d found clutched
in the Bluejacket’s hand, the Hunter realized—and the man’s high-pitched scream
of terror echoed loud in the Hunter’s ears. Bright crimson light leaked from
Soulhunger’s gemstone, pushing back the dim shadows within the room.


Once, the Hunter had believed the dagger consumed his
victims’ souls. In Enarium, he’d learned the truth: it consumed the energy that
kept them alive and relayed it to Kharna. Soulhunger’s presence in his mind,
interpreted as a voice demanding blood and death, had actually been a subconscious
command implanted by an ancient Serenii. The Hunter killed to keep Kharna
alive. So long as Kharna lived, the Devourer of Worlds could not break through
to destroy Einan. 


With a roar, the Hunter tore Soulhunger free of the dying
man’s side and raced toward the next Gatherer. The man wielded a crude Praamian-style
short sword, pitted by rust and dented from use. The Hunter’s long sword, made
with the best Voramian steel, shattered the blade and plowed devastation
through the Gatherer’s arm and shoulder in the same blow. Even as the Hunter
drove Soulhunger into the man’s chest, his eyes sought out his next target.


His gut clenched as he caught sight of the assassin, Errik,
locking blades with another hooded cultist. The Hunter could see Errik would slip
past his opponent’s guard with his next blow. But that instant would keep him
locked in combat and focused on the enemy ahead, while another Gatherer charged
from behind. 


Time slowed as the brown-robed cultist raised a Praamian
short sword to strike. The Hunter could actually visualize the trajectory of
the blow. The crude, hacking chop would sever the assassin’s spine and likely
end his life.  


Instinct took over and the Hunter’s right arm whipped up and
forward, his fingers releasing their grip on his sword at the height of the
arc. The long blade spun end over end as it crossed the distance in a second
and buried to the hilt in the man’s back. The force of the blow knocked the
dying Gatherer off his collision course with Errik. He crashed into a wooden
chair and collapsed in a pile of splinters and woolen cushion fibers.


Errik whipped around, bloodstained sword raised to block.
His eyes went wide as he saw the dead man with the Hunter’s sword embedded in
his back. His gaze darted to the Hunter, and he gave a tiny nod.


The Hunter returned the nod, then ripped Soulhunger from the
Gatherer’s body and raced deeper into the warehouse. He slipped through the
stacks of crates, his feet flying across the powder-covered floor. He had to
stop the Gatherers from killing their latest victim.


The man that had been standing over the boy strapped to the
table reached for a sword—either to finish off the boy or repel the intruders,
the Hunter couldn’t be certain. He leapt into the air, arms outstretched, and
tackled the man to the ground. He rolled as he fell, gaining the upper hand and
winding up atop the stunned Gatherer. With a growl, he plunged Soulhunger into
the man’s chest. 


Screams echoed loud from the dying man and crimson light
streamed from Soulhunger’s gemstone. The Hunter didn’t wait until the cries of
agony fell silent. His right hand seized the Gatherer’s sword and tore it free
of his weakening grasp. The sickle-shaped blade had a strange, unfamiliar
weight and balance, but he’d make do. 


A part of him ached to kill every damned one of the
Gatherers—they deserved no less for what they’d done—but he knew he had to keep
at least one of them alive long enough to talk. He needed to know where to find
the demon.  


“Protect the Necroset!” came the cry from the far end of the
soapmaker’s factory. “Protect Kytos!” 


The Hunter sniffed the air again. Still the stink of demon
hung in the air, but not thick enough to indicate the demon’s presence—simply
frequent contact with the Gatherers. That meant Kytos was as human as the rest
of the Gatherers. 


Perfect. He’s the one I’ll keep alive. 


He raced on, hacking down a Gatherer foolish enough to get
in his way. From the corner of his eye, he saw Errik bring down another, and
another scream and crunch from the
walkway told him Ilanna and her people were still in the fight. He’d run out of
enemies to bring down far too soon.


His eyes scanned the darkness for the men he sought, and his
teeth bared as he caught sight of four men hustling a fifth toward a door at
the northern end of the warehouse. Errik and his assassins were occupied behind
the Hunter, and nothing but shadows stood between the Gatherers and the way
out.


You won’t escape me that easily! 


The Hunter roared his rage and poured more speed into his
legs. The Gatherers made the mistake of looking over their shoulders, and their
paces faltered for just a second. 


A second was all the Hunter needed to hurl his stolen sword
at the nearest man. The Gatherer fell, hands clutching the sword embedded in
his gut, blood spurting from the wound.  


Two of the Gatherers broke off from the cluster and turned
to face him. The Hunter leapt into the air, Soulhunger slashing first right,
then left. The Gatherers sagged, throats opened and gushing crimson. One
managed to get off a lucky blow as he died, but the tip barely grazed the
Hunter’s calf. 


The Hunter didn’t slow, but barreled into the two remaining
Gatherers at full speed. He angled his body toward the man on the left—Kytos
the Necroset, judging by the black stole around his neck, which bore the
strange symbol embroidered with gold thread—and brought Soulhunger spinning up
and across to the right. The tip of the blade punched through cloth and muscle,
snapped bone, and pierced the Gatherer’s heart. The Hunter slammed into Kytos with
the force of a charging warhorse, and the priest flew through the air to crash
against the door through which he’d intended escape. The Necroset collapsed
into a limp heap, unconscious.


The Hunter waited until Soulhunger had finished off the
Gatherer, but his eyes scanned the shadows for any more opponents. Errik held
one at sword point, while Ilanna and Ria dangled another over the third-floor railing.
At Ilanna’s snarl, they dropped the robed man and he plummeted to the floor
without a sound save for the thump of
impact and the loud snap of his neck
and spine. 


When the light from Soulhunger’s gemstone dimmed, the Hunter
pulled the dagger free. He stared down at the Gatherer and was surprised to
find a man with skin a deep mahogany, oval-shaped face, and nose far too long
and straight to be Praamian. Every one of them, even Kytos, had similar
features. 


“Tell me one of you kept one alive!” Ilanna called out. 


“I’ve got one,” Errik responded. The Gatherer in his grasp
gibbered in fear, but a quick blow of Errik’s pommel silenced him.


“I’ve got the Necroset,” the Hunter put in. 


The Hunter strode over to the unconscious Kytos, seized his
collar, and dragged him to the center of the room.


“Sid!” 


The Hunter looked up to see Kodyn racing down the stairs,
eyes fixed on the young man strapped to the table. Behind him, Aisha helped another
young woman stumble down the stairs. The freed captive had the same oval face,
sloping forehead, arrow-straight nose, and skin the same mahogany of the
Gatherers, though a shade lighter. 


“K-Kodyn?” The boy on the table spoke in a weak voice tinged
with pain. 


“I’m here, Sid!” Kodyn slashed through the boy’s bonds with his
sword. 


“I knew…you’d come…for me,” Sid gasped. His chest was a
bloody mess, the symbol etched into his flesh, and vomit stained his lips. The
Hunter smelled the reek of poison on him—he didn’t know if the boy would
survive.


“Get one of Tyman’s healers here, now!” Ilanna snapped.


The female assassin, Kalla, nodded and raced out of the
warehouse.  


The Hunter waited until Kodyn had helped the young Sid down
to lie on the floor, then lifted Necroset Kytos in a one-handed grip and dumped
him onto the table. 


“Tie him down,” he instructed the one remaining assassin.
“Can’t have him escaping.”


The man Sys shot a glance at Errik, who nodded. As Sys set
about binding the priest’s hands and feet, Errik strode toward the Hunter.
Without a word, he pulled the Hunter’s sword from his belt and held it out. 


The Hunter took it in mute silence—that was as close as he’d
get to thanks from the assassin.


“Is this Kytos?” Ilanna asked as she, Ria, Aisha, and the
girl Briana joined them beside the table, a solid wooden thing with ropes
secured to the four legs. Blood and other foul bodily fluids stained the
surface, and someone had carved dozens of depictions of that strange Serenii
symbol into the wood. 


The Hunter nodded and grinned. “He tried to run. Didn’t work
out as he’d hoped.” He gestured to the priest on the table, then to the other
bodies littering the room. “None of them are Praamian.”


“I noticed.” Ilanna pursed her lips. “I’d wager they’re all
Shalandrans, but the fact that they’re occupying this building and operating
freely in our city means they have local help.”


The Hunter inclined his head. “None of your people, I
assume.” 


“Never,” Ria growled. 


“Then we’ve still got a problem,” the Hunter said. “Kytos
might be the head of these Gatherers, but not the demon I’m hunting.” He
pointed to the man on the table. “Yet he reeks of demon. He’s had contact with
the creature in the last few hours.”


“Then it’s time we ask him a few questions,” Ilanna snarled.
“And I’ve no intention of being gentle about it.”


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Five 


 





 


Before Ilanna could move, the Hunter stepped up and slapped
the unconscious Necroset. Kytos jerked up, sputtering, but the ropes binding
his arms and feet held him fast. 


The Hunter seized the priest’s robes in an iron fist and
twisted until the hem cut off his air. Kytos stared up at the Hunter, defiance
burning in his eyes, as his face slowly turned from an angry red to a deep,
choking purple.


Ilanna was about to say something when the Hunter released
Kytos, hard enough to slam his head against the table. 


“Easy,” Ilanna said. “He won’t be able to talk if you
splatter his brains across the floor.”


The Hunter scowled, but Ilanna ignored him. Instead, she
turned to Errik. “Bring me that plaster.” She gestured to the wooden bucket on
the floor beside the table. 


Errik shot her a curious glance but obeyed without
hesitation, righting the fallen bucket and setting it on the table beside the
coughing, gasping priest.


“You and your people came to my city, killed my people,” she snarled down at the man.



“I came to save your
people,” the Necroset responded.


“Save them?” Ilanna arched an eyebrow. “You’ll have to
explain the logic on that one, Priest.”


“You would not believe me if I told you.” Kytos’ expression
grew sullen, the defiance returning. “Heathens like you could never understand
what is to come.”


Ilanna bent over the man. “Try me,” she growled. 


Kytos snapped his mouth shut and set his jaw, his expression
stubborn.


Ilanna sighed. “Open his mouth,” she instructed Errik.


Errik stepped up to the table, gripped the man’s jaw, and
forced his lips apart. Ilanna dipped the trowel into the bucket and dropped a
small scoop of the runny plaster into the prisoner’s mouth. Kytos gagged and
choked, struggling to breathe around the fast-hardening liquid. At Ilanna’s
nod, Errik released the man’s head, and Kytos spat out as much of the plaster
as he could manage.


“Shall we try that again?” Ilanna asked, a sweet smile on
her face as she reached for another scoop of plaster. “Or do you want to take a
stab at explaining the truth to a heathen?” 


“Your threats mean nothing compared to the end to come!” The
setting plaster garbled Kytos’ words but could not conceal the fanatical edge
to his tone. “When Hallar’s prophesied destruction comes, this world will be
washed away in a torrent of blood and scoured by fire.”


Ilanna pursed her lips. “Sounds painful. Still doesn’t
explain what brings you lot to my city.”


“We have come to gather the people to the only place where
they will be safe, to the life beyond this one.” A wild zeal burned in Kytos’
eyes. “One by one, the men, women, and children of this world will be sent to
safety once they are purified by the Keeper’s Kiss and blessed by his mark.”


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Let me get this straight. You’re killing people to stop them from being
killed by whatever horror is to come?” She shook her head. “You see the irony
in that, don’t you?”


“The death of the body is far better than the death of the
soul.” Kytos’ voice took on the same preaching tone that echoed in every temple
in the Ward of Refuge. “It is our sacred duty to purify the body, mark it with the
Long Keeper’s seal, and conceal their human imperfections. Only those who bear
the Long Keeper’s mark will be given entrance to the Sleepless Lands.
Sanctification comes with suffering, but is it not worth mortal pain in
exchange for immortal bliss?”


Ilanna’s mind raced. Journeyman Rilmine had spoken of the
effects of Night Petal, how the poison flushed everything from the body. If that’s the Gatherers’ idea of purification,
the seven burns would be the mark of the Long Keeper. And that symbol is to guarantee
entrance to the Sleepless Lands. 


“So this?” She lifted another scoop of plaster and held it
over his face. “This is what you want?” She
dumped the liquid right into his eyes. “This is how you conceal your human
imperfections and make yourself sanctified to the Long Keeper?”


“Yes!” Kytos’ voice rose to a shout as he shook his head in
an effort to clear the plaster from his face. He only succeeded in banging his
head against the high steel walls of the horseshoe-shaped dish—which, Ilanna
realized with a sickening sensation, had been used to hold the victims’ heads
as they were encased in plaster. “We have come to bring mercy to your people.
And you, in your short-sighted ignorance, have condemned all of your people to
the prophesied doom.” 


“How do you know this doom is coming?” Ilanna asked in
mocking tone. “I don’t know many people who can predict the end of the world
with such confidence.” She added another layer of plaster to Kytos’ face, this
time around his nostrils. 


“The Prophecy of Hallar foretells it!” Kytos gasped. Bubbles
formed in the runny plaster as it slithered into his nostrils. “As the Keeper’s
faithful, it is our duty to speak the truth, to warn the masses. But our people
are as foolish and blinded as you, unable to see beyond what lies in front of
their faces. If only they would open their eyes to the Long Keeper’s mercy,
they could put an end to suffering and know peace and bliss forever more.”


“Ilanna.” Errik’s voice sounded beside her. 


Ilanna turned to find the Serpent holding a small vial. 


“I’m betting it’s the Night Petal,” Errik said.


With a nod, Ilanna took the vial from the Serpent. “Necroset
Kytos, I offer you the one thing you did not offer your victims: a choice. Tell
me who in Praamis is helping you, and I will let you live.”


The Hunter scowled, but Ilanna smiled at him and gestured to
the dagger at his hip. The assassin got the message: she would let the priest live, but he could do whatever he wanted.


“I care nothing for this life!” Kytos spat. “I have been
prepared to meet the Long Keeper since I was a child in the Hall of the Beyond.
Killing me would be a kindness.”


“Would it, though?” Ilanna’s smile grew as she stared down
at the vial in her fingers. “Didn’t you say that only those purified, marked,
and consecrated would be given this immortal bliss of which you speak? But what
happens to those who aren’t properly sanctified?”


Kytos shook his plaster-smattered head. “They are destined
to wander the cold, empty darkness, ever searching for the Long Keeper’s
embrace and never finding it.” 


Ilanna leaned over the bound priest. “Including you,” she whispered. 


“What?” Kytos jerked back. “I am a priest of the Long Keeper—”


“But have you been purified?” Ilanna stared down at the man.
“Do you bear the sign of the Long Keeper burned into your flesh, or the mark
that grants you access to the Sleepless Lands? If you die with your head
uncovered, your human imperfections exposed to the Long Keeper, will he condemn
you to that cold, empty void as well?”


Kytos opened his mouth, but no words came out. 


Ilanna’s smile turned cold. Missed that little flaw in your
plan, eh, Priest?


“Then I offer you what you desire most, Priest:
consecration. Tell me who in my city was helping you, and I will give you the
Keeper’s Kiss and all the rest.” Ilanna dropped her voice to a low croon. “Or
would you rather spend an eternity wandering the afterlife?”


“Purify me, and I will tell you what you wish to know!”
Kytos nearly shouted. “One drop of the Keeper’s Kiss is all it takes to begin
the purging.”


“Answers first, sanctification later.” Ilanna pulled the
cork from the vial with an audible pop. “My
offer expires in five, four, three—”


“I do not know!” Kytos cried. “He never revealed his face to
us, but always kept it covered behind a mask.”


Ilanna ground her teeth. “And you didn’t think that was
odd?”


“Odd?” Kytos sounded confused. “He is a true Gatherer, and
the faceless mask he wears is intended to conceal his human weakness from the
Long Keeper.”


“You’ll have to give me more than that if you want me to
hold up my end of the bargain.” Ilanna poured a drop of the Night Petal poison
onto the man’s cheek. “Choose your next words wisely, Priest. The vial is
almost empty.”


“The child!” Desperation echoed in Kytos’ voice. “He said
something about the child being connected to him.”


“What child?” Ilanna demanded.


“The one who was unworthy.” Sorrow echoed in Kytos’ voice. 


Ilanna dripped more Night Petal onto the man’s cheeks, causing
Kytos to turn his head in a vain attempt to swallow the poison. Ilanna pulled
it away after a moment, and Kytos’ tongue flicked out to try and lick the
poison from his cheek, an effort that proved fruitless.


“What child?” Ilanna slapped the man.


“The child we took two nights ago.” Kytos stopped
struggling, and his body sagged in his bonds. “When we Gathered him and brought
him here, we found he was already too weak, his body rotting from the inside
out. He passed into the afterlife before we could properly sanctify him. Our
only choice was to give him the Keeper’s mark and hope the one who sees all
accepts him into the life beyond this one.”


Ilanna’s brow furrowed, and for a moment, she thought another child had died. Then it clicked.
The Bluejacket!


“So this mysterious man in the mask, the one who helped you,
said that the child was connected to him?” she demanded.


Kytos nodded. “He was furious when he saw the child lying on
our table. Insisted we dump him rather than burying him with the rest.”


“And where is that?” the Hunter growled.


“In the Field of Mercy.” Kytos seemed surprised at the
question. “For that is, in truth, our purpose in your city.”


“Yes, of course,” Ilanna snapped. “To give the Long Keeper’s
mercy to avoid this prophesized doom.”


Her mind raced as she digested what the Gatherer had told
her. 


“I have told you what I know,” Kytos said. “Now, please,
purify me so I may join my brothers in the Great Beyond.”


“Of course.” Ilanna’s voice was sugary sweet. “Open your
mouth and receive the Keeper’s Kiss.”


“Keeper have mercy on you and save you from the Final
Destruction.” Kytos’ body relaxed his mouth opened.  


Ilanna stoppered the vial of poison and rammed it into his
mouth. As Kytos gagged and jerked in his bonds, she hefted the bucket of plaster
and poured it over his nose and open mouth. He twitched, his body going rigid
as he tried in vain to breathe through the thick plaster. 


For a moment, Ilanna thought the Hunter would draw his
soul-stealing dagger and finish off the priest then and there. Yet he simply
nodded and stood with his arms crossed, his face an expressionless mask.
Perhaps he, too, believed this a more fitting end for the priest that had
caused the deaths of so many. 


Something the priest had said flashed through her mind. 


The Bluejacket was somehow connected to the man in the mask.
There’s only one explanation that makes sense.


She turned to the Hunter. “I know who the man in the mask
is.”
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The Hunter found himself intrigued and impressed by the
Guild Master. Everything he’d seen of her so far—her tender manner with the Ghandian
woman, the motherly concern for her son, the confidence of a competent
leader—hadn’t prepared him to watch her in action with Necroset Kytos. He
hadn’t needed to handle the interrogation because she’d manipulated his
delusions with the deft hand of an expert. And for her to finish it off with
such ruthlessness…it left him impressed, indeed.


“I know who the man in the mask is.” 


The Guild Master’s statement caught him by surprise and raised
his estimation of her even more. Had she come to the same conclusion as he?


“You’re thinking it’s Lord Chasteyn,” he said.


To her credit, the Guild Master’s eyes only widened a
fraction. “Yes,” she said, with a barely-noticeable pause. “When he saw that
they’d taken a Bluejacket—”


“He was afraid they’d connect the child’s death back to him
through his wife.” The Hunter sucked in a breath as realization dawned on him.
“Which is why he tried to point the finger at Baronet Wyvern!” 


“Of course!” Now, Ilanna’s eyes did widen visibly. “If
anyone found these Gatherers, they’d immediately recognize them as coming from
Shalandra.”


“And, given that there are only two people in Praamis with
known ties to Shalandra, they would be the only logical choices.”


Ilanna nodded. “But if Baronet Wyvern was dead—perhaps his
death could be written off as a suicide—no one would think to look at Lord
Chasteyn.” 


Something the priest said had stuck with the Hunter. “What
he said about the Bluejacket, about him dying before they did their ritual on
him, did that make any sense to you?”


Ilanna shook her head. “Struck me as odd. How would a
Bluejacket end up poisoned before being
poisoned by the Gatherers?” 


The Hunter’s mind flashed back to his visit to the House of
Mercy, and his conversation with the caretaker. “When I visited the House of
Mercy, someone mentioned that there were far fewer children these days.” His
brow furrowed. “My contact in the city said that a few dead Bluejackets would
form a pattern indicating Baronet Wyvern as the man responsible. But what if
we’ve been looking at the wrong man. Or woman?”


Ilanna’s eyebrows shot upward. “Lady Chasteyn?”


The Hunter shrugged. “I know it’s a stretch, but can you
think of any other way for the Bluejacket to wind up poisoned?” The caretaker that
had greeted him at the orphanage said Lady Chasteyn served the children lunch
every day. He couldn’t understand why
she would poison the child, but the how certainly
fit.


The Guild Master seemed to come to the same conclusion. “If
Lord Chasteyn is involved with the Gatherers, it’s not impossible to believe
Lady Chasteyn is as well. Though why two different poisons were used is beyond
me.”


“Only one way to find out,” the Hunter growled. “We go and
ask Lady Chasteyn herself.”


Ilanna’s expression grew pensive. “We can’t simply go around
accusing the nobility of Praamis of such a crime without proof.”


The Hunter shrugged. “You can’t.” He turned to go, but
Ilanna stepped in his way.


“This is my city,” she told him. “Every body you drop will
get blamed on me and my people. You can walk away when this is all done, but
I’ve still got my King to answer to. That means we’re going to play this my way.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “And what way is that?” 


Ilanna’s smile grew syrupy. “We’ll ask Lady Chasteyn, like
you said, but we’ll actually use words.”
She gestured to her three assassins. “We’ll save the violence and torture for
when it’s absolutely necessary. Turns out the fine nobles of Praamis aren’t too
fond of hearing that the Night Guild is murdering their peers.”


The Hunter couldn’t help grinning at her sharp tone. “So be
it.” He held up a finger. “But I give you fair warning: if, as I believe, we
discover Lord Chasteyn is the demon I seek, I will deal with him my way.” 


Lord Chasteyn wouldn’t actually need a mask to conceal his
features—he could simply shift his face as the Hunter and all those of Abiarazi
blood did. Perhaps he’d simply worn it for theatrics’ sake. Whatever the
reason, the Hunter was convinced it was a
demon beneath the disguise. 


“Nothing will stop me from bringing him down. Not you or
your Night Guild, and certainly not your King.” 


Ilanna fixed him with a stern gaze, something dangerous
written in her eyes. Finally, after a long moment, she shrugged. “So be it. If
there is a demon in my city, killing
it is worth the hassle of explaining to Duke Phonnis why a nobleman turned up
dead.” 


“Who says he needs to turn up at all?” Errik said from
beside Ilanna.


The Hunter turned to the assassin with a surprised grin.
“That’s one way to think of it.” 


The fierce warrior woman, Ria, placed a hand on Ilanna’s
arm. “And what about the rest of the Gatherers? How do we find them?”


“We don’t.” Ilanna
shook her head. “As we originally planned, we let them come to us.”


She turned to Errik. “You and your Serpent stay here. Get
that door back in place and fix the place up so any Gatherers who show up
aren’t instantly alerted.”


Errik shook his head. “Sys will stay, but if you’re hunting
a…” He seemed to stumble over the word. “…a demon, I’m going with you.”


“As am I,” Ria declared.


Aisha flicked blood from the tip of her long dagger and
strange, short spear and stepped up beside Ria.


“No.” The Guild Master moved toward Aisha and placed a hand
on her shoulder. “First you’re going to return to the Night Guild to summon
reinforcements. I want the Hounds, Foxes, and Bloodbears here within half an
hour, and a handful of Serpents to meet me at the House of Mercy.” She shot a
glance at Errik that seemed to say, “Happy?”
“Once that’s done, you’re going to help Kodyn get all the captives to
safety.”


Two terrified children cowered behind a stack of crates, and
Kodyn had helped the girl, Briana, to sit on the floor. Her face had gone pale,
pinched with pain, and sweat stood out on her gaunt forehead. 


Aisha looked ready to protest, but Ilanna held up a hand.
“Right now, these people need your strength more than I. Help them find their
way home, return them safely to their loved ones, then return to the Night
Guild.” 


After a long moment, Aisha relented. “As you say, Master
Gold.”


Kodyn looked up from where he crouched protectively over the
girl he’d rescued. “Guild Master, I’d go with you, but Briana—” 


“I want you safe, my son.” Ilanna shook her head. “See to
the people that need you.”


The Hunter couldn’t help feeling a surge of sorrow welling
within him. He had Kiara, Hailen, Evren, Graeme, and a few others to call
friends, even family, yet nothing compared to what this Guild Master had.
Whatever life had thrown had her, she’d taken and used it to grow strong—not on
her own, as he had, but with the help of those around her. He found himself
longing for that sense of companionship, of trust. 


He pushed the thoughts aside and swallowed the emotions. I’ve more important things to deal with. If
Lord Chasteyn really was the demon,
he’d finally complete the mission that had brought him to Praamis in the first
place. 


He waited until Ilanna had finished giving her men commands,
then nodded toward the door of the warehouse. “Let’s go.”


With a nod, Ilanna fell into place beside him, her loyal
guardian beside her. Together, the three of them strode out of the warehouse
and down the road that led in the direction of the House of Mercy. 


The streets of Praamis had come alive since sunrise. Carts,
wagons, and carriages rumbled up and down the broad avenues, weaving through
the throngs of pedestrians that surged toward the nearby marketplaces and shops
of Vendor’s Block.


One look at the Hunter, Ria, and Ilanna sent most passersby
scurrying out of the way. The Hunter strode with purpose—not only to reach
their destination before the Chasteyns fled, but to avoid any Praamian Guard
patrols that might object to their bloodstained appearance and the weapons they
carried.  


They reached the House of Mercy in a matter of minutes and
strode in without hesitation. Last time, he’d paid a visit as Lord Anglion,
with subterfuge and deceit his weapons. Now, the Hunter of Voramis came
calling, and woe to those who stood between him and the demon he hunted. 


Fearful looks greeted the three of them—as to be expected
from seeing armed warriors storming into an orphanage.


“Where is Lady Chasteyn?” the Hunter demanded of the nearest
caretaker, a portly, rosy-cheeked woman whose curling red hair refused to stay
put beneath her white wimple.


“Sir, this is a place of peace and refuge,” the caretaker replied
in a calm voice. “There is no need for violence—”


“Tell that to your mistress,” Ilanna snarled. Quick as a
striking whip, she darted forward and seized the woman’s tunic. A dagger
whispered from a sheath at her hip to press against the woman’s cheek. “Where.
Is. She?”


“Not here!” the caretaker cried out. “She sent word that she
was ill.”


Ilanna nodded to Ria, who hurried down the hall toward Lady
Chasteyn’s office. A minute later, she returned and shook her head.


Ilanna released the caretaker. “Thank you.” 


The woman flinched as the Guild Master reached into her
pocket, but Ilanna only produced a pouch, which clinked as she placed it in the caretaker’s hand. Again, the Hunter
couldn’t help feeling surprised by the gesture—an oddly humane one, given Ilanna’s reputation as Guild Master. He followed
Ilanna as she stalked out onto the street.


“We need to get to the Chasteyns’ now,” he insisted once
they’d ducked into an alley opposite the House of Mercy. “If they know they’re
discovered, if they try to run—”


“They have no reason to suspect anything,” Ilanna replied.
“If Lord Chasteyn had his Gatherers kill the Baronet, he doubtless believes his
hands are clean. We can wait until my Serpents arrive, then go pay the
Chasteyns a visit in their mansion.”


“If any of the Gatherers somehow escape your men and get
word to the demon, he may flee.” He clenched his fist. “I cannot allow him to
evade my grasp, not when I am so close to bringing him down.”


Ilanna was about to respond when Ria hissed. “Ilanna!” 


The Hunter and Ilanna whirled and found the Ghandian woman pointing
out into the street. 


“Isn’t that Lady Chasteyn’s manservant?” Ria asked.


The Hunter scanned the crowd until he found the man he
sought. Hair gone grey with age, slim features, cord-thin build, and dull brown
servants’ garb. The man walked with the pronounced limp left by some injury or
defect of birth to his left leg. 


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed. He reached into a pocket and
plucked out the thread he’d taken from the dead Bluejacket. The thread had been
clutched in the child’s hand along with the blackmail note for Baronet Wyvern.
It had been a scant clue, barely evidence enough to tie the Gatherers to the
boy’s death. 


Yet now, staring at the thread and the manservant’s clothing,
a shock ran through him. The boy was poisoned before his death. The poison had
to come from the House of Mercy. Either Lady Chasteyn herself, or her trusted
servant. 


But why? The question nagged at him. Why would the servant poison
the Bluejacket? And how did the thread from the manservant’s robe end up in the
boy’s hand. 


All questions he intended to ask the man, Holtan, in person.
He wouldn’t bother being gentle.


He didn’t bother to explain to Ilanna or Ria, but slipped
out of the alley and strode toward the manservant. Slipping up behind Holtan,
he drew Soulhunger and pressed the dagger’s tip into the man’s back. 


“Make a move or sound and you die a slow, painful death.”


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Seven 


 





 


The manservant’s violent reaction shocked Ilanna. The slim,
grey-haired man whirled far too fast for someone his age, slapping away the
Hunter’s dagger and driving a punch into the assassin’s chest. It seemed to
catch the Hunter by surprise, too, for the blow knocked him back a single step.



Whirling, the manservant tried to flee, but his twisted leg
slowed him down. 


The limp! The
sight set pieces clicking into place in Ilanna’s mind. Daytin, the alchemist,
had said the man who bought the Flaming Tansy had limped.


Ilanna crossed the distance to him in three quick steps and
kicked his right foot out from beneath him mid-stride. His bad left leg crumpled
under his weight and he collapsed with a cry.


The Hunter and Ria reached her at the same second, and they
both descended upon the manservant before he could retaliate.


“I warned you!” the Hunter growled, and drove his dagger
into the man’s side. The man screamed in agony, and Ilanna’s eyes flew wide at
the bright red light that bloomed from the gemstone set into the pommel. But
before she could shout at the Hunter that they needed the servant alive, the
assassin tore the weapon free of the servant. Ilanna watched, spellbound, as
the steel seemed to consume the blood staining the tip and last finger’s
breadth of blade. 


What the bloody hell
manner of weapon is that? Once again, she couldn’t help a shudder of
fear—both from the Hunter’s reputation and what she had just witnessed with her
own eyes. Thank the gods he hasn’t turned
that thing against us.


By the time she blinked away the unease, the Hunter had
seized the servant’s collar and hauled him bodily to his feet. “Know anywhere
private we can take him?” He shook the man. “Someplace where no one will hear
him scream.”


Ilanna nodded. “This way.” 


The manservant tried to struggle, but the Hunter drove a
fist into his gut. Breath whooshed from the man’s lungs and he sagged, only to
have the Hunter haul him upright by the drab brown vest and tunic once more. 


“Cease your resistance,” the Hunter barked at the servant,
“and you might live through this.”


The man’s face creased into a scowl. “I don’t know what you
think yo—”


The Hunter gripped his face in a strong hand, cutting off
his words. “We know exactly what your
master and mistress are up to.” 


The man’s eyes widened a fraction and in that moment, Ilanna
knew their theory about the Chasteyns had been correct. That was the look of a
guilty man.


“Please, you don’t understand!” The servant protested as the
Hunter hauled him down the street. “I just did it to help the mistress.”


Ilanna’s gut clenched, and she hurried her steps. Two
streets away, she led Ria and the Hunter through a back alley and into small
brick house set a good distance from the main thoroughfare. The Night Guild
owned such properties around the city—safe houses in case someone needed to lie
low from the law or a rival. 


The Hunter threw the manservant to the floor and loomed over
him. “Explain how killing children is helping your mistress!”


“You don’t understand,” the man said again, barely above a
whisper. Tears sprang into the man’s eyes, and he shook his head. “It was the
only way…”


“The only way to what?”
Ilanna’s voice was cold and hard as ice. 


“To keep her from ending it.” The manservant’s shoulders
slumped, as if someone had just hung a millstone around his neck. “She’s
endured so much…she almost broke once, I couldn’t let it happen again.” He
lifted his eyes and fixed her with a pleading look. “I promised her mother I
would keep her safe!” 


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Unless you want me to let my friend at you again—” She gestured to
the Hunter. “—you’ll speak plainly.”


The man seemed to deflate, his posture exuding shame. “Lord
Vorack Forgolan was a cruel man.” He spoke in a low, miserable voice. “A man of
violent passions. He returned from the Eirdkilr War a brutal, vicious creature,
seeking to inflict pain on anyone who stood in his path. In business and at
home.”


Ilanna’s jaw clenched. An all-too familiar story. 


“My father tried his best to shield Lady Forgolan and her
daughter from the master’s rages, and after his passing, the duty fell to me.”
The manservant held out his insignia, a gryphon clutching three stalks of
wheat—the symbol of House Forgolan or House Chasteyn, she guessed. “But when my
lady married Lord Chasteyn, she traded one cruelty for another, one violent
hand for another.”


“What does this have to do with killing children?” the
Hunter growled.


Ilanna held up a hand. “Let him speak.” She’d known men
confess their sins out of relief at being discovered. A man’s soul could only
carry so much guilt before the burden grew too much to bear. 


“The day came when my lady tried to take her life.” Sorrow
and shame twisted the man’s face. “Five years ago, on Maiden’s Day, while her
husband entertained guests next door. A desperate act to humiliate the man that
had tortured her for years. But, to my eternal regret, I honored my vow to her
mother and stopped her before the knife could open her wrists. I stitched her
up, nursed her back to full strength, but she had changed that day. She
determined to have her vengeance, in this life if not in the next. But it would
not be a quick vengeance, nor a painless death. She would make Lord Chasteyn
suffer for years as he had made her suffer. Banshee’s Bite was her weapon.”


Ilanna recognized the name—Banshee’s Bite was a slow-acting
toxin that built up in the heart, lungs, and blood vessels, suffocating its
victims to a lingering death over the course of a year or more. 


“But Lord Chasteyn uncovered the deceit after just a few
days, and when he confronted my lady, they fought and she killed him.” He
shivered, as if reliving a horrible memory. “So much blood. More blood than I’d
ever believed possible. I barely recognized my master after what she did to
him.”


Ilanna didn’t need to imagine it; she had a similar memory,
from the time she’d killed Sabat. The Bloodbear apprentice had more than
deserved his cruel death, poisoned and slain by the same knife he’d used to
kill Ethen. She had hacked and stabbed at him until his body barely resembled
the fat, cruel-featured boy that had laid hands on her.


“Let me guess.” The Hunter’s voice held a scornful edge.
“She developed a taste for killing.” 


The manservant nodded again. “She was changed after that
day. Gone was the fearful daughter and terrified wife. In her place was the
Lady Chasteyn I’d hoped she would grow up to be once free of her father’s
shadow.” His face paled. “She laughed, sitting in that pool of her husband’s
blood. Laughed, and smiled! As if she’d just sampled a fine wine.”


The Hunter’s scowl deepened. “Some people are born broken,
while others are broken by the ones closest to them.”


“Yes!” The manservant latched on to the words, as if they
held hope. “She cannot help herself, the need to kill. It was beaten into her
by first her father than her husband. She is ill, and I have done everything I
can to help her.”


The Hunter sneered. “By killing children. Some help you
are!”  


“She would have killed them anyway,” the manservant
protested. “I found her standing over the body of one of her Bluejackets, her
hands still clasped around the boy’s throat. When I saw the suffering in the
child’s face, the horror in his still-open eyes, I almost summoned the Praamian
Guards right there. But I had promised her mother that I would let nothing harm
her. I had failed with Lord Chasteyn, but I could stop her from harming
herself.”


The man’s words sickened Ilanna, yet she could understand
that blind devotion to a loved one. She’d done horrible things in the name of
saving Kodyn, then saving him when she’d believed him dead.


But that doesn’t excuse what he did. Nothing will ever atone
for that. He had crossed too many lines to be redeemed.


“So was she the one that poisoned the children, or was yours
the hand that delivered the dose?” the Hunter demanded.


“I tried for months to convince my lady to fight her urges,
to seek help from the Sanctuary, the Illusionist Clerics, anyone who could help
to repair her broken mind.” More tears streamed down the manservant’s face. “But
when I saw she could not be restrained, I did the only thing I could. I tried to
ease the suffering of her victims.”


“The Night Petal,” Ilanna said. “A quick killer.”


“Yes.” The manservant nodded. “One drop was all it took.
Within hours, the child would slip into unconsciousness, never to wake again. A
painless death, and I would be following, ready to take them to a quick burial.
It was the best I could do for the ones my mistress chose to kill.”


The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl and seized the man by
the collar. “Or you could have stopped her yourself!” His voice rose to a shout.
“Instead, you not only let her keep killing, you helped her!” 


“And when the time comes, I will answer to the Long Keeper
for my choices.” A hint of defiance sparked in the man’s eyes. “But I will look
the god of death in the eye and tell him that I did what I did to protect the
ones I love.”


“Then I hope you’re prepared for your final judgement,” the
Hunter rumbled. “Your time has come.” He seized the manservant’s head in his
hands and twisted hard. The man’s spine gave a loud snap and he sagged, limp.


For a moment, Ilanna could only stare in shocked silence at
the corpse. “Watcher take you, Hunter!” she cursed. “He still had information
we needed!” 


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “He told us everything we
needed to know.”


“Like how bloody Lord Chasteyn is somehow alive after his
wife murdered him years ago?” Ria stepped up beside Ilanna and jabbed a finger
at the Hunter. “How can you explain that?”


A cold smile spread the Hunter’s lips. “Simple. Lord
Chasteyn is dead, and a demon wears his face.” 


Ilanna recoiled as his face began to shift, contorting like
maggots crawling across a carcass, and his dark, scarred features changed to
those of the manservant. 


“It is no difficult task,” he said in the dead man’s voice. Muscle
and bone in his face moved, twisted again, until finally the Hunter’s face
stared back at her. “When I first met Lady Chasteyn, she invited me to a party
celebrating her husband’s return from a pilgrimage to Shalandra. The Gatherers
are from Shalandra, and they serve the demon’s bidding. That could easily
explain Lord Chasteyn’s prolonged absence and still connects him to the
Gatherers.”


Ilanna frowned in thought. “If she’s been killing, why
haven’t more bodies been found?”


“They have.” The Hunter shook his head. “According to my
contacts, five children, all the same age as the Bluejacket in Old Town Market,
appeared in the Field of Mercy.”


Ilanna’s gut clenched. She had bad history with the Field of
Mercy—she’d lost two of her dearest friends to the ravenous quicksand. 


It would serve as the perfect dumping ground for bodies, for
both the Gatherers and Lady Chasteyn’s victims, she thought. They would never
be found again. Only the gods knew how many criminals were buried beneath the
thick mud.


“But if they were dumping bodies in the Field of Mercy, why
would they suddenly stop?” she asked. 


“I think I know the answer to that,” Ria said. “Yesterday I
overheard a couple of Foxes talking about heightened security in Watcher’s
Square and around the palace. Something about twice as many Praamian Guards,
though no one seems to know why.”


Ilanna grimaced. I
know why. On her last visit to the King, she’d thrown a salty comment at
Duke Phonnis mocking his Praamian Guards. He’d taken her jibe to “do something
about” security measures to heart, it seemed. 


The Hunter spoke up. “But if the Gatherers and Holtan here
couldn’t dump the bodies in the Field of Mercy, they’d have to find a new
dumping spot. Which explains why they chose the alleys and sewers.”


“And why they left the Bluejacket’s body in Old Town
Market,” Ilanna put in. Kytos’ words flashed through her mind. They’d found the
child dying from Lady Chasteyn’s poison, doubtless snatching him up before Holtan
could collect his body—or the message to Baronet Wyvern. At Lord Chasteyn’s
command, the Gatherers had dumped the dead or dying boy into the alley. “The
Flaming Tansy claimed him before they could dose him with Night Petal.”


The Hunter bared his teeth, fury blazing in his eyes. “The
bastards deserved a far crueler fate than just death.”


“If the legends of that dagger are true,” Ilanna said,
thrusting a chin at Soulhunger, “their souls are suffering in one of the
hells.”


The Hunter glanced down at his dagger, then nodded. “True. But
they will not suffer alone. Lord and Lady Chasteyn must taste the Watcher’s
justice this day.”


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Eight
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The smell of demon hung thick and sickening in the empty
house. The manservant reeked of rot and decay, the odor so strong the Hunter
was surprised he hadn’t detected it when he encountered Holtan in the House of
Mercy. Or when he encountered Lady Chasteyn, for that matter. Only the
overwhelming amber, cinnamon, musk, and candied flowers of the noblewoman’s perfume
had kept him from smelling it.


But he’d found the demon now, of that he had no doubt.
Everything pointed to the Chasteyns—Lady Chasteyn the murderer of the
Bluejackets, and Lord Chasteyn as the Abiarazi
and the leader of the Gatherers. All that remained was to track them down
and mete out the punishment they deserved.


“Hold on.” Ilanna stepped between him and the door. “We
can’t just go storming into a nobleman’s mansion in broad daylight.”


The Hunter snorted. “You might not be able to, but—”


“If this demon is as hard to kill as you say he is, don’t
you think it’s stupid to fight him and his
household guards?” Ilanna cocked an eyebrow. “Oh, and any of the Duke’s
Arbitors he might have hired to protect him?”


“How many?” The Hunter folded his arms. “Ten, twenty?” He’d
faced and defeated far worse odds than that. 


Ilanna fixed him with a deadpan stare. “Are you really
trying to tell me you’re that good?”


The Hunter said nothing, simply shrugged.


Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Be that as it may, if it’s all the
same to you, I’d rather play this one smart.”


“What are you proposing?” 


“We pay the Chasteyns a visit, but only after I’m sure we’re not going to run into a small army.” Ilanna
gestured to Ria. “My people will keep the Arbitors and the household guards busy
so we can get in and face the Chasteyns in person.”


“And what makes you think they’ll even be there?” the Hunter
asked. “If the Chasteyns know about the Gatherers or suspect that we’re on to
them—”


“You saw how their servant was strolling up to the
orphanage.” The Guild Master shook her head. “Did you get even the slightest
hint of nervousness or fear from him?”


The Hunter considered the question. Holtan hadn’t seemed
nervous or fearful, and given how much he cared for his mistress, he’d be the
first one to know if the Chasteyns were afraid for their lives or preparing to
flee. “No,” he said finally.


“Which means the Chasteyns can’t know that we’re coming for
them.” The Guild Master drove the point home. “So we’ve got time to do it
right, to get in without tipping the Chasteyns off until we’re ready to take
them down.” 


“Take them down?” The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “So you’re
not suggesting we drag them in front of the King for summary judgement?”


The Guild Master snorted. “Why would I ever suggest such a thing? The Chasteyns have given me too much
trouble to trust them to the King’s court. Besides, if Lord Chasteyn really is
a demon, do you truly believe the Praamian Guards or Arbitors could handle
him?”


“Not even a little.” The Hunter allowed a little smile to
spread his lips. “I just wanted to see where you stood.”


A dagger appeared in Ilanna’s hand with a deftness that
surprised him. “I want my city cleansed of
this filth, today!” Fire flashed in her eyes. 


“Good.” The Hunter nodded. “Then we will play it your way.
How long do you and your people need?”


Ilanna shot a glance at Ria. “The Serpents should be here at
any moment. Once they arrive, we can be ready to move within the hour.”


One hour, eh? The
Hunter pursed his lips. He’d been so focused on finding the demon in Praamis he hadn’t given much thought as to how
to deal with the thing once he did.


Until Enarium, he would have driven Soulhunger into the
demon’s heart and laughed as the creature died screaming. Now, with the promise
he’d made to feed Kharna, he couldn’t afford to kill the Abiarazi. Their life
force—the energy that coursed within their bodies, the source of their inhuman
abilities—was far too valuable in the Serenii’s fight to keep the Devourer of
Worlds from breaking into Einan. He had to find another solution to deal with
the demon that didn’t involve killing.


He stifled a snort. Easier
said than done. Abiarazi had proven notoriously hard to kill, and trying to
take one alive could prove paramount to suicide. 


Unless, of course, he had the right tools for the job. The
Swordsman’s blades might be in the House of Need in Voramis, but perhaps there
was another solution.


“Allow me to make one request of your people before we go.
An…unusual one, but vital to put an end to the creature we will face.” 


Ilanna cocked an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”


“What I’ll need is…”


 


* * *


 


The Hunter shot a glance at Ilanna, crouched beside him in
the shadow of an overhanging rooftop. “How much longer?” he growled. He’d
acceded to the Guild Master’s plan, knowing it would make his mission to take down
the demon easier, but he chafed at the delay. If anything went wrong and the
demon evaded him here…


“Two minutes,” Ilanna hissed back. “Just waiting for the
Serpents’ signal.”


The Hunter ground his teeth. “Your people have what I need?”
he asked.


Ilanna jerked a thumb at the huge blonde man—she’d called him
Jarl. Jarl shook his sack, and a satisfying clink
of metal echoed from within. 


“Good.” The Hunter nodded. “Keep them at hand for when I
subdue the demon.” 


He turned his focus back to scrutinizing the mansion that
was their target. His eyes roamed the building and found only the exact same
details he’d been studying for the last half hour.


From his position atop the roof of a four-story mansion, he
had an unobstructed view of the Chasteyns’ mansion. It was a larger, richer
property, with tall trees, perfectly manicured lawns, and a four-tiered stone
fountain in the paved stone courtyard. The building itself rose just three
stories off the ground, but it covered more surface area than the rest of the
properties around it. Evidently the wishleaf trade was more lucrative than the
Hunter knew.  


Six guards in blue jackets, black trousers, and burnished
silver breastplates—Arbitors, Ilanna
had called them—patrolled the property, nowhere near enough to stop the Hunter
from getting through.


But to reach the nobleman before he was alerted to their
presence, Ilanna had a different idea. When the Arbitors disappeared around the
far side of the estate, Jarl had shot a crossbow bolt to anchor a rope to the
rooftop beyond, then sent another of his comrades, which Ilanna had called a
Hawk, to secure it. The Hunter had heard of these zip wires, as they were
called, being used to convey heavy loads across vast canyons or fast-flowing
rivers. 


An interesting and clever plan, he had to admit.


The Hunter couldn’t help feeling impressed by Ilanna and her
Night Guild. They had proven far more coordinated, controlled, and clinical
than the violent Bloody Hand. Ilanna kept them in line, and they approached
their various criminal activities with the dispassion of a trained professional—like
a butcher or baker rather than the bloodthirsty, vicious bastards that had
ruled Voramis. 


A low whistle echoed from somewhere below, and Ilanna turned
to him. “It’s time.”


She handed him a strange-looking contraption: a U-shaped
length of metal with two railed wheels. When secured over the zip wire, the
Hunter realized, the wheels would spin, thereby reducing friction with the rope
and making the crossing faster.  


The Hunter stepped in her way. “I will face the demon first.”


Ilanna looked ready to retort, but the Ghandian woman put a
hand on her shoulder. “He’s right.” The words seemed to stick in her mouth, but
she kept the disdain from the glance she shot at the Hunter. “A wise leader
knows when to hang back and let her people do the dirty work.”


Ilanna snorted. “Please, Ria, after all this time, you still
don’t know me?” She did, however, remove her wheeled metal device and motion
for the Hunter to go first. 


The Hunter snapped the wheels into place atop the rope,
gripped the bar in both hands, and, taking a deep breath, leapt off the
rooftop. The whirring of the
fast-turning wheels was soon lost beneath the whistling of the wind in the
Hunter’s ear as he sped down the zip wire toward the nobleman’s mansion a
hundred paces away.


Movement flashed in the corner of his eye, and he turned his
head in time to see a dozen of the Night Guild’s assassins rush toward the
gate. Their handheld crossbows twanged, sending
tiny poison-tipped darts at the blue-robed Arbitors stationed at the gate and
walls. He didn’t know if the poison was deadly or simply a sleeping draught,
but right now, he didn’t care. Anything to keep the guards busy while he took
out the demon.


Four men wearing the livery and gryphon insignia of House
Chasteyn raced out of the mansion and threw themselves at the Night Guild’s
fighters. They, too, fell with poison darts embedded in their flesh.


Then the Hunter had no more time to watch, for the balcony
was racing toward him at terrible speeds. He lifted his feet to clear the
railing, released his grip on the metal bar, and dropped into a forward roll
that brought him to his feet. He used the forward momentum to drive his
shoulder into the balcony doors with enough force to shatter glass, bend the
metal lock, and splinter the frame.


He leapt into the chamber beyond, sword and dagger drawn.


His eyes fixed on the two figures seated on the plush
couches before him. 


Beneath the thick stench of amber, cinnamon, musk, and
candied flowers, the Hunter sensed the unmistakable reek of rot and decay. He’d
found the demon. 


“Lord and Lady Chasteyn,” he growled, “for your sins, the hand
of the Watcher comes for you this day.” 


 












Chapter Thirty-Nine 


 





 


Ilanna landed on the balcony a second after the Hunter,
rolled with the fall, and leapt through the now-shattered window in time to
hear his declaration. From anyone else, it might have sounded trite, but Ilanna
felt a shiver run down her spine at the fury in his words. She could very well
picture the Hunter as the Watcher’s right hand, meting out just punishment.


The Chasteyns’ bedroom was luxurious, a massive
silk-canopied bed dominating its center while ornate teak cabinets, dressers,
and shelves lined the walls. The Chasteyns sat on a plush divan, sharing a cup
of tea from valuable Nyslian porcelain cups. The picture of placid routine, but
Ilanna knew the truth. Beneath their elegant clothing and polished demeanors
lurked monsters. 


Lady Chasteyn was too stunned to do more than drop her tea,
and a dark stain spread across her frilled yellow-and-white summer gown. 


Lord Chasteyn, however, leapt to his feet with impossible
speed and darted from the room before she or the Hunter could react. 


With a roar, the Hunter charged after the fleeing nobleman. 


Ilanna heard the crunch
of glass behind her, and didn’t need to turn to know Ria had joined her in
the noblewoman’s sitting room.


“Lady Chasteyn,” she snarled, “the Night Guild has come for
a reckoning.”


The noblewoman blinked and stared at Ilanna with a confused
look. “What have we done to earn the Night Guild’s wrath? Surely my husband
has—”


“This is not about your husband!” Ria’s voice was cold,
hard. “Yours were the hands that
killed those children.”


“Surely you are mistaken.” Lady Chasteyn looked taken aback,
even offended. When she raised a hand to her mouth, Ilanna caught a glimpse of
scars—two running from her elbow to her forearm, and more, smaller scars
running parallel to her wrists. “Where is Holtan? My manservant will be able to
clear up any misund—”


“Holtan lies dead, his just reward for his part in your
crimes.” Ilanna stepped forward and drew a dagger. “Your husband has fled, and
now you must stand judgement for your actions.”


“So be it.” Lady Chasteyn recovered some of her poise and
dignity and stood, head held high. Yet her fingers dug into her arms, hard
enough to leave red lines. “Duke Phonnis will know the truth of the matter. He
will see that I am innocent of whatever it is you believe I have done.”


“Oh, the truth will come out.” Ilanna fixed the noblewoman
with a hard glare. “When I present Duke Phonnis with your corpse and all the
evidence that connects you to the murders of your Bluejackets, he will, indeed,
learn who is behind these deaths.”


Lady Chasteyn’s expression remained haughty for a moment,
then the façade cracked and her face grew desperate, fearful. “Please! It is his fault!” She thrust a finger in the
direction Lord Chasteyn had fled. “My husband is a cruel man, and he made me kill those children. He said
they were a drain on our finances, that we were only doing the city a
disservice by keeping alive those who would have died without our help. He is a
monster!” 


Ilanna smiled. “You’re not far wrong on that one.”


Lady Chasteyn, as if reading Ilanna’s wry humor as
understanding, threw herself to her knees. “He and his terrible cult of Gatherers
are murdering innocents, and I can do nothing to stop him. If I so much as
speak against it, he beats me. When he ordered me to kill, I could not resist
for fear that he would kill me as he has all the others.” 


Ilanna cocked her head. “Is that so?”


“Yes!” Lady Chasteyn nodded, and tears streamed down her
face. “You must save me from him. Surely you, a woman, know what it’s like to
fear a violent man who has power over you!”


Ilanna’s gut tightened. She’d known that fear, and it had
driven her to be stronger, better, smarter than all the other apprentices and
Journeymen in House Hawk. Yet Lady Chasteyn had made a mistake when she tried
to draw a comparison between the two of them. Ilanna had fought with every
ounce of her strength to save her
son, while Lady Chasteyn had killed children the same age Kodyn had been when
the fire in Old Town Market had nearly taken him from her. Some crimes could
not be forgiven.


Lady Chasteyn must have read that in Ilanna’s eyes, for she
went from the tearful, pleading woman to the haughty, cold lady of a noble
house once more. She stood, her movements precise and delicate, brushing the
dirt from her stained summer dress and fixing Ilanna with a sneer.


“You think to judge me?” Hatred flashed in her eyes. “You,
some lowborn criminal?”


Ria snarled, but Ilanna made no move. Now we see the real Lady Chasteyn. The rest had been an act, and
now that the noblewoman saw that she wouldn’t deceive her way out of this, she
resorted to her true, vile nature. 


“Of course you’d take
umbrage at a few street brats turning up dead, because you’re one of them!”
Lady Chasteyn’s words dripped vitriol and disdain. “You could never understand
what it’s like to belong to a noble house.”


“The miserable burdens of wealth and privilege.” Ilanna met
Lady Chasteyn’s disdain with her own. 


The noblewoman’s eyes went suddenly flat, dead. “I couldn’t
kill them fast enough,” she whispered. “They never stopped coming, never
stopped wanting more!” 


“More food, clothing, shelter?” Anger curled like a fiery serpent
in Ilanna’s gut. “Those ingrates, wanting the basic necessities to stay alive!”



“They didn’t deserve to live!” Lady Chasteyn shot back.
“Filthy, pitiful creatures, a blight on our city. Devouring my fortune with their endless needs. My
father’s greatest pride, and his greatest weakness. One final torment even from
beyond the grave. But I will not let him have the final word.” 


The icy tone of the noblewoman’s voice sent revulsion
shuddering through Ilanna. So much
hatred! She knew what it felt like to be consumed by hate, to be driven by
a desire for vengeance. But this goes far
beyond anything rational. 


Hatred was more than just an emotion for Lady Chasteyn—it
was her sustenance, her life force, her impetus. Hate alone had kept her alive
when she should have shattered long ago.


Had she ended with the murder of her husband, Ilanna
wouldn’t have bothered. Hell, she might even have applauded—Praamis could use
one fewer nobleman. But when she preyed on the vulnerable, innocent children
she pretended to care for, she had crossed a line into a place from which there
was no return.


“You killed Holtan?” Lady Chasteyn asked. 


The question, the sudden shift in the noblewoman’s tone and
line of thought, caught Ilanna by surprise.


“Yes,” Ria growled. “His quick death was a mercy he did not
deserve.”


Sorrow—genuine, this time—clouded Lady Chasteyn’s eyes.
“Poor Holtan. He always tried his best.” She shook her head. “It was never good
enough. Never enough to shield me from wicked men.”


Ilanna turned to Jarl and Errik, who had crossed the zip
wire to join them. “Take her. Don’t bother being gentle.”


Lady Chasteyn’s head snapped up, her expression once more
growing icy. “You will not lay hands on me!” 


The noblewoman’s eyes narrowed as Jarl and Sys stepped
forward. She didn’t shrink back in fear, but stood straight, tall, her gaze
darting around the room. Her expression went flat once more, that empty look in
her eyes as she fixed Ilanna with a haughty smile. “My father was right about
me.”


There was a flurry of lace and cloth as Lady Chasteyn darted
toward the picture window at the far side of the room. She threw herself at the
window before Ilanna could move. Glass shattered and the noblewoman’s body
plummeted from view. A moment later, a sickening crunch echoed below, accompanied by the sinister tinkling of a rain of glass shards.


Jarl, Ria, and Errik stood still, too stunned to react.
Ilanna had seen Lady Chasteyn’s intention the moment the noblewoman’s eyes had
found the window. She hadn’t bothered to stop the woman. A violent end was all
Lady Chasteyn deserved.


The sound of clashing steel echoed from the room beyond,
snapping Ilanna back to the moment. Lady Chasteyn was dead, but she still had
Lord Chasteyn—a Keeper-damned demon—to take care of. 


 


 












Chapter Forty


 





 


With a growl, the Hunter raced after the fleeing demon. Coward! 


He pursued the creature into the next room, a study with a
heavy oak desk, plush armchair, a side table with two crystal goblets and a
bottle of Nyslian brandy, and shelves laden with books. His gut clenched as he
saw the open door that led out into the hall; he threw himself at the doorway
to cut off the demon’s escape.  


But Lord Chasteyn didn’t dart through the open door.
Instead, he darted toward his desk and snatched up the weapons resting there.
He drew the blades, a slim dueling rapier and a long dagger, and whipped around
to meet the Hunter.


“I always knew this day would come,” Lord Chasteyn spat.
“The Night Guild will not take me so easily!” 


The Hunter snorted. “I have not come from the Night Guild.”
He leveled his sword at the nobleman. “I’ve come for you, Abiarazi!”


The word caught Lord Chasteyn by surprise. His expression
grew puzzled as he drew in a deep breath through his nostrils, and his eyebrows
shot toward his hairline. “Bucelarii!” 


The Hunter inclined his head. “The last living of my kind.”
The only others still alive lay locked in dreamless slumber in Enarium. 


“What are you doing here?” Lord Chasteyn dropped his voice
to a harsh whisper. “And with the Night Guild?” His eyes narrowed. “Did the
Sage send you?”


“In a way.” A smile played at the Hunter’s lips, but cold
fury burned in his chest. “It’s thanks to him that I’ve come looking for you.” 


The Sage had been the de-facto leader of the demons on
Einan, building a vast network of Abiarazi and human agents in every city on
the continent. The Hunter had eliminated the demon in Enarium three years ago,
but he’d only just begun to dismantle the Sage’s organization.


“Well, what does he want?” The demon wearing Lord Chasteyn’s
face lowered his sword. “I’ve heard nothing from him in almost three years, but
he’ll be glad to know I’ve kept busy. I have fooled the city into believing
that I’m the real Lord Chasteyn, and I have access to his fortune in the Coin
Counter’s Temple.” He shook his head, disgust on his face. “Not as sizeable as
I’d believed—too much coin spent on keeping that damned House of Mercy afloat—but
it’s enough that I’ve been able to buy my way into favor with most of the Royal
Council. That damned Duke Phonnis is too sanctimonious and self-righteous to be
bought, but when the time comes, I can simply replace him.”


The Hunter’s gut clenched as the demon’s features swam, shifting
and writhing, flesh and bone changed from Lord Chasteyn’s face to another
unfamiliar one—strong, square-jawed, with dark eyes. That had been the Sage’s
plan with the demon masquerading as Queen Asalah in Al Hani. The Abiarazi had
intended to murder the al-Malek and replace him, killing off a concubine to
explain away the queen’s “death” in a fire. Abiarazi sought to gain power and
influence wherever they went, all to further the Sage’s master plan to dominate
the world of humans. 


How that had played in with his ultimate goal of restoring
the god he believed to be Kharna the Destroyer, the Hunter hadn’t known.
Perhaps the Sage had believed that humans would put up less resistance if their
leaders ordered them not to. Either way, it didn’t matter now. The Sage was
dead, and the rest of the demons on Einan would soon follow. 


Starting with this one.


“If you’re with the Night Guild,” the demon said, “that
means we’ve got enough power combined to take over this city.” His brow
furrowed. “Though, I had heard rumors that the Guild Master was a woman.”


The Hunter shrugged off the question. “When we spoke last,
he never mentioned anything about the Gatherers.”


“Ahh, them.” The demon’s face shifted back to Lord
Chasteyn’s, and a smug smile broadened the nobleman’s lips. “I took the
liberties of getting…creative. I met the Gatherers in Shalandra, and I knew they
could prove quite useful in my efforts to destabilize Praamis.”


The Hunter nodded. “Clever.” The Abiarazi he’d encountered
loved to speak about their ingenuity and devious schemes—hubris had been their
downfall every time.


“Indeed!” Lord Chasteyn’s midnight black eyes—the mark of an
Abiarazi—sparkled. “When I heard that Necroset Kytos had been exiled from
Shalandra, it seemed too good an opportunity to pass up. I extended the offer
to him and his followers to bring their unique flavor of madness to Praamis.
Duke Phonnis has quite the hate-on for the Night Guild, so it was a simple
matter to blame the deaths on them.” 


He fixed the Hunter with a triumphant gaze. “Tell me you’ve
come with word from the Sage that now is the time to strike! The situation in
Praamis has never been more tenuous, and a single word from me could plunge the
city into chaos. With you by my side, we can fight our way through these Night
Guild thugs with ease and be free to take control.”


The Hunter hid a cruel grin. “I’ve come with a message, but
I’m not certain you’ll want to hear it.” 



Lord Chasteyn cocked his head. “What does the Sage have to
say?”


“The Sage is beyond speaking,” the Hunter growled. “He was
consumed by the Devourer of Worlds, and the world is now free of his filth.” He
lifted his sword. “And he’s sent me to ensure that you follow him to the
grave.”


“You…killed the Sage?” Lord Chasteyn’s expression grew
puzzled. “Impossible! His Elivasti—”


“Are now free of him and the Warmaster forever.” The Hunter
gave him a cold smile. “And, once I hunt down the rest of you, they will no
longer be bound by their oath.”


“B-But, y-you are Bucelarii,” Lord Chasteyn stammered.
“You’re one of us! Our blood!” 


“Yes.” The Hunter nodded. “And that is precisely why it
falls to me to eradicate you.”


None of the other demons he’d encountered on Einan had
seemed to understand why he chose to kill them rather than join them. They had
all failed to account for one thing: he was only half-demon. His human side—the side that loved Taiana, Kiara, Hailen,
and Evren; the side that had cared for Farida, Bardin, and all the others that
had fallen along the way—held far more sway over his heart and mind than the
bloodlust and cruelty instilled in him by his Abiarazi heritage. 


He would never truly belong in the world of humans, but he
had found a place of peace, of belonging among a few of them. For that reason
alone, he would never allow the demons to bring chaos, death, and destruction
to the world. His world.


He was the Hunter. Assassin, slayer, guardian. The threat of
the demons was far beyond what most humans could ever imagine, much less
handle. It fell to him to protect those who could not protect themselves.


“But why?” Again, Lord Chasteyn seemed confused. 


“Because of the blood on your hands,” the Hunter snarled,
and stalked toward the demon.


“My hands are clean,” Lord Chasteyn protested. “The
Gatherers were killing anyway, I simply helped to focus their efforts. And Lady
Chasteyn, her actions are far worse than anything I would have suggested.”


The Hunter couldn’t argue with that. Over his years as an
assassin, he’d seen the worst of humanity, yet he’d learned that humans could
also be good, honest, and decent. Not all, certainly not even the majority, but
enough that he couldn’t allow creatures like the Sage, the First of the Bloody
Hand, or Lord Chasteyn to live. All demons
were vile monsters, but some humans
were worth saving. 


The Hunter charged, swinging his sword across in a vicious
stroke. His heavier blade could snap Lord Chasteyn’s lighter, slimmer rapier
with a few well-placed blows. He attacked in a flurry of strikes aimed at the
nobleman’s head, chest, sides, knees, and thighs. Lord Chasteyn knocked
furniture in the Hunter’s path as he retreated around his heavy oak desk, using
rapier and dagger together to deflect the blows, evading whenever possible. His
expression flashed from puzzled to angry to enraged in the space of a moment.


With an inhuman roar, the demon went on the offensive. His
lighter blade moved with blurring speed, and the Hunter found himself leaping
back to evade a thrust that would have skewered his heart and tore open a lung.
Even with his Bucelarii speed, he was too slow to avoid the sword’s point. A
hand’s breadth of steel punched through his chest and slid painfully along his
sternum before he was out of range.


The demon, encouraged, pressed his momentary advantage. His
eyes were fixed on Soulhunger, clutched in the Hunter’s left hand, and his
strikes aimed at knocking or cutting the dagger from the Hunter’s grip. They
both knew that whoever wielded Soulhunger—Thanal
Eth’ Athaur, in the tongue of the Serenii—would ultimately win this fight. 


Steel could pierce Abiarazi and Bucelarii flesh, could cause
enormous damage and pain, but it could not kill. Without iron—a metal poisonous
to demonic blood—they would collapse from blood loss, only to awake as their
bodies healed. Neither wielded weapons of iron, so only Soulhunger’s
soul-stealing powers would put an end to the battle.


The Hunter hissed as the slim rapier carved a long gash down
his left forearm, and only a supreme effort of will kept his fingers tight
around Soulhunger’s hilt. No matter how much ground he gave, the lightning
quick strikes of the nimble Lord Chasteyn awaited him. His long sword proved
slow, almost clumsy compared to the fencing rapier in the hands of the
inhumanly fast demon. Warm crimson trickled from a dozen cuts, puncture wounds,
and gashes on his face, hands, arms, chest, and legs. He could feel a numb,
sluggishness creeping over him as he bled out. 


“You made a mistake, coming for me!” Triumph shone in Lord
Chasteyn’s eyes in anticipation of his victory. “Doubly so, when you revealed
that the Sage is dead. Now, I can rule Einan in his stead.”


The demon lashed out with his dagger, batting aside the
Hunter’s sword, and raised his rapier to drive into the Hunter’s chest. The
Hunter barely managed to deflect the blow with Soulhunger, but failed to
anticipate Lord Chasteyn’s next attack. He grunted at a sudden pain in his side
and stumbled backward, staring down at the hilt nobleman’s dagger protruding
from between his ribs.


But the Hunter did not fall. He refused to succumb to the
pain. He had faced the Warmaster, the self-proclaimed greatest warrior of the
Abiarazi, and defeated him. He had killed demons far stronger and more skilled
than this one. He was the Hunter, and the Abiarazi were his prey.


He ripped the dagger from his side and hurled it at the
nobleman. Droplets of blood—his blood—spattered
Lord Chasteyn’s face and clothes as the dagger flew. The cast was poor, his aim
thrown off by his wounds, and the nobleman batted it aside with a contemptuous
swipe of his rapier.


Just as the Hunter had intended. The movement sent his sword
wide, away from his body, and the Hunter was already moving as the blade cut
through the air. His long sword punched into the demon’s gut with sickening
ease and he drove it home with all the force of his rage. Even as the demon
cried out, the Hunter attacked high, slashing Soulhunger’s razor-sharp edge
across his throat.


Crimson gushed from the severed vein in the nobleman’s
throat, and Lord Chasteyn sagged to one knee, hands clasped to his bleeding
neck. “Bas…tard!” he gurgled through bloodstained teeth. “Trai…tor!” 


The Hunter raised Soulhunger to strike, and defiance filled
Lord Chasteyn’s eyes as he glared up at the Hunter.


Soulhunger descended, and the gemstone set into its pommel
slammed into the nobleman’s forehead with bone-crunching force. Lord Chasteyn
keeled over, unconscious, splashing into the ever-widening pool of his own
blood. 


The Hunter stared down at the senseless demon. The Abiarazi
would live, his body repairing the damage to his throat and the section of
skull crushed inward by the Hunter’s powerful blow. But it would take time. And
in that time…


“Hunter?” The Guild Master’s voice sounded from the doorway
to the bedroom. He looked up and found Ilanna staring at him, wide-eyed. 


“Where are they?” he demanded. “Where are the chains?”


She couldn’t seem to tear eyes away from his torn,
bloodstained clothing, the wounds even now healing on his arms and face, and
the body lying at his feet. Her expression revealed mingled surprise and
confusion.


“The chains!” he roared. “Before the bastard wakes up.”


Ilanna seemed to move in a daze, her movements slow as she called
out “Jarl!” 


The huge man rushed into the room, but stopped at the sight
of the crimson-covered Hunter. 


“Cuff his wrists and ankles behind his back,” the Hunter
ordered the big man. “Break his bones if you have to.”


Jarl shot a glance at Ilanna, who gave a slow nod. “Do it,”
she said.


The big, blonde man picked his way through the overturned
furniture littering the floor and crouched in the puddle of the demon’s blood.
His huge hands moved with practiced ease as he pulled four lengths of
wrist-thick chains from the sack.


The Hunter gave the manacles a wide berth. The stink of iron
flooded his nostrils, and he felt his skin crawling in memory of the metal’s
effects. The slightest touch of iron could seep through his skin, and if it got
into his blood, it would turn his blood to sludge and kill him as surely as a
viper’s bite killed a human. 


For the demon, however, it would cause enormous amounts of
pain and hold him bound, but it would not kill him. It took far more than just
iron chains to put an end to the bastards.


He found Ilanna’s gaze fixed on him, curiosity burning in
her eyes. He saw the questions etched into every line of her face—she wanted to
know his secrets, at any cost. 


The time could one day come when he shared those secrets—the
Night Guild could prove powerful allies in his war against the Abiarazi—but not
today.


“Your city is safe, Guild Master,” he said with a nod. “The
murderers are eliminated, the demon in chains.”


Ilanna gave him a tight smile, a hint of tension in her
expression. “I can’t wait to explain all of this to the King.” Her eyes flicked
to the chained demon on the ground. “And trust me when I say I’d rather face a
demon than try to explain this mess to Duke Phonnis!” 


 


 












Chapter Forty-One 


 





 


 


Ilanna would never admit it aloud, but she felt a
deep-rooted sense of relief to find King Ohilmos alone in his private study.
After the last days, she’d rather swallow molten steel than put up with Duke
Phonnis’ irascible nature.


What the King lacked of his brother’s physical strength, he
more than made up for it by being far less of an infuriating prick. Truth be
told, Ilanna actually almost liked the man—insomuch as any criminal
could like a monarch that could have her executed and her friends murdered on a
whim. Perhaps the fact that he wasn’t prone to emotional outburst proved part
of what made Ilanna place her trust, what little she could spare, in him.


“Your Majesty,” she said in a quiet voice. 


To his credit, King Ohilmos didn’t quite jump—the feather
quill slipped from his fingers and ink splotches stained the page, but he
didn’t knock over the glass wine carafe sitting on the table beside it. “Master
Gold.” A small grin spread his face. “I take your presence as an indication
that you’ve managed to clean up the mess?” 


“Have I ever failed you, my King?” Ilanna swept a courtly
bow, a sardonic smile on her lips.  


King Ohilmos snorted. “To hear Elodon speak, the fact that
you still draw breath constitutes a failure.” He held up a hand to forestall
Ilanna’s biting retort. “But I am not my brother. I do not share his feelings
toward you. And if, as you say, you’ve dealt with whoever is behind this recent
spate of murders, I’ll once again consider myself wise for sparing your Night
Guild all those years ago.”


Ilanna’s smile froze, hardened. Not enough years had passed
for her to forget the horror of watching everyone she knew being sent to the
executioner.


“Tell me.” King Ohilmos steepled his fingers and leaned
forward in his stuffed armchair. “Who was it?”


“Lord and Lady Chasteyn.”


The King’s face did a little dance of surprise, his eyebrows
rising as his jaw fell open. “Lord and Lady Chasteyn?” 


Ilanna recounted everything—from finding the corpse of her
Fox apprentice to the Guild’s encounter with the Hunter of Voramis to the
discovery of Baronet Wyvern’s body to the battle with the Gatherers to the
final confrontation in the Chasteyn manor. She left out the part about the
demon-hunting—that might prove a bit too much of a stretch for the King. 


King Ohilmos’ eyes sparkled. “The Hunter of Voramis, eh?” He
rubbed his slim hands together, his raspy voice edged with excitement. “What’s
he like? Are the legends about him true?”


Ilanna rolled her eyes. “He doesn’t shoot lightning out of
his arse or piss venom, if that’s what you’re asking.” She paused, a pensive
frown on her face. “And yet, I think having met him face to face, the legends
fail to do him justice. Let’s just say that I’m glad none of my people were
behind these murders.” The Night Guild would have fared poorly had the Hunter truly
wanted them dead. 


King Ohilmos was about to say something else when the door
opened and Duke Elodon Phonnis strode into the room.


“Brother, wait until you hear what the Night Guild did to
the Chas—” He stopped in his tracks, eyes narrowing to hard slits as he caught
sight of Ilanna. “You,” he growled. “I was just about to tell His Majesty about
the mess you and your cutthroats left in the Chasteyns’ manor. Not to mention
Baronet Wyvern turning up dead.” He bared his teeth in a furious snarl. “You’ve
gone too far this time, Guild Master.” He spoke her title with a tone
that did little to conceal his disdain.


“I’ve gone precisely as far as necessary,” Ilana snapped,
her tone as sharp as his. “The King asked me to clean up the mess—a mess your
Praamian Guards proved incapable of even stopping, much less finding the
culprits responsible—so that’s precisely what I did.” She turned to the King.
“There will be no more ritual killings. The Gatherers are dead, and the
Chasteyns dealt with.”


“She even admits to killing two of Praamis’ nobles!” Duke
Phonnis stepped toward his brother. “You ought to lock—”


“Brother.” King Ohilmos’ voice was soft, yet hard enough to
interrupt the Duke’s tirade before it started. “Why not confirm what she says?”


Duke Phonnis stopped mid-sentence, mouth agape, face red
with fury. “What?” he finally managed to spit out.


King Ohilmos gestured toward Ilanna. “She has said where you
will find the bodies of these Gatherers, along with proof of their actions. I’m
certain that is enough to help you believe at least some of what she
says.  As for the rest…” He shrugged his slim shoulders. “Master Gold
knows what will happen if we discover she is lying about the Chasteyns and
Baronet Wyvern.”


Ilanna stood straight. “Send your men, Duke Phonnis.” Her
voice was cold, restrained. “See the truth for yourself.”


Duke Phonnis glared at her, at the King, then back at her. 


“In the meantime,” Ilanna told the King with a wry smile,
“how about a glass of that wine? It looks like that Nyslian red you’re so fond
of, and we both know just how good it is?”


The wine tasted all the sweeter for Duke Phonnis’ indignant
scowl. 


 


* * *


 


Ilanna sighed and dropped into her chair, pressing two
fingers to the bridge of her nose. The headache hadn’t yet faded even though she’d
left the Duke’s presence an hour earlier.


“I take it the meeting went well,” Ria said from behind her.
 


Ilanna turned to find the Ghandian standing in the doorway
that led to the Guild Master’s bedchambers. Rest had diminished the drooping
bags beneath her eyes, freshened her umber-colored cheeks, and brightened the
twinkle in her eyes. It seemed Master Phoenix had taken advantage of Ilanna’s
absence to catch up on much-needed sleep.


“Understatement of the year.” Ilanna shook her head. “A full
hour spent ignoring the Keeper-damned Duke’s glare until his men finally confirmed
what I told him about the Gatherers. You should have seen his face once he
realized his plan to shut us down failed. He looked like he’d just had all the
lemons in Praamis shoved up his arse.”


Ria chuckled. “The perks of being Guild Master, eh?” She
came to stand behind Ilanna’s chair, her fingers working at the knots in
Ilanna’s shoulders.


“Oh, Keeper’s teeth, that’s amazing!” Ilanna moaned. 


“Being Guild Master can’t be all bad,” Ria whispered and
placed a teasing kiss on her ear lobe, sending a shudder down Ilanna’s spine.
“You’ve got a lot of good things to enjoy as well.”


Ilanna’s happy moment shattered when a knock sounded at the
door. She bit down hard to keep from shouting curses at whoever was stupid
enough to interrupt her, but instead barked out. “What?” Not much better. 


The door opened to reveal a very nervous, very pale-faced
Darreth. “Er, forgive me, Guild Master, but, er, he’s here again. Says he wants to see you.”


Ilanna’s gut tightened, but she kept her face a mask of
calm. “Send him in.”


Darreth swallowed and glanced at Ria. “I could send for
Master Serpent if you need more—”


Ilanna rolled her eyes. “If he was coming to murder me, I
highly doubt he’d wait patiently for you to announce his presence.” She reached
up and squeezed Ria’s hand, still resting on her shoulder. “And Ria’s more than
capable of protecting me from one pesky assassin.”


“Pesky, eh?” The Hunter’s deep, gravelly voice drifted into
the room a moment before he pushed past Darreth. “That’s the first time I’ve
been called that.”


Darreth gave a little half-squeak and recoiled, then darted
back to the safety of his desk. Ilanna felt Ria’s hands tighten painfully on
her shoulders. Whatever Ria had against the Hunter went far beyond his legend
as an assassin. 


The Hunter strode into the room with a cool
confidence—well-earned, Ilanna had seen during his fight with Lord Chasteyn—and
came to a comfortable standing rest in front of her massive desk. He fixed her
and Ria with a calm gaze, a small smile on his lips. 


To Ilanna’s surprise, Ria spoke before the Hunter did. “In
my country, they whisper of your kind, Okanele.”
Her grip on Ilanna’s shoulders relaxed, and she strode around to the front of
the desk to meet the Hunter face to face. The assassin towered over Ria, but
the Ghandian women showed no sign of fear. “You are death-bringers,
soul-stealers, sent by Inzayo Okubi to
consume the spirits of mankind.”


The Hunter shrugged. “It may be that those stories are true,
or perhaps they are distorted by time, like so many other things you believe. I
won’t defend the actions of my ancestors, for I have yet to meet one that isn’t
a complete and utter bastard.” He grinned. “Yet the stories I’ve heard about
the Night Guild haven’t exactly been flattering. The actions of one Guild
member reflect on the others, but do not define them. What I know is that I am
not like the rest of my kind.”


“I don’t know much about these Bu…Bucelarii,” Ilanna
stumbled at the unfamiliar word. She stood and strode around the desk,
extending a hand to the Hunter. “But what I’ve seen of you is enough to make me
believe that you’re not the evil creature your legends say you are.”


“You might be surprised.” The Hunter gave a little chuckle
as he shook her hand. “Just ask the Bloody Hand.”


Ilanna snorted. “Those vicious cunts deserved every bit of
torment.” Her gaze darted to Ria. “They brought too much pain to this world.”


The Hunter nodded. “Indeed.” He held a hand out to Ria. “I
will admit I was wrong in my assumptions about the Night Guild. Perhaps you are
wrong about me as well.”


“I doubt that,” Ria growled. Yet, after a long moment, she
grasped the Hunter’s hand. “But any man—or demon—who helps protect my family
gets at least one pass.”


“Half-demon,” the
Hunter corrected. “And I thank you for your generosity.”


“What will you do with him?” Ilanna asked. “Lord Chas—er,
the demon?”


The Hunter gave her a small smile. “That is precisely why I
came here today. I believe it a matter worth hearing.” He glanced around at the
empty office. “But only for those who you are certain you can trust.”


Ilanna took Ria’s hand. “Anything you say here will be kept
in the strictest confidences.”


The Hunter shrugged. “The truth will come out eventually,
one way or another. Some will be unable to accept it, yet for those who do, it
will place upon their shoulders a burden that cannot be ignored.” He fixed her
with a solemn gaze. “Are you certain you wish to know?”


As ever, Ilanna’s curiosity burned like a raging fire within
her. After everything she’d seen—the Hunter’s strange healing and
shape-shifting abilities, Lord Chasteyn somehow surviving a slashed throat, the
inhuman speed and ferocity of the assassin before her—every fiber of her being
ached to learn the secrets dangled before her eyes. Burden or not, she had to
know the truth.


She met the Hunter’s eyes. “Tell me everything.”  


 


* * *


 


An hour later, Ilanna still struggled to believe everything
she’d heard—twice. She’d summoned Jarl, Errik, Darreth, and Master Tyman to her
chambers so they could hear the Hunter’s strange story. After what she’d
learned, she’d need the help of those she trusted to figure out what, if
anything, they’d do with the information.


“Keeper’s beard!” Master Tyman’s face had gone paler than
usual. “It sounds too far-fetched to be real.”


The Hunter shrugged. “I know. But that doesn’t make it any
less true.” He fixed Ilanna with a stern gaze. “Demons do exist, not just in
Praamis, but all around Einan. They are more than just a threat to be defeated—they
are the very key to our continued existence.”


Ilanna’s mind boggled. An ancient evil, a force of chaos,
trying to break through to this world. A Serenii city built to protect Einan
from the threat. It was too much to process—and something told her the Hunter
had kept things back from her. He’d been correct in believing the truth brought
a heavy burden. 


“And what do you expect us to do with that?” Errik voiced
the question she, and doubtless everyone else in the room, had been
thinking.  


“Nothing.” The Hunter shook his head. “That burden is mine
to bear. But, perhaps, in the future, there may come a time when you could do
more than just bring peace to your city. When that time comes, I will seek you
out. Whether you choose to answer the call or not is up to you.”


Ilanna drew in a deep breath. “So let me see if I
understand. You’re taking the demon—” She only hesitated a little at the word.
“—to this lost city of Enarium, where you’ll lock him away in these mystical
towers to feed the Serenii that’s fighting the Devourer?” 


“That about sums it up,” the Hunter replied. “Yet, even with
the iron chains, it will not be easy to keep the demon controlled.”


“You’re making the journey alone?” Ilanna asked.


“The secrets of Enarium are best kept just that, a secret.”
The Hunter fixed her with a stern nod. “Were the knowledge of its power to fall
into the wrong hands—”


“End of the world.” Ilanna gave a dismissive wave. She
turned to Jarl. “What if I asked you to go with him? What would you say?”


Jarl’s eyes widened slightly, and he gave a surprised grunt.
After a moment, he lifted his huge shoulders. “For you, ‘Lanna, anything.”


Ilanna felt a surge of warmth at her friend’s words, and she
squeezed his massive forearm in wordless thanks. 


“You would send your man with me?” the Hunter asked.


“Men.” Ilanna shot a glance at Errik.


“I am Master Serpent.” Errik folded his arms over his chest.
“I cannot abandon my House.”


“Nor would I ask you to.” Ilanna shook her head. “But
perhaps you can recommend a Serpent you can trust.”


“Once, I would have said Kindan.” Errik’s eyes darkened, and
he shot an angry glance at the Hunter. “But yes, I believe I can trust Tassat.”


Ilanna nodded and turned back to the Hunter. “I offer you
what assistance I can, then.” 


“Why?” the Hunter demanded, his eyes narrowing. “Why would
you help me?”


“Because you helped me
save my city.” Ilanna met his gaze unflinchingly. “And the Guild Master always
pays her debts.”


The idea had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, but now that
she’d given it a few seconds of thought, she knew it was the right thing to do.
She’d never have taken down Lord Chasteyn without his help—bloody hell, she’d
have sent her men to their deaths at the demon’s hand—so she owed him their
lives. 


“’Lanna,” Jarl said, “I know a pair of Bloodbears, too.”


Ilanna pursed her lips. Four men and a half-demon assassin
to haul one chained prisoner across the continent, but given what she’d seen…


“So be it.” She nodded, then turned to the Hunter. “But you will underwrite the expenses of the
trip.”


The Hunter smiled at this. “Perhaps I wasn’t that wrong about you, Guild Master.”


Ilanna shrugged. “My duty is to my people.”


“As is mine.” 


“Besides,” Ilanna said with a sly grin, “you’re the Hunter
of bloody Voramis. Calling your rates exorbitant would be a drastic
understatement.” She lowered her voice. “And I’d know. I paid it out of my
pocket.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow, his expression curious. After
a moment, a slow smile spread his lips. “Lord Damuria?” 


Ilanna couldn’t help being impressed. “How did you know?”


 “I recognized Lord
Beritane when he hired me to do the job. Which would make the rumors about him
working for the Night Guild true.” His face darkened for a moment. “Though, it
was Lord Damuria’s death that led to…” He swallowed before continuing.
“…everything that happened with the Bloody Hand.”


Ilanna saw a strange look flash through his impossibly dark
eyes. She’d seen the same expression looking back at her from the mirror when
she thought she’d lost Kodyn in the fire. Who
did he lose? A wife, a child? She ached to know, but she doubted that he’d
offer that particular nugget of information. Someone close to him, that’s for sure.


The emotion disappeared in a moment, and the cool, collected
expression returned. “I am glad to know the Night Guild has little in common
with the Bloody Hand. It would have been…disappointing to find otherwise.”


Though he said it in a calm tone free of inflection, Ilanna
could hear the unspoken threat. “And I am glad to know the Hunter of Voramis
isn’t the demon they say he is.” She held up a hand before he could correct
her. “The half-demon, of course.”


The Hunter chuckled. “Of course.” He turned on his heel and
was about to leave the room, when he stopped and spoke to Errik in a low voice.
“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your man’s death.”


Errik’s scowl remained, but he managed a curt nod in
acknowledgement—the closest to an apology he’d get.


“Farewell, Hunter!” Ilanna called after him. “May the
Watcher guide your feet and strengthen your arm.” 


“Farewell, Ilanna of the Night Guild.” The Hunter swept a
little bow. “I look forward to the next time our paths cross.” 


As the door clicked shut
behind the Hunter of Voramis, legendary assassin, Ilanna knew without a doubt
that if they ever met again, things would grow far more interesting. 


 


 










Warning:


If
you are ONLY interested in the Hunter’s journeys and the Hero of Darkness series, the story ends here (for now). 


The
Epilogue will lead you into a brand new series—the Heirs of Destiny series, which follows Hailen, Evren (from
Darkblade Slayer), Kodyn, Aisha, Briana, and other characters on a new
adventure. Continue to the epilogue at your own peril!


 










Epilogue:


 





 


 


"Apprentices of the Night Guild. Welcome!"


Ilanna did her best imitation of Master Gold as she echoed
the ceremonial words of the Undertaking ritual.


"We stand before the Watcher in the Dark, patron god of
the Night Guild, and submit ourselves to his judgment."


In unison, she and the eight House Masters pulled back their
hoods and chanted. "Here, in the sight of the Watcher and your betters, do
you, apprentices of the Guild, submit to whatever fate the gods have in store
for you?"


The apprentices spoke as one. "We do."


Ilanna rose. "These last nine years, the Night Guild
has been your home. We housed you, clothed you, and trained you. Now prove that
you are worthy to take your place in the Houses of the Night Guild." She
strode toward the twelve young men and women standing in the cleared space at
the center of the Menagerie. "Step forward, apprentices."


The apprentices formed a straight, stiff-backed line facing
her.


She crossed her arms over her chest in the ceremonial
gesture Master Gold had loved. "Swear before the Watcher and your
companions that you will submit to an Undertaking, one worthy of earning a
place in the Night Guild, and one befitting the power of our patron god. Do you
swear?"


The apprentices mimicked the gesture and bowed. "I
swear!" 


"Do you swear to devote yourselves to this
Undertaking,” she called out the ceremonial words, “wholly and completely,
until such a time as you have proven yourselves deserving of worshipping the
Watcher in the Dark through service to the Night Guild."


"I swear!" echoed the twelve youths. 


She fixed them with a stern gaze. "Do you swear that
you, and only you, will carry out your Undertaking? That you will refuse the
aid of all others, so that you alone may offer up this sacrifice to the Watcher
and to the Night Guild?"


"I swear!"


"So let it be done!" She stepped back. "Let
it be known in all the Houses. From this day forward, the apprentices you see
before you are to dedicate themselves utterly to the completion of their
Undertaking. Let no man interfere with their tasks. To interfere with them is
to interfere with an offering to the god who has blessed and multiplied us. Do
you swear?"


The assorted Journeymen and Masters around the room roared
as one. "We swear!"


She produced a vial, uncorked it, and strode toward the
first apprentice in line—a Fox. Leaning forward, she spoke in a whisper.
"Break these oaths, you will find yourself condemned to a fate far worse
than death. For you have sworn before the Watcher and the Night Guild. Do you
understand, apprentice?" 


The apprentice bowed. "Yes, Master Gold." His
voice only quavered slightly. 


Dipping her thumb into the vial, she drew three vertical
lines on his forehead—the sign of the Watcher. "The Watcher guide you in
your path, apprentice to the House of Foxes."


She went down the line, whispering the same ceremonial words
into each apprentice’s ears and anointing them with the oil. She kept her face
solemn even when Kodyn smiled at her—this was an important ceremony, and she
the Master of the Night Guild. His Guild
Master as well as his mother.


Aisha’s expression was resolute, her head held high as
Ilanna anointed her forehead. She answered in a strong, clear voice without a
hint of waver. 


She’ll be another Ria
someday very soon, Ilanna thought as she moved on to the last two
apprentices. When she had finished, she returned to her place in front of the throne-like
armchairs of the House Masters. "Go, apprentices, with the Watcher to
guide you in your Undertaking. Prove yourselves worthy to join the ranks of the
Night Guild, worthy to serve He Who Sees All in the Dark." 


 


* * *


 


Ilanna’s eyebrows rose when a knock sounded at the door of
her office. She’d barely returned to her chambers after the Undertaking
ceremony and shrugged out of her robes—no one should be bothering her so soon,
not with all the Houses busy with their apprentices.


“Who is it?” she called.


“Master Hawk to see you.” The door failed to muffle the sour
note in Darreth’s voice. “And the apprentice Kodyn with him.”


That only added to Ilanna’s curiosity. Darreth would only
call Kodyn “apprentice” if this was an official visit. 


“Send them in.”


A moment later, Bryden, Master of House Hawk, limped into
the room. Kodyn followed his House Master, a determined look on his strong,
handsome face. 


“How might I be of assistance, Master Hawk?” she asked in a
polite voice.


“My apprentice,” Bryden
snarled, “wishes to declare his Undertaking in the presence of his Guild Master
as well as his House Master.”


Ilanna shot Kodyn a questioning glance. “Apprentice?” 


“Master Gold.” Kodyn bowed, formal and far more respectful
than he’d ever been when addressing his mother. “I intend to propose an
Undertaking of an unusual nature, one
that will require the blessing of my Guild Master.” 


The fact that he’d dragged Bryden here in the capacity of
Master Hawk meant he knew his mother wouldn’t sanction whatever he intended. He
planned to force her hand by using her position as Guild Master against her.
Clever, but that meant it would be dangerous. 


Her gut clenched, but she kept her face neutral as she
continued. “You have my attention, apprentice.”


Kodyn’s calm façade cracked for a single instant, and Ilanna
caught a glimpse of a nervous young man. Yet it was just a moment, and he
smoothed his features to once more match his calm tone.


“For my Undertaking, I intend to travel to the city of
Shalandra and steal the Crown of the Pharus.” 


Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “Shalandra?”


“Yes.” Kodyn nodded. “I have learned a great deal about the
city…in recent days.” The look in his eyes told Ilanna exactly how he’d come by the information. “The Crown of the Pharus is
the city’s most treasured possession, an item beyond price. I believe that
stealing it would prove to the Night Guild and the Watcher in the Dark that I
am worthy to serve as a Journeyman.”


Bryden’s fixed Kodyn with a pensive frown. “A laudable
quest, indeed. But one with its fair share of perils.”


“I understand, Master Hawk.” Kodyn met his House Master’s
gaze without hesitation. “Which is what makes it worthwhile.”


Bryden’s expression grew calculating. “The coffers of House
Hawk could provide you with enough coin to defray your expenses while in
Shalandra, though you will need—”


“Master Hawk,” Ilanna cut in, her tone sharp, dangerous,
“please give me a moment alone with the apprentice.”


Bryden scowled. “As a member of House Hawk, he is under my—”


“As a member of my Night
Guild,” Ilanna snapped, “he is my responsibility.
Now, unless you have some reason that he should not be permitted to attempt
this as his Undertaking, you will kindly excuse us.”


Bryden’s scowl deepened to a hate-filled glare—little love
was lost between the two of them—but after a long moment, bowed. “Yes, Guild
Master.” His words dripped acid. He turned to Kodyn. “You have my permission to attempt this
Undertaking. That will suffice. As to what the Guild Master says, it can have
no effect on my decision.”


“Out, Bryden!” Ilanna’s voice rose to almost a shout. “I
will speak with my son alone.”


“Of course, Guild Master.” Bryden gave a mocking bow, then
limped from the room. 


The door had barely closed before Ilanna leapt from her
chair. “Abso-damned-lutely not, Kodyn!” 


“Mom, you don’t—”


Ilanna cut him off with a swipe of her hand. “There is no
way I’m going to be okay with you traveling hundreds of miles to a city where
you’ve never been, just for the sake of a girl!”  


Kodyn stiffened, but the defiance in his eyes only made
Ilanna angrier. 


“After all that has happened, do you really think—”


“Mother!” Kodyn’s voice was cold, but a bright fury blazed
in his eyes. “Listen to me, please! At least hear what I have to say before you
shut the idea down. Or are you like Master Hawk that you won’t even consider a
good plan if you didn’t come up with it?”


“Choose your words wisely,” Ilanna growled. “You are my son
and an apprentice in my Night Guild.”


“And no one has ever let me forget that!” Kodyn snapped.
“Since my first day in House Hawk, all I’ve heard is ‘Ilanna, this’ and
‘Ilanna, that’. Everywhere I go, I hear people talking about the ‘Guild
Master’s son’. Every day of my apprenticeship, I have wondered if I am in House
Hawk because of my own skill or because I am the son of the greatest Hawk of
all time.”


Ilanna’s jaw clamped shut. She’d expected to hear it, but
she hadn’t been prepared for the resentment in her son’s eyes. 


“Here in Praamis, I will never escape your shadow!” Her
son’s tirade continued. “The thief that climbed the Black Spire, that stole
Lady Auslan’s body, that saved the Night Guild. I will never be anything but
the Guild Master’s son as long as I remain here.”


“And you think running away to Shalandra is how you’ll
escape who you are?” Ilanna demanded.


“Not who I am.” Kodyn shook his head. “But to be my own man,
for who I am and not who my mother
is.”


A lump rose in Ilanna’s throat. “I…I’m sorry that being my
son is so difficult for you.”


“It’s not.” Kodyn stepped forward and swept her hands into
his—how strong his arms and shoulders had grown in the last years. “I am
grateful for everything you’ve done, you and Ria both. I know what you lost,
what you sacrificed for me.”


Tears blurred in her eyes. “I would do it all again. You are
my little Hawk.”


“And I always will be,” Kodyn said, his voice gentle. “But
young hawks need to stretch their wings and fly. I need to be free, Mom. I need
to go somewhere I can make a difference.”


That puzzled her. “What do you mean, make a difference?” she
asked, wiping the moisture from her eyes. 


“I’ve been talking to Briana.” A blush suffused Kodyn’s
cheeks at the name of the girl he’d helped rescue from the Gatherers. In the
week since, they had spent an awful lot of time together. “I think you’ll want
to hear what she has to say, too.”


Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


“Let me bring her here, so she can tell you herself.” Kodyn
squeezed her hands. “Once she does, you will know why I need to go to Shalandra.”


Curiosity burning, Ilanna nodded. “Go, bring her.”


Kodyn pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Thank you!” He turned
and raced from the room.


Ilanna settled back against the desk, sorrow welling within
her. She’d been dreading this moment ever since his sixteenth nameday. He had
her competitive nature, his drive to excel, and a need to escape her shadow.
All of those things led him to take this risk and set out on this adventure,
far from her. She had spent seventeen years worrying about him—how could she
ever let him go? It seemed such an unfair thing to demand of a parent.


Yet she knew he was right. She had to let him fly free. She’d only been able to succeed because
she’d had Denber and the other Hawks to help her, yet she’d had to stand on her
own two feet. Kodyn couldn’t live in her shadow forever.


She looked up at the sound of the door opening, but instead
of Kodyn and Briana, she found Ria entering. One look at Ria’s expression
brought a worried tightness to Ilanna’s gut.


“We need to talk about Aisha,” Ria said. 


Ilanna sighed. “What about her?”


Before Ria could speak, Kodyn returned, pulling Briana by
the hand. 


Ilanna got her first good look at Briana. The girl was
young, no more than fifteen or sixteen, with a soft oval face, straight nose,
plump pink lips, and eyes a beautiful almond shape and color. Her skin was a
light mahogany or copper color, not as dark as Ria’s or Aisha’s, but with a
sun-kissed golden hue. The Gatherers hadn’t abused or tortured her, and she
hadn’t been forced to witness their vile rituals. Her eyes were hooded but
lacked the permanent shadow that set in after killing or watching someone else
die. She would recover—not only her body, which showed visible signs of hunger,
but her mind as well.  


“Briana,” Kodyn prompted, “tell them what you told me.”


She cast a shy glance at Kodyn. “All of it?”


Kodyn nodded. “From the beginning.”


Briana drew in a deep breath, her eyes dropping to her
hands, which she clasped in front of the simple woolen dress Kodyn had found
for her. “My father is Arch-Guardian Suroth, the highest ranking Secret Keeper
in Shalandra and a member of the Keeper’s Council in Shalandra.”


Ilanna drew in a sharp breath. She’d spent the last week
learning as much as she could about the City of the Dead, wanting to be
prepared if the Gatherers or any other strange death-worshipping cult ever
returned. Not much information was available on Shalandra—the city was fairly
xenophobic—but she had learned enough to know that the Keeper’s Council wielded
an enormous amount of power. 


“I was taken by Necroset Kytos and his followers in order to
place pressure on my father.” Briana shook her head. “What they demanded from
him, I do not know, but I was the prisoner of the Gatherers for nearly three
weeks before you rescued me.”


Ilanna’s eyebrows rose. “And they never harmed you?”


“No,” Briana said. “But I have no doubt they were using my
captivity to sway my father’s vote on the Keeper’s Council.” She hesitated for
a moment, glancing at Kodyn. “I do not know how many Gatherers there are, but I
can tell you that there are more—many more—in Shalandra. When they find out
about what happened to the Necroset, they will know that I am no longer held
prisoner.”


“And without you,” Ilanna said, putting the pieces together,
“they will have no leverage over your father.”


“Yes.” Briana nodded. “And I fear that they will either try
to capture me again, else seek to harm my father. With his death, they could
install someone of their own on the Keeper’s Council, and thereby have the
power they seek.”


Ilanna’s brow furrowed. “But how would your return to
Shalandra help your father?”


“Once he knows I am safe,” Briana said, “he will be free to
move against the Gatherers openly. He has the ear of the Pharus, friends among
both the Elders of the Blades, the Venerated, and the Keeper’s Priests. He will
be able to put an end to the threat of the Gatherers for good.”


Ilanna turned to Kodyn. “And you want to escort her safely
home?” She pursed her lips. “Knowing full well that the Gatherers could make
another attempt to capture her?”


“That’s exactly why
I want to help her, Mother.” Kodyn straightened. “I’ve been training with Ria
and Errik for nine years, and there’s not an apprentice in any House that can
best me.”


Ilanna shot a glance at Ria, who nodded once. 


“But it’s more than that.” Kodyn released Briana’s hand and
stepped closer. “If the Gatherers hear that she’s in Praamis, they could come
for her, and the whole mess would just continue. You know how Duke Phonnis
would love that excuse. Getting her out of the city would give time for the
dust to settle.”


Ilanna wanted to argue, but she couldn’t help admitting her
son was right. He’d clearly given this a great deal of thought, not just
decided to act on a fleeting attraction to a girl he’d just met. 


“And while I’m in Shalandra,” he continued, “I can do some
digging into these Gatherers myself. Learn what I can about them, then help
Briana’s father take them down.” He smiled. “You might be the best Hawk of all
time, but I know a thing or two about sneaking and thieving myself.”


A grin stretched her lips as well. “I know. No one in the
Night Guild has ever doubted your skill.”


“I saw what the Gatherers did to Arashi.” Sorrow flashed in
Kodyn’s eyes. “I don’t want that to happen to anyone ever again. Not in Praamis, or in Shalandra. If I can help
stop it, then I’m going to.”


Pride and sorrow mingled in Ilanna’s chest—pride at the man
he’d become, and sorrow that she would have to let him leave. “So be it.” She
let out a long breath. “You have my blessing.”


“And,” Kodyn added with a grin, “Briana’s father is a
perfect choice to get me close enough to get my hands on the Crown of the
Pharus. That way, I’ll actually be able to complete my Undertaking at the same
time.” 


“You think you have a chance of stealing the Crown?” Briana
asked. “It is in the most heavily-guarded place in all of Shalandra.”


Kodyn’s grin widened. “I’ve learned a trick or two from my
mother.” He shot Ilanna a wink. “If she can figure out how to get at Lady
Auslan, I’m pretty sure I can do the same with one little crown.”


Briana’s brow furrowed, but Ilanna couldn’t help smiling at
her son’s confidence. “You’ve been trained well,” she told him. She stepped
forward and gripped his face in her hands. “We’ve done everything in our power
to keep you safe, my little hawk. Go, with my blessing.”


She had to pull him down to press a kiss to his
forehead—he’d grown so tall and strong.


“If you think you’re going alone,” Ria interjected, “think
again, little hawk.”


Kodyn cocked an eyebrow at the Ghandian woman. “This is my
Undertaking, and—”


Ria cut him off. “And you will need someone to verify that
you actually did manage to get your
hands on the Crown. That means a companion, someone you are certain you can
trust.” Her voice dropped to a hard whisper. “More importantly, someone your
mother and I can trust.”


Kodyn’s eyes narrowed. “Who did you have in mind?”


Ria called out a word in her native Ghandian, one Ilanna
didn’t recognize. A moment later, the door opened and Aisha strode in.


“Master Phoenix?” Aisha asked. She cast a glance at Kodyn,
then at Briana.


“You will be accompanying Kodyn to Shalandra,” Ria said, her
voice formal. “You will bear witness to his Undertaking to steal the Crown of
the Pharus.”


“Yes, Master Phoenix.” Something unreadable passed in
Aisha’s eyes, an unspoken fear or tension that Ilanna didn’t understand.


Ria dropped all pretense of formality and pulled the young
woman into a tight hug. Aisha’s arms encircled Ria and returned the fierce
embrace.


Ilanna overheard the words Ria whispered into Aisha’s ears.
“Go, and find the Kish’aa, as your
father would have wanted. If you are to become the Spirit Whisperer you are
destined to be, you must face this.” 


She didn’t catch Aisha’s response. 


When Ria broke off the embrace, Ilanna stepped forward and
placed her hands on Aisha’s strong shoulders. “My heart travels with you, ingani.” The Ghandian word meant “brother-in-arms”
or “close friend”. “Protect him as you would your own flesh and blood.” 


Aisha glanced at Kodyn, then turned back to Ilanna, her
expression solemn. “With my life, Master Gold.” 


“Thank you, Aisha.” Ilanna pulled the girl into a hug.
“Bring my son back to me safe.” She turned away quickly, not wanting to let her
son or Aisha see the tears streaming from her eyes. 


She waited until she heard the door click shut behind the departing youths, then turned to find Ria standing
behind her.


“I don’t want to let him go,” she said, her voice thick and
raw. “I cannot help seeing him as the chubby-cheeked young boy playing in the
garden.”


“It is his time.” Ria’s arms went around Ilanna and pulled
her close. “Our little hawk must fly free.”


Ilanna basked in Ria’s strength, her iron will. For a long
moment, she allowed the tears to flow, and kept her face buried in Ria’s chest.
She had to hope she wasn’t saying farewell to her son for the last time. 


Finally, she pulled back and turned her tear-stained face up
to Ria’s. She smiled at the sight of tears leaking from Ria’s eyes as well, and
pressed a salty kiss to the Ghandian woman’s lips. Their love for Kodyn had
drawn them together and would keep them strong until he returned.


A memory flashed through Ilanna’s mind. “When you learned
Shalandra was built on a mountain, you reacted strangely. Why?”


“Because of Aisha,” Ria replied simply.


Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Explain.”


Ria nodded and pulled Ilanna into one of the two chairs in
front of the desk. “Among my people, there is an ancient prophecy. I will not
get into it now, but suffice it to say that it speaks of the City of the Dead,
built onto the mountain. Aisha must go to Shalandra. To protect Kodyn, for
certain, but it is more than that. Only there will she find her destiny—or the
death that threatens everyone with her gift.” 


 


 


 










Afterword from the Author


The Hunter’s story is far from over!


After his discoveries in Enarium, he is more driven than
ever to find a solution to save the world from the Great Destroyer and fulfill
his oath to Kharna. 


I, however, must turn my attentions elsewhere for a short
while. Telling the Hunter’s story—how he recruits the Cambionari, the Hidden
Circle, and many others to his crusade—means delving into huge concepts like
faith vs. fact, personal belief vs. public religion, what happens when a myth
is shattered, the unmaking of a society after fundamental beliefs are
destroyed, holy wars, and so much more. Because of the nature of the
revelations, it is something that will require a lot more forethought and
planning on my part. 


I do intend to complete another four to six books in the
Hero of Darkness series, ultimately culminating in the salvation of the world
and (hopefully) the final triumph over the Devourer of Worlds. 


But not yet…


For now, I turn my attention elsewhere, to six young heroes
that I’ve wanted to write about for a while. 


That epilogue set up Kodyn, Aisha, and Briana’s journey to
Shalandra, the City of the Dead. But they’re not the only ones that will make
the trip! Evren (and Hailen) will also end up in Shalandra, where they will
cross paths with our favorite Night Guild apprentices. There, each of them will
find their own destiny—and very possibly save the world in the process.










Stay Tuned for Heirs of Destiny


 


Trial of Stone (Heirs of Destiny Book 1)


A kingdom of death.
A war for power and profit. Young heroes caught in the crossfire.


Kodyn expected
hardships along his journey to return a kidnapped girl to her father.  Yet harsh deserts and cutthroat bandits prove
far less lethal than the foes that await him in Shalandra, the City of the
Dead. 


In the shadows of golden spires carved from mountain stone,
currents of corruption and vice run deep. Priests of the god of death rule with
an iron fist, imposing a rigid caste system that elevates some to a life of
privilege and condemns others to miserable squalor. 


Together with Aisha,
a fierce warrior from the north with the mystical ability to speak to the dead,
Kodyn must survive the cesspool of high society deceit and betrayal. 


Polite smiles hide sharp knives. Killers, criminals, and
bloodthirsty cultists lurk around every corner. Can these youths overcome
impossible odds to save the realm?


 


Coming soon!


 


In
the Heirs of Destiny series:


 


Trial
of Stone (Book 1) – Jan 2019


Crucible
of Fortune (Book 2) – Jan/Feb 2019


Secrets
of Blood (Book 3) – Feb/Mar 2019


Storm
of Chaos (Book 4) – Apr 2019


Ascension
of Death (Book 5) – May 2019


 










More Books by Andy Peloquin


 


Queen of Thieves


Book
1: Child of the Night Guild


Book 2: Thief of the Night
Guild


Book 3: Queen of the Night
Guild


 


Traitors’
Fate (Queen of Thieves/Hero of Darkness Crossover)


 


Hero of Darkness


Book 1: Darkblade Assassin


Book 2: Darkblade Outcast


Book 3: Darkblade Protector


Book 4: Darkblade Seeker


Book 5: Darkblade Slayer


Book 6: Darkblade Savior


Book 7: Darkblade Justice


 


 


Different, Not Damaged: A Short
Story Collection


 


 










About the Author
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I am, first and
foremost, a storyteller and an artist--words are my palette. Fantasy is my
genre of choice, and I love to explore the darker side of human nature through
the filter of fantasy heroes, villains, and everything in between. I'm also a
freelance writer, a book lover, and a guy who just loves to meet new people and
spend hours talking about my fascination for the worlds I encounter in the
pages of fantasy novels.


Fantasy provides us
with an escape, a way to forget about our mundane problems and step into worlds
where anything is possible. It transcends age, gender, religion, race, or
lifestyle--it is our way of believing what cannot be, delving into the
unknowable, and discovering hidden truths about ourselves and our world in a
brand new way. Fiction at its very best!


 


Join my
Facebook Reader Group


for updates, LIVE
readings, exclusive content, and all-around fantasy fun.


Let's Get Social!


Be My Friend: https://www.facebook.com/andrew.peloquin.1


Facebook Author
Page: https://www.facebook.com/andyqpeloquin


Twitter: https://twitter.com/AndyPeloquin


 










Gods of Einan


 


Kiro, the Master:
God of virtue and nobility


Deralana, Lady of
Vengeance: Goddess of warriors and vengeance


Garridos, the
Apprentice: God of ventures and enterprise


The Maiden:
Goddess of purity, devotion, and festivities


The Illusionist:
God of coin, success, and madness


The Bright Lady:
Goddess of healing


The Swordsman:
God of war, heroism, and metal-smithing 


The Mistress:
Goddess of trysts, secrets, and whispered truths 


The Bloody Minstrel:
God of sickness, plague, and horrible music 


The Watcher: God
of the night, god of justice and vengeance. Thieves and criminals know him as
“the Watcher in the Dark”.


The Lonely Goddess:
Goddess of orphans and broken hearts 


The Beggar God:
God of outcasts, the destitute, and the needy


The Long Keeper:
God of death. 


 


Kharna – Serenii
that sacrificed himself to feed Enarium and fight the Devourer to protect Einan


 


The Devourer of
Worlds, the Great Destroyer – force of chaos seeking to unmake the world
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