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Part One


 

 I count him braver who overcomes his desires than him who conquers his
enemies; for the hardest victory is over self. — 

Aristotle


 

The pinnacle
of enlightenment is finding the place deep inside where one's own voice can be
heard. A lifetime should be dedicated to its pursuit.


And yet,
within this egotism, there is an ever present foreboding: upon discovering the
voice within, will it be mediocre, stale? Following the peeling back of layer
after layer of the mind, is the only thing to be found common, small? Will it
be a search which leads to…nothing?


It is a
simple fear which holds men back; namely, do one's aspirations surmount the
size of one's soul?


— From the Lost Journals of Qi Pe Pe, Divine
Teacher of Tian'shen












Chapter One
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I left my
city in ashes. I burned the Blackfall to the
ground, and every man of the Bloody Hand with it. I killed the Demon of Voramis
and his Dark Heresy. 


A spark leapt from the fire, landing on the
Hunter's hand. He heard the sizzle, smelled the reek of scorched flesh.
Unmoving, he watched the ember's glow fade and die. He felt no pain; he hadn't
felt a thing in days, not since leaving Voramis. 


The light of the campfire played tricks with his
eyes. His gaze followed the hypnotic dance of the flames, but his mind was
leagues away.


He saw the city of Voramis as he had left it,
smoking, gripped by chaos. The Heresiarchs had scrambled to maintain order in
the turmoil. Tension hung thick in the air as he rode through the North Gate.
The guards hadn't spared him a glance; they were far too preoccupied trying to
maintain order to care who left.


That was days ago. He had traveled in a numb haze,
his eyes unseeing, body unfeeling, mind uncaring. He had barely had the
presence of mind to make a campfire tonight—the first since Voramis.


A brisk evening wind buffeted him, but he felt
neither warmth nor chill. He retreated into the depths of his hood. It hid his
face from sight, and shielded him from the world. 


In the small clearing, without walls to surround
him, the Hunter felt vulnerable. Darkness loomed on the fringes of a small
circle of light cast by his pitiful fire. 


Yet he had subjected himself to this fate
willingly, if only to escape the horror he had left behind. Voramis was the only
home he had known for decades. He had lived a comfortable existence. His skills
had earned him the respect and fear of even the wealthiest nobles, and he had
even found a few to call "friends". 


Now alone.
Always alone.


The Hunter had believed himself alone before, but
he was wrong. He had needed people around—Jak, Old Nan, Karrl, Ellinor, the
others. When he had stripped his apartment in the Beggar's Quarter of
valuables, he hadn't had the courage to face their cold, pale faces, their
unseeing eyes. They accused him, silently cursing him for their deaths. His
treasure-laden satchel weighed nothing compared to the burden of failure. 


A voice spoke within his mind. “Your fault they died. All
of them dead, because of you.”


He wanted to ignore the voice, to refute its
accusation, but could not. That inner voice belonged to the horror, the half of
him that was less than human. He had tried to ignore it since leaving Voramis
but, in the silence of his solitude, it had grown louder. It pounded in the
back of his mind, ever present, filling his thoughts with horrors, seeking to
transform him into the monster the Demon of Voramis had told him he was created
to be. 


The night pressed in on the Hunter. All was silent,
save for the rustling of the leaves, the moaning of the chill wind, and the
crackling of his meager fire. 


He heard none of the noise that had comforted him
in Voramis. Where there had been traffic and bustling pedestrians, now the
world sounded oddly mute. The trees bent and swayed in the cool evening breeze,
their leaves echoing the whispers he thought he heard carried on the wind.
Nature muttered peacefully in his ears.


The aromas of the forest disturbed him. He had
grown accustomed to the odors of city life, yet now only the earthy scent of
trees, leaves, and underbrush filled his nostrils. An undercurrent of rot and
decay tinged the fresh smell of growing life—a reminder of the inevitability of
death. 


Once, he thought he heard the stealthy footfall of
a predator. He hadn't been able to bring himself to care. He felt only
emptiness.


A gust of wind tugged at his cloak, and the evening
chill finally penetrated his gloom. Shivering, he rubbed his hands together and
climbed to his feet.


Time to get
warm.


The Hunter jogged around the small clearing, his legs
numb, feet leaden. The light of his fire cast long, sinister shadows through
the forest. He had encountered nightmares in Voramis, and now a part of his
mind saw horror behind every tree. 


Fatigue of mind and body had plagued him since
leaving the city. After a long day of riding, his body protested at the
slightest exertion. Yet the exhaustion went beyond the purely physical. He
would sit for hours, staring into the fire until the first sign of dawn showed
in the sky. He'd slept no more than a handful of hours in the last four days.
Every time he closed his eyes, he saw those accusing faces, the empty eyes, and
lifeless bodies. Sleep could not remove the overwhelming weight and emptiness. 


Slowly, warmth crept back into his limbs. He threw
another log on the fire, wrapped himself in his blanket, and leaned against the
hard trunk of the oak tree. 


Phantom pains flashed through his body. His flesh
had recovered from his encounter with the demon, but his mind had not. His
fingers played along the smooth, unmarred flesh of his chest. Scars once
covered the skin, accumulated over decades of killing. Yet somehow, the scars
had disappeared—all save the one above his heart. It was the final reminder of
the demons he had killed in Voramis. 


The hypnotic gyration of the flames pulled him into
their depths. His eyelids drooped with the dying fire, growing heavier with
every breath, until the Hunter slipped into dreamless sleep.


 


* * *


 


Heavy clouds blanketed the dawn sky with a dull,
lifeless grey that matched the Hunter's temperament.


With listless movements, he broke his fast, packed
the horse, and rode from the small clearing. An immense weight settled on his
shoulders, filling him with languor. He retreated further into his brooding
with the passing of the day. He rode in silence, ignoring the passing
countryside and allowing his horse to set the pace. Aimless, with no direction,
he traveled until his body demanded rest. 


He dismounted and collapsed in the shade of a beech
tree. Exhausted, he could no longer keep the voices in his mind at bay. 


We must feed!
Soulhunger's voice set his head throbbing. 


The Hunter pressed his fists into his eyes. He
needed peace from the voices as much as he needed rest from his travels. If he
could just find a moment of...


“We will not
be ignored, Hunter,” cried his inner demon. “We are you, and you are part of us.”


His fingers played with the scar on his chest. Dark
mutterings whispered through his thoughts, but the voice of Soulhunger faded
into a dull thrumming behind his eyes. He slammed the back of his head against
the tree, as if it could drive the voices away. They would not be silenced.


“Over there,” it purred,
its voice wheedling. “Easy prey.”


His eyes lighted upon a farmhouse in the distance.
A decrepit wattle and daub structure stood on a small parcel of tilled land.
Smoke rose from the chimney, and with it came the scent of roasting meat. The
smell of life. 


“It has been
too long.”


How long had it been? Five days—no, six—since his
last kill. Six days spent fighting
off Soulhunger's insistent pleas. Six days resisting the voice of his inner
demon goading him to spill blood. 


The Hunter tried to push it out of his thoughts, to
no avail. Before, only Soulhunger's voice had whispered in his ear, driving him
to kill. Staving off its demands strained him, but he had somehow managed to
put aside his urges until he had found the right target. In Voramis, finding a
target to hunt had been as easy as finding droppings behind a horse. 


Yet since the death of the Beggar Priest—Brother Securus, his name was—the voice
of his inner demon had added its insistence to Soulhunger's demands. It had
grown more difficult to fight off the urges.


“Why not kill
them? As with all humans, they deserve it.”


Clenching his fists, he closed his eyes. Perhaps if
he ignored he voice, it would leave him alone.


“So weak. So
easy to kill.”


The Hunter found himself walking, his body moving
of its own accord. 


What are you
doing? 


“You feel the
need for death as well, Bucelarii. Why do you resist?”


The Hunter's feet carried him up the muddy lane.
The smell of roasting meat filled his nostrils. The farmhouse loomed large in
his vision. 


I do not need
to kill them!


“Why do you
deceive yourself? Of course you need to kill. The who matters not.” The voice in
his head radiated smugness. “And more
than that, you want to kill.”


He seemed to be watching everything from afar, as
if imprisoned in his own body. Not them. What have they done to deserve death?


“Does it
matter? You know there are no innocent men in this world. Can you truly say
they are undeserving?"


Let them meet
their deaths at the hands of another, he told the voice. You have controlled me all this time. No longer. The hand gripping
his sword trembled; his body warred against the thing taking control of his mind.


“But why
resist me? Why resist us?” 


Soulhunger added its insistence to the demon's
demands. 


For the same
reason I refused to play marionette to the demon in Voramis. I killed my own
blood, all because he sought to use me to his own ends. He claimed destiny, but
I am no plaything—not to man, not to gods, and certainly not to demons!


The Hunter tightened his grip on the sword, and the
familiar weight of steel comforted him. He planted his feet a half-dozen paces
from the front door of the farmhouse.


The door opened and an old man stepped out.
"Can I help you, young man?" His eyes widened at the sight of the
Hunter's sword. 


The demon, sensing the man's fear and the Hunter's
hesitation, tried to regain control. “Kill
him now!”


It would be so easy. The sword would slide into the
soft flesh of the man's guts with ease. He would have the death he craved.


No! I will
not yield, not to either of you!


The voice in his mind screamed in rage, but it was
too late. The Hunter was fully in control of his actions. He turned and fled,
sprinting down the muddy lane. 


Something had happened atop the Palace of Justice.
His scars had disappeared, all but one—the one etched into his flesh as he slew
the demons beneath Voramis. His free hand traced the unmarked flesh of his
chest. Had he been given a chance to start anew? 


The voice in his mind raged for death, Soulhunger
adding its insistent demands. The Hunter gritted his teeth and ran on,
desperate to ignore them. He leapt into the saddle and dug his heels into the
horse's ribs. The chestnut gelding leapt forward, tearing down the road at full
speed.


A scream of outrage filled the Hunter's mind as he
galloped away from the dilapidated structure. His hair streamed in the wind and
tears formed in his eyes, but still he rode. The pressure in his head mounted,
threatening to burst. 


Gasping for breath, the Hunter clenched his jaw and
rode on, willing the voices in his mind to fall silent. For what seemed an
eternity, he concentrated every shred of his willpower on keeping the horse's
head turned away from the farmhouse.


Like a bursting bubble, the tension in the Hunter's
head dissipated. The red haze faded from his vision. He reeled in the saddle, and
barely managed to slow the charging horse. He took deep, ragged breaths, his
lungs burning. 


"Whoa, boy." The Hunter slowed his
gasping horse to a walk. "Easy there." 


Wiping his dripping forehead, the Hunter dismounted
and stumbled toward the horse's head. He rubbed the gelding's neck, both to
soothe the beast and still his shaking hands. 


His heart thundered in time with the throbbing in
his head. A shaky laugh bubbled forth from his chest.


Take that,
you bastard! You will not win. 


“Soon enough,” the voice
in his mind raged. “I will have my way.”


I am not
yours to control. You will not get the best of me, Demon!


Drawing in a deep breath, the Hunter wiped the
sweat from his brow and took a long pull from the water-skin on his saddle. His
legs trembled, forcing him to cling to the horse for support. The beast had
stopped panting, but the ride had taken its toll on the creature. 


The Hunter patted the horse's neck. "Look at
the pair of us. I think we've had enough travel for one day."


After days of silence, it felt good to speak aloud.
The sound of his voice pushed back the numbness in his mind. 


Taking up the reins, the Hunter walked forward on
shaking legs. The bright colors of sunset filled the sky, and the rich, earthy
scent of nature brought calm to his mind and body. 


The Hunter gathered wood and built a campfire large
enough to ward off the night's chill. The dancing flames were no less hypnotic,
but they lacked the sinister edge of the previous night. The stillness of the
evening surrounded him, yet the rhythm had changed. The rustling of branches,
the sound of the wind in the trees, and the calling of night birds soothed him.


Something within him had shifted. The weight of
loss and solitude remained, yet it no longer threatened to overwhelm him. His
conflict with the demon had reminded him of what it meant to fight, to live. That was why he had refused to die in
the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis, why he had defeated the demons against all
odds. 


Alone he might be, but he still lived. For now,
that had to be enough. 







Chapter Two
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Something warm and wet nudged the Hunter's face,
pulling him from his first deep sleep in days. The sight of huge nostrils and a
puff of hot breath in his ear immediately put him in a foul mood. 


"Damn it!" The Hunter pushed away the
long, equine face staring down at him. "That's no way to wake a
fellow."


The horse nickered and pushed its nose into his
clothing. 


"You'll find no hidden treats, you flea-bitten
nag."


His mount, unfazed by his gruff words, continued to
prod him. 


"Enough!" 


He shoved the horse away and climbed to his feet.
Snorting, the horse turned to dig in the Hunter's saddlebags. 


"Off with you." He swatted the horse's
neck. "Go find some grass to crop, you damned nuisance." 


The day held a promise of warmth, though the forest
canopy blocked out most of the sun's rays. A thin mist floated along the
ground, giving the world around him a surreal atmosphere. His nostrils filled
with the scent of a dewy dawn, tinged with the hint of smoke from his fire. The
grassy odor of fresh horse droppings blended with the fresh smells of the
forest around him.


His pack held nothing but dried meat and trail
biscuits. He had no desire to start his morning with a feast of tough, bland
meat and trail biscuits harder than the rocks he had slept on last night. The
thought of traveling after this breakfast held little appeal.


"That looks better than what I'm eating, you
lucky bastard." 


The horse was too busy cropping grass to look up at
the sound of the Hunter's voice. 


He brushed the crumbs from his nondescript
clothing: a grey-green cloak to cover his leather armor, a pair of brown
breeches, and a simple green tunic. A hood hid his eyes, and he wore a pair of
soft feather-glass lenses Graeme had crafted for him. The alchemical lenses
turned his eyes a deep green, obscuring their true color. Uncomfortable, but
necessary.


The demon whispered in the Hunter's mind, but he
pushed the voice away. 


He reached for his sword. The leather-bound sheath
was as simple and plain as the weapon within, the sort of sword worn by
soldiers, city guards, and men-at-arms. Perfect for the identity he had crafted
during one of his journeys between Praamis and Voramis. A wandering
sword-for-hire wouldn't draw attention.


Drawing the blade, the Hunter hefted it to test the
balance. The utilitarian sword was well-balanced and sturdy, though thicker and
clumsier than he liked. The blade dragged on his wrist with every movement.
Much of the weight rested near the sword's point rather than at the crossguard.
The pommel felt too bulky, and it struck his forearm every time he swung. 


The additional weight gave him more power with each
blow, particularly downward strokes. He had to commit to the blows, rather than
dancing in and out as he would with his lighter blade. A strike swung with full
force would shatter a light blade or overpower a weaker opponent. 


With a bit of
practice, I could get used to this.


He moved through a basic sword form, focusing on
maintaining his balance and moving in time with the sword. While the simple
double-edged long sword lacked the craftsmanship of his preferred blade—a
single-edged, watered steel masterpiece—it would not attract attention. If he
was to play the part of a soldier of fortune, he would need a weapon to match.


He fought as a soldier or guardsman would, with the
solid steps, the short, sharp movements, and the powerful strikes. It would be
a challenge to alter his style of fighting with this new sword, but he could
adapt. 


By the time he reached the last stroke of his sword
form, he had found the trick to the heavier sword: fewer strikes, more power. 


Unless I
encounter a highly-skilled opponent, I should have no problem.


He glanced at the blanket bundled next to the
saddle. Wrapped within lay his watered steel sword, and alongside it, the
Swordsman's twin iron blades and a heavy purse containing a small fortune. He
had grabbed coins, trinkets, and whatever small, transportable valuables he had
found in his safe house, more than enough to make his travels comfortable. His
pack held only the bare essentials.


He led his horse downhill in search of water.
Nestled between an outcropping of rocks a few dozen paces from the clearing, a
rivulet bubbled up from a spring that emptied into a small pool. The water was
clean and free of sediment.


Splashing cold water on his face helped to clear
away the last remnants of sleep. The walk to and from the creek worked the last
kinks from his muscles. Traces of the languor that had plagued him since
Voramis remained, but it had faded to a dull, constant ache, no longer
threatening to overwhelm him.


Only white ash remained of his campfire. He kicked
the coals to dust, and used a handful of leaves to cover the fire pit. It was
poor bushcraft—city living had not prepared him to be alone in the wild—but it
would do. 


Time to get
riding. 


The Hunter draped the blanket over the horse's back
and swung the saddle up with effort. On his first morning alone, he had
forgotten how horses liked to fill their lungs with air as their saddle girths
were tightened. When he had mounted, the saddle slipped, spilling him to the
floor. 


He elbowed the horse in the ribs. "I'll not
fall for that trick again, you bastard!" 


After tightening the traces, he lashed his gear
behind the cantle. Only one thing left to load.


With a reluctance that surprised him, the Hunter
stared at the simple, unadorned wooden chest. In his hurry to flee Voramis,
he'd thrown his belongings into the first trunk he found. The box looked
ordinary, yet its contents were anything but. 


Soulhunger—Thanal Eth' Athaur—lay within, wrapped
in cloth to prevent the steel from coming in contact with the iron lining. The
dagger was thousands of years old, created by his ancestors, the Abiarazi. His
birthright, proof of his heritage as a Bucelarii—as a descendant of demons.


Bucelarii. Half human, half horror. 


He ran his fingers across the lid. He'd made a
fortunate discovery his first day out of Voramis: the iron blocked the dagger's
voice. The insistent pleading had quietened, though he felt it in the back of
his mind whenever his inner demon fell silent. 


Six days
without killing. Six days since Soulhunger has fed. 


Soulhunger would fall silent after taking a life,
but the inexorable demand for blood always returned. The dagger's voice sounded
weak in his thoughts. The iron box helped to block it, but his bond with the
blade prevented him from truly shutting it out. Try as he might to escape the
torments of Voramis, he could not outrun the tormentors in his mind. 


Even when exhaustion claimed him, sleep provided no
escape. His dreams were filled with scenes of those final moments in Voramis.
The death of his friends. Farida. The Serenii tunnels. Horror piled upon
horror. 


He toyed with the wooden box. It would be so easy
to leave it here. He could bury it where no one would find it. The blade would
never harm anyone else, never feed another soul to the Great Destroyer. He had
been tempted to leave it on the roof of the Palace of Justice, alongside the
First's accursed sword. Yet something had stopped his hand. Something within
him knew he needed Soulhunger, but why?


Shoving the thought to the back of his mind, he
picked up the wooden box and lashed it to the saddle—out of sight, yet within
easy reach should he need it.


The Hunter swung into his seat and kicked the horse
into motion. "Let's see how much road we can travel today." 


He followed the small path from the clearing,
riding through the thick forest at an easy pace before turning onto the main
road. He glanced south, and a lump rose in his throat. He had called Voramis
home for nearly five decades. But he turned his horse north. Voramis held
nothing for him. 


The uncertainty of his future filled him; with it,
came fear of what lay ahead. He had no desire to travel. He had only left
Voramis to escape the horrors he had faced. He could not live with the reminder
of his loss around every corner. Numb with grief, he had fled the city without
delay. He had no plan, no destination. 


Yet as the numbness of the previous days gave way,
he felt an urgency within. He had left to escape the pain, but he also fled toward something. 


I have to know more about who I am. 


His need for answers about his past drove him. The
Beggar Priests—who had saved his life, even after he killed one of their
number—had given him a few answers, but he had to know more. The ragged gaps in
his memory haunted him more than ever. He had no idea where he had come from,
what he had done, or why. He could not remember anything of his life before
Voramis—nothing save for a face. 


Her face. 


He saw Her, as clear and crisp as if She stood
before him. Golden hair framed a face with a soft nose, high cheekbones, and
full lips. Only Her eyes remained hidden in the shadows of his forgotten past. 


Jasmine and
honey, cinnamon and berries. Her scent filled his mind, drowning out the odors
around him. He could never forget that smell. 


Her memory evoked a visceral reaction: pain, an
ache in his heart that set his chest afire and constricted his lungs. For a
moment it seemed his head would explode. 


Slowly, memory of the woman retreated, and with it,
the pain.


I have to
find out who She is. 


He had to know why this woman—one he could never
fully remember—was so important. Something called him northward, filling him
with a sense of imminence he couldn't ignore, beckoning for him to find Her.
Who was She to him?


Everything about himself was a mystery. He had a
burning desire to find answers.


He gave the horse its head, allowing the animal to
set the pace. The rolling gait was awkward. His legs protested at the effort of
trying to match the jolting and bouncing of the jog trot. The horse's hooves
kicked up debris and dirt, though thankfully the morning dew tamped down most
of the dust. With no wagons or carts to carve deep ruts into the dirt, the way
was smooth and even.


The road twisted out of sight less than a league in
the distance. A part of him wondered where the path led, the same part that
questioned his reasons for leaving Voramis. He had never traveled north—indeed,
he could only recall leaving Voramis a handful of times, and always east to
Praamis or farther south to the Frozen Sea. 


That first day fleeing the city, the Hunter had
ridden to near-collapse. He'd put as much distance between himself and his home
as he could. If he hadn't, his desire for the relative comfort of familiar
surroundings would've dragged him back. 


He couldn't go back, couldn't face the pain. He
couldn't bear not knowing about himself. About Her.


She was somewhere
in the north, that much he knew. He
sensed Her presence in the back of his mind. Her pull on his thoughts grew
stronger with every league he covered. Every day led him closer to finding
Her—whoever She was.







Chapter Three
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The hours of riding wore on in silence, with only the
jingling of the horse's tack and the clanking of his gear to break the
monotony. The sun shone down with a heat that belied the approaching winter.
After a chilly night in the forest, he reveled in the comforting sensation of
the warmth. He allowed the hood to fall back, and turned his face up to the
sun. The wind whipped at his hair and pulled it free of its leather ties. 


Sweat soaked the Hunter's tunic long before the sun
reached its zenith. He wanted to remove his cloak, but felt naked without it. It
was as if he could hide his true self within the heavy garment. 


He had always felt uncomfortable during the day. In
Voramis, he had spent his days sleeping. Most of his work had been at night.
Now, in the morning light, the color and life around him almost made him
feel…happy. It was an odd sensation. 


Thick trees bordered both sides of the road.
Towering spruces reached needled branches to the heavens, while the boughs of
conical firs drooped toward the ground. Mighty oaks had shed the first of their
golden leaves for the winter. The smell of pine resin hung thick in the air. A
blue carpet of juniper berries littered the ground. 


He sought a hint of pink among the greens, reds,
and oranges of the forest. 


If there is
one thing I will miss of Voramis, it is the Snowblossoms. 


He had spent countless hours sitting in Maiden's
Fields, the sprawling gardens of Upper Voramis. It was his favorite place in
the city. There, Snowblossom trees filled the air with their delicate
fragrance. They added brightness to the world, carpeting the ground with soft
pastel colors. 


A part of him hoped to one day return to see the
trees in full bloom. But it was not to be. He had left the city behind forever.



With the memory of all he had lost, a cloud of
gloom settled over him. He retreated into his hood and cloak, sullen and
brooding. The myriad phantom aches and pains of his battle with the demon
returned. 


The forest around him thinned, transforming into
rolling hills. The world around him filled with greens in a multitude of hues,
with nary a tree or bush in sight. Highlands stretched as far as the eye could
see. The hint of mist-covered mountain peaks loomed far in the distance.


The Hunter rode in silence, ignoring all but the
dusty, colorless road ahead. He stopped to rest as his body demanded. A quick
glance at the sun told the Hunter it was an hour or so past midday. 


The streets
of Lower Voramis and the Temple District would be packed at this time of day. 


His ears instinctively listened for the sound of
the Lady's Bells. He heard nothing but the wind, the occasional chirp of a
bird, and the grass rustling in the breeze. 


A solitary tree stood a few dozen paces off the
road, providing the Hunter with shade and a place to rest. He choked down a
meal of hardtack and salted pork. The flavorless biscuit highlighted the
excessive saltiness of the dried meat. The tepid water in his skin didn't
improve the meal.


His horse cropped grass beside him, content to
relax in the shade of the tree. With its reins looped around a branch, the
beast could only wander a few paces in any direction, and the Hunter had no
fear of it running off. 


He leaned against the trunk, watching the absence
of life and movement around him. He'd had few quiet moments in Voramis. He'd
occupied most of his waking hours expanding his network of contacts, stalking
his prey, or keeping up with his various disguises. It had been a busy life,
filled with bustle and flow, and yet here he sat. Alone, in the middle of
nowhere, with no idea where he was headed.


Talk about a
futile endeavor.


Yet he had to leave it all behind. Only by leaving
could he escape the pain. 


Breathing deep, he smelled the fresh, clean air of
the silent countryside. The scent of small creatures blended with the rich
aroma of grass, earth, and the tree overhead. His eyelids drooped, and he
allowed himself a brief moment of total stillness. For a heartbeat, his mind
was clear of thoughts, his soul unburdened, and his spirit free.


The demon chose that moment to return. “Give me blood. Give me death!”


The Hunter's heart sank. He would find no peace,
not while the voice remained in his head. He tried to push it away, but the
morning of riding had taken its toll on his mind as well as his body.  


His inner demon refused to be silent. He had shut
out Soulhunger's whispers, only to open his mind to a much more insidious
voice—one he could not easily lock away. 


He wanted to insist that he would never kill again
with the blade, but he knew better. 


“We are the
Hunter,” the demon whispered. “Together.
The three of us. Alone, as individuals, we are nothing.”


Was that true? He was a killer, that much he could
accept. The blade needed him. The demon in his mind needed him, if only to
satiate its lust for blood. But without the blade, what was he? The blade felt
a part of him, his only link to his past. But did he really need the blade? 


With a weary sigh, the Hunter climbed to his feet
and mounted once more. The chestnut gelding protested at being pulled away from
its meal, but the Hunter ignored its gentle snort. Tugging at the reins, he
directed the beast toward the main road. 


The sun beat down with a fierce intensity, and the
Hunter pulled his hood over his head. He ignored the heat within the hood,
focusing on matching the movements of his body to the horse's jog trot. 


By the
Watcher, I will never grow accustomed to
this!


The Hunter rode in silence, brooding, reliving
painful memories of his past. It helped to block out the demon's voice, but it
did little to ease his inner turmoil.


The scream of a bird of prey snapped the Hunter
from his thoughts. The rolling hills had transformed to forest once more. Thick
hedges pressed in around him, causing the path to narrow to less than the width
of a carriage. Dense spruce and pine foliage made it impossible to see more
than a few paces into the woods. The road curved sharply to the east a few
dozen paces ahead, disappearing around a blind bend.


His eyes darted around, scanning the trees for any
signs of life. He saw nothing beyond the motionless trunks of towering trees,
heard nothing save for the song of birds and the rustling of leaves in the
breeze. His sensitive nostrils searched for any fresh scents. 


The smell of
trees, dead leaves…and blood.


The odor hit him, followed a moment later by a
faint yet unmistakable sound: clashing steel.


The Hunter warred with the decision of what to do.
Instinct told him to stay hidden. It would be easier to avoid contact with
anyone. He had no reason to fight, and no desire to kill. If he avoided the
conflict, he could deny Soulhunger and his inner demon the death they craved.


The demon sensed blood. Its voice pounded in his
mind, and Soulhunger added to the strain. The Hunter couldn't resist the
demands. Dismounting, he sought the source of the noise, his feet moving of
their own accord.


Wait! No need
to rush in. Better to be cautious and bide my time. 


The pressure in his head relented, fading to a
dull, persistent throbbing behind his eyes.


The Hunter led the horse from the road and slipped
through the trees bordering the path. A carpet of grass and dead leaves muffled
the sound of the beast's hooves, and the Hunter's soft boots made little noise.


His heart pounded—though from apprehension or
anticipation, he couldn't decide. He gripped the hilt of his sword, but didn't
draw it. 


Through the thinning trees ahead, the Hunter found
the source of the noise. A half-dozen men on foot surrounded two mounted men,
waving short swords. One of the armored figures sat astride a magnificent
warhorse, while the other rode a smaller horse burdened with provisions. Both
mounted warriors wielded heavy swords. A single blow of those long blades could
sever a limb or remove an unprotected head. 


The demon's voice returned in full strength.
Soulhunger begged to feed. Together, they dragged him toward the melee and set
his blood boiling with a lust for battle.


No! It is not
my fight.


His inner demon howled. “What do you care? It is a chance to kill! You couldn't ask for a
better opportunity.”


The demon spoke truth. The Hunter watched the
scene, torn by indecision. 


“There are no
innocents. All men deserve to die.”


I did not
live this long by fighting battles not my own.


The demon tried a different approach. “If you will not give me blood, do not deny me
the pleasure of watching them die. Let me hear their screams!”


It couldn't hurt, could it? If it would silence the
demon's demands, he would do it.


He turned to the horse. "Stay!" 


The beast snorted and pawed at the ground, prancing
forward a few steps. It seemed eager…either to fight or to run.


"Keeper take you!" The Hunter yanked the
reins, stopping the horse in its tracks. He wound the lead line over a nearby
branch and pulled it tight. "Stay, you flea-bitten bastard!" 


Drawing his sword, he slipped closer to the melee,
careful to make no noise. The mounted warriors held their own against their
unarmored foes. Their height and longer blades allowed them to keep the
surrounding men at bay.


One of the unarmored men slipped behind one of the
armored men—the larger of the two—and raised a rusted halberd. 


"Watch out!" 


The word burst from the Hunter's lips before he
realized. One of the unarmored men below turned toward him. The Hunter ducked
behind a tree, hoping the man hadn't spotted him.


Fool demon!
What in the twisted hell was that for? 


The demon radiated smug satisfaction. “I did it for you, Bucelarii. Now you are
part of this fight.”


He waited in breathless silence, unmoving, hoping
his cloak would hide him from the eyes below. 


"There's someone in the trees!" 


A second voice echoed the call. "Where? I
don't see anything."


"The horse, idiot!" The first voice
again. "Up there, on the hill."


Keeper take
me! He had forgotten the beast, its reins hitched to the tree. 


Gleeful laughter echoed in his mind. “Now, you have no choice but to kill!”
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The Hunter pushed the voice to the back of his
mind, where it settled to a pounding headache behind his eyes. Thankfully,
Soulhunger remained in its box, lashed to the horse's saddle. Ignoring the
voice of his inner demon proved challenge enough.


He waited, ears attuned to the crackling of twigs.
The men made no attempt to hide their approach. 


"He has to be nearby," said the voice of
the first man. "He's probably off hiding. Good thing he left his loot
strapped to the horse."


An angry snort reached the Hunter's ears,
accompanied by the thud of hooves on the soft forest floor.


"Whoa! Easy, boy. He's an angry one, isn't
he?"


"Sure is. But these saddlebags look nice and
heavy. Wonder what's in 'em…"


A grimy fellow with hair and beard the color of his
rust-eaten sword reached for the horse's reins. His companion—a dark-haired
brute with a thick nose and hooded eyes—clutched a short blade.


The Hunter's hand dropped to his sword. He couldn't
allow them to steal his fortune.


The two men stared at the onrushing Hunter in
stunned silence. The dark-haired one recovered from his shock a heartbeat
before his companion. He slashed at the Hunter with his short sword, but the
blow whistled harmlessly through the air. 


The demon in the Hunter's mind urged for death. It
took every ounce of control for the Hunter to turn his heavy sword, slamming
the flat of the blade into the man's unprotected temple. 


The red-haired man stumbled over the sagging form
of his friend. The Hunter batted aside his weak strikes with disdain and
punched him hard in the mouth—twice, three times. Blood spattered the Hunter's
knuckles, and his foe crumpled.


The demon in his mind raged. “Why will you not kill? They are not innocents!”


The Hunter's lip curled upward in a sneer. They're not worth killing! 


The Hunter turned his attention to the melee on the
road. One of the armored warriors remained in the saddle. An unarmored man knelt
atop the prone, unmoving figure of the second warrior, fumbling at the straps
that held his heavy helm in place. 


Damn it! 


The Hunter reached for one of the knives in his
belt and launched it at the unarmored man. With a cry, the bandit dropped his dagger
and clapped a hand to his bleeding cheek.


A scream of pain echoed to the Hunter's left. An
unarmored figure fell to the ground, clutching a wound in his shoulder. Only
two men remained standing, and they hesitated to approach the mounted warrior.
One glance at their short swords and the armored figure astride the warhorse,
and they took to their heels.


“Hunt them
down! Don't let them escape!”


They would be so easy to kill. He wouldn’t even
break a sweat.


No.


The demon struggled for control of his body. His
legs and hands trembled, and his vision blurred. Red mist floated before his
eyes. He fought back the voice in his mind, the voice that urged him to kill.
He would not give in.


Enough! 


The Hunter gasped and tightened his grip on his
sword. Slowly, the throbbing in his head receded. 


"Thank you." The mounted warrior had a
deep, rich voice. "I owe you a debt of gratitude, stranger, for your
timely assistance."


The man held his huge broadsword with no sign of
fatigue. Cleaning the blade with a cloth, he slid the sword home in its sheath
and swung down from his warhorse. 


Without a word, the Hunter took in the heavy plate
armor, thick chain mail coat, and visored great-helm. He had no idea how anyone
could move in such a heavy suit of armor, yet there was confidence in the
warrior's steps. Kneeling, the warrior removed his gauntlet and fumbled at the
cinch of his fallen companion's helm.


"Are you hurt?" It took a moment for the
Hunter to realize the armored man spoke to him.


"No." The Hunter spoke in a lilting
accent of a Praamian.


"Good." The knight removed his
companion's helmet. The sweat-soaked leather cap beneath came away, revealing a
head populated by thinning black hair plastered to an angular skull. A nasty
lump showed on the man's head, but no blood. The wound was not fatal; the fall
had knocked him unconscious.


"Is it bad?" 


"I don't think so. He’ll have a terrible
headache when he wakes, but I don't believe there will be any permanent damage
to the brain." The helmet turned to regard him. "For a man like
Visibos, a sharp mind is far more valuable than skill at arms."


"He seemed to hold his own." The words
poured from the Hunter's lips before he could stop them. After days of solitude
on the road, having someone to speak to felt decidedly…pleasant. 


"Aye, that he did." 


The warrior returned his attention to the fallen
man, and the silence stretched out. Uncomfortable and uncertain of what to do,
the Hunter strode away to retrieve his horse.


One of the unarmored men lay sprawled at an
unnatural angle, a hoof-shaped patch of mud on his chest. Another clutched at a
bleeding forearm, writhing on the ground in pain. The last three bodies strewn
around the road were corpses. 


His two opponents remained unconscious where he had
left them, near his horse. The beast cropped grass, unconcerned by the unmoving
forms a few paces away. 


"Not a care in the world, eh?" 


The horse snorted and nudged the Hunter's hand, as
if expecting a treat.


"Enough of you." The Hunter pushed the
wet nose away. "We've got to be on our way."


Retrieving the reins, the Hunter led the horse down
the hill. The beast sniffed at the unconscious men before stepping over their
prone forms.


By the time the Hunter reached the road, the fallen
warrior had regained consciousness. The man stared around with dazed eyes,
leaning on an elbow. At the Hunter's approach, he tried to climb to his feet. 


His companion pushed him back down. "Easy,
Visibos. You've taken a nasty hit to the head. If you stand up now, you'll lose
your breakfast."


"B-but," the man protested,
"I—"


"Will do as you are commanded." His tone
brooked no argument.


The balding man slumped back down to the floor.
"Yes, Sir Danna." 


"Help me get him out of the muck," Sir
Danna said. When the Hunter made no move, the helmeted head turned toward him.
"Well?"


"Oh, of-of course."


Before he realized what he was doing, the Hunter
dropped the reins and rushed over to seize the groaning Visibos by the
shoulder. He and the armored figure helped Visibos stumble to a nearby tree,
where he sank down, closing his eyes and leaning against the thick trunk.


"World spinning, Visibos?" 


"Aye, Sir Danna." 


"It'll pass."


"Yes, sir."


The helmet turned to the Hunter. The knight stared
the Hunter up and down, as if taking his measure. 


For some reason, the scrutiny embarrassed the
Hunter. Even in the shadow of his hood, he felt naked without his alchemical
masks to hide his face. The last time someone had seen his true features…well,
that man lay buried in the Serenii tunnels. Now, in full daylight and with nothing
to conceal his true identity, he felt exposed.


After an uncomfortable silence, the armored figure
nodded and removed his helmet. The Hunter's eyes widened. There was nothing
masculine about the face beneath the helm, or the flowing red hair framing it.
Sir Danna was a woman. 


The Hunter channeled every shred of self-control
into keeping his expression neutral.


"Your apprentice named you Sir Danna?" 


Surprise flitted across the knight's face, as if
she had expected him to say something else. The tension of her features
relaxed, and she nodded.


"Sir Danna Esgrimon, Knight of the Order of
Piety." 


Pride filled her voice. She held out a gloved hand
to the Hunter, who shook it. 


He studied the woman before him. The top of her
head failed to reach his shoulder, but, dressed in the heavy mail, she looked
far larger and more imposing. Her posture was erect, confident. Scuffs and
notches pitted the burnished steel armor, yet the armor shone. She moved with
ease, as if the mail and broadsword weighed no more than the Hunter's leather
armor. 


Her ability with a sword came as no surprise—why
should it? Some of the greatest heroes of history were, in fact,
heroines—Erriana the Red, Sir Mildred Couradin, and Agarre the Giantslayer,
among others. The Hunter preferred to cross blades with men—women were far
craftier, without brute strength to rely on. 


Yet knighthood, complete with titles and an
apprentice of her own? He had never heard of the Order of Piety, but it was
rare to find a woman adopting the militaristic disciplines of a knight. Much
less a full knighthood. Women rarely received such high honors in the
male-dominated profession.       


"A pleasure, Sir Knight. I am Hardwell of
Praamis." He had crafted this story years ago, and he assumed the role
with ease.


"Well met. I have never had the good fortune
to visit Praamis," the knight replied, "but perhaps one day my
service will take me there."


At that moment, Visibos groaned and retched. Sir
Danna turned and knelt by her companion, placing a hand on his shoulder and speaking
in a voice too low for the Hunter to hear. The acrid tang of vomit reached the
Hunter. 


The Hunter's horse snorted behind him, but the
Hunter ignored it. Another scent filled the Hunter's nostrils. 


Smoked meat.
Mud. Wagon grease. 


The Hunter gasped at the bite of a dagger punching
into his side. 
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Warm blood gushed from the wound, the chill of cold
steel a shock. Pain flared to life a heartbeat later. 


The Hunter spun and lashed out with his elbow. A
jolt ran up his arm, followed by a satisfying crunch. His twisting motion jerked the blade from his side. 


The Hunter pivoted right and stepped back, gritting
his teeth against the pain. His sword leapt from its sheath, the razor edge
halting just short of slicing muscle.


It was the red-haired man he had knocked
unconscious.


Fool! He had been
so focused on the knight that he had failed to notice the man creeping up
behind him. 


The man stared at him with wide eyes, blood still
leaking from his shattered nose and mouth. Only jagged stumps remained of his
front teeth, and his lips had swollen twice their size. Dust and leaves matted
the man's hair, and mud stained the front of his ragged clothing. Crimson
trickled down the front of the man's clothing. A dark, wet stain dribbled down
his leg, and the Hunter smelled the tang of urine. The dagger, still stained
with the Hunter's blood, fell from shaking hands.


The Hunter's side throbbed, but he held the heavy
sword firm, unwilling to show weakness. 


His inner demon bayed for blood. The Hunter felt tempted to give in to
the demon's demands. He longed for peace from that eager, incessant pounding in
his head, that lust for death. 


No, he told the
voice, I will not. 


“You ignored
me once, and look what happened!” 


The Hunter clenched his fist to drown out the pain
in his side. Yes, but it is not the first
time I have been stabbed. It won't be the last.


“So you let
him walk away?” The demon's anger filled the Hunter's thoughts. “After what he did to you?”


I will, if only to spite you. Learn this now, Demon:
you do NOT control me!


The Hunter bared his teeth in a vicious, predatory
smile. "Your name." 


The man before him stood tall, staring at the
Hunter with an unflinching gaze. "Arric." 


"Do you see my face, Arric?" The man nodded.
"Get out of my sight now, and pray to your gods you never again lay eyes
on me."


Arric's eyes widened. "You mean—?" 


"Aye, I let you live." 


With a flick of his wrist, the Hunter carved a
bloody furrow in Arric's cheek. The man flinched, crying out in surprise. 


"Let that mark remind you of your good fortune
this day. But know that I will kill
you if I see your face again."


Arric stumbled over himself in his haste to
retreat. He raced toward his dark-haired companion, slung him over his
shoulder, and limped into the forest without a backward glance. 


“Mark me,” whispered
the voice in his head, “you will regret
your attempts to defy me. I will have
my way.”


Not if I have
any say. 


The Hunter lowered his sword and pressed his hand to
his side to stanch a fresh spurt of blood. After the numbness of the past days,
he welcomed the pain.


"Are you hurt?" Sir Danna's face showed
her concern.


"Not gravely," the Hunter lied. "The
blade grazed me, and it is but a scratch." He couldn't let her examine the
wound. He had no idea how to explain why it had all but healed. She wouldn't
understand...couldn't understand.


Sir Danna had climbed to her feet, and she
approached him, concern written in her expression.


"Allow me to examine it." She stared at
the blood leaking down his side. "It is the least I could do after your
aid."


"It is nothing." The Hunter waved the
knight away. "Wounds always look worse than they really are."


Sir Danna studied him with a curious expression.
"I have bandages. At least let me wrap it—to prevent it from festering, of
course." 


"I have my own supplies. No need to trouble
yourself on my account."


Sir Danna nodded, her expression never changing.
"Fair enough. Nonetheless, I'm grateful for your assistance." She
extended her hand once more.


The Hunter gripped the proffered hand and used the
opportunity to study the woman: her long red hair, the hard face, the scar
running along her right cheek and down her square jaw. Fine wrinkle lines
showed at the corners of her mouth and eyes. 


A pleasant
woman, it seems, though not one most would consider beautiful.


Yet something about the knight unsettled him.
Perhaps it was the way she held his gaze without hesitation or fear.


The voice in his mind protested. It, too, sensed
something off about her. 


"You going to keep holding that thing,
Hardwell?" Sir Danna's eyes flicked to the Hunter's naked blade. She
gripped his free hand, her expression wary. Tension showed in her stance—body
turned away, left hand hovering close to her belt.


The Hunter considered how to respond. The few
knights he had encountered in Voramis had been far from friendly. He sensed no
threat in Sir Danna, but an innate wariness warned him to remain cautious.


He narrowed his eyes. "You call yourself Sir
Danna, Knight of the Order of Piety, but how can I be certain you are truly a
knight? You seem too young."


Her expression hardened. "Are you saying I'm
not worthy?" 


"I don't know. I have little experience with
knights. Are you?" 


"Sir Danna proved herself worthy of knighthood
in the Tournament of the Bright Lady, held in Malandria not three winters
ago." Visibos spoke in a shaky voice. The apprentice had climbed to his
feet, and he now leaned against the tree, hand pressed to the back of his head.
"Lord Knight Moradiss himself venerated her, gifting her the anvil as her
insignia." 


"The anvil?" Seems a fairly useless insignia.


"It is the symbol of honor," Sir Danna
said, her voice tight, "one I bear with pride."


An anvil of burnished brass was depicted in the
center of her chest plate, polished until it shone like gold. Twin anvils
decorated the back of her gauntlets, with a coat of arms on her shield to
match.


"Then well met, Sir Knight." The Hunter
gave the woman a smile he hoped looked genuine. 


Sir Danna's expression softened. The tension
drained from her shoulders and her posture relaxed. With a nod, she released
the Hunter's hand.


She turned to her apprentice. "How are you,
Visibos?"


"I am well, Sir Danna." Visibos forced a
smile, which turned into a grimace when he tried to step away from the tree.


"Your head will ache for a few hours,
Apprentice. I would stop and rest, but we have much ground to cover before the
sun sets."


Visibos' expression fell. "I will be well, my
lady." The confidence in his voice sounded forced. 


"We must make haste, but I will not push too
hard," Sir Danna said. "That way, we can avoid scrambling your brains
any more than necessary." A sly smile touched her lips, eliciting a weak
grin from Visibos.


The knight turned to the Hunter once more.
"You have my thanks, good Hardwell, for your intervention."


"It is nothing, Sir Knight. Anyone would have
done the same."


Sir Danna shook her head. "You do yourself a
disservice. Many would have remained hidden and opted to save their own hides,
rather than aid beleaguered travelers."


The Hunter said nothing. He did not know how to
respond to the praise.


"I would offer you the protection of our
company, but clearly you do not need our help to defend yourself." Her
eyes flicked to the sword hanging at the Hunter's belt. "Would you
consider sharing the road with us? I know how lonesome travels can be with no
one to speak to, and I would welcome another member to our party." 


The Hunter opened his mouth to reply, but
hesitated. Having only a horse for company had grown tiresome, but he couldn't
shake the wary feeling within him. 


We have just
met, and she offers to travel with me? 


He read no guile in the knight's frank, open
expression. Yet it seemed odd that anyone could be so open and trusting. 


Do I dare
travel with them? 


Every instinct told him to continue alone. The risk
of discovery increased with every league. Could he take the chance? Why would
he want to? 


The demon snarled at him to put a knife in the pair
and be done with them. He shook off the voice, but couldn't overcome his
hesitation.


Why would I
want to travel with them? What could they possibly offer me?


Companionship. Escape from his lonely solitude. He
had been alone with his maudlin thoughts for far too long. Even this brief
exchange had left him dreading the thought of traveling alone. 


Sir Danna looked at him expectantly.


"Of course, Sir Knight. I would be honored to
journey with you and your companion." 


Sir Danna beamed and clapped him on the back.
"Excellent! Now, let us fetch our horses, and we will be off. We must
cover a few leagues before the sun sets."


The ache in the Hunter's head intensified. His
inner demon screamed at him, protesting the folly of his decision. 


Easy. I can
always ride away if things get out of hand. What hope have they of stopping me?


The demon quieted, but the Hunter sensed its
displeasure.


If I must, I
will not hesitate to kill them. Satisfied?


Smug contentment filled his mind. 


Sir Danna had turned to mount up, but Visibos
stared at the Hunter with naked suspicion. 


The Hunter returned the apprentice's gaze without wavering. Sir Danna may trust easily, but this Visibos seems a different sort.


The apprentice studied him, hesitation written in
his expression. He opened his mouth to speak.


"Will you be ready soon, Visibos? Or would you
rather glare at Hardwell the rest of the day?"


The apprentice dropped the Hunter's gaze, and, with
a mumbled apology to the knight, pulled himself into his saddle. He swayed in
his seat, pain creasing his face. 


The Hunter didn't envy the man—the afternoon's ride
wouldn't do his head any favors. He climbed into his own saddle.


Sir Danna squinted up at the sun. "We have a
few hours of daylight left. Let us make haste to cover as much distance as we
can." 


The Hunter kicked his horse into step behind the
knight's warhorse. Visibos took up the rear. The small of the Hunter's back
tickled. He sensed the apprentice's wary eyes boring into him.


“You do not
need them,” the voice insisted. “You cannot trust
them! Ride away now while you still can!”


The Hunter ignored it. Anything was better than
traveling alone. 


Besides, what threat could these two possibly pose?
He had watched them fight. They were good, but he was far better. No, the
knight and her apprentice were no danger. 


I will not
let my guard slip, he told himself. I will play the part of Hardwell, and they will never know the truth.


He could leave any time he chose. He could kill
them any time he chose.
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The Hunter was only too glad when Sir Danna slowed
the pace to a comfortable walk. He tried not to wince at the agony in his
thighs. Visibos groaned behind him, and the Hunter stifled a smile.


The knight motioned for the Hunter to ride beside
her, and he spurred his horse to fall into step with hers. 


"So, Hardwell of Praamis, where does the road
lead for you?" 


The Hunter shrugged. "Truth be told, I do not
know. The south offered me little in the way of employment. I ride north to
seek my fortunes." He had prepared vague answers in anticipation of the
knight's questions.


"I find it odd that a sword-for-hire travels
without a destination in mind," Visibos said from behind, his tone
skeptical. 


"You must forgive my Knight Apprentice,"
Sir Danna said. "He is ever hesitant to trust." 


"No matter. My recent history has been
somewhat…difficult, so I welcome the time to travel. The open road offers time
for healing—both of body and mind."


"I understand." Genuine sympathy filled
Sir Danna's eyes. "Sometimes, one just needs to be alone."


"Aye, but it is also good to have company to
distract from one's thoughts."


"Indeed." Silence fell between them
again, stretching out for long minutes. 


"Tell me about yourself, Hardwell," Sir
Danna finally asked. "I would know more of your past." 


"There is not much to tell, Sir Knight."
The Hunter feigned hesitance. “Hardwell” was a cautious man. 


Sir Danna gave him an encouraging smile, motioning
for him to continue. 


"I was born in Praamis." The Hunter spoke
in a slow, measured voice. "My father served in the Praamian Guard, and he
taught me to wield a sword in the hopes that I would follow in his
footsteps." 


"And did you?" The knight leaned forward.


The Hunter smiled inwardly. Even without his
alchemical masks, he played his disguise well. 


"When I came of age, I served in the Praamian
Guard for the mandatory six years." 


"A noble profession."


"Aye, so I thought." He shook his head as
if saddened by a memory from his past. "But some of the things we were
forced to do in the name of the Principate…" 


He let a moment of silence elapse, accompanying it
with a theatrical shudder. When he continued, he spoke in a quiet voice.


"After being released from service, I knew I
had to leave. Over the last few years, I have spent much of my time traveling
between Praamis and cities along the coast of the Frozen Sea." 


"I have heard wondrous things about the Frozen
Sea." Sir Danna's eyes sparkled with delight. "Tell me, is the water
covered with ice, as they say?"


"Aye, and the weather is cold enough to freeze
your cullions…er…" He trailed off, pretending reluctance to curse in front
of a lady.


Sir Danna snorted and broke into a laugh. "No
need to moderate your language on my account, Hardwell. I may be a woman, yet I
am also a knight, accustomed to being around men with very colorful
vocabularies."


"As you say, Sir Knight." The Hunter
returned her smile, this time with genuine warmth. 


He found himself relaxing around Sir Danna. Her
welcoming, open manner put him at ease. He felt he could speak to her without
guarding his words. 


The demon screamed in his mind. “That is when you must be most cautious. Kill them or ride away before
you are discovered.”


The Hunter warred with indecision. He had no desire
to be alone on the road again, but he couldn't risk anyone finding out the
truth.


I will be
cautious, he determined. I will only tell
them what I must. 


“You are a
fool! They will see. They will know!”


Not if I
don't let them. Not if I keep who I am hidden away. They will only see the
character I play. 


A pounding ache settled behind his eyes. He
clenched his jaw. He would not yield; he was in control of his actions, not the
demon. 


Sir Danna's voice cut into his thoughts. "You
say your life has been difficult in the last few years. If you don't mind my
asking, did you lose someone close to you?"


A torrent of guilt washed over the Hunter, the
remembered pain of his loss taking him by surprise. He couldn't speak for the
lump in his throat. 


Sir Danna waved her hand in a dismissive gesture.
"Never mind. If you would not speak of your past, tell me of your plans
for the future."


"Plans?" The Hunter shook his head.
"I have none. I think I will simply travel until the road takes me to a
place where my skills are needed, and where I can find someone willing to
pay."


Silently, he cursed himself for failing to control
his emotions. Too much truth had filtered into his lies.


Sir Danna studied him. "Perhaps you will end
up in Malandria." 


"If that is where the road leads." He
shrugged, and lapsed into silence. He could feel Visibos’ gaze boring into his
back. 


"Sir Danna," the apprentice called.
"Perhaps it is time for us to consider finding a place to camp."


The sun had dipped toward the tops of the tallest
trees. Dusk was not far off. 


"You are right, Visibos. Let us turn off the
road here. Mayhaps we will find a good spot nearby."


Sir Danna turned her warhorse from the road,
leading them toward a barely visible trail that cut through the brush bordering
the main road. The Hunter had to duck and twist out of the path of low-hanging
branches, but after a few minutes of riding, they came upon a small glade.
Surrounded by a thick copse of trees, the clearing, while small, would serve as
a place to camp for the night. 


"Perfect!" Sir Danna smiled. "Well
done, Visibos."


The apprentice grinned. The grin turned to a scowl
when he noticed the Hunter's gaze. 


With an imperceptible shake of his head, the Hunter
swung down from his horse. He stifled a groan. His legs ached from the day of
riding, an oddly alien pain after the numbness of his first days out of
Voramis. The presence of people had pushed back the languor, leaving him to
experience every ache and twinge.


"Not used to riding, eh?" 


The Hunter pretended not to notice Visibos’ mocking
tone. "Don't spend too much time on a horse's back in the city guard.
Still haven't gotten used to riding. My own two legs serve me better."


The apprentice swung down from his own horse with a
smirk, but the Hunter caught the slight wince. Visibos' fingers were long and
slim, better suited to holding a pen than heavy weapons. His hands had none of
the roughness of Sir Danna's, though he held his reins in a firm grip. 


The Hunter's nostrils filled with the man's scent:
dried herbs, parchment, and ink, with
only a hint of sweat.


Definitely
more a scholar than a warrior. 


Sir Danna, on the other hand, smelled of steel,
sweat, leather, and wisteria. An odd
combination, just like the knight herself.



A warrior at
heart, yet with traces of woman beneath
the armor.


She was the polar opposite of her apprentice,
walking with grace and confidence, carrying herself erect. Visibos shuffled
along the ground, his shoulders hunched. 


While the knight's armor looked to have been
crafted specifically for her, Visibos’ gear was almost too small for his long,
lanky frame. Patchy stubble grew across his pointed chin and angled cheekbones,
and a few stray hairs sprouted from his hawkish nose. Dark eyes stared out from
beneath thin eyebrows, and the man's gaze scurried everywhere, taking in every
tiny detail.


An odd pair,
indeed. I wonder what brings them together. 


Why would Sir Danna choose an apprentice like
Visibos? She looked better-suited to a knight-in-training with a sturdier
build, rather than the bookish man with whom she rode. 


The Hunter rubbed down his own horse, watching the
pair work. The two seemed comfortable together. They had clearly established a
routine. Sir Danna cared for the horses, while Visibos disappeared into the
trees. By the time the knight had removed their gear, the apprentice returned
with an armload of branches. Visibos started a fire in minutes, and Sir Danna
produced a cooking pot.


The apprentice helped to remove Sir Danna's plate
and chain mail, his slim fingers adept at working the myriad cinches and ties.
Visibos placed the armor in a neat pile, and within a quarter of an hour, Sir
Danna stood in just her tunic. She turned her attention to the fire as Visibos
shrugged out of his half-plate and chain mail. 


For the first time, the Hunter got a good look at
Sir Danna. He couldn't help studying her, but it was more than the attention he
paid to a potential foe. He had never seen a woman—or a warrior—like her
before. Something about the knight intrigued him.


Her movements looked almost erratic, as if
ill-at-ease without the weight of her armor. The top of her head failed to
reach the Hunter's chin, yet the breadth of her sloped shoulders nearly matched
his own. The arming doublet revealed the thick, blocky form of a warrior. 


There was nothing curvaceous or soft about her.
Thick muscle banded her arms, and the heavy fabric of her breeches did little
to hide the girth of her legs. She had strong hands with thick, stubby fingers
covered in a multitude of scars. 


All that
training in the heavy armor has not done her figure any favors, but there is no doubt that it has made her a
worthy fighter. 


An encounter with the Warrior Priests of Derelana
had left the Hunter with immense respect for those who dedicated their lives to
mastering the art of war. Two decades of hard work went into training Warrior
Priests in preparation for service.


"Allow me to offer some supplies." The
Hunter produced a package of dried meat from his bags.


Sir Danna smiled and accepted it. "Much
appreciated, Hardwell. With your contribution, I believe we have everything we
need to make a glorious feast."


Their “glorious feast” consisted of trail biscuits
and a hearty road stew, made with the Hunter's salted pork, dried root
vegetables Visibos produced from one of his satchels, and a few herbs Sir Danna
discovered growing around the clearing. Though simple, the meal tasted better
than anything the Hunter had eaten in the last week. He wolfed it down without
waiting for the stew to cool.


Two bowls and a burnt tongue later, the Hunter's
stomach ceased growling. He leaned against a tree, relishing the heat spreading
through his body. Slowly, the tension slipped from his muscles. 


"My thanks for the delicious meal,
Visibos." The Hunter attempted a friendly tone. If he was to travel with
the knight and her apprentice, he had to find a way to allay the man's
suspicions.


Visibos gave the Hunter a smile that appeared
genuine. 


It seems a
good way to befriend the apprentice is to compliment his cooking. Good to know.


"If you don't mind, Hardwell," Sir Danna
said, "I'll take first watch. Visibos will take second, and you can have
the wee hours of the morning." She stood and stretched, shaking her arms
to loosen muscles stiff after hours of riding.


"Of course, Sir Danna. Are you certain you
don't want me to take first watch?"


Sir Danna shook her head. "No, I love the late
hours of the night. They allow me to commune with the gods more clearly."


The Hunter shrugged. "As you wish." 


He helped Visibos collect and wash the crockery in
a nearby stream, earning a nod of thanks from the apprentice. Choosing a spot
near the fire, the Hunter spread his blankets on the ground. 


Sir Danna sat before the fire, arms wrapped around
her knees. Her lips moved, her whispers too quiet to hear. 


Talking to
her gods, no doubt. 


Visibos’ dark eyes glittered in the firelight,
watching him. He quickly turned away when the Hunter met his gaze. 


I must find a
way to ease the man's suspicions. But how?


He pushed the concern aside. He would worry about
that tomorrow. For now, he needed sleep.


He filled his lungs with the fresh night air. The
taste of smoke mixed with the earthy scent of loam. The warmth of the fire
soothed and relaxed him, the hypnotic rhythm of the dancing flames calming his
mind. The fatigue of the day washed over him, and he allowed his eyelids to
droop.


The visions came then; memories leapt out at him.


Within the bright depths of the flames, he saw the
hell he had glimpsed in the Serenii tunnels. Lord Jahel's face appeared in the
fire, laughing, mocking. Bone and skin morphed into the faces of Lord Cyrannius
and the First of the Bloody Hand. Shuddering waves of flesh and gristle
writhed, shifting, transforming. 


Demons roam Einan once more. People treat them as
myth and legend, but I know the truth.


The Hunter retreated deeper into his blankets, his
sword clutched to his chest. He told himself it was out of habit rather than
fear.


He had left
Voramis behind, not only to find the truth of the woman whose face plagued him,
but to discover the truth of the demons. Curiosity drove him to learn of his
past, and his own heritage as a Bucelarii—descendant of the Abiarazi horde. 


The demon
added its voice to the swirling maelstrom in the Hunter's mind. “He disowns his blood, all to play the hero,
the protector.” 


The Hunter was too tired to fight it off. 


I'm no hero.
If it was up to me, they'd all rot. 


He had no desire to save the world. He had no
reason to save humans from themselves. 


A vision of horror flashed through his mind.
Creatures of nightmares seized a screaming child, tearing at pale skin with
razor-tipped claws. Blood splashed across chitinous armor as the demons ripped
the child apart in their haste to devour the flesh.


The girl bore Farida's face. She lay bloody, mangled, discarded like refuse, gasping her last
agonizing breaths.


Oh, child. I
am so sorry. 


He wished he could scrub the memory from his mind
forever. With it gone, the sorrow would leave. He needed no reminder that he
was once again alone.


He turned his back on the fire and buried his face
in his cloak. 


He could turn his back on those who had feared and
hated him, yet he had not the strength to hide his face from the suffering of
innocents. People like Old Nan, Ellinor, Little Arlo. They would suffer most
should the Abiarazi find their way into the world once more.


The demon whispered in his mind. “Why must you protect them? You are not one of them, after all. You are Bucelarii.”


They do not
deserve such suffering.


He squeezed his eyes shut and pushed back against the
demon's voice. 


I'm doing
this for them. 


He pictured Farida the way he had seen her that day
in the Temple District, with that same bright smile. She was happy. That was
what mattered, and that was what he would remember.


I'm doing
this for her. 


 


 









Chapter Seven
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A rough hand shook the Hunter from sleep. Instinct
kicked in. Seizing his assailant, he pressed his sword to the man's throat.


Visibos’ eyes flew wide and he held up his hands.
"Easy, Hardwell. Just waking you for your turn at watch." 


The Hunter nodded and lowered the sword. 


Visibos shook his head. Rubbing red-rimmed eyes, he
stumbled toward his blankets with a yawn. Within seconds, the low rumble of his
snores floated around the campsite.


Darkness hung on the campsite like a thick blanket.
Only glowing embers remained of the fire, but the Hunter made no effort to
rebuild it. He preferred shadow. Unseen, he could watch both the forest and his
new traveling companions.


He filled his lungs with the fresh, clean night air
and rolled his neck and shoulders to work out the kinks of sleeping on the
forest floor. His blankets, while thick and warm, provided little cushion
against the hardness of the earth beneath him. 


Slinging his baldric over his shoulder, he buckled
on his sword. A quick inspection of his saddlebags revealed nothing out of
place. He ran a hand across the smooth surface of the iron-lined box.
Soulhunger's voice pounded in his mind, pleading to feed. A twinge of pain
settled behind his eyes.


The Hunter savored the scents of the forest around
him. The smoke from their dying campfire hung heavy in the air, and beneath it,
he smelled muted hints of plant and animal life. A cool breeze rolled past,
carrying with it the scent of decaying leaves, pine sap, and a sweet-scented
flower he couldn't identify.


The Hunter wrapped his cloak tighter about himself
as the chill of the early morning wind sent a shiver down his spine. The crook
of a large tree offered him a comfortable place to sit his watch, as well as
protection from the occasional gust. He leaned against the thick trunk, curling
his legs to his chest. The shrouds of his dark cloak hid him from his
companions, and he was all but invisible beneath the forest canopy.


His eyes roamed over the sleeping forms of his
traveling companions. Only the red tresses of Sir Danna's hair were visible,
her thick bedroll swaddling the rest of her in a snug bundle. Loud snores rose
from the lump he knew to be Visibos.


“Kill them!” 


The demon's intensity startled the Hunter. The
creature filled his mind with images of Soulhunger drinking deep of the
knight's heart-blood. His sword sliced into Visibos' neck, spraying crimson. 


No! The Hunter
shook his head, endeavoring to shake loose the gory thoughts. His fingers
traced the scar on his chest. I will not
harm them.


“Leave them
alive, and they will discover your lie. You are no more Hardwell of Praamis
than you are Danther the tailor or Lord Anglion the Foolish.” 


Rubbing his eyes, the Hunter tried to calm the
pounding in his head. 


How could they
know? They have no way to uncover the truth. No, they are no threat to me.


“Foolish
Bucelarii! How little you know. The humans
you protect will be your undoing.”


The Hunter closed his eyes, massaging his temples. 


Why will you
not leave me alone? 


He was so tired of hearing that voice in his head.
He wanted freedom from that voice. He needed peace, yet the cost was too high.
Trapped beneath the Serenii tunnels, buried by a mountain of debris, he had
faced death. Given the chance to kill the demon once and for all, he had chosen
to save himself. He had lived, and the creature within had lived as well.


How many more would suffer because of that choice? “You know what you must do.”


Climbing to his feet, the Hunter threw back his
hood and paced the clearing. The chill breeze washed across his face, dimming
the fire in his mind. He searched the darkness for any sign of life. A futile
effort, but he didn't care—he welcomed any distraction from the loathsome
voice.


The familiar weight of the sword at his hip
comforted him. The leather-bound hilt creaked beneath the force of his grip.
Drawing the weapon, he fell into a defensive stance. The sword moved through
the darkness without a sound, the Hunter's body attuned to the weight of the
steel in his hands. 


The simple form helped to clear his mind, setting
him at ease. With smooth movements, he progressed into a more advanced
sequence. Every step, cut, parry, and lunge was deliberate, every twist of his
body controlled. In utter silence, he danced to the tune of the world around
him, nothing but his sword and his heartbeat to tug at his thoughts.


With a final thrust, the form came to an end. The
Hunter stood unmoving in the silent night, heart pounding, blood rushing in his
ears. Warmth spread through his limbs, driving away the evening chill. 


The sword in his hand gave him an idea. His pack
contained oil, whetstones, and a cloth. Cleaning his blades occupied his mind
and body, calming him.


He ran his finger over the sword's edges, the
darkness magnifying his sense of touch. He smiled—not a single nick or dent
marred the blade. After carefully oiling the blade, the Hunter returned the
heavy sword to its sheath.


The Swordsman's blades came next. One at a time, he
drew the ancient daggers from their leather-bound sheaths, wincing at the
proximity of the iron. He handled the blades with care. The pure iron of the
Swordsman's blades would flood his veins with poison. One touch of the naked
metal might not be fatal, but certainly painful. 


The demon screamed in protest. The Hunter felt
tempted to seize the naked blade in his hand, if only to torment the creature
within.


If it is
painful for me, it must be
hell for you. 


His head rang with the demon's mocking laughter. “You would kill yourself only to spite me?
Fool!”


Do not test
me. 


The threat rang hollow. He'd had the chance to
destroy the demon before, and had chosen to live. 


Returning the iron blades to their sheath, he
worked on his belt dagger. Traces of mud and dirt still stained the weapon's
hilt and edge, forcing him to pay special attention to its cleaning.


A smart
craftsman always cares for his tools. These are
the tools of my trade. 


He felt an urge to close his fingers around
Soulhunger's familiar grip, to feel it drink deep of heart's blood. Try as he
might to deny it, he craved that feeling more than anything. The sensations
coursing through him after a kill—he would pay all the gold in the world to
feel the torrent of power rushing in his veins once more.


But was it worth the price? 


I could
single-handedly bring back the god who very nearly destroyed this planet. 


The thought sobered and chilled him. The blade
fueled him with every life he took, yet it gave him only a fraction of the
power sent to Kharna the Destroyer, Devourer of Worlds. The more lives he took,
the closer he came to the day when the malevolent god would return to Einan. 


For this reason, the Hunter refused to wield
Soulhunger. For this reason, his blade remained locked away. 


In its
iron-lined box, the dagger can do no harm.


Yet still Soulhunger begged for blood. The dagger's
voice was a faint echo, tinged with desperation and lust. The demon's mocking
voice added to the chaos in the Hunter's mind. 


The Hunter's eyes roamed over the sleeping forms of
his companions. He tightened his grip on the hilt of his belt knife.
Temptation, fear, and desire warred within him. His hand, moving of its own
accord, pulled the blade free of its sheath. He took a step forward. So easy…


Sir Danna stirred, muttering in her sleep, and
rolled over in her blankets. 


The sound and movement snapped the Hunter back to
reality, and the cacophony in his mind retreated. With shaking hands, he
replaced the dagger in his belt. 


For a moment, he thought he saw a flicker of
Visibos’ eye in the darkness. 


The suspicious
bastard probably sleeps with one eye open.


He watched the figure, wary for any sign of
movement. Visibos’ chest rose and fell in the gentle rhythm of sleep. 


Was it just
my imagination?


 


* * *


 


"Morning, Hardwell."


Sir Danna's voice pierced the numbness filling the
Hunter's mind. He jerked upright, throwing off his cloak and leaping to his
feet. Sunlight peeked over the forest canopy, though the stars remained visible
in the false dawn.


Did I fall
asleep? 


He had struggled to stay awake through the night.
The wool filling his head told him he had succeeded. 


"Morning." 


"A beautiful dawn, isn't it?" 


He grunted a noncommittal response, his mind thick
after hours on watch. 


Sir Danna disentangled herself from her thick, warm
blankets and climbed to her feet. With a yawn, she raised her arms over her
head in a luxurious stretch. Leaves and twigs nested in the woman's ginger
locks. She ran her fingers through her hair to remove the debris, deftly
pulling her tresses into a careless tail that hung at the nape of her neck. 


She looks as
if she slept in a feather bed last night, instead of on a hard forest floor.
Clearly, she’s accustomed to a night on the road. 


Sir Danna showed no sign of discomfort. She bent to
roll her blankets into a neat bundle, her hands deft and movements sure.


Visibos rolled from his blankets with a groan.
Half-awake, he stumbled into the trees. A moment later, the acrid scent of
urine accompanied the delighted groan of a man emptying a too-full bladder. He
bumbled from the trees after a minute, snarling and slapping at a branch that
caught him in the face. 


A muffled snort of laughter came from Sir Danna,
and the Hunter fought to hide his own smile.


"Good morning, Visibos!"


Far too
cheery first thing in the morning. But I guess
that's how you feel after a full night of sleep. 


"Morning, Sir Danna." Visibos scrubbed at
his eyes with one hand, struggling to cinch his belt with the other. 


"I trust the night treated you well,
Apprentice." 


"Well enough, though I believe the gods saw fit
to curse me with the rockiest patch of ground on the face of Einan." 


Sir Danna's laughter echoed through the clearing—a
sonorous, rich sound that brought a smile to the Hunter. Even the corners of
Visibos' mouth twitched upward.


Sir Danna clapped her apprentice on the back.
"Ah, Visibos, you never fail to remind me of your disdain for the rugged
comforts of life on the road."


"Give me a feather bed any day." A
wistful look filled the apprentice's eyes. "That, and a plate heaped high
with fresh bread, sausage, and cheese. I grow weary of trail rations, my
lady."


"So gloomy! I daresay you'll feel much better
once your morning prayers are out of the way."


"Aye." Visibos sounded unconvinced. 


Sir Danna turned to the Hunter. "Would you
join us, Hardwell?" 


The Hunter hesitated, uncertain how to answer. He
had no desire to anger his traveling companions by turning them down, and even
less desire to spend time in prayer. 


"T-truth be told, I'm not much of a praying
man. Wouldn't know what to say." 


"Then I shall send up a prayer to the Beggar
God for you." The knight's smile accentuated the ugliness of the scar
marring her plain face. 


The Hunter bowed his head. "My thanks. Allow
me to repay your kindness by preparing the morning's meal."


"That would be wonderful. We will return in
half an hour, and we shall see what sort of magnificent feast you have prepared
for us." 


Sir Danna slapped the Hunter on the back, and
turned to her apprentice. 


"Come, Visibos. I found a stream a few hundred
paces away, and there we will say our morning prayers in peace."


Visibos nodded. "As you say, sir." 


He fell into step behind Sir Danna, but slowed just
before disappearing from sight. Distrust filled the hesitant glance he cast
back at the Hunter. 


"Visibos," Sir Danna's insistent
voice echoed from among the trees.


"Yes, Sir Danna." 


With a reluctant expression, the apprentice turned
his back on the Hunter and followed the knight into the woods. 


Suspicious
bastard, indeed!







Chapter Eight
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Half an hour later, the Hunter had a pot of water
boiling merrily over a small fire. Steam rose from the cauldron, filling the
clearing with a sweet fragrance. Honeysuckle leaves floated in the pot, along
with a few herbs the Hunter had found while foraging in the forest. 


When Sir Danna and Visibos strode into the
clearing, the Hunter smiled and held up a small wooden bowl. Within, a handful
of berries had been crushed into a thick pulp.


 "Looks
like we'll have some jam for our biscuits today." 


"Where did you find berries? And at this time of
year?"


"Took a bit of hunting, but I found a tiny
bush hidden by a patch of brambles. Back near the trail." 


Sir Danna raised her eyes and hands to the heavens.
"A blessing from the good god Himself." 


Visibos eyed the contents of the bowl. "You sure
they're edible?" The apprentice made no effort to hide the skepticism in
his voice.


"Aye." The Hunter's smile never wavered.
"Tested them myself." 


"Come now, Apprentice, friend Hardwell
promised to deliver a meal, and so he has. Let us enjoy it. We have many
leagues to cover before nightfall, and we will need our strength to ride.
Besides"—she rummaged in her bag—"anything to get rid of the stale
taste of trail biscuits, eh?" 


The Hunter and Visibos both stifled groans.
Ignoring the complaint, Sir Danna handed them each a biscuit. With a nod of
thanks, she took the bowl from the Hunter and scooped a dollop of crushed
berries onto the hard, dry cracker. 


"Delicious! Hardwell, I proclaim this the best
meal we’ve had all day!" 


Even Visibos couldn't keep a smile from his face.
"Indeed, Hardwell, these berries truly do make the bread somewhat close to
edible." He coughed and struggled to swallow the dusty biscuit. 


"Here." The Hunter handed the apprentice
a steaming cup. "Wash it down with this. It's hot." 


Visibos nodded his thanks and sipped at the
fragrant tea. His eyes widened. "Gods be—" 


A harsh glare from Sir Danna cut off his words.
"Be careful how you speak the name of the gods, Visibos."


"Apologies, Sir Danna." Visibos’ face
reddened. He took slow sips of the tea, wincing at the pain of his scalded
tongue.


"That tea smells wonderful." Sir Danna
reached for a cup. "What's in it?"


The Hunter shrugged. "A few herbs I found here
and there, along with the last of the tea leaves in my pack. And a few wild
honeysuckles I found next to the berry bush."


The knight sipped her tea, and a look of surprised
delight crossed her face. "Wild honeysuckles? A brilliant addition!"


"Aye. Gives it a hint of sweetness without
honey."


"It is official, friend Hardwell." Sir
Danna clapped the Hunter on the back. "You have earned yourself the honor
of being head cuisinier of this expedition." 


Warmth from more than the hot tea coursed through
his body, and a smile teased at the corners of his lips. The knight's praise
was a small thing, yet it surprised him how wonderful it felt. Almost
like…acceptance.


Perhaps they may become more than just traveling
companions. 


Yet as he wiped biscuit crumbs from his face, he
remembered he wore no mask. Only featherglass lenses and a convincing lie hid
his true identity from these humans. 


Watcher-damned
fool that I am! I cannot allow myself to become too friendly with them. Hardwell of
Praamis could make friends, but the Hunter beneath had to maintain a safe
distance from the pair. They cannot find
out who I really am—what I am. 


The meal passed in an amicable silence, broken only
by the sound of crunching biscuits and sipped tea. 


Sir Danna nodded her thanks. "Delightful.
Alas, the sun rises high in the sky." She stood and brushed the crumbs
from her tunic. "Let us be on our way. Visibos?" 


Visibos hastened to swallow the last mouthful of
dried bread and tea. "Of course, Sir Danna." He climbed to his feet.
"Thank you for the breakfast, Hardwell." 


The Hunter nodded to hide his surprise. "After
your stew of last night, it was the least I could do." 


Visibos’ words had held something akin to
sincerity. Why did they make him feel good? How could such a simple statement
have such a profound effect on him? He cursed himself for his weakness and set
about packing up.


Within minutes, they had extinguished the fire,
washed the pot and cups, and readied the horses. 


"We ride hard this morning." Sir Danna
swung up into her saddle with an ease that belied the weight of her armor.
"At least until an hour past midday. After a short rest, we continue until
sundown."


The Hunter nodded. "As you say, Sir Danna. I
follow your lead."


The demon screamed at him to ride away, warning of
danger. The Hunter pushed the voice to the back of his mind. 


"Pathfinder will ride all day without
tiring." Sir Danna stroked her horse's mane with affection. "Will
yours match its pace?" 


The Hunter studied the black destrier, which
towered over his own chestnut gelding. "Aye, the beast will keep up."


"What is the creature's name?" Sir Danna
asked.


The question took the Hunter by surprise. The
hostelier who had sold him the horse had named the beast "Chestnut",
but it didn't suit. The Hunter hadn't thought to give the creature a name.


"Elivast." The word came unbidden to his
lips. 


"Elivast." Sir Danna tried the name on
her tongue. "An elegant name, to be sure. What does it mean?"


"Wanderer." The Hunter answered without
thinking, yet the name and its meaning seemed fitting. 


"What language?" Visibos asked. Something
about the apprentice's scrutiny made the Hunter uneasy.


"I do not know." It was the truth. 


Visibos opened his mouth to speak, then shut it
without a sound. 


What did I
say? The Hunter found Visibos' curiosity unnerving. 


"It is a good name for a horse." Sir
Danna shielded her eyes and studied the sky. "The sun rises. Come, my
friends, we must be off." 


With that, the knight kicked her horse into motion
and trotted from the clearing. The Hunter followed, keenly aware of the
apprentice's eyes burning into his back.


 


* * *


 


True to her word, Sir Danna pushed hard through the
morning. She never forced the horses to a gallop, but Pathfinder's jog trot ate
up the leagues. The countryside passed in a blur of green and brown, the land
morphing from forest to hill country. The Hunter barely noticed the world
around him. He struggled to keep up with the punishing pace, until his body
ached from the jolting ride. 


His sodden leather armor clung to his body. Sweat
had long ago soaked through his tunic and jerkin. Every time he wiped his face,
his arm came away covered in road dust. He could only imagine how uncomfortable
Visibos and Sir Danna had to be in their plate mail. 


He was only too glad to stop when Sir Danna called
a halt a few hours past midday. The knight turned Pathfinder toward a small
stand of pine trees a short distance from the main road.


Visibos fumbled at the buckles of his half-plate
armor, pulling the hot metal over his head with jerky movements. "Gods
save us, that is good!" He slumped, groaning with relief.


A cool breeze whispered through the trees, kicking
up fallen leaves and dust from the road. The Hunter drew back his hood and let
his hair fly free in the wind. He closed his eyes, relishing the sensation and
basking in his escape from the heat.


Even Sir Danna looked glad for the rest. Visibos
helped her to remove the heavy plate mail, though the knight scolded her
apprentice when he dropped the armor. "A knight must treat his equipment
with care." 


The Hunter allowed Elivast to graze free alongside the
other horses. The chestnut gelding whinnied and bent to crop the long green
grass. 


The Hunter's stomach rumbled when Visibos produced
three portions of rations. 


More
Watcher-damned trail biscuits!


The meal passed in companionable silence. Visibos’
scrutiny bored into him every time he gazed elsewhere. When he tried to catch
the apprentice's eyes, the man looked away.


Sir Danna stood and stretched, working the kinks of
the morning's ride from her muscles. The Hunter watched her from the corners of
his eyes, unable to get over his curiosity. This woman—this knight—she was a
novelty, one he could not quite figure out.


She must have sensed the Hunter's eyes on her. She
caught his gaze, her expression hardening. "I know what you're thinking,
Hardwell." 


The knight's words caught the Hunter off guard.
"Wh-What?" 


"You're wondering how I—a woman—became a
knight." It was not a question.


"The thought did cross my mind, though I would
never have framed the question so indelicately."


Sir Danna didn't return his weak smile. "My
father was a poor merchant, one with far too many daughters and no sons. I was
the youngest of six, and he deemed me an expense he could ill afford." 


The Hunter glimpsed a hint of sorrow in the
knight's eyes, though her expression never changed.


"He sought to give me to one of the orders of
priests. I know the arts of the Maiden or the Bright Lady are deemed
more…appropriate for women. Thankfully, my father saw that my desire lay in the
arts of war. He took me to the city of Malandria, where he gave me into the
care of the Beggar Priests."


The Hunter's eyes widened at the name. 


"The Beggar Priests accepted me gladly,
trained me, and eventually gave me the honor of joining the Order of Piety. I
am a knight of the Beggar Temple, and it is a badge I wear with pride."


The Hunter's stomach sank. 


Something had felt off about these two people, but
he had chosen to ignore the voice in his head. Now, his fears had come true.


 









Chapter Nine
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"Are you well?" Sir Danna's voice filled
with concern. "Hardwell?"


The Hunter's mind whirled. 


Beggar
Priests? Trained warriors, in service to the Beggar God? Surely, they can't be—


Mocking laughter echoed in his mind. “Fool! You ignored my warnings, and look
what happens.”


"Hardwell?" The knight's voice pierced
the Hunter's thoughts. 


"Y-Yes, my lady?" 


"Is it your wound? Are you ill?" Worry
painted Sir Danna's face.


"I am fine, Sir Danna." The Hunter tried
to sound calm, though a maelstrom of fear, dread, and anxiety seethed in his
mind. He scrubbed his hand across his face. "Just the heat of the
day." 


The knight patted him on the shoulder and climbed
to her feet. "Then rest, friend Hardwell. I will pray to the Beggar that
you recover soon, for we ride in an hour."


The Hunter gave Sir Danna a weak smile, which
seemed to reassure her. Visibos stared at the Hunter, naked suspicion written
in his expression. 


Ignoring the apprentice's scrutiny, the Hunter set
his back against the tree and closed his eyes. He pretended to rest, but the
demon in his mind denied him peace.


“You must
leave now! If you do not, they will discover
your secret.”


I cannot
leave. It will look too suspicious if I ride away now.


“Then you
have no choice. You know what you must do, before they find out who you are.”


Temptation warred within him. Caution warned him to
heed the demon, but the Hunter had no desire to kill the priests. Not yet. 


Soulhunger
remains hidden. These
featherglass lenses hide my eyes. My face is unknown to them, and they have no
reason to suspect I am anything more than the simple soldier of Praamis I claim
to be.


Who was to say the knight and her apprentice even
knew of the Bucelarii? The truth of the demons and their offspring was a secret
known to few. Could these warriors discover his true identity? Could he take
that chance? 


The demon raged. “They are servants of the Beggar God. They will kill you if you do not kill them first!” 


A gentle throbbing in the back of his mind echoed
Soulhunger's desire. The blade, too, ached for death.


The Hunter would not give in. Not all priests of the Beggar God want my death! Father Reverentus—


“The fool
only used you to achieve his own ends! Even if he
meant you no ill will, what makes you think these priests will be so understanding? Or have you forgotten the other
priests?”


The Beggar Priests in Voramis had stared at him
with naked hatred in their eyes. To them, he was worse than scum.


“What if
these two try to do what the priests of Voramis would not? Even if they do not
kill you, they will drive you away.” 


The Hunter wanted to protest, desperate to deny it.
Yet in his heart, he knew it to be true. 


The demon's snarls turned to whispers. “This is why you hide your eyes. This is why you hide Soulhunger and the Swordsman's
blades. Not all who serve the gods are as accepting of you as the old priest in
Voramis. You are afraid they will discover the truth. The day you are
recognized for what you really are, that is the day you will be forced to kill
them.”


The Hunter's eyes fell upon the sleeping form of
Sir Danna. Gentle snores rose from beneath the leather cap pulled over her
eyes. Visibos had lost himself in the pages of a book produced from his bag.
The peace and quiet of the scene seemed a heartbeat from shattering. Only a
weak disguise prevented them from seeing the true Hunter.


So be it. I
will bid farewell to these people.


A great weight settled on the Hunter's shoulders.
Just that morning, for the briefest of moments, he had shared something akin to
camaraderie with his companions. Now he had to give it up, all for the sake of
survival. 


But not now.
I must bide my time. The masquerade of Hardwell of Praamis will suffice until
we can part ways. 


The demon snarled, impatient.


I can't ride
away now. When I depart, it must seem natural. Better to avoid arousing the
apprentice's suspicion. Or would you have them hunting us to our journey's end?



The demon relented, and the throbbing in his head
faded to a dull ache. Rubbing his eyes, the Hunter drew the hood of his cloak
over his head. He retreated into the comfortable darkness. He needed time to
think, to craft a plan.


A gentle breeze wafted past, pushing back the heat
of the day, though it failed to quiet the turmoil in his mind. Visibos' quiet
muttering and Sir Danna's snores added to the peaceful calm of the shade, yet
the Hunter found himself anxious to move on. The faster they traveled, the
sooner he would be rid of the Beggar Priests. 


He forced himself to stay awake, unwilling to relax
for a moment, lest he allow his guard to slip. The morning's ride had sapped
his energy. The chill breeze cooled and calmed him, and his eyelids grew heavy.



Feed me! Soulhunger
screamed in his head. Its intensity startled him, and he jolted upright. 


Keeper take
it! Can the accursed voices never fall silent?


Soulhunger whispered in his mind, demanding death.
The demon remained silent, but the Hunter knew well its desires. A red haze
tinged the edge of the Hunter's vision, turning the world into a bloodstained
blur. 


He knew what they wanted. Why not give them the
death they craved? It would be so easy. Sir Danna slept. Visibos’ book occupied
his full attention. They would be dead before they knew what was happening. He
could picture the empty eyes and pale faces of the knight and her apprentice
staring up at him, crimson pools of gore spreading outward.


The Hunter ached to feel Soulhunger plunging into
the hearts of his traveling companions. He craved the rush of power. And if it
meant he would be safe on his travels, perhaps…


I will not! He clenched
his fists. He had given in to the voices far too many times in the past. No
longer.


He shook his head to clear it, and found Visibos
staring at him over the top of his book. The Hunter smelled suspicion in the apprentice's
scent, the same wary odor of prey questioning the presence of a predator.


Something about the man made the Hunter uneasy.


He doesn't
trust me. And I don't trust him. 


The Hunter steeled his expression, revealing
nothing as he met the man's gaze. An almost tangible scent of animosity tinged
the air around the two men. The breeze, once so refreshing, pressed in on the
Hunter with an intense heat. 


A loud snort from Sir Danna broke the silence,
snapping the tension. The Hunter's eyes flicked to the knight.


"What?" She jerked upright, her hand
twitching toward the sword at her belt, her eyes darting around. Suspicion
flitted across her face. Then she saw Visibos, and her uneasiness melted away. 


Visibos gave her a reassuring nod. "All is
well." His eyes flashed once to the Hunter, but his expression held none
of his earlier distrust. 


"Good." Sir Danna leaned back against the
tree once more. "How much time has passed?" 


"A little over half of an hour, my lady."


The knight peered up at the heavens. 


"Do we resume our ride so soon?" 


Sir Danna shook her head. "No. We wait a while
yet, Hardwell."


The Hunter fought to hide his relief. 


Sir Danna returned to her place in the shade.
"Hand me the water, Visibos." 


The apprentice passed the water-skin, and the
knight tipped it up to her lips. 


"Ahh, a refreshing gift from the gods."


A muffled snort rose from the apprentice.
"Tepid water, my lady? Would that you had allowed me to bring along a few
skins of wine, as I intended."


"Wine is for the weak, my apprentice."
Sir Danna regarded Visibos with a stern look. "It is for those who have
not the joy of communing with the gods."


Visibos stiffened. "Or for those of us who
prefer something stronger to drink." The man's lips pressed together, his
brows furrowing. 


Sir Danna held up a placating hand. "Easy,
Visibos. I do not call you weak, nor consider you a failure. One day soon, you,
too, will come to speak to the Beggar for yourself." 


Disbelief showed on Visibos’ face, but he nodded.
"As you say, Sir Danna." He gave her a smile—clearly forced. 


"And you, Hardwell." Sir Danna turned to
the Hunter. "You say you are not a religious man, and yet my understanding
is that the people of Praamis are much given over to their daily prayers."


The Hunter nodded. "It is so, yet my father
placed trust in steel rather than the gods."


The knight shook her head. "Sadly, it is a
common thing in this day and age. Even in Malandria, more and more are given
over to disbelief."


"Tell me about Malandria." The Hunter had
no desire to talk about religion. "I have never heard of the city."


Sir Danna's eyes took on a faraway look. "Ahh,
Malandria. The City of a Thousand Spires. Jewel of Einan, it is called."
Her gaze fell on the Hunter, and her expression grew skeptical. "A
well-traveled man such as yourself should have heard of it, even if only in
passing. Much of the commerce through the south has its provenance in
Malandria."


The Hunter's pulse quickened. If she found a crack
in his façade, she might be inclined to disbelieve the rest of his tale. 


"Well..." He drew out the word in an
attempt to stall, thinking quickly. "Most of my travels were south to the
Frozen Sea, or between Voramis and Praamis. I had never considered traveling
north until only recently."


Sir Danna studied him for a moment, as if weighing
his answer. "Fair enough. So you have never visited Malandria before, eh?
With a week or so of hard riding, we will reach the city. You, Hardwell, are in
for a treat."


"You mentioned before that you were from
Malandria?" Perhaps talking about her past would distract her from
questioning his.


"A village a day's walk from the city. But
Malandria has been my home ever since Father Pietus accepted me into the House
of Need."


"Father Pietus?" 


"The head of our order in Malandria. A kindly
man, worthy to lead us in service to our god."


"That brings a question to mind. You are in
service to the Beggar God, and yet you wear armor worth a fortune. How is it
that the House of Need can afford such luxuries?" 


He remembered the dilapidated temple in Voramis,
with its mud streets, rickety roof, and crooked foundation. 


"The Beggar God is good to us." Sir Danna
lifted her hands to the heavens. The note of zeal in her voice was
unmistakable.


"In Malandria," Visibos said, "only
the Beggar God is worshiped." The apprentice's bland expression revealed
none of the fervor painted on the knight's face.


This surprised the Hunter. In Voramis, most forgot
the Beggar God even existed, and the rest ignored him. None but the poor and
destitute visited the House of Need, and only because they received food and
aid from the priests. 


But an entire city worshiping the Beggar God?


"And there are warriors serving among the
Beggar Priests?"


"Aye." Sir Danna's voice filled with
pride. "An entire order of knights, in fact."


"The Order of Piety." 


The knight nodded. "Trained by Warrior Priests
of Derelana, the Order of Piety serves as the Beggar God's champions of
justice."


"And Visibos, here"—the Hunter turned
gestured attention to the apprentice, who had buried his nose in a book once
more—"he will become a knight as well?"


Sir Danna gave her apprentice a fond smile.
"Visibos is a renowned scholar, yet he is also in training to become a
warrior. Though I fear his veins are filled with more ink than blood, eh, Visibos?"


Visibos returned her smile with one of his own,
though it looked forced. 


Sir Danna glanced at the sky once more. "Come,
Apprentice. I believe it is time to be on our way. We have much ground to cover
before dark."


With visible reluctance, Visibos replaced the
ribbon in his book and snapped the tome shut. The three of them climbed to
their feet, sharing groans and stretching to work the kinks from their muscles.
After a hard morning of riding, the Hunter's legs trembled, his thighs
protesting. He strode to Elivast, dreading the thought of mounting up.


Sir Danna's laugh rang out behind the Hunter, and
he turned to see the knight pushing Pathfinder's nose away from her saddlebags.


"Searching for a treat, are we?" Sir
Danna gave her horse a good-natured smack on its neck. "Later, Pathfinder.
You will be too full to ride if you eat now."


The horse snorted its disapproval, but stood
placidly as the knight cinched her saddle. Something warm and wet pressed
against his hand. He rubbed the horse's long face. The beast's calm presence
felt oddly soothing.


You and me,
Elivast. We have only each other to trust.



As he cinched the last of his bags in place and
swung up into the saddle, he listened to the friendly exchange between his
traveling companions.


"Just a few more days of this, Visibos, and
you will sleep in a soft bed once more." Sir Danna gave the apprentice a
reassuring smile.


"If only that were so, sir." Visibos’
face creased in a rueful grin. "Malandria is over a week's ride away, and
that's pushing the horses hard."


"Then we shall endure the discomforts of the
road, and our arrival home will be all the sweeter for our suffering. Ten days
more on the road is a small price to pay to once again worship in the House of
Need, my friend."


Sir Danna patted her horse's neck, speaking to the
beast in a quiet voice. The top of her helmeted head failed to reach the
horse's withers. When she swung up into her saddle, the diminutive knight
looked almost comical atop her towering charger. 


The Hunter stifled his grin. Sir Danna had a
knight's pride; she would not take kindly to anything perceived as mocking.


"As you say." Visibos shifted in his
saddle with a grimace. "All the same, I'll be only too glad to reach the end
of our travels. Beggar God knows the road hasn't been easy."


"Aye, that he does." Sir Danna turned to
the Hunter. "Come, Hardwell. Let us be off." 


Visibos gestured for the Hunter to follow the
knight, and fell into place at the rear. The rigidity of the apprentice's
posture and the intensity of his scrutiny told the Hunter everything. 


His distrust
is plain, and has only grown. 


Sir Danna seemed an open book, yet something about
her knight apprentice made him uneasy. Could the man know the Hunter hid the
truth from them? 


He would have to keep a closer eye on Visibos until
he found a chance to part ways with the pair.


 


 









Chapter Ten
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Sir Danna slowed her horse to a jog and beckoned
the Hunter forward. "Come, Hardwell. Ride beside me." 


The Hunter tugged on Elivast's reins, matching the
knight's pace. The horse panted beneath him, a thin film of sweat covering the
horse's flanks. Though the sun hung low in the sky, the heat had not abated. 


"Yes, my lady?" 


Sir Danna regarded the Hunter with a steady gaze.
"I would learn a bit more about you, Hardwell. We have days of travel
ahead, and I like to know those with whom I share the road."


The Hunter's mind raced, thinking back on
everything he had told her about himself—about Hardwell of Praamis. 


The Hunter shrugged. "I told you of my past,
my service in the Praamian Guard and the Legion of Heroes in Voramis. There's
not much more to say."


The secret to deception lay in only giving small
bits of information at a time. The slower he doled out the bits and pieces of
his story, the easier it would be for the knight to believe it. 


"Yes, I have not forgotten. But I want to know
more about the man beneath the armor. Tell me, do you have family, a wife,
children?" 


"No, no family. Had a child once. Lost her…to
the ague." 


This detail was crucial to the fabricated history
of Hardwell. The pain he displayed would deter the knight from inquiring any
further into the story. Yet a very real lump rose in his throat to accompany
the memory of Farida. There was no deceit in his anguish. 


"And the child's mother?" 


"No idea. Never knew the woman. Just found the
child on my doorstep one day, wrapped in blankets." Another half-truth to
sell the lie.


Sir Danna placed a hand on his shoulder. "I am
sorry for your loss, Hardwell. I have never known the pain of losing a loved
one, but I have sat beside many passing into the embrace of the Long Keeper. We
will speak no more of your past. Instead, let us talk of your future." 


"I know not what my future holds. After the
loss of my little one, I had to leave the south. Too many memories. I needed to
find a new path to travel."


This was no lie. Farida's death had compelled him
to leave Voramis; he couldn't live in a city haunted by her memory. 


"The north was the only choice open to me. I
was content to travel in my own company, at least until I met you." 


Though why I
agreed to travel with you, the words went unspoken, I still do not know. 


Sir Danna grinned. "A fortuitous meeting. The
gods led you to us in time to save good Visibos."


"Indeed. Now I must ask a question of you, Sir
Danna."


"Of course. Anything." 


Sir Danna's sincere and open manner seemed so out
of place in the Hunter's world, filled with mistrust and suspicion. It came as
a refreshing change.


"Why did
you invite me to travel with you? We had only just met. How did you know you
could trust me?" 


Sir Danna's face split into a beatific smile.
"A good question, Hardwell." Her eyes took on a faraway look, piety
written in her expression. "In this world filled with evil and wickedness,
the Beggar God has graced a chosen few of his priests with a gift—the gift of
inner sight."


The Hunter's heart pounded, his stomach twisting. Could she have seen the truth of who I am? 


"I looked into your eyes, Hardwell. Long
before I asked you to join us. Do you know what I saw?"


If she knew the truth, he had no choice but to kill
them—a thought he found surprisingly distasteful. At least in Sir Danna's case.
He felt no reluctance to do away with Visibos. The apprentice's innate distrust
had marked him from the first.


"What did you see?" 


"I saw a man searching for meaning in his
life." The knight's expression looked sincere. "A man trying to leave
behind a past of which he is ashamed."


The Hunter stared at the knight, mouth agape. 


Sir Danna smiled. "Make no mistake; there is
something inside you that draws you toward the darkness. But we all have our
demons, Hardwell. The difference is that not all of us choose to fight." 


The knight stabbed a finger at him, her eyes boring
into his. "You fight with every shred of strength to push back your
demons. You struggle to do what's right, though you often find it hard to know
what that 'right' is. But that's what makes you human."


That word,
human. He wasn't, not truly. 


The Hunter's head ached, and his mouth felt
suddenly dry. He tried to form coherent words. 


"There is goodness in you, Hardwell, no matter
what you may believe to the contrary. The Beggar God graced me with a glimpse
of the real you, and I knew you to be a man with whom I could share the road.
Perhaps I may even be able to help you in some way neither of us yet
knows."


He could find nothing to say, and the knight seemed
not to expect a reply. Silence lapsed between them. 


The Hunter's mind seethed. Inner sight? Could such a thing be possible?


But if she had the gift, she had to know the truth. The Hunter wanted to believe she had seen
something good within him. Yet he knew better. 


If she could
truly see the real me, she would have shunned me by now. 


Everyone else in his past had done so. 


The demon snarled in his mind. “She can't know. She is nothing more than the charlatan priest of a
weak god.”


Visibos’ voice broke into the Hunter's thoughts.
"Sir Danna. We have but an hour or two before the sun sets. Perhaps we
should find a place to make camp for the night."


A glance at the sun proved the apprentice's
estimate correct. Brilliant colors splashed across the heavens as the shining
orb descended toward the treetops. A crescent moon hung low in the evening sky.



Sir Danna nodded. "Very well. Let us search
for a place to camp."


Within an hour, the sun had disappeared beneath the
highlands to the west, and the three traveling companions prepared to bed down
for the evening. A hollow between two hills hid them from sight of the road, providing
shelter from a brisk breeze that kicked up dust and leaves. No trees grew on
the undulating hills bordering the road. The open sky would be their only
companion for the night.


No trees meant no wood to build a fire. The three
shared a cold meal of road biscuits, dried meat, and water unpleasantly warm
after the hot day. They ate in silence, the darkening sky casting a pall over
their meal.


Sleep evaded the Hunter long after the gentle
snores of his companions filled the air. The moon shone over the hills to the
east, its pale light providing faint illumination. The stars twinkling in the
cloudless sky taunted him with their aloof indifference. 


Sir Danna's words echoed in his mind. 


"There
is goodness within you, no matter what you believe to the contrary."


Could she be
right? He desperately wanted it to be true. 


Sir Danna's words filled him with hope. Others had
claimed to see good in him before. Father Reverentus, the old Beggar Priest,
had seen past his demon heritage. Celicia, the Fourth of the Bloody Hand, had
also found something within him—enough to cause her to defy the First. 


The demon's whispers shattered his hope. “There is no goodness within us, for we are beyond good and evil. They are
human concepts, and we are more than mortal. We are Abiarazi, rulers of this
world and every other upon which we tread. Conquest is our way, and we tread
down any who oppose us.”


This truth lanced his mind like a hot poker. He had
tried to believe he was no different than those around him, yet the voice in
his head never let him forget.


That is who I
really am. I am something more than human. 


Or something less…


Ever stubborn, he tried to argue with the voice
within. But Sir Danna said—


The demon filled his head with rage. “Sir Danna is a fool! She worships a weakling. Her god is nothing
but a shade of the Destroyer, the true power in this world. When we return our
master to life, these priests will discover the truth of whom they worship.”


Soulhunger added its incessant demands. We bring death.


The Hunter's hand crept to the scar on his chest. We brought death. No longer. 


The dagger pounded in his mind, setting his head
throbbing. In the stillness of the night, the blade's whispers burned with such
intensity that he could not ignore them. Too well he knew what it wanted.


No! I will
not feed the Destroyer! 


The demon's screams added to the dagger's voice. “You cannot escape us, no matter what you tell yourself!”


More faces flashed in the Hunter's mind. Dark
Heresiarchs. The Bloody Hand. Lord Dannaros. Lord and Lady Damuria. Hundreds
more whose names he no longer remembered. Blood stained the pale, slack
features, open mouths, and glassy eyes staring at him. A shudder ran down his
spine. 


The creature's whispers filled with satisfaction. “You did this. You are Bucelarii. You are
the bringer of death.”


The darkness lulled him to sleep, but he found no
peace in slumber. Destruction and chaos filled the Hunter's dreams, drowning
him in a river of bloodshed, carrying him along in an endless stream of
violence.
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“They're
going to kill you!”


The voice tore the Hunter from sleep, snapping his
mind to full consciousness in a heartbeat. He jerked upright, drawing his sword
and lashing out in one smooth motion. 


Nothing but empty air met his blade. The world was
dark and still, the night air cool. Mocking laughter echoed in his mind. 


Leave me
alone! Let me sleep. 


The Hunter curled up in his blankets once more, but
the voice in his head refused to be silenced.


“You will
find no peace, Bucelarii, not until
you give me what I crave. What we crave.”


Soulhunger added its voice to the turmoil. 


The Hunter clenched his jaw, trying to ignore the
pounding behind his eyes. Sweat stung his eyes and turned his palms clammy. He
knew what the thing wanted, but he would not yield. 


I deny you,
Demon. Do your worst!


Throwing off his blankets, he climbed to his feet.
Only the sounds of heavy breathing broke the oppressive silence of the night. 


The Hunter slipped away from camp, his soft leather
boots making little noise. The brisk air filled his lungs and calmed his racing
heart. His fingers clutched his heavy sword, the weight and feel of the weapon
soothing. If the demon would not allow him to sleep, the Hunter would find peace
another way. 


Reaching a patch of short grass a few dozen paces
from the camp, the Hunter fell into the beginning stance of a basic sword form.
He moved slowly at first, losing himself in the movements of the combat forms.
He increased his speed until the demands on his body drowned out the voices in
his mind. 


Calm filled him as he twirled in the silent dance
of death. 


 


* * *


 


The day dawned bleak and grey, a perfect match for
the Hunter's mood. Wrapped in his blankets, he watched the empty hills for any sign
of life. Nothing moved but the grass blowing in the dawn breeze. 


His efforts to silence the voice in his mind had
taken a toll on his body. His sweat-stained tunic clung to his clammy skin. His
muscles quivered with exhaustion, and the thought of another day in the saddle
filled him with dread. 


Visibos awoke first, his eyes darting to the seated
figure of the Hunter. Tension flitted across his face for a moment before the
apprentice schooled his expression and gave the Hunter a nod no doubt meant to look
casual. 


Sir Danna awoke with the same cheerful attitude of
the previous morning. She graced the men with a bright "Good
morning," ignoring their lackluster response. She filled her mouth with
trail biscuits and a handful of dried fruit Visibos produced from his bag, an
ebullient grin on her face.


The Hunter ate in silence, trying to watch his
companions unnoticed. He caught Visibos’ gaze on him, but the man's eyes slid
away when the Hunter looked at him. 


I see his
mistrust of me has not dimmed after another night of sleep.


Sir Danna tried to draw the Hunter into
conversation, but he replied with only monosyllabic answers. Her attempts to do
the same with Visibos proved equally fruitless. The silence between them hung
heavy.


Meager breakfast finished, the two departed for
their morning prayers. The Hunter lost himself in his thoughts. Numbness filled
him as he prepared to ride, and he moved as if in a daze. When Sir Danna and
Visibos returned a short while later, the Hunter ignored their inane conversation.



Sir Danna set a steady pace, allowing Pathfinder to
settle into a slow trot. A dull haze filled the Hunter's mind, matching the
gloomy sky. Clouds hung thick and heavy overhead, threatening a downpour. A
crisp, cool wind carried the scent of rain. 


The Hunter drew back his hood, allowing the breeze
to wash over his face. The pounding of Elivast's hooves drowned out the
whispers in his mind, and the exertion provided him a reprieve from his
melancholy. By the time Sir Danna called a halt, the Hunter's inner turmoil had
diminished.


He munched on his sparse midday meal in silence,
listening to Sir Danna instructing her apprentice in the martial art of
grappling. 


"Even if you find yourself without a
weapon," the knight was telling Visibos, holding up her empty hands,
"you are never truly defenseless. Draw your sword."


Sir Danna was an oddity. He had encountered many
women adept at combat, but none wielded a sword with such ease. Though her armor
gave her the appearance of being stocky, the diminutive knight had real muscle
beneath the padding. 


A true
knight, that one.


Visibos, on the other hand, looked out of place
dressed as a warrior. The heavy half-plate hung awkwardly on his long, lank frame.
The uneven length of his hair and the stubble on his cheeks didn't suit the
man's hawkish appearance. 


Sir Danna beckoned to her apprentice. "Now,
attack me with an overhead strike."


Visibos brought his heavy sword down at the unarmed
knight's head. Sir Danna stepped inside her apprentice's guard and raised her
forearm. The cross-block arrested Visibos' downward motion, his wrists
colliding with Sir Danna's arm.


"Now you are exposed to any number of strikes.
To the throat. To the knee. Even to the face." Sir Danna demonstrated with
her elbows and knees. "Once inside your opponent's guard, you have a
moment of advantage."


Sir Danna impressed the Hunter. She moved with the
sort of fluid grace only achieved through years of hard training.


The knight turned to him. "Hardwell, you must
have learned a few tricks during your time in the Praamian Guard." 


The Hunter gave the knight an apologetic smile.
"Alas, my lady, I would be no match for your knightly martial arts. I am a
simple soldier-at-arms, schooled in a much cruder form of warfare."


"And that," Sir Danna said, a grin
spreading on her face, "is exactly what Visibos here needs. I can teach
him to fight as a knight, but he will undoubtedly encounter many who do not
respect the ethics of combat." 


"Very well, Sir Danna. If you insist."
Climbing to his feet, the Hunter brushed the last crumbs from his pants and
strode toward the them. 


Visibos’ back stiffened. His expression grew
carefully neutral, and he studied the Hunter through narrowed eyes. 


The Hunter held up empty hands. "Come at me
with the same strike." 


Visibos complied, repeating the attack. The
apprentice overcompensated, striking with excessive force. The Hunter avoided
the descending sword and stepped inside the man's guard. He tapped Visibos’
knee with his heel and the apprentice's throat with his elbow. When Visibos
flinched, the Hunter took advantage of the man's hesitation and threw him to
the ground.


Sir Danna laughed and clapped her hands. "Well
done, Hardwell! You see, Visibos, you were so intent on your strike that you
committed too much force. When he moved from the sword's path, you had no time
to recover before he shattered your knee, crushed your throat, and knocked you
on your back."


Visibos glared at the Hunter through narrowed eyes,
his face red, lips pressed together in a thin line. He shrugged off the
Hunter's offered hand, climbing to his feet unaided. Anger radiated from him in
waves. 


That might
not have been the best idea. A prickly
one, this Visibos. Give the man a chance to regain some dignity. 


"Perhaps he might like to try your lesson on
me, Sir Danna." 


At Sir Danna's nod, Visibos handed the sword to the
Hunter. The Hunter repeated the same overhead strike, giving Visibos plenty of
time to anticipate the blow and react. He allowed himself to be thrown to the
floor, landing with a dramatic grunt.


"Very good, Visibos!" Sir Danna beamed at
her apprentice. Visibos grinned at the praise, and extended a hand to the
Hunter.


"Well done." The Hunter took the
apprentice's outstretched hand and pulled himself to his feet. "My
backside will be complaining all afternoon thanks to you." He proffered
the sword to the apprentice. 


Visibos’ grin widened. With a companionable nod, he
took the weapon and slipped it back into its sheath. 


"With that lesson learned," Sir Danna
said, "it is time for us to continue our journey."


The Hunter strode toward Elivast, groaning and
rubbing his back theatrically. The horse snorted in protest at the Hunter's
interruption of its meal. 


Sir Danna pointed to the crossroads, a few hundred
paces distant. "We take the road north. If we ride hard, we may reach the
Bridge of Ilyerrion within an hour." 


Visibos' face creased into an excited grin.
"This is something you will want to see, Hardwell!" His voice held no
rancor. "It is a marvel of the ancient worlds, the likes of which you will
find nowhere else."


"What's so special about it?" The
scholar's enthusiasm intrigued the Hunter.


"You will see," was all the answer
Visibos would give.







Chapter Twelve
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Sir Danna pushed the horses hard, but for once the
Hunter didn't begrudge the pace. Curiosity burned within him. 


What could
turn a stodgy scholar like Visibos giddy as a schoolboy? 


At the crest of a steep hill, Sir Danna reined in
Pathfinder. The Hunter pulled Elivast to a halt beside the knight, his breath
catching at the vista spread out before him.


The land sloped downward and dropped into a yawning
abyss. A massive fissure split Einan from east to west, disappearing beyond the
horizon. The sheer red stone cliffs of the north face plunged out of sight
below the canyon's southern rim. A promontory in the north wall reached craggy
fingers skyward, and from it an enormous stone bridge spanned the gulf,
connecting the north and south. 


"By the gods!" The Hunter's eyes traveled
along the fissure, drinking in the awesome sight. 


"The Bridge of Ilyerrion." Visibos spoke
in a voice filled with wonder, a rapt expression on his face.


"Prepare for a lecture, Hardwell," Sir
Danna whispered. Louder, she said, "Come, Visibos, at least let us ride
while you regale us with tales of the past." With a grin, she nudged
Pathfinder forward. Visibos followed and the Hunter, unwilling to fall behind,
kicked Elivast into a walk.


"Since the dawn of mankind," Visibos
said, his reverence audible, "the Bridge of Ilyerrion has spanned the
Chasm of the Lost. Some say it was built by the gods themselves, for no human
hands could have moved the stones." The passion in the apprentice's words
was unmistakable. 


The Hunter hid a smile. Definitely a scholar at heart. 


"The bridge stretches an entire league,
joining the south and north rims. Did you know that it was once a major
crossing? It connected the cities of the south to the north."


"Once?"


Visibos shrugged. "The years have worn the stonework
of the bridge smooth. Beasts of burden can no longer traverse the bridge; their
hooves slide on the stones. Only men and horses can cross, but with difficulty.
Most choose to travel the Godsbridge to the east. Now, the Bridge of Ilyerrion
stands deserted and forgotten."


"The Godsbridge?" Another name the Hunter
had not heard. 


Visibos shook his head at the Hunter's ignorance.
"A much shorter bridge, and in better condition than this one."


"Come, Apprentice. Let's pick up the pace. You
can tell him more as we make the crossing."


Sir Danna kicked Pathfinder into a canter, and the
two men spurred their mounts to match the pace. The hill was steep and the road
worn, but Elivast proved himself a sure-footed mount. Within a quarter of an
hour, the party rode onto the Bridge of Ilyerrion. 


The bridge was formed of stone blocks the length
and width of a dozen men, supported by pillars the Hunter guessed to be at
least a hundred paces across. 


It is far too
large to be made by human hands. The weight
of such large stones must be immeasurable!


"You say this thing stretches an entire
league?"


Visibos nodded. "Never seen anything so large,
Hardwell?" The apprentice's grin held a trace of mockery.


"Never!" 


"Touch the stone." 


Dismounting, the Hunter knelt and ran his hand
along the worn, smooth surface of the bridge. A carpet of green moss made it
slick to the touch. 


"Impressive."


Sir Danna nodded. "Indeed. For this reason, we
must slow our pace to a walk. Any faster, and we run the risk of the horses'
hooves slipping."


Climbing back into the saddle, the Hunter nudged
Elivast to follow the knight and her apprentice. 


As they rode, Visibos muttered under his breath.
"Four hundred twenty-eight, four hundred twenty-nine. Aha!" He pointed
to the stone beneath his horse's hooves. "Four hundred thirty! The exact
center of the bridge. From here, you get a peerless glimpse at the canyon
below."


True to his word, the view from the bridge was
breathtaking. The red stone cliffs of the canyon plummeted hundreds—no,
thousands—of paces into the earth. 


The sheer magnitude of the divide overwhelmed the
Hunter. A league across, and easily half as deep, the canyon served as a
reminder of just how small he was compared to the world around him. 


"How do you know this is the center? What were
you counting?"


"The symbols." Visibos pointed to a mark
etched into the bridge's stone railing. "There are exactly eight hundred
fifty-nine symbols. That one is dead center."


The Hunter leaned closer to study the symbol, and
surprise raced through him. He had seen those symbols before…in the House of
Need.


The language
of the Serenii.


Trying to keep his expression neutral, he turned to
Visibos. "What do they mean?"


Visibos shrugged. "No one knows, but it is a
subject of much speculation." He, too, bent in the saddle to study the
markings.


"As fascinating as the bridge is," Sir
Danna interjected, "we must ride if we are to cross in the early
afternoon. It would not do well to be in the high hills when night falls."



"Of course, Sir Danna." 


The Hunter followed the two, trusting Elivast to
set the pace. His eyes roamed the walls of the canyon, tracing the jagged stone
cliffs to the river far below. The dark red flood ran from east to west in a
single thread of water, save for one a point where the river forked and split
around an island. Four stones stood on the islet, and though the cliffs dwarfed
the monoliths, the Hunter guessed they were at least a hundred paces high. 


"Visibos," he called to the apprentice.
"What are those?"


Visibos followed the Hunter's finger, and his
expression darkened. "A place of evil, if the stories are to be
believed." 


"What do you mean?" 


"It is said those stones predate even the
Bridge of Ilyerrion. Perhaps even as far back as the War of the Gods. They are
believed to be a place of power."


"What manner of power?" 


"The sort brought about by death and
suffering." 


Sir Danna gave her apprentice a half-smile.
"That is just a superstition, Visibos. You can't believe everything you
read in story books."


The apprentice stiffened, his eyes flashing.
"Not all superstitions are fictitious, Sir Danna. Many a legend is based
on reality. If there is any truth to this one, the stones could hold the souls
of those killed by the demons who roamed Einan."


A gust of wind carried an all-too-familiar odor,
twisting the Hunter's stomach. It was the same smell of death and decay that
had marked the First as a demon, the same stench emanating from the horror he
had encountered that night in the Serenii tunnels. 


A shudder ran down his spine. Truly, it is a hellish place. 


Visibos spoke in a somber voice. "When demons
roamed Einan, they brought death and destruction. According to legends, those
stones"—he stabbed a finger at the monoliths—"served as a focus for their
power. The slaughter they wreaked, oh, it was terrible! Only because the gods
took it upon themselves to eradicate the demons was the world saved from
annihilation." The apprentice shuddered, eyes glazing over. 


The Hunter wanted Visibos to continue, but Sir
Danna cut him off.


"Come, Visibos. Enough talk of legends."
The knight shook her head, a gentle smile on her lips. "We must continue
our ride if we are to descend from the high mountains before dark. You know how
cruel the wind can be when night falls."


Sir Danna's words snapped Visibos back into the
real world. "Of course, Sir Danna." With a nod, Visibos kicked his
horse into motion. 


The Hunter followed, but saw little of the world
around him. His thoughts had turned inward, growing dark. 


The past I
cannot remember has reared its ugly head once more. Will I never be free of the
curse of my heritage?


The demon screamed in his mind. “We will rise! You will return us to our
rightful place as rulers of this world. You, Bucelarii, are meant to wield the
power channeled through those stones.”


The Hunter fell into a brooding silence. His eyes
darted time and again to the dark stone circle, feeling the horror radiating
from the island. Every breath filled his nostrils with the reek of decay. The
monoliths, standing tall and silent, taunted him with their mystery.
Soulhunger, as if sensing the proximity to the standing stones, set his head
throbbing with its bloodlust. 


I cannot
escape the part of me I wish I could forget, yet I have found no answers into
my past. 


Another presence pushed the dagger's whispers from
his thoughts.


Her presence.
That mysterious Her. 


The hint of decay wafted away and a fresh gust of
wind carried a sweet smell. 


Jasmine. She
smelled of jasmine, and—


He had no idea where he would find Her or who She
even was. He only knew She dragged him ever northward in pursuit of a forgotten
memory. He no longer saw the world around him, only Her.


Her face
smiling down at me as she lies in bed next to me. Her skin warm on my own, her
lips rich and—


"Be careful, Hardwell!" Sir Danna's voice
pierced his thoughts.


The knight's warning shattered his memory. The
beautiful image floated away on the wind, replaced by Sir Danna's scarred,
homely face.


"What?" 


Surprised by his angry outburst, Sir Danna pointed
to the bridge beneath Elivast's hooves. "Look." 


Looking down, the Hunter's stomach bottomed out.
The stone had crumbled and fallen away, leaving a massive hole in the center of
the bridge. Only empty air hung between him and the river thousands of paces
below. 


"Watcher's teeth! I nearly rode into
that." Only the knight's warning had saved him. 


Sir Danna tilted her head to one side and studied
the Hunter, eyes narrowing. 


"Forgive me," the Hunter said, "I
was lost in thought." 


Sir Danna's brow furrowed. "Angry thoughts, it
seems. Pay attention to the world around you, Hardwell. This section of the
bridge is treacherous."


For nearly half an hour, they picked their way with
caution across the slick stones of the bridge. Portions of stone had crumbled
away, forcing the travelers to dismount and guide the horses around the holes.
The Hunter's stomach lurched every time he glanced into the abyss below.
Elivast protested at the treacherous footing. 


The Hunter's shirt clung sodden to his back by the
time they reached the far end of the Bridge of Ilyerrion. The moment his foot
touched solid ground, a weight lifted from the pit of his stomach. 


The knight and her apprentice appeared less
troubled by the crossing, though perspiration stood out on Visibos’ pale
forehead. 


Sir Danna climbed into her saddle. "We must
ride. We have a few hours until the sun sets, ample time to descend the
mountain."


Visibos followed suit. "Of course, Sir Danna.
You don't want to be caught in these hills after dark, Hardwell. The wind turns
vicious and cold once the sun sets."


The Hunter, distracted by the stench of decay
wafting up from the canyon, clambered atop Elivast without a word. His mind
hunted the memory of his mystery woman, desperate to see Her face one more time.


Another scent filled his nostrils—faint at first,
but growing with every step down the hill. The familiar smell tickled in the
back of his mind.


Smoked meat.
Mud. Wagon grease. Why do I
know that scent?


At that moment, an odd whirring reached his ears.


Instinct warned him of danger. Without thinking, he
pulled his feet from the stirrups and threw himself to the side. Something flew
past his shoulder, but he was already out of the saddle and falling to the
ground.


He hit the ground hard, shoulder protesting from
the impact as he rolled to his feet and dove toward a nearby outcropping.
Something ricocheted off the rocks over his head and slammed into the back of
his calf before he found cover.


His companions were not so fortunate. Something
struck Sir Danna's bare forehead with a thunk,
and the knight toppled from her saddle, hitting the ground with loud crash.


Visibos had closed gauntleted fingers around his
sword when something snapped his head to the side. The apprentice swayed for a
moment, then sagged in the saddle. Long, silent seconds passed before the
weight of his armor dragged him from his horse. 


Crouching, the Hunter glared down the hill. His leg
ached, but the agony in his shoulder drowned it out. His efforts to move the
arm confirmed his fear.


Broken! He cursed. It
would heal, but too slow for him to be of help to his companions.


Stone struck stone above the Hunter's head, causing
him to jerk backward. He ducked behind the protection of the rocks.


They're
flinging stones! But how? 


He had never encountered anything that hurled rocks
with such force. 


A familiar voice called from around the bend in the
road. "Come out, come out! If you do, maybe we won't hurt you too
badly." 


The Hunter peered around the edge of the
outcropping. A man in loose, dirty rags straddled the trail. His left hand
clutched a leather thong with a pouch in the middle, a stone in his right. 


That must be
how they fling the rocks.


A second man stepped into view. Tattered clothing,
fiery red beard, a dagger clutched in his thin hand—the Hunter recognized this
man only too well. Recognized the still-healing wound in his cheek. The man had
put a knife in his side, but, like a fool, the Hunter had allowed him to live. 


Arric.
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"You bastard! I told you what would happen if
I saw your face again."


Arric shrugged "A man's got to eat. I can't
help it if you and your friends happened to be the ones my mates and I run
across." The red-bearded man produced a rust-stained dagger and began to
clean his nails. "Now, if you'll just come on out, we can end this nice
and civilized-like."


"You mean a dagger in the gut, instead of the
side this time?"


"We do what we must." Arric grinned,
revealing large gaps between rotting, discolored teeth. "Save me having to
send my men to hunt you down. They get a bit cranky if their victims don't
cooperate."


"Yes, I'll just come out and hand myself over
to you now that you've promised to kill me. What kind of fool do you take me
for?" 


"The kind of fool who finds himself
outnumbered thirty to one." 


The Hunter scanned the rocks, but saw no sign of
the bandits. Only the scents of unwashed humans wafted toward him on the wind. 


There has to
be at least a dozen, maybe more. Not the best odds now that he faced them alone. He
had faced worse, but never willingly. 


"Can't be thirty to one," he called.
"Not enough space around the road to fit all that many. Try again,
Arric."


"Even if it ain't, we're still more than a
match for one man. You haven't got nowhere to run to. And we've got your
mounts." 


At the red-bearded man's signal, three bandits
rushed from their hiding places toward the horses. One snatched at Elivast's
bridle, and the horse snorted and bucked against the tug on his bit. 


Arric snarled at the bedraggled bandit grasping
Elivast's reins. "Pull, damn it!" 


The Hunter smiled. Good horse!


"Now, all you have left are the clothes on
your back. We'll just leave you here. That way, I don't have to kill you
myself. Wouldn't be right and all, seeing how you spared me." Arric gave
the Hunter a pitiless smile. "Though that don't mean you won't end up
dead. Nearest town is a few days' ride away, and you're on foot. " 


The Hunter's mind raced. What to do? Kill the
bandits? Not if he could help it. There had to be another way.


“Foolish,
Bucelarii,” the demon snarled. “Look what
happens when you ignore me. You try to play the hero, you try to do the ‘right’
thing, and this is how it turns out. It's like Voramis all over again.”


No! He slammed
his eyes shut, blocking out the memories. This
is different. It—


Mocking laughter filled his thoughts. “How is it different? You let them live!”


He clutched the hilt of his sword, his knuckles
whitening. No! 


“And now, it's
going to happen all over again. They are going to die in front of you. This is
your fault, Hunter!”


Something snapped the Hunter's eyelids open. Frozen
in place, he watched the bandits creep toward the fallen knight and apprentice,
daggers clutched in their grimy hands.


“You let
these men live, and look what happens. You're failing those you call ‘friends’
all over again.”


No! Please! 


“What are you
going to do about it?” 


The reek of decay drifted toward him, wafting up
from the depths of the canyon. Something in his mind snapped, and anger boiled
in the Hunter's chest, the floodgates of his rage spilling over. Blood hammered
in his ears, and fire burned in his veins.


They were Beggar Priests, true. They had hunted his
kind to extinction. He couldn't be certain they wouldn't hesitate to kill him
if they knew the truth. But he couldn't leave them to die, not like this. He
saw the faces of Karrl, Old Nan, and all the rest. He had failed his friends in
Voramis before. He wouldn't fail again—not even these priests.


A roar ripped from his throat—a horrible, primal
sound that froze the bandits where they stood. His hand moved of its own
accord, pulling his sword free of its scabbard. The sound of pounding feet
reached his ears a second before he realized they were his own. His heavy blade
whistled through the air, tearing a bandit's neck in half. Warm blood sprayed
his hand and face. 


Pivoting, the Hunter slammed the sword's pommel
into the second bandit's face. Teeth shattered, soft cartilage folded, and the
man's head snapped back. He dropped like a felled ox. 


The Hunter leapt over his falling body toward the
next brigand, the pain of his healing shoulder drowned out by his rage.


"Kill him!" Arric's voice sounded
distant, barely penetrating the red haze filling the Hunter's vision. 


The Hunter saw only the Long Keeper waiting to
embrace the pitiful wretches before him. He snarled his rage—at the demon in
his mind, at the blade begging him to kill, at himself for his weakness. Only
death could silence the inferno raging in his chest. 


The bandit standing over Sir Danna's body squeaked
in terror, but the Hunter silenced his cry with a sweep of the sword. A
detached part of his mind noted how the heavier blade carved through bone and
gristle more easily than his lighter sword. He kicked the falling head, sending
it spinning into Arric's stomach.


Feed me! 


Soulhunger's cry echoed in the Hunter's mind,
startling him. His eyes flicked toward Elivast. A bandit stood with his left
hand gripping Soulhunger's hilt awkwardly, his eyes wide in terror. 


"Mine!" The snarl tore from the Hunter's
lips with a force beyond his control. 


“Ours!” The voice in
his head crowed in delight. “Our
birthright!”


The Hunter screamed with every step.
"You…will…not…take…what…is…mine!" 


The stench of excrement wafted from the man holding
Soulhunger, and a dark stain seeped down the front of his filthy britches. A
whimper escaped the man's lips. He lunged forward, thrusting the dagger at the
Hunter's stomach.


The Hunter brought his sword down hard, severing
the scrawny arm. The man stumbled and fell with a scream. A downward thrust
silenced his cries.


Something slammed into the Hunter's head, filling
his world with blackness. He reeled for a moment, tasting blood, his vision
blurring. He staggered to one knee,
grunting in pain.


“Get up, damn
you,” snarled the voice in his head. “This
is no time for your mortal frailty.”


He dropped a hand to the ground to support himself,
and his fingers touched Soulhunger's hilt. Cold dread raced through him. 


Yes! The blade's
voice filled with triumph. At last, we
will feed!


The Hunter tried to resist, to fight the voices in
his mind. He couldn't give in! They would not win. But as his fingers closed
around Soulhunger, the blade added its voice to the demon's snarls. Together,
the two overwhelmed his resistance, shattering his mental barriers and pushing
all conscious thought from his mind. 


Snatching the dagger from the ground, the Hunter
leapt toward Arric. The bright red beard contrasted the pale, bloodless color
of the man's face. Terror mixed with desperation, and Arric stumbled backward.
The Hunter drove on, and Arric lashed out with a cry of horror. Something cold
and hard sank into the Hunter's stomach, but he ignored it. He was beyond pain,
beyond anything but an uncontrollable need to kill.


Screaming, sobbing, and laughing all at once, the
Hunter drove Soulhunger into Arric's chest. The blade cracked ribs, sliced
flesh, and punctured the man's heart, drinking deep. Arric's scream rose in a
terrible symphony, harmonizing with the howls pouring from the Hunter's throat.


Pain flared in the Hunter's chest—a new scar etched
into his flesh. Fire coursed through his veins, pushing his conscious mind
aside to release the demon within. A scream filled the air. His scream. 


All that
effort to avoid killing? Why? 


It felt so good. This was what it meant to be truly
alive! How had he gone on so long without all this glorious power?


The Hunter stared into Arric's eyes, watching their
light dim and fade. He felt nothing; it was as if he stared into the eyes of a
marble statue. His inner demon added its ululation of triumph as the dagger
devoured the bandit's essence. 


Red filled his vision. The dagger slipped free of
Arric's chest almost too easily. A dim part of him hated what he was doing, but
he had no more control over his body than a marionette dancing on strings. From
behind his own eyes, he watched his arms and legs move of their own accord.


Sword and dagger in hand, the Hunter stalked his
prey. Soulhunger howled in delight, the demon echoing its pleasure. The Hunter
basked in the glory of death.


All men
deserve death! I am the hand of the Watcher, delivering justice! 


A bandit rushed toward him, screaming in rage.
Soulhunger laid open the man's throat, ending his cry in a wet, bloody cough.
An ecstatic humming filled the Hunter's mind, crying out in pleasure. Did the
voice belong to the demon, to Soulhunger, or were they his own thoughts? Lost
in the dance of destruction, he could not tell. 


A handful of bandits tried to stand against him.
Blows rained down, but did little to hinder him. In his heedless, mindless
fury, only the voice of his inner demon and Soulhunger's pleas for death drove
him onward. The gemstone flared to life as the dagger drank its fill, bathing
the cliffs around him with an eerie crimson glow.


Blood filled his eyes, his nose, and his mouth.
Blood dripped down his arms, soaked his clothing, and plastered his hair to his
head. The few that stood against him, he killed. Those who fled, died with his
sword or dagger in their backs. 


Then he stood alone. All was silent. 


His heart hammered, and his lungs burned. The
muscles in his forearms had cramped long ago. His clawed fingers refused to
unclench. His face felt caked in mud. Gore drenched his hands, arms, and the
front of his tunic.


Blood soaked into the dust of the trail, ran down
the sides of the mountain, trickled into myriad crevices. Bodies lay strewn
around him, mouths hanging open in silent screams. Glassy eyes stared unseeing
into the vivid afternoon sky. The vibrant colors of sunset washed their pale
faces in an uncanny radiance. 


The human side of the Hunter stared around in
horror. What have you done? 


His inner demon howled. “You mean what have WE done? We did what we must!”


We were done
with killing! 


“Never. Death
is what we live for.” 


No! 


The demon would not yield. “It is our destiny! We are
meant to rule this pitiful world, as we did
millennia ago.”


A shudder ran down the Hunter's spine, his blood turning
to ice. Once more, he stood in the tunnels of the Serenii beneath Voramis,
watching the Third plunge Soulhunger into a stone altar. An incomprehensible
force pulled the power from the blade's gemstone deep into the earth. A massive
heartbeat echoed in his ears—the heart of the Destroyer. 


“With every
life we take,” the demon whispered, “our power grows.”


The Hunter's chest burned with the familiar pain of
new-formed scars. He had thought to leave the pain in Voramis, but it had
returned…would return every time Soulhunger took a life. It was a pain he would
never escape.


His mind filled with Soulhunger's cries of
pleasure. The dagger had fed well. 


No more! Please, no more.


He struggled to loosen his hold on Soulhunger, to
hurl the blade into the Chasm of the Lost. His inner demon would not release
his strings. 


Its mocking laughter echoed in his thoughts. “There will be more. No matter how you try,
foolish mortal, there will always be more!” 


The chaos in the Hunter's mind slowly faded. His
grip loosened, and Soulhunger clattered to the ground. An immense weight
dragged him to one knee. 


Panting, the Hunter stared down at Soulhunger.
Blood stained the dagger, but the blade had already begun to absorb the last
traces of crimson. Its voice had fallen silent, its appetites satiated for the
moment, but it would always be there. Ever in the back of his mind, waiting for
the demon to take control of his body. Locking the blade away only delayed the
inevitable.


I will never
escape it, no matter how hard I try. One moment of weakness, and it will take
over again.


Then came the pain. Agony flooded his body; he felt
every wound, every bruise, and every injury. He had healed, but the phantom
agony sensations—accompanied by the torment of his fresh scars. 


With the return of sanity came a horrified
realization of what he had done. A heaving sob bubbled up from his throat. His
bloodstained fingers traced the new scars formed on his chest. 


A groan sounded behind him, and the Hunter spun,
sword at the ready. It was only Sir Danna. 


The stubborn knight tried to push herself up to her
elbows and failed, slumping back to the ground. The Hunter's eyes sought the
prone form of Visibos. The apprentice's chest rose and fell. Relief flooded
him. His companions lived.


Panic seized him. I can't let them see Soulhunger! 


The Hunter stooped to collect the dagger, wobbling
with the effort, and slipped the blade into his belt. His cloak would hide it
from sight. 


A cry came from behind him. "By the
gods!" 
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The Hunter whirled.


Sir Danna held her head, her face screwed up in
pain, stubbornly trying to stand on unsteady legs. Her eyes widened at sight of
the Hunter. "You've been cut to shreds!" 


The Hunter stared at his clothing. Ragged rents showed
in his leather armor, blood staining the exposed flesh. His tunic hung in
ribbons, soaked through with gore, yet he saw no wounds. 


"I-It is nothing. The blood is not mine."


Sir Danna grimaced and staggered, and the Hunter
reached out to catch the knight. 


"Sir Danna, are—?"


"I am fine! They took me by surprise. I…"
Blood trickled down her head, and her eyes wobbled. Face pale, she allowed the
Hunter to help her to a sitting position. "This would never have happened
had they not had those confounded slings." Even wounded, the knight had
her pride. 


"That looks bad."


She pointed a weak hand toward Pathfinder.
"Get me my bags. I have a few draughts that should get me back on my
feet."


Pathfinder snorted at his approach, but stood still
long enough for the Hunter to retrieve Sir Danna's travel satchel. Dropping it
at her feet, he hurried to check on Visibos. 


He's going to
have one wicked headache when he wakes, but the man will live. Or so he
hoped. 


Sir Danna groaned again, wincing every time her
salve-covered fingers touched her wound. Once finished, she pulled a vial from
within her bag and fumbled with the stopper. The knight gave the Hunter a wry
smile before drinking down the contents.


She made a sour face and shuddered. "Ugh.
Horrible stuff!"


"What is it?" 


The knight shrugged. "Some sort of elixir
Brother Repentus brews. I have no idea what is in it, but it does wonders for
healing wounds."


Color had returned to Sir Danna's face, and her
gaze was steady as she extended a hand to the Hunter. 


"Help me up, Hardwell, and let's see how poor
Visibos fares."


With a grunt of effort, the Hunter pulled Sir Danna
to her feet. She tried to hide her unsteadiness, pushing the Hunter away and
stumbling toward her apprentice. 


Visibos groaned and his eyes fluttered open.
"Ohhh, wh-what happened?"


"We were attacked, Apprentice." Sir Danna
placed her hand beneath Visibos’ head and, with gentle movements, helped him
sit up. The apprentice stared at the world around him through wide eyes, a
befuddled expression on his face.


"Here," Sir Danna said, holding out a
second vial. "Drink this." She poured the content into Visibos’
mouth, ignoring his weak protests at the foul taste. She gestured for the
Hunter to hand her the salve, which she applied to Visibos’ wound.


The apprentice's eyes drooped, and the knight gave
his cheek a gentle slap. "Stay awake, Visibos. You remember what happened
to Sir Prentisse after Lord Knight Moradiss knocked him unconscious in the
tournament last year."


"Y-yes," Visibos mumbled. 


"You want that to happen to you?" Sir
Danna pulled her apprentice toward an outcropping of rocks, where she propped
him upright. 


"N-no."


"Then don't you dare close your eyes."
Her voice held a tone of command. 


"Yes, Sir Danna." Visibos struggled to
sit straighter, forcing his eyelids wider. 


"Good man." Sir Danna patted her
apprentice on the shoulder and, climbing to her feet, turned to the Hunter.
"Now you, Hardwell."


This caught the Hunter by surprise. "Me
what?" Numbness had begun to seep through his mind, filling it with fog—as
it always did when Soulhunger took a life. 


"Take off your armor, now." The knight's
voice held the same tone she had used on her apprentice. "I need to take a
look at your wounds."


The Hunter hesitated, loath to let the knight examine
him. If she found no trace of any wound, surely her suspicions would be
aroused. 


Worse still,
what if they find Soulhunger?


Sir Danna saw his hesitation. "Modesty be
damned, man. Yes, I may be a woman, but I'm a warrior first and foremost.
Strip, now."


The command in the knight's voice penetrated the
Hunter's stupor, and he obeyed. He dropped his cloak behind him, concealing
Soulhunger within its folds. His sword joined the pile, and within a minute, he
had divested himself of his leather armor.


Sir Danna examined him, her eyes tracing his
shirtless torso. The scrutiny made the Hunter uncomfortable, especially when
her gaze lingered on the new scars etched into his chest. The marks still had
the red, raw appearance of healing wounds. Yet she said nothing.


"You must be one hell of a fighter to escape
such a confrontation unscathed." Curiosity burned in the knight's voice.
"Over a dozen men, and not a wound to show for it."


"The gods smiled on me," the Hunter said,
forcing a smile. "But that head of yours looks bad."


"It's fine," Sir Danna snapped.


"Are you sure?" The Hunter bent to
examine the wound. "At the very least, it will leave a nasty bruise. Do
you feel any dizziness? Nausea?"


"I'm fine." The knight waved him away,
impatient. "Nothing more than a glancing blow."


"Still," the Hunter persisted, "you
know how head wounds can be."


"Leave it alone," Sir Danna all but
snarled. "The salve and the elixir will do their work soon enough. I've
taken worse injuries than this on the practice field." 


The knight turned her attention to their
surroundings. Her eyes narrowed and her brows furrowed at the sight of the
corpses littering the road. 


Sir Danna bowed her head, placed her hands over her
heart, and closed her eyes. "May the Beggar God be with you as your souls
journey to the embrace of the Long Keeper." 


The words of his ritual flashed through his mind. May the Long Keeper take your bodies; your souls are forfeit. 


"What are we going to do with them?" Sir
Danna's question snapped the Hunter from his thoughts. "We can't just
leave them here."


The Hunter tried to think of a solution, but his
mind felt wrung out, empty. Numbness stifled his thoughts, a tingling spreading
through his limbs. The adrenaline from the fight had fled, leaving him a
hollow, exhausted shell.


"We throw them into the chasm," Sir Danna
said. "Their souls have already joined the Long Keeper, but the river
below will wash their bodies out to sea."


"It is better than they deserve." The
anger in his voice surprised the Hunter. 


Sir Danna raised an eyebrow. "Perhaps, but we
are servants of the Beggar God. We must have compassion on them."


"Even after they tried to kill you?" The
knight's naiveté bewildered the Hunter. 


"Yes," Sir Danna said, nodding. "The
Beggar God takes pity on the lepers and outcasts of the world. Even these
outcasts."


The Hunter found himself at a loss for words.


"No, Visibos!" Sir Danna's head swiveled
toward her apprentice, and her expression grew firm. "Sit. Rest."


The apprentice had struggled to his feet, but
leaned against the rock wall for support. Blood still trickled from the wound
in his forehead, and the color had not fully returned to his face.


"But—" 


"I said rest!" Sir Danna cut off Visibos’
weak protests. "Hardwell and I will deal with the corpses."


The Hunter turned his attention to the bodies
strewn across the road. The nearest man lay face up, unseeing eyes fixed on
him. Horror and fear stained the man's face beneath the blood. A burden settled
onto the Hunter's shoulders. He lifted the body; it weighed far less than it
should, as if all substance had fled in death.


How much does
a life weigh? The thought rang in his head. 


He watched the body plummet into the Chasm of the
Lost, his gaze mesmerized by the twisted mouth, glassy eyes, and pale face of his
victim. He felt no joy in the deaths, nor sorrow. He felt nothing—nothing but
the numbness spreading through his limbs.


He carried corpse after corpse, exerting himself in
an attempt to push back the numbness filling his arms and legs. He wanted to
shut his eyes to block out the lifeless expressions filling his vision. He
drowned out all thought in activity, trying in desperation to stop the mounting
pressure within him breaking free.


"The Beggar God watch over you." Sir
Danna intoned her prayer as the Hunter hurled the last corpse into the chasm.
"May he bring you to the comforting arms of the Long Keeper."


The knight turned to the Hunter. "Come,
Hardwell," she said in a quiet, solemn voice. "Let us find a place to
camp." With a gentle clap on the Hunter's shoulder, Sir Danna strode down
the hill.


The Hunter looked up. Has so much time passed?


Only thin traces of color shone in the darkening
sky; night would be upon them in less than an hour. He stumbled after Sir Danna, muscles aching from exertion, fatigue
narrowing his vision. He staggered, pitched to one side, and caught himself on
a rock shelf. Numbness weighed his limbs down, rendering him weak. 


"Hardwell!" Sir Danna's voice sounded
faint, distant. "Are you well?"


"Y-yes." His lips felt thick, his tongue
heavy. "I'm f-fine." He found himself sitting on the hard trail, Sir
Danna pouring tepid water down his throat. 


Her hand felt warm on his cheek. "You're too
pale. That fight must have taken more out of you than you cared to admit."


More than you
could imagine. Killing with Soulhunger flooded him with power, yet
when the power receded, only a husk remained. 


"I-I just need to rest." His mouth felt
dry, his head too ponderous to hold up. Sleep would provide an escape from the
torpor.


"That settles it," Sir Danna said.
"We make camp here for the night." 


The Hunter tried to respond, but gloom eclipsed all
thought.


"Don't move." She placed a restraining
hand on his shoulder. "I'll go prepare a meal. We can travel on in the
morning, but tonight you rest."


"Yes," the Hunter breathed.
"Rest."


Darkness blurred his vision, and he floated through
an empty void. Sensations from his aching body told him he still lived, but he
could see nothing, hear nothing.


It's never
been this bad before.


His inner voice returned with an echo of mocking
laughter. “This is what happens when you
resist me. You tried to fight me, yet
I won. The harder you fight, the harder you will fall.”


But—


“There is no
argument, foolish Bucelarii. Child of the Abiarazi, our blood runs through your
veins.”


He wanted to spit an argument back in the demon's
face, yet its voice flooded his mind, crowing victory.


“You tried to
purge me with the accursed blood of the Beggar Priests, but you will never be
rid of me. I am the part of you that cannot be restrained. The more you try to
block out my voice, the greater my triumph. And triumph I will…never doubt
that!”


The Hunter's hand crept beneath his tunic and found
the fresh scars on his chest. Four neat marks, as if carved by an invisible
hand. Four souls devoured by Soulhunger.


“Give me what
I want! Feed me power, feed me death. Only then will I grant you a reprieve.”


The Hunter clenched his fists. I tire of being a death-bringer. I want to be something else. I want to
be normal.


“You can
never be anything else. You are not some pathetic human. You are Bucelarii,
offspring of greatness!”


Visions of horror and death flashed before his
eyes, the same visions he had seen in the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis.
Abiarazi in their true forms, creatures of nightmare crawling, flying, and
striding across the world of Einan. Demons butchering mankind by the thousands,
feeding on flesh, drinking lifeblood, and making mountains of bones. Fire and
slaughter ruled the world—the hells spilling over onto Einan.


“That is what
you are, or what you could become. When your forebears stride Einan once more—“


"Hardwell." Sir Danna's gentle voice
broke into his delusions. "Drink some of this."


The Hunter's eyes snapped open. Night had fallen, the
darkness broken only by a small fire burning a few paces away. With shaking
hands, he took the bowl from Sir Danna. 


"Feed it to him, Sir Danna." Visibos
stirred the small pot hanging over the campfire. "He needs to eat."


"I can feed myself," the Hunter snapped.
He struggled to keep the bowl steady as he brought it to his lips. The hot
liquid scalded his tongue, and he winced. 


"Easy, Hardwell," Sir Danna said.
"Just drink a bit more, and you can rest." 


Sipping slowly, the Hunter finished the thin, salty
broth. 


"Sleep now." Sir Danna draped a blanket
around his shoulders. "Can't have you getting cold tonight. The wind can
be pretty brutal up here."


"Thank you," the Hunter said, his voice
weak.


"No, Hardwell," Sir Danna replied,
"thank you. We would have died
today had it not been for you."


I nearly got
you killed, all because I didn't kill Arric the first time. These words
remained unspoken. 


“See what
mercy gets you.” The demon mocked him. “You try to do the 'right' thing, and this is what happens. Next time,
you'd do well to listen. I know what is best for you.”


The blanket around his shoulders and the broth in
his belly warmed him. His eyelids drooped, his eyes mesmerized by the dancing
flames. A final thought churned in his mind before exhaustion—both physical and
mental—overcame him. 


“I AM you.”


 


* * *


 


Voices filtered into the Hunter's ears, prodding
him into consciousness.


"Impossible!" He recognized Sir Danna's
strident tone.


"I saw it myself." Another voice—Visibos.



The Hunter couldn't hear the whispered words that
passed between the two. He closed his eyes, but his back ached too much to
sleep. He couldn't feel his legs. A shiver wracked his body; the wind had blown
his blanket open. But when he tried to pull the thin covering tighter around his
shoulders, his body refused to obey his commands.


Twisted hell!
What's happening to me? 


He tried again, willing his arms, his legs,
anything to move. Nothing. His throat constricted, his breath quickening. 


"Bucelarii." The word was as cold as the
blade pressed to his neck. 


Sir Danna stood above him, her lips pressed into a
thin line, her expression grim. The Hunter tried to speak, but his throat
refused to form words.


"See?" Visibos shuffled toward them.
"The ferrospike venom has done its work."


Ferrospike?


"Does he speak true, Hardwell?" Sir Danna
eyed him, her features a mask of rage. "Are you truly one of those
accursed creatures we have spent our lives hunting down? Are you truly
Bucelarii?"


The Hunter's stomach lurched, his heart pounded,
and a tremor shook his body.


Cambionari. 


The name raced through his mind, panic pushing back
his gloom. He had encountered the Cambionari in Voramis. Servants to the Beggar
God, they had hunted the Bucelarii almost to extinction. And to encounter them
here…


The gods play
a cruel joke.


Sir Danna's jaw clenched. "I can see in your
eyes that my apprentice speaks the truth." 


How could I
have been so blind? 


The Hunter struggled to move, but his body refused
to cooperate. 


"Ferrospike venom, Demon," Sir Danna snarled.
"Such a small, innocent plant, yet it was ever deadly to your kind. A
poison your bodies can never truly deal with."


The knight turned to Visibos and nodded. "You
did well, Apprentice. I should have trusted you when you said there was
something off about him." 


"It is no matter, Sir Danna." A smile
touched the corners of Visibos’ lips. 


The bastard!
How could he know?


Visibos crouched over the Hunter, pulling back an
eyelid to peer into the Hunter's dark eyes. "I am simply glad the
ferrospike venom works even after all these centuries. I bet you didn't expect
your broth to be poisoned, eh, Demon?" 


"Visibos!" Sir Danna's voice held an edge
of rebuke. "Servants of the Beggar God do not gloat over fallen enemies,
even if they are demonkind. He will die soon enough." Her mouth twisted
into a grimace.


Screams rang in his mind. “I told you to kill them, but no, you have to pretend at mercy. Look
where that has gotten you!”


Something primal within the Hunter fought to take
control of his unmoving body, screaming at him to run, to fight, to escape. 


"Sir Danna," Visibos called, "see
what I found in his bags. It will make our journey home more comfortable."
Coins clinked; they had found his fortune.


"Visibos, you know we cannot keep it. We will
bring it to the House of Need in Malandria, along with the rest of his
belongings."


"And his accursed blade? What will we do with
that?"


Soulhunger! 


"That thing
will go with the rest. It will be safe in our vault."


Visibos gasped. "Lady's eyes! Could it be?
What could he be doing with these? They look like..."


"No matter. They will come with us to
Malandria as well. If they are the Swordsman's blades, we will put them on
display for the world to worship."


The sound of footsteps approached. Sir Danna's face
hovered before him. 


"I am sorry, Demon, for what I must do. Your
kind was never meant to live on this world." 


"Kill the damned thing, Sir Danna." The
Hunter could hear the eagerness in Visibos’ voice. "Once you have returned
him to the hell that spawned him, we will finally be rid of their kind."


Sir Danna spoke in a soft voice. "Goodbye,
Hardwell. For what it's worth, your human side was decent."


Something cold and sharp slipped between his ribs.
Warm wetness spread down his side; he didn't need to look down to know it was
dark, rich heart-blood.


"Your death will be painless," Sir Danna
said. "The ferrospike venom will cause you to bleed out quickly, and you
will slip into darkness."


She spoke truth. The Hunter felt no pain as Sir
Danna slid the dagger from his chest. A fresh gout of blood spurted over her
hand. 


"May the Beggar God have mercy on you,
Demon." Wiping the blade on his tunic, the knight climbed to her feet.


The Hunter coughed weakly, his strength draining
with the blood pumping from his chest. A chill spread through his inert limbs. 


Hands lifted him from the ground. He was being
moved, but to where?


Motion ceased. A cold, harsh wind ripped at his
clothing. 


"One," Visibos counted, "two,
three!"


He floated free, nothing but empty air to hold him suspended.
The Chasm of the Lost swallowed him in a yawning darkness broken only by a
ribbon of silver sparkling far below. 


This is how
it ends.


The voice of his inner demon wailed in terror. It
would die along with him. 


Something in the Hunter's mind snapped. A howl tore
from his throat. 


“No! I must
live. I must survive.” 


Darkness.













Part Two


 







Interlude


 


The creature
lived. Shattered and broken, yet alive. 


Its heart
beat weakly, struggling to pump what little blood had not yet flowed into the
earth around it. Its mind acted out of instinct, unthinking, struggling to
move. Death's laughter mocked it. 


Sheer
tenacity clung to life, refusing to take a final breath.


The creature
inhaled the scent of gore dripping from its body, draining onto the rocks upon which
its corpse had been flung. It smelled the moss growing on the rocks stained wet
by the flowing river. 


Hardly a
flicker of light trickled down to the depths where it lay. Towering stone walls
rose on all sides, swallowing the creature in darkness.


And yet, it
lived. 


* * *


The bright
sky blinded weary eyes. The sun shone high over the head of the unmoving
creature.


A cold, wet
nose touched its flesh. The scent of blood greeted its nostrils—the scent of a
fellow predator. A bear, with fur the color of deep rust mixed with swirling
patterns of black, sniffed the meal it believed to be dead, growling upon
finding its prey living.


Large, dark
mammal eyes stared down at the creature lying on the ground. Hunter sensed the
presence of a fellow hunter.


A soft growl
in the prone creature's ear, accompanied by soft grunts and clicks. Acceptance.
The giant, shaggy animal found a companion in the broken thing lying at its
feet. 


Movement…through
cold rushing water, over hard stone. The animal dragged the unresisting body,
its claws sunk deep into a shattered leg. 


Movement
ceased. The welcome cool of darkness. Stone surrounded the creature on all
sides. A hint of light from the distance. 


Peace.













Chapter One
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"Oi, you!" A beefy guard barred the
Hunter's way. "We've enough of your kind here, mucking up the place. Away
with you!"


The Hunter cut a pitiful figure. His dust-stained
cloak had more holes than a cheesecloth, and his matted hair and beard did
little to improve his appearance. The perfect disguise. "Please,
sir," he said in the warbling voice of a man thrice his age. "I've
been on the road for weeks, with hardly anything in the way of food and
water."


The guard studied him, stroked his bristling beard
with a paunchy hand. The demon snarled at him to kill the guard, but the Hunter
ignored the demanding voice.


"Just one day of rest, sir. I implore
you." 


"I know better than that. We've had too many
of your ilk entering Malandria and mucking up our fair city." The guard
spat and pounded his chest. "And it's us
of the Watch who have to drive you out!" 


"In the name of the Beggar God, have
mercy." 


The guard's expression wavered for a moment, and
the Hunter hid a smile. 


Can't ignore
that one, can you?


"Very well." The guard's voice was stern,
but without its earlier harshness. "Get yourself to the House of Need,
wretch. The brothers there will give you something to eat and drink. But I
expect you to be on your way before week's end. I'll hunt you down myself if
you don't." 


The Hunter pretended to cringe beneath the guard's
stern glare. "Of course, good sir. May the gods bless you for your
kindness."


With a grunt, the guard stepped aside and waved him
on. "Get in line."


The Hunter shuffled past the guard, leaning heavily
on a crutch and dragging his left foot behind him. His bare toe struck a rock,
splitting the nail. He winced at the myriad aches and pains of blisters, sore
muscles, and fatigue. 


These boots
have seen better days. The clothes, too. Better find something new to wear
soon. Can't go around looking like this much longer. No longer
than was absolutely necessary.


Adjusting his eye patch sent a fresh wave of pain
through his left eye, and he fought the urge to scratch the raw flesh covering
the entire left side of his ravaged face. Even after weeks of travel, his eye,
torn out by savage claws, hadn't yet healed. 


With a weary sigh, he joined the people queuing for
admission to the city. Such small things hadn't bothered him before, but now…


He wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep
right there. Too many sleepless nights had passed since the Chasm of the Lost.
He needed rest. More than that, he needed peace from the incessant voice in his
mind. 


Food would be
nice, too. The guard had said the House of Need would have food and drink. A coincidence, or sheer good fortune?


A weak voice throbbed in his head. He could sense
Soulhunger's presence somewhere in the city. Perhaps finding the dagger would
be easier than expected.


The line flowed at a steady pace, but the Hunter
chafed at the long wait. Few of the guards lounging in the shadow of the wall
watched the traffic passing into the city. The people around him jostled each
other, hurling insults, snarling curses, and complaining about the morning's
heat. Sweat trickled down dirt-stained faces and soaked through tunics.


A breeze wafted through the holes in the Hunter's
ragged clothing, bringing momentary relief from the relentless sun. The myriad
scents of the people and animals around him assaulted his senses, and the noise
only increased the pounding ache in his head.


To distract himself, he studied the high walls that
blocked the city of Malandria from view. They had to be at least thrice the
height of the walls of Voramis, made of a black granite that emanated a
sinister menace. The gates were monstrous things: steel-banded logs, thick as
the Hunter was tall, hanging on enormous chains. 


A massive portcullis hung a dozen paces above his
head. He had a vision of those iron points impaling him, crushing him beneath
its immense weight. It required all of his willpower to maintain his slow,
shambling pace despite his racing heart.


He couldn't help marveling at the sight of the city
beyond. Hundreds of towers crowded the Malandrian skyline, a handful rivaling the
height of the colossal city wall. Their pointed summits scraped the
underbellies of clouds, looming over the city like elaborate sentry posts. 


The architecture in Malandria shocked him. In
Voramis, buildings served to block out the winter chill and the icy breezes
from the Endless Sea. Only the wealthy of Upper Voramis afforded the luxury of
elegant construction, yet here even the simplest houses looked to have been
designed by an artist. Every home boasted adornments and embellishments—utterly
unnecessary and purely ornamental.


So this is
the City of a Thousand Spires. It is as beautiful as Sir Danna described it. 


"Watch where yer going, cretin!" 


He had no time to react. Something hard slammed
into him from behind. He crashed into a nearby wall, the impact driving the
breath from his lungs. 


Every muscle in his body aching, the Hunter
struggled to his feet. Sewage soaked his clothes, filling his nostrils with its
foul reek. With a snarled curse at the retreating wagon, he retrieved his
crutch and continued his slow, painful journey up the crowded street.


Weeks of travel had taken its toll. The pain of his
ruined face had not given him a moment of peace in days. He had nothing left.


Watcher take
those Cambionari bastards and their cursed ferrospike venom! 


He scratched at the raw, itchy skin around his left
eye, sending a fresh wave of pain through his head. The faces of Sir Danna and
Visibos flashed through his mind, and his stomach twisted in rage. 


“Foolish
human,” the voice in his head mocked him. “You
have no one to blame but yourself. I told you how to deal with them…”


The Hunter knew it to be true, but he had no desire
to hear the truth. Instead, he searched for the familiar, compelling presence
that tugged at his thoughts.


Her.


She filled his mind with a primal need. He felt a
desire for Her in the pit of his stomach, stirring him to the core. Yet his
need to find Her warred with his desire for revenge. Only his rage kept him
stumbling forward on unsteady legs.


First, I must
recover what was taken from me. Soulhunger, the Swordsman's iron blades, his
fortune. And those accursed priests will
pay.


Weariness blurred his vision. He hated the itchy
eyepatch, but it hid the shredded, scarred flesh where his eye had been. Pain
lanced through his head, a constant reminder of his body's failure. He cursed
his human frailty.


I've got to
find a place to rest. 


He stopped a passing vendor and asked for
directions to the House of Need. 


"Fourth tier, east side." The man wiped
his hands on his tunic, making no attempt to hide his disdain. Without waiting
for the Hunter's nod of thanks, he hurried on his way.


The Hunter struggled to mimic the shuffling, uneven
walk of a cripple, but it was an important part of his disguise. Sir Danna or
Visibos might be in the House of Need. He couldn't risk their recognizing him. 


If it means I
have to play this horrible role for a day or two, it's worth it.


People jostled the Hunter as he made his slow way
up the street. He was forced to dodge passing wagons, carts, and fellow pedestrians.
Anger and frustration simmered beneath bone-deep weariness. 


He followed the vendor's instructions, though he
had no idea where the road led. Entering Malandria through the south gate, he
had taken the avenue to the east. The boulevard curved north, intersected
occasionally by smaller roads. These arteries led up the hill toward the heart
of the city. The city wall loomed to the east, curving parallel to the main
thoroughfare.


A carter lounging in the shadow of an empty
storefront pointed to the northwest. "You'll want to go up the hill one
tier." 


"Tier?" 


"City's laid out in five rings," the man
said in a lazy drawl. "Fifth tier is all storehouses and wagon yards,
fourth tier is for merchants and shops. When you hit the third tier, that's
where you find the highbrows who think they're better than the rest of us.
Second and first tiers are where the money's really at. Merchant-nobles and the
like."


The Hunter's blistered feet and exhausted legs
protested with every step. The climb to Malandria's fourth tier felt
interminable. Finally reaching the avenue, he leaned his hands on his knees,
panting. 


Lady take
pity! Is this what it feels like to be human? So fragile, so weak. How do they
live like this? 


A nearby trough beckoned. The Hunter's thirst overwhelmed
his disgust at having to share it with a pair of horses. He managed to swallow
a few mouthfuls of dirty water before the innkeeper drove him away with shouts
and curses. 


He leaned on the crutch, glad for the support. His
legs threatened to buckle every time he scurried from the path of a passing
wagon. The sun beat down on him without remorse, the heat adding to his
exhaustion.


A cluster of spires in the distance caught his eye;
how could they not, the way they towered above the surrounding buildings? Their
tips reached thousands of paces into the sky, rivaling the height of the
mansions dominating the upper tiers. 


They have to
be twice the height of the city wall! 


He had found the Temple District. Only the truly
wealthy or truly pious ever constructed monuments of such conceited stature.
Perhaps he would find the House of Need in the shadows of the spires. 


His stomach rumbled, and the scent of grilling meat
filled his nostrils. 


The sweat-stained vendor wiped a filthy hand on an
even filthier apron and glared at the Hunter. "Off with you! I've no food
to spare, not even for a wretch as gods-awfully thin as you!"


"Please, sir, could you tell me where to find
the House of Need?" His voice cracked. It was no pretense. Days with no
food and little water had left the Hunter weak. His trek through the city had
sapped his last reserves.


"Oh." The merchant's scowl disappeared.
He raised an eyebrow, incredulous. "You're looking for the temple of the
Beggar Priests?" 


The Hunter nodded.


"It's right there." The man pointed a
pudgy finger at the massive building that had caught the Hunter's attention.
"You can't miss it."


"That? That
is the House of Need?"


"Aye. And not a very needy house, if you ask
me." The merchant's glare returned. "Now, off with you! You're
scaring away my customers."


With a longing glance at the meat, the Hunter
limped up the street. He was so close; just a few more shambling steps, and he
could rest.


The opulence of the House of Need was breathtaking,
even from a distance. The temple's dominant spire reached hundreds of paces
above the nearest building. Four smaller spires surrounded it, dazzling white
crystals slicing into the perfect blue of the sky. 


Twisted hell!
How did that happen? 


In Voramis, the temple to the Beggar God was a
forgotten, forlorn thing. Here, the Beggar Priests worshiped in a building
grandiose enough to rival a king's palace. 


Things are
quite different in Malandria.


Up close, the temple was even more impressive. It
straddled the entire eastern section of the fourth tier—or the Impedimenta, as he had heard it called.
Its pristine white walls stretched out of sight to the north.


It has to
occupy at least as much space as the entire Temple District in Voramis, the Hunter
thought. 


Only five spires were visible from a distance, but
now he saw dozens of smaller steeples rising from the temple walls. The white
marble façade reflected the sunlight with blinding brilliance, a gorgeous
contrast with the red brick and dark wood structures surrounding it. 


Vertical fluted columns nearly a half-dozen paces
wide supported elaborate entablatures. Scenes of battles from the history of
Einan adorned the temple's exterior walls. Statues stood silent vigil at the
entrance to the temple, their cold, grey eyes fixed on the Hunter passing
between them. 


The sheer magnitude of the temple made him feel
terribly small. 


No doubt the
purpose of the damned thing!


Through the columns, a staircase hundreds of paces
across descended into the temple complex. Marble walkways cut through emerald
gardens. Swaths of color snaked among the sea of green, and a delightful
fragrance wafted from within the temple. 


"You there! Where do you think you're going?"
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A hand seized the Hunter's arm and spun him around,
nearly knocking him to the ground. 


"Your kind
is not permitted to enter the Temple Proper!" 


The man to whom the black-gloved hand belonged stood
at least a hand taller than him. A glare marred his achingly handsome features,
and his hairless lip curled into a snarl. His white cloak and burnished plate
mail breastplate shone in the noon sun. 


The Hunter's fingers twitched. He was seized by a desire
to draw the man's sword—an elegant blade with elaborate hilt-work—and open his
throat. The demon fed the urge; it hadn't fed for days, and it wanted blood. An
ache settled behind the Hunter's eye.


"Apologies, sir," he mumbled. Ducking his
head to hide the flush of anger in his cheeks, he tried to scramble up the
steps.


The guard held him fast. "That's Sergeant to
you! Now, get out of here and find your way to the side entrance like all the
rest of the filth." He shoved the Hunter, sending him staggering. 


The Hunter, remembering his disguise, fell hard. 


"Get up!" The guard seized his collar and
yanked him to his feet. 


"Yes s-sir…er, S-Sergeant." He fled as
quickly as his hobbling gait allowed. 


Despite his pretense of humility, rage burned
within him. The demon screamed for death. The guard deserved it, no doubt. But
the Hunter would not yield to the incessant demands. He had given in before,
and what had happened? He rubbed his chest in an unconscious gesture, feeling
the raised flesh of the scars through his tunic—the stains on what had been a
clean slate. 


Only once he passed through the columns and out of
sight of the guard did he slow. 


His eye roamed the massive temple in search of the
side entrance. Which way to go? He rubbed the shoulder that had struck the
corner of a stone stair. His knees and blistered feet protested with every
shambling step. He had no desire to walk more than absolutely necessary.


A muttering voice caught the Hunter's attention.
"And so the barman says to the wench. He says…"


The Hunter turned to see a man whose tattered
garments matched the condition of his own rags. A matted salt-and-pepper beard
hung down to his chest, drawing attention away from the perfectly round shape
of his bald head.


"Excuse me," the Hunter said. "I—"


"He says, 'That impudent fool is trying to
catch your attention, as if he knows what he's talking about. Why he's never
seen the...’"


Pockmarks dotted a thick red nose, and a whiff of
unwashed human mixed with dried alcohol made the Hunter gag. 


Lady's teats!
The smell brought back memories of the Beggar’s Quarter in Voramis. The
man reeked of the cheap swill Karrl and Jak had shared when—


No! Not now! He shook his
head to dispel the images forming in his mind.


The man passed the Hunter without lifting his eyes
from the street. He had an odd shuffling gait, as if his leg had been broken
and healed incorrectly. He gesticulated with the same wild insanity that drove
his rambling conversation with himself.


Has to be
either drunk or insane. Probably a bit of both. 


Uncertainty rooted him to the spot. This man
certainly looked like a person who would go to the Beggar Priests for help. 


What do I
have to lose? He's my best chance. 


With a groan for his tired, blistered feet, the
Hunter limped in pursuit of the mumbling man. 


The man shuffled along the outer wall of the temple
complex, heading north. His voice rose and fell in pitch and volume. The Hunter
caught occasional snatches of his dialogue.


"…shat himself in the back of the…"


"…bastard tricked us with the spoon…"


"…murder the purple chickens with the quill
unless they…"


The Hunter snorted and shook his head. He followed
the man at a distance, careful not to get too close. Those touched by the
Illusionist were unpredictable, at best. 


What could be
going on inside that head of his? It must be one confusing landscape.


Something in the distance caught his eye. A stream
of humanity shuffled, stumbled, and hobbled their way toward a door set into
the wall of the temple complex. Bedraggled men and women clutched children with
wide eyes and distended bellies. Tattered clothing, filthy bandages, and open
sores marked them as the poor and destitute of the city.


This had to be the place.


The bald man pushed into the line near the front.
He jockeyed for position, jostling a thin, pockmarked man and a hulking brute.
The two stared back at the newcomer with empty stares and lifeless expressions.



The Hunter wedged himself between a half-asleep
mother clutching a bawling baby to her breast and a man scratching the large
boil on his nose. He was only too glad when the line moved forward—the smells
were overpowering.


And I thought
I reeked after a week on the road!


The queue moved forward, and someone shoved the
Hunter. He stumbled into the woman holding the infant. The mother seemed not to
notice the bawling of her child. She shuffled after those at the head of the
line, her eyes drooping, shoulders slumped.


This section of the temple complex looked nothing
like the gorgeous lawns and pristine gardens of the main entrance. Mud stained
the floors, walls, stairs, and benches. Instead of the beautiful scents of
flowers, a noxious odor rose from the mass of huddled bodies crammed into the
room. He sucked in deep breaths, filling his nostrils with the stench of
disease and filth. Sensory immersion was the only way to survive the assault on
his senses.


The gods play
a cruel joke. They twist the dagger in my side
and reduce me to such a state as this? 


"What's wrong with your eye?" The
question came from the Hunter's left—his blind side. 


The bald man stared at the Hunter with a quizzical
look. 


"Wolves." 


"Many of those hereabouts?" 


The Hunter shrugged. "I been traveling awhile.
Road conditions aren't what they used to be." He spoke in the lilting
accent of a Praamian.


"Traveling? With that leg?" The bald man
stroked his matted beard, dislodging debris and bits of what looked like old
food. "Must have made for slow travel."


"Lots of long, cold nights on the road. Not
much in the way of food and water. Nothing but this"—he held up the
crutch—"to protect myself…" He shuddered for dramatic effect. 


"You've come to the right place, then. There's
water aplenty here, though the bread's a bit hard. It's still something to fill
your belly, though."


As if on cue, a door on the far side of the
enclosure swung open and a bevy of Beggar Priests flocked in. The Hunter's
stomach rumbled at the smell of bread rising from the covered baskets in their
arms. More priests distributed water-skins.


The Hunter studied the Beggar Priests. All wore
white robes, with nary a speck of dust on the pristine cloth. Their clothing
was of a much finer quality than the threadbare garments of Father Reverentus
and his fellow Beggar Priests of Voramis. 


It seems the
generosity of the Beggar God extends more to some of his flock than others. 


Clean-shaven and tonsured, they looked nothing like
the old, world-weary clerics he had seen in Voramis. These sported paunches and
rotund cheeks, their skin wan. They were young—few older than twenty, if I don't miss my guess. 


The Beggar Priests strode among their flock,
placing bread and water-skins into reaching hands. All wore forced, strained
smiles. 


Unlike most of the beggars the Hunter had
encountered, those around him sat still, patient. None surged toward the
priests, all waited their turn to be given bread and food. He understood why
when he spotted a group of hard-looking men standing by the entrance to the
inner temple complex. The thick truncheons in their hands would impel anyone to
good behavior. 


"They take their time, but they get to us
eventually." The bald man sat beside him, muttering to no one in
particular. His eyes wandered the room, his gaze unfocused. 


The Hunter shook his head. Something is definitely wrong in his mind. 


It felt like hours passed before the Beggar Priests
placed a crust of bread into the Hunter's hand. The priest passed a water-skin
to the man sitting next to the Hunter. The emaciated wretch stared at the skin
with wide, glassy eyes, as if unsure of what to do with it.


Though stale and dry, the bread tasted delicious,
and the Hunter devoured it in a few bites. Snatching the water-skin, he poured
its contents down his throat. Water had never tasted so good.


"Hey! Don't finish it all, you bastard."


"Don't worry, Bardin." A young priest
smiled down at the bald man, handing him another skin. "The Beggar God has
plenty for all." 


Bardin took the water-skin without a word of
thanks, and emptied it with loud slurps and gulps. "Ahh, delightful!"



Shaking his head, the Beggar Priest moved on.


Bardin turned to the Hunter. "So tell me,
what’s your story, young…?"


"Hardwell." 


"Hardwell." Bardin tried it on his
tongue. "Nah, I don't like it. I think I'll call you Rell. So, Rell, tell
me what's your story." He giggled. "Rell, tell, hee hee, funny
rhymes, funny rhymes."


"Well…" 


"Rell, tell, well…" Bardin burst into a
loud, ringing cackle that echoed through the small enclosure. 


One of the stalwarts guarding the door turned
toward them, giving them a menacing glare and a threatening wave of his
truncheon. Bardin quieted down quickly, but he still chuckled. 


The Hunter hunched his shoulders and pulled the
tattered hood over his head to hide his face. 


"This one's a poet." Bardin spoke to
himself in a conspiratorial whisper. "Will make for good entertainment,
this Rell." Wiping tears from his eyes, he turned to the Hunter again.
"Do tell, good Rell." 


He snorted at his cleverness. 


"I'm from the south." The Hunter spoke
quickly. He had no desire to draw attention. "A village a few days' ride
from Praamis." 


Why am I
telling him all this? 


His talkativeness surprised him. Had the exhausting
weeks of travel, with no one but the snarling voice in his mind, driven him to
madness? Perhaps the man reminded him just a bit of…


He clenched his jaw. No time for memories of things lost. 


Try as he might, he couldn't quite shut out
thoughts of the friends killed by the Dark Heresiarchs in Voramis. 


"Praamis, eh?" Bardin wiped snot from his
nose with a filthy sleeve. "And what brings you to Malandria?" 


The Hunter shrugged. "The life of a wandering
man, I suppose. My feet brought me here, so here I am." Despite his
recalcitrance, it felt good to talk to someone. 


"Those feet look like they could use a
rest." Bardin thrust his chin toward the Hunter's boots. "Those must
have seen better days, eh?"


"Aye."


"Got any place to stay?" 


The Hunter hadn't given much thought to his
lodgings. His attention had been consumed with two thoughts: reach Malandria
and find Soulhunger. Now that he had arrived, he had no idea where to stay, nor
any coin with which to pay for an inn.


Thanks to
those accursed Beggar Priests! May they rot in the foulest of the hells.


He shook his head. "No. But I'll figure it out
once I have eaten." 


"I declare that you shall join me in my inner
sanctum." Bardin spoke in a magnanimous tone, as if he were a prince
offering lodging in a fine palace. 


The Hunter opened his mouth to refuse, then
stopped. 


I have
nowhere to stay, nothing to eat, and no knowledge of the city whatsoever. I
might actually have to accept his offer. Watcher knows what sort of "inner
sanctum" this crazy bastard has! 


"Very well." 


He regretted it the moment the words left his
mouth. But what choice do I have? Better
than sleeping on the streets. 


"Wonderful!" Bardin clapped his hands,
again drawing the attention of the stern-looking priests. 


Ducking his head, Bardin whispered in the Hunter's
ear. "Don't let them take you.
They like to fiddle with your insides." 


The Hunter wiped away Bardin's spittle. Great, I'm lodging with a madman! Thankfully, it's only temporary. Once I find
my way into the House of Need, retrieve Soulhunger and the Swordsman's blades,
and recover the gold they stole from me, I'll be on my way.


Bardin's eyes wandered, and his lips moved without
a sound. His mind had clearly departed on a journey no sane man could follow.


Shaking his head, the Hunter leaned against the
wall. He welcomed the shade of the enclosure; at the very least, it blocked the
blinding sun. With his belly full for the first time in days, he allowed
himself to relax. 


Keeper's
taint, it feels good to get off your feet! 


He pulled his knees to his chest and wrapped his
arms around his legs. Resting his head on his knees, he closed his eye, breathing
deep and savoring the calm. 


Help me.


Had it just been his imagination? Did he really
hear the voice?


Help. The whisper
came again. 


He jerked upright, his eye snapping open.


Not this
again! 


His gaze darted around the enclosure, seeking the
source of the voice. 


Priests mingled among the beggars, offering food,
water, and what curative assistance they could. Men, women, and children
huddled against each other. Some snored, others mumbled, but most remained
numbly silent. None looked his way. Nothing seemed out of place. 


The voice repeated. Please. Help me.


Then he saw the woman huddled on the floor of the
enclosure. Suppurating sores covered her arms, disfigured her face, and leaked
blood through the robes covering her emaciated body. She reached a bony,
gnarled hand toward him in a gesture of supplication, her figure shimmering in
the heat of the afternoon. 


Help me. Her pleading
voice filled his mind.


The Hunter squeezed his eye closed, trying to
ignore the vision. I can't. You're
already dead.


She was still there when he opened his eye. Her
shoulders sagged and her head drooped. The rise and fall of her chest slowed,
her breath coming in ragged gasps. Then, with a shudder, she lay still.


She's dead. She died long ago. 


The words rang hollow in his mind. Her corpse
wafted away on the wind, until only hard stone met his gaze. Yet she had seemed
so real


Damn it! It's
getting worse. Even now, after all this time, I still hear the dead lament. Why
is this happening to me?


Remember. An ethereal
whisper filled his ear—a child's voice, soft, sweet, and filled with innocence.
The voice he had tried for so many weeks to forget. Remember the dead, for they
are all you have left.


"No!" The cry tore from his lips before
he realized it. Heads turned, and the priests cast questioning glances at him. 


The Hunter buried his face in his hands; as much to
hide his face as block out the sight of Farida materializing before him. 


No, he told
himself, I'm not alone. There's still
Her.


A hint of Her scent filled his nostrils. Her
presence tugged at the back of his mind, beckoning him. Her face appeared to
him.


He lay on the
bed beside Her. Darkness filled the room around them, with only a sliver of
morning light filtering through closed curtains. She turned Her face to his,
Her full lips parting in a welcome smile. 


Agony exploded in his head, and his heart ached as
the vision faded.


The demon's sultry whispers pierced the cacophony
in his head. “So many victims! The power
could you gain by killing them all.” 


The Hunter eyed the filthy, malodorous crowd around
him. 


“These are
the refuse of humanity. All too
weak and frail to stop you. Not even those priests with their foolish sticks.
You can take what you want.”


He clenched his fist, grinding his teeth until they
hurt. What I want is peace—from you, from everything. 


“Peace is
only granted after death. And you have much to do before you die, Bucelarii.”


Leave me
alone!


“Kill for me,
and I will give you your peace. If only for a short time.”


The Hunter's hand traced the raised flesh on his
chest. Four marks marred the smooth skin. Four deaths to feed Soulhunger,
staining him with a permanent reminder of who he was.


No! No more. 


It was a vain protest. He had journeyed to Malandria
to find Soulhunger. He needed the blade, no matter how much he hated it. How
could he resist its call?


“Death is
inevitable. It comes to all. It is
only for you that death serves as a source of power.”


I want none
of that power! I will not pay the price.


Bardin snorted, and the sound snapped the Hunter
from his reverie. The activity and life around him pushed back the demon's
voice, but it was not gone. It would always be there, haunting him, mocking
him.


Movement at the far end of the enclosure drew the
Hunter's attention. A procession of Beggar Priests strode through the door,
arms loaded with bandages, salves, and assorted ointments. The clerics wandered
among the beggars, treating sores and wounds, applying unguents, and exchanging
filthy bandages for fresh ones. 


A young priest picked his way through the crowd,
his eyes locked on the Hunter's face. 


"That eye looks nasty. Can't let it get
infected." The Beggar Priest squatted, reaching a hand toward the Hunter's
face. "May I?"


The Hunter almost waved the man away, but a fresh
wave of pain changed his mind. 


Cautiously, the fresh-faced priest removed the
patch. His eyes widened and he turned an intriguing shade of pale grey.
"I-I h-had best take care of it." 


With gentle hands, the cleric applied a foul-smelling
salve to the wound. 


"Mind the sting. The salve will prevent any
infection from setting in."


A shadow fell across the Hunter's face. The
newcomer—another priest—watched the younger man apply the salve, nodding
approval. 


The Hunter jerked back in surprise, the demon in
his mind snarling its rage. 


Visibos! 
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The Hunter stared up at the Apprentice Knight,
mouth agape. He imagined wrapping his fingers around Visibos' throat and squeezing
the life from the man. His fists clenched of their own accord. 


I expected
him to be in Malandria, but here? Now?



The young priest applying the ointment scolded him.
"Careful! I nearly got your eye with my thumb." 


"Sorry," the Hunter mumbled. He pitched
his voice low, mimicking an accent he'd picked up from sailors on the Endless
Sea. "Hurts is all."


"Aye." The fresh-faced cleric nodded.
"Just the salve doing its work." 


Visibos leaned close to study the Hunter's eye. He
showed no sign of recognition, only interest in the raw, painful wound. After a
moment, he patted the priest's shoulder, turned, and strolled away without a
backward glance. 


The Hunter watched the Knight Apprentice pick his
way through the crowd, never taking his eye from the man until he disappeared
through door into the main temple complex. He ground his teeth to hold back the
demon's demands for blood.


The young priest stood, wiping his hands on a rag
tucked into his belt. "Done! Come back in a few days and I'll give you
some more of this stuff. By the grace of our God, that eye should heal in no
time."


"Thankee," the Hunter mumbled. 


With a nod, the cleric moved down the line. 


"What was that?" Bardin whispered.


The Hunter flinched away from the bald man, wiping
spittle from his ear. "What was what?" 


"You. You seemed to recognize the older
priest. The bald one."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow at the word “bald”.
Bardin seemed not to notice. 


"No, I never seen him before. The blasted
salve hurt, that's all."


"Oh, sure, and I'm the Lord High Princess of
Praamis." Bardin's eyes glazed over and his voice turned musing.
"T'would be nice to be a princess, you know. You'd get all the fancy
things, like…" His rambling continued, but the Hunter stopped listening. 


Visibos is
here, which means I can find out what he's done with Soulhunger and the
Swordsman's blades. And my money, of course. I will take back what's mine! 


The Hunter's eye wandered, his mind racing. 


Three figures on the balcony above caught his
attention. A white-haired man leaned on the railing, his ancient hands gripping
the balustrade. He wore the same white robes of the Beggar Priests, with four
blue rings around the collar. Beside him stood a second figure, dressed in a
dark grey cloak, back turned to the Hunter. 


The Hunter's heart leapt into his throat at the
sight of the third figure.


Farida? 


A child stood next to the ancient priest, chubby
hands clinging to the white robes. Dark hair, round cheeks, a curious smile; the
child looked so much like the little girl he had lost in Voramis.


His heart threatened to burst from his chest, and
his vision blurred. This can't be
possible! 


The lad standing in the shadow of the priest was
too young to be Farida, his hair too curly to be the wavy lengths she had never
managed to keep neat. 


The white-robed priest was speaking. "My
friends. I thank you for coming, but alas, sundown draws near. The House of
Need will be closed for the night, so it is with a heavy heart that I must ask
you to leave." 


Groans echoed through the enclosure.


"However," the ancient cleric continued,
holding up his hands, "the doors will open again tomorrow, and you will
all be welcome at the Beggar's table. Until the morrow, my friends."


The Hunter watched the old priest stride away. His
heart lurched when the child slipped from view. Swallowing the lump in his
throat, he climbed to his feet and allowed the Beggar Priests to herd him from
the enclosure.


A whispered plea for help echoed in his mind, but
he ignored it. The voice faded as he shoved through the crowd and into the
street beyond. With a final glance at the spires high overhead, the Hunter
turned his back on the House of Need. 


I'll be back
later to claim what is rightfully mine! 


Someone jostled him, all but knocking him over. He
looked up to see Bardin striding away without a backward glance. The man
muttered nonsense, his eyes glazed and unfocused. 


"Bardin!"


Bardin either didn't hear him or ignored the call.
Cursing, the Hunter hobbled after Bardin. The crutch made it difficult to catch
up.


Keeper take
it! Time to ditch the damned thing. Now that I have no fear of being
recognized, I don't need to keep up the pretense. 


The stick clattered into an alleyway, and the
Hunter hurried after the bald man. 


Bardin rounded on him, face red, eyes wide.
"What are you doing following me? Leave me alone!" 


Startled, the Hunter held up his hands. "Easy!
You offered me a place to stay." 


"Did I?" The bald man's mouth twisted and
he scratched his head. 


"Don't you remember?" 


"Not really, but it doesn't sound much like
me." He raised an eyebrow, giving the Hunter an inquisitive stare.
"What's your name again?"


"Hardwell." 


Bardin stared back with a blank expression. 


The Hunter sighed. "Rell."


Bardin clapped him on the back. "Of course!
Rell, my boy! Glad to see you'll be joining me. Let's be off. Got a long way to
trek before dark." The bald man cast a furtive look over his shoulder.
"Have to be out of the streets after dark. That's when the bad things
happen…" 


He scurried away, muttering under his breath and
darting worried glances around. His fingers clutched something inside his
shirt. 


The Hunter had to run to keep up with the hunched
figure. "What do you mean by 'bad things'?" 


"Bad things," Bardin whispered in a
conspiratorial tone. "The wizards come
out at night."


The Hunter had read tales of sorcery in Voramis,
but those few possessing such powers had died out millennia ago. Magic had no
place in the world of the common man struggling to earn an honest—or, in most
cases, dishonest —living. 


"What in the Keeper's name are you talking
about? Aren't wizards the same sort of stories as flying lizards and…" 


He had been about to say “demons”. 


"They exist in Malandria, boyo." Bardin shivered,
his eyes growing wide. His breathing quickened and grew shallow. "Every
night…they come out and…gather a victim…for their hideous spells." 


The bald man collapsed in a heap, unintelligible
words pouring from his mouth. He sobbed and clutched his hands over his head,
as if warding off some invisible danger. 


"Bardin! Get up!"


The Hunter seized the bald man's arm, but Bardin
jerked away, crying out in terror. 


What is wrong
with him? 


The bald man's hand flashed to his neck, and he
clasped something between his forefinger and thumb. He stroked the object,
humming to himself, and slowly his wailing died.


Bardin suddenly lifted his head. "Well, Rell,
what are we waiting for? Let's be on our way."


Mouth agape, the Hunter extended a hand to help the
man to his feet. Bardin’s eyes were clear, focused. His expression showed no
sign of terror, and all traces of hysteria had left his voice. It was as if
nothing had happened. 


"We have to get inside before the sun sets.
That's when they come out." A
hint of the panic returned, but the object around his neck seemed to soothe
him. He stroked it unthinkingly. 


It took a moment for the Hunter to collect his
wits. What in the empty hell was that?


He rushed after the bald man. "What do you
mean? Who are they?" 


Bardin stopped so suddenly the Hunter nearly
crashed into him. He grabbed the ragged hem of the Hunter's cloak and pulled
him into the shadow of a nearby alley. The Hunter opened his mouth to protest,
but the bald man pressed a filthy finger into the Hunter's lips.


"The Order of Midas," he whispered.
"They rule Malandria, have for decades."


With a snarl, the Hunter shoved Bardin away. He
spat, trying to scour the taste of Bardin's finger from his mouth. "Speak
sense, man." 


Bardin nodded. "They removed the king decades
ago, and now they control the city." He spoke in a hushed tone, his eyes
darting up and down the street, never meeting the Hunter's gaze. 


The Hunter found it hard to believe the bald man's
words, especially after some of his earlier ramblings. Yet as he stared into
Bardin's eyes, he saw genuine terror written there, smelled the acrid stench of
the man's fear.


He looks
perfectly lucid. Could this
be more than just the ramblings of a madman? 


He studied the Hunter, his expression curious.
"That's odd. Y-Your eye, Rell, it's…" 


Curses! He had
forgotten. The featherglass lens had fallen out long ago. Bardin stared into
the Hunter's uninjured eye—the real one, with its depthless void. 


Had he been discovered? Could Bardin know the
truth? What would he do? The demon screamed for him to kill the man, but the
Hunter ignored it. 


I just need
to distract him. Crazy bastard can't keep his head straight for more than a
minute. 


The Hunter held up his hands in a placating
gesture. "Easy, Bardin. I'm sure these wizards are very real and very
terrifying." 


This seemed to soothe the bald man. He stepped
back, the anger fading from his face. His hand never left his neck, his thumb
stroking whatever hung there.


"Well then, we need to hurry. We've got only a
short while to reach the inner sanctum before the sun sets."


Again, it was as if his flash of anger had never
happened. He turned and rushed up the street without a backward glance to see
if the Hunter followed. 


Crazy old
bastard. The Order of Midas. Wizards! What will he come up with next?


The Hunter straightened his clothes and, with a
shake of his head, hurried after Bardin. 


I'll have to
humor him if I'm to have a place to stay tonight. 
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"Welcome to the inner sanctum!" Bardin gestured
to the pitiful shelter, his voice filled with pride. "You may enter my
humble abode, good Rell."


That? A
gentle breeze could knock that thing over. The Hunter schooled his
expression, hiding his distaste.


“Humble” would be a palace compared to the pile of
debris before him. A few boxes propped up by a collection of sticks, with a
handful of threadbare blankets thrown over the top. Something had eaten
hundreds of tiny holes in the cloth covering. The smell wafting from the
shelter carried hints of human refuse, scraps of meals eaten long ago, and the
thick muck covering the floor of the cramped alleyway. 


He took deep breaths to desensitize himself to the
overpowering scents. The embrace of the
Long Keeper has never held so much appeal, if only to provide an escape from the stench.


But what choice did he have? Penniless, dressed in
rags, and in a city he knew nothing about, he looked as much at home in the
rubbish as Bardin. 


The bald man failed to notice the Hunter's
hesitation. "Forgive the mess. My work has so consumed me that I haven't
found time to tidy up."


The Hunter squinted at the mess, raising an
eyebrow. "Work?" 


"Aye." Bardin smiled grandly, gesturing
to the papers strewn around the shelter. "Important work, indeed. Very
secret, if you know what I mean." Indecipherable scribbles covered the
scraps of parchment—no doubt stolen. 


The Hunter stifled a sardonic smile. "Well
then, I will be certain not to disturb you." 


Bardin's expression grew haughty. "See that
you don't. Some very important people
will grow very angry if the manuscripts are not delivered on time."


With a mistrustful glance for the Hunter, he shoved
the crumpled papers beneath a moth-eaten blanket before crawling inside the
shelter. 


"Come on in. Make yourself comfortable, but mind
you keep on your side!" 


The Hunter wouldn't use the word “comfortable” to
describe the cramped space within the shelter. He bumped his head against boxes
and foul-smelling crates, leaving a film of something oily and dirty clinging
to his hair. 


He hadn't imagined the smell could get any worse;
he had been wrong. The enclosed space magnified the foul odors, rendering them
overpowering and nauseating. He forced himself not to think about the muck
squelching beneath his toes, nor the trickle of something—definitely not water—running along the side of the shelter. 


Somehow, he managed to find a spot fairly free of
mud. A discarded piece of lumber provided him with an escape from the mire.
With a sigh, the Hunter stretched his legs and leaned back against a crate. 


His foot collided with a thin pole in the center of
the tent. The structure wobbled and shifted, and the blanket roof sagged. 


"Watch yourself, clumsy oaf!" Bardin
lurched toward the pole, and his hasty movement knocked over one of the crates
holding up the structure. 


With a steady stream of invectives, the bald man
struggled out from beneath the pile of boxes and tried to rebuild the shelter.
The Hunter offered what assistance he could, but Bardin waved him away. 


"Stupid youngster," Bardin muttered.
"Coming in here and ruining everything."


The Hunter stopped himself from pointing out
Bardin's role in the shelter's collapse. 


"Got the blasted thing rebuilt just in
time." Bardin cast worried glances at the sky. The last rays of sunlight
filtered over the hills to the west, and the first evening stars showed their
twinkling faces. 


The bald man turned to the Hunter, his face somber.
"We must stay here through the
night. Only once the sun has risen can we move about freely."


This again. 


"Because of the wizards?" 


Bardin nodded. "Aye. The bastards grab anyone
they can find on the streets. Every night, someone goes missing, never to be
seen again."


The Hunter rolled his eye. "Where do they
go?" 


"The rituals…" Bardin shuddered, his eyes
darting around, and he caressed the object at his neck. "They
are…horrible. They drive men mad, but it's the torture that's the worst part.
The screams…"


"And you've seen these wizards?" 


Bardin looked confused. "Seen them? Oh no. No
one has. Or at least no one living." He shivered and clutched his ragged
cloak tighter. "But one can only imagine…"


The Hunter stifled a snort. Sweet Mistress! All that terror, just the product of his imagination.


Bardin must have sensed his incredulity, for the
man rounded on the Hunter, eyes flashing, his face turning red. "I've
already lost three friends to the Order of Midas! I'm not about to let myself
become the next victim in their horrible rituals."


Even if you
have no idea that these rituals are real.


"But in here it's safe?" The Hunter
gestured to the flimsy shelter around him, stifling a derisive snort. "This will keep out the Order of
Midas?"


A few boxes,
blankets, and sticks. Some protection this will be. 


Bardin smiled, with the look of a patient adult lecturing
an infant. "Right you are, young Rell. The wizards only grab those out and about." 


The Hunter gave an exaggerated nod. "Very
well. Then I shan't parade around the streets. I believe I'll stay in
tonight." 


"Just keep your volume down," Bardin snapped.
"I've got to focus on my work here." 


The man's sudden shift in mood surprised the
Hunter, but he said nothing. He was growing accustomed to the man's
unpredictable temperament. 


Bardin had already turned away and now fumbled
beneath his blanket. He drew forth the crumpled papers, and, squinting in the
fading light, began to shuffle through them. "Now, where was I?"


The Hunter's keen ears picked up occasional
snatches of Bardin's muttered nonsense.


"…secret tunnels through the walls of the
bakery…"


"…the dogs did it, I could swear…"


"…how did he know? It must have…"


Bardin's mumbling faded into the background. 


The Hunter lay back, pillowing his head in his
hands. He eyed the pitiful shelter, and the reality of his situation finally
sank in.


I'm staying
with a Minstrel-cursed beggar, sharing a filthy blanket in some horrible hovel.
How has it come to this? 


Any one of the hells would be a welcome change from
his current predicament. Fire, frost, blasted winds, mind-numbing
emptiness—anything was better than this misery. 


Why am I even
here? 


The question played over in his mind. Shelter from
the wind? He had slept in the biting cold before. Protection from the
“wizards”? He snorted and rolled his eye. 


What
possessed me to accept Bardin's offer to share this…cesspool?


Bardin intrigued him. The man had nothing, yet he
offered it to the Hunter willingly. How was that possible?


The Hunter understood the desire to offer
protection to others. He'd spent good coin on food, blankets, and remedies for the
beggars that had shared his home in Voramis. Yet he'd had plenty to spare.
Bardin had nothing but the ragged clothing on his back and the filthy shelter. 


The Hunter stared at the tattered blanket beneath
him. He should hoard every small comfort,
but he shares what little he has without hesitation, without question. What would possess a man to do something
like that?


What hidden agenda led Bardin to offer the Hunter
shelter? The Hunter had nothing of value to steal.


Why, why,
why?


Bardin was a puzzle, one the Hunter was determined
to decipher.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter awoke with a jerk. 


"Where…?"


Disoriented, he took in his unfamiliar
surroundings. He lay in filth, a rotting canvas over his head, boxes and crates
surrounding him. A candle flickered a few paces away, revealing a bald head and
a thick beard. 


He remembered. Malandria. Bardin. He touched the
patch over his left eye. He hadn't dreamed this.


"Ah, you're up," Bardin said, without
looking up. "Had me thinking you were dead, you did."


The Hunter rubbed his eye and yawned. "What
time is it?"


"Just after sundown."


"What?" The Hunter bolted upright. 


Bardin nodded. "A night and a day you slept,
young Rell."


The Hunter's eye widened. Was it possible? He
cursed his body for its weakness. He had never slept more than a few hours at a
time. He didn't need rest as normal men did. Now, however, he was reduced to
the state of pathetic humanity. With mortality, came fatigue. 


And hunger. His stomach protested loudly. 


Bardin shook his head. "I thought to bring you
some food and water, but the House of Need is tight-fisted in its generosity.
You'll have to wait until tomorrow."


The Hunter reached for his purse. He would buy all
he needed. Then he remembered. 


Thrice-accursed
Cambionari! 


Sir Danna and Visibos had taken his fortune and
left him for dead. They were to blame for his condition. He had a vision of
smashing Visibos’ face in with his sword, of plunging Soulhunger into Sir
Danna's treacherous face. His fingers traced the marks on his chest.


The demon pushed the blame back on the Hunter. Had
he heeded its warnings…


The Hunter clenched his fists. We cannot alter the past! All we can do is find a way to change the
future.


A gentle throbbing echoed in the back of his head. 


Soulhunger. 


He remembered why he had come to Malandria. He had
followed the blade here, and nothing would stop him from retrieving it. He
could not live like this. His frailty frustrated him no end. He had to recover
Soulhunger. 


Or did he? Did he really need the blade, or did it simply
need him?


He pushed the thought aside. He would not dwell on
it, not with the blade so close at hand. Perhaps he would have time to consider
the question once he had recovered what the Beggar Priests had stolen from him.


The Hunter maneuvered toward the entrance of the
shelter, trying not to dislodge anything or bring down the frail construction.


"Can't go out! You have to stay inside after
dark!" 


Bardin's cry startled him. The bald man's eyes were
wide, and he clutched the object at his neck. 


"Easy, Bardin. I just have to relieve myself.
I'll be back in a minute." 


Pushing aside the threadbare canvas entrance, the
Hunter stepped into the darkness beyond. 


"Beware!" Bardin's voice followed him.
"Beware the wizards!"


Wizards! What
a hare-brained notion. 


The Hunter shook his head. Hadn't he read somewhere
that the last true wizard had died out millennia ago? 


But they had said the same about demons. Could
there be truth in the rumors?


His inner demon had nothing to add. 


That's what I
thought. So, there are no wizards, but we have a much more real problem to deal
with.


Cambionari. His inner demon filled his mind with
its shrieks. 


Somehow he had to find Soulhunger without the
demon-hunting priests of the Beggar God finding him first. How he would do that,
he had no clue.


The demon had its own ideas. It begged for death,
whispering of power. Once he found Soulhunger, he could simply carve his way
through the ranks of—


No! The Hunter
fought the demanding voice. We tried that
in Voramis, and look how that turned out. Precision and planning, rather than
brute force, will help us recover Soulhunger and the Swordsman's blades.


Rage filled his mind. The demon cursed the iron
blades. He would be better off without them.


The Hunter shook his head. Yet retrieve them we shall. In our search for Soulhunger and our gold,
we can find the blades and be gone before we are discovered. 


A nagging thought plagued him. How many Cambionari
resided within the House of Need? He doubted he could stand against a
well-trained, well-armed opponent in his current condition. 


The smarter
choice is stealth. Slip in, take back what is mine, and slip out undetected.
Once I have recovered Soulhunger, we will be on our way.


The priests would hunt him down, would seek to kill
him. His only hope lay in killing them first.


Then let them
try! Their deaths will be on their heads, but I will not seek out battle. 


“Coward!”


The Hunter clenched his fists. Call me what you will, Demon. It makes no difference. I kill when I decide.


“And what of
the Bloody Hand? You didn't hesitate to butcher every last one of them, yet you
hold back for the priests that have hunted your kind to extinction?”


He had no rational justification, no answer to
satisfy the demon. Irritated, he stomped toward the mouth of the alley. Mocking
laughter echoed in his mind.


Something squelched underfoot, and water—please be water!—flooded his boots. With
a shudder, the Hunter wended his way through the mess of hovels cluttering the
alley.


From the House of Need, he had followed Bardin
north, following the main avenue before ducking into a narrow back lane.
Hundreds of makeshift shacks stood in the shadows of dilapidated buildings. The
moon had not yet risen, and in the darkness of the alley, the shelters seemed
even more pathetic. 


The Hunter wended his way through the shanty town
as quickly as he could, stepping with caution to avoid more puddles. 


He took a deep breath. The smells of animal refuse,
spices, and unwashed humans hung thick in the night air. The mixture felt
oddly…comforting. After weeks spent alone on the road, the odors of the city
reminded him of Voramis—of home.


Few people passed him on the streets. They spared
him a quick glance and a look of disgust before hurrying past, terror painting
their faces. It felt odd to walk through empty streets. Much of Voramis had
only come to life after nightfall. In Malandria, avenues that saw heavy traffic
during the day stood silent and empty in the darkness. 


It seems the
fear of these wizards is strong. How can people be foolish enough to believe
they exist?


He pulled the hood of his tattered robe over his
head, the dark cloak rendering him all but invisible in the lengthening shadows
of evening. Instinct alone as a guide, he retraced his steps to the House of
Need. 


As he walked, he mulled over the problem of how to
retrieve Soulhunger. The guard at the Beggar Temple had stopped him before he
had reached the bottom of the steps, and he guessed the watch would be doubled
at night.


He found it odd to encounter armed men at the House
of Need. The thought of the man in shining white armor standing in the mud
outside of the decrepit temple in Voramis brought a smile to his lips. 


Guards or no
guards, I have to find a way in. 


But he had no reason to hurry. A night and day of
rest had done him good. He felt stronger than he had in a long, long time. 


He grimaced as he caught a whiff of his own scent:
the reek of dried sweat, dust, clothing worn for far too long, and the stench
of the shanty town.


Before I can
find a way into the temple, I have to get out of these foul clothes! Even if
the guards don't see me, they'd smell me from a league away.


But where to find clothes at such a late hour, and
not a coin to his name?


The towering mansions bordering the main avenue
drew his eye, and he smiled.


Perfect. 


 


 









Chapter Five
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The Hunter tugged on the hem of the stolen tunic. Sweet Mistress! Could this be any more uncomfortable? 


The seat of his britches sagged, the belt wrapping
around his waist twice. The voluminous midsection of the shirt hung nearly to
his knees, but his shoulders strained against the seams. 


The previous
owner must have been one pear-shaped bastard. 


The only saving grace was the boots. Soft-soled,
made with supple leather, they fit as if made for his feet. He hardly felt his
blisters.


Shrouded in a dark cloak—purloined along with the
other items—the Hunter slipped through the streets of Malandria without a
sound. Water dripped from his hair, soaking the cloak, but he ignored it. 


By the Bright
Lady, it is wonderful to be clean! He flicked a bit of hay from his arm. Now, if I can only forget that I just bathed
in a blasted horse trough. 


The arid land between the Chasm of the Lost and
Malandria had been devoid of rivers and streams. He couldn't remember the last time
he had washed. One of the first days out of Voramis, no doubt.


He hadn't felt this good in weeks. While not gone
entirely, the aches and pains of the road had faded.


Nothing moved on the street in front of the temple.
He took up a vantage point in the shadows of a building facing the temple and
studied the massive complex. 


The white walls of the House of Need all but shone
in the weak starlight. The massive structure—so imposing and magnificent in the
light of day—looked dull and muted in the darkness. It radiated a grim,
sinister aura that sent an involuntary shudder down the Hunter's spine.


Now, how in
the Keeper's name am I going to get in there?


He dashed across the empty plaza and flattened
himself against the nearest pillar. A glance down the stairs revealed hundreds
of torches and lanterns shining in the garden, lining the staircase, and
illuminating the entrance to the House of Need. Guards stood in neat rows along
the main paths, their stances rigid and alert.


The Hunter mouthed a silent curse. This isn't going to be as easy as I'd like.


The demon filled his head with visions of him
carving his way through the guards. Warriors fell before him like wheat beneath
a scythe. Oh, the glorious carnage he wreaked, power flooding him with each
imagined death. 


He shuddered. No!
Not like this. Not without Soulhunger. 


With one eye and no weapon, he would be outmatched
and outnumbered. His body hadn't healed from injuries incurred weeks ago. What
chance did he have against armed guards?


Hidden in the shadow of the column, the Hunter
studied the layout of the gardens below. The torch and lantern light was
concentrated at the heart of the gardens, and most of the guards stood watch
along the center avenue leading up to the House of Need's main entrance. Only a
few men strode along the outer walls of the complex. Bushes, trees, and shrubs
lined the wall, scattering the already faint illumination. 


Heart racing, the Hunter glided from pillar to
pillar. He kept a wary eye on the guards in the garden below, but none turned
toward him. Between the darkness of the moonless night and the deep grey of his
cloak, he was all but invisible.


A patrol tromped past, and the Hunter flattened
himself against a column. A drop of sweat trickled down his forehead, stinging
his injured eye.


Master's
stones, it seems forever since I've done something like this! 


How long had it been since he left Voramis? Two
months? Three? 


He waited until the clattering of armor faded
before slithering down the steps, hugging the outer wall. His soft leather
boots made not a sound, and the gentle breeze obscured the rustling of his
cloak. A quick dash and he slipped into the shadow of the wall.


A smile touched his lips. I had forgotten how much fun it can be.


He crouched in the shadow of a bush. A sweet, clean
scent wafted from the blooming flowers, bringing with it the memory of a face.


Farida. 


He blinked, shaking his head to dispel the
apparition. Farida's face faded, but another replaced it—this one a young boy.
The lad, no older than Farida had been, stared up at him with wide eyes, mouth
agape.


Not now! 


The Hunter wanted to cry out, to scream, anything
to drive the vision away, but he could not. He dropped to his knees and pressed
his hands to his head. 


Leave me
alone! Please, leave me in peace.


The fallen
lament. In the silence of the garden, the voice in his mind echoed with the
force of a thunderclap. You are the only
testament to their existence. 


His stomach lurched and heaved. A lump formed in his
throat, and his breath came in ragged gasps. His head felt as if it would
explode. 


Take them
away! He bit his lip to keep from crying out. 


You will bear
witness, the voice whispered. One way or
another.


Then it was gone. The pain in his head slowly faded.



A bead of sweat rolled down his spine, and he
shivered. Had the air grown so cold so quickly? He climbed to his feet, his
knees unsteady. 


Keeper, take
these accursed apparitions! 


He had thought them the product of his imagination,
brought on by the fatigue of travel. But they remained even after a night of
rest. 


Why in the
blasted hell do they keep coming to me? He had asked himself that
question hundreds of times in the last weeks.


Anger and frustration mounting, he slipped through
the shadows along the outer wall of the temple complex. His progress seemed
agonizingly slow, but he could move no faster for fear of being noticed. 


Curses!


Four armored guards stood before the main entrance
to the House of Need. A dozen more patrolled around the temple perimeter. 


Not that way.



He ran his hands along the surface of the wall
behind him. His finger slipped easily into a crack in the wall, and an uneven
stone provided a foothold.


Perfect. 


 


* * *


 


The Hunter closed and latched the second-floor
window without a sound. 


The foolish
priests fail to guard their upper levels. All too easy to slip in.


Lanterns cast dim light around the room. A sweet
scent rose from a floral centerpiece on one of the tables. Desks, chairs, and
sofas dotted the chamber, hinting at a sitting space of some sort. 


These priests
lead quite cushy lives. 


The door at the far end of the room opened into a
short hallway, equally silent and empty. Tapestries, paintings, and portraits
hung from the walls, and thick carpet covered the floors—a luxury the Hunter
had only seen in the mansions of the truly wealthy Voramians. 


Nothing like
the sparse interior of the House of Need in Voramis. So much empty, wasted
space!


Dim lantern light cast eerie shadows through the
corridor. The silence of the temple pressed in on him, making him uneasy.


A royal
palace for a gaggle of priests—priests of the Beggar God no less! Beggars, my
arse.


He opened the door at the end of the hall.


Books, more than he had seen in his lifetime, sat
on shelves that stretched from floor to ceiling. He could almost hear the
wooden shelves creaking under the weight of the volumes, all different shapes
and sizes.


Watcher's
teeth! Graeme would have loved this. 


He envisioned the bald Voramian alchemist rubbing
his pudgy fingers together in excitement, and smiled at the thought. 


Fat bastard
could have spent an entire lifetime in a room like this. Imagine all the
secrets that lie hidden in these tomes. If only I had the time to read them
all…


Memories of his friend in Voramis brought back the
familiar sorrow. Not for the first time, he wondered if he had made the right
decision to leave the city he had called home for nearly five decades.


He pushed down the sentiment. No time for that. Focus. 


But on what? He had no idea where to begin. All of
his energy had been concentrated on getting into the House of Need. Now that he
was here…


Soulhunger's familiar presence echoed weakly in the
back of his mind. 


Where are
you? 


The musty smell of ancient books filled his nostrils,
oddly soothing. His fingers unconsciously traced the marks on his chest. 


Closing his eye, he cast out his thoughts,
searching for the dagger. The pulsing in his head increased in volume and
intensity. He felt himself being pulled downward, so close to finding…


Sounds at the far end of the library snapped him
from his concentration. A door opening and closing. Voices. 


Watcher damn
it! He slipped behind a bookshelf. He couldn't risk being found. Not yet.
Not when he was so close. 


Two men entered the room, both wearing the white of
Beggar Priests. The man on the right carried a lantern, and the dim light
revealed familiar features.


Visibos! 


The demon snarled, baying for blood and death. The
Hunter clenched his fists to stop himself from leaping at the man. 


A sudden inspiration seized him. Wait! This could actually be a good thing. He took the dagger from me, which means he
brought it here to Malandria. Maybe he knows where the vault is. 


He would leave Visibos alive long enough to lead
him to Soulhunger. After that…


The demon quieted, content. The Hunter strained to
hear their hushed conversation. The single word he caught sent a chill down his
spine.


"…Bucelarii…" 


They're
talking about me. 


The Hunter crept forward, gathering up his cloak to
stop it from rustling. He glided through the shadows of the library like a
beast of prey stalking its quarry.


"...and I'm
telling you, Brother Supplicatus," Visibos was saying as the Hunter
slipped behind a nearby bookshelf, "it was
a Bucelarii!"


"How is that possible? The creatures were
killed off millennia ago. There hasn't been a sighting in a thousand
years."


"We may not have seen any of the demonspawn," Visibos retorted, "but that
doesn't mean they're all dead and gone. They may have simply grown cleverer in
their efforts to hide from us."


"And you're certain this Hardwell was one of
the foul creatures?"


"Aye, Brother." Visibos spoke with
self-assured confidence. "The ferrospike venom paralyzed him, just as it
was meant to. He bled to death on the tip of Sir Danna's blade, and, for good
measure, we threw his accursed corpse into the Chasm of the Lost."


The Hunter's fingernails dug into his palm. It didn't work, you bastard! I'm still here.



"It is
dead," Visibos said, "I am certain. But that knowledge fills me with
little comfort. I tell you, Supplicatus, where there's one, there's bound to be
more. It seems our eternal vigilance has proven necessary."


 "You
can't possibly believe—" 


"Of course I believe, Brother! The threat is
very real." 


The dim light of the lantern played with the man's
features. For a moment, Visibos’ rage-twisted face reminded the Hunter of the
Demon of Voramis. 


Visibos’ voice rose to a shout. "There was a
Watcher-damned Bucelarii wandering the roads of Einan! He looked and spoke
exactly as a human would."


Supplicatus opened his mouth to speak, but Visibos
barreled on.


"It is only by the grace of the Beggar that I
saw his accursed blade when he drew it from that iron box. Had he not, he would
have never been discovered, and he would still be alive today. Imagine that, Brother!"


The Hunter's cheeks grew hot, and his pulse pounded
in his ears. He had thought Visibos unconscious after the fight on the mountain
trail. Somehow, the bastard had seen Soulhunger. The Hunter had fought and bled
to save the two priests—the Cambionari—and
they repaid him by trying to kill him. He ached to wrap his hands around
Visibos’ neck and twist. 


The demon railed at the Hunter, demanding death.
The priest deserved it!


Swallowing, he forced his fists to unclench. Their time will come. Once I have what I
need from him, by Derelana, he will pay!


Visibos’ voice echoed in the high-vaulted library.
"I would look up the history of the demonspawn if I could, if not for the
foolishness of Father Pietus."


"Guard your tongue! You may be a Knight
Apprentice of the Cambionari, but you still owe respect to the Holy
Father."


"Of course, of course." Visibos sounded
unrepentant. "Still, you must admit, selling those histories to Lord Apus
was a foolish thing to do. They contain the only recorded passages with mention
of the demonspawn, yet he sells them to some rich merchant lord! Apus won't
even grant me access to the books—volumes that once sat within these very
walls."


"But Father Pietus said we needed the money,
and Lord Apus showed great interest in the ancient records." 


Visibos snorted. "Aye, Father Pietus said we needed the money, but look
around you, Supplicatus! What could we possibly need it for? The hallways are
lined with countless valuables, and our vault is filled with the wealth of
centuries. No, parting with those books was a mistake. Even more so, now that
we know the Bucelarii are not truly gone."


The priests strode past his hiding place, and the
Hunter flattened himself against the bookshelf. Fire burned in his chest.
Visibos’ scent—ink, parchment, and dried herbs—filled his nostrils. It reminded
him of the moment when the man had thrown him into the Chasm of the Lost. 


Yet it was another scent that drew his attention. A
much subtler odor, one he had not encountered since Voramis.


A demon!
Here? 


He inhaled again. The reek of decay remained, but
only as an undertone, too faint to belong to either man. But there was no
mistaking that smell. 


They have
come in contact with a demon. But in the House of Need? How is that possible?


The Cambionari had dedicated their lives to hunting
demons. 


"Perhaps, you are right, Visibos. But who are
we to question the Holy Father?" 


The Hunter's mind barely registered the words. 


"His actions have seemed odd of late, or am I
alone in noticing?" Visibos' voice held a note of derision.


"His actions are his own to interpret, Apprentice. He is the Holy Father, and
as such, he…"


The voices trailed off as the two men moved farther
into the library. The Hunter made no move to follow them. He had heard enough. 


A demon in
the House of Need. This changes things. 


He couldn't face a demon in his current condition.
Injured and weak, he would stand little chance of survival—much less victory.
No, he needed to find Soulhunger—and the Swordsman's blades—first. 


But if I try
to retrieve Soulhunger now, there is no guarantee I can do so unseen. After
all, I am an assassin, not a thief. 


The differences, while subtle, lay in the necessary
skills. He could find and kill his targets better than any man alive, but to
find hidden vaults or break into locked storerooms? With no idea where to find
the dagger, he could spend a lifetime searching the enormous temple complex.
The risk of discovery increased with every minute he remained in the temple.
Could he take the chance? If the Cambionari recognized him, they would hunt him
to the ends of Einan.


He ran his fingers over his face, feeling the eye
patch and his thick, matted beard. 


No, for the
moment I am safe in my anonymity. The priests believe me dead, so dead I shall
stay. Soulhunger will remain in the priests' vaults until I am ready to
retrieve it. 


A thought struck him; something stood out from the
conversation he had overheard.


Visibos said
there are recorded histories with mention of Bucelarii. If I can find those
books, I can find answers.


His forgotten past haunted him. His need to know
more eclipsed his desire to recover Soulhunger. For now. 


The blade's throbbing grew strident, protesting as
he retreated through the library. 


I will be
back for you. 


First, he owed a certain lord a visit. 


Let us see
what we can find in those books of history.


 









Chapter Six
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The creature
slept, awoke to bright sunlight streaming into its cave, and slept again. Dreamless
sleep, punctuated only by pain.


Its wounds
were deep, its body shattered. 


It remembered
falling—an endless plunge from an immense height. 


No thoughts
swirled in the creature's mind. Only the instinct to live, to survive.


It sensed the
approach of its rust-colored companion. The bear's scent filled the creature's
nostrils before the animal cast its shadow over the entrance of the cave. The
smell of fresh prey accompanied the deep odor of predator.


Blood dripped
on the creature's face. The bear dropped a fresh carcass to the floor beside
it. Ravenous, the broken thing tore into the animal's still-warm flesh without
hesitation. 


Strength
returned with food. Its limbs moved, albeit with great pain. The bear stared at
the two-legged creature, its scent welcoming and glad. “Man”, the beast seemed
to say.


“Man.”
Conscious thought returned with strength. “I am man.” 


His head
hurt. Agony flooded him as he pushed up from the ground on shaky forepaws. No,
on shaky hands. Warm, coppery blood dripped down his neck. With trembling hands
and numb fingers, the man felt the jagged stone buried deep in his head. 


The fall.


He ripped it
loose, and agony flared in the creature's—the man's—head. Blood flowed anew.
Darkness floated through his vision.


A cold, wet
nose nuzzled the man's face. 


Opening his
eyes, the man stared up into the dark liquid eyes of his shaggy companion. 


A growl
echoed through the cave. The man's body demanded more food. Naught but bone
remained of the carcass brought by the bear.


The bear
growled and nudged the man. “Hunt.”


The man
fought to stand. Dizziness washed over him. Fresh blood trickled from his head.



He collapsed.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter clawed his way to consciousness, suffocated
by the remembered agony. A scream died stillborn on his lips as the pain
drained slowly away.


He blinked, his uninjured eye heavy with sleep. The
left side of his face throbbed, a persistent, nagging ache. The dim light
filtering through the canvas did little to illuminate his surroundings. 


The demon seized his moment of disorientation to
assault his mind with insistent demands for death. The Hunter rolled over and
buried his head in his hands. The pressure mounted until he could not block it
out. The assorted odors of unwashed humans, mud, and rot filled his senses.
With the smells came memories. Memories of those he had lost in Voramis. Those
he had failed. 


Scrambling to his knees, the Hunter staggered from
the tent. Stomach churning, breath coming in ragged gasps, he stumbled away
from the shelter. He had to get out of there, had to find a way to escape the
chaos in his mind. 


The demon would not relent. It sensed the presence
of warm, beating hearts around him, and it wanted blood.


“Kill them
all, and let their deaths feed you power. Take back what is rightfully yours!”


The demon had wanted him to kill the beggars in
Voramis, but he had refused. He would not kill these, either. 


His fingers traced the raised flesh on his chest. They do not deserve it. 


“What does it
matter? Deserving or not? We are the Bucelarii, bringers of death!”


His mind felt as if it would shatter from the
struggle. Why did he fight this urge to kill? Why did he deny his nature?


Acid surged up from his stomach. He fell to his
hands and knees, and his vomit mixed with the filth and mire of the alleyway.
He tried to climb to his feet, but a fresh wave of nausea gripped him. He
pressed a filthy hand to his aching head.


"Hey!" A shrill voice cut into the
pounding. "That's my front door you just sicked up on!" 


A rustling sounded from within the makeshift
shelter, and a grimy hand pushed aside the canvas. A woman older than time
stared down at the Hunter, her pale, age-spotted face twisted in a mixture of
anger and concern. 


"Why, I oughta—!" Her words cut off in a
cough, a horrendous hacking that reminded him of…


"Nan?" The word tore from his mouth
before he could stop himself. He reached out, as if to touch the face he
remembered so well.


The crone flinched back. "Hey now! What d'you
think you're doing?" 


She looks so
much like her! 


Thin, frail shoulders, ragged clothing, wrinkled,
sun-burned skin, eyes red-rimmed and rheumy, limbs gnarled with age. But her
face was different—there were no acid scars to twist her smile into a perpetual
grimace. No, Old Nan had died beneath the blades of the Dark Heresiarchs, by
order of the Demon of Voramis. 


"You dying, boy? Not the consumption, is
it?" A touch of pity mixed with the harsh edge of the old woman's voice.


"N-no," the Hunter choked out. Wiping his
mouth, he climbed to his feet. "No, I'm fine, thank you."


"Oh, so good to know you're fine, but what about my front door? You've got it all
covered with spew, so you have."


It would be so easy, the demon whispered. No one
would miss her. Or any of the others. They were the refuse of humanity.


The Hunter tried to block the voice. His head
pounded and his fingers twitched, as if aching to wrap around the old woman's
throat. 


"S-sorry." 


He stumbled away, the crone's shrill protests
drowned out by the demon's screams for blood. His feet moved of their own
accord, pounding through the muck of the alley, racing toward the main avenue.


Leave me
alone! 


“You know
what you must do, Bucelarii. Only with death will you find peace.”


He broke free of the alley and emerged onto the
main avenue. The broader, diluted scents of city life filled his nostrils.
After months of fresh, clean air and open roads, he welcomed the myriad odors.
They were familiar, almost…comforting. 


Closing his eye, he leaned on a hitching post and
took deep, heaving breaths, trying to suppress the cavorting of his stomach. He
massaged his temples to calm the throbbing in his head.


Would he ever find freedom from the voice that
drove him like a cruel taskmaster, unrelenting until he did its bidding? It
would not leave him be, not until he gave in. Even then, the cessation of his
suffering was only temporary. He needed more; he needed lasting peace. 


"You all right, lad?" Bardin called from
behind. "Did you also see the monster in your boots?"


The bald man hurried up behind the Hunter, panting.



His forehead wrinkled as he eyed the busy street.
"It's an awfully bright evening. An odd season for such occurrences, isn't
it, Rell?"


The Hunter's hands shook, but the pounding in his
head diminished. "It's morning, Bardin." 


This surprised Bardin. "Why, so it is, lad!
You're awfully sharp for a man with one eye. Perhaps, it's time for us to find
a bit of dinner." 


"Breakfast." 


"Yes, of course, breakfast. The House of Need
will open its doors soon, and they're always good for a crust of bread. Though
they may not take you in looking like that." He studied the Hunter's dark
clothing, apparently failing to notice they weren't the same shabby garments
from the day before. 


The Hunter clenched his fists to stop the trembling
in his hands. His stomach churned, acid burning the back of his throat. The
ache in his head refused to leave.


“You know
what I want. What I need.”


A chill spread through the Hunter's limbs, turning
them leaden and numb. Fog filled his mind and clouded his thoughts. He would
not kill the beggars, no matter what the demon did.


“If not them,
someone else. Anyone. In the end, death is all the same.”


His knees wobbled, and he felt suddenly weak. The
demon would not stop until he gave in. 


You win! 


The Hunter had no choice. He needed peace; he would
do what he must. He would take a hundred lives if it would free him from the
insistent voice.


I will give
you what you ask. But it will be on my terms. You do not command me, Demon!


The mounting pressure popped, and the languor
dissipated. The demon's smug contentment filled his mind. 


Bardin stared at him, expectant. "So, Rell?
What say we go find that dinner the Prince of Pessitas promised us? Once we
have finished dining, we will watch the dancing bears and—"


"Bardin." The bald man's thoughts tended
to wander, and the Hunter had no desire to listen to his rambling at the
moment. "I have something I must do before I meet you at the House of
Need."


"House of Need?" Bardin seemed puzzled by
this for a moment. "Ahh, yes, dinner!"


"Yes, dinner. Later, though."


The bald man waved him away. "Of course, of
course. Busy noble like you always has important matters pending, Lord
Rell." He leaned close and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. "But
I'll see if I can't slip a crust of bread away for you."


"My thanks, Bardin." The Hunter hid his
grimace. He had no desire to eat anything carried in Bardin's filthy rags.


Bardin slapped him on the back. "Now, off with
you, young Rell. You’ve got to visit the library and the chandler's before
returning to his lordship's manor." 


The Hunter marveled at Bardin's ability to slip in
and out of lucidity. He would be at home
among the Illusionist Clerics of Voramis!


He gave Bardin a weary smile. "Yes, of course.
But before I go, I have a question for you. Being newly arrived in Malandria, I
would hate to find myself in trouble. Are there certain regions of the city I
should avoid?"


Bardin nodded. "You'd do well to avoid the
Fishmonger's Market. The fish whisper the most terrible things, and the place
reeks!" 


"Avoid the fish. Got it."


Bardin wrinkled his nose in disgust. "And stay
away from the Forgotten Ward, in the north of the city."


"Oh?" That sounded promising. 


"It is home to the Black Manor." Bardin
shuddered and clutched the thing around his neck—a filthy pendant hanging from
an even filthier chain. "A dark, forbidding place of unspeakable terror.
Once a prison, but so many of the condemned died horrible, mysterious deaths
that it was said to be haunted. It is whispered that their ghosts still wander
the halls." 


Ghosts? The Hunter saw far too many already. 


"No civilized person would be found within the
shadows of the Black Manor. Only the vilest sort make their home in the
Forgotten Ward. Even the City Watch is smart enough to stay away. Avoid it at
all costs, lad."


Perfect. 


A thought struck him. "What about these
'wizards'? Tell me more about them, where to find them…or where to avoid
them."


Bardin shivered despite the heat of the day.
"No one knows where they are. They remain hidden, only emerging from their
dens at night to claim their prey." He stroked the pendant so fiercely the
Hunter feared he would snap the chain. 


"And the Order of Midas—" 


Bardin clapped a grimy hand over the Hunter's
mouth. "Don’t say their name, or they'll hear you! They command even the
shadows." Panic flitted across his features, and the acrid stench of fear
rolled off him in waves. 


The Hunter shoved Bardin's hand away and scrubbed
the filth from his lips. "I will not speak their name, but for the
Watcher's sake—and your own—never do
that again!" 


Bardin withered beneath the Hunter's rage,
collapsing into a heap on the ground, his eyes glazing over. Sobs wracked his
frame and a torrent of gibberish poured from his mouth. The Hunter caught the
occasional word.


"…foul rituals…horrible curses…creatures of
nightmare…"


Could it be? He had
smelled a demon in the House of Need. Could the wizards be demons in disguise?


The Hunter shook the bald man. "Bardin! You
said 'creatures of nightmare' just there. Do you mean demons?"


Bardin turned his terrified expression on the
Hunter. Eyes wide, sniffling, he nodded. 


"You've seen
demons? You're certain they were demons?"



Bardin shuddered, his lip quivering. "Aye.
Horrible creatures prowling the city at night. Like wolves, but larger and far
more terrifying."


Wolves? 


A vision flashed through the Hunter's mind. He saw
them again, the creatures he had seen in the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis.
These monsters towered twice the height of humans, walking, crawling, and
slithering along earth drenched in the blood of their prey. None had resembled
wolves. 


He shook it off. It had to be a creation of
Bardin's insanity. Monsters perhaps, but not demons.


Bardin seized the Hunter's arm, his expression
growing somber. "Whatever your errands, young Rell, do not be caught out after dark. The demons
are set free to roam once the sun has set. Promise me you will return before
nightfall."


"Aye, I will." The Hunter nodded, hoping
it would calm the terrified beggar. 


It worked. The fear in Bardin's eyes faded, and his
hand retreated from his pendant. The bald man accepted the Hunter's hand and
climbed to his feet. 


The Hunter caught a flash of tarnished metal in the
shape of a teardrop, free of engraving or markings. Noticing the Hunter's
scrutiny, Bardin stuffed the pendant inside his shirt. 


"Well, young Rell, I must be off if I am to
complete my work before the day is done."


He continued speaking, now to himself. "I will
need fresh supplies if I am to finish the manuscript before…" His words
trailed off and he eyed the Hunter through narrowed eyes. "You're not here
to spy, are you? Lord Pietus hasn't sent you to—?"


"No, Bardin. I'm not here to spy on you."


Bardin rubbed his cheeks, his mouth pulling into a
tight line. "Hmmm. Perhaps not, but we will see. Now off with you!" 


The bald man sounded so imperious, a stark contrast
to his shabby appearance. The Hunter shrugged it off as another of the man's
oddities.


"I'll return before the sun sets." He
patted Bardin's arm.


Bardin jerked back from the touch and drew himself
to his full height. "See that you do, young man, or I'll have you
flogged!" His expression revealed no trace of humor, only haughty
superiority. 


With a sniff of contempt, Bardin turned his back on
the Hunter and strutted away, head held high, back straight as an arrow, with
all the poise of a noble.


The Hunter chuckled. Sweet Mistress! I'd hate to
see what goes on in that head of his. 


He breathed deep, inhaling the myriad scents of the
city. The sun shone down bright and warm from an azure sky dotted with puffs of
white. For the briefest of moments, the Hunter felt almost…happy.


The ache returned, settling behind his left eye,
dragging his mood back into the gutter. The demon radiated impatience. 


Enough!
You'll get what you demand soon enough.


The voice in his mind crowed in triumph. The Hunter
pushed it away with the force of his anger.


Remember your
promise, Demon! 


He would have peace from the creature's whispers,
no matter what it forced him to do. 


 









Chapter Seven
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The Hunter shivered despite the heat of the day.
Unconsciously, he pulled the cloak tighter around his shoulders. His skin
crawled as if a million eyes watched him, but he saw no one in the dark, silent
houses. 


The Forgotten Ward lived up to its name. A yawning
pothole filled with stagnant water dominated the center of the littered street.
A breeze kicked up debris, carrying foul scents that turned the Hunter's
stomach. The sweet stench of rotting flesh hung heavy in the air. With every
step, his boots squelched in mire. 


When he lowered himself onto the wobbling stoop of
a decrepit building, his foot brushed against the rotted remains of something
ancient, and it crumbled away to dust. 


A perfect
example of the Ward itself.


Weather-beaten walls struggled to prop up row after
row of unsteady roofing, sagging beneath the weight of shattered tiles. Black
and green mold sprouted from decaying bricks, making mockery of the pitiful whitewash
that had long since peeled away. 


Hundreds of empty windows and doors gaped at him,
like dark mouths filled with jagged teeth of shattered glass and wood. The
sounds of creaking boards and slamming shutters echoed through the hollowed
buildings. Nothing but carcasses, husks of a life that had once existed. 


Above it all stood the Black Manor, a squat,
brooding guardian keeping watch over the Forgotten Ward. Obsidian walls
hundreds of paces high cast deep shadows on the buildings below. Midnight spires
thrust into the sky, looking like a dark, jagged cloud blocking out the bright
morning sun. That must have been a truly
horrible place. 


The Hunter could almost feel the malevolence
radiating from the structure. Images of torment and madness danced through his
mind, turning his thoughts dark. In every vision, his was the hand that wielded
the implements of torture.


The demon's silence surprised him. He half-expected
it to scream for death. It had no need to prod him; it knew why he had come.


You will have
your death, but I choose who dies. I kill those who deserve it.


The choice to give in to the demon's demands
weighed heavy on him, but what could he do? The incessant voice would drive him
mad if he didn't give it what it wanted. He was only doing it to survive, but
that didn't make it easier to live with.


The rotted steps creaked under his weight as he
shifted to a more comfortable position. His solitary eye roamed the empty
streets, his features hidden in the shadows of his hood. 


The demon mocked him. Why would he strive to cling
to a conscience? He had none. 


Conscience or
not, the decision is mine. 


Hero or fool? It mattered not. He was a killer,
plain and simple. 


An eerie silence filled the Forgotten Ward, broken
only by the moaning breeze and the rustle of debris. 


I do this
because I must. 


The words rang hollow. He felt no better, no matter
how many times he repeated it over in his mind. 


Time dragged, but the Hunter had no hurry. A thrill
coursed through him, the same exhilaration he supposed an artisan felt upon
seeing a masterpiece. No matter how he tried to protest, he could not deny the
elation that filled him at the prospect of death. 


They come.


The Hunter's head snapped up at the whisper in his
ear. His heart sank at the vision materializing before him. 


Not again! The dead
refused to leave him in peace. 


Justice for the fallen. 


The voice belonged to a boy too young to shave, and
too frail to stand against a stiff breeze. The lad's withered arms sprouted
from a filthy jerkin, and he wobbled on twisted legs. Bruises discolored the
boy's face. Dark blood stained the side of his head.


The apparition pointed down a side street. They come. 


Two men rounded the corner, their raucous laughter
and coarse voices shattering the silence of the street. 


Justice. 


The Hunter understood. So be it. 


The Hunter sank deeper into his cloak, hunching
over his knees and feigning sleep. The tromp,
tromp of heavy booted feet drew nearer.



"Look at this! A filthy beggar, sleeping on our street." The man had a thin, nasal
voice that grated on the Hunter's ears. 


"The poor bastard must be tired. A long day of
sucking diseased cock in the Wretch Hole can leave any man exhausted."


Speaking from
experience? 


The first snorted. "Disgusting creature! It's
a pity no one told him he owes us rent, eh, Grinder?" 


"Aye, Orrin, that it is. He's stinking up
property that belongs to us, so I think a small fee is in order."


A hand seized the Hunter's hair and roughly yanked
his head up. 


"Oi, let's see the color of your coins!" 


The Hunter stared into the dull eyes nearly
obscured by bushy eyebrows. A dark, scraggly beard almost hid a mess of pox
scars, but the pustules covering the man's blotchy forehead matched his pitted
red nose. Alcohol-soaked breath wafted from a mouth with far too few teeth. 


"Well? Go on then, show us what you've
got." A nasty smile spread on the man's face. "If you've got nothing,
my friend Orrin here might have to take it out of your hide."


Orrin, a rangy fellow with greasy locks and a pitiful
smattering of stray hairs where a beard should have been, drew a slim gutting
knife. 


"Please say you've got nothing to give us. I
haven't bloodied my blade in what…a few days now, Grinder?" A wicked grin
widened his angular face, pulling back lips twisted by a cleft.


The Hunter stared back, silent, unflinching. 


"Did you hear me?" Spittle flew from
Grinder's mouth. "Are you deaf as well as ugly?"


"I think he might be, Grinder. I think we
should stab him a few times, just to get the message across."


Grinder nodded. "Good thinking, mate. We'd
better show him what happens to people who don't pay rent." Grinder cocked
his fist to strike. 


Instinctively, the Hunter shot out a hand to catch
the blow, but he failed to account for his injured eye. Instead of closing his
fingers around Grinder's wrist, his palm slapped the man's elbow. 


Grinder's blow rocked his head to the side.
Reeling, shocked, it took the Hunter’s mind a second to realize the man had
struck him. Impossible!


Before he could react, Grinder slammed a fist into
his stomach. The Hunter doubled over, and a blow to the back of his neck
knocked him to the street.


Muck splattered on his face and filled his mouth,
the foul-tasting stuff adding to his desire to vomit. Blow after blow landed on
his ribs, legs, and face. He grunted with each impact, unable to see or defend
himself. His mouth filled with the coppery taste of the blood—his own. His head
rang, and his one good eye refused to focus. Each punch and kick mocked his
weakness, reminded him of his pitiful condition. 


Mocking laughter filled his head. “Foolish, foolish Bucelarii. This is what
happens when you ignore me!” 


This is your
fault, Demon! 


“No. The
blame lies with you.”


He curled into a ball, protecting his body from
further blows. A boot struck his back, sending pain racing along his spine.


“The Beggar
Priests. You refused to heed. Now look at
you.”


The Hunter lashed out with his foot, striking
blind. He felt the kick connect, heard a grunt of pain. He tried again, meeting
only empty air.


“None of this
would be happening if you had listened.”


It was true. The demon had warned him, and he had
ignored it. Now, he couldn't even fight off street scum.


Something hard connected with the tender spot
between his legs, and his world exploded. He doubled over, retching and gasping
in agony. 


The blows stopped. Every muscle in the Hunter's
body ached from the pounding. A hand gripped his hair and yanked his head back.
He blinked to clear away the muck in his eye. 


Grinder's foul breath filled the Hunter's nostrils.
"Had enough, you rat-sucking cunt? Ready to pay the toll?"


"Yes." The Hunter gasped and spat through
bloodstained teeth. 


"Good!" Grinder hauled him to his feet. 


The Hunter wobbled for a moment.


“You truly
are worthless, as your forefathers believed.”


Enough! 


A maniacal laugh ripped from the Hunter's throat.
"I will pay the toll, but it will be in your blood."


He struck out, the full force of his body behind
the blow. His fist slammed into Grinder's throat, crushing cartilage. His
knuckles crunched, but the pain only fueled his anger.


Grinder gaped, eyes wide. He tried to breathe, but
only a horrible wheezing sound emerged. His face purpled and his tongue lolled
from his mouth. He toppled to the side, gurgling frantically. He took slow,
gasping breaths…his last.


Elation filled the Hunter's mind. “Beautiful!” 


He flexed his fingers, relishing the thrill
coursing through him. One death was not enough. 


Orrin gaped at Grinder, eyes wide in disbelief.
"What the…? You…you…you killed Grinder!" His face turned ashen. 


The Hunter grinned, a horrible, predatory smile.
"He is in the Long Keeper's embrace, a place far too good for a man like
him." 


"You'll join him next!" Orrin lunged,
slashing at the Hunter's throat. 


The Hunter dodged the blow, but his eye betrayed
him. Stinging pain flared along the side of his neck where the gutting blade
sliced flesh. The shock froze him. How could that happen? Before he recovered,
Orrin carved half a dozen shallow cuts into his face and neck. 


"Die, you bastard!" Orrin screamed, his
face red with rage.


Blood trickled from a gash in the Hunter's
forehead, stinging his one good eye. He blinked and stumbled backward, out of
reach of Orrin's frenzied attacks. 


The bite of his wounds was nothing compared to the
humiliation burning within him. How could he be so weak, so frail as to allow this man to strike him? 


The demon begged him to kill. The Hunter wanted to
deny it, but there was no denying the elation coursing through him. He, not the
thing in his mind, wanted more. He needed
more.


Orrin lashed out at the Hunter's blind left side.
The Hunter stepped inside the thin man's guard and pumped his fists into the
man's solar plexus, three quick blows. Orrin doubled over, and the Hunter's
knee shot up. The man's head snapped backward. Warm blood splattered the
Hunter's face. 


Orrin tried to regain his balance, but the Hunter
danced around behind the man, slipping his right arm around his neck. Orrin
beat at the Hunter's arm with his fists, gasping, but the Hunter's encircling
arm silenced his voice. His attempts to break free grew more frantic. He lashed
out with the knife, carving deep gouges in the Hunter's forearm. The Hunter
hissed at the pain, but he only tightened his hold. 


The world collapsed in on the Hunter. Blood rushed
in his ears, setting his veins on fire. He felt nothing but the thrill of the
hunt. Everything around him fell silent, save for the scuffling of Orrin's feet
and his pitiful gasps. Every muscle in his upper body tensed and, with a wild
cry of elation, the Hunter twisted. Orrin's neck cracked with a loud snap.


Laughter bubbled from within him, a maniacal,
horrible thing mixed with sobs and gasps.


Triumph filled his thoughts. “This, this is why we live! This is why we are the Hunter!”


The Hunter threw the lifeless body atop Grinder's
corpse. He stared down at his trembling hands, still stained with blood. 


“Glorious,
wondrous carnage! We are the bringer
of death! We will rule this world, for none can stop us! We—“


The Hunter's elation faded and died. He felt empty,
drained. He wanted to lie down and sleep for days.


Go away.


The demon would not relent. It wanted more, begged
for more. It could never get enough.


You promised
me peace if I killed for you. You gave your word. Now leave me alone. 


Anger flooded his mind and set his head aching.
Then, slowly, the voice faded. He drew in a shaky breath, then another. His
hands ceased trembling, and the pressure in his head retreated.


He would have peace. For a time.


A face materialized before him. The boy's wan,
bruised features relaxed, and a faint smile touched his lips. A single
whispered word reached the Hunter's ears as the apparition faded. 


Justice. 


Blood dripped from the Hunter's face and head,
staining the pale faces of his victims. The smell of copper hung heavy in the
air. The tension in his muscles drained away, and his vision cleared. He saw
nothing but the empty street and the blue skies above. No sound reached his
ears. No voices filled his thoughts. He wanted to cry out in relief. 


Peace, at
last.







Chapter Eight
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Ripping the hem of Orrin's robe, the Hunter wrapped
it around the gash in his arm. He felt foolish tending to such a minor wound. Not
long ago, it would have healed in minutes. Now, he was forced to treat the
injury like any normal man. 


The gutting knife caught his eye. Crimson stained
its edge—his blood. He wrestled it from Orrin's lifeless grip and studied the
notched, dented edges.


Pitiful, but
any weapon is better than nothing. 


The knife slipped into a pocket hidden in the
robes. The Hunter regarded the corpses at his feet, eyeing the bulging purses
hanging from their belts. He took the purses anyway. Better live as a thief
than die of starvation and honor. 


Time to
escape before these bodies are discovered. 


Would anyone care? Judging by the state of the
Forgotten Ward, not likely. 


Retreating into the comforting shadows of his hood,
the Hunter slipped down the street. He hurried from the Forgotten Ward, but
though he left the bodies far behind, the faces of his victims remained fixed
in his mind. Orrin's face red and contorted with anger. Grinder's wide-eyed,
terrified gasps for breath. 


The price of peace. The only way to silence the
voice in his mind.


A price I
will pay, if I must. 


The streets of the Forgotten Ward flashed by in a
blur, and he emerged onto the main avenue. He slowed to a stroll, breathing
easy, the tension draining from his body. He pulled back his hood and basked in
the midday warmth. Everything looked brighter, the colors more vivid. 


A sweaty street vendor cried his wares. The smell
of grilling meat hung in the air—lamb,
most likely. The Hunter's stomach rumbled. An exchange of coins, and he
tore into the hunk of sizzling meat wrapped in thick flatbread and topped with
a creamy herb sauce.


The Hunter couldn't remember the last time he'd
tasted something so delicious. The heat scalded his tongue, but he barely
noticed. He licked the last traces of grease from his fingers and patted his
stomach. For the first time in weeks, he was free of gnawing hunger. 


Wine came next. Weeks of drinking nothing but water
had him thirsting for something stronger. Though the first jug of wine tasted
like vinegar, he finished it in a few long draughts. 


Hunger and thirst sated, the Hunter strolled down
the Impedimenta. He studied the stalls and shops lining the fourth tier of
Malandria, content to take his time. He hadn't traveled city streets in open
daylight in years, not without a disguise to hide his face. Here, with little
risk of being recognized, he could walk without fear. 


People, animals, and carriages filled the air with
noise. Vendors hawked their wares, crying out to passersby.


"Fresh meat, hot off the grill!"


"Buy a bird, a marvelous companion!"


"Jewelry, for your woman."


"Charms to hide you from the wizards,
friend?"


The avenue had none of the signs of poverty that
had marked Lower Voramis. Shops and stalls were laid out in neat, precise rows.
The streets were auspiciously free of debris and litter. Even after walking
half the city, he saw not a single beggar. No filthy street urchins raced among
the pedestrians and vehicles on the Impedimenta. There were no lame, crippled,
or diseased pleading for alms. 


The alleyway where Bardin lived had been filled
with makeshift shelters, but he guessed no more than a few dozen people lived
there. The enclosure at the House of Need held fewer than a hundred, and he had
seen only a handful of people in the Forgotten Ward. 


How is that
possible? In a city this size, there should be thousands of beggars, homeless,
and destitute. So where are they? 


He purchased a satchel from a vendor, and filled it
with cheese, a bundle of carrots, dried meat, a handful of fresh plums, and a loaf
of bread. The weight of the bag and the sound of coins jingling in his pocket
comforted him. 


My thanks to
the two gentlemen of the Forgotten Ward for their generosity.


He had a momentary twinge of guilt. Then he
remembered the face of the young boy; so content, finally at peace. The remorse
passed quickly. They had deserved it. 


We will dine
well tonight. 


The thought struck him as odd. "We", not
"I". Without realizing, he had come to see Bardin's shelter as his
home in Malandria. The thought of hoarding his newfound wealth hadn't crossed
his mind. 


It's like
Voramis all over again. But this
time, the beggars are offering me
shelter, instead of the other way around. 


He fished one of the purple plums from the satchel
and sank his teeth into the rich yellow flesh. The plum's heady scent filled
his nostrils. 


Something within his mind shifted and clicked into
place. Memories slammed into him.


Plum juice
ran down his cheeks and stained his hands, but his eyes never left Her. She
reclined in a chair beside him, Her robes rich and adorned with jewels.
Reaching out a languid hand, She plucked a ripe green apple from a bowl. Her
perfect white teeth showed as She took a bite. 


"Come
now," he said, "don't tell me you're—"


"Watch yourself, derro!" The harsh voice snapped
in the Hunter's ear, and something knocked him aside. A heavy-shouldered man
with a massive bundle on his back glared down at him. "Keep a sharp eye,
boy, or you'll end up like the rest of your kind." He spat to one side.


The Hunter's anger blazed hot. He stared up at the
man, his face reddening with rage, fists clenching. He half-expected the voice
in his mind to snarl its bloodlust, but only silence filled his thoughts.


Swallowing, he forced his fingers to uncurl and
climbed to his feet.


"Sorry, sir," he mumbled.


"Stay out of the way of proper folk, you
cur!" The man stomped away, muttering under his breath.


The Hunter wanted to snarl a curse at the man. His
anger was not for the collision, but the interruption of his memories. The
momentary glimpse into his forgotten past reminded him of all he had lost. He
tried to summon the memory once more, but the vision refused to coalesce. He
wanted to cry, to scream, to howl his rage aloud, but he just felt drained. 


I saw Her!
Watcher take it! I saw Her face, heard Her speak! 


Sorrow washed over him, and he slumped against a
nearby wall. His forgotten past had taunted him for decades, but, since his
departure from Voramis, he had seen more glimpses into his memories. Try as he
might to cling to them, they faded away before giving him more than a hint of
truth.


It seemed so
real! It had to be.


The Hunter flopped onto a pile of discarded boxes
near the mouth of an alley. He pulled his focus inward, blocking out the world
around him. He tugged at the ragged threads of his memories in a desperate
search for any hint of his past.


A voice, soft and weak, sounded from the shadows of
the alleyway. Please! You must avenge us.



The pitiful cry shattered the last vestiges of his
concentration, and the memory slipped away like a leaf on the breeze. 


A figure materialized before him: a young girl,
barely into her childbearing years, the first signs of flowering womanhood
showing beneath her thin tunic. She bore a black eye, blood streaming down her
face from a split lip, her head twisted at an unnatural angle.


Her lips never moved, yet the Hunter heard her
voice clearly. Avenge us. We are the
innocent.


The Hunter shook his head. I cannot. How can I avenge the deaths of so many?


Delicate hands reached toward him. Bring us peace, Hunter. 


You are just
one among a multitude of the dead. I can do nothing for you. 


Avenge us,
Hunter. Our time will come. 


The Hunter's eye burned, and he blinked hard. He
clenched his jaw to stifle his anger.


Keeper take you
all! Will the lament of the fallen never cease? I finally find peace from one
voice, only to have more take its place.


He climbed to his feet and hurried onward,
retreating into the shadows of his hood. He ignored the people around him,
colliding with more than a few. Their protests fell on deaf ears. The cries of
the dead blended with those of the living, and he struggled in vain to separate
the real from the imaginary.


Overwhelmed by the tumult in his mind, the Hunter
staggered into an alley, gasping, his stomach twisting. He tried to fight back
the tears forming in his eye, to push down the lump in his throat.


His head felt as if it would burst. He clapped his
hands to his ears, desperate to quell the voices. The dead would not leave him
alone. They filled his mind with their entreaties. He huddled deeper into the
hood, squeezing his eye tight. 


Please, let
it be enough. Give me peace.


Something snapped, and the pressure in his head
burst. The voices faded, and with their retreat, the chaos in his mind dimmed.
Silence filled the street.


The Hunter leaned against the wall, gasping,
clenching his fists to still the trembling in his hands. The action steadied
him, calmed his racing heart. 


After long heartbeats, the Hunter pushed himself
upright. The afternoon light had begun to fade. He had to return to Bardin
before dark. He had promised. 


From the corner of his eye, the Hunter registered a
flash of movement on a nearby roof. Turning his head, he caught sight of
something streaking toward him. 
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Instinct and training kicked in. Desperate, the
Hunter jerked backward. 


Impact. The world spun around him. He lost
consciousness, only to have it return a moment later with a pounding ache in
his head. He lay on the hard cobblestone street, ribs and face aching from the
impact. His tongue throbbed, and he tasted copper. 


With a groan, he reached up to touch the side of
his head. The skin felt tender to the touch, but there was no blood.


No blood? 


The Hunter swallowed to keep the contents of his
stomach from coming up. He climbed to his feet, wobbled, and righted himself. 


The arrow lay a few paces away, in the shadow of an
overturned cart. He stumbled over and picked it up. It had no point, just a
wide, rounded head covered with thick cloth and wool padding. 


Twisted hell! 


The arrow was meant to stun, not kill. He knew from
experience that the weight of the rounded tip and padding would affect its
accuracy. Only a very skilled archer could have made that shot.


His eye shot upwards, tracing the rooftops around
him in search of his attacker. He grasped the hilt of the gutting knife. He
refused to face an opponent empty-handed.


Nothing but empty skies. 


The bastard
must have fled! 


How long had he lain unconscious? No more than a
few seconds, if that.


He studied the dull-tipped arrow again. Something
about the shaft struck him as odd. A thin layer of clay ringed the wood beneath
the head. That was new.


He scratched at the clay with a dirty fingernail.
It had yet to harden, and his efforts revealed the edge of a piece of paper. He
ran his finger along the length of the shaft, searching for the ring of clay
that marked the other end of the parchment. 


The Hunter snatched the oiled parchment before it
fell. The sudden movement caused his head to swim, and he leaned against the
wall for support. With one hand, he unrolled the paper, squinting to read the
neat, elegant script.


We know who
you are, Hunter. We know WHAT you are. Leave Malandria now, or face our wrath.


The message hit him like a blow to the gut. His
mind raced, struggling to grasp its meaning.


Someone
claims to know the truth about me? Is it even possible? If so, how? 


Could it be someone he knew from Voramis? Not
possible. Only a few people had ever seen his face, and he had sent them to the
Long Keeper's embrace. 


Not everyone.



The Beggar
Priests. They gave me the Swordsman's blades, and they allowed me to leave. 


Had Father Reverentus sent word of him to
Malandria? Had the old priest alerted the others of his order to the Hunter's
existence? 


Impossible.
The Beggar Priests thought me dead. Visibos himself said he had seen me die.
Anyone arriving from Voramis would have discovered my fate from Sir Danna or
Visibos. 


If not the Beggar Priests, who?


Who could
possibly know I was here? And so soon after my arrival?


Bardin's terrified words flashed through his mind. "They command even the shadows." 


They. The Order
of Midas. The mysterious enclave of wizards who held Malandria in thrall.


What interest
could they have in me? And how could they have learned the truth about me so
quickly?


He swallowed a surge of panic. For a moment, he
tasted the fear he had seen written on Bardin's face. A group of all-seeing,
all-powerful beings had taken interest in him.
It was a prospect he didn't relish. 


The wizards couldn't be real. Yet, the message in
his hand proved their existence. Not only had they discovered the truth of his
identity, but they had come close enough to put an arrow into him. 


He could not take this threat lightly. He would not
underestimate them, whoever they were. He had made that mistake in Voramis, and
it had cost him dearly. 


I will heed
their warning and be on my way as soon as I can. 


Two things kept him in Malandria: the search for
Soulhunger and the Swordsman's blades, and a desire to find answers. The House
of Need held the former, and Lord Apus could lead him to the latter. He would
be on his way in no time.


But while I
am here, I will give them a wide berth.


He cocked his arm to cast away the arrow, but
hesitated. The shaft felt solid, and had a good heft. 


Better keep
the damned thing. Never know when a weapon will come in handy. 


He tucked it into the pocket where he had stored
Orrin's gutting knife and bent to retrieve his satchel, checking to ensure its
precious contents remained intact. Only a few of the fruits had been bruised. 


A dizzy spell seized him. His head ached, a dull,
throbbing pain that refused to dissipate. He clung to the wall for support,
leaning on his knees and trying to keep down his lunch. The fight had taken
more out of him than he cared to admit. The wounds from his fight with Orrin
and Grinder still stung, and his body was tender from the pummeling. 


Keeper take
it! 


How could he be so weak? It was a new sensation,
one he relished not at all.


The world spun to a halt around him. Opening his
eye, the Hunter took deep breaths to settle his stomach. The air carried a tang
of offal and rotten fruit, but the sunlight filtering into the alley had a
rich, golden-red tint to it. Sunset was not far off.


I promised
Bardin I would be back before dark. Better hurry!


His muscles protested with every step. Beaten, cut,
and shot all in one day. His anger only intensified the aches and pains racking
his body. He touched the eye patch, wincing at the contact with the tender
flesh. A reminder of his mortality. 


My body
should have repaired itself, but it refuses to do more than keep me alive.
Could it be the ferrospike poison still?


Weeks had passed since the Cambionari poisoned and
left him for dead, yet he hadn't healed. Pain raced through him at every step.
Fatigue forced him to stop and catch his breath after just a few minutes of
walking.


Is my
humanity finally catching up to me? Am I destined to spend the rest of my days
in such a pitiful state?


He eyed the men and women walking past. Would he
become as mortal as them? Would he one day die? There was a sort of comfort in
the thought of death. An end to it all, a sense of finality to a life that had
dragged on for so long. 


No, he would not die. Animal instinct and a will to
survive refused to let go. He just needed time to heal. He needed Soulhunger,
and he would be whole once more.


Gritting his teeth, he stumbled toward the place he
called "home" for the short time he remained in Malandria. The pain
was just one more obstacle to overcome. 


I am the
Hunter! I always triumph in the end.


The sun had dropped below the rooftops around him;
the moon already hung high in the sky. Night would be upon him in less than an
hour. He had to hurry to reach the shelter before dark.


His anxiety grew with each passing minute. He told
himself he hurried not out of fear of the Order of Midas, but out of a desire
to keep his promise to Bardin. 


Bardin stood waiting at the mouth of the alley, his
hand at his neck. Wrinkles creased the man's forehead, and his eyes darted
around nervously. 


"I'm here, Bardin!" 


The bald man jumped at the sound of his name, but
when he saw the Hunter, the worry drained from his face.


"Rell, my boy, what could possess you to stay
out so late?" He pointed at the sky. "I told you to be back by
sundown, told you. The wizards, lad…" 


The Hunter clapped Bardin's shoulder. "Sorry
to worry you. I was a bit…delayed."


Bardin regarded the Hunter's face and his forehead
wrinkled again. "Aye, so I see. That looks nasty." 


His eyes slid around, never quite meeting the
Hunter's, and his fingers toyed with his pendant. 


"It's nothing. I just had the rotten luck to
end up in the middle of a street brawl." 


Why did he lie to the man? He had nothing to fear
from Bardin. Or did he? What would the man do if he knew the truth of the
Hunter?


He thrust the satchel toward Bardin.
"Look!" 


The bald man's eyes went wide. "Watcher's
bearded toes, a fortune of gold!"


"No, even better. Food!" 


Bardin smiled. "For me?"


"For us! I can think of no better man to share
it with." 


"Then come, lad, let's get inside before
someone sees our newfound wealth." Casting a nervous glance at the sky,
Bardin wrapped an arm around the Hunter's shoulders and propelled him toward
the alley. 


The Hunter allowed himself to be pulled through the
mess of shelters. "Yes, of course, the wizards. Can't be caught on the
streets after dark!"


Bardin shivered. "Not with the wizards' pets coming
out to play." 


"Pets?" The Hunter's ears pricked up. 


But Bardin had retreated into his own mind.
Muttering, with one hand clutching the pendant around his neck, the bald man
picked his way quickly toward his home.


"They'll be watching out for us tonight…have
to know we're here…can't have them ruining our plans…great indeed…the bastards
ate our cheese…give them hell to pay…" 


Crazy
bastard, indeed!


Yet after the message he had received, could he be
certain Bardin really was crazy?
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The Hunter reclined against the pile of crates that
served as the shelter's "wall", draining the last drops of wine from
the jug.


Bardin narrowed his eyes. "You going to share
that, or keep it all to yourself?"


The Hunter grinned and produced a wineskin from the
satchel. "Here, have some of this."


Bardin removed the stopper and emptied half the
contents. "Ahh!" He smacked and wiped his lips. "Wine, my old
companion, how I have missed thee!"


"Don't get much these days, eh?"


Bardin grinned. "The House of Need is generous
with its bread and water, but their goodwill rarely extends to spirits."


A pleasant warmth spread through the Hunter. The
world whirled around him in a curious fashion, and Bardin's face swam in and
out of focus.


So this is
what it's like to be drunk.


He had never suffered the temptation of spirits.
When he did drink, the effects were mild at best. He reveled in the feeling. He
knew he should be anxious about something, but what? He couldn't remember. Gone
were the worries and cares, along with the voice in his head. He had nothing to
do but lie here and bask in the sensations.


"Tell me, Bardin, do you believe in the
gods?" His tongue felt thick and clumsy, and the words tumbled from his
mouth beyond his control.


"Of course." Bardin tipped up the wineskin
to drain the last drops. "Don't you?"


"I…don't know. There are things in this world
I can't explain, but does that mean the gods exist? I can't be sure."


"I've never had cause to doubt." Bardin
sounded strangely lucid, and he met the Hunter's unfocused gaze without
wavering. 


"What about divine gifts? Do you think the
gods can really imbue their followers and priests with special abilities?"


Bardin nodded. "Absolutely!"


The Hunter sat up, the world spinning. "Are you
sure? I'd bet I can prove you wrong!"


Bardin eyed him with a curious expression. "Go
on."


"I'll tell you, but first I need more
wine."


He fished a wineskin from within the satchel and
emptied half the contents before passing it to Bardin.


"Now, let me tell you a story. Once upon a
time, there was a man. This man left behind everything he knew to escape pain
and loss, and he traveled the open road in search of answers."


The Hunter slumped back against the crates, too
unsteady to remain upright. 


"This man encountered two knights in service
to the Beggar God. After he saved them from bandits, he made the foolish
decision to travel with them. He knew they could be a danger, but he didn't
care."


"Why would the knights be dangerous to this
man?"


"Don't interrupt the story!" The Hunter
wagged a numb finger at Bardin. He stared at his hands for a moment, flexing
them. He felt nothing. The wine had dulled the pains and aches of his body, and
he floated in an insensate haze. 


"Rell, the story?"


The Hunter's head jerked, his eye snapping open.
"Of course! Where was I?"


"The man and the knights."


"Right." He burped and wiped his mouth
with a filthy hand. "One of the knights claimed to have a gift from the
gods. She told the man she could see the truth of his heart. She actually
called him a good man."


Bardin nodded. "There are those who receive
such a gift."


The Hunter leaned closer. "But the gift is a
lie! If she could actually see into the man's heart, why would she call him
good?"


"Why do you say that?"


"Because the man was actually a bad man. He
was a killer, an assassin!"


Bardin's eyes widened. "Really?"


The Hunter nodded, which set his head spinning
again. "But wait! The story isn't over."


Bardin tipped up the skin of wine and gestured for
him to continue.


"Well, in the course of their journey, they
were attacked by bandits again. The man saved the knights from death, and what
do they do to thank him? They poison him, stab him, and throw his body into the
Chasm of the Lost." He slumped back against the crates. "Now tell me,
why would the knights do that? If the man really was good as they said, why
would they try to kill him?"


Bardin regarded him with a steady, unclouded
expression. "I-I don't know."


"Aha!" The Hunter waved his hand in
triumph. "I have decided that there are two reasons for that to happen.
One, the knight only thought she had
a divine gift from her gods, but she was wrong and there is no such
thing."


"What's the other?"


The Hunter fumbled for the wineskin. "The
other what?" He tipped the skin up to his lips. Empty.


"The other reason."


"Reason for what?"


"Reason for the knight to say the man was
good, then try to kill him. If the knight was right and there are divine gifts,
what is the other reason?"


"I-I…" The Hunter stared wide-eyed at the
man, his numb mind struggling to remember. "Ah yesh, I remember." 


He leaned forward, belched, and swayed, a slight
slur to his words. "The godsh are playing a cruel joke on me."


"Why do you say that?"


"Why elsh would h-her god tell her I was good,
then trick her into trying to kill me? Was it all a lie? Was it a ploy to get
me to drop my guard? Or was it a ploy of the Destroyer to torment me?"


Bardin's eyes went wide. "The Destroyer? What
does Kharna have to do with the knights of the Beggar God?"


The Hunter hiccuped. "Didn't…didn't you know?
A small part of the Destroyer lives in the Beggar God's mind. And he's trying
to come back to the world!"


"And you think the knights are part of some
great plan?"


The Hunter shook his head, his hands waving wildly.
Suddenly serious, his speech no longer slurred. "No! Aren't you listening
to anything I'm saying? The knights are supposed to have power from the Beggar
God. But if that is true, then the power comes from the Destroyer, and the
Destroyer is playing a cruel joke on me." 


"So you're the man in the story?"


The Hunter's eye widened. "Me? Of course not!
What makes you say that?"


Bardin shook his head. "You just said—"


"I was telling you a story, and you think it's
about me? You, my friend, are too drunk!"


Bardin grinned. "Perhaps."


The Hunter lay back and closed his eye, but that
only made the whirling worse. 


"Bardin, can I tell you a secret?"


Bardin nodded. "Of course, Rell. You can tell
me anything."


The Hunter giggled. "My name isn't actually
Hardwell."


"Of course not. It's Rell."


The giggles turned to drunken laughter. "Rell!
What a silly name!" He snorted and hiccuped. "No, my name isn't Rell
either."


Bardin narrowed his eyes. "Then what is your
name?"


The Hunter leaned close, whispering, sotto voce. "I don't really
know."


"What do you mean you don't know?"


He burst into uproarious laughter, which ended in a
loud belch. "I can't remember. I can't remember anything from more than
forty or fifty years ago."


"Fifty years? You can't possibly be that
old."


"You have no idea, my friend. I'm a lot older
than you." The Hunter scratched at his matted beard. "Or at least, I
think."


"It's not humanly possible, Rell."


"Human?" The Hunter snorted and dissolved
into drunken giggles. "What a funny word. If only you knew..."


"What are you saying, Rell?"


The Hunter belched, and vomit rose to his throat.
He swallowed and wiped his mouth. "Nothing. I can't tell you. I can't tell
anyone."


"Why not?"


"Because they'll try to kill me!"


"Who will?"


The Hunter waved a drunken hand. "Everyone!
Everyone is afraid of me because of what I am, and what I do."


"What are you, Rell?"


"I-I…" 


Could he tell Bardin his secret? What would the man
do if he knew? 


"I'm a killer. An assassin."


"Why?"


"Why what?"


"Why are you a killer, an assassin?"


The question puzzled the Hunter. He stared at the
man open-mouthed. "How did you know I'm an assassin? Who told you?"
He fumbled in his cloak for the dagger, but only got himself tangled in his
robes. 


"You did."


"Of course I didn't! I'd never tell you that.
You'd be afraid of me and drive me away."


Bardin shook his head. "No, I wouldn't. Out in
the world, there are things much worse than being a killer."


The Hunter gaped. "B-but…"


"What matters is why you do it."


"Do what?"


"Kill."


"To shut the voice up." He tapped his
temple. "The voice in here."


Bardin nodded. "I know what you mean."


"No, you don't!" The Hunter was angry
now. "You don't know anything! You don't have the voice of a demon
shouting in your mind all the time, forcing you to kill. You have no idea how
hard it is to fight back the voice."


Bardin shrugged. "We all have our inner
demons, Rell."


"But is yours a real demon? Mine is!" 


Bardin patted him on the shoulder. "Of course
it is."


The Hunter shoved the hand away. "It is! He
drives me to kill, telling me it's what I was born to do."


"So you kill because of this demon in your
head? Is that the only reason?"


It wasn't. The power rushing through his veins was
a sensation beyond anything he could describe. He did it because he needed that
feeling. But he couldn't admit that to himself, much less tell Bardin. 


The Hunter shrugged. "It's my only skill. I
don't know of anything else to do."


"What made you decide to kill for a
living?"


"I don't know." 


The Hunter's sluggish, alcohol-soaked mind struggled
to drudge up memories. He remembered walking through the city gates of Voramis,
walking aimless through the streets, and…


"Once, a long time ago, I saw someone hurting
someone else. The voice in my head told me to kill. It wouldn't leave me alone
until I did. So I killed him."


He relived the memory, as vivid and clear as it had
been on that day long ago. 


"He stared into my eyes as he died, and the
expression was…horrible." He shuddered. "I still see his face, you
know. I see all their faces."


"But that doesn't explain why you still do it."


The Hunter shrugged. "The other man, the one
who was being beaten, he thanked me and gave me a coin out of gratitude. It
just kind of went from there. I found more people willing to pay me to kill.
Soon, I realized people would pay a fortune for me to take care of their
problems."


"So you did it to protect someone?"


"What?"


"The first time you killed, it wasn't the man
who was being beaten, the victim. Instead, you killed the tormentor."


The Hunter wrestled with the statement, his
thoughts sluggish. "I-I guess."


"So you did it, in a way, to protect the
man."


The Hunter shook his head. "No. It was to
silence the demon's voice."


Bardin nodded. "True, but who would have been
easier to kill? The tormentor, or the one being tormented?"


"The weakling, of course."


"So why not kill him? Why kill the bigger,
stronger man."


"I-I…" The Hunter couldn't think for the
spinning in his head. "I don't know."


"Perhaps the knight was right about you. There may be more good in you than you
realize."


The Hunter shook his head. "Not possible. If
only you knew the truth, you'd—"


Bardin grasped his shoulders and stared at him
through eyes more lucid than his own. "No man is evil, Rell. There is good
and bad in all of us. In the end, it all comes down to our choices."


The Hunter returned Bardin's gaze, his vision
unsteady, his world spinning. His gorge rose to his throat, and he lurched from
the tent.


"Don't go! The wizards—"


He emptied the contents of his stomach on the alley
wall. The sound of his retching drowned out Bardin's warning cries. The reek of
vomit, wine, and digested food flooded his nostrils, amplifying his nausea. 


Sound swirled around him. He closed his eye and
allowed himself to be carried along on the rhythm. Here, the rustle of debris
kicked up by the wind. There, the squelch,
squelch of feet tramping through the muck of the alley. In the distance, a
trio of angry voices shouting words the Hunter couldn't understand. Somewhere
else, the hacking of lungs filled with phlegm.


He leaned against the wall to steady himself. His
world still spun and whirled, but not as violently as before. He took long,
deep breaths, wincing at the burn in the back of this throat and the taste of
vomit.


A horrible, piercing howl rent the night. 
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The single shrieking note echoed through the alley.
The Hunter's hackles rose, and a dread chill filled him. 


The Hunter snapped upright, still reeling from the
intoxicating effects of the wine. His stomach lurched and gurgled, but he fought
down his vomit. His hand fumbled for the dagger in his cloak.


Bardin's shriek of terror rang out from the tent,
but the Hunter ignored it. The alcohol had silenced the rational part of his
mind. He stumbled toward the mouth of the alley, gutting knife in hand. He was
not afraid.


More wails answered the call, a chorus of lupine
voices keening in the stillness of the night. 


The Hunter's breath caught, his wounded eye
throbbing painfully. The voices sounded far too loud to come from the throats
of earthly creatures. 


A horrified thought wobbled through his
alcohol-soaked mind. Had the wizards summoned creatures from the hells to do
their bidding, as Bardin feared?


The shelters made it difficult to move through the
alley after dark. The wine didn't help. He nearly stumbled and fell more than
once, splashing through puddles of muck and stagnant water. None of the
obstacles stopped him; they only deterred him and increased his frustration. 


He slowed just paces away from the main avenue.
Blood rushed in his ears, and he panted with excitement.


Where are
they? 


His solitary eye roamed the darkness, searching
for…what? Nothing moved in the street, save for bits of debris kicked up by the
wind. The stars cast faint light on the street. Shadow encased the world, and
all was dark and still.


Then he saw it. 


The creature was huge. Its bright yellow eyes were
on a level with the Hunter's, and massive muscles rippled along its flanks and
back. Lupine fangs shone bright in the dim light. The beast raised its muzzle,
sniffing the air, then another horrible howl tore from its throat. The cry
ripped through the silence of the night, and even the Hunter found his hands
trembling. 


By the gods! 


The weak starlight did little to illuminate the
night, but the creature shone with a brilliance all its own. Crimson whorls and
waves of white covered its body like eerie tattoos, blending with the blue
light emanating from its skin. 


Frozen hell!
How is this possible? The Hunter leaned against the wall for support,
gripping the knife tighter. Was this another hallucination, or the effects of
the wine? The thing before him looked ghostly and ethereal, yet its howling
sounded all too real.


The massive wolf-thing loped along at an easy pace,
yet it covered ground at astonishing speed. It moved toward him, padding down
the street with the silent step of a predator. Three more joined it a heartbeat
later. 


They are far
too large to be common wolves, and those markings...he understood
Bardin's terror. They looked like they belonged to some forgotten hell, yet
there they were, right before his eye. 


The lead wolf paused abreast of the alleyway,
sniffing the air. The Hunter shrank back against the shadows of the wall,
instinct finally penetrating the numbness in his mind. Yet it was useless. Predators
had a keen sense of smell—he knew it all too well. 


If they
detect my scent, they'll hunt me down and take me away.


He tightened his grip on the gutting knife.
Ignoring the pounding of his heart, he filled his nostrils with the massive
beast's scent.


Blood, raw
meat, and…garlic? The pungent odor struck him as odd. He had
encountered wolves before; none had smelled of aromatic vegetables. 


The creature turned yellow eyes toward the Hunter,
its gaze seeming to pierce the shadows. The Hunter held perfectly still,
unblinking, returning its scrutiny unwaveringly. For long moments, the thing
just stared. 


Then the eyes turned away and the beast continued
its silent padding down the street. A howl tore from its throat, joined by the
rest of the pack. 


Frozen, mind reeling, the Hunter watched the
creatures loping down the street, not willing to move until they disappeared
around a corner. 


He snapped from his trance. The streets were dark
and empty, as always. Had it all been real, or had it been the wine?


A long, echoing wail proved the wolves had been
more than his imagination. 


 


* * *


 


Bardin's eyes went wide at the sight of the Hunter.
"Rell! You're alive! The wizards' pets didn’t…?" 


The Hunter slumped onto his pile of blankets.
"Yes, I'm still alive. Those…things have gone."


"You're sure?" Bardin's trembling fingers
clutched at his pendant. 


The Hunter nodded, which set his head spinning
again. He closed his eye and lay back, willing his stomach to be still. 


"You saw them? And they didn't devour you? The
power of the Illusionist himself must have hidden you from the eyes of those
foul beasts!" 


"Whatever. They're gone."


The world refused to cease its whirling, forcing
the Hunter to sit up and open his eye. 


Bardin rubbed his hands together, a look of mixed
curiosity and terror on his face. "Tell me, lad, what did they look like?
Are they not as hideous as I told you?"


"They looked like wolves. The size of
bears." Something about the creatures nagged at him, but his mind couldn't
put the odd detail into place. 


"Wolves! Horrible, ravenous beasts."
Bardin shuddered and caressed the pendant. "You say as big as bears?"



The Hunter nodded. 


"Never heard of them growing that large."
Bardin muttered to himself now, his eyes darting around the tent. "Can't
be natural, that. What manner of hell did they come from? The Beastmaster
General must be alerted to their presence, else they'll—"


Rolling his eye, the Hunter stopped trying to
follow the bald man's mumbling. He was tired, and short on patience for the
man's oddities. The sound of Bardin's muttering faded, replaced by the
shuffling of papers. 


Crazy bastard
is back at “work”, whatever that is. Bardin had made a big affair of his task, claiming
it was highly secret and important. If I
don't miss my guess, that pile of papers is little more than a jumble of
nonsensical scribbles. 


He stretched out on the messy pile of blankets that
served as his bed. Candlelight flickered in the darkness of the shelter,
setting the shadows dancing in hypnotic rhythms. The world spun at a more
manageable pace. He could close his eye without fear of emptying his stomach.
His breathing slowed, and he drifted in that warm void that presaged sleep.


A coin, sir? A whisper in
his ear jolted him awake. 


"Did you say something, Bardin?" 


The bald man ignored him.


Please sir, came the
voice again, can't you spare something?


Not again. He groaned
and clapped his hands over his ears. The twisting in his stomach had nothing to
do with the wine.


The voice refused to leave him alone. Help a poor old woman out, your lordship.


The Hunter cracked an eyelid, dreading what he
would see. An ancient woman sat at the entrance to the shelter. Snowy hair
cascaded down her stooped back. The sun had dyed her wrinkled skin dark, and
she was little more than a collection of knobby elbows, knees, and shoulders. A
horribly emaciated arm reached out to an invisible passerby.


 Apologies, my lord. The crone
recoiled, as if from a blow. 


The Hunter stifled a gasp. A massive lump disfigured
the left side of her face, twisting her features into a horrible parody of
humanity. 


She turned to stare at him. Her eyes burned with
fierce intensity, seeming to peer into his soul. 


Avenge my
death, Bucelarii. 


The Hunter shuddered and squeezed his eye shut to
block out the horrific sight. I cannot. 


You must! You
are the bringer of death.


He curled into a ball, pulling the blankets over
his head. More voices echoed in the darkness. They spoke into his thoughts when
he stuffed his fingers into his ears. Their cries of agony and suffering
tormented him, tore at his mind. He screwed his eye tightly shut, desperate to
escape the faces of the dead. 


He pressed his face into the darkest corners of the
tent. Horrible smells wafted up from the folds of the canvas, nearly making him
retch, but he preferred the stench of death to the visions that would not leave
him alone. 


It hit him. That was what had been nagging at him. There was no scent. 


He recalled the sweet stench of decay from the
tunnels beneath Voramis, when he had faced a demon from the fiery hell. The
thing had reeked of death—a scent he would never forget. 


The wizards' pets had not. Instead, they smelled of
blood and meat, the odors of a creature of prey. An earthly smell, with no hint
of decay. 


That means
they cannot be creatures summoned from the hells. The wizards are deceiving the
people of Malandria into believing they command hellspawn.


The Hunter wrestled with the puzzle of the Order of
Midas, and the voices of the dead fell silent. So engrossed was he by the
problem that he failed to notice when sleep finally overtook him.


 


* * *


 


His eye jerked open.


His dreams—no, memories—still filled his vision,
starkly clear in the darkness surrounding him.


One thought stood out in his mind. I must find Her. 


He was desperate to see Her face again, to return to the sight of Her from his dream. He
squeezed his eye shut in an attempt to sleep. But when slumber returned, it was
deep and dreamless.


 









Chapter Twelve
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The Hunter hated everything. The sounds around him,
the smells of refuse, the pinpricks of light streaming through the ragged
canvas. Everything. A legion of steel-booted soldiers marched in his head,
filling it with a dull ache. His mouth felt drier than the Windy Plains of
Praamis. His throat burned, and he could do little more than bark out a hoarse
protest when Bardin pressed food into his hands.


He choked down the dry bread, his stomach twisting.
The crust helped, but not much.


Never again.
Never again will I drink that much.


The Hunter huddled in his cloak, miserable, trying
to block out everything around him. He allowed his mind to drift. Perhaps if he
didn't pay attention to the world, the aching in his head would leave him
alone.


He replayed the events of the last few days.
Arriving in Malandria, meeting Bardin, entering the Beggar Temple, the
Forgotten Ward. What little of last night he could recall. What had he said?
How much had he told Bardin?


Something nagged at the back of his mind. Something
he had heard in the Beggar Temple… 


"Bardin, do you know of a Lord Apus?" 


Bardin's eyes widened. "Lord Apus? I've heard
of him—one of the merchant lords of the city. Why do you ask?" 


With a grimace, the Hunter wiped the sprayed crumbs
from his face. "I have heard that he is hiring men as caravan guards. I
thought I might find employment—"


Bardin's snorting laughter filled the tent.
"Looking like that?" He waved at the Hunter's eyepatch and pale face.
"A fearsome guard you would make, Rell. Can you even fight with one
eye?"


The Hunter was too miserable to do more than glare.
The bald man's laughter stung worse than the wounds from his encounter with
Grinder and Orrin. Under normal circumstances, the thugs would never have laid
a finger on him. But now…


I have to
recover Soulhunger, and soon. 


He couldn't live like this for long. If the wizards
tried to carry out their threat, he could be in serious trouble. With one eye,
no weapons beyond a gutting knife and crossbow bolt, and a body that refused to
heal, the outcome of any confrontation would not be in his favor.


"It's worth a try, Bardin." He grimaced.
"I don't have much I can lose just by asking."


This seemed to placate the bald man. "Well,
there's his mansion in Nightingale Grove." 


"Nightingale Grove?" The Hunter winced at
the sound of the carrot crunching between Bardin's teeth.


Bardin's expression held shocked surprise.
"You've never—? Ahh, of course. I forget that you are freshly arrived to
Malandria, my friend." He patted the Hunter's shoulder. "Plenty of
things to see and do here. In fact, I was just going to visit the—"


"Bardin. Nightingale Grove." The Hunter
had little patience for Bardin's wandering mind this morning. "You said
Lord Apus has a mansion there?"


"Yes, of course he does! Every one of the
merchant lords of Malandria lives within Nightingale Grove. And Lord Apus, his
is the largest mansion of all. Why, the spires of his home are said to reach
the very clouds themselves!" Bardin's voice filled with wonderment.
"I wonder what it looks like above the clouds. White and fluffy, like a
mug of ale. What I wouldn't give for ale after a long day of—"


"Lord Apus' mansion, Bardin!" The Hunter
clenched his fist to stop himself from slapping the man. 


"You can't miss it, Rell. Tallest building in
the city, they say." Bardin stared at the Hunter through glazed eyes. He
spoke in a slow, heavy voice, as if to himself. "I wonder if he'll have a
hard time climbing over the wall, what with one eye and all. Makes it damn hard
to see anything. If he wasn't blind, I'd give…"


Patience exhausted, the Hunter stopped listening to
Bardin's rambling. Off he goes, lost in
the twisting corridors of his own thoughts. I'll have to find my answers
somewhere else. 


Head aching, he ducked under the flap of the tent
and stepped out into the alleyway. The bright morning light set his head
pounding, but it felt good to stand upright. He reached for his weapons—the
blunt-headed arrow and the gutting knife—tucked into the cloak's secret pocket.


"Where are you going, Rell?" Bardin's voice
warbled from within the tent. 


"For a walk. What will you do today?" 


"My work calls, lad. Much to be done before
the Imperial ceremony next week. The High Cleric himself has asked me to…"


Bardin's muttering faded into the background. The
smells filling the alley turned the Hunter's already upset stomach. He breathed
easier when he finally stepped into the main avenue, the ache in his head
fading slightly. 


A quiet throbbing in the back of his mind pulled
him east—toward the House of Need. The voice of his inner demon remained
silent, but he had little hope that the peace would last. The thing never
remained silent for long. 


Without hesitation, he turned his steps north,
toward the road that led to the heart of Malandria. 


 


* * *


 


The Hunter had to congratulate whatever architect
had designed the layout of Malandria. He also cursed the man for making him
walk so much in his condition. The trek from the fourth to third tier had taken
the better part of an hour, primarily on an incline. He pictured an invading
army huffing and puffing their way up the steep hill. The city had clearly been
planned to defend the inner tiers. 


He sat on the lip of a fountain, splashing water on
his face and catching his breath after the arduous ascent. His legs ached,
sweat soaked through his heavy cloak, and his back protested with every
movement. A welcome breeze wafted through the third tier.


Watcher's
taint! How have I been reduced to this? 


Midway through his ascent, he had been forced to
stop for a rest. A tavern had provided a place to sit and learn more about
Malandria. A single piece of silver had purchased a frothing tankard of heavy
ale—highly recommended by the pub landlord for anyone in the Hunter's
condition—along with information. 


"The lower levels are for the lesser citizens.
The fifth tier, running along the city wall, that's for the commoners. The
fourth level, that's for the tradesmen, livery yards, warehouses, markets, and
all the rest of the low-level commerce." He spat to the side and continued
wiping the bar with a cloth that smelled of stale beer and vomit. "That
and the filth of the Wretch Hole. Bastards are a stain on our clean city."


The ale had helped clear the aching from the
Hunter's head, but it did little for his temper. He had been forced to release
his grip on the pewter mug when it crunched beneath his fingers. 


The innkeeper puffed out his chest. "For those
of us who can afford it, artisans, merchants, and the like, we have the
Immoderata, the third level." He pointed up the hill. "The more you
can afford, the higher up you live. I've got a brother-in-law who lives in the
very shadow of the Enclosure!"


"The Enclosure?" 


The taverner raised an eyebrow. "That big
wall, the one surrounding Nightingale Grove. Never heard of it?"


"New to the city." 


"Well then, you've come to the right
place!" The man's smile revealed teeth stained bright yellow. "If you
need a room, I happen to have one free. A great view of the city, it has!"


"I'll think on it." The Hunter motioned
for the man to continue. "Tell me about Nightingale Grove."


"What's to tell? Only the very wealthy—and I
mean filthy, stinking rich, mind you—can afford to live there."


"And how does one get in?"


The proprietor snorted. "Get in? You don't,
not unless you work for one of the merchants, have a written invitation, or are
shaped just right." He outlined an hourglass figure with his hands, then
leaned closer with a meaningful look for the Hunter. "Let's just say the
guards are very particular about who
they let in."


One glance at the serious-looking men at the gate
of the Enclosure, and the Hunter knew the innkeeper had spoken the truth. 


The guards stood at ease despite their half-plate
armor. They moved with the confident grace of well-trained fighting men, their
hands never far from their swords, eyes ever vigilant as they watched passing
traffic. Bright red tunics displayed a long-armed balance—the insignia of some merchant-noble, no doubt. 


Made of a pale red stone, the Enclosure rose dozens
of paces into the air, an impressive barrier that loomed over the houses of the
Immoderata and blocked the houses of Nightingale Grove from view. Only the
tallest towers and spires could be seen over the top of the massive wall. 


One tower in particular drew the Hunter's eye. A
dazzling white obelisk thrust toward the clouds, scraping the underbelly of the
heavens. One low-drifting puff blocked the top of the tower from view. The
structure rivaled the House of Need in sheer height, though perhaps not in
girth.


Keeper's
teeth! Imagine the view from up there.


It had to be Lord Apus' mansion. 


Time to see
if my lie will work. Bardin had believed his tale of trying to find
work. Perhaps the guards would as well.


Groaning, he climbed to his feet. His back
complained and his legs ached, but he ignored the pain. He combed his fingers
through his beard and splashed water into his hair, smoothing back the dark
locks. He eyed his stolen clothing. Bedraggled and stained with mud, they were
a poor sight. 


Have to give
it a try. Straightening his tunic and cloak, he strode toward the gate with a
confident step.


The guards studied him with wary eyes. Before he
came within a dozen paces, one stepped forward with a raised hand. His other
hand hovered near his sword.


"Don't even think about it," the guard growled.
"Nightingale Grove is no place
for a wretch like you."


"But—" the Hunter protested.


"I said, off with you." The guard's
fingers closed around the hilt of his sword.


A momentary flash of anger seized the Hunter. He
envisioned himself snatching the guard's blade and running the man through. He
could almost feel warm blood spilling over his hands, hear the man's choking
cries.


With difficulty, he fought back the urge. No, not yet. I cannot afford to have anyone
else trying to kill me, not in my current state.


"Of course, sir." He forced his voice to
sound contrite. "I was just—"


"I don't care what you 'were just'," the
guard snarled, half-drawing his blade. "We'll have none of your kind here.
Back to the Wretch Hole where you belong." 


"Apologies, sir." Bowing deeply, the
Hunter retreated. 


A few streets from the gate, he ducked into a small
alley. A drainpipe ran up the brick wall of one of the houses, and the Hunter
shimmied up the side of the mansion. Within minutes, he lay atop the roof of
the three-story house, peeking over its tiled ridge.


Hood pulled forward, he studied the guards'
movement for any opening or momentary lapse of attention, anything he could
exploit. For over an hour he lay unmoving, and never once did the sentinels'
vigilance wane.


Keeper's own
luck! The one time I needed guards lax in their duties. This may be a bit
harder than I had expected. 


His gaze moved from the gate to the Enclosure
itself. No guards strode the parapets along the top of the wall. The towering
wall presented a difficult obstacle, though not impenetrable. 


If I can get
up there, I'll be able to find a way down.


He slipped along the rooftop, hugging the tiles to
stay out of sight of the guards below. He managed to get within a dozen paces
of the wall before the roof dropped away.


He eyed the finely-dressed stone of the walls.
Cracks dotted the wall at random, and he could see grooves and indents that
could serve as hand and foot-holds. Scaling the smooth stone of the Enclosure
would prove challenging for him, even in peak condition. In his current state…


Still, no
matter how hard it is, I have to
get in there. He had to find Lord Apus' mansion. The man's library held a
recorded history of the Bucelarii—his
history. Even if it takes weeks to search
the damned mansion, I will find that book!


The Hunter retraced his steps along the rooftop and
tucked himself beneath the overhanging awning of the neighboring building. It
hid him from view and offered shade from the bright sun. 


He drew out the skin of water and grimaced at the
tepid liquid within. Shading his eye, he studied the sun. 


Barely noon! He groaned
and tried to find a comfortable position. This
is going to be a long day. 


Perhaps he would have a chance to watch the sun set
over the rooftops of Malandria…


 









Chapter Thirteen
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Stars twinkled high overhead, but their faint light
did little to break the darkness surrounding the Enclosure. Shadow swallowed
the Hunter as he pulled himself over the crenellation and slipped onto the
empty, silent parapet barely illuminated by torches flickering in the gentle
evening breeze. 


The guard wouldn't return for a few minutes, more
than enough time for the Hunter to catch his breath and move on. Hours of watching
the guards' patrols had revealed their lax attitudes once the sun had set and
the gates were shut. It was a simple matter to time it just right so he could
slip along the wall unseen.


The climb had proven more difficult than expected.
Darkness hid him from the view of the guards, but made it impossible to see his
way. He had been forced to climb slowly, feeling with his fingers and toes to
find solid grip. His forearms, shoulders, and toes ached from exertion.


Better get
down to ground level and find someplace dark to hide before the guard returns.


He slithered from shadow to shadow, hugging the
walkway wall. Voices sounded from the courtyard below. A fire blazed bright in
front of the gatehouse, and the murmur of talking guards drifted up to him. Four
guards. With luck, they would be the
only ones on duty tonight. 


They must not
get many people climbing over the Enclosure. Thankfully, that makes my task a bit easier.


The Hunter peered down the staircase, hands
trembling, heart pounding with excitement. He breathed a quiet sigh of relief
to find it dark and deserted. With silent, cautious steps, he hastened down the
stairs.


Reaching ground level, he slipped into the shadows
of an overhanging tree, flitting through the darkness like a wraith. After weeks
of traveling in broad daylight, the shrouding night felt familiar, safe.


The sound of leaves rustled by the evening breeze
obscured his passage. The guards paid little heed to their surroundings, but
huddled closer to the fire, complaining about the cold and dark. Their unkempt,
rumpled tunics bore little resemblance to the crisp, stiff uniforms of those
guarding the gate during the day. Their faces were unshaven, their hair
overgrown and disheveled, their scabbards shoddy and unkempt.


Definitely
not the same quality as the daytime watch, but it seems not to matter. After
all, everyone is so afraid of the wizards that the streets are empty after
dark.


A memory from the previous night sent a twitch of
fear through his stomach. 


Those wolves
are a terror in their own right. It's no surprise everyone hides indoor! 


He would use the empty silence of the city to his
advantage. 


The Hunter slipped through the gardens of
Nightingale Grove, a looming mass of trees, shrubs, and bushes. The sweet scent
of winter flowers filled the darkness around him. It reminded him of the
Maiden's Fields of Upper Voramis. A flash of sorrow and longing accompanied the
memory, as it always did when he thought of the city he had called home for so
long.


Torches approached, accompanied by the clatter of
weapons. Thick tree trunks provided him with cover until the patrol had passed.
Only the soft rustle of his boots on grass and fallen leaves marked his
presence. The shadows of the gardens hid him from sight of the street, allowing
him to move quickly.


A dark shape loomed before him, blotting out the
stars like an obsidian dagger thrust into the heart of the night. It had to be
Lord Apus’ mansion. Even in the dim starlight, the Hunter could distinguish the
obelisk dwarfing the surrounding estates. He found it hard to believe such a
massive construction could exist. Not even the Palace of Justice in Voramis had
approached the sheer size of this manor. 


I wonder how
Lord Apus can afford such an extravagant mansion. His fortunes must be vast, indeed, to have
built something so impressive.


He approached with caution, skirting the outer
wall, taking care to avoid the guards at the mansion's main entrance. The wall
rose at least five times the Hunter's height, but the stones' rough edges
provided the Hunter with easy holds. Within minutes, he stood on the other
side. 


Lush greenery surrounded him. Thick branches
slapped his face and tugged at his cloak. His hand caught on a thorny vine,
which laid open a thin line along his palm. The resin of a nearby tree only
increased the sting of the laceration.


The insect population increased with every step he
took. The Hunter swatted at the swarming mosquitoes and buzzing flies,
resisting the urge to sprint his way free of the greenery. 


Clearly this
Apus has no desire for unwanted guests, and his primary defense is these
Keeper-damned bugs!


It was with great relief that the Hunter finally
stumbled clear of the thicket. He cursed under his breath and batted at the
last pursuing insects.


Give me Lord
Dannaros’ monstrous dogs or the wizards' pets any day.


The gardens gave way to a courtyard, where
flickering torches stood at intervals around the open space. Another obstacle
to avoid if he wanted to reach the mansion unseen.


He slipped through the encircling shadows, studying
the mansion as he went. A window stood open on a second-floor balcony. A quick
examination of the villa's façade revealed plenty of cracks he could use to
climb.


It's almost
too easy. 


The Hunter slipped over the balustrade, relieved to
find the rooms beyond were dark. A memory hit him—he had done this in Voramis
not long ago. 


Entering the
Villa Camoralia, home to the accursed Lord Cyrannius! Fire burned in his chest. He could not
forget the demon, or what he had done. 


Farida's face drifted before him, her innocent
smile hanging like a mist in the darkness. A weight settled on his shoulders.
He rubbed his eye, blinking hard to dispel the vision.


Not now. I cannot bear it.


The child's face vanished, replaced a moment later
by another young girl. Golden hair curled around her ears, and her chubby
cheeks broke into a gap-toothed smile. Then the smile faded. The once lively
eyes grew dark and hollow. Purple bruises formed around the wasted cheeks and
quivering lips.


A weak voice spoke in his mind. Sickness takes us all, but not you. The
Hunter is immortal.


Please, leave
me alone.


The child's gaze hit him like a punch to the
stomach. She seemed to stare into his very soul. The fallen lament, and only you bear witness. 


The Hunter found himself on his hands and knees,
gasping for air. His chest ached, and his legs refused to hold him upright. He
suddenly felt tired—so tired. 


Keeper take
you all! Leave me alone! Will I never find a moment's peace?


Silence was his only reply; the child had gone,
leaving him alone with blood pounding in his ears. 


Keeper's
teeth! They always seem to choose the worst times to make an appearance.


Strength returned slowly. He climbed to his feet,
using the balustrade to support himself. His hands and knees trembled, and his
feet felt filled with lead. 


Moonlight cast pale shadows through the towering
picture windows, but did little to push back the darkness of the room. He
groped his way along, all but blind. Finding the door, he lifted the latch and
peered into the hallway beyond. 


Candles set into wall sconces flickered in the
darkness, casting eerie shadows around the hall. The Hunter padded along the
corridor, his footsteps muffled by plush velvet carpet. He couldn't help
admiring the mansion's opulence. 


A massive staircase descended to the lower floor,
where more candles revealed an ornate, fully-furnished ballroom. An elaborate
marble banister circumnavigated the second floor gallery. The chandelier hanging
overhead reflected the candlelight, a thousand facets glinting in the darkness.



The Hunter ran his hands along the smooth marble
walls, marveling at the master craftsmanship. Tapestries and paintings hung
along the gallery, statuary dotted the numerous alcoves, and even the torch
sconces looked to be made of solid gold.


By the
Apprentice, such wealth! 


In all his years of entering the homes of the
wealthiest of Voramis, he had never encountered this degree of luxury. But he
had no interest in the treasures of Lord Apus, save one. He had to find the
man's collection of books. They would be in a library or vault, no doubt. But
where?


Graeme's voice droned in his head. "If you expose the books to sunlight
and moisture, they warp and decay. They must be stored in a room where the
temperature can be maintained, and with as little light as possible."


He grinned at the memory of his friend from The
Angry Goblin bookstore. Ahh, Graeme, you
fat bastard. How you loved to blather
on. For once, your incessant chattering has been of use.


He padded down the hall, making no more sound than
a wolf stalking its prey. He placed an ear to the nearest door. Snoring sounded
from within. Occupied.


Silence met his ears at the next door. Cracking it
open, he peered inside. Toys littered the floor of the room, and a child's bed
stood empty in the darkness. The smell of dust hung heavy in the air. Clearly
the room had not been used in some time.


Could it
belong to the child I saw? The pale, wasted face of the little girl appeared.
The Hunter closed the door—perhaps a bit too quickly—and rushed away from the
room.


Bloody,
dripping hell! This house is massive! 


Three more doors stood at intervals around the
second floor gallery. All were empty and silent. The third held only shelves
from floor to ceiling, laden with clothing and shoes.


At this rate, he could spend all night here and
find nothing. 


A sudden thought seized him. 


The spire. He had a
vision of the monstrous obelisk scraping the clouds. Could the treasures be there? 


It made sense. There would be only one way up or
down, easily guarded from intruders. 


An adjoining corridor led him toward a staircase,
which spiraled upward and disappeared into the darkness. It had to be the way
up.


He groped along, placing his feet with care. The
stairs curved along the outer wall of the obelisk, rising for what seemed an
eternity. His legs and back ached from the effort, his lungs burned, and his
knees protested each step. He climbed until he could go on no longer.


He leaned on the wall, panting. Watcher's twisted toenails! I must be close
to a hundred paces from the ground. Why did the bastard have to build his house
so damned tall?


He continued climbing until the burning in his legs
matched the fire of rage in his chest. He rested as his body demanded, cursing
the Beggar Priests and their poison with every aching step. His weakness was
their doing, and by the gods, he would make them pay. 


Finally, after what felt like hours, he reached the
top. He slumped to the floor gratefully, panting, his muscles burning. 


Pale moonlight shone through a window set into the
east wall, providing enough light for the Hunter to study his surroundings. No
more than a half-dozen paces across, the landing was sparse, with none of the
luxury displayed in the lower floors. 


With a groan, the Hunter climbed to his feet and
moved to the window. 


Sweet Master,
what a view!


Malandria stretched out far below him. Moonlight
cast jagged shadows across rooftops. Tiny pinpricks of lights dotted the night,
glittering like jewels in the bleached, colorless city. Beyond the looming
shadow of the massive wall, the obsidian landscape rolled and dipped for
leagues in all directions. 


He turned his attention to the landing's only other
feature: a plain door, with no lock, handle, or latch, set into the west wall.
Close scrutiny of the door frame yielded nothing. He felt along the walls on
either side of the door, searching for a hidden lock or trigger mechanism, but
gave it up after a half-hearted attempt. 


How in the
Keeper's taint am I supposed to get in there if there's no way to open the
door? What now? 


He contemplated waking Lord Apus. A knife to the
man's throat would render him compliant. He discarded the plan immediately—he
had no desire to climb those stairs again tonight. Perhaps he could push it
open. His muscles corded and he strained against the door, but the solid
bloodwood held fast. A foolish attempt.


Keeper take
the bastard! Now would be the perfect time to find a merchant who fails to
protect his wealth. But, no! That would be too easy.


A noise from beyond the door drew his attention; it
sounded suspiciously like a latch being thrown open. The Hunter's heart leapt
to his throat at the unmistakable click
of a lock. 


 









Chapter Fourteen


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


A moment of panic seized him. The landing had no
alcoves or recesses where he could hide. He had one choice: retreat. 


He flattened himself against the stairs. With slow,
silent movements, he reached beneath his cloak and drew the gutting blade. His
nostrils filled with the dusty scent of the soft carpet, and he was gripped by
the desire to sneeze. He swallowed hard and pinched the bridge of his nose. Any
sound would alert whoever occupied the room. 


The Hunter held his breath. The door creaked open,
and soft light flooded the landing. 


"Hello?" a man's voice called. 


As slowly as he dared, the Hunter peered over the
lip of the stair, trusting the dark hood of the cloak to hide him.


A man stood in the doorway, framed by the light
from the room beyond. He was tall, with shoulders nearly as broad as the door
itself. His features were cast in silhouette, but the Hunter could see thick
hair and a heavy beard. The Hunter caught the man's scent: dust, sandalwood,
and a metallic tang he recognized as gold. 


It could only be Lord Apus.


"Giacasta, is that you? Captain Arllinn?"


The light from the room beyond rendered the man
night-blind, but when Lord Apus reached behind the door—no doubt for a candle or lamp to illuminate the staircase—the
Hunter knew he had to act. 


He rushed up the stairs, crossing the landing with
quick steps. Lord Apus swung to face him, candle held high. Shocked surprise
registered on the man's face, but before he could react, the Hunter slammed his
fist into the merchant's jaw. 


The impact rocked the merchant's head to one side.
His legs sagged and he slumped backward, hitting the floor with a loud thump. The candle dropped from Apus’
hand, but the Hunter scooped it up before it hit the ground.


A triumphant laugh bubbled from the Hunter's
throat. He was in. Heart thumping, adrenaline pumping, he touched a shaking
hand to Lord Apus’ throat. The man would live, though he would have one wicked
headache.


Lifting the candle, the Hunter studied the room. 


By the
Illusionist!


The wealth displayed on the lower floors was a mere
pittance compared to the treasures stored here. Dozens of padlocked chests
stood in the corner. Glass cases displayed the bones of hideous, long-dead
creatures. Row after row of shelves lined the walls of the room, creaking under
the weight of innumerable books, artifacts, jewelry, and more valuables than
the Hunter had seen in his life. 


He wrestled with a flash of avarice. With a
fraction of the riches in the room, the Hunter could live out his life in
luxury. 


A quiet voice whispered in the back of his mind. “It would almost be a waste not to take
something.”


His heart sank and his stomach lurched. The demon
had returned; his momentary peace was at an end.


No, he told the
voice, I'm not a thief.


“Thief,
assassin—what difference is there?”


I only kill
those who I am paid to kill, and those who deserve it.


“And you
think this man doesn't deserve to have his money taken? He has more than he
could ever spend in a lifetime.” 


The Hunter had no argument.


“You could
live well. At the very least, you could
escape that foul shelter and get away from that insane creature Bardin.”


Of its own accord, the Hunter's hand reached for a
jewel-studded necklace. Exquisite diamonds sparkled in the candlelight, and the
smell of gold filled his nostrils. Thief or not, he knew it was worth a
princely sum.


He forced himself to place it back on the shelf. I will not steal. I am NOT a thief.


“You need
something to live on, once the money you took from those idiots in the
Forgotten Ward runs out. Just something small enough to buy food, or a horse
and some weapons. You will need them for your travels once you recover
Soulhunger. The merchant won't even miss it.”


The Hunter's eye roamed over the myriad items on the
shelves. A small sculpture caught his eye. Crafted in the shape of an owl, it
had blue gemstones set into the eyes and gold filigree inlaid over silver
feathers. 


The voice of his inner demon goaded him on. “That has to be worth something, and you can
carry it in your cloak easily.” 


This will
fetch good coin, enough to feed Bardin and me for as long as I remain in
Malandria. 


The demon radiated satisfaction as he slipped the
jeweled bird into a pocket of his cloak. The Hunter hated giving in, but what choice
did he have? He needed something to live on. He had no reason to deprive
himself. 


He pushed the thought aside and turned to study the
vault. He ignored the jewels, bones, and artifacts on the other shelves,
seeking only the books—the real reason he had come. Hundreds, thousands of
volumes lined the sturdy wooden shelves that spanned the entire length of the
north wall. Books of all shapes and sizes, new, old, and ancient. He walked
along the shelves, running his fingers reverently over the tomes. 


Papers lay scattered across a small desk near the
vault door. A small lamp provided illumination for the Hunter to read the
parchment atop the pile. His mind immediately recoiled from the complex wording
of what he guessed to be some sort of contract.


What in the
Apprentice's name is he doing working at this ungodly hour? 


He glanced at Lord Apus. The man's chest rose and
fell in a steady rhythm.


He should be
unconscious for a while. Long enough to peruse the books. 


The Hunter's gaze wandered over the shelf beside
the bloodwood door. These would be the volumes Lord Apus needed on hand, the
ones he read most often. Elaborate titles, such as "The History of Malandria Following the Tessian War of Succession"
and "An Emperor's Folly: The Fall of
the Malandriatus" marked them as historical accounts. The binding of
the volumes were only slightly wrinkled from use, their pages not yet yellowed
by age. All too new to be the tomes he sought. 


Farther from the door, he discovered books bound by
cracked, faded skins, with pages bent and warped.


Now we're
getting somewhere!


He pulled a book from the shelf at random and
opened it with care. The title of the book read "The Empire of Dust". Cracking open another, he found he held
"Volnis: The Forgotten Continent".
He returned the book to its place on the shelf and reached for another. Faded
embossed letters on the book's spine read "The
War of Gods". The ancient binding crackled as he reverently opened the
tome. 


Could this be
the one? Is this where I find my answers? 


His excitement mounted, but his hopes were dashed a
moment later. Water had damaged the book, and the writing was completely
illegible—save for a few passages on the final page. They were written in a
script he had never seen, yet somehow he understood the text. 


"It is
said they still roam Einan, though the gods conspired against them. They
hide…nature…they will ever be hunted by those…cleanse the world of their
kind…spawn of…" 


The writing blurred, the middle of the page
indecipherable. The Hunter's eye traveled down the page to find the few legible
words in the last line. 


"…nath…if
ever they discover the truth of…lost home…could spell…end of the world."


His hand trembled with excitement. A jumbled mess
of thoughts and questions raced through his mind.


Who are
"they"? Could the book be talking about me, about the Bucelarii? What
is "nath"? Where is the "lost home" of which it speaks? 


He replaced "The
War of Gods" and plucked the next book from the shelf without looking.



Before he could open it, a violent clanging tore
the silence of the vault. The Hunter whirled to see Lord Apus standing near the
door to the vault, a thin cord clutched in his hand.


The merchant-noble spat blood and wiped his mouth
with his sleeve. "You bastard! My guards will be here in minutes. They'll
be coming up those stairs—the only way in and out of this room. Pray they kill
you, thief. You don't want to find out what happens to those who steal from
me!"


Lord Apus’ dark eyes flashed to the tome still
clutched in the Hunter's hand, and his raucous laughter filled the vault. 


"Fool! You're going to be killed, and all over
a silly book of histories."


The Hunter gave the merchant a wicked grin.
"Who said anything about being killed?" 


He rushed Lord Apus. Panic flashed on the merchant's
face in the moment before the Hunter plowed his fist into the bearded face.
Apus sagged to the plush carpet once more.


Damn it! 


The Hunter debated what to do. If Lord Apus spoke
the truth, he had minutes to get out. No doubt the guards had already begun
their ascent of the winding staircase. He looked at the book in his hand. If he
wanted to escape, he would have no time to read the title, no time to search
for another tome. He cursed, frustrated. It would have to do. 


Tucking the book into his cloak, he sprinted down
the darkened staircase, straining his ears for the sounds of clanking armor or
booted feet. Less than halfway down, he heard the guards.


Keeper take
them! 


He had the advantage. His dark cloak blended with
the shadows of the stairwell, and the guards would be exhausted from the climb.
If he reached them before they saw him, he could barrel through them. 


Sweat trickled down his back, and his heart pounded
in time with his flying feet. He took the stairs two and three at a time. A
fall would shatter his ankles. He stifled his fear, trusting his reflexes to
save him from a misstep. 


Flickering torchlight shone below him, accompanied
by the clatter of weapons and the clink of chain mail. 


"Protect Lord Apus!" cried a man's voice.



The Hunter gripped the gutting knife, his knuckles
white. He had no desire to kill the guards—they were only doing their duty—but
he would if forced to fight for his life.



The light continued its climb toward him. The
Hunter slammed into a torch-carrying guard, hurling him into the wall. Without
slowing, he barreled past and charged the four guards immediately behind the
first. He rebounded from a heavy-chested man, sending him sprawling atop his
companions. Before the guards could pick themselves up, the Hunter had left
them far behind. 


He raced down the stairs, free hand trailing along
the wall for balance. His heart leapt to his throat. Every step he took in the
dark increased his chances of stumbling, yet he couldn't afford to slow.


Relief flooded him at the sight of the bottom
landing. He rushed toward the door and through the main corridor. Guards
clanked up the main staircase toward him, but they had little chance of
catching him. Indeed, they hadn't even seen him yet. He sprinted down the hall
toward the room through which he had entered. 


Not bothering to close the door behind him, he
slipped through the darkened room and out onto the balcony. The fresh night air
greeted him with a chill. Instead of slowing, he pushed his muscles harder and
leapt onto the railing. With every ounce of strength, he threw himself through
the air. 


His fingers closed around the branch of a nearby
tree. With a crack, the bough snapped
and he plummeted. The hard ground raced up to meet him. Only the soft, springy
grass of the garden saved him from serious injury, but it did little to lessen
the impact. 


Air whooshed from his lungs. He struggled to
breathe, to move, but he could do little more than groan. A sharp pain raced up
his spine. His ribs felt bruised, if not broken. His head whirled, and his left
eye throbbed painfully. 


He couldn't catch his breath enough to curse aloud.
Keeper take it. That hurt!


Again he tried to push himself up, but his left arm
had dislocated with the fall. Levering himself up with his right hand, he
struggled to his knees, then to his feet. His shoulder ached, adding its
protests to the symphony of pain coursing through him. He scooped up the book,
which had slipped from his belt.


The peal of a bell shattered the silence of the
night. Torches flickered in the courtyard and the sounds of shouts echoed from
within the house.


I have to get
out of here now, before they think to search the gardens. 


A scream tore from his lips as he reset his
shoulder. He could handle the dull, throbbing ache, and he needed use of the
arm if he was to escape. He fled into the thicket on unsteady legs, pulling his
hood over his face. The dark fabric blended with the shadows of the garden. 


I believe
I've worn out my welcome at Lord Apus' mansion. A pity, really. I would have
loved to read a few of those volumes stored there.


He glanced at the ancient tome clutched in his left
hand. 


At least I
managed to find some reward for my trouble. 


He could only hope the book held some of the
answers he sought. 


 









Chapter Fifteen
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Trembling
fingers gripped a makeshift weapon. Human eyes locked on to beast's.
Intelligence no longer burned in the bear's eyes; only maddening need remained.


Fear flashed
through the man. The brute towered over him, weighed four times as much, with
strength enough to tear limb from limb.


Animal
instinct fought for survival. “Flee!” 


Racing
thoughts filled with panic, he sprinted across rocky terrain. “Must find
safety.”


He fled the
death hunting him, running toward death of a different sort.


A rock
twisted underfoot, throwing him to the ground. He scrambled onward in
desperation. Two legs carried him slower than four. 


The monstrous
creature blocked out the sunlight with its bulk. Vicious claws ripped into the
man, taking with it skin, bone, and eye. Blood streamed from the man's face.
Ear-shattering roars drowned out his screams of agony.


Somehow, he
stumbled on. The pain of his torn face lent wings to his feet. The
creature—once companion, now monstrous foe—gave chase. 


Through the
reek of fear, the man's questing senses found what he sought: the sweet scent
of flowers the color of the bright sky far, far above. 


The bear
feared the blue blossoms. The man would use that to his advantage.


Blood dripped
down his face, arms, and neck, but he ignored it. Sharpened bone cut through
the flowers around him. Sap dripped onto the makeshift weapon. 


Roars echoed
behind him, growing louder with every beat of his panicked heart.


“Fight or
die.”


 


* * *


 


The Hunter jerked upright, breathing hard. For one
heart-rending moment, he could feel the agony, his fingers white-knuckled
around the makeshift weapon. Blood trickled from his guts, he—


No. It's just
a dream! 


He was awake. Only the phantom of pain remained.


The sound of choking reached him. Bardin's eyes
were wide in terror; the Hunter's fingers gripped his throat. 


"Bloody hell!" He wrenched his hand away
from Bardin's neck and retreated as far as the small shelter permitted. 


Bardin coughed and gasped. The Hunter stared down
at his right hand, still twisted into a claw, as if it gripped the bone weapon
from his dream. No, from his memory. The left side of his face throbbed in
remembrance.


"That," Bardin rasped, "was not
pleasant." He rubbed his throat. 


Red welts showed on Bardin's throat. The man would
carry the bruises for days.


Shame and horror burned in the Hunter's stomach.
"I-I'm sorry," was all he could stammer out. 


Bardin's hoarse, wheezing cough sounded awful. The
Hunter moved closer to the bald man and placed a hand on his shoulder. Bardin
flinched at the Hunter's touch, a hint of unease in his eyes. 


The Hunter retreated to his blankets and sat
hugging his knees, unsure of himself or what Bardin would do. "I-I don't
know what came over me."


Bardin gave the Hunter a rueful grin and rubbed his
throat. "I do. Night terrors, a very powerful sort. That, young Rell, is a
fear I have not seen in a long time. Not since…" Bardin trailed off, his
face an expressionless mask. He withdrew into himself, and his hand caressed
the pendant around his neck.


"I…" The Hunter couldn't think of what to
say. 


Bardin sat back on the pile of ragged blankets. His
hand never left the filthy ornament at his throat. "Tell me about it, lad.
Did it have something to do with that?" He thrust his chin at the Hunter's
torn left eye.


"Aye." 


"You said a wolf did it?" Bardin eyed him
skeptically. 


The Hunter hesitated. He didn't want to lie to
Bardin, but could he tell the man the truth? He had already told Bardin more
than he wanted to the previous night.


He shook his head. "No."


"Thought not." Bardin scratched his bald
head. "I've seen wounds like that before. Too large to be a wolf. More
like a bear." He eyed the Hunter askance. 


"A bloodbear." The Hunter shuddered.


Bardin's jaw dropped. "Keeper's arse! Heard
those bastards can be ferocious!"


The Hunter remained silent. The memory of his time
spent in the canyon played over in his mind. The fear had been so real…


"It's why they're called that, you know."
Bardin's voice cut into his thoughts.


"What?" 


"Bloodbears. They get their name because they
go blood-crazy during mating season. Most other animals know to avoid them when
they're in heat. They've been known to rip wolves and catamounts to pieces in
their lust-madness."


The bear's estrous scent filled the Hunter's
nostrils. "Had I known that, I think I would have avoided the creature.
Didn't have much of a choice at the time."


Bardin raised an eyebrow. "Oh? How did you run
across one of those things? I read somewhere that they had been hunted nearly
to extinction over the last centuries."


"I ran across one in the Chasm of the
Lost." It felt odd to tell the truth. "Actually, the bear saved my
life when I was near death. Then one day, the damned thing tried to rip me
apart."


Bardin's other eyebrow shot up. "I'm surprised
you survived the encounter." 


"Almost didn't. Hardly managed to escape with
my life. Came away with this to show for it." The Hunter pointed to the
mangled left half of his face. "Well, this and a mess of injuries that
have mostly healed by now." 


Bardin reached beneath his blankets and produced a
wine-skin, which he offered to the Hunter. "Drink? You look as if you
could use one after a nightmare like that."


"Thanks." The Hunter nodded, took the
skin, and tipped it to his lips. A thought suddenly struck the Hunter: Bardin
had just carried on a perfectly normal conversation, without a shred of
muttering, mumbling, or nonsense. He had even released the pendant. 


The stale reek of alcohol on Bardin's breath told the
Hunter everything he needed to know. 


"Seems the wine helps to bring things into
focus, eh?" 


Bardin smiled and nodded. "You noticed?"
He removed the stopper and drained the last drops. "Drink tends to push
away the chatter in my head. Drains away some of the worries. Almost makes
things clear again. Almost."


"Makes sense. A friend of mine once told me
wine turns off the part of your mind that creates the fears and
anxieties."


"Wise man, your friend." 


Bardin studied the Hunter, his eyes piercing, as if
boring into the Hunter's thoughts in search of secrets. 


The man's intense scrutiny made the Hunter
uncomfortable. He's definitely sharper
than he looks at first blush. A bit
of drink brings out his shrewd nature. I'll have to remember that if I spend
much more time around him. Can't have any more of my secrets getting out.


He shifted and sat up. "Well, I'm already
awake, so I think I'll get some reading done." 


Bardin gave the Hunter a sardonic smile.
"Reading, eh? Figured you were a man of letters. You don't have that
witless look that marks you as illiterate." 


The Hunter shrugged. "Aye, learned years ago.
A useful skill for my trade. I've tried to keep in practice as often as I can,
though in my current state"—he gestured toward the filthy shelter around
him—"let's just say it's hard to find reading material. I did manage to
get my hands on one book, though."


Before he realized what he was doing, he had pulled
the tome from beneath his cloak and held it up to Bardin. 


"Beautiful!" Bardin took it with reverence,
stroking the stiff binding with delicate fingers. "What is it?"


"Not sure. I was in a bit of a hurry when I
grabbed it, so I didn't have a chance to look over the contents."


Bardin handed back the book. The Hunter opened the
cover, and excitement coursed through him at sight of the looping, elaborate
lettering within. 


"Romance
of the Divine," he read the title aloud. "A tale of love
immortal." 


The words hung in the air for a moment. Reality
sank in, and he slammed the book shut, stomach twisting in rage.


"Keeper's stones! Of all the books I could
have taken, I grabbed a Watcher-damned work of romance. Who wrote this
dross?" 


He eyed the faded, cribbed lettering on the spine.
"Kar…Kara…Karannos…T…Tai…" 


"Karannos Taivoro?" 


The Hunter studied the name more closely.
"Aye, that could be it, though I can't be certain. This volume is old and
faded, almost too much to read." The color drained from Bardin's face.
"What is it, Bardin? What's wrong?"


"N-Nothing," Bardin said, hurriedly.
"I've just got to…er…get b-back to work…" The bald man turned his
back on the Hunter, and the sound of shuffling papers filled the tent. 


"Bardin?" 


No answer came. What
in the bloody hell was that? Does he know something?


"Bardin—" he began.


"I said nothing!" the man snapped,
without turning to face the Hunter. "Now leave me alone. I have work to
do."


The abrupt change in Bardin's demeanor startled the
Hunter. He stared at the back of the bald man's head, trying to make sense of
it all. 


From
interested to angry to ignoring me all in the space of a few heartbeats. Crazy
bastard! 


He leaned back against a crate, wincing at the
throbbing in his left arm. He had spent the entire day resting, but still the
shoulder hadn't recovered from his fall in Lord Apus' garden. 


The book in his hands intrigued him. He had heard
of Karannos Taivoro—indeed, every good Einari was familiar with the works of
the mad playwright. Regarded as one of the finest authors on Einan, the
tragedies and comedies of Taivoro could be found in every library around the
world.


What
intrigued Bardin so? What could
have been of such interest to draw him from his "important work"?



He turned the book over, studying it from every
angle. There was nothing remarkable about it. The tome smelled faintly of dust
and vellum, but he could see nothing out of the ordinary.


Perhaps the
contents of the book interested him. But a romance? 


With gentle hands, he cracked the book open to the
first page. 


“Herein lies
the account of the immortal love shared by Kharna the Mighty and his consort,
the fair Alzara.


In the days
before Einan came to be…”


Stifling a snarl, the Hunter flipped through the
book in search of any mention of demons, Abiarazi, Bucelarii, the
Serenii—anything even remotely connected to his past. Page after page of
romantic follies met his eye, as Taivoro the tragedian told of the budding
romance between the two gods.


A growing desperation filled him. Had he wasted his
one chance to find something of value in Lord Apus' vaults? The
merchant-noble's mansion would be heavily guarded now. He had little chance of
getting in undetected again, and, given his current condition, fighting his way
in and out would be suicide.


He started from the beginning of the book, taking
care to read every word. Hours passed, the candle burned low, his back ached
from the awkward position, and still the Hunter searched for any scrap of
information that could give him answers. 


There has to
be something. The tome had sat upon the shelf with the other
volumes of ancient history, and it looked to be nearly as old as the others. 


Yet, when he came to the final flowery word of the
last page, he had found nothing.


Watcher take
it! He fought down the overwhelming urge to hurl the book into the muck. Keeper-damned useless piece of—


"What are you looking for, Rell?"
Bardin's quiet voice filtered through the Hunter's rage. 


"What?" The Hunter looked up, and found
Bardin staring at him with a curious expression.


Bardin stared at him through clear, focused eyes.
"Clearly, you are searching for something in that volume. What are you not
finding that is making you so angry?" 


"Anything to tell me about…" The Hunter
hesitated, not yet ready to tell Bardin the full truth. "…the early
history of the world," he finished lamely. 


"And you think that Taivoro in your hands will
hold the answers?" 


The Hunter knew how ridiculous it sounded to find
insight into his past in the pages of a romance novel. But what choice did he
have? He had just this one book, with little hope of finding more. "I have
to try. I have nowhere else to search."


Bardin held his gaze for a long moment, then, with
a sigh, put down the piece of parchment that had held his attention.
"Child."


The Hunter's face burned and he balled his fists.
"What in the fiery hell are you talking about? I get angry at coming up
empty-handed in my search, and you call me a child?"


Bardin flinched beneath the tirade and held up his
hands in a defensive gesture. "Whoa, lad, hold on there! Calm down and
hear me out."


Blowing through his nose, the Hunter forced his
hands to relax. "Speak." 


"I said 'child' not because you are acting
childish." Bardin stared at the Hunter, the fear in his eyes mixing with
surprise. "I was referring to what you have there in your hands."


"Huh? This?"


"A Child's Cipher," Bardin said, giving
the Hunter an expectant look. Surprise showed on his face at the Hunter's blank
expression. "You've never heard of it?"


"Can't say as I have," the Hunter
growled. "Are you going to tell me what in the Keeper's loincloth you're
talking about, or will you just keep insulting me?"


"Easy, friend Rell." Bardin chuckled and
patted the Hunter on the shoulder. "Here, let me show you."


With careful movements, the bald man set the tiny
candle on the floor between them. 


"Allow me." He took the book from the
Hunter and turned the yellowed pages with reverence. "Hmm," he mused.
"Yes…yes…" 


He read for a moment in silence, then nodded, as if
finding what he sought.


"Look here," he pointed a grimy finger at
the top of the page, holding the book in the light of the candle.


The Hunter bent to take a closer look at the series
of lines etched into the parchment.


"The lines?" He raised his head to stare
into Bardin's eyes. "I thought they were just illustrations left there by
the scribe who wrote the book."


"That's what you're supposed to think!"
Bardin smiled at the Hunter, triumphant. "But, if you look carefully,
you'll see they are different on every page." He turned a few pages to
illustrate his point.


The Hunter could make nothing of the lines scrawled
on the page. "So you're telling me these are some sort of childish
encoding?"


Bardin snorted. "Childish? Dear me, not at
all." He chuckled and shook his head, giving the Hunter an enigmatic
smile. "I tell you this, lad, the Child's Cipher is far from childish.
Indeed, it's one of the most difficult codes on Einan, and nearly impossible to
crack!" 


 









Chapter Sixteen
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The Hunter's heart sank. Well, so much for that.


Bardin, however, just grinned. "The name
derives from the code's design." 


He snatched up a piece of parchment from the pile
spread around his blankets, and, using the stub of a leaden stylus produced
from the mess, he scratched out a crude circle. 


"This," he said, tapping the circle with
the tip of the stylus, "is an innocuous circle, the shape a child would draw." 


 "Yes, I
can see that. So what does a circle have to do with a secret code?"


"Simple!" Bardin made a few more marks on
the parchment and again held it up to the Hunter, who eyed it closely. The bald
man had scratched the first five letters of the Einari alphabet around and in
the middle of the circle. 
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Bardin gave the Hunter a smile filled with pride.
"It is called the 'Child's Cipher' because it uses simple geometric
shapes—the sort all children learn from a young age." 


With quick strokes, he drew more figures: a square,
diamond, five-pointed star, and oval. Then he scribbled in the rest of the
alphabet, save for the last two letters. He showed the Hunter the paper again.
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"Missing a couple, aren't you?" the
Hunter asked.


Bardin glared. "Well, lad, to write the 'Y'
and 'Z', all you do is add a line to the 'I' and the 'S'. Like so." He
proceeded to demonstrate. "Now do you see? Or should I explain it
again?" 


The Hunter couldn't miss the edge in Bardin's
voice. "But I still don't understand how this artwork here"—he
pointed to the lines atop the pages of his stolen book—"is anything like a
hidden message."
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"Be quiet for a moment, and I will tell you
what it says." Bardin's glare silenced the Hunter. For a few moments, the
only sound in the shelter was the skritch,
skritch of the stylus' tip.


"There!" Bardin gave him a triumphant
grin. "Take a look at that, young Rell."


The Hunter studied the parchment. Bardin had copied
the scrawled artwork, dividing it into individual lines. The bald man's crude
shapes indeed resembled the illustrations atop the pages of his stolen book,
though they lacked the mastery. 


"So what does it mean?" The Hunter
couldn't control his excitement. 


"Simple." Bardin spoke in the voice of a
patient teacher lecturing a particularly dim-witted child. "All we need do
is refer to this key, and we can discover that the word means…" 


Both men studied the lines in silence, searching
for the corresponding letters. 


"VYYHFVBA!" Bardin announced, triumph in
his voice. Then, as if realizing what he had just said, his face fell. 


"Flouncing fornicating deity, Bardin, what a
discovery!" The Hunter couldn't stop himself from mocking. "A study
of this book will now reveal all the terrible and wonderful secrets of the
mysterious VYYHFVBA!" 


He felt disappointed. Bardin's excitement at
finding the cipher had raised his hopes, only to have them dashed by the
discovery that the lines were little more than rubbish.


"But…" Bardin gaped. "I…" 


He studied the parchment through narrowed eyes, his
lips moving silently. Then, a slow smile spread on his face. 


"Of course! The sly bastard!" With a
triumphant grin for the Hunter, he bent and scribbled on the parchment.


"What am I missing?" the Hunter asked. 


Bardin made no reply, but continued writing
furiously. After a minute, he thrust the paper at the Hunter. "It's pure
genius! A cipher within a cipher."


Beneath "VYYHFVBA", Bardin had written
the word "ILLUSION". 


The Hunter shook his head. The man truly IS mad! 


Bardin stared at the Hunter, not a hint of madness
in his eyes. 


"How in the hells did you get 'illusion' from
'VYYHFVBA'?" the Hunter asked. "That seems a bit of a stretch, even
for you, Bardin."


The bald man smiled at the Hunter. "It's
simple, really. The second cipher is called—and rightly so, I might add—the
Taivoran shift." 


He scribbled the letter 'V' on the parchment, and,
beneath it, the letter 'I'. 


"See, you simply shift the letters of your
word a certain number of characters. In this case, the shift is thirteen
characters—no doubt for the thirteen gods. Once the characters are shifted, a
perfectly normal word is transformed into gibberish, or vice versa. As you see,
you now have your message!"


His triumphant smile returned, and he stared at the
Hunter expectantly. 


The Hunter's mind whirled. "So, we know the
word 'illusion' is there." He took the book from Bardin's hand and flipped
through the pages. "Does that mean what I think it means?"


Bardin nodded vigorously. "Yes! Every one of
these 'scribbles' at the top of these pages is a hidden code!"


"In a novel about the romance of the gods? A
bit of a stretch, don't you think?"


This in no way dimmed Bardin's enthusiasm.
"Look!" He pointed to the spine and the name etched there. "The
book was written by Karannos Taivoro, yes?"


The Hunter shrugged "So it seems. But how does
a cipher of this complexity end up in the works of the mad playwright?"


Bardin eyed him for a long moment. When he spoke,
his words were barely above a whisper. "It is there because Taivoro was
the master of ciphers."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "The mad
playwright? The scribe who penned dozens of collections of erotic fiction? The
same man who wrote 'The One Hundred and
Thirteen Nights of Coition'?" 


Bardin grinned. "Aye, the same."


"Watcher's taint, Bardin! How in the fiery
hell do you expect me to believe that—?" 


"Have you never heard the legends of
Taivoro?" Bardin asked.


The Hunter snorted. "That he was a drunken
fool who drank and copulated himself to death? Sure, we've all heard those
tales!"


Anger flared in Bardin's eyes. "Those rumors
have no truth," he snapped. "We
were taught the truth."


His intensity surprised the Hunter. "Who is
'we'? And what do you mean by 'the truth'?"


Once again, Bardin hesitated. The silence stretched
on longer this time. 


"What?" the Hunter snapped after nearly a
full minute had passed. Bardin's scrutiny made him uncomfortable. "Spit it
out already!"


"The 'truth', Rell, is that Karannos Taivoro
was the first Illusionist Cleric to walk Einan."


The Hunter's jaw dropped. "What?"


"He studied under the Illusionist himself. Our
god taught him the ways of the mind, illusions, even things we would today
consider to be 'magic'. The writings of Taivoro are canon in the Temple of
Prosperity."


The Hunter's thoughts swirled in a furious
maelstrom. Our god…canon in the Temple of
Prosperity…taught by the Illusionist himself? 


"Y-you mean," he stammered, stunned.
"You're an Illusionist Cleric?" 


Bardin shook his head. "No." Anger
flashed across his features. "I dreamed of serving the almighty
Illusionist. The High Illusionist Cleric himself wanted to train me. He brought
me to the Temple of Prosperity to study, said I had a mind perfect for the
task."


It made sense, albeit in a convoluted manner. 


They say that
all Illusionist Clerics are touched by the Illusionist himself. He certainly
bears the mark of the god of madness. Could he really be…?


"So what happened?" the Hunter asked.
"Why didn't you become an Illusionist Cleric?"


"Because of the thrice-accursed Order of
Midas!" Bardin shouted. 


He clapped a hand over his mouth, his other hand
creeping toward the pendant at his throat. His eyes darted around the shelter
fearfully, as if expecting a wizard to appear and strike him down for his blasphemy.



The Hunter stifled a derisive snort at the bald
man's fear. "How did the wizards"—he
whispered the word—"prevent you from becoming a cleric?"


"They took control of the city, that's
how!" Bardin's face flushed, his anger audible despite his hushed voice.
"When they seized power from the nobility, they expelled all of the lords
and nobles who refused to bow to their power. Killed them all in a dark ritual
at the high moon, it's said." 


The bald man shuddered, and his eyes took on a
distant look. "The wizards ousted every one of the temples. They claimed
the religious orders were a threat to their power."


"The temples?" The Hunter couldn't
conceive of an organization powerful enough to pose a threat to the temples, so
firmly were the people of Einan held in the grip of religion. "How did
they manage that?"


"They killed all the priests," Bardin
whispered, his voice filled with sorrow, "down to the apprentices and
novices. Every priest of every order was slain, save for the priests at the
House of Need."


"But here you are. How did you manage to
escape?" 


"I was not yet inducted as a priest in the
Temple of Prosperity."


"You escaped because you were not yet a
priest? If you were not inducted, how did you learn their ways?" The
Illusionists guarded their secrets fiercely—he knew only too well, after being
hired by the Temple of Prosperity to track down and kill a Voramian thief who
had stolen the wrong book from the wrong library.


"The High Illusionist Cleric wanted me to
succeed him after his death, so he oversaw my education personally. I mastered
the basic teachings quickly, but the wizards killed him before I could learn
more." A tear slipped down Bardin's wrinkled cheek.


"How old were you?" 


"Barely past the age of manhood."
Bardin's voice cracked. "My…talents…were concealed by my parents when I
was a child, but when they died, my relatives discovered the truth. They had no
use for another hungry mouth to feed, and they told me I'd be better off
serving at the temple. When the temple was destroyed…"


"You chose to live on the streets." 


"Chose? What choice did I have? Those of us
without traditional homes, we are
forced to live here." The anger filling Bardin's voice matched the rage in
his expression. 


Now the Hunter understood how the Order of Midas
kept the city streets clean and well-maintained. The wizards confined the poor
and destitute within this alley.


"But your family—"


"Hated me because they couldn't understand me.
And by the time I had learned what I know of the Illusionists' ways, my mind
had already been too…broken." With a rueful grin, he tapped his forehead.
"The teachings of the Illusionist are not kind."


"But why not go somewhere else? Why stay here
in Malandria? Why live like this?" The Hunter gestured to the shelter
around him.


Bardin gave him a sad smile. "Malandria is my
home. It is all I have ever known. Given my…condition, what chance would I have
of surviving a long journey, making a home in a new city? No, I tell you this,
young Rell, wizards or not, Malandria is the only place I will ever live."


The smile brightened. "Besides, though it may
not look like much, this is a place I
can call my own." He stared at the shelter with a look of contentment.
"Life in the Temple of Prosperity was never easy for an uninitiated
apprentice. Here, I have what I need—my friends and my work."


"What is that work? You spend every spare
moment on it, but you have yet to tell me anything about it." 


Bardin retreated, wrapping his arms around his
knees. "It is a secret, entrusted to me by the High Illusionist Cleric the
day before the wizards murdered him. It was his life's work, and now it is
mine. I am to tell no one about it until it is complete." 


The Hunter wanted to press for more detail. But,
judging by the man's guarded expression and the hunch of his shoulders, he knew
Bardin would only clam up if he persisted. 


But perhaps he could use the man to help him find
answers into his own past. "About these codes, Bardin." He held up
the book. "You're telling me you can decipher what they say?"


His question seemed to draw the bald man from the
shell into which he had retreated. "Aye, though it will take some time.
There are hundreds of pages to decode, and no doubt more ciphers have been
hidden throughout the rest of the book." He smiled at the Hunter. "It
was ever the way of the great Taivoro."


"What do you think you will find?" 


Bardin shrugged. "The writings of Taivoro
always contain hidden secrets of great value. You can be certain that we will
learn much, though I make no promises that it will be precisely what you are
looking for."


It had to be good enough. 


"Well, then?" the Hunter asked.
"What are we waiting for? Let's get started with—"


Bardin held up a finger. "There is no 'we',
Rell. I work better alone."


The Hunter opened his mouth to protest, but Bardin
cut him off.


"Besides, I need you to bring me a few
things."


"What things?"
The Hunter all but leapt to his feet in excitement. "Tell me, and I will
bring them now."


Bardin thought for a moment, running grimy fingers
through his matted beard. "Candles, for one. If I am to work in the dark,
I'll need light to see by."


"Got it! What else?"


Bardin studied the stubby stylus atop the pile of
parchments. "A quill pen, if you can find it. Makes it much easier to write
with. With the nibs, mind you! That, and a fresh jar of ink."


"Anything else?"


A wide smile creased Bardin's face. "Last but
certainly not least, I'll need more wine."


"Wine?" The Hunter eyed the man with
suspicion. "Are you sure—"


"My mind works better when I've had something
to drink. The wine shuts out the voices. It is the only way I can finally find
clarity of thought. Sadly, of late it has been hard to scrounge enough coin for
even a cheap skin."


"Leave that to me, Bardin. Decipher what is
hidden in those pages, and I'll bring you the best damned wine in all of
Malandria." He ducked under the flap of the tent, but a hand on his arm
stopped him. He turned to look into Bardin's worried eyes


"You're going out now? The wizards are—"


The Hunter patted Bardin's arm, trying to placate
him. "Sleeping, no doubt. Even practitioners of the arcane arts must
rest." 


His words seemed to work. Bardin nodded and bent
his attention to the Hunter's book. The Hunter pushed into the Malandrian
darkness, eager to find the supplies Bardin had requested. Finally, he would
get some answers. 


 









Chapter Seventeen
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The Hunter hurried up the deserted street, anxious
to see Bardin's progress. The heavy bag slung over his shoulder carried the
items Bardin had requested, along with a few more provisions: fruit no sane man
would call fresh, withered vegetables, cheese that had seen better days, and a
loaf of bread drier than the cobblestone streets. 


The night
market is never a good place to shop, but where
else can I find what I need at this hour? If one knew where to look, there
was always a market open in the city—albeit an illegal one, with provisions of
pitiful quality.


A clay bottle of wine sloshed beside the foodstuffs
in the pack. The wine, now that was something to look forward to. The wax seal
marked it as an above-par vintage. Bardin would be excited.


The air was refreshing, with only a hint of chill.
The Hunter breathed deep, filling his nostrils with the scent of Malandria at
night. A crisp, clean smell, with none of the filth that plagued Voramis. Stars
twinkled in the night sky, and the heavens showed no sign of growing lighter. 


Bardin could
get in a few hours of work before the sun rises. Perhaps by morning, he will
have the answers I seek. 


He moved quickly, eager to read what Bardin had
deciphered. Would the man find anything in the book? Would it be what the
Hunter was looking for?


How can it
be? He has no idea what I want to know.


Perhaps he should tell Bardin the truth. 


“Never!” 


Silence, Demon!
This is not your choice to make.


What would Bardin do if he knew the truth of the
Hunter's true identity? 


It might help
him know what to search for. He will be able to find the answers I want.


He resolved to tell the man, come what may.


“Fool! Are you
forgetting Ellinor so soon?”


Never. The Hunter
would never forget the look of terror in Ellinor's eyes the night he had saved
her. But that doesn't mean Bardin will
react the same. 


Bardin would understand. He had to!


Bucelarii. 


The voice startled him. His hand darted into his
cloak for the gutting knife, his stomach in knots. He recoiled at the
apparition forming in the darkness before him.


The thing appeared barely human. Grimy, covered in
weeping sores, the man stared at the Hunter. He extended gnarled hands in
supplication, malformed joints twisting his limbs. 


Bucelarii. The voice
sounded in the Hunter's thoughts. You
must avenge us. 


The sight sent a shiver down his spine. I cannot. I haven't the time to find your
killer.


You are the
Hunter. Hunt them down.


The Hunter shook his head. I have my own concerns to occupy me. I will not waste my time in a
fruitless search.


We will bring
you to them, and you will mete out the justice they deserve.


Leave me
alone! 


The Hunter broke into a run, pulling the hood over
his head to hide the vision. But as he rounded the corner, another figure
appeared before him.


You must
avenge us. This voice belonged to a woman with her face disfigured horribly by a
shattered skull. They brought death to
Malandria. We are but victims in their game. You must bring them to justice, as
you did in Voramis.


What I did in
Voramis was not justice, but revenge! He tried to hurry past, but the phantasm followed. 


Seek out
those who did this to us, and let us have our revenge. 


I will not
repeat the mistakes I made in Voramis. Malandria is—


Your home? The woman's
voice mocked him. You have no home,
Bucelarii. You are destined to roam this world. But bring us justice, and we
will give you peace.


Peace. The one thing that continued to elude him.
That, and his memories of the past.


Something slammed into his chest, knocking him to
the ground and driving the breath from his lungs. 


"Well, well, well." A harsh voice broke
the silence of the night. "If it isn't the legendary Hunter of
Voramis."


Gasping, struggling to breathe, the Hunter stared
up at the man towering over him. Taller than the Hunter by a hand's breadth and
nearly twice as wide, the brute carried no weapons. He wore only heavy gloves,
with steel-studded knuckles. He stood silent as a statue, as if waiting for a
cue.


The voice hadn't come from the hulking brute; it
had been a feminine voice. The Hunter glanced to his right as he came slowly to
his feet. 


A woman—one of the most beautiful he had seen—leaned
against the wooden post of an empty stand. Her dark red hair, pulled back into
a tight braid, framed a heart-shaped face. Full lips twisted in a mocking grin
beneath a perfect nose. Her dark, glittering eyes returned the Hunter's gaze
calmly. Scars contrasted with the shape of her long, delicate fingers, which
played with the grip of a bladed polearm.


The woman's eyes peered beyond the Hunter.
"Not much to say, this one." 


"Aye," came a second voice from behind
the Hunter, "though that could be owing to Gratius' punch." 


The Hunter's head spun around. A third figure stood
a few paces away. Taller than the hulk Gratius but not nearly as wide, this man
resembled a masculine version of the woman. Though his fiery hair had been
cropped close around his ears, he had the same nose, the same angular chin, and
the same slim fingers. He carried a fencing blade rather than a polearm. 


Studying the brute standing silent before him, the
Hunter saw similarities in the man's features, though perhaps less pronounced
than the other two.


The woman tapped her perfect lips. "I wonder
why he didn't heed our message the first time."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Message? What
message?"


The tall, thin man laughed. "You'd think a
crossbow bolt to the head would leave a more…lasting impression on a man,
sister dear."


"Aye, some might say the impact would
communicate clearly." The woman gave the Hunter a sardonic smile, clearly
pleased at her choice of words. "Though perhaps the legendary Hunter of
Voramis is not so easily frightened."


The Hunter's mind raced. How could they know? Unless…


The woman's smile twisted into a sneer. "Our masters know who you are, Hunter."
She spat the last word. "They hired us to send you a message, yet you
disregarded it. Now, we have been commanded to carry out their threat." 


"If you know who I am, you also must know I do
not take kindly to being given orders."


"You're an assassin for hire, as are we."
The tall man shrugged. "Taking orders is what we do." He edged to one
side, widening the distance between himself and the other two. 


"You may take orders from whoever has the coin
to spare, but not I." The Hunter maneuvered to keep all three in his line
of sight, but a shuttered stall stopped his retreat. "I choose whether or
not I will accept a contract. Those in Voramis knew better than to press the
issue." 


"But alas," the woman said, "you are
no longer in Voramis. You stand on Malandrian soil, and in Malandria, you
answer to our masters."


The Hunter's eye darted about, searching for a way
of escape. "What have I done to anger your masters?" 


"Tales of the Bloody Hand and their grisly
demise reached Malandria long ago. The Order of Midas knows the part you
played, and would avoid sharing their fate. We are here to deliver their
judgement." The woman stalked toward him, holding her weapon in a loose,
familiar grip.


The Hunter felt a stab of panic, and his ruined
left eye throbbed. Weaponless, wounded, and his body unable to heal itself, he
knew facing all three at the same time could prove fatal. 


Perhaps he could buy time enough to escape.
"So why now? Why confront me at all when a bolt to the head would
work?"


The woman smiled. "There is always that
possibility." 


Something rustled behind him. Whirling, the Hunter
saw the tall, thin man leveling a crossbow at him.


"Apologies, Hunter." He pressed the
trigger.


The Hunter reacted without thinking, flaring his
cloak out wide and throwing himself to the side.


Pain ripped through his side. The bolt tore cloth
and flesh, hurling him to the ground and carving a line of fire across his
ribs. He threw himself into the fall, rolling to his feet in a low crouch, hand
flashing toward the gutting knife. 


The tall man opened his mouth to speak, then
snapped it shut. He looked down at the crossbow with a look of dumbfounded
amazement. The woman's expression mirrored her brother's shock. 


The Hunter growled. "You'll pay for that, you
bastard!" He pushed the pain to the back of his mind, relishing the
adrenaline coursing through him. 


The woman whistled. "By the Keeper! You're
fast, I'll have to give you that!" 


"It seems your masters forgot to mention that
I don't die easy," the Hunter snarled. 


The tall, thin man smiled. "Oh, I daresay you
speak the truth, good Hunter. Which is why they sent the three of us to deal with you."


He gave the thin man a feral smile. "Pray to
whatever god you worship that the three of you are enough!" Trying to hide
his pain, he straightened and shook his head. "The fact that you're facing
me is foolishness itself. As I said, you'd be better served putting a bolt in
my head from the rooftops." 


The woman shrugged. "Perhaps, but this way we
can kill you with our own hands and earn prestige for being the ones to kill
the mighty Hunter." She toyed with the handle of her polearm. She looked
all too comfortable with the weapon, and eager to use it. 


The Hunter was forced to move to keep all three
within his field of vision. Of the trio, he marked the tall man and the woman
as the primary threats. The big brute moved slower and with hesitation, almost
as if taking cues from the woman.


Warm wetness trickled down his side and soaked into
the waist of his breeches. He cursed silently. Between the pain and loss of
blood, he could ill-afford a prolonged skirmish. 


He forced bravado he didn't feel. "Might I at
least know the names of those who are about to kill me?"


The thin man stepped forward and dipped into a bow
with a flourish of his slim sword. "We are the Savage Three!"


 









Chapter Eighteen
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Dumfounded, the Hunter stared at the man. Then laughter
burst from his lips. "Watcher's taint! Not a very terrifying name, is
it?" He howled, doubling over in mirth.


The woman scowled. "Here in Malandria, the
name of the Savage Three is spoken with fear and reverence."


The Hunter snorted, making no attempt to hide his
amusement. "Perhaps, but why not try the Fearsome Family or the Brutal
Brothers? Something a bit less on the nose."


"He mocks us?" The tall, thin man's voice
grew nasal and shrill with anger. "Come, Sister, let us see how he laughs
through a slit throat." He stepped forward, raising his sword.


"Roccus, wait!" 


The voice, deep and rich, surprised the Hunter. It
came from the third sibling, who had remained motionless until now. 


Hesitation written in his expression, the brute
turned to face his sister. "Are you certain you want to do this?" He
turned to stare at his brother. "There's something about him…"


Roccus rolled his eyes and snapped. "Of
course, Gratius! It's what we were hired to do."


Gratius clearly wanted to say more, but a glare
from the woman shut him up. The Hunter locked gazes with the brute. 


Curious…


Gratius’ eyes flicked to the Hunter's right and he
flinched almost imperceptibly. Acting on instinct, the Hunter twisted to the
side. The woman's polearm—thrust at his ribs—carved a thin line of fire along
his chest. 


The Hunter slammed his fist down on her hand,
breaking her grip. The polearm clattered to the cobbled stones of the street.
When the woman's eyes followed her weapon, the Hunter snapped his boot up into
her stomach, driving the breath from her lungs. 


He had no time to think. Gratius charged, swinging
a massive, steel-studded fist toward his head. The Hunter ducked under the blow
and, stepping closer, slammed his elbow into Gratius’ ribs. Bones bent but
refused to crack, and the hulking brute grunted in pain. 


The Hunter slipped behind the big man, using his
imposing bulk to block the third sibling's attack. He kicked the back of
Gratius’ knee, hard, eliciting another cry of pain. The big man wobbled, giving
the Hunter a moment to breathe.


Then Roccus was upon him, slim fencing blade
carving the air in quick cuts and thrusts. It was all the Hunter could do to
stay out of the path of the blade. The rapier darted in and out of his field of
vision, moving almost too quickly for his one eye to follow, leaving shallow
wounds in his face and neck. 


The rapier darted toward his throat, and the Hunter
threw up his forearm. The blade sank deep into the muscle above the elbow. He
cried out in pain, then again as the man twisted the blade and pulled it free.
Blood dripped down his arm, running from his hand in rivulets to stain the
cobbled stone streets. 


Only then did he remember the gutting knife.
Pitiful, perhaps, but his only chance of survival. 


"My, my," the tall man said, eyeing the
small, curved blade with disdain. "It seems that we are to have a fight tonight. A truly fearsome weapon, indeed."
The man's tone was light, but his eyes never left the Hunter's hand. 


"I've killed better men than you with less
than this!" False bravado, but perhaps it would buy him a momentary
advantage.


The thin man snorted. "You truly do have a
vaunted opinion of yourself, dear Hunter." He shook his head and saluted
the Hunter with the rapier. "At least I will be able to boast that Roccus
of the Savage Three defeated the legendary killer of Voramis."


"Perhaps, but I'm not dead yet." A smile
spread slowly on his lips—the snarl of a predator staring at its prey.


Roccus’ eyes flicked to his left, and the Hunter
threw himself forward. Pain flared along his back, but the blow—no doubt meant
to be fatal—only grazed him. 


Caught unaware by the Hunter's lunge, Roccus
nonetheless reacted quickly. His thrust pierced the Hunter's shoulder—far too
close to the large vein in his neck for comfort. Ignoring the pain, the Hunter
leapt back, pulling the rapier free of his shoulder. A fresh trickle of blood
stained the front of his tunic. He retreated down the street, moving to keep
all three within his limited field of vision. 


The demon screamed in his mind. The Hunter ignored
the voice. "Not so easy to kill, am I? Perhaps now you will consider
disobeying your masters' orders, just this once."


"We cannot," the woman said. She had
retrieved her bladed polearm and held it at the ready. "We fear them far
more than we could fear you." Resignation filled her voice, mixed with a
grim determination. 


"Are you so afraid of these wizards that you
would die rather than fail to carry out their commands?"


Gratius had found his feet. He moved into position
behind his brother, wincing with every step. 


Roccus shrugged. "You can only kill our
bodies, but these wizards can steal our very souls!" 


The thought chilled the Hunter. He knew the feeling
all too well. 


Then the words struck him. His mind raced. Could these wizards have found a weapon like
Soulhunger? Impossible! Soulhunger was supposed to be the last of the demon
blades.


Yet that assumption had proven false in the past.
He'd encountered another in the Serenii tunnels under Voramis—the First's blade.
Could there be more hidden from the
world? 


A throbbing in his left eye pushed the thoughts
from his mind. At a serious disadvantage, he needed all of his attention just
to survive. Only his fast reflexes had saved him. That and the fact that his assailants
had been spread out. His chances were slim now that he faced them head on.


The Hunter gripped the gutting knife tighter,
flexing his fingers. "So be it. Come on then." 


Roccus advanced first, Gratius and the woman
flanking him. The Hunter was trapped, his escape cut off. With surreptitious
movements, he slipped his left hand beneath his cloak to seize the hidden
crossbow bolt. 


The tall, thin man moved with impressive speed. His
rapier darted through the air, flicking in and out like the tongue of a viper.
The Hunter's impaired vision made it difficult to follow the blade's deadly
weaving. He backpedaled, twisting to avoid a thrust, but Roccus' blade carved a
line of fire across the back of his hand. The crossbow bolt clattered to the
ground. The smirk on the tall man's face grew at the Hunter's visible pain.


Roccus fought with precision. He snapped the thin
sword easily, cutting wicked arcs around the Hunter. Perfectly balanced, moving
with the short, mincing steps of a Royal Court fencer, he kept up no matter how
far the Hunter retreated. It was all the Hunter could do to avoid being
impaled. The gutting knife offered little in the way of defense or offense
against the longer, lighter blade. Within minutes, Roccus had laid open his
forehead, forearm, thigh, and hand; shallow wounds all, but painful
nonetheless. 


He blocked a thrust at his good eye, searching in
desperation for an opening in Roccus’ guard. A dim part of his mind screamed at
him to find Gratius, who had slipped from his field of vision.


I have to
even the odds, and quick.


Roccus stepped into a perfectly timed thrust. But
instead of retreating, the Hunter moved forward and to the right. He grunted at
the fire burning along his left side. The pain didn't stop him from burying the
gutting knife in Roccus’ forearm.


Roccus’ screams pierced the night. His eyes went
wide, and his grip on the sword weakened. Snarling, baring his teeth, the
Hunter pushed the knife deeper. Roccus’ fingers spasmed as steel parted nerves.
A fresh wave of blood spouted from his hand, and he screamed again. 


The Hunter's fist silenced his cries. 


Even as Roccus wobbled, the Hunter whirled. The
woman stood with a look of shocked surprise on her face. Mouth open, she
watched blood gout from Roccus’ arm. The Hunter sprinted toward her. Heavy
footfalls pounded behind him, but he kept his eye fixed on the woman. He slowed
only long enough to scoop up the rapier. Gratius could wait—she was his main
concern.


The woman snapped back to life at the sight of the
Hunter. She thrust the polearm at his stomach, and only a flourish of his dark
cloak saved him. He wrapped the blade in folds of cloth, trapping it, and
lashed out with a punch to her face.


She would not be as easy as her brother. With almost
contemptuous ease, she slipped beneath the blow, twisted her weapon free of his
cloak, and danced out of reach with a mocking smile. 


"Surprised, Hunter? Not every day you meet a
woman who can fight."


Celicia's face flashed in his mind's eye. Sir Danna's
followed a moment later. He smiled and shrugged. 


Gratius reached them and took up a position behind
his sister, forcing the Hunter to retreat further. The hulking brute studied
him through narrowed eyes. The Hunter returned the scrutiny, marveling at the
huge man's grace. It reminded him of Tane—the Third. He had almost been more
dangerous than the First.


Yes, this
Gratius is definitely one to be feared. If he wasn't so reticent to fight… 


The Hunter's wounds stung like a thousand hot
needles. Pain echoed in every movement, and his left eye throbbed. 


I have to end
this, and soon!


"Well, then? What are you waiting for? Come on
then!"


Gratius hesitated. "Kalia," he rumbled,
placing a hand on her shoulder, "Roccus is—"


"Roccus will live," she barked. "We
have a task to carry out, or can you not remember that?"


The big man's face reddened. Clenching his fists,
he stepped toward the Hunter, anger burning in his eyes. 


Kalia attacked, too impatient to wait for her
brother. The bladed polearm spun through the darkness in long, graceful arcs.
She struck at the Hunter with both ends of the weapon, weaving a complex
pattern that forced him to retreat. Thrusting, slicing, slashing, she moved
with unnatural grace and precision. 


The Hunter had no time to marvel at Kalia's skill.
He fought a desperate battle, trying to avoid the flashing weapon. His one eye
couldn't match the polearm's speed. His finely-honed reflexes saved his life a
half-dozen times, but he soon bled from more places than he could count. 


The slim rapier bent beneath Kalia's onslaught. The
sword would break under a solid blow, forcing him to deflect rather than parry.
Gratius hovered behind Kalia, trying to find an opening in her whirling
offense. Only quick footwork kept the woman between himself and the hulking
brute. He grunted with every blow, panting for breath. Stinging sweat trickled
into his wounds.


With a growl of rage, the Hunter threw himself
forward. He dropped low to avoid a downward slash of the blade, but his
perception was off. The blade carved a line of fire down his back, eliciting a
cry of pain. The scent of blood hung thick in the air—his blood.


But his movement placed him inside Kalia's guard.
His left arm snaked around the head of the polearm and pulled it tight against
his side. The rapier in his right hand darted like a viper toward Kalia's leg.
Razor-sharp steel sliced through flesh with ease, not deep enough to hit bone,
but severing an artery. 


Blood spurted from the wound, staining the Hunter's
tunic. Kalia cried out, her voice pitched high with pain. Dropping her polearm,
she clapped both hands to the wound and slumped to the floor. A coppery tang
filled the air.


"Kalia!" Gratius caught his sister's body
before it hit the ground. He pressed his hands into the wound, trying to stanch
the flow of blood. His heavy gloves were soaked through in seconds. He stared
up at the Hunter, worry and fear filling his eyes. But his fear was not for
himself. 


The big man tried to divide his attention between
the Hunter and his sister, but his concern for Kalia won out. He all but turned
his back on the Hunter, heedless of the threat to himself. It was clear he had
only one thought: to stop his sister from bleeding to death. Gratius threw off
his spiked gloves, removed his tunic, and pressed it into her leg. 


 The Hunter
edged around the brute, watching his delicate ministrations, marveling at his
impressive musculature. 


The way he is
built, he looks born to be a fighter. Yet see how gentle he is. 


The Hunter had seen the hesitation in the big man's
expression throughout the fight. The man's appearance and personality were at
stark odds. Gratius all but ignored the Hunter.


He has no
desire to fight me. That much had been plain from the beginning. If I don't miss my guess, he has no wish to
fight at all. 


He could almost picture the man's past. Huge,
immensely strong, and fiercely loyal to his siblings, he had no doubt followed
in their steps as an assassin. Not out of a desire to kill, but out of the need
to protect them. 


The demon shouted in his mind. “If you value
your life, kill them before they kill
you!”


No. He couldn't
do it. He wouldn't. 


"Gratius." 


The big man ignored him, his eyes locked on his
sister's face. Her skin had taken on a sickly pallor in the dim light of the
deserted street.


"Gratius," he said again, a tone of
command in his voice. "Look at me."


Gratius turned his face up to the Hunter. Brow
furrowed, jaw clenched, defiance written in his expression, he returned the
Hunter's stare without fear.


"If she isn't tended to immediately, she will
die. Your brother, too." 


Gratius’ fist clenched and he squared his
shoulders. Clearly, he was prepared to fight—to the death, if need be—if it
meant he could save his brother and sister. 


“Yes! Kill
him now!” The demon's eager excitement set his eye throbbing.


"Go, and take them with you." 


The big man's eyebrows rose and his eyes widened.
"But m-my masters—" 


The Hunter cut him off with a savage swipe of his
hand. "Tell your masters I want nothing to do with them. If I am left in
peace, I will do nothing to interfere with their rule over the city. But if
they get in my way, I will bring their deepest fears to life. I will carve my
way through them as I did in Voramis. They shall be as the Bloody Hand, a name
soon forgotten by history." 


“No! You must
kill them!” 


The Hunter gritted his teeth to block out the
demon's protests. "Do you understand?" the Hunter growled. 


Gratius nodded. "Yes, I understand." 


"Then go, and don't look back." The
Hunter threw Roccus’ rapier at the big man's feet to make the point clear.


Gratius moved quickly, binding Kalia's wound with
another strip of cloth. He cradled her unmoving body in one huge arm. Roccus
groaned as Gratius slung him over his shoulder. 


With a nod, the hulking man slipped down the street
and disappeared into the night. 


 









Chapter Nineteen
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Anger seethed in the voice in his thoughts. “Fool! You let them live! Have you already forgotten what happened the last
time you failed to heed my warnings?”


I have not
forgotten. 


“You were
nearly killed! Thrown off a
cliff and left to die.”


Yet here I
stand. The choice is mine, Demon, not yours. You promised me silence in return
for death. I have killed for you, so leave me alone. The Hunter
massaged his throbbing temples.


“You killed,
but that was days ago. I told you I would return, and—”


Silence! The Hunter's
anger roared to life. The rush of battle had started to wear off. Every part of
his body ached, and his wounds burned. He wanted nothing more than to lie down
and sleep for a week. You will honor your bargain and remain silent. I am
in control, not you. I do what I will. 


Sullen fury radiated from the presence in his mind.
“This is not over, Hunter. I give you a
moment of peace, but I leave you with one final warning: remember the
Cambionari. You let them live, and what was the result?”


The question hung in his thoughts, but thankfully
the demon's voice fell silent. The calm quiet of the darkened streets washed
over him. Peace, if only for a moment.


Agony shattered his calm. Blood trickled from
dozens of wounds on his arms, neck, face, legs, and torso. His clothes were a
bloodstained mess of shredded fabric. Even his thick cloak bore long gashes
where Kalia's blade had carved lines in his back. Every movement hurt, and when
he stooped to retrieve his satchel where he had dropped it, the world spun
around him. 


Reeling, he gasped and caught himself on a wooden
support. He leaned hard, taking deep breaths, trying to swallow the pain. His
legs wobbled and nearly buckled. Only a sheer effort of will kept him on his
feet.


Yet one thought filled his mind. I spared their lives. I took control, and I
made the choice.


It was an odd feeling. It felt…good. A smile teased
at the corner of his lips.


Time to get
home to Bardin and see what answers he has uncovered. The clay
bottle of wine remained unbroken. Relief flooded him. Wine would drown out his
agony and silence the voice in his head.


He pulled his hood forward, ignoring the fire
racing up his arm and shoulder. The satchel jostled the wounds in his back with
every step. But his excitement drowned out the pain, and he forced his legs to
carry him faster.


 


* * *


 


Visions of the fallen dogged the Hunter through the
empty, darkened streets. Faces materialized before him, stretching out hands in
wordless pleas. Their cries fell on deaf ears. 


I cannot help
you, he told the dead. 


Empty eyes stared at him, watching with a hungry
intensity. He retreated deeper into his hood, keeping his gaze fixed on the
street. 


He cursed inwardly. Keeper take the Cambionari and their thrice-accursed poison! 


Fatigue crept over him, filling his feet with lead
and setting his legs trembling. He had to find something to stanch the
bleeding, but he had no bandages. Blood had already soaked through his tunic,
breeches, and tattered cloak.


A nearby alley gave him an idea. He searched the
darkness, catching sight of silver reflected in the moonlight. The spider's web
filled the empty mouth of a shattered window. 


He stripped off his cloak and shirt and dropped the
bloodstained garments to the street. Gathering the sticky silken strands, he
draped them over his wounds. 


If Graeme
spoke the truth, that should do it. 


He grimaced at the memory of the alchemist's
underground spider habitat. The fat man had encouraged the creatures to build
their webs in the cellar of The Angry Goblin Bookstore, turning a pretty profit
by selling them to the physickers of Voramis. When the Hunter had inadvertently
damaged one of the webs, Graeme had gone into conniptions. "Ruining the
merchandise," the man had complained.


Dressing quickly, the Hunter hurried on his way. He
encountered not a single soul in his trek through the darkened streets.


Odd. Lower
Voramis would be packed with night workers and merchants preparing to open
their shops. But it seems Malandria only comes out with the rising of the sun.
The Order of Midas truly does hold the city in a thrall of fear.


But not him. He had bested the Order's assassins
and sent them a message they couldn't ignore. He was certain the wizards would
leave him alone, at least long enough to retrieve his possessions and leave the
city.


He hurried on, the sound of his boots echoing in
the darkness. He filled his lungs with the crisp, fresh night air. His ribs
ached with every breath, but the pain helped to block out the faces of the dead
floating around him. 


The sight of familiar streets caused him to pick up
the pace. The entrance to the Wretch Hole lay just around the next corner.
Soon, he would find solace in the bottle of wine.


He knew something was wrong the moment he saw the
alleyway. Animal instinct screamed in his mind, raising his hackles. Even his
inner demon sensed it. Danger lurked nearby.


A chorus of howling dogs startled him. His hand
darted to the gutting knife, but he saw no one. The sky above drew his eye, the
world growing eerily bright, and he gasped at the sight. 


What in the
twisted hell?


Dancing lights floated like witching fire above the
entire city. Horrible faces writhed in the darkness, eyes and mouths towering
infernos of flame. The Hunter's stomach twisted, his heart leaping to his
throat. The faces in the night resembled the demon in the Serenii tunnels
beneath Voramis.


Seemingly from out of nowhere, a thick,
foul-smelling fog crept along the ground, moving toward the Wretch Hole. The
vapor filled his nostrils with a noxious odor and set his lungs on fire. He
covered his mouth and nose with his cloak, trying to block out the stench.


That smell!
Why is it so familiar? 


The Hunter's stomach lurched at the whisper in his
mind. They come.


The face floating beside him belonged to an old man
with a wispy beard and stringy hair hanging to his shoulders. Boils covered his
skin, and blood dripped from a gaping wound in his neck. 


The wizards
have claimed their prey, and they will complete their foul ritual this night.


Somehow, the Hunter knew. 


Bardin! 


He dropped the satchel and raced toward the
shelter. With every step, his heart sank.


Silence and darkness greeted him. He tore the flap
aside and pushed into the shelter, desperate to find any sign of his friend
despite the heavy smoke that set his head swimming.


It felt as if he had been punched in the gut. Could
the wizards have taken him? If so, why? The fog filling his head made it
difficult to think clearly. 


With trembling hands, he reached for the small box
of fire-strikers Bardin hoarded. The quavering light of the candle revealed
Bardin's papers in their typical state of disarray. The Taivoro lay hidden
beneath the man's ragged blankets. There was no sign of struggle. 


I must find
him! I need him.


“You need no
one,” the demon whispered. “You are the
Hunter. You walk alone.”


Shut up! I
need his help to find answers. 


It was more than that. He felt an instinctive sense
of loyalty for Bardin, who had sheltered him when he'd had nothing. 


“So you will
challenge the might of fearsome wizards to recover him?”


If I must. 


Mocking laughter filled his mind. “There was a time when you needed no man.
Yet here you are, weak and afraid.”


He balled his hands into fists. I am not afraid!


“You fear for
the life of the man you call ‘friend’. Thus, you are afraid.”


He tried to block out the mocking laughter as he
rummaged through Bardin's scattered papers. Most were covered with illegible
handwriting, but one scrap of parchment held a single word etched in clear
letters.


Khar'nath.


The word lodged in the Hunter's mind. I've heard that before. But where?


He eyed the scrap of paper, but couldn't begin to
decipher the rest of the scribbled notes. Watcher's
bones! 


An angry roar ripped from his throat and he threw
down the papers in frustration. Seizing the candle, he stumbled from the tent.
The pitiful flame flickered in the wind, casting eerie shadows in the fog. Mud
squelched beneath his feet. It gave him an idea. He bent low, holding the
candle close to the ground. 


Boot prints. 


Quality
boots, too. Not the sort you'd find in a
place like this. 


It had to be the wizards, or their lackeys. They
had come for Bardin.


The bald man's terrified words echoed in his mind. "Every night, someone goes missing,
never to be seen again."


Bardin was
right.


Boot prints showed clearly in the mud of the alley.
He followed them to the main street, where they faded within a few steps. He searched
the cobblestones for any sign of Bardin's passage, but saw nothing.


Keeper's
teeth! 


They've taken
him. A quavering voice filled his thoughts. The apparition before him looked
older than the stone buildings, with hands twisted into misshapen claws. Blood
soaked the front of the man's tunic from a gaping hole in his chest. 


I know
they've taken him, damn it! 


The ancient phantasm's eyes burned with an inner
fire. Find him. Or, failing that, avenge
him. 


Hope surged within the Hunter. How? I have no idea where the wizards have taken him!


The fallen
will guide you. They will take you where you need to go.


Why? Why
would you care?


Because you
will bring justice to the deserving, those who killed us for their own twisted
purposes. You will avenge the fallen.


The Hunter had pushed the voices of the dead aside
for so long, yet now he needed their help. What choice did he have? If it
helped him find Bardin… 


So be it, he told the
apparition. Bring me to my friend, and I
will avenge your deaths.


The phantom beckoned with a gnarled, mangled
finger. Come. Heed the lament of the fallen. 


The vision drifted down the street, and the Hunter
followed. He had no choice but to trust that they would lead him aright. He
could only hope they brought him to his friend before it was too late.


Through the twisting streets of Malandria he
strode, only the whispers in his head to serve as guide. At every new street
corner, a new vision appeared to point the way. They beckoned and prodded,
pushing him ever onward. 


He soon outpaced the noxious fog creeping along
behind him. He took no notice of his surroundings—he simply followed the dead.


Then, all at once, the voices fell silent. Only the
pounding of his heart and the rushing of blood in his ears filled the darkness
around him. He stood alone in a dark alleyway. He could see nothing, hear
nothing. Silence, peace, and calm. An eerie, unnatural calm.


Where are
you? 


"Bardin?" No response. He tried again,
louder this time. "Bardin?"


The demon's mocking laughter filled his mind. “The dead deceive, and the living are ever foolish.”


No! I will
not believe that! 


“You are
following phantasms and apparitions, yet you are surprised when they lead you
astray? Foolish, foolish Bucelarii.” 


The foul stench of the fog flooded his nostrils.
Gasping, he struggled to breathe. The world whirled around him. He tried to
fill his lungs, but only managed a pitiful gasp of tainted air.


“The dead
deceive!”


The Hunter's knees gave way, and he slumped to the
ground. He felt nothing save the agony of slowly suffocating in the mist. 


Whispers floated on the air. The dead cried in his
thoughts.


Avenge us,
Hunter!


Darkness.







Part Three







Interlude


 


The man
regained strength. Venom raced through his veins, deterring healing.


Each day, his
companion returned with food. Each day, the man ate his fill. Vigor returned
slowly.


Standing, he
hobbled into the light of day. The pain no longer bothered him, but his
instinct to hunt drove him on. Voices whispered through the pounding in his
head. Drove him to kill.


The man moved
slowly, trying to keep up with the bear's shambling gait. Down to the river the
pair went. Cool, refreshing water flowed around the man's knees. He drank deep
for the first time in…how long?


Silver
flashed in the water. A giant paw slapped a wriggling fish onto the bank. The
man's attempts failed.


Devouring the
fish raw felt good. Man and bear ate side by side, sharing the silence of
predators.


“Hunt,” he
thought. 


The bear
lumbered beside him, the two searching for prey.


In the
distance, stones formed a ring, reaching high into the sky. The scent of decay
filled the man's nostrils, and the bear snuffed in revulsion.


“Death,” the
bear's low growl told him. “Stay away.” He could smell the creature's fear.


It shambled
off, the man content to follow.


 


* * *


 


Awakening.
Confusion. Fatigue.


The man lay
on the ground, too weak to move. The bear growled far off, calling for its
companion to follow.


“Can't.”


Darkness
washed over him in waves, coming and going with every agonized heartbeat. 


Warm blood
from a fresh kill. The scent of meat reaches the man's nostrils, pulling him
from his weakness. He ripped through raw flesh with teeth accustomed to
delicate fare. Beasts of prey shared a meal.


Food brought
strength. The man ate his fill and climbed to his feet. Still weak, but too
stubborn to lie down and die. 


Thick bone
showed white between scraps of red flesh. A voice whispered in his mind.
“Weapon.”


Weakness.
Struggle. Collapse. Renewed effort. Triumph. A leg bone gripped in filthy
hands.


With the
patient determination of a hunter, he ground bone against stone. Day faded into
night, and brightened to day again. Laborious effort yielded a sharp point. 


Heavy,
comforting, it was primitive, but it was a weapon. One befitting a man, not an
animal.


 


* * *


 


The man
awoke. Blood stained his face, his hands, his body. 


What had he
done?


Fresh
four-legged corpses strewn around him. His stomach ached. He had feasted well.
Too well.


He vomited,
blood and meat spewing onto the ground. Mocking laughter echoed in his mind.
The irritating voice in his thoughts crowed in triumph.


It had wanted
him to kill. He had given in. 


The scent of
fresh blood called scavengers to the feast. Birds and jackals stayed well away
for fear of the creatures eating their fill.


Hyenas howled
and cackled, rushing toward the man and the meal. The beasts tore into flesh,
both dead and alive.


The man
screamed. Pain and anger mixed. Blood gushed from bites and slashes left by the
teeth of those animals bold enough to attack him.


No fear. Only
the need to kill. 


The spotted
bodies of predators joined the corpses of prey. Snarling, cackling, yelping,
they died around him. He killed every one of them, and loved it. Triumphant
laughter filled his head. 


His stomach
lurched. Filth stained his soul. Numbing darkness pressed in on him. 


 


* * *


 


The two
predators lumbered in the direction of home, bellies filled with a fresh kill.
The need for sleep was strong. 


A sweet scent
filled the man's nostrils. Bright blue flowers tempted his senses, beckoning.


Fear filled
the bear's scent. “Danger,” its grunts seemed to say. It lumbered away quickly.



Trusting his
companion, he turned from the spot of color brightening the muddy riverbank.
Tired eyes drooped with fatigue and the contentment of having fed.


Waves of heat
shimmered from the rocks, twisting the features of the canyon. 


A face
appeared in the waves of heat, its features as familiar as its accompanying
scent. A reminder of his humanity.


Her.


“Mate.”


 


* * *


 


A bright, merciless
sun beat down on the man. Lying on warm stone, his eyes felt heavy. 


Silver
flashed in crystal water, and the man's hand flicked beneath the cool surface.
A heartbeat later, dinner wriggled on the sun-baked rocks.


He couldn't
remember his name—his head healed slowly—but he didn't care. He had a quiet
existence at the bottom of this jagged canyon. Its towering walls no longer
oppressed him, but they gave him a sense of isolation from the world above. A
simple peace down here.


Gentle winds
tossed his hair, carrying with it a scent both unfamiliar and discomforting. A
roar filled the canyon, increasing in volume as it echoed off hard stone. 


“Companion.” 


He approached
the dark hole in the blood-colored stone of the canyon wall. The smell slammed
into him with overwhelming force.


Lust. Desire.
The need to find a mate.


Instinct
screamed. “Danger!” 


His
rust-colored companion emerged from the den, transformed into a slavering,
snarling thing of nightmare. Dark eyes locked on to the man, the bear's paw slapped
into the hard ground. Mouth open, fangs bared, its pink mouth contrasted with
blood-red fur.


A fresh roar
nearly knocked the man over with its fury. 


“Companion?”


Instinct
saved the man from being gored by a huge paw.


“Friend!”


The bear's
scent mixed lust and rage, overpowering the man. Claws and fangs backed by
prodigious strength sought his flesh. 


Trembling
fingers gripped a makeshift weapon. Human eyes locked on to beast's.
Intelligence no longer burned in the bear's eyes; only maddening need remained.


Fear flashed
through the man. The brute towered over him, weighed four times as much, with
strength enough to tear limb from limb.


Animal
instinct fought for survival. “Flee!” 


Racing
thoughts filled with panic, he sprinted across rocky terrain. “Must find
safety.”


He fled the
death hunting him, running toward death of a different sort.


 


* * *


 


The bear lay
dead. The man would soon join the beast. 


His arms
curled around the ragged tear in his gut. Blood leaked onto rust-colored stone,
crimson staining the petals of bright blue flowers. 


Sorrow filled
the man. “Companion.” 


Peaceful
coexistence forgotten in a single moment of animal desire.


Pain flooded
the man's face, his left eye torn out by rending claws. He smelled putrescence.
The poison of the blossoms soaked into deep lacerations.


“Dying.”


Realization
came, acceptance followed. His one remaining eye closed. The man prepared to
greet the Long Keeper.


 


* * *


 


Life
remained. 


Through the
sweet scent of death around him, another fragrance filled the man's nostrils
and pierced the agony numbing his mind.


“Mate.”


The scent, so
long forgotten, pulled his eye open. 


“Mate. Find
mate.”


The man
clawed his way to his feet. Blood gushed from his stomach and chest.
Staggering, leaning against hard stone, he dragged himself forward, leaving
behind the corpse of his companion.


Aimless, he
wandered, his feet carrying him away from the place of death.


Water coursed
cool and fresh over his wounds, washing away blood. Forcing exhausted feet
through the fast-flowing river, he walked on.


Gut-wrenching
scents filled his hazy mind. Decay, rot; ageless and timeless.


His eye
focused. A ring of towering stones standing atop a hill beckoned.


“Come,” it
seemed to say. “Come and find peace in your final moments.”


His legs
quivered, his body ached, yet still he stumbled on. Bleeding, falling, gasping
painful breaths, he refused to stop moving.


The stench of
millennia-old corpses washed over him. A thin patch of grass covered the
ground. Within the ring of stones, there was horrible sense of finality. Of
death.


“Hunter.” 


A whisper
echoed in the silence. The man saw nothing.


“Hunter.” 


It came
again. A ghostly face appeared from the shadows beneath the stones.


“Remember who
you are. Remember your purpose.”


“I…am…”


Who was he?
He couldn't recall his name, could think of nothing save for the agony filling
his world. He longed to lay down and die.


“You are
Bucelarii,” another voice whispered, “offspring of nightmare made flesh.”


Something in the
man's mind fell into place.


“I am
Bucelarii,” he repeated. “I am the Hunter.” 


“You are.”
More voices joined in the chorus. Hundreds, thousands of faces danced before
him. “Sired by demons, fated to kill your fathers.” 


He had to
hunt. He had to protect the ones who needed him.


“We are
innocent.” 


A child's
face floated before his eye.


Farida? How?


The face
broke into a smile. A weight settled on his shoulders.


 “In this place,” the child said, “the lament
of the fallen can be heard. Hunter, you know what you must do.”


I know, but I
cannot. I have lost Soulhunger, everything that I own. I am dying.


“Will you
give up so easily? If so, you are not truly the Hunter.”


A voice from
deep within his memory echoed among the stones. “Will you give up your search for
me?” 


He remembered
the face floating before him. The one he had seen in the flashes of his past.
Her scent drowned out the odor of decay surrounding him.


You! Are
you—?


A smile, one
that brought a new sort of ache to his heart. “Dead? Perhaps. Or, perhaps your
mind simply shows you what you wish to see.”


The man
remained silent, memorizing every feature of the beautiful face before him. He
ached to see Her again.


“I ask you
again, Hunter. Will you cease your search? Will you lay down and die?”


No. 


The little
girl he had loved and lost appeared once more.


“Will you
fail to drive out the demons that would bring death and destruction to this
world?”


I will not
fail, he told her. Not again.


“Then rise,
brave Hunter. Find your feet, and leave this place.”


His legs
shook and blood flowed anew, but he stood and stumbled from the ring of stones.


 The woman's voice echoed in his mind. 


“Find me,
Hunter.” 


 









Chapter One
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A dull, throbbing ache in his ruined eye pulled the
Hunter reluctantly into consciousness. 


Wh-What?
Where?


Tiny shards of glass rubbed against the inside of
his eyelid. His head felt stuffed with wool. Disoriented, his tongue thick and
heavy, he groaned and tried to sit up. The world spun around him, and he
squeezed his eye shut until the whirling slowed.


His whole body ached. He felt every bruise, every
cut, and every wound from his encounter with the Savage Three. But what had
happened after that?


Bardin. He
wasn't at the shelter. The haze in his mind retreated, slowly. He
remembered. The wizards…they took him!
And me.


He cursed himself for trusting the dead. His inner
demon had been right. The dead deceived, and he was foolish enough to follow.
They had led him into a trap.


Hot anger flooded his body. With the rush of blood
came the full return of his senses. The smell hit him like a wall: stale air
heavy with dust, reeking of decaying flesh and withering bones. An odor of
rotting meat assaulted his nostrils, accompanied by the coppery tang of
blood—both long dried and freshly spilled. 


Acid surged into his throat. A wave of nausea
washed over him, he swallowed to stop his stomach from emptying. He reached out
a hand to steady himself, and slowly the dizziness passed. 


The Hunter climbed to his feet, wincing at the
throbbing in his side. Every shred of willpower went into staying upright. The
polluted, reeking air set his lungs burning. Taking deep breaths inured his
senses to the smell. His head still spun—whether from the lingering effects of
the suffocating fog or the miasma of scents in this place, he didn't know.


Where in the
twisted hell am I? 


Darkness surrounded him on all sides, save for a
flicker of light in the distance. The steady, green-hued brilliance beckoned to
him. He stumbled forward, his feet leaden, legs numb. A solid wall loomed to
his left. Leaning on it for support, he staggered toward the light.


That fog. It
couldn't have been natural. The way it
knocked me out. The wizards must have conjured it. His mind worked
sluggishly, trying to piece together his fractured thoughts. What have I gotten myself into? 


He kept his eye firmly fixed on the light. He
followed the wall, moving slowly to allow his body time to recover. He regained
feeling with every step—a mixed blessing. He had not dressed his wounds
properly; now, every limb felt stiff and every movement sent pain shooting
through his body. Clenching his teeth, he stumbled forward, letting the
sensations propel him onward. Pain was the only sign he still lived.


Nearer the light, he could make out more details.
Solid stone walls, ceiling, and floors surrounded him. He walked down a
hall—though how far the darkness stretched on behind him, he couldn't see.


His groping fingers encountered grooves and notches
in the passage walls. Closer examination revealed curious symbols etched into
the stone. They looked suspiciously like the markings he had seen beneath the
House of Need in Voramis.


Had he been captured by the Cambionari? Did he
wander endless corridors beneath the Beggar Temple? Was this how they killed
Bucelarii? Left to the mercy of starvation and thirst; a miserable ending, made
worse by his stubborn refusal to die.


Not likely. The Cambionari preferred a direct
approach. They would put a blade in him and be done with it. No, this reeked of
subtlety and cunning. 


Definitely the
wizards, he decided. They have proven
insidious enough to pull this off.


Another thought flashed through his mind. 


Are the
wizards just priests in disguise? Could the Order of Midas really be nothing
more than the Beggar Priests? 


Leaning against the wall, he pondered the thought.
The wizards had shown their power—the lights, the horrible wolf-like creatures,
the noxious fog. What he knew of the Beggar Priests told him they wouldn't
possess that kind of power. If they had, the events in Voramis would have
unfolded in a very different manner.


No, the
wizards cannot be priests. But then, who in the Keeper's twisted beard are
they?


When no solution presented itself, he shrugged the
thought aside. He had more pressing concerns to occupy his attention. If he didn't
find a way out, it wouldn’t matter who had thrown him here. 


Something squelched underfoot, and his foot slipped
on a patch of slime. Looking down, he saw an odd shape at his feet. It took him
a moment to realize the shape had once been a human body. Grinning white bone
showed through the blackened flesh of a face burned beyond recognition. 


Watcher's
taint! 


The bloated, leaking corpse lay propped up against
the wall. Foul-smelling fluid dripped from its abdominal cavity. The stench of rotting
blood, flesh, and guts filled his nostrils, overlaid with the reek of urine,
feces, and the maggots that had made their home in empty eye-sockets. 


The Hunter grimaced at the sight. He rifled through
the tattered remnants of clothing. Perhaps he could find something to use as a
weapon…


The moment his fingers touched the shirt, a vision
flashed before his eye.


He gasped for
air, his eye darting around, searching the darkness. Running for his life,
terror slowed his mind. 


It's coming,
he thought. That demon is coming to get me. I have to find a way out of this
maze!


Slipping in
the muck, he threw out an arm to catch himself. The arm folded with a sickening
“crack”. 


Screaming,
the man pulled himself to his feet. He swallowed the pain and sprinted down the
hall. He moved with purpose, knowing it was hopeless. He couldn't outrun the
demon. He had wandered in the maze for hours. It was only a matter of time
before—


A horrible
creature leered from the darkness. Fire blazed before him, filling his world
with pain for a brief moment. Then, nothing.


The Hunter jerked backward, falling hard. 


What in the
frozen hell was that? 


He scrambled to his feet, planting his back against
the wall and studying the empty corridor around him. He half-expected the demon
to leap out at him from the darkness. His eye lighted on the corpse slumped
against the wall. Its right shoulder protruded at a horrible angle.


Almost as if
it had been shattered by a fall…


The pain of the shoulder. The agony of the fire.
The terror of inevitable death. It had all been so real. 


Did I just
see his final moments of life? How is that possible?


An ethereal shape hovered beside him, and a voice
whispered in his thoughts. “Only the
Bucelarii hears the lament of the fallen. Only he can bring justice for the dead.” 


The Hunter pointed to the corpse at his feet. This is you? You died in here?


The ghost nodded. “It is. I ran through this Keeper-forsaken nightmare in search of an
escape, but I failed. As you can see.” 


The Hunter studied the corpse. His eye fell on the
blackened, scorched flesh of the man's face.


That thing
that killed you, what was it?


The phantom shuddered, its face twisting in a
paroxysm of fear. “A terrible creature, a
thing of nightmares! A demon of the darkest hell.”


His heart leapt into his throat. A demon? Here? Are you certain? 


A translucent finger pointed to its body. “I was one of its victims. As you will be
soon.”


I refuse to be a victim. I am the Hunter, not some
human to be slaughtered like cattle. 


The Hunter reached beneath his cloak for the
gutting knife. 


Keeper take
it! Whoever dumped me here must have taken it. He clenched
his fists. If only I had a weapon…


He realized the folly of the thought immediately.
Without the Swordsman's iron blades or Soulhunger, he had little hope of
hurting the demon, much less killing it. 


He turned to the ghost and held up empty hands. I have no way to fight this demon. No
weapon. How am I supposed to carry out your revenge on these wizards?


“If any could
survive the demon,” the ghost spoke into his thoughts, “it is you. You must avenge us, Hunter.”


Us? How many
of you are there?


“The fallen
are countless, Bucelarii. Be wary, lest you join their ranks.”


The Hunter's lip curled into a snarl. These wizards will find that they got far
more than they bargained for when they took me for their rituals!


“Fare you
well then, Hunter. Avenge us, and bring peace to the fallen.”


The incorporeal figure dissolved into the darkness,
leaving the Hunter alone in the tunnels, with only a corpse for company.


The Hunter clenched his fists. He would give the
demon and its masters a fight, to his last breath if need be. He would have
vengeance for Bardin, and for himself. The dead would have their revenge. 


He strode toward the light at the end of the hall,
ignoring the squelching beneath his boots. The foul odors filling the maze no
longer discomforted him; instead, they fueled his anger and his desire to hunt
down whatever monsters were responsible for this horror.


He reached the source of the light: a small
alchemical lamp set in a wall sconce. The lamp resisted his efforts to pry it
free from the sockets. With a growl of frustration, he stepped back. 


So, I have no
light and no weapons. If I am to believe the dead, I am in a maze with no way
out. What to do?


He studied his surroundings. Identical passages
branched off to the left and right. Darkness lay in both directions, with only
small pinpoints of light to mark the ends of the corridors.


Which way to
go? He scratched his chin and tried to come up with a clever solution for
escaping the maze. After a minute, he shrugged. He had no idea where he was, so
it wouldn't make a difference which way he went.


I'm not going
to get out of here by standing still.


Something about the passage on the left drew his
attention. As he walked, he tried to keep track of the twisting corridors in
his head, but soon gave up. He focused on the more immediate problem: the demon
in the maze.


If a demon
really did that, I could be in serious trouble. 


The horrible grinning face had been the dead man's
last sight—that and the fire spewing from its mouth. He had no desire to meet
the same fate, but without a weapon, what could he do? 


A faint noise reached him. 


What in the
Watcher's name is that?


It came again: a click, click, click. The sound of clawed feet on the stone floor. 


Faint at first, it grew louder with each passing
second. Whatever the thing was, it drew closer at an incredible speed.


Fire blossomed at the end of the corridor. Scorching
heat filled the passageway, but the sight of the creature behind it sent a
chill down the Hunter's spine.


The thing stood as high as the stone ceiling
overhead, its bulk filling the entire passageway. Its horrible rictus grin
revealed row after row of sharp fangs. Massive horns sprouted from its head,
and fire spewed from its gaping mouth.


A demon!


Animal terror lent wings to the Hunter's feet. He
sprinted through the passageways, heedless of direction. Every muscle in his
body protested, his wounds throbbed, and his head pounded, but the agony went
ignored in the face of the danger behind him. He couldn’t stop; he had to
escape. 


To slow meant death at the demon's hands, and he'd
be damned if he went out like this!


 









Chapter Two
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Exhausted and out of breath, the Hunter threw
himself to the floor. He heard nothing save his panting and the rush of blood
in his ears. The clicking had fallen silent, but the stillness of the corridor
seemed eerie now that he knew what awaited him in the darkness. 


Keeper take
it! 


Corpses littered the maze around him, in various
stages of decay. Slime pooled beneath a pair of bodies beside him, the sweet
scent of rotting flesh assaulting the Hunter's senses. His heart raced, more
from fear than fatigue. He had seen that thing before—in the Serenii tunnels
beneath Voramis. It had filled him then with the same irrational,
uncontrollable terror. 


He searched for any sign of the creature, straining
to hear the ominous click, click, click.
Silence. Ominous, eerie, looming silence.


I have to
find some kind of weapon. I will not face that thing with empty hands!


The bodies gave him an idea. 


He seized the thick leg bone of a skeleton long
decayed. Ignoring the grinning skull staring up at him with empty eyes, he ripped
the bone from the pelvis with a loud snap.
He hefted the grisly trophy, feeling its weight and balance. It would have
to do.


“A pitiful
weapon,” the demon mocked. 


He ignored the voice. What else could be found here
in the maze? Time was not on his side. Already, the hunger and thirst had begun
to creep up on him. He studied the bone, testing its strength. It resisted his
efforts to bend and crack it. Now he had a club—better than nothing. 


I've got to
find a door, a window, anything. The wizards had dumped him in here, somehow. If there's a way in, there has to be a way
out. 


Only the sound of his boots splashing through the
gory muck broke the silence of the maze. How much time passed in the darkness,
he knew not. He focused on finding his way out. Action kept at bay thoughts of
food and water, and concern for Bardin.


He moved slowly, painting a picture of the maze in
his mind. Long hours spent wandering
the twisting streets of Lower Voramis had honed his sense of direction. Reaching an intersection, he pondered
which way to go. 


He heard it then, that horrible click, click, click. The sound twisted
the knife of dread in his gut.


Not that
damned thing again!


The sound grew louder with each passing second; he
had moments before the demon reached him. Closing his eye, he listened to the
approaching noise. 


Click, click,
click…


He gripped the bone tighter. If I can surprise the thing, perhaps I can cripple it.


Click, click,
click… 


The feeling of the bone in his hands comforted him.
He crouched, every muscle tense in anticipation, his aches and pains forgotten.


Click, click,
click… 


The tunnel filled with the heat of the demon's
fire.


Just a little
closer, you bastard…


The Hunter leapt. He hurtled around the corner and
swung the bone hard. It slammed into something unyielding, shattering with a
loud crack. The demon bowled him over, hurling him backward into the wall, and
he collapsed with a grunt.


The impact saved his life. The demon's mouth gouted
flame over his head. The massive form of the demon loomed behind him—it had
barreled right past him. 


Not giving the creature time to turn and pursue,
the Hunter sprinted down the passage—in the direction from which the demon had
come. Perhaps the demon's own scent would confuse it long enough for him to
escape.


The Hunter ran for his life, his feet pounding on
hard stone, skidding on crimson muck, and splashing through puddles of offal.
His back and head protested with every step, but he ignored the pain. His nose
filled with the stench of death and fire all around him.


I've got to
find a way to sneak up on the damned thing!


He had no desire to face the demon's vicious claws
and inhuman strength. The darkness had hidden its features, but the bulky
outline matched the nightmare he had encountered beneath Voramis. 


It looked
like one of those demons I saw in my visions. Hideous, hellish creatures…


Something nagged at the back of his mind. He ground
to a halt, skidding on a patch of slime. Gasping for breath, he leaned against
the wall and racked his brain. 


The demon was all wrong. 


When I had
that vision back in Voramis, I smelled the foul stench. 


The face of the First—not the mask of flesh and
bone he had worn as a human, but the demon's true face—floated before him, mouth spread in a mocking grin. The
First had reeked of decay. The Third, too. But the creature in the maze…


Keeper take
me for a fool!


The thing behind him stank of fire and death, but
the scent of decay—the deep, permeating stench of rot—that had been missing.
The damned thing didn't smell like a
demon.


Could it be
that the creature isn't really
a demon at all, but some other manner of monster? 


His mind raced. It had looked like a demon, but
without that telltale odor, it couldn't possibly be. 


Perhaps
there's a way to kill it!


Adrenaline coursed through his body, dulling the
aches and pains of his wounds. Closing his eye, he pushed aside Soulhunger's
throbbing and the demon's insistent presence. He breathed deep, filling his
nostrils with the scents of the maze. The myriad odors of death hung thick in
the air. Yet beneath it all, he detected the creature's acrid smell. He
strained his ears, listening for the telltale click, click, click. 


There! Faint, but he
could hear it. 


Time to hunt.



He sprinted down the corridors, but now he raced toward the demon. The click, click, click echoed louder. The
thing hurtled toward him at an impressive speed, but this time, he was ready
for it. 


He halted at an intersection of four corridors. The
long halls gave him an excellent line of sight; he would see the demon well
before it reached him. He had a fighting chance, and he was determined to take
it. 


Shadows flickered at the end of the right-hand
corridor, and the creature of nightmare barreled around the corner. The ominous
click, click, click filled the
Hunter's world. He ground his teeth against the instinctive surge of fear. 


Got you now,
you bastard!


He saw the same face he had seen before: long,
sharp fangs, a leering mouth, horns sprouting from the thing's head. The creature's
massive body filled the corridor, hurtling toward him at an inhuman speed. It
seemed to hover above the ground, its movements stiff and ungainly.


The Hunter knew better than to be afraid. He was
ready.


Fire blossomed in the corridor, filling the air
with an intense heat that scorched the Hunter's hair and clothing. He threw
himself into a side corridor, flattening his body against the floor. The flames
raged hot over his head, but the demon didn't move. In the sudden illumination,
the Hunter studied the creature's feet. 


What in the
twisted hell? They were not talons at all, but wheels. 


Drops of molten liquid rained down on the Hunter,
singeing his hands, neck, and back. He refused to move a muscle. His fear was
gone. 


With a sputtering cough and a loud clunk, the fire died. The Hunter
remained motionless for a moment, scarcely believing his eye. Was it real? 


He leapt to his feet, half-expecting the thing to
attack. Nothing. The dim light of the corridor revealed the leering face of the
creature—nothing but hard stone. 


The Hunter laughed, a long howl of mixed disbelief
and relief. It's a Keeper-accursed
statue! The bastards nearly scared the piss out of me with a gods-be-damned
statue! 


The "demon" had been carved from a dark stone,
with a spout in its mouth—the source of the fire. Less than a hand's breadth
separated its sides from the walls and ceiling of the corridor; he guessed it
had been carved specifically to fit this place. He ran his fingers across the
thing's face and arms, marveling at the intricate detail.


I have to
give credit to the sculptor. The thing looks incredibly lifelike. 


Almost too real. It bore an eerie resemblance to
the demon in the Serenii tunnels. 


The statue suddenly lurched, and the Hunter tensed
in preparation for an attack. Instead of advancing, it hurtled away from him.
He realized the click, click, click wasn't
monstrous talons on the floor, but some sort of internal mechanism. 


If this is a
machine, there has to be someone controlling it. It could be
his way out. 


He sprinted after the retreating statue, trying
desperately to keep pace with it. But it moved at a speed he couldn't match.
After a few twists and turns of the corridor, he gave up the attempt. 


Watcher take
the blasted thing! 


Frustrated, he lashed out at a bloated corpse,
sending its skull hurtling down the hall. It felt good to let out his anger,
even on a dead body. 


I'm stuck in
this damned maze with no way out! He had no idea what to do now. 


An ethereal voice echoed through his mind. “Heed the lament of the fallen, Bucelarii.”


The Hunter searched the darkness for the source of
the voice. A man appeared before him, the entire left side of his body
pulverized and burned horribly. His bony right arm—the only undamaged
limb—pointed down a corridor.


"You want me to follow you?" The Hunter
had enough of the silent communication. 


“We will
guide you.” 


"Like last time? Last time I trusted you, I
ended up here!" 


“You are
where you must be.” 


"What does that mean?" No answer came.
The Hunter pondered the words. "You mean the wizards are the ones
responsible for all of your deaths? They are the ones controlling this
place?"


Silence greeted him, but the phantom finger didn't
waver. 


The Hunter clenched his jaw. "Fine! Lead me
wrong, and I'll find a way to rip every last one of you from the Keeper's
embrace. I'll bring you back to life and kill you again!" An empty threat
to those beyond the realm of the living, but it comforted him. 


How long since he had last spoken aloud? Hours,
judging by the dryness in his throat. His stomach added its growling to the
symphony. 


"Lead the way." Better to keep moving
than allow inactivity to chip away at his sanity.


The Hunter followed the glowing phantoms, ignoring
the part of him that questioned the wisdom of following the dead. He charted
his path in his mind, and slowly a map of the maze took shape. His steps led
him toward the heart of the maze. Could the entrance be found at the center of
the labyrinth, rather than at its fringes? Only the dead knew.


The ominous click,
click, click echoed through the maze.


No running.
Not this time.


He threw himself from the path of the statue,
flattening himself against the floor as the thing spewed fire above his head.
He counted the burst of flame—eighteen,
nineteen, twenty. Once again, the clunk
and the fire died. Climbing to his feet, he brushed the foul mud from his
clothes. The statue hurtled away into the darkness of the maze. He didn't
bother to follow.


I hope I
don't run into too many more of these things. An utter waste of time! 


Something beckoned to him, pulling him toward the
heart of the maze. The sensation reminded him of the tug he had felt that night
beneath Voramis, the night the First of the Bloody Hand had summoned a demon.
Instinct screamed at him to hurry. His hopes of finding Bardin alive decreased
with every minute spent in aimless wandering. 


Trusting to the phantoms to guide him, the Hunter
ran through the darkness. The dead led him down first one corridor, then
another. He no longer questioned, but had only one thought: run faster!


Then he was hurtling toward a dead end corridor. He
slid to a halt before the blank wall, his eye casting about for an adjoining
passage or corridor. Finding none, he turned to his phantom guide, but he stood
alone. 


Keeper spit
on their corpses! And to think I trusted them. Again!


The wall caught his eye; there was something…off
about it.


He faced the wall again, searching for any clue. It
looked as solid as the stone around it. He reached out his right hand. Hard
rock met his fingertips. Yet, when he turned away, the wall seemed to shimmer
in the corner of his vision.


What in the
twisted hell?


The fingers of his right hand met hard stone, but
when he extended his left hand to feel along the wall, he met empty air. Another
illusion. 


Clever
bastards!


From afar, the wall looked solid. Indeed, from even
a half-dozen paces away, it resembled every other wall in the maze. But up
close, and from the correct angle, a thin sliver of darkness seemed to hover in
the air.


The Hunter followed the wall. An aperture stood
less than an arm's length across—wide enough to allow access, but thin enough
to be easily concealed. Two steps back, and the opening was all but invisible.


I'll be
damned! The bastards do have a way
out. A wolfish grin touched his lips. Of
course, that means I have a way out
as well.


His hands felt empty without a weapon, but he had
no desire to desecrate another corpse. Clenching his fists, he stepped into the
absolute blackness beyond the doorway. 
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How much time had passed in this lightless tunnel?
Minutes? Hours? With no light to measure the passage of time, he couldn't be
certain. 


The darkness forced him to rely on his other senses
to guide him. The stone walls felt rough against the Hunter's fingertips. His
boots scuffed on the floor. His wounds occasionally protested, but a creeping
fatigue threatened to dull his mind and drag him to the ground. He craved wine,
ale, even water; anything to quench the overwhelming thirst. Only these
sensations kept him grounded in reality.


The air hung thick and stagnant in the passage. His
boots squelched with every step, and the stench of blood filled his nostrils.
Something else caught his attention. Beneath the coppery tang of blood, he
detected a familiar odor: like a fresh, rotting corpse, with a much heavier,
deeper scent. The timeless smell of a body that had moldered for centuries,
nay, millennia. 


His heart raced. There may not have been a demon in the maze, but there is one nearby.


He wrestled with indecision. Could he face a true
demon in his current condition? Wounded, exhausted, a heartbeat away from
collapse. He had no weapons, nor the strength to wield them. Why not leave the
demon to the Cambionari? They could handle the creature; they had spent their
lives training for just that.


Yet every step led him toward the creature. If it
barred his escape, he would have no choice. He had no illusions about his
chances of success—or survival. If he could injure it long enough to find
Bardin—


He slipped on a wet patch and sprawled headlong
with a curse. He threw out his hands to catch himself, and his hands squelched
in the muck. The sickening stench of rotting meat filled his nostrils. He would
have vomited had his stomach contained anything. 


Keeper take
these wizards!


He pushed himself to his feet, his right wrist
protesting. He wiped his filthy hands along the wall. The cloying air of the
passage was horrible, but better than the foul-smelling mire that reeked of
death. 


The smells around him changed ever so subtly.
Beneath the rot and decay, he detected the scent of metal, accompanied by a
sweet, bright smell. Something about it stopped him in his tracks. 


Why is it so
familiar? Where do I know it from? 


He breathed in deep, letting his sensitive nostrils
filter out the other scents of the passage. Stronger than the smell of metal,
dried blood, and stagnant air, he could nearly taste the strong, sweet
fragrance. It brought back a memory: the memory of dying. Once again, he lay
amid a tangle of blue flowers, their delicate petals stained crimson with
blood. His blood.


Here? How? He inhaled
again. Yes. The flowers from the Chasm of the Lost.


The fragrance of the flower mixed with the metallic
tang of iron. He breathed deeply, trying to find the source of the smell. Near
the floor. He bent and groped in the darkness with slow, cautious movements. 


Something brushed against his knuckles: a thin,
metallic filament stretched across the passage, at the height of his calf. His
skin recoiled from the contact. Iron. 


The clever
bastards. Even if they saw past the illusion and found the hidden door, they
would be unable to see the trip wire in the darkness.


No doubt the trap released some sort of projectile,
and, judging by the sweet smell of the blue flower, it would be tipped with
poison. A precaution.


Their victims
never had a chance to escape. No wonder they were never heard from again. None
ever lived. A grim smile spread on his lips. Until
now.


Moving at an agonizingly slow pace, he stepped over
the wire and moved on. Tension corded his muscles. With every breath, he
searched for the sweet scent that would indicate another trap. Minutes passed
without a hint of the fragrance. Perhaps they had only the one snare.


He moved more quickly now, breathing through his
nose. The scent of decay grew stronger with every step. The demon was near.


Could these
wizards really be demons? It was possible. At least one of them had to be,
that much he knew. If there is a demon
among them, it makes them my business. 


How he would kill the demon, he had no clue. First
he had to find a way out. He would deal with that when the time came. 


Sounds floated toward him, echoing in the empty
corridor. He strained his ears but couldn't make it out. He moved as quickly as
he dared, unable to see in the darkness. He couldn't risk another injury, not
now, not when he was so close to freedom.


The sound grew louder. He recognized voices,
speaking in a language he couldn't identify, their words indecipherable. A
whisper echoed in his mind, a faint touch that sounded like Soulhunger.


Impossible! 


The voice couldn't belong to his dagger. Soulhunger
lay in the vaults of Beggar Temple, so how could it be here? Besides, these
whispers were garbled, unclear. The throbbing in the back of his head seemed
unclean, almost…diseased. 


What in the
Watcher's name is going on?


A small pinpoint of light shone far in the
distance, tantalizingly bright after the darkness of the passage. The Hunter
hurried toward it. The walls suddenly seemed to press in around him. He gasped
for breath, his lungs burning, his heart pounding. Memories of being buried
alive in the tunnels beneath Voramis came back all too clearly. He longed for
clean air, to feel the wind blowing on his face. He needed to get out. 


When he finally emerged from the tunnel, he felt as
if he had crawled out of a grave. He fought to slow his racing heart, taking
deep breaths to fight back the panic. He had escaped.


Almost. He stood within a shroud of darkness, the
shadows broken only by dim alchemical globes set in a circle around the heart
of the room. To the Hunter's eye, accustomed to the lightless passage, they
seemed as bright as the midday sun. 


The roof rose high overhead, and the light of the
lanterns failed to reach the walls of the massive room. At the center of the
chamber stood an altar—a simple thing, made of rough-hewn stone. Dark figures
ringed the shrine. Each held a candle, casting faint illumination on the altar
and reflecting eerie shadows. Their chanting filled the room. The Hunter
couldn't understand the language, yet a chill raced down his spine.


The wizards'
dark rituals! 


A strong, rich voice rang out. "Brothers,
tonight we have gathered to raise the Lament of the Fallen, the ritual that
ensures our continued dominion over the people of Malandria." 


The chanting rose in volume. Oddly discordant, its
notes blended in a cacophonous melody that grated on the Hunter's ears and
turned his blood to ice. 


"With this sacrifice, death shall bring life.
Through the blood spilled on this altar, we continue the peace that has ruled
our city these many years."


One of the hooded figures stepped forward. Strong
hands—the hands of a man—emerged from within his voluminous robe, gripping a
dagger in long, thick fingers. The man raised the gleaming blade high above his
head, poised to strike.


The demon in the Hunter's mind screamed at sight of
the dagger. Something about the gem set into the pommel seemed familiar. The
way the myriad facets twinkled in time with the dancing flames…


It can't be!


The blade beckoned to him, its dark whispers
echoing in his thoughts. Yet it felt somehow…wrong. The dagger's delight
reverberated in his mind, its pleading cries jumbled and distorted. The Hunter
couldn't understand its muttering, but its terrible intentions were clear: it wanted
death. No, it demanded death.


The Hunter stood stunned, his mind racing. He
didn't dare move for fear of being spotted. His eye was inexorably drawn back
to the altar, and for the first time he noticed the figure laying bound atop
it. 


The cry came unbidden to his lips.
"Bardin!" 
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It was Bardin, no mistaking it. The alchemical
lights outlined his bald head and familiar features.


The chanting died at the Hunter's words, and the dagger
paused in its descent. Hooded heads turned toward him. The faces staring back
at him bore horrible features twisted in a perversion of animals. In the
flickering candlelight, they looked truly terrifying.


Demons! 


"Foul sorcerers!" The Hunter's voice
echoed above the din of the chanting. "Your hour of judgment has
come."


Mouths agape, the wizards stared at him. To the
Hunter's surprise, they seemed stunned rather than enraged. 


"W-Who in the twisted hell are you?" The
quavering, hesitant voice, coming from one of the figures in the circle,
sounded distinctly human. 


"That," said the man with the commanding
voice, "is the Hunter." He spoke with no fear or hesitation. 


"Who?" 


"Did you say the Hunter?" This one spoke
in the shaky voice of a man well into his later years. "Impossible! We
left him trapped in the maze."


"Yes, that we did." The fourth man's
voice was strong, though the Hunter could hear shocked surprise. "There is no way he could
escape the fiery death."


"And yet," spoke the commanding one again,
"here he stands." 


A fifth chimed in, his nasal voice grating on the
Hunter's ears. "Even if he managed to survive the fire, how could he have
found the tunnel? How did he pass the traps?" 


The conversation baffled the Hunter. This was not
what he had expected from the Order of Midas. He had been prepared for displays
of might to rival those in the streets of Malandria. Wave after wave of
awe-inspiring power, not cowed glances and shocked surprise. These couldn't
possibly be the wizards that instilled such terror into the heart of a nation.


The Hunter studied the faces carefully. Though the
dancing candlelight made it hard to see, he realized the features of creatures
before him did not move. They could not be flesh and bone.


Masks! The
bastards are wearing masks.


He breathed deeply, inhaling the scents of the men
before him. They smelled not of death and decay, but instead reeked of things
far more mundane. A hooded figure with a bulging paunch smelled of dried meat
and salted pork. Another, a tall, rangy figure on the far end of the circle,
carried the overwhelming odor of cloves and olive oil. A third, the man with
the quavering voice, stank of some foul herbal concoction. 


Only one—the one with the rich, commanding
voice—emitted the familiar stench of rot and decay. 


This, then,
is the wolf among the sheep.


He locked gazes with the man beside the altar, the
one holding the dagger above Bardin's breast. The demon drew in a deep breath. 


"Now that is a scent I have not encountered in
a long time." The man's features twisted into a horrible grimace and he
swept a theatrical bow. "Greetings. Have you come on the Warmaster's
business, or for the Sage?" 


What is he
talking about?


"I am here on no man's business but my own.
I've come for my friend."


The demon raised an eyebrow. "Oh? Are you
certain, Bucelarii?" He placed
special emphasis on the last word. 


The other hooded figures turned toward the demon. 


One spoke up. "What are you babbling on about,
Toramin? What is a Bucelarii?" 


The Hunter recognized the voice, along with the
man's scent. Lord Apus? 


The demon ignored the merchant-noble. His midnight
eyes locked on the Hunter's face, and the Hunter returned his stare without
hesitation. 


"Abiarazi." Demon. 


The voice in the Hunter's mind screamed with joy,
setting his head throbbing. A momentary battle of wills raged silently between
the two.


Shrugging, the demon nodded. "You have found
me out, Bucelarii." He eyed the Hunter, more out of curiosity than fear. 


The wizards muttered amongst themselves. 


"Toramin," demanded one, the paunchy man
who reeked of meat, "I demand an explanation for what is going on."


The demon regarded the short, fat man with a blank
stare. Then, with a sigh, he turned his back on the circle of wizards. When he
faced them again, his features belonged to a human. Broad of nose, with thick
eyebrows, he had a strong chin, and a square, hard jaw. Even his eyes had
changed—no longer midnight black, but a dark shade of brown. 


The Hunter shuddered, remembering the First of the
Bloody Hand. He, too, had shifted his features in a grisly wave of flesh and
blood. The rest of these fools wear
masks, but the demon wears his true face. 


Toramin gestured to the Hunter. "This man is
the legendary Hunter of Voramis."


Mouths gaped beneath horrific masks. 


"Him?" Apus sounded angry. "How is
this possible, Toramin?" 


"You fools threw him into the maze. He found
his way out. It couldn't be simpler!" Toramin threw up his hands in a
gesture of despair.


The short, fat man protested. "Not possible!
He would have encountered the snare. No one could survive the poison of the
Watcher's Bloom!"


Toramin rolled his eyes. "Yet here he stands.
Despite the fact that you"—he
rounded on the fat man—"brought him here, Eredon."


Even in the dim candlelight, the Hunter could see
Eredon turn an interesting shade of pale. "I-I—" 


"Got greedy," snapped Toramin. "We
had the victim for our ritual, yet you, in defiance of my express command,
brought more victims into the maze."


Eredon's mouth dropped open. "Express command?
I…" His face reddened. "Who do you think you are, giving me orders,
Toramin? I—"


Toramin slashed the air. "You take orders from
me, Eredon. Or have you already forgotten Yoldu?"


The Hunter glared, rage burning in his chest. These damned “wizards” have been serving the
demon all along. For this, they deserve to die!


Eredon blanched. "Yes, of-of course." His
voice turned plaintive. "But I saved us a fortune! That fog is too
expensive to take just one victim at a time."


"And so, in your greed and desire to spare a
few imperials, you have led the Hunter right to us."


The demon turned to face the Hunter. "But, now
that you're here, perhaps you might like to join us. Though you say you are not
here at the Warmaster's command, I know the appetites of your kind tend
toward—"


Again, a mention of the Warmaster piqued the Hunter's curiosity. He opened his mouth, but
the rangy figure stepping forward cut off his words. 


"Now, wait a moment, Toramin! You can't just invite
a stranger to join our ritual. The Order of Midas is—"


"Facing a choice," Toramin snapped,
interrupting the man. "The Hunter of Voramis is not a man to be trifled
with, as I told you. No doubt tales of Voramis have reached your ears." 


The wizards in the circle wilted beneath his glare.


Toramin sneered. "As I thought. But, I happen
to know that the Hunter is an assassin like no other." He rubbed his chin
pensively. "He is…different from those you have hired in the past."


Toramin turned back to the Hunter. He took a step
forward, beckoning. "Come, Hunter. Join us. Do the honors!" He
extended the accursed blade—the one he had been a heartbeat from plunging into
Bardin's chest. 


The Hunter stared at the man, disbelieving. The
wizards had hunted him, sent assassins to kill him, thrown him in their maze of
horrors. Now this man—no, this demon masquerading as a man—tried to appeal to
the darker side of his nature, the part he refused to allow control over his
actions. 


The dagger's voice whispered its filth into his
mind, and he shuddered. "You can't—" 


"Kill a filthy beggar? Please, Hunter, do you
know why these vermin still exist in our perfect city? Only because we permit
it. Provided they remain in the Wretch Hole, of course."


The Hunter's lips twisted into a snarl.


"Oh, excuse me, did I offend you?"
Toramin's lips spread into a vicious smile. "I knew you were spending your
time there, but I didn't think you would actually make friends with one of them." His eyes flicked to Bardin's
unmoving form. "It seems a sad coincidence that he is the one who has to
die tonight."


The Hunter took a menacing step forward. "Not
if I can help it." 


Toramin shook his head. "Please, Hunter. What
can you do? Just look at yourself. You're barely strong enough to stand, you
have just one eye, and you've taken more punishment than your body can
handle."


The Hunter looked down. Dark splotches stained his
robes—some of it his blood, some of it the filthy muck of the maze. He had to
ball his fists to stop his hands from trembling. His legs quivered, and his
mouth felt full of sand.


It would be so easy. He could take the knife. The
power it fed him would restore him to—


No! The Hunter
ground his teeth. I will not! Bardin is
my friend.


Mocking laughter rang in his head. “Friend? The bastard didn't even recognize
you half the time. He couldn't even call you by the false name you gave him.
How could he be your friend?”


Yet he was. Bardin had taken him in when the Hunter
had nowhere to go, had helped him in his time of need. The Hunter would be
damned if he failed to protect the man…his friend.


"Release him, and I will walk out this door.
You will never see me again."


The paunchy Eredon turned toward Toramin.
"Toramin, if he is truly as dangerous as you say he is, shouldn't we
listen to him?" 


"Perhaps," Toramin mused. "Though I
wonder what the mighty Hunter of Voramis will do if we decide his threats carry
little weight. Will he take out his vengeance on the terrible Order of Midas,
the scourge of Malandria?" His mocking tone sent heat racing through the
Hunter's veins.


"Now wait, just a m-minute," stammered
the ancient man. "This whole 'wizard' thing seems to have gotten out of
hand." With shaking hands, he removed the mask from his face. "Look,
Hunter. There are no wizards here." He fidgeted with the mask, his eyes
wide.


Lord Apus removed his mask. His bearded face showed
no fear, but the Hunter saw it in the hunch of his shoulders. "Aye. We're
just merchants." He stabbed a finger toward Toramin. "He is the only
one with any kind of real power."


Merchants? He had been
skeptical of the existence of true wizards. But to find out the Order of Midas
was nothing more than merchants! 


"How—?" He couldn't quite figure out how
to frame the question. "The magic? The lights? The wolves?"


Toramin shrugged. "Illusions. We have one of
the most talented Illusionist Clerics on Einan to aid us in our 'magic'."


"But why? Why the pretense?"


Toramin smiled, a sneering thing that never reached
his eyes. "To breed fear, of course. Fear makes people easy to control.
When the people are under our control, the city is at peace. Have you not
noticed how clean and orderly Malandria is? It is all thanks to this." He
gestured toward Bardin's bound form.


"And you expect me to believe all this was to bring peace to the city?"


"For the most part." 


Toramin grinned at the Hunter, and for a moment his
features twisted and shifted in the flickering candlelight. 


The gruesome sight sent a chill down the Hunter's
spine. "But if you wanted peace, why the human sacrifice?" 


"Other than to clean up the streets, you mean?
Fewer beggars…" 


"But why the maze? Why make them suffer?"


"Ahh, that." 


The Hunter ached to smash his fist into Toramin's
face, if only to wipe away the awful, mocking grin. All those people, slaughtered for the demon's pleasure.


“And how are
you any different? Or are you forgetting the Bloody Hand? You were more than
happy to butcher them all.”


That was
different! They deserved death for what they did—


“So you
insist,” the demon's voice mocked him, “but
remember who you are talking to. I know the truth! I remember the blood rage…”


The Hunter wanted to protest, but he couldn't
dispute the demon's words. He had carved his way through the Bloody Hand
without thought or hesitation. They had taken from him the people who mattered
most, and for that, they had to die, every last Watcher-damned one of them. So
how was he different from the demon?


No, this
isn't the same. The protest was weak. 


Eredon fell to his knees, shrieking. "It was his idea!" Terror emanated from the
fat man in waves, the reek of fear mixing with his meaty odor. "Toramin said it would help to encourage fear among the
people. Please don't kill us!" His words dissolved into blubbering pleas
for his life. 


The demon in the Hunter's mind snarled. “Coward! Kill that one, at the very least.”


Toramin rolled his eyes at the trembling Eredon.
"Someone shut him up! Apus!" 


Lord Apus seized the fat merchant's shoulders and
shook him until he fell silent. 


Toramin glowered at Eredon. "For pity's sake,
Eredon. At least have the courtesy to meet your death like a man." He
turned his gaze on the Hunter and smiled. "Though I daresay the Hunter
hasn't yet decided what to do with us. Isn't that right?"


The Hunter opened his mouth to speak, then shut it
with a snap. He had no idea what to do about these “wizards”. He had promised
the dead their revenge, and he had to rescue Bardin. Beyond that, he wasn't
certain.


Toramin's words drew the Hunter's attention again.
"I will tell you all you need to know, Bucelarii. I believe I can offer
you something sufficiently enticing to assuage your anger towards the Order of
Midas."


Perhaps he could strike a bargain with the demon.
He could afford to listen to Toramin's offer if it meant he would spare
Bardin's life. He could always find a way to kill the demon later. 


The Hunter glared. "Go on. I will hear you
out, but I make no promises."


Toramin eyed him for a long moment, then nodded.
"Fair enough." 


The hand holding the dagger disappeared within the
voluminous sleeves of his robe, and the Hunter heaved an inward sigh of relief.



Bardin was safe, for the moment.
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Toramin spoke in a calm, measured tone. "The
maze has existed for hundreds of centuries, though we have only begun to…make
use of it in recent years."


"But why throw your victims in there? Why not
kill them and get it over with?" 


"Fear." Toramin produced the dagger and
held it up to the Hunter. A predatory grin touched the corners of his lips.
"I'm sure I don’t need to tell you the true purpose of these sacrifices.
You've seen what a weapon like this can do. After all, you do have one of your
own, do you not?" He raised an inquisitive eyebrow. "What I wouldn't
do to get my hands on one of those blades!" 


Obscene lust flashed across his features. Then he looked
down at the dagger, and his expression turned to one of disdain. 


"This blade feeds off the fear of its victims.
The more fear, the more power is produced. Sadly, it is…flawed." 


"What's wrong with it?" 


The Hunter had sensed something strange about the
dagger, though he couldn't quite explain what or why. If he could find out more
about this blade, perhaps it would provide him with answers about Soulhunger.


Toramin shook his head. "Let's just say
the…raw material…was less than sterling quality."


"I don't understand." 


Toramin looked shocked. "No?" He stroked
his chin pensively. "You wouldn't. They were forged before your time. I suspect no one ever explained the
truth of the gemstones to you." 


"What truth? What do you know?" He
stepped forward, within reach of Toramin—and the dagger.


The demon wearing the face of Lord Toramin stared
at him, seeming unconcerned by his proximity. He opened his mouth to speak, but
a voice cut him off.


"What in the twisted hell is going on?"
One of the hooded figures stepped forward, threw back his hood, and removed his
mask—revealing a pale face with sharp, angular features and delicate lips.
"Am I missing something here? What are you talking about, Toramin?"


Toramin didn't take his eyes from the Hunter, but
his voice cracked like a whip. "Arette, be a good man and shut your
mouth." 


The slim man looked as if he had been struck. Apus
rounded on Toramin, his face red with fury. "Why do you treat this filthy
assassin and thief as if he is one of us? And why do you keep referring to him
as Bucelarii? You know full well the demonspawn are dead and gone!"


Toramin rounded on Apus. "Are they, Apus? And
you're certain of that?" Apus
stood a full head taller than the demon, but the intensity in Toramin's voice
made the merchant noble flinch.


"Well, I-I—" 


"I-I-I," Toramin mocked him. "Fool!
You have no idea of the truth." 


His features swam in the firelight, morphing back
into the dripping fangs and leering visage of the demon—his true face. Apus’
mouth fell open and he stepped back in horror. 


"I can smell the blood of true power running
through his veins, you cretin!" Toramin's snarl sounded inhuman, and the
demon in the Hunter's mind screamed in delight. "It may be polluted by the
mewling stench of you pitiful mortals, but he carries with him the inheritance
of the true power on Einan."


Apus flinched and retreated from the ferocity of
the demon's tirade. "You-you…" He gaped for a moment, then snapped
his mouth shut, face red with rage.


Toramin turned to face the Hunter. "Now,
Bucelarii. I have told you the truth, as promised. Will you accept my offer?
Join with the Order of Midas, and rule Malandria by my side."


The demon in his mind screamed at him, begging him
to accept. The creature had seemed overjoyed the moment he had laid his eye on
Toramin, just as it had when he encountered the demons in Voramis. It wanted to
find comradeship with its kin as much as he did.


The offer held allure. The Hunter had spent the
last few days sleeping in a slum and eating scraps. The man before him promised
to give him power over the entire city. He had never hungered to rule, but now
that it was within his grasp, he couldn't deny its tug on his mind. What he
could do as ruler of Malandria…


But at what
cost? 


His friend lay on the altar, bound, unconscious. If
he said the wrong thing, turned down Toramin's offer, Bardin would die.


Not if I can
get to him first! 


Toramin stood beside the altar, dangerously close
to Bardin. It would take him a second to plunge the accursed dagger into his friend's
heart. The demon was his primary threat, but he wasn't alone. Would any of the
others try to stop him? 


The Hunter's vision blurred and faded as myriad
faces of dead men, women, and children appeared before him. They had plagued
him since arriving in Malandria, their dull, lifeless eyes staring at him,
accusing.


You swore you
would avenge us, they seemed to say. Our killers stand before you. Will you keep your word?


The demon in his mind protested. It wanted the
Hunter to accept Toramin's offer, to seize the dagger, to kill. Toramin would
help him—


I know your
kind better than that! You would say anything to bend me to your will, to make
me kill. 


Toramin's offer might have seemed sincere, but the
Hunter knew the demon had an ulterior motive. The Abiarazi were anything but
altruistic. The creature in his mind had overplayed its hand.


An internal scream of rage set the Hunter's head
throbbing, but he ignored the pain. Instead, he stared at Toramin, who still
stood with his right hand extended, as if in an offer of friendship.


"If I accept, you will let my friend go?"


A flash of anger set Toramin's features rippling in
a gruesome wave of flesh and bone. When it finally settled, only mild
irritation showed.


"If you are so concerned for this pitiful
human, I will release him."


"But he has seen too much!" cried Eredon.
"He will—"


Toramin rounded on the fat man with a furious
glare, baring his teeth in a snarl. "He will be released. And none of you
will have anything to say about it!" 


Eredon faltered and cringed, then shut his mouth.
Eyes ablaze, the demon glared at the other “wizards” in the circle. None
argued; not a word of complaint passed from their lips.


Clearly, this
is the first time they are seeing their "comrade" in his true form. 


A smile tugged at the corners of the Hunter's
mouth. It was high time the Order of Midas felt the fear they spread through
Malandria. 


"Release him." He held Toramin's gaze
with his own, steady and calm.


Toramin mulled it over, then nodded. "So be
it, Bucelarii." With deft strokes of the blade, he sliced the ropes
binding Bardin's unconscious, unmoving form. 


The Hunter held his hand out to Toramin, trying to
hide his relief. "I accept your offer. I will stand by your side, but not
as Abiarazi and Bucelarii—progenitor and progeny—but as equals."


Toramin gripped the Hunter's hand. "Together,
good Hunter, we will rule not only Malandria, but the entire world!" 


"I say," Arette sputtered in the
background, "what are you —?" 


Toramin moved faster than the pasty-faced man could
react. Almost casually, he dragged the edge of blade across Arette's throat.
The man gasped and sank to his knees, clutching frantically to stop the gush of
blood. 


Toramin stood over his victim, an ecstatic smile on
his face. "By the Great Destroyer," he breathed, "how wonderful
that feels!" With a cry of pleasure, he thrust the dagger into Arette's
bony chest.


A rush of vigor washed over the Hunter as the blade
drank the dying man's blood. His fatigue drained away. His wounds no longer
stung, and even the pain in his eye dimmed. Even as it stole the unfortunate
man's life force, the dagger fed the Hunter the power he had been missing for
so long. 


But it was not the same. Beneath the sweet,
seductive taste of power, there was a taint, like a thick coat of tar. It left
him feeling stained, twisting his stomach. 


Toramin laughed. "Long have I desired to do
that!" He raised the blade and pointed it at the rest of the men in the
circle. "Now that I have the Bucelarii at my side, I have no need for you!
I am the true power in this city, and I will do what I will."


He moved toward Eredon, and the fat merchant
scuttled back with surprising speed. Apus looked as if he wanted to fight, but
he, too, retreated.


"All of you, cowards! Every one of you
thinking you are my equals, when you are nothing more than pitiful humans." Toramin spat the last word
as an insult. "But now, you will die, and you will feed my power."


He turned to the Hunter and beckoned. "Come,
Bucelarii. Let us slay them. Let us fill the streets with blood, and together,
we will find a way to bring back the Great Destroyer."


The name hit the Hunter like a sledgehammer to the
face. He recalled the vision he’d had in the Serenii tunnels.


Graves filled
with hundreds—nay, thousands—of bodies, mountains of skulls and bones. Demons
feasted on the carcasses of women and children. Men tortured to a slow death.


Atop the pile
of bones lay a familiar figure. The lifeless face of Farida stared back at him,
her eyes empty and accusing. The faces of the dead of Malandria peered back at
him from among the mound of corpses. There, next to Farida, lay Bardin, the
insane, gentle man who had been a companion—a friend.


If Toramin succeeded in his plan, if the Great
Destroyer returned, Bardin and all of humanity would meet a horrible fate. The
Hunter couldn't stand by and allow it to happen.


"No."


The Hunter leapt at the demon, spinning him around
and slamming his fist into his face. The demon tried in vain to block the Hunter's
strikes, but the Hunter, invigorated, rained blow after blow on him, smashing
his face, ribs, and stomach. Toramin grunted and backpedaled, but the Hunter
refused to let up. He used every shred of anger, pain, and rage within him to
fuel his blows.


Toramin didn't remain stunned for long. He
retreated only a few steps before he found his footing and lashed out with the
dagger, forcing the Hunter back. He kicked the Hunter's knee, knocking him off
balance.


The Hunter hurled himself backward to dodge a swipe
meant to carve open his throat. Too late, he realized he had moved away from
the altar—and Bardin's still unconscious form.


Toramin glared at him, panting, his face red with
rage, blood trickling down his face from a shattered nose and shredded lips.


"You dare! I offered you my hand in
friendship, and this is how you repay me!"


"You offered me nothing," the Hunter spat
back. "You offered me an empty, dead world, and a chance to serve your
kind. You would condemn me to a pitiful existence and call it a favor. I know
your kind, Demon. I have stared into your dead eyes as you smile and lie. Now
the Bloody Hand of Voramis is no more, thanks to you and yours." 


Toramin spat blood. "What does the Bloody
Hand…?"


"The First was an Abiarazi, and where is he
now? He lies buried in the tunnels beneath the city, and his Third alongside
him. The Demon of Voramis is no more. The Demon of Malandria will soon join his
comrade in the fiery hell from whence he came."


"B-But…" The demon looked stunned.
"But this is your calling, the very reason you were created! How can you
refuse your destiny?"


The Hunter snarled. "Destiny? Destiny condemns
me to becoming a monster, something to turn the world in which I live into a
hell of endless torment. Why would I want that destiny, even if you were to
offer me everything in return? You would have nothing to give!"


The Hunter edged to one side, trying to maneuver
Toramin away from the altar. If he could get himself between the demon and
Bardin, his friend would be…


A slow, wicked smile spread across Toramin's face,
and he stepped back toward Bardin's unmoving form.


"If I cannot have you, Bucelarii, I will
content myself with taking away the things you care about most in the
world." Toramin raised the dagger over Bardin's chest.


Too late, the Hunter lunged forward. With a vicious
smile and a bark of laughter, the demon drove the blade downward.
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The dagger plunged into Bardin's chest. The Hunter
clapped his hands over his ears to block out the cry in his mind. Power flooded
over him in a torrent that sent him to his knees, yet it felt…foul, unclean. He
wanted to vomit, to slice open his veins; anything to get rid of it.


A scream tore his from throat. "No!" His
voice cracked. Not again!


He tried to climb to his feet, but the weight of
defeat rendered him immobile. He couldn't move, couldn't think. He felt nothing
but the energy pulsing through him, saw nothing but the blade buried to its
hilt in his friend's body.


In the orange light emanating from the jewel in the
blade's hilt, Toramin's leering features looked truly horrifying. The flesh and
bone of his face writhed like a pile of maggots. Darkness filled the void
behind Toramin's eyes. His expression was rapt; he enjoyed the Hunter's
anguish.


"Oh dear," sneered the demon, "it
seems the little brzt-ith has lost a
plaything. He looks so angry." Bones cracked and flesh tore as he ripped
the blade free. 


The taunting, patronizing grin on Toramin's face
fanned the Hunter's fury. It quieted the whirling chaos in the Hunter's mind,
pushing back the disgust he felt at the power coursing through him. His wounds
no longer ached. The throbbing in his eye had stopped. He had only one thought:
kill the demon.


With a roar of rage, the Hunter hurled himself
forward, reaching for Toramin's throat. Toramin leapt back, but the Hunter
wrapped his arms around the demon's knees, throwing him to the floor. Toramin's
skull struck the hard stone with an audible crack.


The Hunter leapt atop Toramin. Heedless of the
other robed figures in the room, he rained blow after blow on the stunned
demon. Skin and bone morphed beneath the onslaught. The Hunter's knuckles
cracked as he struck the angular, chitinous contours of Toramin's face—his true
face, the face of the demon hidden by the mask of flesh. Horrible empty eyes
stared up at the Hunter. 


Demonic laughter bubbled up from the creature's
chest, and Toramin responded with a blow of his own. Bone shattered beneath the
impact. A single punch to the Hunter's chest snapped bone, knocking his breath
from his lungs and hurling him backward into the stone altar. 


The Hunter gasped for air, desperately trying to
climb to his feet, to keep fighting. His strength failed him. It was all he
could do to breathe; every movement sent pain radiating through his body.


Toramin climbed to his feet and wiped the blood
from his face. "I'm surprised, Bucelarii. That actually hurt. In all of my
years on this miserable earth, none have managed to do what you did. For that,
I salute you." He hefted the blade, still stained with Bardin's blood. 


The Hunter gasped, still struggling to breathe.
"You bastard! You killed him!" 


"So I did." Toramin bent and placed his
face uncomfortably close to the Hunter's. "I killed him, and I've killed
thousands more just like him." 


The demon seized his throat, his long, delicate
fingers crushing with terrible force. 


"He…was…innocent!" The Hunter tried to
move, to fight back, but the pain in his back and side immobilized him.


"Innocent, guilty—in the end, the Destroyer
cares not at all. He demands only their souls. Thanks to this"—he ran the
edge of the blade along the Hunter's cheek—"I have the power to feed
Kharna. Your soul will soon join the multitudes that have gone on before you.
Your death opens the way for the Great Destroyer to return to Einan once
more."


The First had said the same thing that night in the
tunnels beneath Voramis. Could the Hunter's soul be the key to unlock the
prison in which the Great Destroyer had lain dormant for millennia? But that
couldn't be. Nothing had happened when he killed the First or the Third. Their
deaths had not brought about Kharna's return. Something didn't make sense. He
was missing some piece of the puzzle…


Toramin pressed the tip of the blade into his
eyelid, but he refused to scream. He saw only the crimson staining the
blade—Bardin's blood. He watched in horror as the dagger absorbed the blood,
soaking it up until only bright steel glinted in the candlelight. It was as if
his friend's life meant so little that not even a trace of his death remained. 


Dots of blackness swam in the Hunter's vision, and
the room blurred. Panic pressed at the edges of his consciousness. His
struggles to break the demon's grip grew weak, and his lungs burned for air. He
had seconds before he passed into unconsciousness. Here he hung, once more
helpless in the clutches of a demon. 


A familiar voice spoke in the Hunter's mind. Avenge me. 


He tried to focus, to clear his vision. A figure
materialized behind Toramin. 


Bardin! 


Fire blazed in Bardin's eyes. Avenge us. All of us. 


The Hunter's feet, kicking in the air, found the
edge of the altar behind him. He braced himself against the solid stone, and
with a violent surge, pushed forward into Toramin. Caught by surprise, the
demon's grip faltered, and he fell back beneath the sudden weight. They hit the
ground hard, the Hunter atop Toramin, and the breath whooshed from the demon's
lungs. 


The Hunter flailed blindly at the hand crushing his
throat. His fingers closed around solid flesh, and with every shred of
strength, he squeezed. The demon's
grip weakened for a heartbeat—just long enough for the Hunter to break free. 


He dove for the dagger in Toramin's hand, and a
moment of struggle ensued. The half-stunned demon refused to release the blade,
but the Hunter slammed his hand into the floor over and over. The moment
Toramin's grip weakened, the Hunter wrenched the accursed blade free from his
grip and rammed it deep into the demon's side.


Toramin's scream nearly shattered the Hunter's
eardrums. The demon writhed beneath him, struggling to push him off. The Hunter
clung to the thrashing creature and drove the blade deeper between Toramin's
ribs, questing to find a lung. Toramin's scream turned into a wet, choking
cough. The bastard deserved every moment of agonizing torment for what he had
done!


The demon's struggles weakened, its movements
growing jerky and uncontrolled as the blade consumed its soul. Toramin coughed,
spraying the Hunter's face with dark blood. He ripped the dagger from the
demon's side, and raised it high. 


His gaze locked onto Bardin's unseeing, empty eyes.
"You are avenged!" 


With a savage cry, the Hunter plunged the blade
into Toramin's chest. Toramin's agonized screams rang loud in his ears. The
Hunter felt the moment the dagger's tip pierced the demon's frantically beating
heart. Warm, dark blood gushed over his hands, and a coppery tang filled his
nostrils. 


Twisted, tainted power engulfed him. He writhed
atop the dying demon, pain tearing at his consciousness. The agony far eclipsed
the torment that had wracked his body when he killed the First and the Third.
Every muscle in his body pulled taut, threatening to tear. He closed his eye
and clenched his jaw, struggling to retain his grip on sanity. He felt his
consciousness ripped to shreds and pieced together a thousand times in the
space of an agonizing heartbeat. The sensations flooding him were almost
unbearable…almost.


The jewel set into the dagger's hilt flared bright
orange. Light washed through the room, illuminating the horrified expressions
carved into the faces of the hooded figures. The Hunter's body twitched and
jerked with the power coursing through him, spasms coming in waves. It felt as
if molten lead dripped across his chest; his newest scar would be an ugly,
twisted thing. 


The Hunter climbed to his feet, trying to hide the
quiver in his legs. He drew in a ragged breath, then another. The throbbing in
his left eye had all but gone; only a mild itch persisted. The flesh no longer felt
angry and inflamed. Indeed, he could feel it knitting back together. 


The dagger's corrupted voice sent a shudder down
his spine. Slowly, it faded to a distant presence in the back of his mind, as
Soulhunger did after he sated its desire for blood. The Hunter welcomed the
silence; he needed no more voices filling his thoughts. 


The sound of shuffling feet reminded him he was not
alone. He whirled on the Order of Midas, dagger extended, blood boiling. They
had helped to kill his friend, and by the Watcher, they would pay.


"Now, which one of you bastards is next?"



 









Chapter Seven
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None of the "wizards" spoke, none dared
so much as breathe. They had removed their hideous masks, and terror showed
plain in their wide eyes and gaping mouths. A terrible, ominous silence filled
the room, broken only by the sound of dripping blood.


"Your time for atonement has come, wizards!" He spat the last
word—half-curse, half-ridicule. 


The voice in his mind howled for him to kill them.
Even the demon's death had not satiated its lust for blood. 


Be silent,
Abiarazi. I have given you death. Now
leave me in peace. 


“But they
deserve death for what they have done. They killed Bardin!”


The Hunter stifled a snort. The thing in his head
cared nothing for his friend. It only sought to use his anger.


I am in
control, Demon. I decide who dies tonight.


He stalked toward the men, the bloody dagger
gripped in white knuckles. They shied away from him, huddling as sheep in the
presence of a wolf. A vicious grin spread across his face. He could almost
taste the terror rolling off them in waves.


One brave fool attempted to stand against him. The
rangy man who smelled of spices and wine pulled a long knife from within the
folds of his cloak. He lunged for the Hunter, thrusting the blade toward his
throat.


The Hunter snarled at the onrushing man. He didn't
bother to block the thrust, but twisted out of the blade's path. The man's rush
carried him past the Hunter, who stuck out a foot. The robed figure stumbled
and tripped, hitting the floor with a grunt and cough. He didn't get up. 


Apus drew a cosh and struck at the Hunter's head.
The Hunter caught the burly man's wrist and squeezed hard. Apus cried out and
fell to his knees, the sap falling from nerveless fingers. The Hunter slammed
his knee into the man's face. Blood spurted and Apus fell backward, clutching
his ruined nose.


One of the wizards, a man with pale, sagging flesh
and spots dotting his skin, tried reasoning with the Hunter. "Wait! It was
his fault! He made us do it!"
His thin, bony finger pointed to Toramin's corpse. 


It was a lie; the way the man's voice quavered told
the Hunter as much.


He fixed them with a glare. "You aided the
demon in his quest. For your sins against the men and women of this city, you
will join him in the twisted hell that spawned him."


"Yes!" Apus fairly shouted from where he
knelt on the floor, clutching his bloody face. "Yes, we chose to help him,
but that doesn't make us the same as him. He is a…demon!" A shudder shook
the bearded man's frame and he stared with naked horror at the twisted visage
of the thing that had once been Toramin.


"How are you any different? You chose to kill,
just as he did. Whatever you tell yourselves, you are the same as he is.
Monsters, every one of you!"


The elderly man spoke up, mewling. "We never
intended to go so far! We were only doing what he told us to!"


The Hunter sneered. "Please! All of you just
stood by and watched an innocent man die. You may not have wielded the knife,
but your hands are stained with the same blood that tarnishes his."


"Perhaps, but what choice did we have?"
Another man, this one nearly as wide as he was tall, spoke, his voice
plaintive. "He said he would help us bring peace to our city. Have you not
seen the beauty and purity of Malandria? It is because of what we have
done!"


"I have seen the streets of the city, but I
have also seen the miserable conditions in which many of your citizens live.
You force them to live in squalor and poverty, condemning them to a life of
suffering, for what?"


"You think this is bad?" Apus spat, his
teeth bloody. "You would think this tame in comparison to life beneath the
heel of the nobles and lords of Malandria."


"What are you talking about?" The Hunter
remembered Bardin speaking of the revolt against the nobility of the city, many
decades ago. 


"The lords charged taxes so high that none but
the wealthiest could afford to pay." The man who spoke had a florid face,
a thick nose, and far too many chins. "They spent fortunes on frivolous
parties and lavish banquets, while the common man suffered. Filth blanketed the
streets, children starved, and lawlessness ruled the city, all so the nobility
could enjoy their fetes and soirees."


Apus climbed to his feet and stood with a stiff back,
staring at the Hunter with defiance written in his eyes. "Our fathers had
enough, and they overthrew the nobility." He stared at the ancient man
beside him. "They brought peace to Malandria, and we have done our part to
keep it." 


"And you expect me to believe that you
murdered countless innocents in the name of order and peace?"


Apus glared. "You have seen the streets of the
city for yourself, Hunter. Clean and orderly, with work for all."


"Save for the miserable bastards living in the
shadow of the Black Manor, and those of the Wretch Hole."


"A necessary evil," protested the ancient
man. He shrugged and held up hands twisted with age and rheumatism. "The
wretches of the Forgotten Ward would multiply beyond control if they were
not…culled. The Wretch Hole would spill over if we did not take measures to
prevent it."


Rage flared hot within the Hunter. He was an
assassin, a killer, and even he cared more for human life than the men before
him. He wanted to heed the voice in his head, to cut down every one of them
where they stood. The acrid tang of fear filled the room; it would be so easy…


"We have done what we could to contain the
filth that stains the city," Apus said, as if offering a valid reason for
an untold number of murders. "We knew we could not rid Malandria of the
wretches altogether, so when Toramin suggested the solution, Keeper forgive us,
we seized it." Shame flitted across his bearded face.


"You condemn the city to living in fear just
so you can claim to make it a better place?"


Apus nodded. "Yes. The irony of that statement
is not lost upon me. Upon all of us."


"But the Illusionist Cleric charged us so
much!" whined the man of many chins. "It was the only way…"


The Hunter rounded on him, silencing him with a
snarl. "Charged you for what?" 


"The 'magic'," he squeaked. "The
dancing lights. The fog. The wolves. All of it, all illusions."


Of course. None of it was real. All a fraud, just
like the men before him. 


Apus spoke in a quiet voice. "We needed the
people of the city to fear the wizards. If they did, they would obey the edicts
issued by the Order of Midas. After their suffering at the hands of the
churches and nobility, they were all too happy to comply."


The ancient man chimed in. "The churches aided
the nobility in taking everything we had. What little coin the nobles didn't
tax from us, the religious orders took in 'charitable contributions'. None but
they ever saw the gold they stole from us."


This didn't surprise the Hunter. He had seen the
lavish interior of the Beggar Temple. 


Something didn't fit. "If all of the churches
took from you, why destroy them all save for the House of Need? Why let the
Beggar Priests live when all the rest were killed?"


"They were the only ones who did not demand
high tithes from us," the elderly man said, shaking his head. "They
remained true to the calling of their god, ministering to the needy and infirm.
For that, we let them live. We gave them the wealth of the other temples, with
the understanding that they would continue to aid those in need. They have done
much good for Malandria over the last generation."


 "And
you think that justifies your killing hundreds—nay, thousands—of people? You
are murderers, each and every one of you!"


"For that," the old man said and drew
himself up, "we will answer to the Long Keeper when he takes us." He
looked at the others. "Some of us sooner than others." 


The Hunter gripped the blade tighter and stepped
toward the elderly man. "You will answer to him tonight." 


The false wizards hung their heads in shame, but a
trace of defiance still burned in a few eyes. Apus moved to block the Hunter's
way. "And what of you, Hunter?"
He spat the name. "You are an assassin. How many have you killed?"


"Those I have killed deserved it," the
Hunter snarled. "Each and every one of them! I may have blood on my hands,
but I have never taken the life of an innocent."


The Hunter started forward again. Lord Apus shrank
back, his demeanor changing from defiant to plaintive in a heartbeat.


"It was Toramin's plan!" He threw up his hands
as if to shield himself. "Our coffers are drained from paying the
Illusionist Cleric, and we could not afford his services any longer. Toramin
suggested this means of gathering the power ourselves. What choice did we
have?" Apus glanced at the dagger in the Hunter's hand with fear and
desire written in his eyes. 


"He told you this would give you power?" 


Apus nodded vigorously. "Yes! He even showed
us what it could do!"


The fat man's piggy eyes gleamed above his rotund
cheeks. "He lifted a cart with his bare hands." 


"And you think that this"—he thrust the dagger beneath Apus’ chin—"is the
source of his power?"


Apus reddened and glanced at the demon's unmoving
corpse, but held his tongue.


Coarse laughter burst from the Hunter's chest.
"You fools! You actually believed his words?" Judging by the looks on
their faces, they had. "You murder innocents all for naught!"


"Not for naught," protested one man, a
thin man with pale skin, sunken eyes, and a weak chin. Fervor burned in his
eyes. "We do it to make Malandria the jewel it was long ago, and can once
again be!" 


The Hunter stared at the man, open-mouthed. These
men had deluded themselves into believing they were doing the right thing!


"No," he growled. "You did it for
the power Toramin offered you."


Every man's expression showed their hunger. They
wanted to be as the lords and nobles of old, and for that, they spilled
innocent blood.


"Answer me this, you greedy bastards,"
the Hunter growled, "have any of you discovered your 'magical powers'
since these sacrifices began?"


The men glanced at each other. Shame burned in
their expressions.


"N-No," stammered Lord Apus,
"but—"


"But nothing!" The Hunter cut him off
with a violent slash of his hand. "You have been duped for years! You have
killed the citizens of the city you claim to want to protect, all to feed the
Destroyer."


The merchants' eyes grew wide, and a collective
gasp burst from their open mouths. 


"W-What?" Lord Apus paled.


"Kharna the Destroyer! Every life taken by
this accursed blade has fed him. You are a pawn in the god's game, duped by
your own avarice." He stabbed an accusing finger toward the merchants.
"You are responsible for returning him to Einan."


This stunned the merchants into horrified silence.
The only sound heard in the room was the gentle trickle of blood—Bardin's
blood—dripping from the edge of the altar.


The old man, turned a sickly shade of grey.
"Wh-What are you t-talking about? How do you know all this?"


The Hunter rounded on the ancient merchant.
"It matters not. What matters is that all of you have been played for
fools. Worse still, you followed willingly, like bulls led to the gelding
block."


None of the merchants in the room could hold his
burning gaze. 


"And, as the shit cherry on top of the
Keeper-damned cake, you sent those three fools to kill me." The Hunter
shouted now, his fury unleashed. "You abducted my friend!" He thrust
a finger toward the unmoving body lying atop the altar.


"We had no choice!" All traces of Apus’
defiance had fled. "Tales of Voramis reached our ears, and when Lord
Toramin told us you were in the city, we were afraid."


"We had to get rid of you," Eredon
sniveled, his chins wobbling, "before we suffered the same fate as Bloody
Hand."


Rage surged within the Hunter. These fools, in their fear, have taken everything from me. 


His eye fell on Bardin's unmoving body. He
desperately wanted to see the man's chest rise and fall. He had lost it
all…again. 


He clutched the accursed dagger until his knuckles
whitened. They are to blame for his
death, even if theirs was not the hand holding the knife! 


"You all have killed innocents," he said,
his voice a low, menacing growl. "The blood of men like Bardin, like my
friend"—his voice cracked, and he swallowed before continuing—"is on
your hands. You all deserve to die!"


 









Chapter Eight
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"For the love of the gods, have mercy!"
Eredon fell to his knees, hands clasped in an imploring gesture. 


The Hunter sneered. He ached to lay open the
blubbering man's throat. "The way you had mercy on the countless men and
women who have died on this very altar?"


Apus spoke up. "We only did it for the people
of Malandria." The bearded man cringed beneath the Hunter's glare. Even he
didn't believe the weak lie.


The Hunter snarled. "You did it to line your
pockets with gold!"


Eyes filled with desperation, Apus tried a new
approach. "Let us make amends! Tell us how we can make things right. We
will do whatever you say." 


The demon screamed in the Hunter's mind, begging
him to kill the merchants. It had tasted blood this night, and lusted for more.



The Hunter felt tempted to give in. Rage burned
within him, threatening to burst from his chest in a glorious explosion of
carnage. 


It would be
so easy… 


An image of death danced through his head. He
gripped the knife tighter. 


Peace,
friend. 


The voice sounded in his mind, so quiet he could
hardly sense it over the raging of his inner demon. Bardin's bald head and
florid face materialized behind Lord Apus. His eyes held only pity, not for the
sniveling merchants, but for the Hunter. 


We are avenged.
Let it be enough. 


But they
killed you! The Hunter needed to unleash his anger, if only to stop the weight of
sorrow from crushing him. Who better to suffer than these men who had taken his
friend from him? 


Bardin gave him a sad smile. Yes, they killed me. Me, and countless others. They do deserve death,
but not at your hands. 


If not mine,
then whose? 


Their time
will come. The phantasm shook his head. But
if you take their lives, it will affect you more profoundly than you realize. 


The demon screamed at him. These merchants deserved
death, every damned one of them!


Bardin's ghostly form held his gaze. They deserve punishment for what they have
done, and they will stand before the Long Keeper and answer for their crimes.
They do not deserve the death you bring this night.


The Hunter stared at the dagger in his bloodstained
hand. He knew what it could do. Hardened men had screamed in terror as
Soulhunger stole their souls. He had
felt its horrible effects himself. 


The demon tried to drown out Bardin's voice. “Slit their throats! Bathe in their blood!”


The gentle whisper filtered through the pounding in
the Hunter's mind. The lives you have
taken, you believed they deserved to
die. These men may deserve death, but not like this. 


“Gut them and
watch their insides spill out!” 


The voices fought for dominance, setting his head
aching.


Bardin's eyes traveled over the merchants huddled
in a circle. Living with what they have
done is far more of a punishment than killing them. They know the truth of their
actions, and it will haunt them for the rest of their days. And for many, their
days will be far fewer in number than they expect.


The demon tried a different approach. “Filthy humans! Their deaths will restore your body. Don't you want to be whole and
powerful once more?”


The Hunter gritted his teeth at the agony of the
new scar across his chest. Killing with the accursed blade would restore him.
But he would rather die than be polluted by the tainted, filthy power that had
flooded him with Toramin's death.


The Hunter smothered the demon's protests. Silence, Demon! I hold their lives in my
hand, but I will not claim them. Let the bastards suffer with what they have
done. 


A scream of rage sent pain shooting through his
head, but he ignored it. He was in control, not the demon. 


He glared at the Order of Midas. "Go, I spare
your lives this night."


"Oh, thank you, thank you!" Eredon’s
chins wobbled and he all but sobbed. "You are gracious, Sir Hunter. We
will—"


The Hunter silenced them with a slash of his hand.
"Stay out of my way! I care nothing for you or your city. I am here for a
single purpose, and I will leave when I am done."


Lord Apus stepped forward. "Let us aid you in
your—"


"You will do nothing! Your city is your own,
do with it as you please." He held up a warning finger. "But get in
my way again, and the fate of the Bloody Hand will be a kindness compared to
the misery I will rain down upon you."


The merchants shrank back, eyes wide. 


"You have our word." Lord Apus climbed to
his feet with a groan. "The Order of Midas will not interfere with your
business."


The Hunter nodded. "Good. One more
thing."


He strode toward the trembling merchants. Lord Apus
flinched, but the Hunter pushed past the bearded merchant to stand before the
altar.


He stared down at Bardin's unmoving form, and tears
welled in his eye. Bardin's face looked so serene, an odd contrast with the
blood staining his filthy, ragged robes. A weight settled on his shoulders. He
felt responsible for the man's death, though a dim part of his mind told him it
was not his fault. 


Numbness crept over him, and darkness pressed in on
the edge of his vision. He wanted to lie down and sleep, if only it would stop
him from feeling the crushing, twisting agony in his heart. 


No, he told
himself. I have no time for this. He
placed a hand on Bardin's chest and head. May
the Long Keeper watch over you. Be at peace, my friend. 


For a long moment, he stood in silence. The loss
hit him harder than he cared to admit. He had come to call the man a friend in
such a short time. 


The time for tears was over. Wiping his eye
angrily, he turned to the merchants. "You will bury him with
dignity." His voice was rough, harsh, with tone of command that brooked no
argument.


"Of course!" Lord Apus’ expression showed
his eagerness to comply. "We will bury him with honors."


"He cared nothing for honor," snarled the
Hunter. "He was a cleric of the Illusionist. You will give him a burial
befitting his station."


Apus nodded. "As you say."


The Hunter felt something thick through Bardin's
filthy tunic. Turning back to his friend's body, he pulled the object free. A
sheet of parchment, stained with blood. 


Bardin's
work. Perhaps it held answers.


Bardin's pendant caught his eye. No doubt it had
once gleamed bright, but now a thick layer of rust and grime tarnished the
silver. With gentle movements, he released the clasp and wrapped the filthy
chain around his hand. 


Farewell, my
friend. With a gentle pat on the man's chest, the Hunter turned away.


"I give you this warning," he snarled.
His glare skewered the merchants huddled together. "If I see any of your
faces again, I will kill you." He raised the knife, holding it up to the
firelight. "I am the Hunter. Do not cross my path, or you will become my
prey." 


The men flinched at the menace in his voice.
"Of course, Sir Hunter," Lord Apus said. "And we will stop the
sacrifices immediately. We will—"


"I care not! I am taking this"—he held up
the demon's accursed dagger—"and you will never use it again. This is your
city, to do with as you please. Just leave me alone."


Darkness swam in his vision; his limbs grew heavy
with the torpor that followed every kill. He had to escape this chamber of
death now. 


"I leave you with this, 'wizards' of the Order
of Midas. For Malandria to be truly beautiful, you cannot simply cover up the
sores and hope no one sees. Serve your people. Invest some of your vast wealth
on the poor bastards trapped in the Forgotten Ward and Wretch Hole."


He turned on his heel and strode away, then
stopped. 


"Where is the way out?" 


Lord Apus pointed a shaking finger at a door
opposite the one through which the Hunter had entered. 


Without a backward glance, the Hunter strode from
the room. He climbed the spiral staircase beyond, his lungs burning not with
exertion, but sorrow. 


The filthy pendant and the bloodstained parchment
clutched in his hand were all he had left of his friend. He tried in vain to
swallow the lump in his throat. His chest felt as if someone had reached inside
and crushed his heart. He would never see Bardin again.
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A stray evening breeze gusted through the filthy
streets around the Hunter. He pulled up his hood to block out the cold, and
retreated into its welcoming shadows. The Black Manor towered behind him, its
onyx walls blended with the shadowed gloom of the Forgotten Ward. 


He was not surprised. Of any place in this city to
find a demon, human sacrifice, and a maze of horrors, it had to be the Black
Manor. He shuddered and turned his back on the forbidding structure. He would
never see it again. Once he retrieved his belongings, he would be gone from
Malandria, never to return. 


Fatigue clouded his thoughts and filled his mind
with a thick fog. He struggled against the languor that threatened to steal his
consciousness. His feet, moving of their own accord, felt leaden with every
step. 


The demon's voice filled his thoughts, its fury
palpable. “You let them live! After what they did?”


I did. I made the choice, and there is nothing you
can do about it. 


“You are the Hunter!
You bring death, but these fools still—“


I killed the
demon. It is enough. The Hunter would not be cowed by anything or
anyone, not even the creature within him.


“You killed
the wrong one! It was the humans who deserved death.”


Death,
perhaps. But this would deliver far worse…


He still gripped Toramin's accursed dagger, his
knuckles white. Crusted blood glued his fingers to the blade. Unclenching his
fist sent pain shooting down his forearm.


Nausea swept through him. He could still feel the
tainted power from the accursed blade, and it sickened him to his core. He had
to find Soulhunger, if only to taste the pure, clean energy coursing through
him. 


The demon would not be put off easily. “Remember what happened the last time you
ignored me?”


How could he forget? He had ignored the creature's
demands to kill the Cambionari. In return for his sparing them, they had left
him for dead at the bottom of the Chasm of the Lost. 


Yet here I
stand. Their best efforts failed. And
once I have reclaimed what is rightfully mine, it will be as if we had never
met.


“And yet,
once again, you find yourself alone in the world.”


Fury, pain, and sorrow twisted like a knife in his
stomach. He clenched his fist, crumpling the paper in his left hand. 


He uncurled his fingers and stared down at the
bloodied piece of parchment he had taken from Bardin. 


Alone, but
not empty-handed. I wonder what he discovered.


He desperately wanted to find out what Bardin had
written on the paper, but he had only darkness for companion. No street lamps
illuminated the Forgotten Ward. Not even the stars cast their faint light on
the empty streets around him. 


Reaching the Impedimenta, the Hunter ran. Only the
sound of his feet pounding the cobblestone streets broke the silence of the
night. His muscles burned, his head pounded, and his ruined eye itched
terribly. He pushed himself harder, anger and sorrow fueling his exertions. 


He wanted nothing more than to leave Malandria
behind forever. He had just one task to complete. Soulhunger's voice echoed in
his mind, calling to him, tugging him to the south. In his search for the
dagger, he would find answers. The House of Need held many secrets. If he could
not find what he sought, he would convince Visibos to tell him everything. By
any means necessary. Only then could he leave the city that had caused him such
grief.


The voice in his head tried to goad him once more. “You must—”


I must do
nothing. The Hunter's patience had run out. I
have killed for you. Now leave me in peace.


Try as he might to silence it, the demon whispered
in his mind. 


“For a killer
like you, there is no peace.”


 


* * *


 


The towering spires of the House of Need
disappeared into the darkness, but flickering torches illuminated the entrance
of the temple. The sheer enormity of the complex impressed the Hunter once
again. Yet he paid little heed to the awe-inspiring architecture or the
opulence of the temple façade. He had a mind only for the guards. 


Swallowed by the shadows of a building opposite the
temple, the Hunter watched the movements of the patrols. 


Same as last
time I was here. They have no idea I broke in. It should be easy to get in once
again.


The demon's whispers for blood were faint but
insistent. It filled his mind with a vision of him hacking his way through the
guards. With the dagger in his hand…


He wouldn't. His fingers traced the raw, jagged
mound of flesh left by Toramin's death. Besides, in his state, he wasn't
prepared for a prolonged battle. 


The last time
I rushed in without thinking, I nearly ended up dead. 


“You are the
Hunter. You are stronger than all of them!”


The demon was right. He would have little trouble
with the guards; they looked to be little more than a show of force. But within
the House of Need he would encounter the Cambionari. He had underestimated them
before, with disastrous consequences. 


No, this
time, I will be more circumspect. I will be in and out before they realize I am
there. 


He watched and waited, studying the guards.
Something felt odd. The world seemed unusually…empty. Almost as if the bustling
of the city by day had been transformed to the silence of night from one moment
to the next.


Then he realized what it was. In his trek across
Malandria, he had heard no voices, seen no ghostly faces. 


The dead have
been avenged. The lament of the fallen has ceased. 


He remembered the peaceful expression on Bardin's
face, the pity in the phantom's eyes. Thoughts of his friend reminded him of
the parchment tucked into a pocket of his cloak. He had not yet found a light
to read its blood-soaked contents.


There will be
time and light enough in the House of Need. No one will know I am there, so
there is no rush. 


Toramin's accursed dagger pulsed in his mind, and
Soulhunger echoed its call. Somehow, he sensed recognition between the blades.
Almost…familiarity?


An ache in his foot forced him to shift his
position. Exhausted and drained, he craved rest, of both mind and body. Yet
even more strongly, the desire to leave the city burned in his mind. He had
fled Voramis to avoid the pain of familiar surroundings, and now Malandria held
its own haunting memories. No, he would retrieve Soulhunger and be on his way.
He would heed the call in his mind, the tug that warred with the dagger's
demands. 


Her. He would
travel north to find Her. 


The guards at the entrance turned their backs on
him, descending the massive marble steps that led into the main Temple Complex.
Now was his chance. He glided through the darkness like a ghoul—silent and
unseen. His cloak, now filthy and beginning to smell, blended with the shadows.


Just one last
detour, and I will be gone forever. 


 


* * *


 


Finding his way into the House of Need had been
easy. Now he faced a new dilemma.


How in the
Keeper's name am I supposed to find this vault? I am an assassin, not a thief. 


Would the vault be locked? Were the Beggar Priests
vigilant within the safety of their own temple? Would he encounter any
Cambionari? He wanted to take no chances.


Creeping closer to the gilded balustrade, he peered
down at the floor below and stifled a curse. A handful of guards stood in the
illuminated foyer, hands resting on swords hilts, eyes roaming the corridors.
He had no idea if they would leave their posts to patrol the upper floor; he
only knew he couldn't reach the vault that way—not without a fight. Could there
be another way down? 


The sound of a door opening came from somewhere
nearby, sending a flash of panic through the Hunter. Heart racing, he fled
through the shadows of the corridor, slipped into the library, and ducked
behind a massive shelf. Footsteps approached the door, then moved on.


The scent of old books and dried ink filled the
silent, darkened library—an oddly comforting smell that soothed the Hunter's
ragged nerves. Cautiously, he crept toward the single lamp, his eye scanning
the darkness for any signs of life. Nothing. Hands trembling with nervous
excitement, he drew out the parchment. Dried blood had stiffened the paper. He
gingerly unfolded and smoothed out the parchment, trying to read the words in
the weak circle of light. 


Bardin's lettering was imprecise and distracted.
Random annotations and half-completed words dotted the page. Yet in the center
of the parchment, the writing became clear and easily legible, as if his
fractured mind had found clarity in translating the words hidden in the works
of Karannos Taivoro, the mad playwright and First Cleric to the Illusionist.


"Illusion," the Hunter read, "is the paintbrush with which truth is concealed. Mankind claims a
desire to see truth, but the gods choose to obscure it. For truth is a ravenous
beast that destroys all in its path."


"Thirteen
gods there once were, and thirteen there must always be. The truth of the gods,
however, is a secret which could never be revealed to the world."


"The War
of Gods nearly tore the world asunder, and the gods…"


Blood and water had soaked into the parchment,
causing the ink to run. He scanned the page, but could only make out a handful
of words. 


"…place
of destruction…"


"…spawn
of…"


"…pleading
for the…"


The rest was illegible, save for a single word
scrawled at the bottom of the page.


"Khar'nath."


A vision—or was it a memory—struck the Hunter like
a physical blow, and he nearly dropped the parchment. 


Hands bound behind
his back, his mouth tied with a gag. He knelt on hard, jagged stones, storm
clouds raging over his head. Earth-shattering voices spoke words his mind could
not comprehend.


She knelt
beside him, leaning on him for support. Her eyes stared deep into his, fear
written plain on Her beautiful face. Blood stained Her blond hair. She—


The memory ended as abruptly as it had begun.
Gasping, the Hunter staggered with the force of the recollection. He caught
himself on the shelf, leaning hard. His mind raced, struggling to bring up the
memory once more.


What in the
frozen hell was that? Where was that? Why was I there? More importantly, who is
She?


He scanned the parchment once more, straining to
decipher the blurred writing. Bardin had discovered something, but what, the
Hunter would never know.


Toramin, you
bastard! May you rot in the foulest hell! 


The demon had stolen his chance to find answers.
The book lay in Bardin's meager shelter, a place he had no desire to see again.
Without his friend, he had little hope of deciphering whatever secrets lay
hidden in its pages.


He cursed. If
I cannot find answers from this book, there has to be another way. 


Perhaps he could find a Cambionari and extract the
truth from them. They had dedicated their lives to hunting down his kind. Any
good hunter would learn about his prey. They had to have answers for him.


But he was a realist. The thought of facing
Cambionari in his current condition—exhausted, one eye missing, only Toramin's
stolen dagger for a weapon—gave him pause. He could take on a few guards at a
time, but without Soulhunger or his body's natural ability to heal, he would be
in trouble. He didn't want to think of what would happen should his presence be
discovered and the alarm raised. 


A stealthy step sounded behind the Hunter,
accompanied by a familiar scent: dried herbs, parchment, and ink, blended with
the tang of iron. 


"I've got you now, you bastard!"


 









Chapter Ten


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


Instinct and speed saved the Hunter. He whirled to
face his attacker, leaping backward to avoid impalement. The skin along his
ribs crawled from the near contact with the iron blade in the apprentice's
hand. 


"Visibos," snarled the Hunter. "We
meet again." The voice in his head screamed for blood. 


Visibos gaped, his eyes wide. "I…you…" He
blinked and shook his head. "Impossible! I saw you die!"


"You mean after
you poisoned me and Sir Danna put a blade in my chest?" The Hunter's hands
shook with barely-restrained rage. With effort, he fought back the demon's
demands for death. 


Visibos opened his mouth, but the Hunter leapt
forward and smashed his fist into the apprentice's face. Visibos cried out and
stumbled back, slashing wildly with the iron blade. The Hunter seized the man's
wrist and squeezed, and Visibos yelped as bone crunched. The iron blade
clattered to the floor. The Hunter kicked the dagger away and clamped a hand
over Visibos’ open mouth. 


He pressed the tip of Toramin's dagger into the
apprentice's cheek, just beneath his left eye. "Make a noise, and you'll
wish for death."


Visibos’ eyes widened at sight of the blade. Blood
trickled down his lip. The coppery tang filled the Hunter's nostrils, blending
with the apprentice's scent of ink, parchment, and dried herbs.


The demon screamed in the Hunter's thoughts. “What are you waiting for? Kill the bastard
before he kills you!”


The Hunter gritted his teeth to block out the
voice. "I will remove my hand," he said in a low, harsh whisper,
"but if you so much as speak, I will not hesitate to run you through. Do
you understand?"


Visibos gave an imperceptible nod of his head. The
Hunter removed his hand from the apprentice's mouth and grasped his collar. 


"Now, Visibos," he snarled, "I think
it's time you take me to that vault of yours."


Sweat stood out on the apprentice's forehead
despite the cool night. He opened his mouth as if to protest, but the Hunter
pressed the tip of the dagger into the soft tissue of his throat. The
Cambionari shut his mouth with an audible snap and nodded again, swallowing
hard.


"Good." The Hunter seized Visibos’ cloak
and, spinning him around, propelled him through the dark library. He walked a
step behind the apprentice, his dagger pressed into Visibos’ kidneys with just
enough force to ensure compliance.


"How in the twisted hell did you get in
here?" Visibos whispered, but the Hunter ignored him. 


When they reached the door, he twisted the collar
of Visibos' priestly robes, eliciting a strangled cry from the apprentice. 


"You are going to lead me to the vault,
staying out of sight of any guards. We run into anyone, you act as if all is
well. You raise a cry or let anyone know there is anything amiss, I kill you,
then I kill them. Got it?" 


"Yes," Visibos choked out. "Got
it!"


"You know what this can do?" The Hunter
held the blade beneath Visibos’ nose.


"Yes!" The acrid stench of fear rose from
the apprentice.


"Good. I won't hesitate to use it. Now
move." 


The Hunter thrust Visibos into the main hall,
following close behind. He released the man's collar but kept the dagger poking
into his back. If the apprentice so much as sneezed, the blade would sever
nerves and spine. 


Visibos led the Hunter to a door at the far end of
the massive hall. The Hunter winced at the creaking hinges, but thankfully the
halls beyond were empty. They hugged the wall to avoid being seen by the guards
on the floor below. 


The roof rose high above the Hunter's head, leaving
him feeling exposed in the wide open space. Too many doors let onto the hall
for his comfort. He half-expected to encounter more priests at any moment. His
heart thundered in nervous anticipation, only slowing when they reached the far
end and slipped into a side corridor leading away from the grand central
staircase. 


Visibos led them through a maze of twisting,
turning passageways and corridors. The Hunter paid attention to the route,
trying to memorize the way out. 


The apprentice hesitated at the entrance to a small
staircase. 


"Whatever you're thinking," the Hunter
said, his voice a quiet snarl, "don't. I can see your twisted mind trying
to find a way to escape or raise an alarm. That will only get you hurt or
dead." He emphasized his point by pressing the dagger's tip into the
bundle of nerves in the base of the apprentice's spine. 


Visibos’ sharp inhalation told the Hunter he had
gotten the point.


Casting an ugly glare over his shoulder, Visibos
descended. He clomped down the spiral staircase, his footfalls echoing just a
little too loud. 


The Hunter hissed in his ear. "Quiet! Stop
trying to attract attention. Do you want a fellow priest's blood on your
head?"


"Why are you doing this, Hardwell—if that's
even your name? Why come here? We thought you were dead. I saw you die. Why
come to the one place on Einan where your true identity will be
discovered?"


"I must recover what was taken from me." 


"That demon blade?" Surprise filled
Visibos’ voice. "Clearly you have found a replacement, so why not
disappear?"


The sound of distant footfalls reached the Hunter,
accompanied by the scent of temple incense. 


"Silence!" He dug the dagger into
Visibos’ back.


The apprentice glared at the Hunter, a hint of
confusion in his eyes. The Hunter ignored him, focusing his attention on the
footfalls at the bottom of the stairs. They grew louder then slowly faded away.
Whoever it was must have passed the staircase.


The Hunter shoved Visibos. "Move." 


The apprentice stumbled down the stairs, the Hunter
in his wake. 


"How much farther?" 


Visibos said nothing, his expression and the hunch
of his shoulders screaming defiance. 


"Don't try to lie to me." The Hunter prodded
the apprentice in the back with the dagger. "Just take me where I want to
go, and you may live through the night."


Skepticism flashed across Visibos’ face. 


The Hunter returned the man's gaze with a raised
eyebrow. "Well?"


"Just a few more floors," muttered
Visibos, sullen. "Once we reach the catacombs, we will find the
vault."


The Hunter studied the man for any sign of deceit.
His instincts told him Visibos spoke the truth. "Good. Now keep
moving."


For long minutes they descended the stairs in silence,
only the sound of their breathing and the scuffing of Visibos’ slippers on
stone. A door stood open at the bottom of the staircase, revealing a dimly lit
corridor beyond. 


The Hunter peered into the passage. Torches hung on
the walls, providing sufficient illumination for him to see that the hall stood
empty. He strained to hear any signs of life, but only silence greeted him.


He pulled Visibos through the door and shoved him
forward. "Let's go." 


Visibos led them through a twisting maze of
underground corridors, seeming to know his way. The Hunter, however, soon gave
up the attempt to chart their path. He was lost—no doubt Visibos’ intention.


"You're wasting my time, apprentice." The
Hunter emphasized his point with a sharp poke to the man's ribs. "Take me
to the vault, now!"


Visibos shuffled forward reluctantly, studying the
walls. "There." He pointed to a blank section identical to the rest
of the corridor. 


The Hunter saw nothing. His patience for the
apprentice's tricks was wearing thin. 


"Open the damned thing!" He pressed the
dagger into the apprentice's spine. "Now."


Wincing, Visibos stepped closer to the wall.
Muttering and scowling, the apprentice ran his fingers along the stone,
searching for something the Hunter could not see. The Hunter eyed him, wary.
Perhaps he sought some hidden alarm. 


A loud click echoed
in the empty corridor, and Visibos backed against the opposite wall, gesturing
for the Hunter to follow suit. An entire section of stone swung outward, moving
in perfect silence to reveal a darkened opening. 


"There you are, Demon," Visibos said,
anger in his voice. "The vault of the Cambionari." 


"Get in there." 


The Hunter shoved Visibos ahead of him, sending the
apprentice stumbling. Alchemical
lights flickered into existence within, growing brighter with every passing
heartbeat, revealing the interior of the vault in its entirety. He marveled at
the sheer enormity of the thing. The ceiling towered dozens of paces above his
head. The room stretched more than a hundred paces wide; possibly twice as
deep.


"Watcher's beard! Why in the bloody hell would
you need a vault of this size in the house of the Beggar God?"


Visibos smiled a thin smile. "Within this
vault is stored all of the greatest artifacts and treasures of history—save for
a few lost to mankind." For a moment, pride outshone his anger.
"Every item of power that could endanger Einan is stored within these
walls, locked away from the world forever."


The Hunter's eye traveled the room, taking in
hundreds of rows of shelves, each laden with boxes, innumerable dust-covered
books, and myriad items of all shapes and sizes. Curiosity burned within him.
He would love nothing more than to spend years reading every book, learning the
history behind every item here.


The demon purred in his thoughts. Power, more than
he could fathom. All his for the taking.


The Hunter shrugged it off, but the demon's demands
grew insistent. “Seize it, and there will be no one on the face of
Einan to stop you! You could rule unchallenged, even by—”


I care nothing
for power! I am here for Soulhunger and the
Swordsman's blades, nothing else. The rest of these treasures will remain
undisturbed.


Soulhunger's voice echoed in his mind. He could
sense the blade, but its presence was weak.


It must still
be locked away in the iron box. 


He pushed the protesting voice to the back of his
mind and turned to the apprentice. "Where is it?" 


"Where is what?" Visibos looked puzzled.


The Hunter seized the apprentice's collar. "Soulhunger.
Where is the blade you stole from me?"


Visibos squared his jaw. "You already have a
weapon. Why not let it serve your
purpose, and be gone from this place?"


The Hunter shook his head. "I am here for
Soulhunger. Take me to it." 


Visibos looked ready to say more, but decided
against it. With visible reluctance, he led the Hunter through row after row of
burdened shelves. 


The Hunter couldn't help marveling at the objects
stored in the vault. Withered bones covered with parchment-thin skin. Metal worked
into twisted shapes that filled his mind with horror. Books that looked as old
as the vault itself. Crates bound with heavy chains. Urns, jars, and vases
sealed with wax and clay. Jewelry, coins, and valuables worth a kingdom. 


He resisted the urge to reach out and grasp the
objects. He had to stay focused on his task.


Soulhunger seemed to sense his presence. Its eager
whispers filled his mind with a steady throbbing—a sensation he found
surprisingly welcome. 


"There." Visibos pointed.


The Hunter saw the simple wooden box he had carried
from Voramis. He reached for the heavy chain and thick padlock which secured
the box, but jerked back the moment his fingers touched metal.


Iron.


He turned to the Cambionari. "Open it." 


Visibos crossed his arms. "I will not! I will
not be responsible for releasing another of these accursed blades into the
world."


The Hunter seized the apprentice by the collar and
slammed him hard against the shelf. "Open. The. Box."


The apprentice glared back, defiance written in his
eyes.


"Tell you what, Priest." The Hunter spat the last word. He held Toramin's
knife under Visibos’ nose, the razor-sharp blade pressing into the apprentice's
skin. "Give me Soulhunger, and I will leave this in its place."


Confusion replaced the anger in Visibos’
expression. "Why? You know what they can do. Why not take it and have
twice the power? " 


The Hunter eased the pressure on the apprentice's
throat. "It is because I know
what these things do that I will leave them." 


"B-But, isn't that what you demonspawn want?
To bring back your great god?" 


The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. "It is
not what I want. For all I care,
Kharna can rot in the hells from now until eternity. Soulhunger is mine. It will leave with me, and with
it, I will purge the accursed Abiarazi from the face of Einan!"


 









Chapter Eleven
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Visibos’ jaw dropped. "Wh-What? Why? Why hunt
down your own kind?"


The Hunter shook his head. "I may have the
blood of demons running through my veins, but I know what they will do to this
world should they return. I will not stand by and let—" 


He almost said “innocent people die”, but swallowed
his words. He had no need to explain himself to the apprentice. 


"I like my world the way it is."


Visibos goggled, as if unable to wrap his mind around
the Hunter's answer. "B-But you are a demonspawn. Is not your mission
to—?"


The Hunter snarled. "Mission? Do not speak to
me of a 'mission'. I do not accept any 'destiny', no matter what you believe. I
answer to no man, demon, or god."


"But the Bucelarii are here to…"


"To what? You say you know why the Bucelarii
are here. Tell me before I open your throat." He pressed the blade into
Visibos' neck, just hard enough to part the flesh.


"Wait! I will tell you what you want to know.
I—" The Cambionari's gaze fell on something behind the Hunter, and his
eyes widened.


The Hunter, wary of tricks, pushed the dagger's
edge harder into the man's neck.


Visibos held up his hands. "Please! Let me
speak." 


With a warning glare, the Hunter eased the pressure
on the blade, but kept the tip beneath the apprentice's chin.


Visibos gasped and rubbed at his neck, his eyes
still locked on whatever had caught his attention. "Look." He
pointed. When the Hunter didn't turn away, he swore. "Keeper take you,
Bucelarii. Look behind you!"


The Hunter turned his head, the dagger never
leaving Visibos’ throat. He saw only a shelf lined with books. The volumes
looked ancient, their bindings cracked and pages yellow with age.


"What? What am I looking for?" 


Genuine wonder filled Visibos’ voice. "That
book! What is it doing down here?" The apprentice pushed the blade aside
and reached for a weathered tome. It looked identical to the other volumes, yet
he caressed it with reverence. "I had thought it gone to Lord Apus with the
rest…" 


"What's so special about it?" 


For long moments, Visibos said nothing; the book
consumed his attention entirely. The spine crackled as he opened it, and he
turned its pages with care. 


"Do you know what this contains?" Visibos
asked without taking his eyes off the book. 


The Hunter's patience was growing thin. "No.
Enlighten me."


Visibos turned to the first page of the book and
held it out to the Hunter. 


The Hunter read. "The Numeniad by Eshendun." The words meant nothing to him.
"So what is it?"


"You expect me to believe that name means
nothing to you?" 


The Hunter glared. "If it did, would I be
asking? For just a moment, let's pretend
I'm not a scholar who spends all of his time reading dusty old books. What. Is.
It?"


"The Numeniad? Eshendun?"


The Hunter motioned for him to continue.
"Yes?" 


Visibos shook his head. "Watcher's beard,
Demon, what rock have you been living under?"


For an answer, the Hunter brandished the blade.


Visibos flinched and held up his hand in a
defensive gesture. "All right!" He spoke in a rush, words tumbling
from his mouth. "The Numeniad is
supposed to be a firsthand account of the War of Gods, passed on to an early
historian named Eshendun. It is said the gods spoke to him of the battle in the
heavens. Thus, it is very possibly the only accurate recounting of those
events."


Silence hung thick in the dusty air. 


"You mean," the Hunter asked, his voice
quiet, "within those pages is the truth about the demons and the
Bucelarii?"


Visibos looked surprised. "You've heard the
story, then?" 


"That the Beggar God pled for the Bucelarii to
be spared when the other gods wanted to kill them? Aye. Father Reverentus told
me the tale. But is it the truth?" 


Visibos held out his hand for the book. "I
might be able to find answers."


The Hunter saw no trace of deceit in the
apprentice's expression. His gaze dropped to the book in his hands. He couldn't
read the writing; it looked like gibberish to him. But the apprentice's offer
of help made no sense.


"Why? You know what I am. You are sworn to
kill me and my kind. Why help me?"


Visibos stared at him for a long moment, and
shrugged. "Let me be clear, I'm not doing it for you! Let's just say I love a good riddle." 


In that moment, the Hunter saw the truth of
Visibos. It felt odd to think of him as anything but the Cambionari who had
poisoned him and thrown him into the Chasm of the Lost. Yet here was a man
fascinated by mysteries from the past. Being a demon hunter was the lesser part
of his identity; what he wanted most was to be a scholar.


"Besides," Visibos continued, "how
often do you think I get a chance to read the only record of the War of the
Gods. This is a chance I will never have again. If finding answers for a demonspawn"—the Cambionari returned
with Visibos’ snarl—"is the price I must pay, so be it."


With a glare, the Hunter handed the book to the
apprentice. 


Visibos flipped through the pages, muttering to
himself. "Kharna's Folly…sacrifice of the Swordsman…death of the
Serenii…aha, here we are!"


With a glance at the Hunter, the apprentice read in
a rich, clear voice. 


"As I
lay in rest, the great Master spoke to me, saying, 'Eshendun, arise, prepare
thyself, and bear witness. For this night, we bring an end to the folly of the
fallen god. Though he is forever locked away, his creations are to be cast from
the face of Einan, never to return'.


“Thus I
arose, and dressed myself, taking bread and drink. Then was I translated to the
heart of the mountains, where I saw a gaping pit ringed with fire. 'The gateway
to the hells,' the Master spoke. Khar'nath, he named the place."


The moment the name "Khar'nath" passed Visibos’ lips, the Hunter's world fell away.
Darkness filled his vision; he floated in an empty void, with only the sound of
Visibos’ voice echoing in his thoughts.


"The
Master spoke once more to me, saying, 'Bear witness, Eshendun, son of Iridun’.
In a flash of light, I stood alone. The creatures of the hells were arrayed
before the pit of fire; the stench of the place still fills my nostrils to this
day."


Suddenly, it was as if the Hunter were there. He
knelt on rocky ground, his knees aching, blood trickling down his face. Ropes
held his arms bound behind his back. Demons numbering in the tens—no,
hundreds—of thousands surrounded him.


Visibos' voice filtered into the memory.


"And the
gods cast the demons into the pit, returning them to the fiery hell from whence
they had come. The sound of their descent filled the night; their screams
echoed to the ears of the gods."


He watched the demons being thrown as if by an
invisible hand. The creatures disappeared into a towering inferno of flame that
illuminated the night sky. Tormented cries filled his ears, the sound of
suffering tearing at his consciousness.


"Then
the gods looked upon their descendants, the creatures they had spawned upon
Einan with the daughters of men. The Master spoke again, 'Sons of the burning
hell, this night you join your fathers’."


An invisible force lifted him from the ground. Of
their own accord, his feet moved toward the inferno. He felt Her presence beside him once more, but
he could not turn his head to find Her. The towering pillar of flame filled his
vision, turning night to day.


"But the
god of beggars spoke, saying, 'My brothers and sisters, can we condemn these
creatures to a fate they have not earned? Within their veins flows the blood of
humans as well as demons. Do they not deserve the same mercy granted by us to
the rest of mankind?'


“The gods
spoke among themselves, and the sound of their voices rent the earth asunder,
cast the seas onto dry land, and whipped the winds into a torment."


The ground bucked beneath the Hunter's feet. The
wind swirled around him, buffeting him with stone and dirt. Water surged from
the ground, soaking and chilling him to the bone.


“'The Beggar
has the truth of it,' spake the Master to the gods of the heavens. 'These
creatures have done no wrong. The sins of the father cannot be visited on the
children.'


“'Give me
leave to watch over them,' the Beggar pled, 'and I will give them a purpose.
They will be cast out, as I am, destined to roam Einan alone.'


“'Thus shall
it be,' decreed the gods. 'They shall be under your care. Should they threaten
the world, you will destroy them.' And the Beggar God ordered his priests,
saying, 'I will give you weapons to slay the offspring of demons, but use them
not, for I have a purpose for these creatures.'”


The night suddenly felt cool and calm. The ropes
binding the Hunter's arms fell slack. He looked around, staring into Her
fear-filled eyes. 


"But the
Beggar God visited the Bucelarii in secret, saying, 'The time will come when I
have need of you. Until that day, I will spread you throughout the face of
Einan, and your memories shall be forever expunged.'


“Then the god
of illusions spoke to his clerics, saying, 'Power over the minds of man and beast
I give you to ensure the spawn of the hells remain eternally scattered. Their
strength is greater than that of man, so this I give you to balance the
scales.' So it was, and so it shall be forever more."


Visibos' voice trailed off as he finished the passage.



The memory slowly retreated, leaving the Hunter
disoriented and confused. The world swirled around him. For a heartbeat, he
stood in both places at the same time: atop the mountain, and in the stuffy
vault. 


When his eye finally focused, he was back in the
House of Need. His head ached, and his stomach felt ready to disgorge its
contents. He reached out to steady himself on a nearby shelf.


"So you see," Visibos spoke without
looking up from the book, "the Beggar God truly did spare you, though for
what purpose, I know not. Even gods can make mistakes, it seems." He
glared at the Hunter.


We were
spared because, within the Beggar God, there remains the seed of Kharna's
consciousness, the Hunter thought, but said nothing. 


Instead, he asked, "Does it say any more about
the Bucelarii?" 


Visibos flipped through a few more pages and shook
his head. "No, it just says that they were scattered across the face of
Einan. It goes on to detail the history of the Cambionari, how they were given
iron weapons to hunt down and kill all you Bucelarii. But you know all of
that."


The Hunter's mind reeled, his thoughts racing in
time with his thudding heartbeat. So the
Beggar God—Kharna, in truth—spared us, but not out of mercy. We were only
spared to be weapons for the Destroyer to wield.


The demon whispered in his thoughts. “It is your destiny! It is your true purpose for existence.”


The Hunter's lip curled up in a sneer. And yet, I do not bend to “destiny”. I am no pawn—not to man, and certainly not
to the gods.


A cry in the back of the Hunter's mind reminded him
of his true purpose in coming here. Soulhunger begged to be freed. 


"Visibos." The Hunter pointed at the
iron-lined box on the shelf. "Open it."


Visibos looked ready to protest, but the Hunter
pressed the blade into his neck. With a sigh, the apprentice seized the key
from the shelf next to it. The padlock opened with a loud click. 


"There you go," Visibos growled and
stepped aside. "You have what you came for."


Covering the apprentice with Toramin's blade, the Hunter
reached into the box and, careful not to touch the iron lining, gripped the
handle of his blade.


Soulhunger screamed in his mind, its voice
ecstatic. A rush of power flooded the Hunter; he felt almost happy to be
reunited with the dagger. It seemed somehow…right. 


He took a deep, calming breath and lowered
Toramin's blade. He studied the two weapons, feeling Visibos’ angry glare on
him. With a smile, he flipped the stolen dagger in his hand and held it out to
the apprentice.


"Here. As promised."


Visibos stared at the dagger as if at a viper.
"Why?" He seemed unable to wrap his head around the fact that the
Hunter was just giving it to him.


The Hunter shrugged. "Because I don't want it,
and I have no need for it. I have only come to reclaim what belongs to me. And
the owner of this blade will not come searching for it. I have seen to
that." 


Visibos' mouth fell open at this. He looked
astounded that the Hunter—a spawn of demons—would kill demons. 


He placed Toramin's dagger into the iron-lined box
and snapped the lid shut. "Besides, the blade is flawed."


"W-What do you mean?"


"The demon—Toramin, he called himself—said the
raw material used to make the blade was faulty."


Visibos gaped. He seemed unable to form proper
words.


"Well? Spit it out!" 


Visibos raised an eyebrow. "You don't know
what the gemstones are?"


"No, I don’t. Tell me, now. Before I remember
how to use this thing." He hefted Soulhunger.


For a long moment, Visibos stared at the Hunter, gaping.
When he finally spoke, his voice was eerily quiet. 


"The stones are the souls of your forefathers,
Hunter. They are the souls of demons." 


 









Chapter Twelve
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The Hunter's mind raced. "What? What in the
twisted hell are you talking about?" 


"Look!" Visibos flipped to a page near
the beginning of the book. "Read it for yourself."


The Hunter craned his neck. The vision had shaken
something loose in his memories. For a moment, he almost thought he recognized
a few words, but most of it looked like gibberish. 


"Read it to me," he snapped.


Visibos cleared his throat. "And the demons beheld the fruit of their loins, and desired to
give them an inheritance. The Serenii, firstborn of Einan, spake to them,
saying, 'Unto us is known a ritual through which your power can be passed down
through the generations, but the price to be paid is high.'


“Thus did the
Serenii speak the words of the ritual, known throughout the demon kin as the
'Lament of the Fallen'. For to invoke the ritual, the demons made sacrifice of their
own souls."


The Hunter's jaw dropped. "Wait! You're
telling me demons have souls? Aren't they soulless creatures?" 


Visibos shrugged. "That question has been the
subject of countless debates among philosophers and theologians throughout
history." He pointed to the book. "But, according to Eshendun and The Numeniad, they do."


"So the demons gave their souls?
Willingly?"


Visibos squinted at the page. "That's what it
says. It's written here that their souls were transformed into simulacra of
gemstones, an imitation of the riches mankind holds most dear."


The Hunter stared at Soulhunger. "The stones
were embedded in the hilts of these daggers. And the blades were passed from
Abiarazi fathers to Bucelarii sons." 


"The inheritance." Visibos nodded. 


So, if the
gemstones are souls, why was the other blade “flawed”, as Toramin put it? What
happened to make it so? 


Visibos raised an eyebrow. "How is it that you
don't know all of this?" 


The Hunter shook his head. "The gaps in my
memory are…extensive."


Visibos spoke slowly. "If answers are what you
seek, we may be able help you. This vault holds a wealth of information.
Perhaps we will find the truth." He extended a hand to the Hunter. Was
that a gesture of invitation? Why would Visibos help him, after all he had done?
The Hunter studied Visibos, searching for any sign of deceit. Surprisingly, the
offer seemed genuine. 


But the Hunter couldn't forget his last encounter
with the Cambionari, or their purpose for existing in the first place. 


He snorted. "You? Help me? The only thing you
will do is try to kill me again." 


Visibos looked stunned, as if the Hunter had struck
him. 


"Aye, don't think I've forgotten."


Visibos’ expression—a moment ago so frank and
open—hardened. "We did our job, Hunter. And I'd do it again. Had that
ferrospike poison not been so old, you'd be dead."


Feed me, Soulhunger
echoed. The dagger had not tasted blood in weeks, and it lusted for death. The
demon in his head screamed for him to kill Visibos, and together, they
assaulted his mind. He gritted his teeth and fought back the voices. 


Visibos couldn't hide his curiosity. "But even
the effects of the ferrospike venom should have worn off long ago. Why hasn't
your eye healed? Your kind recover from even mortal wounds. Only iron
can…" He trailed off lamely, his eyes flicking to the shelf beside the
Hunter.


The Hunter followed the apprentice's gaze. A plain
metal box lay nestled between a stack of crinkled, yellowed parchments and the
skull of some canine creature. He reached for it, then jerked his hand back.


Iron. 


Visibos motioned at his face. "That eye looks
bad. How did it happen?" 


The Hunter narrowed his eye. "What do you
care?"


Visibos snarled. "Does it matter? Aren't you
just going to kill me anyway?"


The Hunter paused for a moment.
"Bloodbear." 


The apprentice's mouth fell open. "Sweet
Mistress! They've been known to rip men apart, especially during mating season.
But that doesn't explain why you haven't healed yet. Unless…" He scratched
his cheek and studied the Hunter


"Unless what?" 


"Tell me, Bucelarii, did you encounter the
Watcher's Bloom?"


The name sounded familiar. Where had he heard it?


"Watcher's Bloom?" 


Visibos stroked his chin. "An incredibly rare
flower, which only grows at the bottom of the Chasm of the Lost. Bright blue petals, a sweet
smell—"


"The smell of death." A scent he would
never forget.


Visibos nodded. "Its oil is highly poisonous.
Even a small dose is enough to kill four grown men. A single drop causes
powerful hallucinations. Shame you didn't take more." 


The Hunter ignored the barb. Now he understood why
the dead of Malandria had plagued him. The ghosts of the fallen had been
nothing more than a narcotic-fueled aberration. Yet they had seemed so real…


Visibos studied him. "Well? Have you been
seeing odd things? Visions, perhaps?"


Just the
phantoms of murdered innocents. 


The Hunter's hand hovered above the iron box.
"It doesn't matter. I will take what I have come for."


"You have your accursed dagger. What more do
you want?"


He met Visibos' eyes. "The Swordsman's
blades."


Visibos bared his teeth. "What do you want
them for? Tired of living? Ready to kill yourself and end the line of the
Bucelarii once and for all?"


A valid question, indeed. Why did he want the
blades? Why not just disappear and be left alone forever? Did he really want—or
need—the iron daggers?


“Yes,” the demon
purred, “leave the accursed blades where
they lie. They will bring only
suffering.”


He knew why the creature in his head wanted to be
rid of the weapons. The iron posed a threat to it—and every other Abiarazi on
the face of Einan. He couldn't deny the temptation to be free of them and the
responsibility they symbolized. 


No. They are
a burden I must bear. They are the means to stop the demons from doing to the
world what they did to Farida, to Bardin. 


"Where are they? Take me to them."


Visibos opened his mouth to protest. The Hunter
raised an eyebrow and hefted Soulhunger. 


"There." The apprentice thrust his chin
toward the box behind the Hunter. "How did you come by them? They've been
lost for—" 


"Iron. Open it." 


The Hunter stepped to one side, making certain to
keep Soulhunger within striking distance of the apprentice. A moment of
inattention could cost him. Visibos was, after all, Cambionari.


With a sigh, Visibos opened the latch and raised
the lid, revealing the twin blades within. The stark simplicity of the iron
daggers contrasted sharply with the rich maroon velvet cushioning them. 


"You can't take them, Demon! They're sacred
to—"


The Hunter pressed Soulhunger into Visibos' throat,
cutting off his protest. "I. Am. Taking. Them. Got it?"


Visibos nodded, his lips pressed into a tight line.



Slipping Soulhunger into his belt, he wrapped his
cloak around his hands and lifted the blades from the box. A surge of pain
flashed up his arms, but he ignored it, just as he ignored Soulhunger's angry
screams in his mind.


The Hunter turned to Visibos, teeth clenched.
"Find me a bag." 


Visibos looked around a moment, then pointed to a
canvas bag stuffed between two boxes. 


The Hunter had no time for the apprentice's tricks.
The demon had joined its protests to Soulhunger, setting his head pounding.


"Bring it here."


 Rolling his
eyes, Visibos stooped and lifted the satchel, grunting with the effort. 


"Open it." 


Visibos glared, but held his tongue. He bent,
loosened the ties holding the satchel closed, and threw back the lid. A small
fortune in gold, silver, and copper gleamed within the bag, along with other
items of value—candlesticks, cups, silverware. 


Visibos made to empty the contents. 


"Leave it." 


The apprentice glared. "Of course a creature
like you would steal from the Beggar
Priests!" He stabbed a finger at the satchel. "This can buy bread and supplies for thousands of people in
need."


The Hunter clucked his tongue. "Look around
you, Visibos. You know as well as I that this wealth will never see the 'people
in need', as you claim."


Visibos opened his mouth to speak, but the Hunter
cut him off. "Enough! This is no more than what you and Sir Danna stole from
me! I am only taking what is mine. Now open the bag."


The Hunter slid the Swordsman's blades into the
satchel and slipped Soulhunger from his belt in the same movement. If looks
could kill, a thousand men would have died beneath the Beggar Priest's withering
glare.


The Hunter fumbled with the straps, taking his eye
off the apprentice for a single moment. When he turned back, Visibos had fled,
the slap, slap of his slippers on
stone echoing in the cavernous vault.


"Keeper's teeth!" 


The Hunter slung the heavy satchel over a shoulder
and gave chase, racing through the rows of shelves, his gaze fixed on the
fleeing figure a dozen paces ahead of him. The chaos in his mind nearly
overwhelmed him. 


The satchel clanked on his shoulder, slowing him
down. He dropped it onto a shelf and sprinted through the vault, closing the
distance to the apprentice in a score of steps.


Instead of leaping out the open vault door, Visibos
threw himself against the blank stone wall to one side. His outstretched hand
depressed a section of stone with a clunk.



Too late, the Hunter seized the apprentice and spun
him around. Visibos lashed out, fists pumping, knees flashing. The Hunter
recognized the maneuver—he had taught it to the apprentice that day, before
crossing the Bridge of Ilyerrion. With a snarl, he blocked Visibos' punches,
sidestepped his knees, and slammed his forehead full into the apprentice's
face. Visibos sagged, eyes glazing over, blood trickling from his nose and
lips, but there was no mistaking the grin of triumph. 


"Damn you, Apprentice! What did you do?"


Visibos laughed. "What I had to, you bastard!
Now every warrior in the temple knows you're here."


A hidden
alarm. Keeper take him!


"Fool! You've done nothing but condemn them to
an early grave. You think any of them can stand before me?"


Visibos spat blood. "Lord Knight Moradiss is
in residence here, and I pray to the Beggar God that you encounter him on your
way out! A braver knight has not passed through these halls since Baradin
Red-Hand. I wish you well on your journey, for it will be a short one—to the
forgotten hell that spawned your kind. They will find you before you leave
these tunnels."


"How many others are Cambionari?"


Visibos glared up at him, stubborn and silent. The
Hunter slammed his boot into the apprentice's face. Cartilage crunched beneath
the impact, and blood streamed from Visibos' broken lips.


"How many, Visibos?"


"More than you can fight!" Visibos glared
at up him, defiance mixing with pain. "You'll never leave this temple
alive, Hunter. There are dozens of Knight Apprentices in the temple, and Sir
Danna is due to return to Malandria at any moment."


The Hunter's stomach twisted. He had no desire to
face Sir Danna, not in his current state. 


"How long? How long do I have to get
out?"


Visibos spat blood on his boots. "Not enough
to escape, you bastard! They'll be down here hours before you find your way out
of the maze."


The Hunter eyed him. "I'll find my way—"


"Good luck with that! They will track you
through the tunnels. You have no way out!"


The Hunter found the statement confusing. The stone
passage beyond would leave no trace of his passage.


"How? How will they track me?"


Visibos clamped his mouth shut.


The Hunter crouched and pressed Soulhunger into the
apprentice's cheek. "Don't make me use this, Apprentice. Tell me how they
will know. For that matter, how did you
know to find me in the library?"


Visibos hesitated. The Hunter scraped Soulhunger
across the man's forearm, drawing blood. 


"How. Will. They. Know?" 


Soulhunger drank greedily, and the apprentice's
screams rang out in the vault.


"It's the Cambionari's gift!" He gasped,
panting as if he had just sprinted across Malandria. "A gift from the
Beggar God." His terrified eyes locked on Soulhunger, watching the blade
soak up his blood.


"Tell me of this gift." 


When Visibos refused to speak, the Hunter thrust
the tip of the dagger into the side of the apprentice's neck. He counted to
three before withdrawing the blade. Visibos' screams choked off with a sob. 


"What is the gift, Apprentice?"


"We can sense the presence of those accursed
blades!" Tears streamed down the
man's cheeks, and there was desperation and terror in his voice.


"But not me."


"N-No! It is the blades we hunt. They lead us
to the Bucelarii." He was clearly struggling not to swallow for fear of
the dagger pressed against his neck.


"How is that possible? How can you sense the
blades?" 


"The gemstones! They draw us to you. A sort of
buzzing in our head. It grows louder the closer we are. That's the truth, I
swear!"


The Hunter uttered a silent curse. The souls of the
demons trapped in the blades. The Cambionari had the ability to sense them.
This would make things much harder. He contemplated locking Soulhunger away in
the iron box, but the box would be too heavy to carry along with the satchel of
gold. He would take his chances. 


He kicked Visibos in the face, and the apprentice
sagged, stunned. The Hunter hurried back to collect the satchel of gold and the
Swordsman's blades. 


When he returned, he crouched, meeting Visibos'
dazed eyes. "Know this, Apprentice. Should any of your fellow priests die
this night, know that their blood is on your hands."


Visibos' lips twisted into a snarl. "Don't be
too confident, Demon. Lord Knight Moradiss will cut you to shreds!"


A mocking grin split the Hunter's face. "Such
anger, Visibos. I thought you Cambionari were supposed to be pure of
heart?"


The apprentice glared. "The Beggar God needs
more than just the pure of heart in his service. Alas, we cannot all be as good
as Sir Danna or the Lord Knight. Some
of us do what must be done."


"As you say. I, too, do what must be
done."


The Hunter backed toward the vault door. 


Visibos tried to climb to his feet. "You kill
for pleasure! You and your kind are a plague upon our world. But by the gods,
we will soon be rid of you."


The Hunter shrugged. "Perhaps, but not
tonight." 


"Run, foul creature! Find someplace deep in
the earth to throw yourself, and stay there. We are coming for you. We know who
you are and what you look like. We will hunt you down and, by the Watcher, we will find you."


"Even if it means the demons roam the world
unchecked?"


Visibos' mouth snapped shut.


The Hunter's face split in a feral grin.
"Think about that, Apprentice.
You would kill me, even if it meant stopping me from destroying the
Abiarazi?"


Visibos’ face twisted into a snarl. "No matter
how good your intentions, in the end, your nature will always prevail. You are
a demon, and we will—"


The Hunter slapped him, hard. "For your sake,
Visibos, pray that this is the last time our paths cross."


The Hunter's eye fell upon a glass case on a nearby
shelf. Inside lay a simple chain, with a bright silver pendant hanging in the
center. The pendant seemed somehow familiar. He stopped and examined the glass
case. A plaque beneath the pedestal read: High
Illusionist Arrogus. 


An image flashed in the Hunter's mind.


His arms and
legs were bound, his head strapped tight in place. A thin, bearded face hovered
between him and the flickering light of a lamp. Silver sparkled in the dim
light, casting a reflection in his eyes. It swung slowly back and forth,
drawing his eyes to it until…


The memory dissipated in a heartbeat, but it left
the Hunter disoriented. He steadied himself on the wall. Behind him, Visibos
tried to climb to his feet again. The Hunter kicked his hands out from beneath
him and the apprentice slumped. 


The Hunter stepped outside the vault and leaned the
satchel against the wall, out of the way of the door. 


Terror replaced the anger on Visibos’ face.
"What are you doing? You can't leave me here!" 


The Hunter said nothing, but bent his shoulder to
shut the door. In desperation, Visibos launched himself forward. The Hunter
kicked him in the face, knocking the apprentice back into the vault. 


Visibos groaned. "Please! There's no way to
escape the vault from within."


"Your friends are on their way, aren't
they?"


"And you'll try to kill every one of them on
your way out, you bastard! If you close that door, I'm as good as dead."


The Hunter shrugged. "So be it."


"But you said you don't kill for pleasure.
Prove it! Let me live!"


The demon snarled in his thoughts. Soulhunger added
its demands; it had tasted the apprentice's blood, and it wanted more.


The Hunter fought the voices back. "I can't
let you hamper my escape. I'm leaving the city, and you'd only try to stop
me."


Visibos’ tone turned pleading. "But I won't!
You have my word that I will not!" 


The Hunter stared at the begging apprentice. The man
had helped him; there was no need to kill him. The demon filled the Hunter's
head with its incessant demands for death, Soulhunger echoing the desire. Both
wanted to feed—who they consumed mattered not. The Hunter pressed a finger to
his throbbing temple. 


No. He
deserves death, make no mistake, but I have made my choice. 


He pushed the demon's protests to the back of his
mind. "Answer me one question, Visibos. Give me an honest answer, and I
will spare your life." 


"Anything!" Visibos sounded a heartbeat
away from full-blown panic.


"Where is Khar'nath?"


Visibos stared at him, mouth hanging open. Clearly,
it was not the question he had expected.


"Kh-Khar'nath? W-Why do you—?"


The Hunter pushed and the heavy stone door rumbled
slowly closed.


"Wait! I will tell you what I know."


With a grunt of effort, the Hunter stopped the
door. "Tell me now!"


The words tumbled from the apprentice's mouth.
"No one knows where Khar'nath is. But ancient stories tell of a city lost
in the Empty Mountains, far to the
north."


"How does one find this city?" 


Anger peeked through Visibos’ panic. "One doesn't! That's why it's called a 'lost'
city! The city was called Enarium. It was a great fortress long ago, but was
destroyed in the War of Gods. Only ruins remain."


"And this Enarium is another name for
Khar'nath?" The door continued its slow rumble.


Visibos shook his head. "From what little I
have read, the only way to reach Khar'nath is to pass through the gates of
Enarium. That is all I know of Khar'nath!" 


"How can I find Enarium?" 


Visibos spoke quickly. "In my studies, I read
of a city far to the north, beyond the Whispering
Waste, named Vothmot. It is said
that for a price, you can hire guides to trek through the wilderness of the
Empty Mountains in search of Enarium."


"Vothmot," the Hunter repeated.
"Beyond the Whispering Waste.
My thanks, Visibos."


Visibos sighed in relief and stepped toward the
door. But instead of pulling it open, the Hunter shoved hard. 


Terror filled the apprentice's eyes. "You
promised! You said you would let me live."


"You are alive. I have kept my word."


"B-But—"


"Silence! Once I have gone, I will inform one
of your Beggar Priests you are down here."


Visibos opened his mouth to protest.


"Trapped or dead, Visibos. Your choice. Look
at it this way: now you'll have time to read through the rest of The Numeniad."


"Damn it, Demon! I—"


The Hunter snarled. He had grown tired of hearing
that word. "A word of advice, Visibos. Do not be so caught up in your desire
to kill that you fail to see what is right in front of you. When you are free,
pay a visit to Voramis and ask Father Reverentus why I still live. Then come
and find me. If, as you promised, our paths do cross once more, perhaps you and
your friends won't be in such a hurry to put a blade in me…again."


"Keeper take you! By the thirteen gods of
Einan, I swear I will—"


The immense door swung into place without a sound;
the thick stone cut off Visibos’ curses, plunging the corridor into silence. 


 









Chapter Thirteen
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The Hunter eyed the empty corridors, half-expecting
to see Cambionari rushing toward him. Nothing but solid stone and wan lamplight
met his gaze. 


I have to
find a way out of here! 


If Visibos spoke the truth, the Beggar Priests
would be upon him at any moment. He had no desire to fight dozens of armed men,
not in his current state. Better run and live to fight another day.


The demon snarled in his thoughts. “You should have killed him! He will hunt
you to the ends of the world.”


The Hunter shrugged. Let him try. If I am to find Enarium and Khar'nath, it is to the ends
of the world that I must go. 


“Why?”


For that, he had no answer. Why was it so important for him to find
Khar'nath? Something deep within pulled him to the north. He would find the
truth there. He would find Her, whoever
She was.


The silence of the corridor felt unnatural. Ever
since he had escaped the Chasm of the Lost,
the cries of the dead had pursued him. Now that their laments had fallen
silent, he felt more alone than ever. But had he actually seen the dead, or had
they been no more than hallucinations caused by the Watcher's Bloom?


The hilt of one of the iron blades brushed against
his clothing, and he winced, his skin crawling. 


“You are a
fool to carry them! They will bring you nothing but pain and suffering.”


Why had
he brought the weapons? Did he need them? What could they do for him that
Soulhunger could not? No, they were more than just weapons. They were tools,
but tools he must wield. 


If I am to
slay the demons who seek to bring hell to Einan, they will be needed in the
days to come.


Soulhunger pounded in his mind. Feed me. I am all you need.


Was that true? He was a killer, that much he could
accept. The blade needed him. The demon in his mind needed him, if only to satiate
its lust for blood. But without the blade, what was he? The blade felt a part
of him, his only link to his past. But did he really need the blade? 


A faint sound reached him, cutting off his
thoughts. Was that the clanking of armor and booted feet? 


He sprinted down an adjoining corridor as fast as
the heavy satchel permitted. He wouldn't risk being discovered, not trapped
down here in the tunnels. He had no desire to kill the priests. 


He clutched Soulhunger, as if squeezing tighter
could drown out the insistent demand for blood. He would defend himself if he
had to. No Beggar Priest would stop him from leaving the House of Need this
night. 


The demon snarled for him to kill the priests. It
offered him peace if only he would satiate its hunger. 


I will kill
when I must! Only when I decide. Now, either help me find a way out of here, or
be silent. 


Better to avoid encounters, indeed. He didn't know
how long he could hold off the voices should he find himself fighting for his
life. 


 


* * *


 


The Hunter hated to admit it, but he was lost. The
labyrinth of passages beneath the House of Need had him all turned around. He
thought he had mapped his steps when following Visibos through the corridors,
but now he realized the apprentice had taken him on a circuitous route designed
to disorient him. 


He half-regretted locking Visibos inside the vault.
He needed to get out of here, and quickly. The apprentice would have made a
useful guide. 


Where are the
dead when I need them? They had been his constant companion for weeks. He
felt alone without them.


Bardin's face sprang to mind. He saw the man as he
had been in life: wild eyes, ruddy face, and florid cheeks. Then color faded
and the face turned pale, lifeless.


His anger flared, setting his stomach churning and
his heart pounding. His hands clenched into fists; he wanted
something—anything—upon which he could unleash his anger. In his urgency to
flee the Black Manor, he hadn't had time to process the man's death. Bardin had
become a friend in such a short amount of time, and now that he was gone…


Keeper take
those wizards! How could
they not know that they were being led around by the demon? How could they be
so blind?


Thoughts of his final days in Voramis returned. He,
too, had acted blindly out of anger and rage. His unthinking actions had nearly
brought about unspeakable horrors. He wouldn't make that mistake again. Cool
and calculating, that was the Way of the Hunt. 


The demon whispered in his mind. “Once again, the Hunter stands alone. But that is as it should be. We are the only
ones you need.”


The Hunter pushed back the demon's voice, but
Soulhunger's demands grew more insistent. The blade had tasted blood, and it
ached for more. 


Oddly enough, the Hunter felt no desire to release
the blade. Soulhunger's familiar presence felt almost…comforting. Could it be
that he had…missed it? 


A gentle presence tugged on his mind, beckoning him
north. 


North, to Enarium.


And Her. 


Would he ever reach Enarium? If he did, what would
he find? 


First, I have
to find my way out of this Illusionist-damned maze! 


His frustration mounted with each passing
heartbeat. He stood at a crossroads, dread twisting his stomach in knots. The
passages around him looked identical. He saw nothing to indicate which way to
go, no marking to guide him to an exit. Only smooth, blank stone met his gaze
in all directions. 


I could spend
a lifetime wandering these corridors and never find my way out! 


Frustration turned to anger, as much at himself as
Visibos. For the first time in memory, he had no idea where to go. No prey to
hunt, no victim to chase down. With only instinct to guide him, he feared he
would be trapped here. Either that, or be discovered by the Beggar Priests. 


Soulhunger would be no help. He opened his eye and
stared at the dagger. Its gemstone twinkled in the dim light of the corridor. A
shudder crept down his spine as he remembered the words written in The Numeniad. 


The soul of a
demon. 


The demon seemed amused. “Why else do you think your bond with the blade is so strong? It
recognizes you for what you really are—its descendant—and grants you the power
that is your birthright.”


So demons
have souls? He found it hard to believe.


“Demon blood
runs in your veins, and you have a
soul.”


The Hunter had no argument, no refutation for the
logic. Gritting his teeth, he pushed it to the back of his head. He didn't want
to think about it, not now. Later, once he had found his way out, perhaps…


He closed his eye once again and filled his lungs with
the stale, close air of the passage. He struggled to pick out any scents, but
other than the faint odor of herbs, ink, and parchment that marked Visibos’
odor, he detected nothing but dust. With a silent curse of frustration, the
Hunter slammed his fist into the stone wall. 


A delicate aroma wafted through his mind. Jasmine. Honey. Cinnamon. Berries. 


The fragrance shocked him. Her scent. 


He scanned the passage in all directions, searching
for…what? He saw nothing, heard nothing.


How is She
here? Impossible!


There it was again! The scent filled his nostrils
with its tantalizing aroma, beckoning him down a corridor. He followed, eye
closed, placing one foot in front of the other, heedless of direction. 


The rational part of his mind screamed at him. How is this possible? Am I hallucinating?
Are these the final effects of the Watcher's Bloom in my veins? 


The intoxicating scent tugged at his mind and
plucked the strings of his heart. He didn't care why or how it was there. He
had to follow Her.


Then the scent faded into nothing, and when he
opened his eye, he stood before a doorway. The door stood ajar, revealing
stairs climbing into the darkness beyond. A dim light illuminated the landing. 


He recognized the stairs he had come down with
Visibos. At the top, he would find the heart of the House of Need, and his way
out. 


He glanced back the way he had come, taking a deep
breath. Perhaps he could detect that fragrance just one more time... 


It had gone.


Thank you. Whoever you are, you have my thanks.


Turning, his heart heavy with a sorrow he couldn't
quite understand, he began the arduous ascent toward the main temple floor.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter gasped and leaned on the door at the top
of the stairs. His legs ached, his lungs burned, and his back protested at the
weight of the satchel. His mind raced, trying to calculate the depth of the
vault. At least a hundred paces beneath ground level. 


Three hundred
Keeper-damned stairs! And that's only the ones I counted. 


But he had finally reached the top, and without encountering
any Beggar Priests. Now, he only needed to slip through the House of Need
toward the library. From there, he could make his exit out the window through
which he had entered. The heavy satchel would make climbing difficult, but that
was an obstacle to face later. One problem at a time. 


He ignored the quiver in his legs. Before day
dawned, he would be asleep in the finest inn the Impedimenta had to offer.


If only I can
get out without running into any guards. Or Cambionari.


He cursed Visibos again; how long ago did the
bastard sound? Had an hour passed? Two? How many Cambionari would be waiting
for him? Where? He had to find a way out without being discovered. 


Damn it!


He had no choice but to move. He wouldn't escape by
remaining still. 


Lifting the latch, he cracked open the door and
peered through. The hall beyond stood empty, save for a few torches flickering
in wall sconces. Nothing looked out of place. Not a sound reached his ears. 


Perfect.


He slipped through the door, not bothering to close
it behind him. His boots padded noiselessly over the plush carpets. Only the
clinking of his satchel's contents marked his presence. His eye scanned every
doorway and corner, but he saw no one. Perhaps all of the Beggar Priests were
occupied searching the tunnels below. Visibos might have done him a favor by
setting off the alarm. 


The door to the library stood at the end of the
hall, slightly ajar. Heart thundering, he sprinted across the carpeted floor.
Just a few more steps to the darkened room, and he could disappear out the
window. 


A door near the end of the corridor burst open, and
a handful of armed guards spilled out. The Hunter turned to flee in the
opposite direction, but more armored figures flooded into the hall behind him.
With a sinking feeling in his stomach, he cast about for an exit. A doorway, an
adjoining hall, anything.


He had no way out.


 


 









Chapter Fourteen
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The guards studied him with wary eyes, their faces
hard. Their burnished steel breastplates reflected the flickering torchlight, and
they gripped their weapons with familiar ease. 


A man pushed through the guards. Tall, impossibly
handsome, his dark beard impeccably trimmed, he cut an imposing figure. He met
the Hunter's gaze with confidence—the sort that came from years of experience.
He moved with grace despite his heavy chain mail, and his broad shoulders and
thick hands showed impressive musculature. His mail resembled Sir Danna's, but
far more elaborate, bedecked with sigils the Hunter had not seen on the
Cambionari's mail when they traveled together.


He spoke in a rich, sonorous voice. "It is the
end, thief. You are trapped."


Keeper's
taint! The man reeked of iron and steel.


The Hunter tightened his grip on Soulhunger.
Fifteen men barred his way; sixteen, counting the knight. Not the odds he
usually favored. 


The knight narrowed his eyes at sight of the dagger
in the Hunter's hand. He locked gazes with the Hunter, recoiling as if from a
viper. "Impossible! It cannot be. Are-are you…?"


"A thief? Not in the least. I have merely come
to claim what is mine." 


The knight glared. "You cannot kill us all,
demonspawn!" His fingers twitched toward his sword, his gauntleted hands
flexing as if daring the Hunter to try.


The Hunter dropped the satchel against the wall
behind him; the weight would slow him down. "I don't need to kill you all.
Just enough to get away." 


"And then you will spend the rest of your life
running. The Cambionari will hunt you down." His voice held no anger; it
was a simple statement of fact. "You will never find a moment's
peace." 


I have no
peace now. How would that be any different?



"How did you find me?" If he could get
the man talking and distracted, perhaps he could find a way to escape. 


"The foul taint of your kind is an abomination
to the Beggar God. It calls out to be purged from the world!" Moradiss
winced and pressed a finger to his temple. 


Interesting. Visibos had
mentioned a buzzing that grew in intensity according to the Cambionari's
proximity to the blade. No wonder Father
Reverentus and Brother Securus had found me in Voramis. Perhaps that is how
they discovered the presence of the demons…


"Besides, only a truly foolish thief enters a
place with only one way of escape."


Visibos, you
bastard! 


The apprentice had given the impression they would be
hunting him in the tunnels. He had hurried though the tunnels, jumping at the
slightest sound, but he'd never faced any real danger. The Cambionari had
simply waited until he tried to exit. 


The Hunter made a show of studying the men around
him. "Not an awful lot of you. How could you possibly stop me?"
Perhaps he could bluff his way through.


"Knight Apprentices, true and loyal each and
every one. Their hearts of steel will be more than a match for you, foul
creature."


The Hunter breathed deep. No more than five or six iron weapons among the lot. 


He smiled. "But you are the only true
Cambionari." He stabbed a finger at the armored figure. "You are the only one who has any idea
what you face, Lord Knight."


"You know who I am?"


The Hunter shrugged.


"Then, as commander of the Cambionari, you
know I have been charged to bring you and all of your kind to the justice of
the Beggar God."


A mocking smile broadened the Hunter's face.
"From what I read in your historical texts, it seemed the Beggar God
wanted to spare the Bucelarii." 


"You know of our texts?" He eyed the
Hunter, stroking his beard. "You must know that was long ago—before the
Bucelarii turned to the ways of their fathers, the way of power over peace. I
had thought your kind extinct. After tonight, it will be."


The knight started to draw his sword. 


"I hate to disappoint you, Moradiss, but we're
not quite as extinct as you might believe."


This stopped Moradiss, sword half-drawn. He
narrowed his eyes. "What do you mean?"


The Hunter hid a smile. He had bought himself a few
moments, no more. He needed something, anything, that could give him a way out.



"I slew two demons in the city of Voramis, far
to the south. Here in Malandria, I faced another demon, hiding among the Order
of Midas."


Moradiss looked stunned, as if struck a physical
blow. "Demons, hiding among mortals? That can't be!"


"But it is! And isn't it the job of your kind to hunt them down?"


Lord Knight Moradiss' face grew solemn. "I
have dedicated my entire life to hunting down and eradicating the hellspawn,
but none have been seen on Einan in centuries." Clearly, he took this as a
personal offense.


Perfect. If he could
goad the knight a bit more, he might do something rash. 


"Perhaps you're not as good a hunter as you
believed. If you couldn't even find the demon in your midst, after all this
time, your skills may be rusting with disuse. Your ferrospike venom certainly
has weakened."


"There are no demons in Malandria."
Moradiss sounded confident, but the tension in his face and shoulders revealed
his internal struggle. His eyes held a hint of doubt.


"Are you telling me there is no way you could
have missed it? You Cambionari and your vaunted skills for hunting demons are entirely infallible?" 


The barb sank home. Moradiss hesitated, his grip
relaxing. For just a moment, his confidence wavered. The moment passed.
"You will not fool me, hellspawn! I have trained for decades to hone my
skills."


The man drew his sword with reverence and held it
up. The Hunter hid his revulsion at the reek of iron.


"This blade is named 'Ildaris'. Reckoning in the tongue of the
Serenii." He seemed mesmerized by the way the light danced off the metal.
"It has been handed down from generation to generation, wielded only by
the Cambionari most deserving of its terrible power. You have no hope of
defeating me, even with that accursed blade of yours."


The Hunter clenched Soulhunger tighter, his heart
sinking. In his current state, his chances of victory were slim. 


"You underestimate me, Lord Knight." 


He cast around, searching for a way of escape, and
finding none. No getting out of this fight.


The knight shook his head. "I have not lived
this long by underestimating my foes. As I said, I have spent a lifetime
preparing to face your kind. I will triumph in the end. You will die tonight,
one way or another." 


The Hunter tensed in expectation of an assault, but
Moradiss made no move. Instead, he stared at the Hunter, scratching his chin. 


"You claim there are demons loosed on the world
of Einan once more. I give you my word as a knight that I will look into your
claims."


The Hunter spat. "Your word means nothing to
me. Not if I am to die because of the sins of my fathers."


Moradiss studied him with a curious expression.
"You seem an honorable enough creature, Bucelarii. Indeed, odd as it may
seem, I sense something almost…good in you."


The knight's words struck him a physical blow. Sir Danna said the same thing…


"And yet, your kind chose to side with their
forefathers rather than with those who spared their lives. May the Beggar God
have mercy on your soul." 


Moradiss attacked with a speed that startled the
Hunter. The huge sword whistled through the air, and the Hunter barely leapt
back in time to avoid a blow that would have taken his head from his shoulders.
The blade passed a finger's breadth from his neck. 


Great! A
great bloody big sword of pure iron!


Moradiss carved elegant patterns in the air around
him, forcing him to retreat or be skewered. Only blind luck and instinct saved
the Hunter from being cut in half. He lashed out with Soulhunger, but the
knight's armor turned the blow.


Laughing, Moradiss spread his arms wide.
"Strike, Bucelarii! Do your worst."


The Hunter studied the heavy armor, searching for
weak spots. The neck, beneath the armpits, the back perhaps. 


Moradiss’ sword drove straight toward the Hunter's
stomach, forcing him to twist aside. His skin crawled as the blade came
dangerously close to his ribs. The Hunter ducked beneath a blow aimed at his
neck. Moradiss’ iron blade ruffled his hair in passing, setting his scalp
prickling.


Dropping low, the Hunter hooked the knight's foot
and pulled it from under him. Moradiss staggered backward, off balance, his
arms flying wide. The Hunter leapt in, Soulhunger thrusting toward the knight's
armpit. The tip of the dagger barely pierced the chain mail before the Hunter
had to hurl himself backward to avoid Moradiss' descending slash.


"Fast, but not fast enough."


The Hunter held up Soulhunger. A single drop of
crimson trickled down the blade. The knight's eyes widened as the steel soaked
up the blood.


Moradiss shook his head. "It makes no
difference. I have sprinkled shavings of pure iron into my food since before I
could wield a blade. Spill a single drop of my blood, and it will be as poison
to you."


The Hunter's heart sank. Well, damn!


He edged around the Lord Knight, his eye fixed on
the iron sword. 


“Kill the
bastard!”


The Hunter gritted his teeth. Silence! I do this on my terms.


“He is trying
to kill you!”


So he is. But
I told you, I decide who dies! 


Moradiss swept a low slash, and the Hunter leapt
back, out of reach of the longer blade. He studied his opponent and the massive
sword warily. Without armor to weigh him down, he was faster, but even a single
blow would have a devastating effect.


Soulhunger jerked in his hand, aching to plunge
into the Lord Knight's chest and drink deep. The Hunter would not give in to
its demands.


Time to end
this!


He hurled Soulhunger at the knight's face. Moradiss
blocked the blow with contemptuous ease, and the dagger clattered to the floor
at his feet. But the Hunter had not aimed to kill. He covered the ground in
quick, short steps, slipping inside
the Lord Knight's guard. 


The knight punched at the Hunter with his
gauntleted left hand. The Hunter twisted aside from the blow and smashed his
elbow into the knight's face. As Moradiss wobbled, the Hunter slammed his boot
into the inside of the knight's knee. Bone shattered with an audible snap. Moradiss’ eyes widened, then he
slumped to the ground with a cry of surprised agony. 


Leg twisted at an awkward angle, Moradiss glared up
at the Hunter. Pain contorted his features, mixing with naked hatred and rage.
"Kill me, you bastard! I'll take you with me!" 


The Hunter had no intention of killing the knight.
"This fight is over, Moradiss. Call off your dogs, and let me go." 


He leapt back to avoid a swipe of the huge sword
and darted forward before Moradiss could recover. His boot crunched down on the
Lord Knight's fingers, eliciting another cry of pain. The Hunter slipped the
knight's belt dagger free and pressed its tip against the underside of
Moradiss’ neck.


He stared into the knight's eyes. "Let it be
done, Lord Knight. Tell your men to let me pass, and I will let you live."


The demon snarled. “The Hunter of Voramis would never have hesitated! Not when his life
was in danger.”


The Hunter hid a smile. Perhaps the Hunter of Voramis is no more. Perhaps I have changed.


The creature's rage filled his mind with agony. “Never! We are Bucelarii, offspring of
greatness. We are bred to kill!”


Moradiss glared up at him, expression stubborn, his
eyes filled with contempt. "I will never yield to your kind, demonspawn!" He spat the last word.
"Kill me now if you must, but know that my comrades will hunt you to the
ends of Einan."


“Do what you
do best and kill him!“


The demon's screams for death set the Hunter's head
pounding. Soulhunger begged to feed, its voice burning in the Hunter's mind. 


The Hunter clenched his fist, his stomach roiling.
He hadn't expected the dagger to be silent, which was why he had left it where
it lay. He would not yield. He was in control here, and neither demon nor blade
would compel him.


A fanatical madness filled Moradiss’ eyes "Do
it, Bucelarii. Do it, or by every god on Einan, I will hunt you down and kill
you."


Something within the Hunter threatened to burst
forth. He struggled to breathe around the crushing weight in his chest.


"It doesn't have to end like this, Moradiss.
You can live." 


Moradiss replied with a snarl of rage. His
shattered fingers seized the edge of the iron sword, and his muscles bunched
for a strike. 


The Hunter didn't hesitate. Quick as a darting
snake, he thrust the knight's dagger up under his chin, through the roof of his
mouth, and into his brain. Moradiss gave a weak, wet cough. Defiance fled from
his eyes, fading to a dull, lifeless gaze. 


The Hunter released the blade and stepped back,
careful to avoid blood spurting from Moradiss’ neck. Acid surged in his throat,
his stomach in knots. 


The demon filled his mind with its cries of
pleasure. Soulhunger raged in his thoughts, angry at him for denying it death.
He only stared down at his hands, feeling numb, empty. 


A startled gasp pulled him from his daze. He studied
the bloodless, terrified faces and wide eyes of the guards around him. They had
clearly expected Moradiss to carve the Hunter to ribbons. 


The Hunter scooped up Soulhunger and waved it at
the guards in front of him. "I warned him, and he paid no heed! Now, will
you get out of my way, or I do have to kill every one of you bastards
next?" 


 









Chapter Fifteen
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The Knight Apprentices dropped their hands to their
sword hilts, their faces hardening. Steel rasped on leather sheaths. 


"Hold, men!" A voice spoke from behind
the Hunter.


An ancient man—easily in his eighth or ninth decade
of life—moved through the guards, who parted to make way for him. Wisps of hair
protruded from a nearly bald scalp, dark spots dotted the parchment-thin skin
of his hands, and his wrinkled face showed the stubble of days without shaving.



The Hunter had seen this man from afar, watching
the beggars filling the House of Need. The collar of his rich white robes bore four
rings of blue. Something about his eyes…they held kindness, a gentleness the
Hunter had only seen once before. The man reminded him of Father Reverentus,
chief of the Beggar Priests in Voramis. 


Visibos spoke
of a “Father Pietus”. This must be him.


The priest motioned for the guards to stand back.
"Please, friend, this is the house of the gods. Why do you bring
death?" A few lowered their weapons, but most remained wary and tense.


The Hunter gestured at the men surrounding him.
"It is your men who have attacked me, Father. I intended to leave without
shedding blood, but alas, it is not to be."


"The Lord Knight named him 'demonspawn',
Father," protested a swarthy fellow with a bristling black beard and dark
eyes. "He called him Bucelarii!"


The priest's bushy eyebrows shot up.
"Impossible!" His lips twisted, as if in thought. "Although,
just a few weeks ago, Sir Danna reported having killed one on the road. Could
there be another?"


The Hunter said nothing, his eye never leaving the
armed men arrayed before him. 


The old priest shrugged. "If that is true, you
can understand our…reaction." He gestured to the guards. "You are standing in the House of Need. Home
to the very priests given the task of hunting down your kind. Your presence
here has aroused their ire."


"Understandably so."


Father Pietus bowed his head. "Alas, the Lord
Knight made the mistake of underestimating you, Bucelarii. He was a good man.
He did not deserve this end." 


"I have no quarrel with him, or any of you
priests. I tried to tell him, but he would not listen. Perhaps you will prove
wiser than he."


The old priest shook his head. "You left him
no choice. You know the Cambionari are sworn to our god to hunt down your kind,
Bucelarii." 


The Hunter raised his hands in a gesture of peace.
"Then hunt me down tomorrow. Let me leave in peace, and no more blood will
be spilled here."


The demon screamed in rage, demanding death.
Soulhunger, sensing the blood staining the floor, pounded in his mind, begging
to feed. 


Pietus shook his head. "It cannot be,
Bucelarii. You cannot be permitted to leave. Not alive, at any rate."


The Hunter tightened his grip on Soulhunger.
"Then, Father, you leave me no—"


"Paeter!" A childish voice echoed from
the hall behind Father Pietus. A moment later, a young boy scampered toward the
old priest. Throwing his arms around Father Pietus' waist, he squinted up at
the priest, a beatific smile on his face. "Paeter!" 


It was the child who had stood beside Father Pietus
that day in the temple. The Hunter had only seen the lad from afar, but up
close, the boy didn't resemble Farida as much as he'd thought. The way his nose
turned up reminded the Hunter of the little girl he had found in Voramis, but
the bridge of the lad's nose was flatter, his lips fuller, and his round cheeks
swallowed a weaker chin. Behind the lad, a rotund woman huffed and puffed after
her charge.


The priest forced a smile. "Hailen." He
patted the lad's head with a wrinkled hand, and looked up at the woman
stumbling toward him. "Frissie, dear, I see your charge has escaped his
bed once again. Perhaps you might explain
yourself?" He spoke through clenched teeth.


"Your pardon, Father," panted the
rosy-cheeked caretaker. "His young feet scamper so fast I can hardly keep
up with him." She gave the boy a stern glare. "Perhaps I will attach
a leash around his neck to prevent his running away." 


Hailen smiled up at her, no fear or remorse in his
expression. 


Father Pietus shook his head. "It is late for
the lad to be out of bed. Get him out of here before—"


The priest tried to hand the lad off to the waiting
arms of the women, but Hailen broke free. Heedless of danger, he scampered
toward the Hunter. A guard tried to snatch him, but the lad moved too quickly.


The old priest's eyes widened. "Hailen!" 


Hailen squinted up at the Hunter, his eyes wide and
friendly, a smile on his face. He knelt and placed a chubby hand on the pale
forehead of Lord Knight Moradiss.


"Hello, shiny man." He patted Moradiss' head gently, but when the knight didn't
respond, Hailen shook his shoulder. "I said hello, shiny man." The smile never wavered. 


Does he not
understand that Moradiss is dead? The lad intrigued him. Something about him reminded
the Hunter of Bardin. Perhaps he, too, is
touched by the Illusionist. 


When Moradiss didn't respond, Hailen's face
crinkled in consternation. One of the guards darted forward and scooped up
Hailen, his eyes never leaving the Hunter. 


A giggle sounded from behind the guards.
"Shake him again, Hailen. He might wake up if you try it a third
time."


For the first time, the Hunter noticed the man. His
dark grey cloak blended with the shadows of the stairwell, and he made no move
to step forward. His features were unremarkable: mousy brown hair, thin lips,
gaunt cheekbones, and skin pale from too much time spent indoors. He looked
like thousands of other men the Hunter had seen and ignored on the streets of
Malandria. Nothing about him drew the eye or called attention, save for his
irritating giggling. 


"Garanis," Father Pietus chided.
"You know Hailen doesn't see things as you or I. He probably doesn't
realize Moradiss is dead. I doubt he even grasps the concept of death
yet." The priest shook his head, sorrow in his eyes. 


Garanis giggled again, his eyes darting to the boy.
"Yes, there is definitely something different about the lad." He
rubbed his slim hands together. "Different, different indeed,
indeed." 


The guard deposited Hailen in the old cleric's
arms, and Pietus gripped the boy's shoulders firmly to stop him from escaping
again. 


The Hunter couldn't take his eye off Garanis. Here
stood another reminder of Bardin. His friend had often mumbled nonsense to
himself, a sign he was touched by the Illusionist. 


The Hunter pointed with Soulhunger. "Who is
your friend? What is a cleric of the Illusionist doing in the House of
Need?"


Anger flashed in Garanis’ eyes, momentarily
replacing the madness. His eyes widened and he flinched as if struck. 


Something about the man seemed off. His features
didn't look quite right. Could he be…? 


The scent of iron, steel, and sweat filled the
room, tainted with the stench of fear. Father Pietus smelled old, of dust mixed
with the various ointments the Hunter guessed he applied to his aching joints.
Heavy perfume wafted from the rotund caretaker, and Hailen had a clean, innocent
scent that sent a stab of pain through the Hunter's heart. Farida had smelled
like that. 


But the Illusionist Cleric reeked of decay—not the
sickly, sweet scent of fresh death, but a deep, ancient rot. The Hunter would
recognize it anywhere. Garanis’ features rippled in the torchlight, flesh and
bone morphing in a sickening wave. The smile never left his lips. 


This, then, was the demon.


How in the
bloody hell is there a demon here, in the House of Need? He had
smelled its presence on his last visit, but he had never expected to encounter
the creature. The demon stood in the midst of Cambionari, yet they seemed not
to notice him at all!


Then he remembered Visibos. They don’t track the blood, only
the blades. 


He stared down at Soulhunger, gripped tightly in
his left hand. It was the beacon that had drawn the Cambionari to him. Would
lead them to him again, if he kept it. Once again, he was seized with a desire
to hurl the blade away. Without it, the Cambionari would never find him. He
would be forever free of its incessant demands for blood, its voice in his
head. 


It would be
so easy…


Pain flared in his right arm and raced up to his
shoulder. He stared down, dumbfounded, at the bright crimson stain on his
tunic. 


Blood! 


He thought he had avoided the torrent gushing from
the knight's neck, but he must have missed these drops. His skin burned from
the contact. 


Moradiss
spoke the truth!


Black blood spread through the veins in his hand,
and a tingling numbness ran up and down his arm. The Hunter flexed the hand to
try to restore sensation.


Father Pietus pushed Hailen into the arms of his
florid-faced nurse. "Go, Frissie! Take Hailen away from here, now!"


The boy looked up at the priest with a curious
expression. "Paeter?"


"Go with Frissie, Hailen." Father Pietus
shooed the boy away. "She'll find you something nice to eat." He cast
a worried glance at the Hunter, who still had not moved. 


"Yes," said Hailen, "I'm hungry.
Want to eat."


"Good lad."


Garanis patted Hailen on the head as the lad
passed. The moment the Illusionist Cleric touched Hailen, his fingernails
turned a bright crimson, as if stained with blood. None of the others seemed to
notice. Only the Hunter had seen it.


What in the
hells was that? 


Hailen flinched almost imperceptibly, then gave a
weak smile to the man in the dark cloak. 


Frissie tugged at the lad's hand. "Come,
Hailen. Let's visit the kitchens." 


Excitement filled Hailen's voice. "Kitchens!
With the fire, Frissie?"


"Yes, Hailen, fire…" Their animated conversation
faded as they disappeared into the next room. 


"Father Pietus!" The Hunter spoke in a
harsh voice, trying to mask his growing desperation. "Let me depart, and
no more blood needs be shed."


The Beggar Priest opened his mouth to speak, but
the Hunter cut him off.


"You may be charged to hunt me and my kind,
but this night, I am not your enemy. He
is the one you should be hunting!" Soulhunger's tip pointed at Garanis.
"He is the real threat you
face."


Garanis sneered.


Father Pietus arched a bushy eyebrow. "What
are you talking about? Garanis is a good man—"


"He is no man! He is Abiarazi."


The word had no effect on the Knight Apprentices,
but Father Pietus looked physically ill.


Garanis' jaw dropped. "W-What are you doing?
Has he sent you? Tell him I need more
time! The Sage must be patient."


The man's babbling made no sense to the Hunter. But
that name! Toramin had also mentioned
it. Who in the twisted hell is the Sage? 


 "What
is he talking about, Garanis?" Father Pietus' eyes remained fixed on the Hunter.



Garanis swallowed, but when he spoke, his voice
held no trace of insanity. "He is mad, Father, touched by the
Illusionist!" Fire burned in his eyes.


The Hunter stepped forward. "I speak the
truth, Father. If you have any doubts, have him take up the knight's iron
blade. He will—"


"Father Pietus," snapped Garanis,
"we must be off."


The old priest turned to study the Illusionist
Cleric. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 


"We have much to do this night," Garanis
said. His voice—once tinged with madness—now rang out clear and strong. His
hands traced elaborate patterns in the air, arresting the priests' attention.


Father Pietus nodded. "Of course,
Garanis." His eyes seemed to follow Garanis’ fingers, and confusion
clouded his features.


Garanis addressed the Hunter without releasing the
priest's gaze. "If the Sage has sent you, it means he is growing
impatient. But I am not yet ready."


The Hunter had no idea what the demon was talking
about. "Who is this 'Sage'? And why would he have sent me?"


"If he didn't
send you…" Garanis' head snapped toward him. "Impossible!"


The guards looked puzzled as well. A few exchanged
glances, staring back at the Illusionist Cleric and Father Pietus. 


The Hunter clutched Soulhunger tighter.
"Whatever is going on, I want no part of it. Leave me to depart in peace,
and it will be as if we had never met." He gritted his teeth to push back
the dagger's demands for blood. The demon in his mind remained
uncharacteristically silent.


Garanis studied him for a long moment, then shook
his head. "No. You lie! You will return to the Sage and tell him I have
failed, all so you can take control of Malandria!"


The Hunter's mind raced. Something was happening,
something much bigger than he understood. And why weren't the knights reacting?
Didn't they find Garanis' words strange? Why were their eyes dull and clouded?


He had no time to contemplate it. A searing pain in
the Hunter's arm pulled his thoughts away. Fire raced up and down his arm.
Those muscles not taut with agony felt numb, lifeless.


Keeper! His fingers
had started to blacken. He passed Soulhunger to his right hand. He had to get
out now, had to find a way to purge the iron from his veins. 


Garanis sneered at him. "You say you want to
leave in peace, Bucelarii. I say to you: prove it. Lay down your weapons, and
we will let you depart." He pointed at Soulhunger, a grin of triumph on
his face. "That must
remain." 


Indecision warred within the Hunter. He felt
tempted to leave the blade—it would bring him nothing but grief so long as
Cambionari remained alive to hunt him down. 


His inner demon's whispers filled his thoughts. “Can you truly leave Soulhunger again? After
all you have just endured to recover it? Would you give up your heritage, just to
spare the lives of a few priests? All of whom are trying to kill you.”


Soulhunger twitched in his hands, aching to drink
the blood of the men arrayed against him. He fought back its desires, but it
threatened to overwhelm him. 


“Look at
them. Terrified of you, one and all.” 


The Hunter searched the faces of the guards before
him. Though they showed no outward sign, he could smell the acrid stench of
their fear. Nervous sweat trickled down more than one forehead.


“It would be
so easy. You need suffer no longer.”


A fresh wave of pain coursed through his arm. The
Hunter looked at the blackened fingers of his left hand. He felt nothing below
the elbow, but the fire in his shoulder had now spread to his chest. He was
running out of time. 


“If you leave
Soulhunger, you will surely die.” 


As much as he wanted to forsake it, he couldn't
deny the bond he shared. Indeed, if The
Numeniad had been true, the blade bore the soul of one of his ancestors. It
was more than just a weapon, or even a prized possession; it was a part of him.


And what would the demon do with it? What horrors
would the thing masquerading as Garanis wreak if Soulhunger fell into its
clutches? The Hunter remembered all too clearly that night in the Serenii
tunnels beneath Voramis. What the First had tried to do, he could not allow it
to happen again.


Slowly, he shook his head. "I cannot leave
Soulhunger. But I give you my word that I will depart without further
bloodshed. I will—" 


Garanis cut him off. "The blade stays with
me!" He eyed Soulhunger with naked desire written in his eyes. 


The Hunter clutched it tighter. He had seen that
lust in the eyes of the First and the Third. 


The Illusionist Cleric waved his hand in a
dismissive gesture. "I will have
the dagger, Bucelarii. Your life means nothing!" Flesh and bone swam in a
sickening wave, revealing the creature beneath. None of the guards saw it, but
the sight twisted the Hunter's stomach.


The demon
shows his true face. The Abiarazi are ever quick to dispose of their enemies.


"Come and take it, then."


Garanis turned to the old priest. "Father
Pietus, have your men deal with this creature!"


Father Pietus stared at the Illusionist Cleric with
a dull expression, but something flickered behind his eyes. "Peace,
Garanis. He will—"


Garanis screamed. "Kill him! You have no idea
what he is capable of!" 


The Hunter snarled. "But they know what you are capable of, Abiarazi! If not,
they can always pay a visit to the labyrinth beneath the Black Manor. There
they will see the handiwork of your kind."


Garanis' forehead wrinkled. "The Black—?"


The Hunter laughed, a coarse, harsh sound.
"Toramin sends his regards, you monster. You will see him in your
forgotten hell soon enough!"


Father Pietus turned to stare at the man, his mouth
hanging open and his eyes wide. "Garanis—"


The Illusionist Cleric cut him off. "Be
silent, you fool! Can't you see what he is doing?"


Father Pietus' jaw dropped. "Garanis! What is
the meaning of this? What are you—"


Garanis snarled a single word. "Impetus."



Immediately, Father Pietus seemed to go into a
trance. His features sagged, his eyes glazed over, and he stared at the
Illusionist Cleric with a listless expression. 


"Now tell them, Father," Garanis hissed.
Spittle flew from his mouth. "Tell them to kill the bastard thief!" 


Father Pietus obeyed. "Kill the bastard
thief," he repeated in a mechanical voice.


The Knight Apprentices hesitated, staring at Father
Pietus and Garanis. One opened his mouth to speak, but Garanis cut him off with
a shout.


"You heard him! Kill the damned thing!"


For a moment, tense silence filled the hall. None
of the men so much as moved a muscle, their features slack, their eyes dull. 


Then, as one, with a shout of rage and a cry of
"For Lord Knight Moradiss!", they attacked. 


 









Chapter Sixteen


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


The Hunter sensed, rather than heard, the men
behind him. He leapt to the side to avoid a sword blow aimed at his head,
raised Soulhunger to ward off a thrust meant to pierce his chest, and ducked
under a slashing cut.


He was surrounded by at least a half-dozen Knight
Apprentices, hemmed in by a wall of flashing steel, but that worked out to his
advantage. They had to avoid striking one another. The Hunter had no need for
caution. With enemies all around, he could lash out at will.


A nose crunched beneath his fist. Unbearable agony
raced up his left arm, and his vision blurred. He gritted his teeth and
channeled the pain into his next blow—a kick that shattered an upraised arm.
The guard dropped to the floor with a cry, iron sword slipping from nerveless
fingers.


The Hunter dodged a clumsy attack from a heavy-set
guard and slammed Soulhunger's pommel into his temple. Seizing the wobbling
man, he shoved him hard into the Knight Apprentice beside him. The pair went
down in a tangled heap of flailing limbs and weapons, and the Hunter whirled to
face his next opponent.


Cold steel carved a long slash down his back. A
sword stroke glanced off the side of his head, eliciting a grunt of pain. He
charged the two men, at the last moment changing course to attack the guard to
his right. Caught flat-footed, the Knight Apprentice had no time to react. The
Hunter's fist caught him under the jaw. 


In a blur of motion, the Hunter passed Soulhunger
to his left hand and wrenched the sword from the stunned guard. He whirled and
lashed out at the trio of guards behind him. They held their ground for only a
moment, then fell back beneath the Hunter's vicious flurry. 


His inner demon filled his thoughts with its
incessant demands. Soulhunger, sensing blood, convulsed in his hand, echoing
the cries for death.


Before the Hunter realized it, his sword had darted
in and out twice. Two guards fell to the floor, crimson gushing from their
necks. The one on his right hadn't thought to draw the iron dagger on his belt.
The Hunter watched the two men slump to the floor. He hadn't meant to kill
them. 


The voice in his mind shouted in glee. “Die, you bastards!”


Soulhunger and his inner demon joined their voices
in a cry for blood that threatened to overwhelm his sanity. A crimson fog
washed over him, drowning out reason. He tried to thrust away the killing
frenzy, but a fresh wave of attackers stole conscious thought from his mind.
Instinct alone saved him from being carved to pieces a dozen times. He laid
about him with his stolen sword, but only to push back the Knight Apprentices
long enough to find an opening for a non-lethal blow. 


Desperation and rage filtered through the swirling
maelstrom of his thoughts. “They're going
to kill you! Kill them first, else face certain death!” 


Soulhunger added its demands. Kill! Feed me!


He struggled to push back the fury building in his
mind, but he was growing desperate. His grip on Soulhunger weakened with every
heartbeat. His movements grew lethargic as the iron seeped into his limbs,
filling them with fire. He had lost all sensation in his left arm. Even his
sword arm moved more slowly. 


The demon taunted him. “Then you will die! You will
die, as your kind has before you—on the end of a Cambionari blade. The memory
of the Hunter, lost forever.”


More and more Knight Apprentices battered aside his
weapons or slipped through his guard. Their unrelenting blades carved furrows
in his body. Blood streamed from dozens of wounds—many serious—and he grew
weaker with every passing second. 


Yet the pain of his body dimmed in comparison to
the pressure mounting in his head. His lungs burned, his chest threatening to
explode. His inner demon screamed every time he twisted his sword to avoid
slicing open a guard's throat. Soulhunger's incessant demands added to the
chaos in his mind.


If only he could find a gap in the ranks to make
his escape… 


"It ends here, youngling." Garanis’
taunting voice pierced the echoing din of clashing steel. "Here dies the
last of the Bucelarii." 


Rage burned in the Hunter's chest. His eye flashed
toward the Illusionist Cleric—no, the demon—mocking
him. 


No! The word
echoed through the Hunter's mind. I
refuse to die here. Not before I—


Something cold and hard punched through his chest.
Gasping, he stared down at the tip of the sword. A dark stain spread down the
front of his shirt. He struggled to breathe through the fluid filling his
lungs, and coughed up another glob of crimson. He tasted the metallic tang of
blood—his blood.


The blade pulled free of his body, leaving agony in
its place. His legs sagged, but he refused to fall. Instead, he staggered
backward, stubbornly trying to defend himself. The sword suddenly felt too
heavy to lift.


His heel struck something hard and he toppled,
landing with a splash in something
wet. His nostrils detected the tang of copper, tainted by the stench of iron. 


Lord Moradiss' blood.


For a moment, he felt nothing. He floated in a
haze, the world devoid of sensation save for the chill spreading through his
limbs. Then came the pain, an exquisite agony unlike anything he'd experienced.
A million red hot needles bored into his back, legs, and arms. The overwhelming
pain rendered him helpless. Blood soaked into his clothing, setting his skin
ablaze. He could do nothing but lie there, his body twitching in the puddle of
gore. Screams echoed through the House of Need—his screams. Lord Moradiss would
have his revenge. 


Soulhunger's cries pierced the numbing agony. Kill! 


The voice of the demon in his mind mocked him. “And now you die. Here lies the Hunter, undone by his own weakness. All to spare a few
human lives.”Something within him protested. I am not weak! 


Fear coursed through him. He didn't want to die,
not like this. 


Another part of him burst free of its chains: the
animal side, the instinct that had kept him alive in the Chasm of the Lost.


Live, it told him. Survive, no matter what the cost!


He wanted to protest, but the rational, human part
of him was dying, soaked in a pool of blood.


You must
live! You did not escape the Chasm of the Lost to die here. You are meant for
more than this. Your story does not end here.


He tried to move, but his body refused to obey his
commands. 


You know what
you must do.


Soulhunger's voice echoed in his thoughts. Yes, he
knew what had to be done, but could he pay the price? If he gave in to the
blade's demands, he could very well bring about the end of the world.


The price of
life is always high. But that is ever the Way of the Hunt.


A weight of sorrow settled on the Hunter. He didn't
need to feel the scars on his chest to know they were there. Five vertical
lines etched into his flesh, alongside the jagged, raw mark of Toramin's
demise. The stain of death, forever branding him a killer.


For a time, he had been free of the scars. He'd
been given a chance to start again. In a moment of rage and bloodlust, he'd
yielded to the demon's demands and the dagger's thirst for death. But he'd had
no choice. 


You do what
you must. It is the way of the world: kill, or be killed.


For one long moment, the world was still. He
drifted in a haze of pain, everything around him a blur, but he didn't care.
The voices in his head had fallen silent. They knew what he would do. 


I do what I
must to survive. But not because I want to.


With that realization came peace. He had no desire
to kill; he did it out of necessity. To silence the voices filling his mind. To
stop creatures like Garanis, Toramin, and the First from doing to the world
what they had done so many centuries ago. To save those who needed his
protection.


If death is
the means through which to achieve that end, so be it. 


Somehow, he found the strength to sit up. He leaned
on quivering arms and gathered his knees beneath him. He faced certain death
once again, but it would not end here. He gave in to the demon's incessant
screaming. He had no other choice if he wanted to live. A red haze filled his
vision as the animal within him roared to life. 


Slowly, every part of his body shrieking, he
climbed to his feet. He knew he should feel pain, but he was beyond feeling.
Only maddening blood rage filled him. 


The words tore from his throat. "Come on,
then! Do your worst."


The Knight Apprentices attacked. Too weak to defend
himself, the Hunter gave himself over to the demon within.


The world moved in slow motion. The Hunter watched
from behind his own eye. 


Soulhunger deflected a blade thrust at his throat
and plunged into the man's chest. Blood sprayed as the Hunter ripped it free and
turned its razor edge on the guard's companion. He carved through the guards
like a whirlwind through a field of wheat.


The human part of the Hunter cried out for him to
stop, but he paid it no heed. Only the animal and the demon filled his
thoughts. The pain of the iron flooding his body numbed his mind to reason. He
had only one thought: kill.


The demon's triumphant laughter echoed in his mind.
“I am an unstoppable force of
destruction. I am inexorable. I am death!”


Distant cries of terror and agony reached his ears,
but he heard only Soulhunger's screams of pleasure as the dagger fed. His body
moved of its own accord, a perfect creation of destruction and chaos. Death
danced with him in the House of Need. The Keeper reached out pale fingers to
touch every man who raised a sword against the Hunter. 


Then there were no more to kill. The Hunter stood
alone in the midst of an abattoir, breathing hard, every muscle in his body
aching. Blood dripped from his weapons, his clothing, his hair, his face,
stinging his healed left eye. The gem set into Soulhunger's hilt blazed with a
light that outshone the lamps set into the wall. His world filled with the
crimson glory of death.


He felt no pain. His bloodstained cloak had fallen
off in the scuffle, and the blades of the Knight Apprentices had carved his
clothes to ribbons. 


The demon begged for more. “Find every accursed priest in the building and kill them all!”


No. The Hunter
clenched his fists and gritted his teeth against the voice. He would not give
in to the demon; he had had enough. He was in control of his actions. 


I did what I
must to survive. There is only one more life to take tonight. The demon's
rage burned in his mind, but he pushed it back. His chest felt filled with
molten lead; he didn't need to touch the flesh to feel the angry scars etched
there. 


Eyes wide, mouth agape, Garanis stared at him,
features writhing like maggots of flesh and bone. 


The Hunter ripped the eye patch from his face and
threw it to the ground. He no longer needed it. "You forced my hand,
Demon! Every one of these deaths is on your head."


Garanis' shock turned to smug satisfaction.
"You say that as if I should feel remorse! Please, they are merely humans."


"I know you care nothing for humans. But your
own life, now that is something you value above all else. Which is why it ends
tonight. Right here, right now."


Garanis giggled and clapped his hands, his
expression mocking. "Such bravado, Bucelarii! Your kind truly are such
fascinating creatures." 


The Hunter clenched his jaw. "It's over,
Garanis. Face your death with some measure of dignity. Though I doubt you
Abiarazi ever knew the meaning of that word." 


Garanis’ smile turned to a scowl. "Enough,
Bucelarii. I give you your life tonight. You said you wanted to leave, so now
is your chance." He waggled his fingers in a gesture of dismissal.
"Go. Off with you. Tell the Sage I will deliver on my promise. Now that I
have Pietus firmly under my control, our master will have the weapons from the
vault."


The demon's words shocked the Hunter. Our master? Could Garanis answer to a higher
authority? 


His mind raced. Garanis was clearly terrified of
this creature. Who—or what—could be powerful enough to compel demons to obey?
The implications were staggering.


One problem
at a time!


Garanis raised an eyebrow. "Well? Do you
understand my message? Will you tell our master that he will have the contents
of the Beggar Priests' vaults?"


The Hunter's thoughts whirled. Visibos said the vault held the greatest artifacts and treasures known
to man. If the demons got their hands on them…


"I cannot let you do that, Demon."


Garanis' eyes widened. "What? What nonsense
are you—"


"You will not
get your hands on the artifacts from the vault below. I will not allow
it."


"B-But that's why you're here, to—"


"I am here to retrieve what is mine. I do not
know who this 'Sage' is, or why he would send me, but I do know that you cannot
be permitted to seize the power contained in those vaults."


"Of course! You want it for yourself, all so
you can rule. But know this, Bucelarii, this city is mine!" 


"That ends tonight. Malandria has been under
your foul sway for far too long."


Garanis sneered. "You think you can kill me?
Many have tried before, and—"


"If you know what I am," the Hunter cut
him off, "you know I am no mere Cambionari." He stalked forward,
never taking his eyes from the Illusionist Cleric's face, and gestured to the
corpses around him. "You join them tonight."


The Illusionist Cleric snarled. "Foolish
Bucelarii! You think I would remain here if I was defenseless?"


The Hunter gripped Soulhunger tighter, ignoring the
protests of his aching muscles. "I see no sword, no weapon." 


Instead of retreating, Garanis stepped forward. A
smug smile spread on his face. "You rely on steel, but I rely on a more
powerful tool—my mind!" 


The demon's confidence surprised the Hunter, and he
hesitated. In that moment, Garanis dipped his hand into his cloak and drew a
silver chain. The simple, unadorned pendant caught the Hunter's attention.
Something about the way it caught the torchlight and reflected it just so…


"Hear me, Bucelarii." Garanis spoke in an
eerily soft voice. "Hear me and know that I am your master." 


The pendant swayed in the Hunter's vision.
Torchlight danced across the surface, yet there seemed to be more to it. The
mesmerizing wave of silver drew him into its depths. It looked so beautiful, so
fluid in its grace. He wanted to stare at it forever. 


"You search for a home, Bucelarii, for those
who know you." Garanis’ voice sounded far away, as if he spoke through a
thick fog. "You have found your place. It is at my side. I am what you
seek, and together we will—"


The Illusionist Cleric droned on in the soft,
singsong voice. It soothed the Hunter, pulling him deeper into the fog filling
his mind. 


His inner demon screamed. “He is trying to control you! Will you allow yourself to be dominated?”


The Hunter tried to snap out of it, but he had no
strength. He couldn't focus his thoughts. The fog was too thick to push away.
He was trapped in the depths of the silver pendant swaying gently in the
torchlight.


“You are your
own master!”


"I…will..." The Hunter's voice sounded
almost unrecognizable. His tongue felt thick and heavy, his mouth dry. He
wanted to fight, but more than anything else, he wanted to believe that Garanis
spoke the truth.


He said he is
my family. He wants me at his side. 


It sounded so good. It was what he wanted; to be
accepted, welcomed. 


Bardin did
that, the human side of him whispered. Bardin
welcomed you into his home, pitiful as it was. And what happened to him?


His thoughts were a jumble. He couldn't think
straight. The…demon…killed him. 


Yes. The quiet
voice pushed back the fog in his head. He
did that, and now he is trying to trick you into doing his bidding.


His inner demon pierced the swirling chaos. “He wants to use you! And when he is done,
he will kill you!”


You do the
same. You use me to achieve your own ends.


The demon tried to argue, but the Hunter stifled
the voice.


We both know
what you want, and what you will do to obtain it. I will not be fooled—not by
anyone!


The Hunter gripped Soulhunger tighter, the leather
grip pressing into his palm. The solid feel of the blade in his hand brought
him slowly back to reality.


"Nice try, Demon." 


His tongue still felt thick and heavy, but the fog
had begun to clear from his brain. He strode forward, moving faster now.


"No one controls the Hunter!" 


 









Chapter Seventeen
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Panic cracked Garanis’ calm expression. He raised
the pendant. "Bucelarii. You will o—" 


"Enough!"


Strength returned to his limbs. His pain fled, and
for the first time in what seemed like forever, he felt himself. He stalked
toward Garanis like a predator. 


"I grow weary of you and your kind." 


Garanis raised an eyebrow. "My kind? Do you
mean demons, or do you speak of the followers of the Illusionist—like your
friend Bardin?"


The name stopped the Hunter in his tracks.
"How—?" 


Garanis sneered. "Did I know of your friend?
Please, I know everyone who passes through that cesspit! How else do you think
Toramin and his foolish 'wizards' knew who to choose?"


The revelation stunned the Hunter. He stared at the
demon, mouth agape. An image flashed through the Hunter's mind: Garanis
watching the beggars, studying them to find the next victim to sacrifice on the
altar to Kharna.


"Y-You were working with the Order of
Midas?" 


Garanis nodded. "We do what we must. Though I
can't say I enjoyed working with that bastard Toramin!" He scowled, his
disgust evident. "When first we strode this world, he was nothing more
than a servant to the lowest Abiarazi commander."


The Hunter's eyes widened. 


A smile broadened Garanis’ lips. "Oh yes,
Hunter. I can see you want to know more of your past. You yearn to know the
truth. Well, you have come to the right place." He puffed his chest out
proudly. "I studied under the Serenii, and from them I learned the secrets
that shaped the very fabric of this world into being!" 


Curiosity burned within the Hunter. He lowered
Soulhunger. He had plenty of time to kill Garanis after the demon told him
everything he wanted to know.


Indeed, it seemed the creature wanted to tell the Hunter more. "I could have become the most
powerful of the Abiarazi! I came close to challenging the Serenii
themselves." His expression darkened and his words dripped with venom.
"But then the cowardly Illusionist trapped our Great God and ended the
war. It is thanks to him that we were reduced to hiding among humans. How
fitting it is that his secrets will be used to destroy the world he sought to
protect."


The Hunter forced a smile to his face, hoping it
looked real. If he could keep the demon talking long enough to inch his way
closer… 


Garanis’ smile turned cruel. "His secrets have
served us well, they have." He spoke in a whisper tinged with madness.
"It is thanks to the rites of the Illusionist that we have fed Kharna all
these years."


And there it
is. Any lingering doubt in the Hunter's mind disappeared. As expected, the demon always shows his true
face. Time to play on his hubris. 


"So, all along you were here in the House of
Need?" 


Garanis nodded. "On the Sage's orders,
yes."


The Hunter gestured around him. "But how were
you clever enough to avoid being detected by the Cambionari? And Father Pietus
did nothing to stop you?" He edged a step closer. A few more paces...


Garanis gave the Hunter a wicked smile.
"Father Pietus? Stop me? The old fool has no say in the matter. He is
fully under my control. Watch." 


He strode toward the ancient cleric, who still
stood with a listless expression and dull, unfocused eyes. 


Garanis waved his hands before the man's face.
"Hello? Father?" He turned to the Hunter. "See? Nothing!" 


He drew a belt dagger. "Run your hand along
the blade, Priest."


Without hesitation or a sound of protest, Father Pietus
pressed his hand into the blade. Blood welled and dripped to the floor. 


"You see? He obeys my every command. And it's
all thanks to this!" He raised
the pendant and swung it back and forth before the Hunter. "This has given
me control over these foolish priests. They do my bidding without realizing who
they are obeying."


Garanis turned again to Pietus. "Father, fetch
Moradiss' sword and bring it here."


The old priest shambled toward the iron sword, his
movements stiff and mechanical…as if he had no control over his body. Stooping,
joints popping, he fumbled in the pool of Lord Knight Moradiss' blood for the
hilt of the sword. 


The sight of the ancient priest struggling to lift
the massive iron blade tugged at the Hunter. The man would kill himself on the
demon's orders. The Hunter could not allow it. He stepped forward.


The demon seized that moment, raising the silver
pendant. The flashing jewelry caught the Hunter's eye and dragged him into its
depths once more. He opened his mouth to speak, but found he could not. He
couldn't tear his gaze away. 


"And soon, you too shall obey my
commands." Garanis spoke in a soft voice, but there was a harsh edge
beneath it. "These priests believe they worship a pure, holy god. A god of
humility, of suffering. The 'Beggar God' they call him."


The Hunter tried to move, to raise Soulhunger, to
rip his gaze from the pendant, anything. But he could not. Thick fog filled his
mind once more. His arms felt so tired, so heavy. 


Garanis continued, his voice soothing. "A
delicious irony, isn't it? Their god of purity is just like this old priest
here. Those who see him believe he is a kindly, gentle soul."


The Hunter's eyelids grew heavy. He wanted to rest,
to close his eyes and sleep. The pendant and the calming voice wanted it. They
wanted him to lose himself within the flashing silver. He could watch it dance
forever.


Garanis’ voice drifted toward him from afar.
"But, beneath that kindly exterior, his mind is corrupted by the powers of
the Illusionist Clerics. Within the god of beggars, a seed of Kharna festers.
Soon, when the Great Destroyer has been returned to his power, his soul will be
freed from its prison. It will seek out its host, and the seed of Kharna within
the Beggar God will transform the foolish deity once more into the Destroyer of
Worlds. When he has returned, we will rule the world once more. We will breed a
new batch of Bucelarii to rule with us. You, however, will not be here."


And there it was. The demon had whispered of family
and acceptance…a lie. He was afraid of the Hunter, of the threat he posed. He
wanted him dead. He wanted Soulhunger. 


The Hunter tried to fight, to resist the
Illusionist Cleric's control over his mind, yet he could not break free. He
knew he should be afraid, but fear could not penetrate the soothing void of the
silver pendant and its dancing shadows. 


"Pietus," Garanis said, his voice soft,
"kill him."


The Hunter couldn't tear his eyes from the pendant,
but a faint sound of rustling cloth reached his ears. Father Pietus, obeying
the demon's commands. 


His inner demon mocked him. “This is how you die? This is how the Hunter faces his end? A coward's
death!”


Garanis spoke in the soothing voice again.
"Pietus, kill the assassin and bring me the dagger!"


Father Pietus stared at the Hunter with empty eyes.
With effort, he raised the massive iron sword. The Hunter threw every shred of
willpower he possessed into his arms. They were almost too heavy to move, but
somehow he managed to raise Soulhunger high enough to knock aside the blow. The
dagger hissed upon contact with the iron blade. 


Life fled from his limbs as Garanis pulled him
deeper into the pendant's trance. He could do nothing. He had no will to
resist, and all fight within him drained away.


The animal within him howled. Live! Fight and live.


He wanted to. More than anything else, he wanted to
live. Yet he couldn't break Garanis’ hold over him. 


"Paeter?" 


A childish voice reached the Hunter's ears. 


"Paeter?" There it was again. 


The voice cut through the fog in the Hunter's mind,
pushing it back long enough for the Hunter to blink. He saw Hailen tugging on
Father Pietus’ robes, as if trying to get his attention. Soulhunger's screams
sliced through the chaos filling his thoughts. He felt his vigor returning, but
he still moved as if through thick mud. 


Hailen stared up at the old priest, a trusting
smile on his innocent face. "Paeter!" He threw his arms around
Pietus. 


"Pietus!" Garanis' soothing tone
vanished, replaced by annoyance. "Kill the child, then the Hunter."


The cleric hesitated and lowered the sword. A
flicker of life returned to his eyes, as if he tried to fight Garanis’ control.



"Don't do this!" The Hunter shook his
head, trying to push back the fog in his mind.


Garanis barked. "Your master commands
you."


The Hunter watched helplessly as the priest turned
to the boy. 


"Do it now, Priest!" 


Again, Father Pietus raised the sword, the muscles
in his face twitching. 


A wicked smile painted Garanis’ face. "Do
it!"


Father Pietus brought the sword arcing down toward
Hailen's unprotected head. 


In that instant, Hailen's features morphed into
Farida's. The little girl stared up at the old priest, innocence and purity in
her eyes. 


The familiar weight returned to the Hunter's chest.
The Hunter had failed her. He had failed Old Nan, Jak, Karrl, and all the
others in Voramis. Even Bardin had died because of him. 


But not this
time! I will not fail again, not when an innocent child's life is at stake. 


With a cry of rage, the Hunter forced his numb
limbs to move. He shoved the old priest aside, and the sword clanged harmlessly
on the stone floor. Without hesitation, the Hunter drove Soulhunger between the
priest's ribs, ramming the blade deep. 


Dark blood gushed over the Hunter's hand. He felt
the moment the tip pierced the ancient heart. The old priest screamed, a
horrible sound that echoed through the halls of the House of Need. The scream
pierced the Hunter's consciousness and stoked the fires of his rage. Power
coursed through him, clearing the fog from his mind and pushing back his
fatigue. He once again felt whole. 


Father Pietus’ cries fell silent, the light in his
glassy eyes dying. Gently, the Hunter lowered the old priest to the floor and
slipped the dagger from his lifeless body. 


"May the Long Keeper have mercy on your
soul," he whispered. "You will be avenged."


The Hunter looked up from the old priest's body,
glaring at Garanis. "You bastard! Your time on this earth is done." 


He stalked forward, an inexorable predator hunting
its prey. Soulhunger's bright edge reflected the flickering torchlight. The
dagger might have been satisfied, but the Hunter hungered for demon blood.


"Bucelarii," Garanis whispered in his
soothing voice. He held the pendant before him like a shield. Shadows danced
across its smooth surface, drawing the Hunter's eye, whispering to him of—


The Hunter tore his eyes away before the pendant
could ensnare him. "No! Your tricks will not work on me now, Demon! I have
been through your maze of horrors and come out the other side. You cannot stop
me!"


A look of panic flashed across Garanis' face,
turning to terror when the Hunter rushed forward. The demon turned and fled
toward the darkened stairwell. 


The Hunter snarled. "Coward! To hell with you,
Demon." 


Stooping, he seized a discarded helmet and hurled
it with every ounce of strength. It struck Garanis in the back with a loud crack. The demon screamed and tumbled to
the floor, flopping limply. The Hunter rushed toward the demon, expecting him
to continue his attempt to escape. 


But Garanis made no move to stand or even crawl. He
muttered strange words in a guttural language. His voice held an odd,
discordant note that jarred the Hunter's senses. The Hunter recognized it—he
had heard it in the tunnels beneath Voramis.


Watcher's
teeth!


Power crackled in the air. The Hunter's ears popped
with sudden force. The temperature in the room plummeted, and darkness
blossomed around the prone form of the Illusionist Cleric.


The demon had boasted of studying the secrets of
the Serenii, whatever they were. What horror would he unleash? The Hunter
didn't care to find out. 


He leapt atop Garanis and slammed Soulhunger into
the demon's back. Garanis' words cut off in a scream of agony and terror. 


A torrent of power washed over the Hunter, almost
more than he could handle. It overwhelmed his mind and fractured his
consciousness. A scream tore from his lips. He writhed on the floor, the force
coursing through him rendering him helpless as the dagger claimed the demon's
soul. Molten lead burned on his chest; a new scar joined those etched into his
flesh. 


The demon's death severed the tether to whatever
dark power he had gathered, and it exploded outward. The violent backlash
hurled the Hunter across the room and slammed him into the wall. A hot wind
blew across his face, and with it came a foul stench—the same odor that had
filled his nostrils in the tunnels beneath Voramis. He wrestled back the
overwhelming urge to vomit.


For what seemed an eternity, the Hunter floated in
a daze. He felt nothing, heard nothing, saw nothing, but simply…was.


Then came the pain. Every muscle in his body ached.
His hands burned with a cold fire that seeped into his bones. 


The pain reminded him that he still lived, though at
the moment, he didn’t think much of life. Death would be preferable to the
agony permeating every fiber in his body. 


A soft, warm hand touched his face, accompanied a
moment later by the high-pitched voice of a child. "Nasty Face gone."


Something pinched his cheeks and poked him in the
jaw. Blinking, his ears ringing, the Hunter struggled to bring his vision into
focus. 


Hailen stood beside him, a mischievous smile
creasing his face. 


Gritting his teeth, he struggled upright.
"Urgh…" The world spun around him and he sagged. Black spots swam in
his vision. Sensation drained from his limbs, rendering them numb. If he didn't
move soon, he would fall prey to the torpor that followed every kill. More
Cambionari or temple guards could be here at any moment. He had to get out of
there. Enough blood had been spilled tonight.


The boy poked the Hunter again. "You made
Nasty Face go away." 


"N-nasty face?" The Hunter's voice was
thick, his tongue heavy. 


"Nasty Face," the boy repeated. He
pointed to Garanis’ unmoving corpse and wiggled his fingers in front of his
face. 


For a moment, the Hunter failed to comprehend the
gesture. Then realization dawned. 


He's
mimicking Garanis’ shifting features. Somehow, the boy had seen Garanis’ real face.


The boy's wiggling fingers caught the Hunter's
attention. Blood filled the nail of the finger he had used to poke the Hunter.


"Yes, Nasty Face all gone." He nodded,
and the motion sent a fresh wave of agony through his head. He pressed a hand
to the base of his skull. A large lump had formed, but thankfully there was no
blood. His right shoulder screamed in pain; he'd likely shattered it. It would
heal.


"Good," said the boy. "I didn't like
Nasty Face." 


Hailen padded toward Soulhunger. His chubby fingers
closed around the dagger's grip, and he lifted it with effort. He ran back to
the Hunter and offered him the blade.


Watcher's
teeth! The Hunter's eyes widened and he stared at the boy's hand. The
fingernails turned red and, within seconds, blood trickled from the nail beds.
Yet Hailen showed no sign of pain. When the Hunter plucked the dagger from the
boy's hands, the crimson slowly faded to normal. 


The Hunter's mind raced. He had seen that when
Garanis patted the boy's head, and again when he had poked the Hunter. And now
with Soulhunger, the same effect. What did they all have in common?


Demons. 


He grasped Hailen's chubby right hand and watched
the fingernails of that hand turn a bright red once more.


By the gods! 


The boy seemed not to notice. "Who are you?
What did you do to Paeter? Why won't he get up?"


"I…" What could he say? How could he
explain it to the boy?


"Was Father angry with me? Was it my
fault?"


Tears filled the child's eyes, and his weak chin
trembled.


"No! It's not…your fault. He
is…sleeping." 


A lump formed in the Hunter's throat. The child
reminded him so much of Farida, but far more innocent and helpless than the
little girl had ever been.


Hailen stared up at the Hunter, his face filled
with trust. "What is your name?" 


"H-" the Hunter started, then stopped.
Could he tell the lad his real name? Even he didn't know it. He didn't want the
boy to call him “the Hunter”.


"Hardwell." It was as good a name as any.



"Hardwell," the boy repeated. "Is
Hardwell going away?"


The Hunter nodded. "Yes. I must go."


He released the boy's hand, and climbed to his feet
with a groan. Every muscle in his body ached. He stumbled toward his discarded
satchel, slinging it over his shoulder. The weight of its contents satisfied
him. It would be enough to get him where he needed to go. One man alone
couldn't spend that fortune in a lifetime. 


"Goodbye, Hardwell!" 


The Hunter turned to see Hailen waving at him.
Blood stained the hem of Hailen's robe and the knees of his britches, yet the
lad seemed not to notice that he stood in the heart of an abattoir. He looked
so innocent, so happy in the middle of such carnage. 


How could a child like this survive in this world?
The lad's guardian lay dead, and Hailen had no way to understand it. Could the
Hunter turn his back on him, as he had on the little girl he had lost in
Voramis? 


He hefted the satchel on his shoulder, listening to
the pleasant jingling of the coins inside.


I wonder how
far this will last for two…


 









Epilogue
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Hours, days,
he knew not how long had passed. He had walked until his strength gave out.
Then he crawled on his hands and knees. Refusing to give in, he dragged his
weak body onward until darkness had overcome him.


He lay on
hard, cold earth, dying. 


“I have
failed.”


A face
hovered above him. Violet eyes stared down at him impassively. Another face
appeared, then more.


They said
nothing, only lifted him and carried him gently. Darkness.


Consciousness
came and went. He felt his wounds being dressed. Food and drink were forced
down his throat. Wet cloths cooled his fever. Never a word was spoken as
they—whoever they were—brought him back from the brink of death.


When he
awoke, they met his questions with silence. His demands for answers were
ignored, until the day he finally found his feet to leave.


A bag of
food, a cloak to keep out the night's chill, and a pair of boots were his
parting gifts, along with a single word.


Elivasti.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter jerked upright. He hadn't intended to
fall asleep, but the warmth of his cloak and the campfire before him had lulled
him into slumber. 


The fire blazed bright in the night chill, casting
long, eerie shadows dancing through the trees. Taking a deep breath, the Hunter
relished the clean, fresh scent of the forest, free of the taint of mankind.
The smell of forest wildlife—predator and prey both—reached him. The gentle
rustling of the leaves in the wind soothed and comforted him.


These three
days of travel have been a welcome change from Malandria. The Hunter
had been glad to leave the city far behind. He had seen too many horrors to
ever feel comfortable there. 


His horse grazed contentedly on the other side of
the fire. A smile touched his lips. His flight from the House of Need had led
him to the stables. He had recognized Elivast's brown coat, and the gelding had
welcomed his presence.


From the House of Need, the Hunter had ridden in a
straight line to the city's northern gate, stopping only long enough to
purchase items of clothing, a new pair of boots, and enough provisions to last
for two weeks. He hadn't spared Malandria a backward glance. 


Only now, after days of riding and plenty of
distance from the city, did he feel the filth of Malandria sloughing away. He
knew it would be a long time before he could truly shed the memories of the
suffering he had encountered—had been a part of—in the City of a Thousand
Spires.


Soulhunger pulsed quietly in the back of his mind.
The Hunter found he welcomed the blade's presence. In the House of Need, he had
come to a realization: he needed the blade as much as it needed him. At least
for now. If he was to survive in this world, he needed the power it offered. 


But the day
will come…


The dagger radiated quiet contentment. It had fed
well in the House of Need. The Hunter relished the temporary peace. His inner
demon, however, would not remain silent for long.


“Here you are
once more, alone in the darkness, in the middle of nowhere. Behind you, another
city filled with death and destruction.”


He tried to ignore the voice, but it persisted.


“You bring
only suffering wherever you go, and chaos is left in your wake. Exactly what
the Great Destroyer would want!” Smug satisfaction filled his thoughts.


Leave me
alone! You got what you wanted.


“And still I
hunger for more. You will have your peace when you give me death.”


His fingers traced the scars on his chest. Fifteen
neat marks surrounded the scar over his heart—the one left by the demon of
Voramis. Above them ran a long, jagged gash that felt feverish to the touch. A new burden weighed on his shoulders,
one he thought he had left behind.


I have killed
more than enough! I turned the
House of Need into an abattoir.


The demon crowed in delight. “And what a day that was! Oh, the joy of the kill. What glorious
carnage we visited upon those fools.” 


Never again! Never again will you control me thus. 


Mocking laughter echoed in his thoughts. “We both know that is a lie.”


He slammed his fist into the dirt. I will find a way to be rid of you once and
for all.


“Never! You
will never be free of me, for I am in you. I am you.” 


You are a
plague, nothing more. 


“I am what
makes you the Hunter. I am the
merciless hand of death. Without me, you are nothing.”


The Hunter would not accept that. No! 


“Then fight
me! But know that it will only make me stronger. Every life you take, every
man, woman, or child that you kill only gives me more power over you. You will
always unleash me in the end. I am the unstoppable force of destruction within
you. I am the power that makes you the immortal Hunter that you must be.” 


The Hunter had tried to ignore his own urges to kill,
had tried to blame the voices in his mind. But in the House of Need, he'd
realized something: he needed death. The demon and Soulhunger did it to achieve
their ends—to return the Destroyer to Einan—but he had his own purpose for
killing. It was his only way to find peace from the voices. Until now. 


Gentle sighing rose from the bundle of blankets a
few paces away. A smile touched the Hunter's lips. Hailen slept soundly, his
chest rising and falling in regular rhythm.


You did not
win this time. He still lives, despite your insistence. He is the proof that I
am the one in control, not you. 


Impotent rage filled his mind. “The boy is a mistake, nothing more. It is your weakness that led you
to bring him with you, and your weakness will be your undoing.”


His smile broadened. Perhaps. But for the first time, I am not alone.


“For now. How
long do you think the frail child will last? The world is a cold, cruel place.”



The Hunter shrugged. Then I shall protect him. I will keep him from harm, as I failed to do
with Bardin, with Farida.


“How can you
protect him? You are the whirlwind of death. He will be blown away by the
destruction you bring.”


Perhaps the demon was right. He was a killer. Yet
for this one boy, this helpless, innocent, trusting boy, the Hunter would be a
protector. 


The demon tried a new approach. “Death comes to all in the end, Hunter. Save
for you. You will outlive the boy by a thousand years. In the end, you will be
alone once more.” 


The day will
come, but until then, he is under my protection. You will not have him. This is
one soul you shall never claim. 


He pushed the voices to the back of his mind; he
had listened to their protests long enough.


He climbed to his feet, groaning at the aches in
his back and neck. 


Damned forest
floor! Time to loosen up a bit.


He strolled to the pile of firewood he had built
and threw another branch onto the flames.


"Hardwell?" Hailen mumbled in a voice
heavy with sleep.


"Sleep, Hailen." 


The boy muttered a reply and curled deeper into the
blankets. Soon, the sound of his heavy breathing filled the night air once
more.


The Hunter stood for a long moment, just watching
the lad sleep. He had no idea why he had brought Hailen along. He told himself
the boy would be useful. Hailen could help him to hunt down demons. 


The boy's resemblance to Farida had played a part
in his actions. Every time he looked at Hailen, he saw Fari's face. But instead
of guilt, seeing the lad brought him a sense of peace. It was as if he had been
given a second chance.


But it was more than that. In the House of Need,
Hailen's presence had stopped the numbness from taking over. The boy had pushed
away the languor by giving the Hunter something more than himself to think
about. In the days since he had left Malandria, the voices in his mind had
fallen silent when he was near the lad. 


Hailen will
serve as a reminder of my humanity. No matter how far I must go in my attempts
to cleanse the world of Kharna and his foul demons, he will be there to bring
me back from the brink. He will be my sanity.


Thoughts of demons brought back memories of Garanis
and Father Pietus. The Beggar Priest had been under the control of the demon
for…how long? The Order of Midas had answered to an Abiarazi as well. 


Toramin had spoken of “the Warmaster”, and both
demons had mentioned “the Sage”. Whoever—or whatever—they were, if they sought
to return the Destroyer, they posed a threat to him. To everyone. 


It seems the
demons will always rise to power wherever they are, planting their seeds of
evil in the minds and hearts of those around them.


A sinking feeling twisted his stomach. 


Even the
Beggar God has been tainted by Kharna's evil. Who knows how far this disease
has spread? 


He balled his hands into fists. 


If I have to,
I'll hunt down every last one of the demons. Yet, even that cannot be enough.


Somehow, he knew what he had to do. He had to find
a way to cut the essence of Kharna from the mind of the Beggar God. Once free
of the Beggar God, perhaps the shard of the Destroyer's soul would return to
his body. Would that prevent his return to the world? It might be enough to
cleanse the world of his taint. 


But how? He had no idea how to accomplish such a
feat. 


No matter. It was not a
problem he needed to resolve tonight. 


“But why? Why
does it fall to you?”


If I truly am
the last Bucelarii on Einan, then it falls to me to atone for the sins of my
kind. 


“The
Cambionari—”


He cut off the demon's protests. Are mere humans, and they lack the power to
kill the demons hiding amongst them. I am the only one who can do what must be
done.


The voice in his head mocked him. “The Hunter, savior of the world. Carrying
the weight of Einan on his shoulders, a burden he must bear alone.”


No. His gaze fell
on Hailen's sleeping form once more. No
longer alone.


He closed his eyes, filling his lungs with the
fresh forest air. His body ached from the day of riding, but it was a good,
honest ache. Tomorrow, he would take it slower. 


Keeper knows
Hailen isn't built to handle the strain, and I could use a break. 


Sleep beckoned to him, tugging at his eyelids. He
ran his thumb over the smooth silver pendant hanging around his neck. Bardin's
pendant, his last reminder of the man that had become his friend. Fatigue
drowned out the voices in his head. He wrapped himself in his blanket and returned
to his seat against the tree. It was as comfortable a spot as he could find on
the hard ground. 


The flames of the campfire danced in his vision,
the flickering, twisting movements strangely hypnotic. He felt an odd sense of
peace. For the first time in a long while, he had a direction, a purpose. He
had found answers. They pulled him north, so north he would go. That had to be
enough for now. 


Just a few
hours of sleep, and I'll be up before the sun rises. Maybe I can find some
breakfast… 


His thoughts trailed off as his mind drifted toward
slumber. 


But just before his dreams overtook him, a memory
from his past flashed before his eyes.


She lay in
bed beside him, smiling down at him with love in Her eyes. The scent of jasmine
and honey, cinnamon and berries.


She leaned in
to kiss him. Her skin warm on his, Her lips rich and sweet. 


"My
love," She said. His heart leapt at the sound of Her voice, so silky and
beautiful. "This must be goodbye."


"But
why?" he asked. 


"Because
it will mean death for the both of us if ever we are to meet," She said.
"It is not to be."


"We have
braved death before," he told Her. "There is nothing to fear."


"I am
sorry," She told him. "You have brought this upon yourself."


"What—?"


Steel glinted
in the light of the candles. Her face contorted into a mask of rage, and the
dagger plunged toward his heart.
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Fire and
agony filled the Hunter's world. 


So this is what it means to be helpless. He was
dying, and there wasn't a damned thing he could do about it.


Blood and
soot stained his face, hands, and tunic. His lungs burned from the thick, dark
smoke that billowed into the night sky and blotted out the stars. Horses
screamed in the near distance, the terror in their voices echoed by the cries
of the men, women, and children around him. The clash of steel rang out above
the roaring blaze that consumed the camp. 


"Bring
them down, lads!" A strong voice cut through the chaos of the night.
Sirkar Jeroen, rallying what few men
remained. The half-dozen caravan guards would be outnumbered by the bandits,
but that didn't stop the caravan master from fighting back. He had to protect
his retinue at all costs.


A gust of
wind carried the smell of burning flesh, hair, and cloth. The Hunter groaned as
a fresh wave of pain washed through his torso. He could no longer feel his
legs. Not even the crushing weight of the wagon atop him registered through the
agony. Immortality or no, he would succumb to the effects of the iron-tipped
arrows in his chest, shoulder, and leg. The metal was poisonous to his kind; it
would kill him in minutes. 


I…I can't! 


The twinkling
stars above danced in time with the flames engulfing the nearby tents.


The tents! 


Hailen had
been in his tent. He'd sent him there after the events of the evening,
unwilling to let the lad see him kill. But had he consigned the boy to a fiery
death?


It can't be. I won't believe it.


“Look around you, Bucelarii. Trapped, dying,
nothing to save you but that which you reject.” The Hunter
hated the voice that whispered in his head. It belonged to his inner demon, the
thing that drove him to kill. The creature within him demanded death, heedless
of who suffered at his hands. 


A gentle
throbbing filled his mind. Soulhunger, hanging at his hip, begged to feed. The
dagger ached for blood; it would not give him peace until it had been satiated.


“To break free, Bucelarii, you must kill.”


As much as
the Hunter hated it, the demon was right. He'd spent months fighting to keep
the blade's voice at bay, struggling to take only those few lives he had been
forced to. But now he needed Soulhunger's aid, needed the power it would
provide when it consumed a soul. To save Hailen, he had no choice. He would do
what he must to protect the boy he'd cared for since that night in Malandria.
The Hunter had shattered the boy's life when he killed the Cambionari, Father
Pietus, and the demon Garanis. He wouldn't let Hailen share their fate.


The arrow in
his right shoulder sent waves of icy fire radiating down his arm, and a scream
tore from his lips as he reached for Soulhunger. His fingers, numb from the
iron's poison, fumbled at the dagger's hilt. Pulling the blade free required
his last reserves of strength. The pain was a small price to pay to save the
boy.


"Hardwell,"
a weak, gurgling voice called out. 


Beside him,
Bristan slumped against the overturned wagon, just out of arm's reach. Faint
traces of the man's scent--the lard in his hair, the hemp of his clothes, and
the musky odor of a working man--penetrated the smoke. "Hardwell…are
you…alive?"


"Y-Yes,
Bristan," the Hunter said. His tongue was thick, as if he had emptied a
barrel of mead.


Bristan's
legs, splayed out on the ground, refused to move. He stared at them stupidly,
with dull, unfeeling surprise written on his face. His tattooed hands clutched
the loops of intestine spilling from the gaping slash across his belly, and
suffering contorted his fierce, bearded face. The reek of ordure and blood hung
thick in the air.


"C…come
here, Bristan." The Hunter swallowed. His throat was parched, his lungs
burning with the reek of smoke.


Bristan tried
to move. "Can't," he mumbled. "Gotta hold on until Ayden gets
here."


The Hunter
tried to speak, but nothing came out. Slim, pale Ayden had been one of the
first to fall beneath the onslaught. An iron lance had caved in his bony chest
and pierced his heart. The healer would never arrive.


He swallowed
again. The numbness spread through him, far too quickly. He needed to move
before the iron did its vicious work. He had to live, no matter what.


"Come
here, Bristan. Let me take a look at it for you." His words came out
slurred, but the wounded Bristan was in no condition to care. The bearded man
tried to move again, his gaze unfocused, features slackening. Exhausted from
the loss of blood, he slumped. Within reach of Soulhunger. 


The Hunter
stared into the man's eyes. What choice
do I have? It's a necessary sacrifice to save Hailen. He tried to
rationalize it to himself. He's a
heartbeat away from the Long Keeper's embrace! 


"I-I'm
sorry, Bristan." 


Weakened by
the iron's poison, he struggled to raise Soulhunger above the dying man's head.
He had no strength, but the weight of his arm drove the dagger between Bristan's
ribs. With a scream muffled by pain and blood loss, Bristan shuddered and lay
still. 


Soulhunger
shrieked in delight as it consumed the man's life force. Crimson light leaked
from the gem set in the dagger's pommel. The blade, still embedded in Bristan's
chest, fed on the man's soul and sent waves of power washing through the
Hunter.


"May the
Watcher have mercy on you."


The Hunter
spoke the ritual words every time he took a life with Soulhunger, but Bristan was
not like the others. He hadn't been paid to kill the man, hadn't even wanted
to. He'd had no other choice.


I'm sorry. 


The momentary
stab of sorrow was drowned beneath a torrent of power. Soulhunger drank deeply,
suffusing him with energy and life. He reveled in the sensation, but in the
back of his mind, he felt disgust at his weakness. He had given in. Again. 


The demon
crowed in triumph. “In the end, you
always give in, Bucelarii!”


Why had he fought it for so long? The power
coursing through him was as addictive as any opiate. Without hesitation, he
seized the arrow embedded in his chest and yanked it free, uncaring that it
tore muscle. Vigor pushed back the poison of the iron in his veins. Strength
returned to his right hand, then the arm, then his shoulder and chest, and down
his torso, to his legs. Blood pumped into his limbs as his body tried to heal
the wound.


The wagon had
pulverized both legs and cut off all sensation, but now he could feel the
searing pain of his crushed bones. He screamed and though each twitch of his
limbs brought a fresh wave of torment, struggled against the weight atop him.
He had to get out from under the wagon, now.


His cries of
suffering added to the chaotic din around him. Gritting his teeth, he repeated
the agonizing process with the remaining two iron-tipped arrows and hurled them
away. A few moments longer, and they would have killed him. Blood gushed from
the wound in the Hunter's leg, but he paid it no heed. With the iron cleansed
from his body and Soulhunger's power, he would heal quickly. Only the raw,
jagged scars across his chest would remain--a reminder of every life Soulhunger
claimed. Tonight, a new scar joined the others marring his flesh. 


He studied
the wagon atop his legs, trying to find a way to lift it. At least enough to
squirm out from beneath. 


"Hardwell?"
The Sirkar's voice reached his ears. "Where are you, Hardwell?"


Relief
flooded him. "Here! I'm trapped beneath the wagon!" 


"Over
here, lads! Kellen, Graden, help me." The sound of pounding feet drew
nearer.


The Hunter
froze. Soulhunger! His numb fingers
closed around the hilt of the dagger, still buried in Bristan's chest. Ripping
it free of flesh, he slipped it into its sheath. Not a moment too soon. No one
could know what he'd done. 


"Help
me, lads." The caravan master's strong, confident voice sounded shaken.
His sun-darkened face looked pale in the flickering firelight. Blood leaked
from a slash across his forehead and a jagged cut down his forearm. The hand he
touched to Bristan's neck showed bloody stumps where his pinky and ring finger
had been. 


Kellen,
limping from a wicked gash in his left leg, and Graden, appearing unharmed,
came into view. Together with the Sirkar, the three heaved. The Hunter felt the
pressure on his legs easing, and, ignoring the agony of the shattered bones,
dragged himself free in the heartbeat before the wagon slipped from Kellen's
grasp and crashed to the ground.


"How bad
is it, Hardwell?" Sirkar Jeroen stared down at him, genuine concern in his
eyes.


"I'll be
fine, Sirkar." The pain of his healing body threatened to overwhelm him,
but he gritted his teeth against the fire coursing through his legs. He had no
time for weakness. Hailen needed him.


From amidst
the smoke and chaos came a woman's scream. 


"Arealle!"
Sirkar Jeroen cried. He glanced down at the Hunter.


"Go!"
The Hunter waved them away. "Help your wife! Give me a moment, and I'll
join you." 


Sirkar Jeroen
stared at him skeptically. His eyes flicked to the Hunter's legs, to the
bloodstained holes in his tunic. The cry came again. Without hesitation, the
caravan master sprinted away, Kellen and Graden following. The Hunter was
alone. Alone, save for the still, silent corpse beside him.


He stared
down at Bristan's unseeing eyes, slack features, bloodstained hands and
fingers, skin pale in death. Remorse would come later. Right now, he could only
think of one thing. He stumbled toward the tents, his legs protesting with
every agonizing step. He had to find the boy, had to make sure he was unharmed.


The metallic
taste of blood filled his mouth. Not his own. Marin's blood. Something
resembling remorse nagged at the back of his mind. The old man had been nothing
but kind to him and Hailen. Until tonight. Until the Hunter had plunged his
blade into Marin's chest.


A fist squeezed
his heart as he approached the section of canvas where his tent had once stood.
Nothing but a towering inferno and smoldering ashes remained. The blaze had
carved a fiery swath through the hastily-erected shelters, leaving death and
ruin in its wake.


Something
smoldered at his feet. The scent of charred meat assaulted his nostrils,
setting the world spinning around him. He fell to his knees. The pain of the
embers singeing his flesh paled in comparison to the sorrow that twisted a
knife in his heart. 


A child-sized
corpse filled his vision.
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Protect the
Innocent At Any Cost


The Hunter, legendary assassin of Voramis, has been given a second
chance. 


He will safeguard Hailen, the boy he rescued from a demon, against any
threat—mortal or immortal. 


He joins a caravan in the hope of safe passage across the vast emptiness
of the Advanat Desert. Yet he cannot outrun his enemies: the Illusionist Cleric
on a holy mission to capture him, the savage raiders out for blood and gold,
and the Abiarazi, demons who masquerade as humans. 


Every step north unlocks the truth about the woman
who haunts his memories, offering new glimpses into who he is…what he is.


Fans
of Joe Abercrombie, Brandon Sanderson, and Brent Weeks will love the Hunter…


 


Read it Now!


 


* * *
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The Hunter of Voramis
does not forgive or forget. But his thirst for vengeance against a deceitful
client could lead to consequences far graver than he realizes.


Sign up for my VIP Reader List

and get the prequel short story for free!
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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
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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, the Destroyer, Breaker of
Worlds: evil god, seeks
to destroy the world 


 










Darkblade Outcast Characters


(in order of appearance/mention)


 


Primary Characters:


The Hunter of Voramis: legendary assassin, half-demon, wielder
of Soulhunger (Part 1, Chapter 1)


Jak, Old Nan, Karrl, Ellinor: beggars who shared the Hunter’s home in
Voramis, slain by the Demon of Voramis (Part 1, Chapter 1—see Darkblade
Assassin)


Demon of Voramis/Lord Cyrannius/Lord
Jahel/The First of the Bloody Hand: Abiarazi (demon), villain, murderer, slain by
the Hunter (Part 1, Chapter 1—see Darkblade Assassin)


Brother Securus: priest of the Beggar God in Voramis,
Cambionari sworn to hunt down the half-demon Bucelarii, slain by the Hunter
(Part 1, Chapter 1—see Darkblade Assassin)


Graeme: alchemist, lover of erotic poems and
romances, member of the information-collecting Hidden Circle, the Hunter’s only
“friend” in Voramis (Part 1, Chapter 2—see Darkblade Assassin)


Farida: child rescued as an infant by the Hunter
(in Life for a Life),
cared for by the Beggar Priests, slain by the Demon of Voramis (Part 1, Chapter
2—see Darkblade Assassin)


Sir Danna Esgrimon: Knight of the Order of Piety in service
to the Beggar God in Malandria, redhead, Cambionari priest (Part 1, Chapter 4)


Visibos: Sir Danna’s knight apprentice, in
service to the Beggar God in Malandria, scholar, lover of soft beds, Cambionari
priest (Part 1, Chapter 4)


Arric: Bandit, thug, side-stabbing bastard,
slain by the Hunter (Part 1, Chapter 5)


Hardwell: the Hunter’s alias, former soldier of
Praamis, current sellsword and adventurer (Part 1, Chapter 6)


Elivast: chestnut-colored horse, friendly, very
wet nose (first appearance Part 1, Chapter 2, first named in Part 1, Chapter 8)


Pathfinder: Sir Danna’s black warhorse, loves treats
(first appearance Part 1, Chapter 2, first named in Part 1, Chapter 9)


Father Reverentus: high priest of the Beggar God in
Voramis, old, member of the Cambionari, not the Hunter’s biggest fan (Part 1,
Chapter 10—see Darkblade Assassin)


Celicia: Fourth of the Bloody Hand, enemy turned
ally, helped the Hunter defeat the Demon of Voramis, really named Kiara (Part
1, Chapter 10—see Darkblade Assassin)


Bardin: former Illusionist Cleric, current
homeless madman, very bald, believes the Hunter is named “Rell”, slain by the
demon Toramin (Part 2, Chapter 2)


Brother Supplicatus: Beggar Priest in the House of Need in
Malandria, skeptical of the Hunter’s existence (Part 2, Chapter 5)


Orrin and Grinder: thugs, bullies, thieves, general menaces
to society, slain by the Hunter (Part 2, Chapter 7)


Lord Apus: merchant noble of Malandria, lives in
the tallest tower in the city, member of the Order of Midas (first mention in
Part 2, Chapter 12, first appearance in Part 3, Chapter 14)


Karannos Taivoro: mad playwright, famous for his works of
erotic poetry and romance, original Illusionist Cleric, savant and lover of
ciphers (Part 2, Chapter 15)


The Savage Three: Gratius, Roccus, and Kalia, fierce
fighters, serving the Order of Midas, terrible at choosing fearsome names (Part
2, Chapter 17)


Toramin: merchant noble of Malandria, leader of
the Order of Midas, demon in human flesh, murderer, slain by the Hunter (Part
3, Chapter 4)


Eredon: merchant noble of Malandria, member of
the Order of Midas, fat and greedy (Part 3, Chapter 4)


Arette: merchant noble of Malandria, member of
the Order of Midas, slain by Toramin (Part 3, Chapter 5)


Lord Knight Moradiss: knight in service to the Beggar Priests,
commander of the Cambionari of Malandria, wielder of Ildaris, slain by the Hunter
(Part 3, Chapter 14)


Father Pietus: High Beggar Priest in Malandria, very
old, slain by the Hunter (Part 3, Chapter 15)


Hailen: child cared for by the Beggar Priests,
innocent to an extreme (Part 3, Chapter 15)


Frissie: Hailen’s caretaker, rosy-cheeked, not as
fast as a six-year old child (Part 3, Chapter 15)


Garanis: Illusionist Cleric, demon in disguise,
controlling Father Pietus, slain by the Hunter (Part 3, Chapter 15)
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