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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 condemned 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 flesh and 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. 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, 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 on the wagon. 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.


 


 







Chapter Two
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Three weeks
earlier…


"Watch where you're going!" 


The Hunter snarled a wordless curse at the
retreating carter and pulled his cloak tighter about himself. He thumbed the
silver pendant hanging around his neck. He hated the press of bodies around
him; felt trapped in the sea of moving people. His years as the legendary
assassin of Voramis had left him at ease in the dark, but he hadn't quite
adjusted to moving freely in daylight. Not without a disguise.


He missed the alchemical masks he'd worn in
Voramis. They allowed him to travel without fear of being recognized—an
invaluable asset in his line of work. Since leaving Voramis, he had nothing to
hide his true features. Though there was little chance of seeing a familiar
face here in the dust-covered village of Azmaria, his skin crawled every time
someone bumped into him. 


Damned Spring
Festival! He cursed his ill-fated timing. He and Hailen had ridden into town two
days ago, only to discover preparations for the celebration well underway. He
could do little to escape the crowds. The throng trampling the village streets
to mud numbered in the thousands. Had there not been the promise of a caravan
passing through the city today, he would have put the dusty village behind him
the same day he entered. 


The townsfolk danced, swirled, and stumbled around
him, smiles joyful and drunken affixed on faces far dirtier than any in the
Beggar's Quarter in Lower Voramis. They frolicked beneath the bright noon sun,
celebrating the return of spring. Dirt and mud spattered men, women, and
children, but they seemed not to notice. 


The Hunter snorted and immediately regretted it as
the stench of vomit filled his nostrils. He leapt sideways to avoid stepping in
a large puddle of a suspicious color. A passing celebrant rebounded off the
Hunter and staggered on his drunken way, singing at the top of his lungs. 


 I'll be only too happy to find this caravan
and get away from here. 


A caravan would make it easier to cross the
Advanat, the expanse of desert standing between him and the north of Einan.
Beyond the desert lay answers into his past. There, somewhere, he would find
Her, whoever She was. He'd seen Her
face more and more in his dreams since the events of Malandria. His desire to
find Her grew with every passing league. In his visions—no, his memories—he'd
called Her "my love". Those few fragments he remembered only added to
his pain of longing. He had to find Her; She was the only link to his lost
past.


A laughing, shouting child pushed past him, chased
a moment later by a pack of yipping dogs that barreled through the crowd. The
pack nearly tripped up a handful of burly tradesmen who clung to each other for
support. The red of their cheeks and the reek of their breaths matched the
ochre dust and the horse manure stench permeating the street. The Hunter gave
them a wide berth—as much to avoid vomit stains as a confrontation. 


Colorful garlands and streamers hung from the
thatched-roof houses lining the muddy lane the Azmarians called a
"street". Heavyset farm-matrons carried platters heaped high with
fresh-baked bread, great wheels of cheese, and fruit only partially eaten by
bugs. Burly men in the humble garb of farmers hauled wooden casks of tart wine,
weak beer, and liquor potent enough to wake the dead. The scent of grilling
lamb and goat reached the Hunter's nostrils. He hadn't eaten since leaving
Hailen at the inn this morning.


Hailen. 


After the Hunter had been forced to kill Father
Pietus, the boy's guardian and head of the Beggar Priests, he'd brought the lad
along—for his protection, he'd told himself. The first night out of Malandria, he'd
been certain of his actions. But with every passing day, he grew less and less
sure. The boy was…difficult. Every time he saw sadness or anger lurking in the
boy's eyes, it added to his uncertainty. 


Why had he taken Hailen from Malandria? To help him
hunt demons, a mission he'd taken upon himself after seeing the horrors brought
about by Toramin and Garanis, the demons of Malandria? He'd told himself as
much, but he knew it was a hollow answer. 


No, his motives were purely selfish. Since leaving
Malandria, the dagger had grown more insistent. The demon's voice alternated
between incessant demands, cruel mockery, and incoherent screeching that set
his head throbbing. Hailen's presence silenced the inner voices. The boy
accompanied him because the Hunter needed him to retain a grip on sanity. 


But could he find someplace he knew for certain the
boy would be safe? Hailen's trusting nature made him vulnerable. The boy was
naïve to the extreme, unaware of the danger around him. The Hunter had to
protect him, keep him alive in a world far too perilous for one so innocent.
The demon had grown louder and more insistent since Malandria. When not
demanding death, it filled his head with incoherent screams and cries. Without
the boy to keep back the voices, the Hunter would have to face them alone—and
he doubted he could survive the constant assault on his mind. The voices would
steal his sanity and turn him into the mindless, bloodthirsty beast he'd been
in the Chasm of the Lost. 


Over the last three weeks on the road, the Hunter
had come to understand the truth of the demon's voice: it was simply one more
part of his mind, as separate from him as Soulhunger's insistent demands.
Though it required a supreme effort of concentration, he could conceal his
thoughts and intentions in the part of his mind that belonged to him alone. It
left him exhausted, but it was the only way to remain sane. If the demon knew
his every thought, it would never give him peace. The creature within him
lusted for blood and death at any cost; it would tear his mind to shreds if it
knew what he intended to do.


A passing procession caught the Hunter's eyes, and
thoughts of Hailen faded from his mind. Women, dozens of them, dusky-skinned
and gorgeous, draped in gauzy fabric that drew the eyes of the crowd. The
bright colors of the veils contrasted sharply with their dark coloring. They
seemed to mince delicately over the muddy lane, their movements elegant,
enchanting, sensuous. 


The Hunter felt his body stirring in response,
drowning out the wailing in his mind. He clenched his fists in an effort to
regain control over his racing heart, the blood rushing in his loins. The
desire for release followed hot on the heels of every kill. In Voramis, he'd
had no end of options: courtesans, whores, even noblewomen like Lady Damuria
shared his bed. He'd always felt disgusted with his natural reaction then, and
he did so now. 


How long since he'd been with a woman? A real
woman, not soft and weak like Lady Damuria, but strong and confident like
Celicia, Fourth of the Bloody Hand. Too long. If he didn't find release soon,
the carnal desires would overwhelm him. 


Catcalls, whistles, and shouts echoed from the
crowd around him. Clearly, the men—and many of the women—of Azmaria enjoyed the
spectacle as much as he. 


The aroma of lilies, jasmine, and alyssum blossoms
teased his mind and tugged at his limbs. He found himself drawn toward the
dancing women. Unable to restrain his natural reactions, the Hunter moved
forward. Spellbound men and women reached out grimy hands to touch the
nearly-naked forms, but somehow their fingers never seemed to make contact. The
people around the Hunter moved as if in a stupor, their movements slow and
dull, expressions of rapture on their faces. The women moved among the
spellbound Azmarians with ethereal grace.


But to the Hunter, the women felt very real. They
encircled him, flashing their veils around him. The whirl of colors and scents
set the Hunter's head spinning. His hands reached out of their own accord,
trying to touch the twirling bodies.


“No!” The demon's
voice sounded faint in his mind. “Something
isn't right.”


The demon's warning went unheeded. Something
snapped tight around his right wrist. He paid it no attention. He wanted to
drown in the sea of colors surrounding him, to luxuriate in the heady aroma of
these exotic dancers. Willingly he surrendered himself to their enchantment.
Another silken cloth encircled his left arm and rendered it immobile. He didn't
care. The dance pulled him deeper and deeper, and he allowed himself to be
drawn in. A soft hand traced the line of his shoulders and around his neck. His
eyelids drooped shut, filling his nostrils with the woman's heady scent. 


Fabric wrapped around his throat, then pulled
suddenly tight, cutting off his breath. Panic released his mind from the grip
of whatever had held him spellbound. The mixture of scents no longer tempted or
pulled him into stupefaction, but the burning in his lungs sharpened his
thoughts. Eyes snapping open, he tried to jerk his head forward to break free.
His body refused to respond to his commands. He moved too slowly, as if through
a muddy river. His lungs screamed as he struggled, but he could do nothing. 


Soulhunger! He tried to
reach for the dagger at his belt, but fabric trapped his arms against his side.
Something hard and bony dug into his spine, bending him backward. The crushing
constriction around his neck cut off his breath and threatened to crush his
throat.


The pressure suddenly dissipated, and he gasped and
drew in a greedy breath. As he inhaled deeply, one of the dusky figures blew
something in his face. He coughed; whatever he'd sucked in set his lungs
ablaze. He couldn't breathe, couldn't think. 


The mud of the village lane squelched beneath his
knees, and he toppled face-first in the muck. Slowly, with the scent of flowers
and wet earth filling his nostrils, darkness claimed him.


 


*  *  *


                                                         


The Hunter
awoke with a jerk and a gasp. His lungs burned, his head pounded with the force
of a thousand stampeding bulls, and his throat felt as if it had been crushed.


But he was
alive.


Wh-?


His mind,
slowly returning to consciousness, registered what little he could see. A
candle sat on an uneven wooden table, its flickering flame the only light in
the darkened room. He saw no door, window, shutters, or curtains. Solid earthen
walls surrounded him.


He found
himself sitting upright. Strain as he might, his arms and legs refused to move.
Looking down, he saw delicate fabric holding him tight. His efforts to turn his
head proved equally fruitless. 


A man's voice
sounded behind him. "Someone should tell him there's no use struggling.
Even the Bucelarii are affected by the paralytic." The man laughed, a
sound tinged with insanity. "Truly, oh mighty Illusionist, you are a god
of wonders!" 


The Hunter stiffened.
His dry mouth refused to form words. "Wh—" He swallowed and
immediately regretted it. His throat ached from the crushing force of whatever
had been used to restrain him. 


A figure
hopped into the Hunter's view, looking for all the world like a dancing
scarecrow. Though the candlelight cast the man's features in silhouette, the
Hunter could make out long white hair, a wispy beard, sunken cheeks, and a
sharp chin. The man smelled of tallow, beeswax, and juniper. 


Amusement
sparkled in his eyes. "Welcome back, Bucelarii." His words held no
trace of malice, and his smile showed no fear of the Hunter. 


The Hunter
gaped. No one outside Voramis would recognize his face without the many
disguises he'd worn. His eyes—a deep, empty void of midnight black—were his
only distinguishing feature. Few would know that they marked him the descendant
of demons, yet they were hidden behind featherglass lenses. In Voramis, he'd
learned to wear the lenses with every disguise he adopted, every time he went
in public, only removing them when alone in his apartment. Though he'd lost the
lenses in the Chasm of the Lost, he had replaced them in Drash. So how did this
madman know so much about him?


"Who are
you?" the Hunter rasped. 


The man
studied him with a curious expression. "Who am I? Who am I?" He
dissolved into a fit of giggling, and his eyes took on a faraway look. "He
doesn't know who I am? But how could he, after what we did to him last
time?" He spoke into thin air, as if carrying on an invisible
conversation.


The Hunter
stared wide-eyed. What in the twisted
hell is happening? 


The man's
giggles faded away, and his eyes focused on the Hunter. "No, you wouldn't
remember me. That's the point after all, isn't it?" Once more, he
dissolved into laughter.


The Hunter's
mind raced. Definitely touched by the
Illusionist! This madman reminded him of Bardin, the beggar he'd befriended
in Malandria. His friend had experienced rare moments of lucidity among his
delusions and Garanis, the demon masquerading as an Illusionist Cleric in the
House of Need, had also acted strangely. 


"Why in
the Keeper's name are you doing this?" Rage lent the Hunter strength. He
strained against the bonds, his muscles cording and heaving. The fabric holding
him fast stretched but refused to rip.


The man's
eyes seemed not to see the Hunter at all. He cocked his head to one side, as if
listening to words only he could hear.


"Get on
with it, you say? As you wish, mighty one!" He waved a long, thin hand.
"Come, Jemdara!”


The soft
scent of alyssum wafted toward the Hunter, mixed with the oil of mint and
another smell he did not recognize. It could only be a woman's scent. One of those who took me captive. He
cursed himself for being a damned fool. How
could I allow myself to get distracted so easily? Has it really been that long
that I lose my wits over beautiful women? 


He returned
his attention to the man before him. 


The man
scratched at something invisible, then licked his finger. "Featherglass, I
presume?" 


The question
caught the Hunter by surprise. "What?" 


The man leapt
onto his lap, his face a finger's breadth from the Hunter's. "Your eyes!
You hide the color, yes? Clever, clever, clever." The man tapped the
Hunter's nose with a filthy finger. "Makes you harder to find. If not for
the power of my god…" With a giggle, he climbed off the Hunter's lap.
"He's still surprised by all I know, isn't he?" He spoke to no one
the Hunter could see. "So how do you think he'll take it when he finds out
that I know they call him the Hunter of Voramis?" He whirled, a sly grin
on his face. 


Shocked, the
Hunter had no reply. Who is this man? How
does he know about me? 


With a
cackle, the man patted him on the arm. "Well, Hunter, no time like the
present, I always say. Let's get this over with and get you on your way,
yes?" He turned his back on the Hunter and strode to the table. He weaved
from foot to foot with jarring, awkward movements. Yet he had a spry gait that
belied his age, and his back was straight, without the stoop that came with the
passage of decades. 


A boulder
settled in the pit the Hunter's stomach. "Get what over with?" 


The man
ignored his question. He retrieved the candle from the table and moved it close
to the Hunter's face. With his free hand, he reached within the neck of his
tunic and drew forth a bright silver pendant. 


The pendant
immediately caught the Hunter's eyes. He'd seen its like in the vaults beneath
the House of Need in Malandria. It had belonged to one Arrogus, a High
Illusionist Cleric. An identical pendant hung around his own neck. He'd taken
that one from the lifeless body of Bardin, the man who had taken pity on him in
his hour of need and sheltered him. The man who had died at the hand of the
demon Toramin when the Hunter failed to protect him.


An Illusionist Cleric. 


His heart
sank. He experienced an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. This place, this
situation. It seemed oddly familiar. He knew only too well what the pendant
meant. 


A memory flashed through his 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…


With the memory came the words Visibos, Knight Apprentice
in service of the Beggar God in Malandria, had read to him from The Numeniad. 


"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 mind of man and
beast I give you, and with that power, you shall ensure that the spawn of the
hells remain apart. Their strength is greater than that of man, so this power I
give you to balance the scales.' So it was, and so it shall be forever
more."


Realization dawned. He's going to erase my memories! This man was the reason the Hunter
had no recollection of his past. 


 







Chapter Three
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The Hunter tried to fight free of his bonds, but
even his inhuman strength failed to do more than stretch the gauzy fabric. The
moment his struggles ceased, the restraints tightened once more.


Twisted hell!


He sat helpless, bound and unable to move, as the
man raised the silver ornament and held it before his eyes. 


"Look into the pendant, Bucelarii." The
Illusionist Cleric's madness had waned, replaced by a gentle, soothing calm.
"Look well, and this will be over before you know it." 


The Hunter could only stare at the flashing pendant
swaying gently in the darkness. It caught the candlelight and set the
reflections dancing. Slowly, steadily, the Hunter felt himself being pulled
into the silvery depths. The demon's screams faded into blessed silence. 


A soft murmur filled the Hunter's ears; a distant
corner of his mind recognized the Illusionist Cleric's voice speaking words he
could not understand. He'd heard the language pouring from the mouth of
Garanis, the demon in the House of Need in Malandria, and the First of the
Bloody Hand. The words held terrible power—they'd summoned a demon in the
Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis, unleashed an invisible power in the temple of
the Beggar Priests.


Memories flashed before his eyes, and he relived
each of those moments, traveling backward in time.


Walking through the muddy streets of Azmaria,
determined to find the caravan traveling north; departing The Brazen Fox Inn
after leaving Hailen in the care of Mistress Arna; riding into Azmaria for the
first time; huddling before a fire, dreading another cold night spent on hard
ground; fleeing the city of Malandria, Hailen in tow—he remembered it all. 


Hailen.


Thoughts of the lad brought clarity to the Hunter's
mind and snapped him from the memories. In that heartbeat, he was once again in
a dark, empty room, tied to a chair, watching a pendant dance in the
candlelight. The soothing voice of the Illusionist Cleric beckoned him to the
realm of memory once more, but the trance had been broken. 


He tried to form words with lips that refused to
work, but could only groan. With effort, he tore his gaze from the dancing
pendant and locked onto the face of the Illusionist Cleric. The man's eyes
widened in surprise, and he stumbled over his words—only for the briefest of
moments, yet it was enough.


The Hunter heaved against his bonds, bending every
shred of strength and will to the effort. The fabric restraining his left hand
gave ever so slightly and with a heave, he ripped a chair arm free. He struck
out, and his fist caught the cleric's angular chin. The man's head snapped to
the side, his knees sagged, and he collapsed.


Something wrapped around the Hunter's throat. He
grunted as it cut off his breath, but he refused to succumb to panic. He
reached back, trying to seize his assailant, and grasped only empty air. A
distant cry of "Help me down here!" echoed behind him. 


Darkness pressed in on him. The fingers of his left
hand—quickly growing numb and clumsy—struggled to loosen the restraint holding
his right arm in place. When it finally gave way, both hands went to his neck.
His muscles rippled as he heaved forward on the fabric cutting off his air.
Desperation aided his efforts. It loosened for a single moment, just long
enough to draw in an agonized gasp before the crushing pressure returned.


One breath. It was enough. 


Leaning forward, he threw himself against the back
of the chair. The impact toppled him backward, the woman cried out in surprise
and pain as the chair collapsed atop her. He kicked out with both legs and
heard the satisfying crunch of
snapping wood. The chair, once-sturdy lumber warped from years of hard use,
buckled beneath his weight. 


He leapt to his feet and whirled, drawing
Soulhunger. Fools! His captors hadn't
found the blade in its hidden sheath beneath his cloak. A feral smile touched
his lips. That was a mistake they may not
live long enough to regret. 


Even as he turned, soft yellow light from
alchemical lanterns spilled into the room from above. The wooden stairs creaked
beneath the weight of the three women barreling downward. The trio stopped as
they saw the Hunter standing upright, dagger in hand. 


Feed me! Soulhunger
hadn't fed for days, not since the last town they'd passed through. The demon
added its demands—it, too, lusted for death. The ferocity of their combined
voices set his head pounding. He could not push them back for long.


A woman climbed out from beneath the wreckage of
the chair. She rubbed at her neck and studied him with wary eyes. "It doesn't
have to be like this, Bucelarii. Make it easy on yourself and surrender now. We
won't hurt you." Her gaze darted to the unconscious cleric, and her lips
twisted into a sneer. "Much."


The Hunter studied the four women. His eyes traced
the contours of their taut shoulders and arms, pert breasts, wide hips, and
lean, long legs. Not a trace of fat out of place, yet they were curved and
rounded in all the right places. Their light-colored eyes, all soft blues and
greens, contrasted sharply with their dusky skin, large lips and noses, strong
jaw lines. Their hair fell in tight coils around their faces and down their
shoulders. They shared many of the same facial features—but each had
characteristics setting them apart from the others. 


The four women held no weapons. Indeed, they
remained naked save for the flowing veils encircling their bodies. Yet they
moved with the grace of Yathi dancers—the supple, bloodthirsty courtesans that
entertained in the courts of kings beyond the Frozen Sea—and showed no sign of fear
at the sight of Soulhunger. Only wary respect for an opponent. They didn't rush
in, but studied him, searching for any weakness to exploit. 


The mark of
skilled warriors.


"Let…me…go," the Hunter croaked. It hurt
to speak, swallow, even breathe. He had little hope they would heed his words,
but he had to try.


The woman shrugged. "My sisters and
I…"she gestured to the women flanking her, "…are charged with keeping
you until Imperius has finished with you. We cannot allow you to leave."


As if on cue, the women spread out. Two moved to
the Hunter's right, one to his left, and the fourth, the woman who had spoken,
stalked toward him head-on. The veils twirled in the air, but the graceful
movements held a subtle menace. The colorful cloth danced like coiled snakes
ready to strike.


One flicked a veil toward him, and it struck his
flesh with an audible crack, leaving
a trickle of blood running down his arm. He danced back to avoid the next
attack, but the woman on his left was waiting. Only a quick jerk of his head
stopped the lashing fabric from lacerating his eye.


Twin cracks stung
his right shoulder and hand. The shock nearly caused him to drop Soulhunger.
Pain lanced his back as the woman on his left attacked. He sliced through the
next darting cloth, but even as he struck out, a tangle of fabric encircled his
right wrist. Something wrapped around his left ankle and pulled him off
balance. 


Legs spread at an awkward angle, the Hunter
couldn't avoid the next blow. The veil cracked
into his solar plexus with the force of a whip, and something heavy sewn
into the cloth knocked the wind from his lungs. A knee struck between his open
legs. He slumped to the floor, gasping, gut heaving. He couldn't move, couldn't
breathe for the agony radiating through his stomach. Even as he lay there, the
wicked veils wrapped around his arms and pulled tight. Panic tightened his
chest. He couldn't be forced to sit in that chair, not again. Not when it would
cost him so much.


The demon in his mind screamed, “Kill them and be done with it!” 


He would not give in to the demon's demands. He had
no reason to leave these women alive, yet he refused to let the demon control
him. 


Pushing down the pain, he kicked out. His boot
slammed into something hard, and one of the women cried out. "Jemdara!"



The pressure on his right hand eased, and the
Hunter jerked his arm free of the restraint and lashed out with Soulhunger—not
at the women, but slicing through the veils holding him bound. 


He rolled toward one of the women and used the
weight of his body to bring her down, slamming his fist into her solar plexus
as she fell. She grunted, breath whooshing from her lungs. His knee collided
hard with her temple, and he felt her body sag. 


One of the women leapt astride his chest, and her
weight knocked him back. His head struck the floor hard. Her knees fought to
pin his arms as she rained blows on his face. Dark spots floated before his
eyes, and the world swam. Desperate, he bucked, knocking her forward. Slipping
from beneath her, he wrapped his arms around her neck from behind. Her
struggles weakened as he strangled her. Ignoring the blood dripping down his
face, he scanned the room in search of the last woman.


Something hard slammed into his head. The room
whirled and bucked, and he sagged backward, crashing to the floor. The impact
knocked Soulhunger from his grasp. He released his grip on the limp form and
hurled himself to one side. The fourth woman's kick rebounded off his shoulder.
He grasped blindly, but failed to block, and the blow slammed into his face,
shattering his nose. Swallowing blood, he reached out to catch her next kick
and wrenched her foot with all his strength. A cry of pain rewarded his efforts
as the woman crumpled. The Hunter leapt onto his fallen opponent and wrapped
his hands around her throat.


“Kill her!” 


He grunted as her flailing fists connected with his
gut and neck, but refused to release his hold. The anger in her face turned to
panic, then terror, as she fought to breathe. Her struggles grew weak and her
eyes rolled up in her head.


He released his hold on her throat and slumped to
the floor, gasping. He ached all over—his stomach, his throat, the places where
their cloths had sliced into him, and the tender spot between his legs. For a
long moment, he lay there, unmoving.


“There could
be more of them,” the demon whispered. “Find them and kill them all!”


No! You will
feed when I say so. Even after the
events of Malandria and the weeks of travel, the voices still refused to accept
that he was in control.


“But you know
what they meant to do.” The demon would not give in easily. “Would you lose every trace of your past,
again? All because you refuse to cede?”


Why didn't
he kill the unconscious priest, or these women that attacked him? He had no
reason to leave them alive. Indeed, they had planned to erase his memories, to
deprive him of everything he held dear. They wanted to eliminate all traces of
Farida, Bardin, Hailen, and those most important to him. 


His fingers felt for the marks on his chest. This
was why he wouldn't kill. He wouldn't add more scars, not if he had another
choice. He wouldn't feed Kharna, the Great Destroyer, Breaker of Worlds, any
more than he had to. If it meant fighting the voices in his mind a little
longer, so be it.


I will kill,
but only when I must. Once we leave the city, they will have no way to track
us. We will be safe.


“Can you be
certain?” 


The whispers in his thoughts turned dark and
menacing. He thrust them away, concentrating on the throbbing and searing of
his battered body. With a groan, he pushed himself to a sitting position and
slowly climbed to his feet. His knee ached from the impact with the woman's
forehead. Salty, warm blood streamed from his nose and dripped into his mouth.
He touched it and winced. Probably
broken. 


He pressed the cartilage back into place, grunting
at the flash of pain. Gritting his teeth, he stumbled toward the stairs, his
knee protesting with each step. His broken nose forced him to breathe through
his mouth, and blood trickled from his arms, face, and back. But he was free.


He pushed open the door at the top of the stairs
and peered into the hall. Not a soul stood in the corridor beyond, but he could
hear laughter, the clink of pewter mugs, and a loud buzz of conversation. Pale
golden sunlight spilled through a filthy window at the end of the corridor.
Sounds of passion drifted from behind the doors lining the hall. He stumbled
toward the light, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the brightness. 


Drawing his hood over his face, he slipped into the
bustling taproom of a tavern he didn't recognize. The laughing, shouting
patrons seemed to take no notice of him. Navigating through the drunken crowd
proved challenging. He stumbled over a figure lying unconscious in a pool of
vomit and nearly collided with a big man waving his mug and singing at the top
of his lungs.


The heat and closeness of the tavern pressed in on
him. Soulhunger begged to feed, and the demon's curses pounded in his mind. His
head felt as if a spike had been driven into his eye. He pushed through the
crowd, ignoring the drunken protests of men and women he shoved aside in his
hurry to escape. When he finally burst through the crowd and stumbled out into
the open air, he gasped with relief. He sucked in a deep breath, glad for fresh
air free of the scents of vomit, dried urine, hops, and weak ale and beer. 


A filthy, faded sign hung above his head, rattling
in the breeze. It proclaimed the tavern to be The Laughing Farmer Alehouse. He'd seen the place before but never
felt temptation to enter. 


Master Umai had warned him away. "Only the
wrong sort drink there," the tavernkeeper insisted. 


But this would be the perfect place to bring a captive. It
is where I would have done it back in Voramis. 


A chill breeze tugged at his cloak and sent a shiver
down his spine. Winter had not yet released its grip on Einan, and the
temperature plummeted after sunset. The sun nearly touched the rooftops of
Azmaria. 


Watcher's
teeth! He would have to hurry to reach the caravan in time. 


Sounds of merriment came from the houses and shops
around him, but the crowds in the street had thinned. He pulled his cloak
tighter around his shoulders and hustled up the muddy lane, boots squelching
with every step. From within the depths of his hood, he watched the men and women
he passed, wary for any sign of the dusky-skinned women that had captured him.
His skin crawled and his heart pounded in his chest. Though he saw only the
sun-darkened faces of Azmarians, he couldn't shake the feeling of being
watched. 


 







Chapter Four
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"Master Hardwell!" Mistress Arna cried
out as the Hunter staggered into The Brazen Fox. "You look a fright!
Whatever happened to you?"


The Hunter mumbled something about getting into an
argument with a drunken sheepherder and stumbled past the proprietress. He
lurched up the stairs, rushed down the hall, and banged open the door of the
room he had rented. 


Relief drained the tension from his muscles. Hailen
lay sleeping, curled up under a blanket. Sweat plastered the boy's dark hair to
his pale forehead. He showed no sign of waking despite the Hunter's noisy
entrance.


Peace, at
last! The inner voices fell silent, and the ache in his head drained away.


The Hunter hurried to the bundles he'd packed
earlier that morning. A quick examination of their contents revealed no sign
anyone had rifled through them.


It seems
Master Umai spoke true when he said his inn was the safest place in Azmaria. 


He double-checked the bags just to be certain. A
small fortune in precious stones sat in the hidden pouch, sewn into the
satchel's lining. The complex knot holding shut his bulging coin purse remained
untouched. 


The Swordsman's blades—twin iron daggers given to
him by the Beggar Priests in Voramis—lay at the bottom of his pack, wrapped in
thick wool to protect them. He ignored the demon's inevitable protest at the
daggers' presence. It hated the blades, weapons capable of killing demons…and
him. 


With deft movements, he tied the bundles together
and slung them over his shoulder. 


His eyes fell upon Hailen. The boy slept so
peacefully, he hated to disturb him. But how much time did he have before the
Illusionist Cleric awoke and sent the women after him again? No, he had to get
out of there now. The caravan was his best chance of escaping this place, and
it could depart at any moment. Crossing the Advanat alone would be nigh
impossible, more so with Hailen to accompany him. 


"Poor little lamb." Mistress Arna's voice
sounded from the doorway, accompanied by a cloud of the heavy floral scent—a
mix of mint oil and freesia—she applied generously to drown out her natural
musk. A gentle smile touched her face. "All tuckered out from playing with
Branna. Quite the unusual one, that child of yours. Is he—?"


"Thank you, Mistress Arna," the Hunter
said quickly. He fished out a coin and pressed it into her hand. "For your
fine hospitality and, most of all, your discretion."


The tavernkeeper raised an eyebrow.
"Discretion?"


"There may be some people coming to ask after
me. If they do, tell them you saw us riding south. Understand?"


Mistress Arna's expression remained confused.
"You're leaving? Now? But you've already paid for two more nights.
I—"


"Yes. We must leave now. South, got it?" 


Understanding dawned in the proprietress’ face.
"I have no idea what you're talking about. In fact, I don't recall seeing
you and your boy at all."


The Hunter nodded. "Thank you. Now, if you
could have Elivast saddled and ready to leave, I'll be on my way."


"Of course. Saul will have him standing out
front in minutes." She turned to leave, but the Hunter caught her arm.


"In the back, if you please."


Mistress Arna nodded. "As you will." With
a flurry of cloth, she bustled down the hall. The sound of her barked orders to
Saul, the stablehand, brought a smile to the Hunter's face. He always loved a
woman with a sharp tongue, so long as it lashed someone else. 


He splashed cold water on his face, scrubbing at
the dried blood until the basin turned red, and patted his face dry with a
small cloth placed there for just that purpose. He paused to study the sleeping
child. Hailen needed the rest; he tired much more quickly than other children. 


The Hunter turned the boy onto his back and reached
for the strips of cloth draped over the bed frame. Dried blood had stiffened
the fabric. He'd have to purchase fresh bandages at the first opportunity. For
now, these would suffice.


He wrapped the material around the boy's hands.
Hailen's fingernails reddened the moment the Hunter touched him. Within
seconds, blood leaked from the nail beds, soaking into the cloth. He covered
the boy's hands as quickly as he could, careful not to pull the fabric too
tight. He hated this part, but it had to be done. It was the only way to carry
Hailen without drawing attention. 


Every time the lad came in contact with demons—or
the Hunter, half-demon himself—his fingernails bled, a reaction that still
amazed the Hunter after weeks of traveling together. It seemed to cause the boy
no pain, but it certainly made him stand out. That, his utter naiveté, and his
inability to understand that anyone in the world meant him harm. Hailen was too
friendly, too innocent, which was perhaps why the Hunter felt so protective of
the lad. The cold, cruel world was a harsh place for a boy like Hailen. 


Seizing the cloak hanging from the bedpost, he
threw it over Hailen's sleeping frame. With gentle movements, he scooped the
boy into his arms. 


He grunted at the effort. Lad's getting heavier by the day. 


With one final look at the small room, the Hunter
hurried through the door and down the stairs. Instead of heading to the
taproom, he pushed through the kitchens and in the direction of the back
entrance. Mistress Arna stood outside, holding Elivast's reins. No sign of Saul
the stablehand or Master Umai. 


"Thank you, Mistress Arna." He inclined
his head to the woman. "You have been a gracious host. I will not forget
it." 


A smile broadened the proprietress’ face.
"You're always welcome at The Brazen Fox, Master Hardwell." She held
out her arms to take the sleeping lad. Grateful, he handed the boy over. 


Elivast nickered at his approach. The horse had
been groomed, rubbed, and fed—perhaps a bit too well, judging by his sleek coat
and the fat padding his barrel ribs. With deft movements, the Hunter lifted the
bags from his shoulder and tied them to the saddle with the heavy blanket that
hid his sword. A few tugs at the saddle strap, bridle, and cinches revealed
that Saul had done good work. The horse nuzzled the Hunter's hand and sniffed
at his clothes in search of a treat. 


The Hunter pushed away the horse's nose and turned
to Mistress Arna, who deposited Hailen in his arms once more. 


The proprietress produced a small bundle and held
it out. "His favorite cakes."


The Hunter eyed the bundle. A simple gesture, but
the boy would appreciate it. "Thank you." 


She smiled. "Look after him, Hardwell. He's so
innocent, so happy. What this world will do to a boy like him…" She
trailed off and her smile turned sad. 


He could find no words to reply. What would a
normal person do in this situation? All his skills as an assassin left him
ill-prepared for common life. He settled for a forced smile. 


"Farewell, lad." The proprietress patted
Hailen gently. "May the Apprentice guide you in your travels, Master
Hardwell."


With a nod and a tug on Elivast's reins, the Hunter
turned his back on Mistress Arna and The Brazen Fox Inn.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter's eyes darted into the lengthening
shadows around him. Though he stayed far from The Laughing Farmer, the short
trek across Azmaria seemed one of the longest, most nerve-wracking journeys of his
life. 


As he rode, his mind raced with thoughts of the
Illusionist Cleric and his women. He couldn't understand the reason they would
want to erase his memories. The Illusionist had commanded it, that much he knew
from the words Visibos had read from The
Numeniad. But the “why” of it all eluded him. 


He ached to speed up the pace, but didn't want to
wake the sleeping boy. With Hailen in one arm and Elivast's reins in the other,
he felt vulnerable. If the Illusionist Cleric's minions found him, the Hunter
would be in trouble. He could do little more than hope the dark hood over his
face and the boy in his arms provided sufficient disguise.


His fears proved unfounded. Though he couldn't
shake the feeling of eyes tracking his movements, he saw no sign of dusky skin
anywhere. Only the dust-stained, mud-covered villagers of Azmaria crossed his
path. 


His arms
ached by the time he rode into the caravanserai on the northern outskirts of
Azmaria. The name of the roadside inn had long faded from the warped sign, but
the building itself looked in good condition. Judging by the myriad wagons,
carts, and animals that occupied the expansive paved courtyard, the inn saw a
steady stream of customers. He threw Elivast's reins to a stablehand with
orders not to touch any of his belongings.


The village
of Azmaria lay at the mid-point between the cities of Nysl and Drash. Wine and
spirits from Nysl passed through Azmaria on their way south, while fabrics,
iron ore, and other metals stopped at the village before traveling north. The
journey from Drash had taken over a fortnight. Traveling with Hailen had forced
the Hunter to ride at a much slower pace.


Upon entering
Azmaria days ago, the Hunter had heard of a caravan scheduled to pass through
the village. A pair of farmhands with too many drinks in their bellies boasted
about how they would join the caravan as guardsmen. The Hunter doubted the men
knew their way around the blunt end of a sword, but they'd given him a way to
cross the desert. 


He pushed
through the front doors of the inn and found himself in a large foyer. A wooden
bench stood against the wall to his left, and on his right, the noise of a
taproom drifted through an open doorway. The Hunter strode to the bench and set
down his sleeping burden gently, so as not to wake Hailen or jingle the coins
stowed in the bottom of his satchel.


Opposite the
entrance stood an unctuous-looking man in long robes that marked him as the
master of the inn. "How can I help you, good sir?" His scent—heavy
with dried sweat, powdered talc, and a pungent odor the Hunter recognized as
the oil of the patchouli flower—irritated the Hunter's nostrils.


"I seek
the caravan master." 


"Ahh, of
course." The tavernkeeper rubbed his hands together. "The Sirkar of
the caravan is at dinner, good sir. Perhaps I can convince you to join him. The
meal tonight is particularly excellent, as expected from the Spring Festival.
Pork-wrapped lamb served with fingerling potatoes and stuffed peppers. And, of
course, a bottle of Nyslian Four Scents wine. Best in the house, I assure
you."


The Hunter
had heard the word Sirkar used
before, a title given to the caravan master. "Thank you. I've already
eaten." 


The Hunter
hid a smile as the innkeeper's face fell. The man recovered quickly and
gestured to the open door. "What if I told you that the ale brewed by my
wife is…"


"Later,
perhaps." He had little patience for the fawning proprietor. Too much time
had elapsed since he'd fled The Laughing Farmer. The Illusionist Cleric and his
companions had to be hunting him even now. "I will speak to Sirkar Jeroen.
Now!" He took a step toward the proprietor.


The man
retreated a half-step. "Of course, of course!" His eyes flashed to
the wooden bench, where Hailen lay sleeping on the Hunter's bags. "Rest
assured your belongings will be perfectly safe where they are."


"I have
no doubt they will be." The Hunter's voice filled with menace. "I'd
hate for someone to lose a hand, all because they couldn't keep their fingers
out of places they have no business being."


The innkeeper
showed no sign of fear, but gestured toward the doorway. "If you please,
good sir. Sirkar Jeroen sits at the table of honor."


With a nod,
the Hunter turned and strode into the noisy taproom. He always hated that first
moment of stepping into an alehouse or tavern. His sensitive nose protested at
the unique combinations of odors that greeted him like a blow to the face. This
place smelled as foul as any other.


He studied
the room, searching for the caravan master. The moment he laid eyes on the man,
the Hunter recognized the comfortable air of command. 


The Sirkar
sat with his back to the bar, his feet on the table. A sword belt hung over the
back of his enormous chair. Dark hair flowed down his shoulders, pulled into a
tight tail at the nape of his neck. His coarse laughter rang out above the
taproom din. 


Conversation
ebbed when a few of the room's occupants noticed the Hunter, but after a
cursory examination, they evidently deemed him uninteresting and the buzz of
the voices returned. 


The Hunter
strode toward the table where the huge caravan master sat. He allowed his eyes
to wander over the serving maid, who carried a tray piled high with bread and
sausages. The urge for companionship flitted through his mind, but he pushed
the thought aside. 


Get out of town first, find a woman later. Once Hailen
was safe, he would have plenty of time—and coin—to satisfy his body's needs. 


A drunk
rebounded off the Hunter and stumbled past, tugging at the ties of his
breeches. He heard a loud slap and
turned to see the serving maid storming away, her tray empty. A red-faced man
pursued her to the jeers and shouts of his companions. 


The Hunter
planted himself next to the table, in full view of the caravan master, and
hooked his thumbs in his belt.


"Sirkar
Jeroen, I presume?"


 







Chapter Five
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The caravan
master didn't bother to remove his feet from the table. "Aye, that's me.
Who's asking?" The man smelled of old beer, horses, and the grease that
slicked his hair back. One hand wielded a thick sausage like a dagger, while the
other clutched a tankard overflowing with frothing ale.


"Hardwell,
sir." The Hunter slipped into the now-familiar role, easily adopting the
lilting accent of a Praamian. "I'm looking for a position with your
company."


Sirkar Jeroen
studied him with a keen expression. "And what, pray tell, makes you worthy
to travel with my men? Fancy yourself somewhat of a fighter, do you?" A
thick nose set between dark eyes dominated his face, and his heavy beard flowed
down his chest nearly to his belt.


"I know
my way around a sword, sir. Served in the Praamian Guard." The Hunter
showed no sign of the irritation he felt. "I'll be a valuable addition to
your caravan.” 


"Praamis,
eh?" Sirkar Jeroen nodded his head. "Never been that far south
myself. You're a long way from home, aren't you?"


The Hunter
said nothing. The crack of a whip
startled him, and he looked over his shoulder instinctively, as if expecting to
see the cloth-wielding women. But the doorway remained empty.


Sirkar Jeroen
raised a bushy eyebrow. "Running from something, are we?" 


The Hunter
met his eyes in stoic silence. 


The caravan
master shrugged. "Answer me this, Hardwell. You got any writs out for your
capture or killing in the north?"


The Hunter
shook his head. "First time this far north, sir. No reason why there
should be."


Sirkar Jeroen
nodded. "Good. Never had no run-ins with the law in these parts. Nor will
I, so long as my men stay out of trouble."


"You'll
find I mind my own business quite admirably. And I prefer if others mind
theirs."


"A
private man?" Sirkar Jeroen rubbed his chin. "I can respect
that."


Raucous
laughter rang out in the taproom. The Hunter turned to see Hailen standing in
the doorway, the enormous cloak draped over his shoulders dragging on the
floor. The little boy rubbed eyes still heavy with sleep, and smiled at the
sight of the Hunter.


"Hardwell!"
The boy scurried through the bar and threw his arms around the Hunter's legs.
"Where are we?" 


"You're
awake." The boy's gesture made the Hunter uncomfortable. Even after weeks
of traveling together, he still struggled with how to act around the boy. His
decades spent as an assassin made him poor company for a child. With Farida,
he'd always had a role to play—Danther the jolly tailor, Anglion the prim and
proper noble, and others. With Hailen, he had no mask to hide behind, no
personality to pretend. He felt awkward around the boy, which frustrated him no
end.


"I had a
wonderful afternoon playing with Brannie and Saul. They gave me all the cakes I
could…"


"Hailen."
The Hunter knew the boy could ramble on for hours. "I need to talk to
Sirkar Jeroen here. Go back to the bench and wait for me there." He winced
as the words came out harsh, and softened his tone. "After I am done, we
will find you more of those cakes you like."


Hailen's smile
broadened and he unclasped his hands from the Hunter's waist. "Oh, good.
I'm getting hungry, you know." 


"I'll be
there in a moment."


"I'll
take him, sir." A serving girl bustled up behind the boy and placed a
gentle hand on his shoulder. 


The Hunter nodded.
"Thank you." 


The girl led
Hailen away, the boy chatting happily as if they were old friends.


"Your
boy?" Sirkar Jeroen asked. 


Without
turning to look at the caravan master, the Hunter nodded. "Something like
that." Only once the pair had disappeared through the doorway did the
Hunter face Sirkar Jeroen.


"How
old?"


"Six."
The Hunter couldn't be sure, but it seemed about the right age. 


"A kid's
extra weight, you know." 


The Hunter
shrugged. "I'm worth it."


The Sirkar
studied him, an eyebrow raised. Clearly the caravan master was skeptical, but
the Hunter stood firm beneath the man's scrutiny. 


"Well,
Hardwell of Praamis, let me tell you something. This gut here," he smacked
his ample belly, "has never steered me wrong in my years of business. 'Tis
a good judge of character." 


"What
does it say about me?"


Sirkar
Jeroen's boots thumped on the floor and his chair scraped as he stood. "It
says you're the kind of hard fellow that's good to have on a dangerous road.
Trusting you, now that's another matter entirely."


The Hunter
nodded. "It's all a man can ask for."


The Sirkar
extended a hand to the Hunter, and he shook it. Sirkar Jeroen pulled the Hunter
closer, until the two men stared nearly eye to eye. 


"You've
got something you're running from, I can tell that by the rumbling in my
belly." Sirkar Jeroen's expression turned serious. "I don't know what
it is, nor much care. Just don't bring it with you. Do your duty, keep your
mouth shut, and you and me will get along fine. Y'hear?"


The Hunter
ducked his head in feigned humility. "Thank you, sir. You won't regret
it."


"I'd
better not." Sirkar Jeroen released the Hunter's hand and reached for his
tankard of ale. "Just so you know, the pay might not be what you're used
to, but you'll be fed and watered. At least as well as the beasts of burden,
eh?" He guffawed and slapped the Hunter on the back.


"Sounds
fair to me." 


Sirkar
Jeroen's face creased into a smile. "Good man. Now, I've got a tankard of
Azmaria's finest pisswater going flat." He reached for his tankard and
drank deep. "Life has taught me never to leave ale sitting too long. Never
know what someone'll drop in it." 


The Hunter
nodded. "Indeed."


"We
leave after dark, Hardwell." Sirkar Jeroen plopped back into his seat.
"See Kellen about your travel orders. He'll get you sorted."


 


* * *


 


Kellen turned
out to be a fresh-faced southerner barely old enough to call himself a man. He
sat at the entrance to the stables, muttering to himself about "being the
only one left to guard the bloody horses".


"Go
away!" Kellen shouted at the approaching Hunter. "This stable is
reserved for our beasts only." He stood and reached for the sword hanging
at his belt.


"Easy,
friend." The Hunter held up his right hand in a gesture of peace. Hailen trailed
behind him, clinging to his left hand. "The name's Hardwell. Sirkar Jeroen
sent me. Says you're to fix us up with gear."


The Hunter
scrutinized the young man. His pale blond hair stood out against his
sun-darkened skin, and blue eyes burned beneath wispy eyebrows. Angular
cheekbones almost made him look feminine; the pitiful moustache clinging to his
upper lip did little to dispel the illusion. The man's scent was a combination
of leather, steel, and lavender—odd, but pleasant enough. 


Kellen studied
him in return. "I don't see no weapons on you. He hire you as the
cook?"


The Hunter
smiled wryly. "I prefer to keep mine hidden away."


"A
sneaky sort, are you?" Kellen took in the mud and blood on the Hunter's
clothes. "Hasn't seemed to do you much good."


"Any
fight you walk away from is a win, as far as I'm concerned." 


A smile
creased Kellen's face. "I think I'm going to like you, Hardwell." He
held out his hand and the Hunter gripped it. The young man's attention turned
to Hailen. "Who's the lad?" 


"Hailen,
sir." The boy pulled his arm from the Hunter's grip, stepped forward, and
extended his hand, still swallowed by the voluminous cloak. 


"Pleased
to meet you, Hailen." Kellen's smile broadened as he shook Hailen's hand.
He looked up at the Hunter. "A friendly one, this boy of yours."


The Hunter
forced a smile. "That he is." 


Kellen
straightened. "Spent much time on horseback, Hardwell?"


"I have
my own mount."


"Good.
Will you be needing a sword as well?" 


The Hunter
shook his head. "Might be you have a spare tent? Mine's got more holes
than a wedge of Nyslian cheese."


Kellen
grinned. "I think we've got a few extras around. I'll have to take it from
your pay."


The Hunter
shrugged. "Fair enough. Will I be needing rations?"


Kellen waved
his hand in a dismissive gesture. "The Sirkar covers that. It's why the
pay's so low. Besides, Allon is a mean cook when he's in the right mood.
Nothing like his boar's feet stew, not anywhere on the face of Einan."


The Hunter
gave him a companionable grin. "I'll take your word for it." 


"Trust
me on this one. After a long day of travel, anything Allon scoops into your
bowl will taste like a feast fit for nobles."


The Hunter
doubted it. He'd sat at far too many feasts alongside nobles, lords, and even a
prince or two, on occasion. But he just nodded. 


Kellen pushed
through the door of a nearby room. The sound of clanking and grunting sounded
from within, and when the man emerged a minute later, he carried a tied roll of
canvas, an armload of wooden staves, and a satchel with tent pegs.


"Thank
you, Kellen." 


"Of
course." Kellen inclined his head. He studied the position of the sun.
"Just an hour or so before dark. Might want to get yourself something to
eat and fetch that horse of yours."


"We just
ate."


"We had
sweet cakes!" Hailen cried. "With honey and cinnamon and coriander
seeds and…"


Kellen
laughed. "Good for you, lad." He patted the boy's head. 


The Hunter
forced himself to remain motionless when all he wanted to do was remove the
man's hand. He hadn't grown used to everyone wanting to touch the boy. Every
gesture looked like a threat to him, and some protective instinct within him
warred against his common sense. 


"Come,
Hailen." He took the boy's hand again and pulled him away. "Let's go
find Elivast and see if he wants an apple."


The boy
jabbered excitedly all the way to the stable where Elivast stood. The groom
hadn't removed the horse's gear, and the complex knots holding his bags shut
remained intact. The Hunter lifted Hailen into the saddle and gave the tack a
once-over for signs of fraying or weakening. Hailen chirped at the horse in his
high-pitched voice. Elivast endured the attention in stolid silence, content to
munch on horsebread. 


Satisfied
that everything was prepared, the Hunter pulled Hailen down. He drew an apple
from his cloak and gave it to the boy. Hailen patted Elivast's long, wet nose
as he fed the beast. 


Never a moment of silence when he's around. 


After so many
years of living alone, in silence, having someone around made the Hunter
uncomfortable. In the last weeks of traveling with Hailen, he'd hardly had a
moment to himself. Strange thing was, he didn't miss the solitude. 


Since fleeing
Malandria with the boy, he'd relished the time spent in the boy's presence.
When Hailen was near, the voices—Soulhunger and his inner demon—remained
silent. Only with Hailen close at hand could the Hunter find peace from the
endless struggle with his demonic heritage and the incessant demands and pleas
for death.


But when he
left the boy, the voices returned in force. He hated the internal war for
control. The desire for death drove him to do terrible things, and he could not
avoid it, only fight until it overwhelmed him. The demon's screams and the
dagger's insistent demands for death set his head aching and made him physically
ill.


The Hunter
gripped Hailen's shoulders and knelt before the lad. "Hailen, I need you
to listen to me very carefully. Can you do that?"


Hailen's face
grew serious. "Of course I can. I'm six years old, after all!" He
held up the appropriate fingers to indicate his age.


"Yes,
Hailen, which means you're old enough to understand what I'm telling you."



The Hunter
studied the boy's face. The flat bridge of his upturned nose, the full lips,
cheeks flushed from the excitement of riding Elivast, the dark blue eyes, the
round cheeks, and small chin. He looked so much like Farida, the little girl
he'd rescued—and lost—in Voramis. 


"You and
I are going to go on a journey, Hailen. We need to leave Azmaria.
Tonight."


Hailen's brow
furrowed and the corners of his mouth drooped. "But I don't want to! I
don't want to leave Branna and Mistress Arna and Saul and…"


"I know
you don't, Hailen, but we have to. Something important has come up, which means
we have to keep traveling north."


"But…"


"I'm
sorry, Hailen."


"You
can't make me leave!" Hailen stamped his foot on the floor and crossed his
arms. "I won't do it."


The Hunter
had no idea how to deal with the boy. "We don't have a choice! I have to
leave, and I have to take you with me."


"Why
can't you just leave me here?" Hailen asked. "I can stay with
Mistress Arna until you come back and get me."


The Hunter's
chest felt as if someone had snapped his ribs and squeezed his heart. "I
can't, Hailen." He swallowed hard. "I have to take you with me. It's
the only way to be sure…" 


He trailed
off. The boy wouldn’t understand why he had to leave. His little world had no
place for assassins, demons, and everything else that was part of his life. But
the Hunter couldn't be alone with his inner voices, not when taking the boy
with him would bring him peace and silence. The child would have to understand.


"You
have to trust me, Hailen. Trust that I'm doing what's right for you, for the
both of us." He tried to say it with conviction, but he couldn't convince
himself. 


Hailen's face
fell. "B-But, can we come back soon and visit?"


"I don't
know. We'll have to see." He had no need to return to Azmaria, but the boy
wouldn't understand. The little lie couldn't hurt. 


Hailen's lip
trembled, but he nodded. 


The Hunter
smiled. So trusting. 


His face
fell. He remembered the real reason he had to speak to Hailen alone. "One
more thing, Hailen."


The Hunter
seized the boy's right hand in his own and held it up. "You know what
happens when you touch me or I touch you, right?"


Hailen
nodded. "My fingers get all yucky."


"That's
right." The Hunter unwound the cloth from around the boy's hand, revealing
fingernails stained with blood. Crimson dripped from Hailen's fingers, staining
the hay-strewn floor of the barn. It happened every time Hailen came in contact
with those of demon blood. 


"Is it
bad?" Hailen looked worried.


"No, of
course not. But others won't understand it. They'll think I'm hurting
you."


"Why
would they think that?"


Hailen
couldn't understand. He was too innocent and naïve. It was what put him in such
danger, why the Hunter had to protect him. He'd failed Farida; he wouldn't
allow Hailen to share the same fate. 


"Just
trust me. Can you do that?" 


"I
can."


"Good.
Then don't touch me."


Hailen's eyes
grew serious and frown lines creased his forehead. "Did I do something
wrong? Are you angry at me?" His big eyes filled with moisture. 


"No,
Hailen, of course you didn't do anything wrong! I'm not angry." The Hunter
shook his head emphatically. "But if someone else sees what happens to
your hands, they may want to know why.
They won't understand that you were born that way, that it's what makes you
special." He had no idea what caused Hailen's fingernails to bleed, but
saying the words helped Hailen feel better about it.


The worry in
Hailen's face cleared and he smiled again. "Yes, Father Pietus always told
me that I was chosen by the Illusionist. He said I was going to do great
things!" 


"And he
was right, Hailen." The Hunter began to unwrap the cloth from around
Hailen's hands, careful not to make contact with the exposed flesh. Slowly, the
red faded from the boy's nails, and they returned to their regular color.
"So just…just don't touch me. Can you promise me that?"


Hailen considered
this with a somber expression, then nodded. "Yes, Hardwell, I can do
that."


The Hunter
finished unwrapping Hailen's hands and held them up. "I'm doing this for
you. I promise."


Before he
could react, Hailen threw his arms around his neck. The Hunter stiffened.
Farida had hugged him before when he wore the disguise of Danther the tailor,
but he—the Hunter—had never given her a proper hug. He didn't know how to
process the myriad emotions flooding him. Most surprising of all, he found
himself returning the affection.


After a
moment, Hailen pulled back from the Hunter and patted him on the head. "No
touching, Hardwell, remember?" 


With a smile,
the Hunter climbed to his feet. "Of course, Hailen. How could I
forget?"


 


 


 







Chapter Six
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The wagon
train rolled out of the caravanserai less than an hour after sunset. 


Sirkar
Jeroen, as if sensing the Hunter's need to remain near Hailen, assigned him to
ride beside the covered wagon that belonged to Ayden, the healer. The man had a
daughter of an age with Hailen, and had agreed—upon the Sirkar's request—to
allow the boy to ride with them. The Hunter had no idea if he could trust the
healer or Natania, his wife, but had no choice. Hailen's laughter rang out from
within the wagon, and the boy's exuberant, piping voice carried the
conversation long after his companions had fallen silent. 


Draping the
reins over the horn, the Hunter leaned back in the saddle and breathed deeply
of the night air. The heavy smell of animals—horses, oxen, and mules—filled his
nostrils, accompanied by the myriad of scents of the men, women, and children
who journeyed with the caravan.


A gentle
breeze caressed his face, bringing with it the fresh scent of green life, the
last swaths of verdant country before the Advanat Desert. He smiled and allowed
the tension in his body to drain away. He glanced over his shoulder, taking one
last look at the village of Azmaria slowly receding into the distance. 


If I never have to see that place again, it will be
too soon. He had no idea how the Illusionist Cleric had found him, but surely the
madman and his servants couldn't track him across the Advanat. He should be
safe. 


The final
rays of daylight faded, leaving behind a dark sky flecked with more stars
beyond number. Ever since he had fled Malandria with Hailen by his side, the
emptiness of the sky no longer mocked him. Now, the twinkling lights high above
served as a reminder that he wasn't alone.


“You've never been alone,” the demon
whispered in his thoughts. “I have been
with you all along.” 


The Hunter
clenched his fists, and the tightness in his shoulders returned. If only I could find a way to be rid of you
once and for all! Both of you. He stroked the silver pendant at his neck,
an unconscious gesture, finding comfort in the smooth metal. 


Soulhunger
throbbed in his mind. The dagger, hanging at his belt, begged to be used. It
hadn't fed for more than a week. The blade—and the voice in his mind—grew
restless and demanding. He found it ever harder to silence their relentless
assault on his sanity. 


“You will give in, Bucelarii.” The demon's
voice mocked him. “Why fight it at all?”


Because I must. I refuse to be ruled by anyone or
anything, even you. I am the master of my own fate. 


One of the
caravan guards—the Hunter hadn't learned his name—trotted past, nodding
companionably at the Hunter.


“Kill him,” the demon wheedled. “He is strong. His power will feed you
well.”


You know our bargain, Abiarazi. He pushed
back against the presence. I kill when I
will, and only those of my choosing. 


In Malandria,
the Hunter had come to a simple realization: he needed to kill as much as the
voices in his head. But he refused to be controlled by his own nature. He would
choose his targets from among those who deserved it—a small capitulation to his
humanity. 


Disapproval
reverberated in his thoughts. “Ever the
recalcitrant Bucelarii. One day soon, you will lose control again. I will be
waiting, and together, we will wreak glorious destruction.”


Images of
Malandria danced through his thoughts, and he once more stood in the
blood-soaked carpet of the House of Need. Poisoned by iron and minutes from
succumbing, he had given in to the demon's demands. Soulhunger had purged the
iron from his body, and he'd turned the Beggar Temple into an abattoir. At the
time, he'd told himself he killed to survive.


Now he knew
better. Facing death, he'd given in to the part of him that lusted for the
kill. He had reveled in the carnage he wreaked that day. The power had filled
him with a thrill no food, liquor, opiate, or companion could provide. His
fingers traced the scars—nearly twenty of them—across his chest. A mark to
remind him of every life he took.


He didn't
regret his decision. He had to kill, that much he knew. If he didn't, the
voices in his mind would drive him insane. He'd struck a bargain with the
demon: he would kill, and it would give him peace. The voices fell blessedly
silent once he'd sated their bloodlust, their clamor for death. Yet the lull in
chaos grew ever shorter. The cries for blood returned all too soon. 


In the weeks
since leaving Malandria, he'd learned to hide his thoughts from the voices, to
fight back when they threatened to shred his sanity. But he could only block
them out for so long. They always returned to plague him. 


He had only
one choice: to give them what they wanted. 


So be it. He
could cling to the fact that he only killed the deserving. If his actions rid
the world of a stain upon humanity, it would be enough. He could live with a
few deaths if it preserved his sanity. 


The sound of
muttered conversations reached his ears. He turned to study the wagons and
carts around him, taking in the faces of the people with whom he shared the
road. Who would be the next to fall beneath his blade? What soul deserving of
judgment and death would find their bloody end at his hands?


Soon, but not tonight, the Hunter
told the voices. If I am to kill, I must
be smart about it. I will find a victim no one will miss. Someone will die, but
in a way that keeps suspicion directed away from me.


The demon
refused to stay silent. “Why? Why not
slaughter them all and take the power these puny mortals offer?”


The Hunter
knew the demon's true reason for wanting death. For every life Soulhunger
ripped from a living being, the chains holding Kharna, Destroyer of the World,
loosened a little more. One day, when Soulhunger claimed that final soul, the
Great Destroyer would be unleashed. The Hunter had no desire to see that
happen, for on that day, everything he knew and cared for would come to an end.
All because he could not fight off the driving urge to kill. 


The burden
rested heavy on his shoulders. It was what drew him ever northward, what had
forced him to join the caravan. He had to cross the Advanat Desert, for
somewhere beyond it he would find answers about his past. His past could hold
the answers to his future. And there he would find the truth about Her.


The memory of Her face still haunted him. Golden
hair framed Her soft nose, high cheekbones, and full lips. Her beautiful smile
stared down at him from the darkened sky every night. And, as he closed his
eyes to sleep, he saw Her face contort into a mask of rage. Every night, just
as the deep embrace of slumber claimed him for its own, he saw that flashing
blade plunge toward his chest.


A chill
coursed through him despite the heat of the night. Everything he thought he
knew about Her changed since he had unlocked that memory. Now, even as he
traveled in the direction in which She lay, he dreaded the final encounter. Yet
still he had to go. Something within compelled him, a force too strong to
resist. He had to find Her, no matter what.


A whiff of
lavender drifted on the evening breeze. "Beautiful night, isn't it?"
Kellen's voice cut into his thoughts.


The Hunter
looked up to see the young man riding beside him. "Indeed," he
grunted. 


They rode in
silence for a minute, the Hunter pointedly ignoring Kellen's scrutiny. 


Kellen tried
again. "So, Hardwell, tell me about yourself." 


"Not
much to tell." The Hunter had no desire to engage any more than necessary.
"Traveling north is all."


"And the
boy?" Kellen thrust his chin toward the covered wagon. "He
yours?"


"Something
like that."


Kellen
grinned. "Not too chatty, are you?"


The Hunter
grunted in reply. 


"You and
Graden will make a beautiful pair."


The Hunter
said nothing, content to ride in silence.


"He'll
be safe, you know." 


Kellen's
words surprised the Hunter. He turned to stare at the young man.


"Your
Hailen." Kellen indicated the wagon again. "If he's with Natania, the
healer's wife. She's good with the little'uns." 


The Hunter
nodded. 


"If it
puts you at ease, I heard Sirkar Jeroen tell Graden to keep you close to the
wagons for the next few days. You'll be close to the lad for most of the day,
save for when we make camp."


"I'll be
certain to give him my thanks when next we rest. When is that, by the
way?"


"Already
growing tired, Hardwell?" Kellen gave the Hunter a mocking grin. "The
great warrior, saddle sore after an hour."


The Hunter
shook his head. "Just curious, is all."


"We ride
through the night and most of tomorrow," Kellen replied. 


"Travel
at night?" the Hunter asked. "Why not leave come morning? Why risk
tiring the men and beasts?"


An odd
expression crossed Kellen's face. He opened his mouth as if to speak, snapped
it shut, and swallowed. "The master wants to put good distance between us
and Azmaria." He shrugged, a gesture of forced nonchalance. 


"Fair
enough." The Hunter nodded, and the two lapsed into silence.


“He's hiding something.” 


The Hunter
looked askance at Kellen riding beside him. Of
course he is. And doing a piss-poor job of it. 


The young man
mumbled something about needing to check on the wagons and kicked his horse
into a trot. 


The Hunter
stifled a snort. At least I'll be riding
with the wagons for a while. He'd be close enough to keep an eye on Hailen,
keep him out of trouble. But proximity to Hailen would mean a whole different
sort of mess. 


The Hunter
couldn't let anyone see what happened to the boy's hands upon contact with him.
He'd had to remove the bloodstained bandages, and a pair of gloves couldn't be
the solution, not in this desert heat. They would only draw more attention. No,
his only recourse was to avoid touching Hailen. How could he explain that he
wasn't hurting the boy, that it was just Hailen's body reacting to his presence?
No one would understand. 


His problems
with the boy didn't end there. He had no idea how to comfort Hailen when he
cried or control him when he acted out. And, given the horrors witnessed in the
House of Need, the Hunter had no doubt the boy would act out sooner or later.


No child can walk away from that unscathed. Not
even one as innocent and naïve as Hailen.


That was
another problem. Hailen would treat total strangers like old friends. The boy
had walked up to him in Malandria, ignored the weapons in his hand, and smiled
at him. At him, the Hunter, the man who had just killed Lord Knight Moradiss!


He is definitely touched by the Illusionist. No normal
child would step over the lifeless body of his protector like that. It was as if he couldn't grasp the
concept of the knight and Father Pietus' deaths. 


The Hunter
feared for Hailen's life every moment of every day. He never knew who the boy
would talk to next or what sort of trouble he would find himself in. What he
did know was the horrible things that happened to young boys—and young girls—in
the wrong places. He'd seen it for himself in The Arms of Heaven and Voramis’
less reputable brothels. He couldn't imagine Hailen—trusting, happy, friendly
Hailen—dragged away because he spoke to the wrong person or walked down the
wrong street. Though he'd tried to explain it to the boy, Hailen didn't seem to
understand. It seemed the idea such dangers existed didn't fit in his world.


But the
Hunter couldn't constantly be there to protect the boy. He had duties to the
caravan, and his quest for answers into his past had and would lead him to
places too dangerous for the boy. He couldn't remain near Hailen for long, but
he couldn't stay away. He was in an impossible situation, one that wouldn't
grow easier any time soon.


A knot formed
in the Hunter's shoulders, and he hunched over the horn of the saddle. He'd
never felt like this before, torn between two instincts. One screamed at him to
kill everything and everyone around him, the other insisted that he protect the
innocent lad that had fallen into his care, if only to retain a grip on his
sanity. 


The burden on
his soul, the one that had begun the night he found Farida dying by the side of
the Midden, grew heavier with each passing day.
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"Still
awake, eh? Not the first night spent in the saddle, I'd wager." 


The Hunter
studied Kellen through bleary eyes, yawned, and stretched. Hours of riding and
only now the first rays of the sun peered over the eastern horizon. 


Kellen handed
the Hunter a wineskin. "Nysl's best travel vintage." 


The Hunter
took a gulp and grimaced at the acrid wine. "Keeper's taint! Tastes like
rat piss."


"That it
does." Kellen nodded, grinning. "But better than drinking water that
spent a day sloshing around in the desert heat."


The Hunter
snorted. "Not by much." He passed the skin back to the young man.


Kellen thrust
his chin toward the head of the column. "The Sirkar sent me. He wants to
talk to you."


The Hunter
glanced at the covered wagon. Hailen would sleep for at least an hour longer. 


"He'll
be fine, Hardwell," Kellen said, interpreting the gesture. "I told
you last night, Natania can handle it."


The Hunter
wasn't certain of that, but what choice did he have?


"Where
is the Sirkar?"


Kellen
gestured lazily. "Riding his wagon, a few back from the lead mounts."


The Hunter
nodded and spurred Elivast forward. The beast, hardly tired after the slow pace
of the night, trotted past the wagons, only too glad to stretch its legs


The Hunter closed
his eyes as a cool breeze wafted over his face, whipped at his cloak, and
pulled back his hood. The first rays of the morning sun caressed him, warming
him and driving away the melancholy of night.


I could get used to this.


After weeks
of traveling with Hailen, riding felt like second nature. He remembered the
discomfort he'd felt when first leaving Voramis. It all seemed so long ago.
Here he was, traveling north in search of his past—and his future. 


He pinched
his nose as the demon's wordless shrieking set his head aching. He almost
wished for the mocking derision of the previous day; anything was better than
the incessant screams.


Today's going to be another long one. 


The Hunter
reined in Elivast as he approached the wagon that could only belong to the
master of the caravan. The four horses yoked to the wagon looked worth their
weight in silver—a strong, dependable, placid breed, capable of pulling immense
loads and trotting at a rapid gait if necessary. A polished and lacquered
wooden housing sat atop a metal frame, and the heavy, iron-rimmed wooden wheels
rolled over the rutted road with ease. The caravan master sat in the driver's
place on a cushion of thick padding.


"She's a
beauty, isn't she?" Sirkar Jeroen's face filled with pride. 


The Hunter
nodded. "Indeed. Worth quite the fortune, I don't doubt." Something
about the steel bands that reinforced the wooden frame told the Hunter that
this was where the truly valuable items were stored. 


"Worth
every copper bit!" Sirkar Jeroen smiled. Wrinkles appeared at the corners
of his eyes and mouth, and bright teeth showed through the dark beard. 


"You
wanted to speak with me, sir?" 


"Yes, so
I did." The Sirkar nodded and stroked his beard with one hand. In the
other, he held the wagon's reins in a loose grip. He studied the Hunter from
the corner of his eyes. "Kellen tells me you were wondering about our late
night departure."


"Aye,
sir." The Hunter nodded. "From my experience, travel is mostly done
during the day, unless…" He trailed off pointedly. 


"Unless?"
Sirkar Jeroen raised an eyebrow.


The Hunter
met his gaze without hesitation. "Unless one has something to hide,
sir." 


Sirkar
Jeroen's face hardened. "And if there was something to hide, Hardwell,
what business of yours is that?"


"None at
all, sir." The Hunter shrugged. "It was just an observation. And, if
I am to do my job of protecting this caravan, I like to have all the necessary
information. Know what I'm to be protecting and who to protect it from."


Sirkar Jeroen
stared at the Hunter with an indecipherable expression. "Smart man,
Hardwell. Be careful you are not too
smart, eh?"


The Hunter
said nothing.


The caravan
master's face hardened again and he dropped his voice. "What did I tell
you about doing your duty and keeping your mouth shut, Hardwell? Can you do
that?"


The Hunter
nodded. 


"Good."
Sirkar Jeroen's face relaxed. "If there's something you need to know—if, mind you—I'll tell you once I’m
certain I can trust you. Fair?"


"Yes,
sir." 


Sirkar
Jeroen's smile returned. "Well, then, Hardwell, I won't keep you from your
duties."


"I'm off
duty, Sirkar. Kellen took the lead."


The caravan
master nodded. "Fair enough. That will be all, Hardwell." 


Irked at the
dismissal, the Hunter turned Elivast toward the rear of the caravan train. He
allowed the horse to choose his own speed, content to bask in the cool of the
morning. The sound of songbirds reached his ears, though the rumbling of oxen,
the creaking of wagons, and rattling of wheels threatened to drown it out. He
covered his face with his cloak against the dust kicked up by the passage of so
many feet and carts.


As he
approached the covered wagon, Hailen's piping voice rang out, bringing a smile
to his lips at the sound. The screeching in his head retreated, his headache
along with it.


Hailen peered
out the front of the wagon and waved a chubby hand. "Hardwell!" 


"Did you
sleep well, Hailen?"


The boy's
face, still red and wrinkled from sleep, broke into a smile. "Oh, yes,
Hardwell. It was wonderful!" He looked around him, his eyes brimming with
wonder. "Me and Eileen were awake all night long, watching the stars in
the sky. Did you know there are more stars than people in Azmaria? Miss Natania
said that…"


The Hunter
stopped listening after a few minutes. Hailen hardly stopped to take a breath,
but rambled on and on. The Hunter encouraged him with noncommittal grunts and
the occasional "Oh, yes?" It was enough to be in the boy's presence,
if only to find peace from the voices. 


"Well,
goodbye, Hardwell! Miss Natania is calling me for breakfast." 


The words
registered in the Hunter's mind and he looked up at the boy. "Very well,
Hailen. Have fun, and let me know if you need anything." 


"I
will!" Hailen's smile grew even larger. "Miss Natania said that
Eileen and I would…"


A hand
reached out from within the covered wagon and tugged at Hailen's sleeve.
Without a backward glance for the Hunter, the boy disappeared from sight. 


Keeper's teats! How the lad loves to talk. 


Hailen was
touched by the Illusionist, no doubt about it. He had traipsed through a pool of
Cambionari blood, watched the priest who'd tutored and cared for him die at the
Hunter's hands, and witnessed the death of a demon. Yet, in the weeks since
leaving Malandria, it was as if his mind sloughed off the memories of the
traumatic events. In fact, he was happier and more carefree than the other
children they'd encountered on their travels. 


Just one more sign he's not quite right. Even he,
whose interaction with children had been limited to the time he spent with
Farida, knew Hailen was abnormal. 


The boy's
interest in others bordered on the unnatural, and naïve innocence counted among
the symptoms of whatever malady or madness plagued him. It was as if he was
incapable of comprehending that someone would want to harm him. The
Illusionist's touch on the boy's mind placed him in perpetual danger from
threats he would never understand or expect.


The Hunter
fell into place beside the wagon, and his hand instinctively dropped to the
sword at his belt. A plain, utilitarian blade, it lacked the craftsmanship of
the sword he had lost to the Beggar Priests in Malandria, but the simplicity of
the steel befitted a traveling sword-for-hire. He'd spent long hours in
practice on the road north, adjusting to the change in weight and reach. It
served him well enough. 


No weapon
could ever replace Soulhunger. A hidden sheath at his belt hid the dagger
beneath his cloak, yet still within easy reach should he need it. The blade's
voice echoed in his mind, leering, cajoling, begging to feed. 


He touched
the rolled-up blanket tied behind his saddle, and his skin prickled at the
presence of the Swordsman's iron blades. The pain felt oddly comforting. It
reminded him that demons—those hidden throughout Einan and the one in his
mind—could be killed. 


The shrieking
fell silent, and the demon's voice grew coherent. “Why? What impels you on your quest to eliminate your kind from Einan?”


Why did he hunt down the Abiarazi, the
demons hiding among humanity? They were among the few that hadn't shunned him
once they learned the truth about who he was—what he was. 


“They are the only ones who will accept you.”


No, that
couldn't be true. Hailen had shown no sign of fear, and Bardin had invited him
into the pitiful shelter he called home back in Malandria. Father Reverentus, head
Beggar Priest in Voramis, and Celicia, Fourth of the Bloody Hand, had seen
beyond the assassin and half-demon. Even Sir Danna, the Cambionari knight he
had met on the road to Malandria, had glimpsed good in him. 


“Before she put a dagger in your chest, of course.”


The Hunter
ground his teeth. The demon never failed to remind him of what had happened
when Sir Danna and Visibos, her apprentice, discovered the truth. He'd ignored
the demon's demands to kill the Beggar Priests and nearly died because of it.


Einan would be better off without the Abiarazi. And the
Bucelarii, perhaps. I do what I must to
protect Hailen and those like him.


Movement at
the front of the covered wagon drew the Hunter's attention. A woman poked her
head out from beneath the canopy and turned to him. Long red hair flowed free,
framing her pale, freckled face in a bright vermillion that enhanced her
beauty. Natania, the healer Ayden's wife.


"Here,"
she said, extending a small bundle toward him. "Your boy worried you might
be hungry."


He swallowed
to stifle his body's reaction to her presence, her scent of wildflowers and
fresh rain, the way her full figure lent elegance to her modest gown. He'd gone
too long without companionship. Too many kills with no release; he would have
to remedy that soon.


"Thanks."
With a nod, he took the bundle. Her smile widened for a moment, then she
disappeared into the caravan in a flurry of colorful cloth and blazing hair.


The bundle
contained a small portion of day-old bread, cured meat, and pungent cheese that
filled the air with its delightful aroma. A handful of nuts and grapes lay
scattered within. 


The Hunter
dug into the food with relish. He had nibbled at a few cakes last night, but
worry had stolen his appetite. Now, after a night in the saddle, he was glad
for something to eat.


"I see
you've met my wife."


A strong,
clear voice rang out beside the Hunter. Looking up, he found himself staring
into eyes as green as the Maiden's Fields in Voramis. The man's pale skin
matched his wife's, but his hair was a shade of brown dark enough to be nearly
black. He had strong features, with angular cheekbones, a broad nose, and a
solid chin. 


"You'd
be Ayden, then? The healer." 


A smile
creased the man's face and he nodded. "Aye, that I am. You find yourself
with saddle sores, trench foot, goiters, or a touch of the clap"—the smile
turned sardonic—"you come to me."


The Hunter
returned the smile. "Doubt I'll need you, but thanks anyway."


Ayden
shrugged and leaned against the wagon seat. The Hunter marveled at the man's
thin frame and pale skin, but saw strength in his grip on the reins. Ayden
smelled of candle tallow, charcoal, and books—a scent that reminded the Hunter
of Visibos. 


Clearly this one spends a fair deal of time with
his books when not traveling.


"Your
lad. Hailen. He's a good one. Friendly." 


The Hunter
nodded. 


"Too
friendly, perhaps?" Ayden studied the Hunter with an earnest expression.


The Hunter
scowled. "What business of yours is that?"


Ayden held up
his hands in a gesture of peace. "None. But I've seen it before. The
Illusionist's touch, some say." 


The Hunter's
scowl deepened. "You saying the boy is…"


"Not at
all!" Ayden shook his head. "Different, is all. Too trusting, too
innocent. Doesn't know that people mean him harm. Sound about right?"


The Hunter
narrowed his eyes. What was the purpose of these questions? What was the healer
trying to discover?


"I'll
take that as a yes." Ayden shrugged. "I've seen it before. Not too
common, but not as rare as you'd think. It's a sign of the Illusionist's favor,
some say. All I know is you should keep an eye on him. Never know what sort of
trouble he might get into."


"I'll do
that." Reflexively, his hand dropped to his sword. 


Ayden watched
him with a curious expression. "You can trust Natania, you know. She does
well with all the children, but she seems to have taken a special liking to
Hailen."


The Hunter
swallowed the anger, though the tension in his shoulders remained.
"Everyone seems to think I need to know she can be trusted."


Ayden gave
him a thin smile. "That may have to do with the way your eyes never leave
the wagon. You don’t look like one who trusts easily."


"That
so?" The Hunter felt the embers of his anger flare to life again. 


"It's
normal, you know." Ayden pointedly kept his eyes on the road ahead.
"Traveling alone, just the two of you, it's hard to trust anyone else. I'd
say the world hasn't treated you too kindly over the years."


"It's a
harsh world for everyone. We all learn that in time."


"Maybe.
But perhaps it's not all bad. Give people a chance, and they may very well grow
on you."


The Hunter
said nothing, his eyes locked on Elivast's mane.


"A word
of caution, though." 


The Hunter
looked up at the healer. 


"Good
and bad's not always easy to see at first glance." Ayden fixed him with a
piercing gaze. "Be careful who you choose to trust." 


"I'll do
that," the Hunter growled. 


Ayden nodded
and turned his attention back to the horses, leaving the Hunter to the wailing
of the demon in his mind.
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Two weeks
earlier…


The Hunter
was only too glad when Sirkar Jeroen called a halt for the evening. 


He groaned as
he descended from the saddle. His whole body ached. And here I thought I was getting used to long hours of riding. 


He bent to
stretch the stiff muscles in his back and grunted as they slowly loosened. His
head felt ready to split in half; the demon's wailing hadn't ceased since the
morning. He pinched the bridge of his nose to soothe the throbbing behind his
eyes.


Kellen rode
up beside him and jumped down from his horse without a trace of discomfort.
"Good first day, Hardwell." He grinned. "Don't wait too long to
find your way to Allon's wagon. His food is always best the first day out of a
city, and you'll want to get some while it's still hot."


The Hunter
grunted a word of thanks and, throwing Elivast's reins around the
hastily-erected picket, followed Kellen to the cookwagon.


The smell of
fresh food drove away the Hunter's melancholy. He hadn't eaten anything since
morning, and a long day of sweating in the saddle had taken its toll on him. He
didn't bother waiting until the delicious-smelling stew had cooled before
spooning it into his mouth.


"Damn!
This is bloody good."


"I told
you." Kellen grinned beside him. The young man also swallowed the food in
a hurry, apparently unfazed by its scalding heat. "Food gets a bit rough
after a few weeks on the road, so enjoy it while you can."


A sea of men,
women, and children surrounded them, sitting on the ground or whatever
makeshift seats they could fashion. Nearby, Hailen sat next to a young,
red-haired girl that had to be Eileen. The healer and his wife stood guard over
the small group of children under their care. 


Through the
crowd moved a handful of women, cloth-covered baskets on their hips. The nutty
scent of fresh-baked bread wafted toward him, setting his mouth watering.


One of the
basket-toting women moved toward them—a girl, really, who couldn't have seen
more than a dozen winters. When she bent to hand a crust of bread to an older
man, the Hunter saw a flash of pale skin. The girl quickly covered it up, but
in that moment, the Hunter had glimpsed yellow, brown, and blue bruises
mottling her skin. Her eyes remained downcast, and she refused to meet the
gazes of the men and women she served.


The Hunter
reached for the offered loaf. "Thank you." 


The young
woman's face reddened, and she mumbled a reply. The Hunter followed her
darting, fearful glance. A man more than twice the girl's age glowered at her,
his teeth pulled back in a snarl, hairy-knuckled fists clenched. 


The Hunter's
fingers itched to grasp a blade. He knew the man's type; the girl had a
miserable evening awaiting her. Lower Voramis was home to many in her
situation, and the thought of the fat bastard's hands on her brought acid to his
throat. He ate in silence, watching the bald, moustachioed man from the corner
of his eye. The young girl emptied her basket and hurried away with a terrified
glance at the man. A moment later, he followed.


"You'll
want to avoid Gwen in the future," Kellen said in a quiet voice.
"Rill thinks she belongs to him, and he has a terrible temper." The
young man swallowed his last bite, sighed with content, and stood. "Get
some rest, Hardwell. We leave bright and early tomorrow morning, and you'll be
riding up front."


The Hunter
gave a noncommittal grunt and, stuffing the last bit of crust into his mouth,
handed his bowl to another woman carrying a basket piled high with used
trenchers. Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, he searched the crowd for Hailen. 


The sound of
shouting drew his attention.


"You
bloody bastard!" A voice roared from beyond a nearby cluster of tents. 


Kellen
sprinted in the direction of the commotion, and the Hunter followed on his
heels. As he rounded the shelters, he saw three men locked in furious struggle.
Rill had one hand locked around the throat of an enormous man with a bristling
chestnut beard—Bristan, one of the caravan's sergeant-at-arms—who struggled to
wrest his right arm free of the grip of a third, a smaller, pinch-faced fellow.



"What
are you going to do, Bristan?" Rill sneered, and spittle flew as he
tightened his grip on the huge man's neck. 


Bristan's
left fist slammed into the underside of Rill's chin, and the fat man staggered
backward. The big guard's elbow collided with the other man's face, drawing
blood. He seized the smaller man by the collar and all but hurled him across
the open space. Tents collapsed beneath the falling man. 


Rill drove a
fist into Bristan's side, and the big guard grunted. He lifted his hands to ward
off more blows, but Kellen wrapped his arms around Bristan's waist and drove
him backward. From behind came another pair of arms: Graden, Bristan's fellow
sergeant-at-arms, a clean-shaven, dark-haired man of a size with the huge
guard. Together, they dragged Bristan away from the livid Rill.


"You
cunt-faced bastard!" Rill shouted, spitting blood. "Wait until I tell
the Sirkar what you've done."


"What
I've done?" Bristan's roar dripped venom. "Once he sees Gwen,
he'll…"


"Do
what? You think he cares how I instruct my
woman?" He leered. "I'm well in my rights to teach her a lesson
when she's out of line."


With a shout
of rage, Bristan struggled in Graden and Kellen's grip. He all but broke free
and swung for Rill's face. The fat man ducked the punch and threw one of his
own, which struck Kellen in the back of the head.


The Hunter
drove his shoulder into Rill's ribs, wrapped his arms around the man, and
dragged him back from the scuffle. The pinch-faced man joined in as two more
guards tried to restrain Bristan. The huge sergeant-at-arms spat and shouted
curses, fury purpling his face. 


"Keeper
take you, you fat coward!" Bristan wrestled against the four sets of
restraining hands. 


"Wouldn't
you like that?" Rill spat a gob
of phlegm toward the huge man. "Get me out of the way, you can finally
have your way with my Gwen." 


"She's
not your Gwen!" Bristan's bared
teeth shone white through his bristling beard. His futile struggles slowed as
his strength abated. He shook off the restraining hands and straightened his clothing.
"Mark my words, Rill. Your days are numbered."


"Fine
words." Rill snorted. "I'd love to see you back them up. Of course,
the Sirkar won't be too pleased when he finds out. He tends to take the
protection of his guests seriously."



"Soon,
Rill." Bristan's huge hands flexed, as if curling his tattooed fingers
around the grip of his great two-handed sword. "She will be free of you
soon enough."


"Not until she's paid her debts. Won't be
anytime soon, the rate she's earning. Her…services have been somewhat lacking
of late." He stroked his paunch and wiggled his hips suggestively.
"Perhaps tonight she'll have another chance to work off what she
owes."


Bristan's
face went dead white with rage. Graden placed a hand on the sergeant-at-arms'
shoulder, but Bristan shrugged it off and turned to Rill's pinch-faced
companion.


"For his
sake, Udell, keep him as far from me as possible. One more glimpse of his ugly
pudding face, and I'll give him a taste of steel." He spat between Rill's
feet, turned his back on the man, and strode away. Graden strode alongside him,
and Kellen watched the pair go, concern furrowing his brow.


The Hunter
released his grip on Rill's clothing. His nose burned from the man's thick
scent of wagon grease, canvas, and rotting teeth, mixed with a faint floral
fragrance. A woman's scent. Or a young girl's. 


Rill massaged
his jaw. "Thinks he can steal my Gwen from me?" His fingers tugged at
his belt. "She'll get what's coming for encouraging him." He walked
away, muttering curses at Bristan.


The Hunter's
stomach twisted as he watched the man go. There,
he told his inner demon and Soulhunger. There
is a man no one on Einan will miss. 


Udell stepped
up beside him, wiping at the blood still streaming from his hooked nose.
"Might want to have a word with the Sirkar." He looked at the Hunter
with disdain. "You lot are here for our protection. Best you remember
that." He straightened his ragged, vomit-stained clothing. "Now, I'm
off to find a bottle so's I can forget I'm in the middle of the bleedin' desert."


Judging by
the man's scent—a foul mixture of vomit, dried urine, horse dung, and the
home-brewed liquor known around Einan as "agor"—the man had no need
for more alcohol. The Hunter was only too glad for the breeze that carried
Udell's odors in the other direction.


"Hardwell."



The Hunter
turned toward Kellen. 


The young man
held out a hand. "My thanks for your assistance. For a moment, I thought
Bristan was going to kill him."


The Hunter
nodded and gripped Kellen's hand. He wanted to say "I wouldn't have
stopped him", but instead muttered, "He still might."


Kellen shook
his head. "The Sirkar will keep him occupied. Take his mind
off…things." He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "Well, I'd
best be off. Graden and I have the south and west patrol tonight. Get some
rest."


"I'll do
that." He turned and strode away from the young man. First, he'd see if
Ayden could have Hailen for the night. Eileen loved it when the boy stayed
over, and Hailen loved the healer's stories. Once the boy was settled, he would
be free. His eyes turned in the direction Rill had gone, and his fingers
twitched. 


He'll do.


The demon's
voice faded to a muted hum, and even Soulhunger's throbbing presence quietened.
Good. He would have peace soon enough. He'd accepted his need to kill—he would
rid the world of the filth that plagued it, even if it meant staining his body
with another scar.


No, he had no
need of sleep tonight. He had other plans.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter peered out from behind the silent wagon.
Good. No sign of Kellen or Graden. He'd have to keep an ear out for the caravan
guards, but he should have plenty of time. The patrol had a lot of ground to
cover. 


Grunting, he shifted the heavy load on his shoulder
and darted out from the row of shelters, hurrying toward the outcropping of
boulders he'd chosen specifically for his task. He ducked behind the boulders
and hurled his burden to the ground. A grunt and muffled cry came from the
bundle, and something squirmed within. 


He's coming
to. Good timing.


The Hunter pulled back the canvas, and moonlight
shone on Rill's pale, sweat-soaked face and wide eyes. Blood oozed from a wound
on the bald man's temple. The Hunter hadn't bothered to be gentle. 


"W-What?" Rill's eyes darted around, and
his gaze fell on the Hunter. "What is this?"


The Hunter struck the man hard.
"Justice."


Rill made to cry out, but the Hunter stuffed canvas
into his mouth. "Ironic, isn't it?" His fingers twitched a corner of
the thick cloth. "You spend every waking hour stitching up canvas. Fitting
that it will serve as your funeral shroud. There was more than enough of it
around your area to wrap you up." 


The bald man's eyes widened, and he mumbled
something through the mouthful of fabric.


The Hunter shook his head. "Better you don't
speak. Nothing you say can change what's coming. Best you die with a bit of
dignity. Watcher knows you had little enough while you lived."


Soulhunger, sensing blood, pounded louder in his
mind, and the demon added its eager demands. 


"I never understood men like you, knocking
around your women." He squatted on his haunches. "Just doesn't make
sense." 


Rill tried in vain to shout through his gag. 


The Hunter narrowed his eyes. "Did you know
there is a special hell reserved for your kind? Those who take advantage of the
helpless." 


He slipped Soulhunger from its sheath, and held the
glinting blade before Rill's eyes. "You may tell yourself she belongs to
you, you can do whatever you want." He leaned forward, and his voice
dropped to a low growl. "Just because you can, that doesn't mean you should."


Rill's eyebrows shot up, and his expression turned
pleading. 


The Hunter shook his head. "Save your excuses
for the Long Keeper. You'll be with him soon enough."


With a vicious smile, he drove Soulhunger through the
canvas and into the man's chest. The gag muffled Rill's scream, but the
dagger's shriek echoed in his head with mind-numbing force. Soulhunger's gem
flared, red light bright in the darkness. The Hunter grunted as a finger of
fire etched a line in his chest. Power coursed through him, setting his muscles
twitching, flooding him with life, and pushing back the voices in his mind. 


Slowly, the brilliance leaking from the gemstone
faded to nothing, and Rill's screams of agony and terror fell silent. The Hunter
basked in the stillness of the night. A soothing breeze washed over him, the
chill soothing the burning of his new scar. Glorious silence echoed in his
head. The voices had been sated. He had peace, for a time.


He straightened and stared down at the bundled
corpse. Perhaps the Long Keeper will have
mercy on you.


An image flashed through his mind: a pitiful figure
huddled at the entrance to Rill's tent, covered in filthy rags and reeking of
blood and coitus. Rill's desire to punish Gwen had made it easier for the
Hunter to slip in, knock the fat bastard out, wrap him in his own canvas, and
slip out unnoticed. The man's absence wouldn't be discovered until morning. Few
would care.


He took a deep breath, relishing the cool scents of
the desert at night. He would wait a few minutes until he was certain Graden
and Kellen had passed, then he would dispose of the body, bury the canvas, and
slip back into camp. Without the voices shrieking and pleading in his mind, he
might even be able to catch a few hours of undisturbed sleep before the morning
breakfast bell. 


Tonight would be a good night. 


 









Chapter Nine


 


[image: Untitled-3]


 


"Hardwell, have you seen Rill?"


The Hunter, mid-struggle with the stubborn canvas
of his tent, shook his head. "Sorry. What's going on?" 


The worried expression on Kellen's face spoke
volumes. "Gwen hasn't seen him since last night. He was drunk, and…"


"Happen often?" The Hunter allowed
disdain to trickle into his expression.


Kellen shrugged. "Sirkar Jeroen gave us an
hour to find him before we ride on."


"He's probably sleeping it off under a bush
somewhere," said Railley, another of the caravan's guard, a tow-haired man
a few years older than Kellen. "Wouldn't be the first time."


Beside Kellen rode Graden, the hulk who served as
one of caravan's two sergeants-at-arms. As usual, Graden only grunted and
nodded his head. 


Kellen scratched his sharp, hairless chin.
"Bristan sent Ashurr and Rylin searching south. Siennen and Tairn took the
east. Graden, you and Hardwell head north. Railley and I will search the west."



The Hunter nodded and hid a grin. Perfect. 


With a grunt, Graden gestured for the Hunter to
follow. The Hunter liked the dark-haired, clean-shaven man with the massive
barrel chest and heavy arms. He appreciated Graden's reticent nature. Whatever
thoughts brewed behind those dark eyes rarely passed his lips. He hadn't
pestered the Hunter with questions as Kellen had, but kept his curiosity to
himself. On those few occasions when he spoke, the others listened to the big
man. Even his scent—an odd mixture reminiscent of scorched hair, molten metal,
and sweat-stained leather—gave him an air of strength and depth. 


The two men trudged to the picketed horses,
mounted, and trotted toward the head of the column. They nodded respectfully as
they passed the Sirkar, who sat on his cushioned wagon seat. Worry lines
creased the caravan master's face. "Find him if you can, Graden,"
Sirkar Jeroen called after him. "But make it quick. We have a lot of
ground to cover today."


Reaching the front of the line, they headed into
open desert, away from the edge of the plateau upon which the caravan camped.


The Hunter basked in the silence of the early
morning. No wagons rumbled, no voices spoke in whispered conversations. Only
the sound of the horses' hooves broke the stillness. Not even the voices in his
mind disturbed his calm. He would have at least a day or two of peace before
the insistent urging to kill returned.


A shout from the west drew their attention. The two
men reined in their horses and listened. 


The call came again. "We found him!" 


Graden kicked his horse back toward the caravan,
and the Hunter dug his heels into Elivast's flanks to hurry after the big
guardsman.


Kellen, Railley, and Sirkar Jeroen stood by the edge
of a cliff a few dozen paces from the western fringe of the circled wagons. 


The Sirkar looked up as they approached. "Poor
bastard." He shook his head and pointed downward.


The Hunter leaned out over the edge and stared
down. There, at the bottom of the cliff far below, the bloodied, broken form of
Rill lay splashed on the rocks. 


"Is he…?"


Kellen nodded. "No way he could survive that
fall. Keeper take him for…"


"Kellen!" Sirkar Jeroen's voice cracked
like a whip. "Do not speak ill of the dead."


Kellen fell silent, his expression more smug and
satisfied than repentant. 


"Who was on guard last night?" Sirkar
Jeroen asked.


"I was, sir," Railley said, stepping
forward. "I had the north and east patrol, together with Siennen." 


"Me, too," Kellen said. "I had the
south and west." He stared over the cliff. "I swear, Sirkar, I didn't
sleep a wink. Ask Graden."


Sirkar Jeroen looked to the hulking, dark-haired
guardsman. Graden grunted and nodded his head.


"So, sometime in the night, while you two sat
by the fire, Rill stumbled off the edge of the cliff?" The Sirkar looked
skeptical.


"We didn't stop moving all night, Sirkar
Jeroen." Kellen's voice held an edge of desperation. Graden said nothing,
but he didn't look away when Sirkar Jeroen stared at him. 


The caravan master's expression remained neutral
for a long moment. "Fair enough," he said, reluctance in his voice.
"I trust you are telling me the truth. I also trust none of you had any reason to kill him."


The caravan master studied each of the men in turn.
The Hunter met his gaze steadily. Sirkar Jeroen had no reason to suspect him.


"Kellen, let Arealle handle it. My wife is far
better at delivering this sort of news."


Bristan strode toward them. Gone was his rage from
the previous day. Indeed, a hint of a smile tickled at his lips. His tattooed
hand rested easily on the short sword on his belt, and his greatsword hung from
his back. Another man strode toward them. He matched Graden in size, but where
Graden's face was clean, the newcomer's cheeks bristled with a thick chestnut
beard that matched the color of his face. Tattoos stained his sun-browned
fingers and hands and twined up his arms. A huge, two-handed sword hung on his
back, and the smaller sword on his belt clanked with every step. 


"Bristan." Sirkar Jeroen nodded at the
man. 


Bristan peered over the edge of the cliff and
snorted. "Drunken sot! Should have watched where he was going. Serves him
right, though, the way he handled Gwen." He crossed his sun-browned arms
and stared defiantly at the Sirkar. "No doubt you think I did it."


The Sirkar gave Bristan a sharp look. "Were I
not with you last night, perhaps. Besides, your style is to chop a man in half
from the front, not put a knife in his back." He rubbed his eyes and
sighed. "What's done is done. Kellen, pass the word to Arealle and see to
it that the wagons make ready. Graden, Bristan, give the marching orders. We
leave within the quarter-hour."


The Hunter followed the two back to the caravan.
Bristan sent him to the head of the column, but on his way the Hunter made a
quick stop at the covered wagon. There he found a group of children, Hailen
among them, sitting on bundles circled around Ayden. The healer read from a
leather-bound book, and the children listened spell-bound to the tale of
Balgrid the Giant, slayer of Angrd the Wargil. 


Natania nodded at the Hunter, and the Hunter
returned her greeting. He had to force his eyes to remain fixed on her face,
when they wanted to roam elsewhere. His body always responded this way after a
kill. In Voramis, he'd satisfied the urge with a visit to Lady Damuria, The
Arms of Heaven, or some other reputable establishment. It proved more difficult
in the middle of the desert without female companionship. Definitely have to remedy that, and soon. 


The Hunter dropped his voice. "How's he
doing?" 


"Fine." Natania whispered. "He asks
about you, you know. Always wondering where you are and if you're well."


"I'm riding lead today. I hope it'll be no
trouble to keep an eye on him?" How odd. The boy concerned for him?


"Of course not, Hardwell. Eileen loves having
a friend to play with."


"Thank you. I'll collect him at the end of the
day." 


The healer's wife smiled at him. "Go. He will
be well with us."


With a nod for Natania and a final glance at Hailen,
the Hunter slipped away quietly as he could so as not to disturb the listeners.


Bristan and Kellen awaited him at the head of the
column. 


"Took you long enough," Bristan growled. 


Kellen smiled at the Hunter. "Pay him no
attention, Hardwell." He reached out and smacked Bristan's back
good-naturedly. "He's actually in a fine mood, now that his only obstacle
to Gwen is out of the way."


Bristan scowled but held his tongue. Behind them,
the first creaks and groans of the wagons sounded. Horses snorted, oxen lowed,
and men cursed as they tried to cajole stubborn mules into motion. Slowly,
laboriously, the caravan began the arduous descent from the plateau heights to
the sandy Advanat below. 


The sun shone down bright and hot on the three men
riding lead, and the lackluster breeze did little to diminish the heat. 


At least I'm
not stuck in the back of the caravan. Better the heat of the road than the dust
kicked up by the wagons.


Kellen saturated the silence with inane
conversation, everything from the cities he'd visited to the exotic food and
women he'd encountered. The Hunter ignored the young man, and Bristan looked to
be doing the same. 


Kellen's behavior puzzled the Hunter. Even after a
week of travel, the Hunter couldn't understand what prompted the young man to
be so friendly with him, a man he had just met. Surely, he wasn't doing
anything to encourage Kellen's camaraderie. 


"What do you think, Hardwell?" Kellen
stared at him expectantly. 


"About what?"


"Rill's death." Kellen raised an eyebrow.
"Weren't you listening at all?"


Bristan snorted quietly beside the Hunter. 


"Sorry," the Hunter said, shrugging.
"Busy watching the road." 


Kellen rolled his eyes. "What do you think?
Was it really an accident?"


"It's what Sirkar Jeroen said."


"Too easy, I think," Kellen said. A queer
expression touched his face. "I think it was something else that did him
in. Someone else."


The Hunter's back stiffened. 


"Il Seytani," Kellen whispered in a
conspiratorial tone.


The Hunter relaxed. As long as they didn't suspect him…


Bristan snorted. "Ah, Kellen, you never fail
to entertain!"


Kellen reddened. "You know as well as I do
that…"


"That what?" Bristan cut him off with a
bark of derisive laughter. "You see Il Seytani in every shadow and behind
every rock. If a mule kicks, it was the work of Il Seytani. If some drunken
pissant stumbles out of camp and fails to see where he places his feet, by the
Apprentice's goiters, it must be Il Seytani." 


Kellen bristled at Bristan's sarcasm. "Mock if
you want, Bristan, but we both know he's real."


"Il Seytani?" the Hunter asked, puzzled.
The name meant nothing to him.


Kellen turned to the Hunter, a shocked expression
on his face. "Never heard of him?" 


The Hunter shook his head.


"Of course he hasn't, Kellen." Bristan
turned to the Hunter. "Forgive him, Hardwell. He sometimes forgets that
not everyone is as fond of tall tales as he is."


"Tall tales?" Kellen's face purpled.
"You know full well that…"


"Yes, yes." Bristan raised his hands in a
gesture of surrender. "Il Seytani is real."


This appeased Kellen, who turned to the Hunter with
an excited expression on his face. "Il Seytani," he said in a slow
voice, "is the legendary bandit who roams the deserts of the Twelve
Kingdoms. It is said that no one sees his face and lives. Only a Mistress-blessed
handful has survived the raids of Il Seytani and his Whirlwind Horde, his Mhareb."


The Hunter remembered his own legends. He had
little doubt that tales of this "Il Seytani" were as exaggerated as
the stories of "the Hunter of Voramis". 


"Why else do you think Sirkar Jeroen hired
you?" Kellen asked. 


The Hunter shrugged. 


"There are bandits out in the desert,
Kellen," Bristan interjected, "but do you think Il Seytani is real?
After all, his legends date back hundreds of years."


These words sent a jolt through the Hunter. Hundreds of years? 


His own legend had grown over time, but they only
went back decades. If this Il Seytani has
been around for that long, could he be…?


He didn't even want to think the word. The voice in
his mind whispered excitedly. It wanted to meet the legendary bandit. Perhaps
it would find kin…a fellow Abiarazi. 


Is it
possible? 


A knot of nervous tension formed in the Hunter's
neck and he gripped his sword hilt. He had no desire to face a demon here,
among so many men and women. Not where the truth of his identity would be
exposed. Not without a safe place to keep Hailen from harm. 


"If it is Il Seytani," Kellen was saying
in an eager voice, "I'd give anything to cross paths with him." The
young man drew his sword with a flourish. The blade glinted in the sunlight as
Kellen whirled it around his head.


Bristan ducked beneath an over-exuberant strike at
the empty air. "Watch it, you goat-sucking cretin! Put that damned thing
away before you kill yourself. Or, worse still, kill me."


Kellen reddened and hurried to sheathe his sword.
He mumbled an apology.


"Some warrior you are!" The bigger man
glowered. "Nearly lopped my head off with that fool blade of yours."


The three rode in silence, broken only by the
curses Bristan muttered at Kellen.


"So," the Hunter said, trying to break
the tension, "do you think we'll encounter Il Seytani?"


Kellen sulked and said nothing. 


Bristan shrugged. "If the Apprentice smiles on
us, we'll reach Drash without incident." He reached up and touched the
hilt of his greatsword. "If not, Swordsman grant us the strength to fight
the bastards off."


 









Chapter Ten
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The day wore on in a blur of heat, sun, and sweat.
The rumbling wagons dictated the caravan's pace, but the Hunter had no
complaints. His legs and back ached from the previous day's efforts. Flashes of
pain radiated from the knotted muscles in his neck at Elivast's every step. 


He found himself casting occasional glances over
his shoulder. A nagging worry echoed in the back of his mind. Had he outrun
Imperius and his scarf dancers? The Illusionist Cleric pursued him on orders
from his deity, intending to erase his memory. In his desperate flight, he
hadn't thought to ask why. Regardless of the reason for the man's actions, he
had no desire to encounter him again. He clung to the few memories he had as a
drowning man clutched an outstretched hand. He could only hope to stay well
ahead of the madman. 


When Sirkar Jeroen finally signaled for the evening
halt, the Hunter stifled a sigh of relief. After eight hours of travel with
hardly a rest, even stolid Bristan looked drained. The three men trotted back
to the caravan, glad to finally be out of the sun and heat. 


The Hunter handed Elivast's reins to Daedren, the
caravan's horsemaster. Elivast nickered at the balding, bearded man, clearly
eager for his evening rubdown, meal, and crunchy apple. With a smile and a pat
on the horse's rump, the Hunter heaved the saddle free of Elivast's back. One
of the camp women directed him to the space set aside for his tent. After a few
minutes of wrestling with the bulky canvas, he had erected the shelter and
stowed his belongings within.


As he made his way to the cookwagon, he caught a
glimpse of Gwen. The swelling around her right eye had diminished enough for
her to see through it, but the bruises on her arms and face still showed
clearly. 


Anger brought a flush of heat to the Hunter's face.
At least the bastard who did that got
what he deserved. 


Soulhunger throbbed in the back of his mind, quiet
and contented. The dagger had fed well, and his demon remained silent; they
would not return for a day or two. The Hunter welcomed the peace from the
screaming, wailing, muttering, mocking voices.


He wolfed down the meal without tasting it,
swallowing a few mouthfuls of tart wine to wash down the trail biscuits.
Searching the crowd, he spotted Hailen sitting next to the healer and his wife.
He stood and picked his way through the seated mess of men and women.


A beatific smile wreathed Hailen's face at the
sight of the Hunter. The Hunter felt his heart stop in that moment. No one had
ever looked at him like that. Not since Farida… 


"Hardwell!" Hailen waved at him.
"You're just in time for dinner."


The Hunter smiled down at the boy. "I had
dinner. Let's leave Eileen to her meal. Looks as if she hasn't eaten
much."


Natania gave her daughter a mock stern look.
"Yes, Eileen needs to finish her dinner before she can play." 


Hailen frowned. "Can't I play a few minutes
longer? I don't want to sleep yet." 


"Sorry, lad." The Hunter shook his head.
"It's been a long day." 


Hailen crossed his arms and stared up at the
Hunter, stubborn defiance in his expression.


"Hailen." Natania spoke in a gentle
voice. "You'll have all day tomorrow to play with Eileen. Besides, you
need a good night's rest if you're to continue your lessons."


The smile returned to Hailen's face and he nodded
eagerly.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Lessons?" 


"She's teaching Hailen to read," Ayden
said, smiling. "Turns out he knows a lot more of his letters than most
lads his age."


Hailen leapt to his feet. "I'll see you
tomorrow!" He reached for the Hunter's hand but stopped short, staring up
at the Hunter with a worried expression. 


The Hunter gave Hailen's head a quick, awkward pat.
"Come on." 


Darkness slowly settled on around them as the sun
disappeared behind the clouds. The Hunter strode through the camp, Hailen
trotting alongside him. The boy chattered on about his day, the games he had
played with Eileen, and more, until his voice faded into the low din of the
caravan. 


The Hunter held open the tent flap for the boy to
step inside first. The tent's low roof forced him to stoop. For a moment, the
small, cramped shelter reminded him of the shelter he'd shared with Bardin in
Malandria. He swallowed the lump forming in his throat. Pain still accompanied
memories of the bald man weeks after his death. 


"What do you think, Hardwell?" Hailen's
piping voice pierced the Hunter's distracted thoughts. 


The Hunter stared down at him, confused.


"Were you even listening?" The little boy
crossed his arms and thrust out his bottom lip.


"No, I wasn’t. What do you want?" He
winced. The words came out too harsh. 


"I said Miss Natania invited me to sleep in
their wagon tomorrow night. It's Eileen's nameday, and they are having a
celebration." His voice turned pleading. "Can I go? All of the other
kids are!"


The Hunter felt torn. He wanted to make Hailen
happy, but he hated being apart from the boy for longer than necessary. Too
many sleepless nights had found him tossing and turning, trying to block out
the haunting faces of the dead and thoughts of confusion, solitude, and regret.
He slept more easily with the boy close at hand. Hailen's presence kept the
voices and images at bay. 


"I will give it some thought, lad." The
Hunter sat on his blankets and tugged at his boots. 


Hailen slumped to his own bedroll. "But
Hardwell…" he began in a wheedling tone.


"I said I will think about it!" The Hunter's
voice cracked like a whip. He regretted it immediately. 


Hailen's eyes grew wide and his mouth opened. He
stared for a moment, then, slowly, lay on his bed and rolled over onto his
side, back to the Hunter. The reek of anger radiated from the boy in waves,
sullying his fresh, clean scent. 


"Hailen, I…" He wanted to say something
to Hailen, to apologize. He wanted to reach out and comfort the boy, but didn't
know how. All his years of experience as an assassin left him woefully
unprepared to deal with a child—especially one like Hailen. 


Pressure mounted behind his eyes and set his head
throbbing. His chest threatened to explode. He had no way to release the
tension, no outlet for the sorrow and remorse coursing through him. Slipping
Soulhunger beneath the bundle that served as his pillow, he stretched out on
his bedroll and stared up at the roof of the tent. 


Hailen's snores soon filled the darkness of the
tent, broken occasionally by a whimper or mumbled words. But the Hunter lay
there, unmoving, exhausted yet wide awake, uncertain how to make things right
with the boy. 


Fatigue stole over him, tugging at his eyelids and
draining the remorseful thoughts from his mind. He tried to push back the
languor, but a day of hard riding had taken its toll. His hand crept toward
Bardin's pendant, and the familiar worn metal comforted him. The warmth of
Hailen's body and the silence in his mind added to his uneasy calm. Slowly, he
slipped into a restless sleep.


 


* * *


 


She lay beside
him. The smile on Her face matched what he saw in Her eyes. She smelled of
jasmine and honey mixed with the tart, rich scent of berries and cinnamon.


She kissed
him. Her lips—soft as silk—tasted sweet on his.


"My
love." Her velvety voice made his heart skip a beat. "This must be
goodbye."


"Why?"
He tugged at a strand of Her golden hair.


"It will
mean death for both of us if ever we meet. It cannot be."


"We have
faced death before." He smiled up at Her. "Not even the fires of
Khar'nath could pull us apart, Az'nii."


Lines of
worry creased Her forehead. "But the Beggar's servants will find us!"



He stroked
Her face with a gentle hand. "Let them come. We will be gone long before
they arrive."


Sorrow filled
Her eyes. "I cannot leave this place. It is my home. You must leave,
alone."


Shock and
surprise coursed through him. "You would have me flee? Is your fear so
great that you would put an end to what we share? What we have created?"
He ran his hand across the soft curve of her belly.


"I'm
sorry, Hai'atim. You have brought this upon yourself." 


Steel glinted
in the candlelight. Her face contorted into a mask of sorrow as the dagger
plunged toward his heart.


Agony.
Darkness. Silence.


Her voice
came to him as if from a great distance, heavy with sorrow and regret.
"Take him away. He can never return."


"Yes,
Mistress," a man said, his tone reverent.


"Goodbye,
my love." Her soft lips felt warm against his forehead. He tried to move,
tried to cry out, but he could not speak, could not move a muscle.


Cool night
air washed over him, and he felt himself being carried.


"As
promised, High Cleric Arrogus." The man's voice again. 


"Return
to Enarium. Tell your Mistress she has made the right choice."


"As you
wish, your reverence."


His eyes opened,
and he stared into a wrinkled face.


"I am
sorry, Bucelarii. I do what must be done."


Silver
flashed in the dim light of torches. Light glinted off its surface and pulled
him in. He couldn't look away, couldn't resist. 


 


"Az'nii!" The scream tore from his throat as he jerked upright. He stared
wildly about, his lungs burning and his heart racing. The dim starlight that
filtered through the canvas looked so much like the dancing silver from his
dream.


But as consciousness returned, the vivid images faded
into the night. He felt the dream—no, the memory—slipping between his fingers
like grains of sand. Try as he might, he could cling to no more than fragments
of what he had seen.


She was his reason for traveling north. He'd left
Voramis to find Her, traveled clear across the face of Einan to discover if She
could fill in pieces of his missing past. He'd only ever had a memory of her
face and her scent to keep him going, but now She had a name. 


Az'nii.


 


* * *


 


"Hardwell, wake up!" 


Hailen's warbling voice penetrated the thick fog of
slumber. "What is it?" He cracked an eyelid heavy with sleep.


"The breakfast bell is ringing. If we don't
hurry, we'll miss it!"


With a groan, the Hunter pushed himself up. Hailen
stared at him, impatience written in his expression.


"Go," the Hunter told him. "Find
Miss Natania and get yourself some breakfast. I'll be along shortly."


Hailen dashed from the tent before he could say
another word.


The Hunter's brain struggled to form coherent
thoughts. After awakening in the middle of the night, he'd spent the remaining
hours of darkness in fitful sleep. His head felt stuffed with wool, his eyelids
drooped, and every muscle in his body protested. He dressed slowly, in no
hurry.


Flashes of his dream haunted him. Her face and
scent remained imprinted on his mind, but he remembered little else. The glint
of steel. The gleam of silver. Her name.


Az'nii.


He'd repeated it a thousand times last night,
refusing to let it fade with the rest of the dream.


What did she
call me? The name teased at the tip of his tongue, but he couldn't remember. 


Frustration mounted as his memories refused to
coalesce. Lost in thought, he stumbled on an obtruding tent peg and unleashed a
string of curses. A passing carter stared at him open-mouthed. The Hunter glared
with such ferocity that the man ducked his head and turned away.


The Hunter's mood remained dour and pensive as he
joined the line in front of the steaming pot of morning oatmeal. He spared a
nod for Wrenna, the ancient crone who tended the gruel. She greeted him with a
lascivious wink. 


"Can't get enough of me, eh?" She plopped
a scoop of the thick gruel in his bowl and pushed back one of the
uncontrollable white curls that framed her face. "Now you're visiting me
every day."


Despite himself, the Hunter couldn't help smiling.
"What can I say, Wrenna? Your beauty is almost a match for your
oatmeal."


Her face fell in mock outrage. "Now that's a
terrible thing to say! Comparing me to this cow's dung you're forced to
eat." She waved her wooden spoon, flinging oatmeal. "Off with you
before I give you a drubbing." 


Chuckling, the Hunter strode off to find a seat.
But not even Wrenna's charms could keep his gloom at bay. With every bite of the
tasteless porridge, his spirits sank and his frustration mounted. As he ate,
his eyes roamed the crowd in search of Hailen. The boy was nowhere in sight,
and he saw no sign of the healer, his wife, or their daughter. He leapt to his
feet, worry pinging in his thoughts. 


"Looking for this one, Master Hardwell?"


The Hunter whirled to see an old man leading Hailen
by the hand. "Yes! Thank you, Marin!"


A smile wrinkled the sun-tanned leather of Marin's
face, and he ran his free hand through his thinning hair. "I found him
like this."


Tears streamed down Hailen's dirty cheeks, and the
boy's lip quivered.


"What's wrong, Hailen? What happened?"
Anger surged hot in the Hunter's chest. He searched for any sign of injury.


"It's Eileen!" Hailen broke into sobs.
"She's sick!" The boy reached out for him.


The Hunter stepped back. He knew he ought to do
something to comfort Hailen, but what? He couldn’t risk touching the lad. Not
here, not where everyone could see what happened. 


With a curious glance at the Hunter, Marin placed a
gnarled hand on the boy's shoulder. Hailen threw his arms around the old man
and sobbed into his chest. 


"Natania, too," Marin said. He stroked
the boy's hair, and sorrow filled his rheumy grey eyes. "Ayden says it's
bad. He's keeping them isolated from the rest of the caravan. Wants to avoid an
outbreak."


"I'm so sorry, Hailen. They'll be better soon,
you'll see." The words rang hollow in the Hunter's mind. He hated his
inability to comfort the boy, to ease his misery.


"Hardwell!" Bristan's barking voice
floated through the mess of people sitting around the cookwagon. "The
Sirkar wants you ready to ride now!"


The Hunter hesitated, torn between the desire to
comfort Hailen and his duty. He couldn't disobey a direct order from Sirkar
Jeroen. 


"Go, Master Hardwell." Marin gave the
Hunter a reassuring nod. "I'll keep an eye on him today. A child
as…special as he deserves to be well-cared for."


The Hunter pondered the offer. He had no reason to
distrust the man. Indeed, from what he'd seen, Marin seemed the ideal choice to
care for Hailen. The grey-haired man always had a whittled toy or a small gift
for the children that clustered around Ayden's covered wagon. He listened
patiently to their stories and freely shared tales of his own. 


"Thank you, Marin." He nodded at the old
man. "I will fetch him as soon as I can."


"Have no fear, Master Hardwell." Marin's
smile crinkled the corners of his lips and eyes. "Hailen and I shall have
a wondrous day, indeed! Come on, lad."


Hailen wiped the tears from his face, and, with a
wave for the Hunter, followed Marin willingly. 


He'll be fine
with Marin, he told himself. After what
happened last night, perhaps it's best for me to give him a bit of space.


Yet as the Hunter mounted Elivast and took his
place beside Bristan at the head of the column, he felt more alone than ever.
Not even the voices in his mind kept him company. He had only his memories of
Her to comfort him on the dusty road. 


 









Chapter Eleven
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One week
earlier…


The Hunter tossed and turned, desperately clutching
at the fading threads of slumber, aching for rest and peace, finding none. 


The dream had come again. Every night. He'd clung
to Her name, Az'nii, had repeated it a thousand times throughout the long
daylight hours. But the moment he opened his eyes, the memory faded until only
wisps remained. He remembered Her face, the love in Her eyes, and the glint of
steel as she drove the dagger into his chest. The more he struggled—and
failed—to dredge up his lost memories, the more vexed he grew. 


Which only added to his ever-mounting list of
frustrations. Worries about the Illusionist Cleric who even now had to be
hunting him. Concern for Hailen's well-being during the day, and resentment at
his failure to understand the boy. Hatred of the voices that grew louder and
more demanding the longer he delayed his kill.


While Hailen slept beside him, the demon and dagger
fell silent. Yet his own whirling thoughts refused to grant him respite. He
needed peace, from himself, the voices, everything. 


He pushed back his blankets and pulled on his boots
and cloak, buckling on Soulhunger and his sword almost as an afterthought. If
sleep would evade him, he would find a way to clear his head. A walk in the
cool night might help. If not, he knew a place where he could practice his
sword forms unobserved. Exertion always brought freedom from the chaos in his
mind.


As he stepped from the tent, the demon's shrieking
returned in full force. An ache settled behind his eyes, and his head pulsed
with Soulhunger's intensity. They ached for blood, demanded it. He had to kill,
soon, or they would drive him mad. He'd come to accept the need for death as a
part of who he was, yet he refused to kill indiscriminately as the demon
wanted. He would find prey he believed deserved
the death he brought; he had to grasp whatever shred of humanity he could in
the unending war raging in his mind.


His knuckles whitened around his sword hilt as the
voices grew louder and more demanding. Gritting his teeth, he hurried through
the darkness of the mass of tents. A nearby dune would provide him a place to
practice away from curious eyes, away from the beating hearts Soulhunger begged
to silence.


In his haste, he only smelled blood a heartbeat
before he stumbled over a lump on the ground. His stomach curdled as another
odor wafted up from the dark heap: oatmeal. 


The Hunter's hands closed around a bony shoulder.
He turned the body over, and empty eyes stared up at him from an old, wrinkled
face framed by wispy white hair. 


Wrenna.


Blood had dried beneath her nose, and her head lay
twisted at an unnatural angle. Fear and revulsion contorted her slack features
in a terrible death mask. 


The Hunter's fingernails dug into his palms, and
blood rushed in his ears. Who in the bloody
hell did this? He glanced around. The camp was silent and still, with not a
soul in sight. No sign of Wrenna's attacker.


The murderer wouldn't escape him. He drew in a deep
breath through his nose. Myriad scents hung on the night air, chief among them
the smell of oatmeal, mint, and the exotic, bright yellow spice Wrenna had
loved to sprinkle into her food. The aromas of people, animals, and shelters
filled his nostrils, but beneath them all hung another odor, this one strong
and revolting: agor.


Allon's spiced rum was the drink of choice for the
caravan, and he only knew one man who reeked of agor.


Udell.


He inhaled again, focused on the scent of the
bitter home-made swill. The reek of vomit, horse dung, and dried urine joined
together in a clear proclamation. Udell had been here. Even if he hadn't killed
Wrenna, perhaps he'd know who had.


The Hunter rose and drew in a deep breath. Udell's
scent drew him east, toward the edge of camp and beyond. The demon shrieked in
his head, and his heart beat like a stampede of wildebeests. His anger and the
need to kill drove him forward. Up a dune he went, following the staggering,
stumbling footprints visible in the light of the waning moon. The reek of agor
and vomit grew stronger with every step. 


Cresting the rise, he stared down at the figure
huddled at the base of the sandy hill. The sound of weeping, mumbling, and a
sloshing bottle drifted up to him. He slipped down the dune, Soulhunger held in
a death-grip. 


"She didn't get up." Too much bitter agor
slurred Udell's words. "But it's not my fault."


The Hunter slipped up behind the man, quiet as the
night wind. Faint traces of oatmeal and turmeric filled his nostrils. Anger
flared in his chest.


His boot connected with the back of Udell's head,
and the man collapsed into a heap. The Hunter rolled Udell onto his back,
ripped a piece of cloth from the man's vomit-stained robe, and stuffed it into
his open mouth. Sitting astride Udell's chest, he slapped the man hard.


Udell's eyes rolled around, and he groaned as he stared
drunkenly up at the Hunter. "Wh…?"


The Hunter pressed the dagger's tip into Udell's
temple. "What did you do?"


Soulhunger pricked flesh, and Udell's muffled
screams rose through the gag as the dagger consumed his blood and tugged at his
soul. The Hunter held the blade for only a moment. For Udell, he knew it felt
as if a lifetime of agony passed in that heartbeat.


Udell gasped as the Hunter lifted Soulhunger. The
gag muffled his words.


The Hunter held a finger to his lips. "Be
silent." He pressed Soulhunger's edge into the man's throat. "Cry
out, and the sands will taste your blood."


Udell swallowed and nodded. His terror seemed to
struggle to push back the muddling effects of the agor. 


The Hunter removed the gag, but kept Soulhunger
pressed into Udell's neck. "Wrenna."


Udell's eyes flew wide, and a torrent of incoherent
words rushed from his mouth.


The Hunter slapped him. 


Udell swallowed and spoke in a voice garbled by
liquor. "I-It wasn't my fault! I didn't do it."


The Hunter dropped his voice to a dangerous growl.
"What happened?"


"I…we…" Udell's eyes darted around, panic
creasing his brow. "She…"


The Hunter pressed harder. "Now!"


Udell dissolved into a mess of blubbering.
"She fell, and she didn't get back up. That's all, I swear!"


"She fell? And bloodied her nose and broke her
neck?" Soulhunger drew a thin line of blood in the man's throat, and the
Hunter clapped a hand over Udell's mouth to stifle his screams. "The
truth, Udell."


Udell sobbed. "I…I…didn't mean to!"


The Hunter bared his teeth. "Decided you'd
have a bit of fun, eh? Play the big man, shoving around an old woman?"
Judging by the reek of agor emanating from the man's mouth, he'd consumed
enough liquor to drown out any morsel of good sense he might have possessed.
"I'd have thought Rill's unfortunate…accident might have taught you
something about the Watcher's justice. It seems some people are just too damned
ignorant to be taught."


Udell's eyes widened. "But Rill...he…"


"Made the same mistake as you. He harmed
someone he should have protected, respected. Men like you are a stain on this
world. No one will miss you." He lowered his voice to a whisper. "Not
even the Long Keeper will take your soul now."


He clapped a hand over Udell's mouth and drove
Soulhunger into the man's side. Udell's scream sounded loud even through the
muffling hand, and the demon and Soulhunger added their voices to the pounding
in his head. His dark cloak hid the light leaking from Soulhunger's gemstone,
and Udell's screams faded to a whimper, a gasp, and finally silence. The fire
coursing through the Hunter's veins cooled as the crimson light diminished and
died.


The Hunter stared down at the lifeless Udell. He
hadn't intended to kill anyone tonight, but had acted out of anger over Wrenna's
death. The old woman was not far from the Long Keeper's embrace, but she didn't
deserve to die like that. Broken, alone, abandoned. He had simply delivered the
justice of the Watcher.


But now what to do with the body? He had no cliff
to drop the man from, and two such deaths would look suspicious. He hadn't a
shovel to bury the body, like when he'd buried Rill's bloodstained canvas. When
Udell was discovered missing, a search party would be sent out. He couldn't
just leave the corpse under the open sky, not like this. 


Something Kellen had said that day sprang to mind.
Amidst the rest of his incessant chatter, the young man had described to
Bristan and Rylin the greatcats that hunted in the desert. Perhaps Kellen's blathering will prove useful.


He sheathed Soulhunger and drew his belt knife. Let's see if I can't make this look real.


 







Chapter Twelve
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The previous morning…


"Is that
a new toy, Hailen?"


Hailen,
engrossed by the carved wooden horse in his hands, didn't look up at the Hunter
but only nodded. "Marin gave it to me."


Heat raced in
the Hunter veins. That's the third one
this week. Marin seems to have taken a liking to Hailen. His sensitive
nostrils recoiled at the lingering hint of Marin's scent—a mixture of poppy
flower, turmeric, and the cow's-foot oil the old man wiped into the caravan's
horse tack.


The Hunter
knew he was being irrational. He had little time to spend with Hailen. His
duties to the caravan occupied his full attention. He couldn't afford to worry
about Hailen while keeping a wary eye out for bandits. Sirkar Jeroen had warned
them to be especially watchful as the caravan wended its slow way through the
Advanat—the deserted, arid swath of land that separated the Twelve Kingdoms
from the rest of Einan. 


After long hours
spent in the saddle, he wanted nothing more than to eat and sleep. With Natania
and Eileen still suffering from influenza, Ayden had no time to spare for
Hailen; all his time and energy went to caring for his wife and daughter. So
who else did he have to care for the boy? 


Marin's ready
acceptance of Hailen's presence gave the Hunter peace of mind, after a fashion.
He no longer worried for Hailen's safety. Marin gave all the children little
trinkets and toys, and they loved him for it. It wasn't Marin's fault Hailen
enjoyed their time together. But it rankled him that Hailen wanted to spend time with Marin. It made
sense, then, that the boy would seek out the old man, who always had time to
tell a story or play a game. But he felt as if Hailen sought any excuse to
visit the old man, leaving the Hunter alone. Try as he might to convince
himself he preferred to be alone, the increasing solitude left him both hurt
and angry. 


He was at a
loss. Between his duties to the caravan and his inability to understand Hailen,
the gulf between them grew more immense. He saw the way Hailen threw his arms
around the old man, and a small part of him wished he could do the same. With
every passing day, it seemed Hailen grew more distant, and the Hunter had no
way to bridge the gap.


Yet, at the
beginning of every new day, he forced a smile on his face when Hailen asked to
spend the day with the old man. He had to think of Hailen's wellbeing, not just
what he wanted. Even if his gut
twisted tighter every time Hailen scampered away from the tent, and his
happiness faded whenever Hailen's smile brightened at the sight of the man. 


The loud
clanging of the breakfast bell snapped the Hunter from his thoughts. He hurried
into his boots and clothing, strapped Soulhunger and his sword to his belt, and
drew his cloak over his shoulders. 


"Come
on, Hailen. Breakfast is served."


Hailen made
no move toward his clothing, but continued playing with his carved wooden
figurine.


"Hailen."
The Hunter couldn't keep the anger from his voice. "Let's go."


The boy
turned a sour face up at the Hunter. "I don't want to eat. I want to
play."


The Hunter
ground his teeth. Hailen had grown more reticent and stubborn in the last week.



"Hailen,
I said we need to go. Breakfast is served."


"No."
Hailen folded his arms and thrust out his lower lip. "I don't want to go.
I want to see Eileen and Miss Natania."


The Hunter
shook his head. "You know you can't. Ayden said they're still sick."


Hailen's
voice turned plaintive. "But he said they'd be better by now." 


"He said
that days ago, but they're still not better. Now get dressed so we can go have
breakfast."


"No."
Hailen uncrossed his arms and resumed playing with his wooden figurine. 


Anger and
frustration set the Hunter's head pounding. Without thinking, he leaned down,
snatched the carved figure from Hailen's grip, and hurled it across the tent.
"I said we are going. Now!" He shouted the last word.


The sight of
Hailen's widening eyes turned the Hunter's blood to ice. Lips quivering and
eyes brimming with tears, the boy threw on his clothes and hurried from the
tent. The Hunter almost called out to him, but what could he say?


“Serves him right,” the demon's
voice whispered in his mind. “The little
brat deserved that and more.”


Shut up! The Hunter clenched his fists and ground his
teeth. You stay out of this, or by the
Keeper's teeth I'll…


Mocking
laughter echoed in his thoughts. “You'll
what? Kill me? You know what that will accomplish.”


Impotent rage
filled the Hunter. What could he say to threaten the creature that inhabited
his mind? He could only push its voice out of his thoughts as he hurried after
Hailen.


He found the
lad sobbing in Marin's arms. The old man stroked his head and whispered
soothing words into his ear. His face showed no expression at the sight of the
Hunter.


"Let me
keep him for the day, Master Hardwell." Marin's voice was soft and gentle.
"I've got something that will cheer him right up."


The Hunter
resisted the urge to smash Marin's teeth in. He was angry at himself, not the
old man. He swallowed and forced himself to calm.


"Yes."
He nodded at Marin. "Thank you."


"Not a
problem." Marin patted the Hunter's arm. "Strong man like you needs a
good night's rest. He can spend the night in my tent tonight, if you need
it."


Cold fingers
gripped the Hunter's heart. Spend the
night alone, without the boy there to bring me peace? 


Having Hailen
near kept the voices at bay. Somehow, the boy's presence silenced the demon's
shrieks and Soulhunger's incessant demands for death. Perhaps he gave the
Hunter something to focus on, something to occupy his mind and keep him sane.
What would happen if the boy was no longer there? Over a week had passed since
his last kill, and the voices had grown almost beyond his ability to stifle.
After a day of fighting to ignore them, would they finally overwhelm him? 


No, he resolved. Tonight,
I find a new victim. It was the only way to survive.


"Yes,
Marin. Thank you. The Sirkar wanted me on guard duty tonight, and I would rest
easier knowing he is cared for."


With a nod, Marin
led the still sobbing Hailen away. The Hunter felt a part of himself leaving
with the boy. He wanted to call Hailen back, to take him in his arms, to
apologize. But he did not. Instead, he just watched the old man and the boy
disappear from sight.


He ate in
sullen silence and glared at anyone who tried to strike up conversation. Few
attempted it. Even after weeks of travel, the only ones that spoke to him were
the men with whom he rode, Ayden the healer, the caravan master, and a few
others. He knew a handful of names and faces, but the majority of the caravan
were strangers to him. He tried to tell himself it didn't bother him, that he
didn't need to make friends. Yet, as he ate, he felt completely isolated amidst
a sea of people. 


"Hardwell."
Bristan's deep, booming voice carried over the crowd. When the Hunter looked
up, the man motioned for him to follow with a jerk of his head. 


The two had
shared a handful of words in the last weeks. Neither had asked questions about
the other's past, and both were content with the arrangement. They rode
together in a silence broken only by Kellen's attempts to liven up the time
spent riding. When not in the saddle, Bristan spent every moment with Gwen. The
Hunter didn't begrudge them their happiness. The gods knew Gwen deserved a
bright spot after the hell she'd endured at Rill's hands.


The Hunter
followed Bristan to the picket line, mounted Elivast, and trotted out to the
head of the caravan. Kellen and Railley rode in the lead, engaged in animated
conversation. The Hunter caught the words "caravan strongbox" before
their voices trailed off. No doubt the two men spoke of the contents of Sirkar
Jeroen's wagon. Kellen studied him with the expression of a child caught
stealing a loaf of bread. The Hunter ignored the young man, content to keep his
eyes on the road ahead.


Travel
through the Advanat had been dull at best. The desert sun beat down on them
with mind-numbing force, without the slightest breeze or a wisp of cloud to
provide respite from the shimmering heat rising from the undulating dunes. 


"Keep a
sharp watch, lads." Bristan's deep voice sounded beside the Hunter.
"This is bandit country."


The Hunter
wiped the sweat from his brow and shielded his eyes. The humped red-gold dunes
rose on either side of the trade road. The soft sand made hard going for the
horses, restricting the caravan and its scouts to the hard-packed earth of the
caravan road. The poor line of sight made the Hunter uneasy. His hand never
strayed far from the hilt of the sword at his belt. 


"Don't
lecture, Bristan," Kellen snapped. "We heard the Sirkar just as you
did."


A few days
prior, Sirkar Jeroen had warned them to be on the lookout for bandits. The
caravan had passed into the region of the Advanat where it was said Il Seytani,
the legendary outlaw of the desert, found his victims. 


Bristan
glared at the younger man. "Just because no one has seen Il Seytani, that
doesn't mean there aren't others out there more than willing to take what's
ours."


Kellen shook
his head. "Don't worry. I saw Graden riding ahead early this morning, and
he had Rylin with him. If there's anyone laying a trap, they'll spot it."


Bristan
looked unconvinced. "Be that as it may, best keep both eyes open as you
ride."


"Thank
you, Bristan," Kellan said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. "I've only
been doing this for months."


Bristan
ignored the younger man's sullen tone and turned to the Hunter. "Hardwell,
ride ahead and meet Graden and Rylin. Don't push too hard, but don't dawdle
either. Blasted dunes make it impossible to see what's around us. I don't want
any surprises."


The Hunter
nodded and kicked Elivast into a jog trot. The pace, which had seemed so
grueling his first days out of Voramis, now felt natural, familiar, almost
comfortable. Weeks spent in the saddle had accustomed him to Elivast's bouncing
gait. His legs no longer protested after a long day of riding, and he rarely
needed Ayden's salve for saddle sores. 


He was
grateful to be ahead of the caravan. After this morning, he wanted a few
minutes of quiet to think. 


Why did I have to snap at Hailen? Why did I lash
out like that?


He knew why.
Partly, it had been out of frustration. He'd never had to deal with a child
before and had no idea how to handle Hailen. When the boy lashed out, sulked,
or defied him, his lack of understanding caused him to react in anger. Which
only made things worse.


It was more
than that, though. The insistent voice of the demon in his head had returned
days ago. They followed him through the long, exhausting daylight hours,
begging for him to slit Graden's throat, plunge Soulhunger into Bristan's
chest, or choke the life from Kellen's lungs. He almost wished to encounter
bandits, for they would provide him with an outlet for the desperation rising
within him. Soulhunger added its voice to the demon's cries, and together, they
pressed the Hunter beyond his limits of endurance. 


I have to kill, and soon, before I lose control
completely.


His head
ached, his field of vision narrowing. He told himself he fought back the voices
until he could find a suitable victim to feed to Soulhunger's thirsty blade.
After all, he'd reasoned, he did the world a favor by ridding it of those who
brought only misery and suffering. How many had died at his hands since he fled
Malandria over a month past? How many more would die before…before what? What
was he to do? Would he spend the rest of his life killing just to find peace
from the voices? He couldn't keep Hailen around forever, could he?


Despite the
scarf wrapped around his face, dust filled his nostrils, coated his throat, and
whipped his face as he rode. He welcomed the discomfort, for it reminded him
that he drew ever closer to his destination. His journey through this desert
would soon end, but the odyssey through the wasteland of his life seemed to
have no end. He was immortal. He would live forever; forever cursed to a life
of killing to appease the voices in his head. 


No, the
killing would come to an end. Eventually, Soulhunger would take that one last
life needed to unlock the Destroyer's chains. Kharna, Devourer of Worlds, would
be unleashed upon Einan once more. He had no way to stop the mad god's return,
which drew closer with every death. All because he lacked the strength to fight
the voices.


Yet how much
could he blame on the demon or the dagger? He remembered the Beggar Temple in
Malandria. The agony of the iron in Lord Knight Moradiss’ blood; the anger at
Bardin's death; hatred for the demon Garanis, who had ordered Father Pietus to
kill Hailen. The swell of emotions had incited him to action. He'd lost control
because a part of him had thrilled at the death. The feeling of power rushing
through him, the exhilaration of snuffing out a life. Try as he might to deny
it, he ached for the kill almost as much as the demons. 


He told himself
he fought back the voices out of a desire to protect, to prevent the demons
from unleashing the Destroyer upon the world, but that was only partially true.
He fought back the voices because he feared what he would become if he allowed
himself to give in to their demands. And he wanted to, more than anything else.



Try as he
might, he could not escape death. It followed at his heels, burned in his
thoughts, and flowed through his veins. In the back of his mind, he knew his
actions hastened Kharna's return—and with it, the destruction of Einan. A part
of him hated the fact that he fed the Destroyer with every life he took. But
what choice did he have? He couldn't simply cast aside Soulhunger. The dagger
was more than just his heritage as a Bucelarii; it was as much a part of him as
his right hand, the only link to his forgotten past, the key to finding
answers. More than that, he needed it to silence the voice of his inner demon.
His only hope lay in fighting for control of his mind, his actions. 


The Demon of
Voramis had lamented the paucity of lives fed to Soulhunger. Perhaps that meant
the fewer people he killed, the less chance he would bring about Kharna's
resurrection. A flawed plan at best, but he saw no other way to live with the
hand the gods had dealt him. 


In the
distance, a plume of dust rose in the desert. He sawed on Elivast's reins,
pulling the gelding to a halt. His eyes roamed the shapely contours of the
dunes bordering the road, and his muscles tensed in anticipation of a fight. 


“Good.” 


"Come
on." He dug his heels into Elivast's flanks and the beast leapt forward.


The Hunter
reached for his sword, but before he drew it, he spotted the figures riding
toward him. There was no mistaking Graden's massive frame and the enormous blue
roan stallion beneath him. Rylin's slimmer frame and chestnut mare looked
pitiful by comparison.


"Ho!
Hardwell!" Rylin called out as he reined in his horse. 


The Hunter
nodded. "Anything out there?"


For reply,
Graden grunted and shook his head. 


Ever a man of few words, Graden. It made him
the ideal companion.


"Good."



"Got any
wine on you? Mine dried up an hour ago." Rylin's face creased into a
sheepish smile and he shrugged. "Blasted desert heat takes its toll on
you."


Without a
word, the Hunter tossed his wineskin to the man. Rylin tipped it up and
squeezed a steady stream of the tart vintage into his mouth.


"Ahh!"
He used his sleeve to wipe away any traces of wine from the thin black goatee
sprouting from his angular face and tossed the near-empty skin back to the
Hunter. "My thanks, Hardwell." 


"Let's
get going," Graden said. Without waiting for the other two, he dug his
heels into his horse's ribs. 


Rylin gave
the Hunter a rueful smile. "Really makes the time pass quickly, riding
with this one. Quite the conversationalist."


The Hunter
forced a weary grin and followed the two men back to the caravan. The sun
seemed hotter, burned brighter than it had moments ago, and the demon's
screeching drowned out the silence around him. As he rode, the burden on his
soul grew heavier with every plodding step. 


 







Chapter Thirteen
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"Nothing
to report?" Bristan barked as Graden and the Hunter reined in beside him.


Graden shook
his head. "Road's clear ahead. At least a full day's ride." 


Rylin nodded.
"Nothing but the clouds overhead and the damned desert heat." He
loosened his collar and removed the cloth wrapping from around his head.
"I swear I'd have died of heat stroke if you hadn't sent Hardwell here. I
owe you one." 


"Report
to the Sirkar, Rylin," Bristan ordered. "And bring Railley with you.
After you report, join Siennen on the west flank. Railley, take east with
Ashurr."


The two
guards spurred their horses toward the caravan crawling slowly along behind the
lead riders. The Hunter fell into place between Kellen and Bristan, and Graden
kicked his horse into step with Kellen's mount.


The young man
broke the silence. "Bristan and I were just talking about Udell."


Bristan
snorted. "You and Railley were gossiping like milkmaids, Kellen. I was
just trying to ignore you idiots and do my job."


Kellen smiled
at Bristan's surly tone. "Ah, Bristan, you never did like the heat
much."


The Hunter
tried to keep his voice nonchalant. "What about Udell?" His fingers
traced the latest scar to join the multitude on his chest. 


"You saw
him, right?" Kellen asked. 


The Hunter
nodded.


"What
was left of him," Bristan grunted. 


Graden
remained silent, his eyes locked on the dunes bordering the road.


"The
Sirkar said it was a desert greatcat." Kellen gave a slight shudder.
"All those slashes and wounds, it had to be, right?"


Bristan
shrugged. "Seems like an awful lot of ill-fortune on this trip. First Rill
falls from that cliff—Swordsman be praised for that stroke of luck." He
clasped his hands together in the sign of the Swordsman—thumbs extended and
touching, index fingers steepled. "Then Natania and her little one fall
ill. After that, the mysterious death of Wrenna, and Udell gored by the
greatcat. Who will be next?" 


The Hunter
said nothing, but only listened, trying to keep his expression neutral. The
slashes he'd carved into Udell's corpse told the story of a ravenous beast. 


The demon's
voice purred in his mind. “Ahh, such a
pleasure, that kill. We fed well.” Soulhunger filled his head with its
throbbing echoes. 


For his crime, Udell got what he deserved. 


The kill had
silenced the voices, for a time. Nearly a week had passed since then, and he
needed to find a new victim soon, before the voices drove him mad. Already,
he'd lashed out at Hailen in anger and frustration. He pressed a hand to his
temple; his head ached from the demon's cries. How long before the voices drove
him to do something he truly regretted? 


"The
Sirkar is worried," Kellen was saying. "He fears it is a bad
omen."


Graden
snorted, and a trace of mockery cracked his stoic expression.


"Sirkar
Jeroen is always worried about something or another," Bristan said.
"The other day a crow flew over his head when he walked out of his tent in
the morning. He wouldn't allow the caravan to start until he had completed
three rounds of prayers to the Apprentice. Even the color of his shite is a
message from the gods."


Kellen shook
his head. "Perhaps, but he fears this is something worse. I've heard him
whispering to ward off the restless spirits of the dunes. And, if you hadn't
noticed, he's doubled the watch at night."


Bristan
shrugged. "At least he's being smart about it. We've been riding through
Il Seytani's land for days now. Though the Swordsman has granted us safe
passage thus far, it's best to be on the lookout for any sign of trouble."


"Aye."
Kellen nodded. "And what with that load of his, he…" 


Bristan's
sharp intake of breath cut off the younger man's words. The Hunter saw the
bearded man studying him from the corner of his eyes but pretended not to
notice.


"Either
way," Bristan said, "better to miss a few nights of sleep than to
find ourselves with bandit swords in our bellies." His tattooed fingers
whitened around the hilt of his sword.


Graden nodded
his head, and his right hand moved unconsciously to stroke his left shoulder.
Kellen's jaw clenched, his back stiffened, and he leaned forward in the saddle
to scan the desert. 


A tense
silence descended over the four riders and stretched out for the better part of
an hour. Soon, an eerie, keening wind raced across the desert. It reached them
before they could find cover and bombarded them with stinging grains of sand
and salt. 


The Hunter
hunched deeper in his cloak as the storm battered his head, drowning out all
sounds save for the pulsing of his blood. More than once, he glanced over his
shoulder to ensure the caravan remained behind them.


The Hunter's
world narrowed until only he and the howling wind existed. The dim outlines of
Graden and Kellen stood out like islands amidst a sea of chaos. He felt a
twinge of concern for Hailen, riding in the dilapidated wagon pulled by Marin's
flea-bitten, half-blind mare. An image of Hailen huddled on the floor of the
uncovered cart flashed through his mind. 


His stomach
churned and his head pounded, but it had little to do with the storm. Had the
wind not dried the moisture from his eyes, tears would have threatened. He
ached to ride back to camp and seek out the boy, but a nagging fear stopped
him. 


He needs time. Tomorrow, after the night spent with Marin, I will talk to him. He will
understand. The words rang hollow even as they flashed through his mind. It
was a vain attempt to justify his inaction.


His mood
darkened with the sky around him. The wailing of the storm pounded at his ears,
throbbing in time with Soulhunger's thirst and the demon's screams. His lips
felt parched and shards of dust grated against his eyes, but he never bowed his
head. He bore the suffering in silent resolution. 


And then the
tempest passed. Silence rang in the Hunter's ears, pulsing with the beating of
his heart. A sky of impossible blue stared down at him, not a cloud in sight
save for the whirlwind roiling to the west. For a moment, the world remained
still. He was at peace.


Kellen's curse
broke the calm. "Keeper's taint! What in the hells was that?"


"Spring
sandstorm," Graden grunted. He shook sand from his hair and wiped his eyes
with a dusty hand.


"You
mean to tell me you've never been through one of those?" Bristan asked,
incredulous. 


Kellen shook
his head. "It was the dead of winter when we came through here." 


"Of
course." Bristan nodded. "I keep forgetting that you're still a
young'un on your near-first trek."


Kellen
bristled at the older man's words. "I'm not young! I passed my second
decade last…"


"No one
gives a pig's pucker how old you are, lad." Bristan sneered at the younger
man. "You're not a true caravan man until you've killed your first bandit,
weathered your first desert storm, and bedded your first wench. Now you've done
one of the three."


Kellen's face
reddened and his mouth opened, but Bristan cut him off.


"And
that was a small one, mind you!" He stabbed a finger in the direction of
the storm, still visible over the dune rising in the west. "I've been
through storms that lasted for days, not just minutes."


Minutes? The Hunter found it hard to believe. It had felt
like hours trapped in the driving wind and blistering sand. 


Graden
shuddered, as if reliving a troublesome memory. The Hunter looked away, instead
studying the position of the sun in the afternoon sky.


"Sunset
isn't far off," he said, pointing. "If I know the Sirkar, he'll sound
the end of the day."


The clear
ringing of a bell punctuated the Hunter's words. 


"Come
on, lads!" Bristan called, an eager smile on his face. "Kiss your
horse farewell and breathe easy. We're off duty tonight, and I have it on good
authority that Allon's breaking out the spiced Praamian rum tonight. Better get
some before it's all gone!" So saying, the big, bearded guard turned his
horse's head and dug his heels into the beast's flanks. 


The Hunter
fell in beside Graden and Kellen. His spirits brightened at the prospect of
grog. Yes, it's going to be a good night.
He gripped Soulhunger's hilt. He would find a victim to feed the dagger and
silence the voice. Tonight, I find peace!



 


 







Chapter Fourteen
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Never in his life had the Hunter taken so long to
finish a meal. Even after a long day on the road, the chaos in his head had
pushed him to the limits of exhaustion and stole his appetite. He had no idea
whether Allon's stew tasted good or not—though, judging by the noisy slurping
around him, it must be excellent. He took small, occasional bites, not to savor
the meal but rather to prolong it. 


The rum helped. The strong liquor, distilled in
Allon's own wagon, scorched the back of his throat with every swallow. He
relished the burning sensation and the heavy taste of cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg,
and a few other spices he didn't recognize. Every mouthful pulled him from the
languor that had settled on him over the course of the meal, drowned out the
demon's insane shrieks.


Madelyne, one of the camp followers, lingered
around him longer than usual, trying to catch his eye. She was pretty enough,
in a tired, worn way. He'd visited her tent after Rill's death, and again after
Udell, but he thought of her as nothing more than a way to satisfy the urges
that followed every kill. He needed the release, and she welcomed his presence.
Clearly she was interested in his company again.


He forced a smile. She returned it and mouthed
something incomprehensible before hurrying away. Perhaps he would pay her a
visit tonight. He needed something to take his mind off the inevitable torment.
Without Hailen's presence to silence the voices, he knew what faced him: hours
spent tossing and turning, staring into the darkness, desperate for peace. The
dreaded pleas, wails, and insistent demands for death would plague him until he
fell asleep. Then the memories would come, bringing a whole new form of
torment. No, the more time he spent here, sitting among his hungry companions,
the less time he would spend fighting for his sanity. 


But eventually, unavoidably, the bowl sat empty and
the last crust of trail bread swallowed. With a nod to Allon, he wandered away
from the cookwagon, cup of rum clutched in his hand. He sipped the strong brew,
trying to make it last as long as possible. He didn't feel the effects—not as
he had that night with Bardin, back in Malandria—but even the temporary
reprieve from the voices soothed the ache in his head.


His feet carried him toward Ayden's covered wagon.
Ayden sat outside, his pale faced pinched and drawn. The healer looked as if he
hadn't slept more than a few hours over the last week. He barely glanced up
when the Hunter approached.


"How are they?" the Hunter asked.


Ayden's shoulders slumped in defeat. "Eileen
is in a very delicate condition, but there's hope for her. Natania…" His
voice broke.


The Hunter felt an odd sensation. Sympathy, or something
like it, he realized. The Hunter patted the healer's shoulder awkwardly, then
hurried away.


Guilt twisted his muscles in knots as he approached
his tent. Two figures disappeared around the corner of a nearby shelter, but
not before the Hunter recognized Hailen's familiar form. He had an urge to go
after Hailen, to bring him back to the tent. He couldn't face a night alone
with the wailing in his mind. But he didn't know how to deal with the boy.


He's better
off with Marin. He'll be happier, at least for tonight. I always have tomorrow
to make things right.


The demon's screams coalesced into low mutterings. “Perhaps he would be better off with Marin for more than just tonight. You are a
fool to think you are what's best for him. You killed everyone he knew back in
Malandria, then whisked him away with you to lands unknown.”


He couldn't argue with the logic. Would Hailen be
safer under Marin's care? What did he have to offer the boy? 


Derisive laughter filled his thoughts. “The life you lead is no life for a child,
much less one like him. You would be
better off without him.” 


The Hunter strode past his tent and toward the
darkness beyond the edge of the camp. He needed a moment alone, away from it
all. Pressure mounted within his head, and his chest felt a heartbeat from
bursting. His feet moved faster, his desperation growing, until he sprinted
through the sea of tents and shelters. His vision blurred, his breath caught in
his lungs, and his legs burned, but still he ran. He fled the mocking, demanding
voices, but he could find no peace, no escape. 


Be silent!
Leave me alone!


His foot struck soft sand. Off balance, he
sprawled, tumbling into a haphazard heap. The world whirled around him, and a
sea of red washed over his vision. He squeezed his eyes shut, clenching his
fists as if clinging to the last vestiges of sanity. He felt himself drowning
beneath the current of anger, rage, and lust emanating from the blade. The
demon's screeching laughter rang in his mind; the damned thing mocked him. It
would not leave him alone, not until he gave in.


I am in
control, he repeated. I decide when I take
a life. 


Over and over, the words echoed in his mind,
driving back the pleading, demanding, insistent voices. Slowly, excruciatingly,
the pressure in his head and chest retreated. It remained there, but faded into
the background of his thoughts. His aches and pains asserted themselves. His
hands protested. His lungs burned from running and from the sand he had
inhaled. A sharp tingle ran down his right leg and knee as he climbed to his
feet. 


“Behold the
mighty Hunter of Voramis. What a weakling!”


The Hunter cursed at the voice in his thoughts and
forced his leg to support his weight. He focused on the twinge in his knee,
using it to drown out the demon's voice. Deliberately, he stepped forward onto
the injured leg. Though it threatened to buckle, it held.


A sound reached his ears: the low growl of a beast
of prey. It came from somewhere off to his right, behind a small stand of rocks
a few dozen paces back from the camp. He sniffed the air and immediately his
senses were on full alert. The scent of predator met his nostrils: raw meat,
blood, and the pungent odor the beast used to mark its territory. It mixed with
another aroma, one he recognized. Scorched hair. Red-hot metal. Sweat-stained
leather.


Graden!


The Hunter reached for his sword and cursed to find
it missing. He'd left his belt and blade hanging over the horn of his saddle.
Only Soulhunger remained, the blade strapped in its sheath at the small of his
back. 


It will have
to do.


He hobbled toward the outcropping of rocks as
quickly as his injured knee allowed. The growling grew in intensity,
accompanied a moment later by a loud, unmistakable grunt. 


A new scent entered the mélange, similar to the
first, but distinct in its pungent odor. 


Damn it! Two
of whatever the accursed things are.


Ignoring the ache in his leg, he lurched forward
into a run. Soulhunger slipped from its sheath with a ring of steel on leather.
The dagger whispered in his mind, eager to feed. Man or beast, the blade didn't
care; it craved blood, regardless of its provenance.


The Hunter raced around the pile of rocks,
Soulhunger held at the ready. Graden lay on the ground, struggling with a
massive shape so black it seemed a void in the evening gloom. Eyes of a
horrible yellow burned above long fangs that shone in the darkness, and the
creature's lithe muscles rippled beneath midnight feline fur. Graden's massive
arms bulged as he struggled to keep the beast's raking claws away from his
face. The battle was not going well.


To make things worse, another pair of amber eyes
burned in the darkness beyond. The form moved like lightning, slipping through
the night with all the stealth of a shadow. The burning orbs latched onto the Hunter
and, for one heart-wrenching moment, stopped him in his tracks. Snarling, the
beast crouched and leapt.


The Hunter had only a moment to raise Soulhunger
before an immense weight slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. Its
warm, fetid breath reeked of blood and rotting meat. Drool dripped from the
massive cat's jaws and soaked his face. He grunted as the beast's claws carved
deep furrows across his chest, shoulders, and face. Blinded by his own blood,
he struck out with Soulhunger and sliced through fur and flesh.


The beast howled and swiped at the Hunter with an
enormous paw, laying open the arm he threw up to stop the claws from tearing
out his eyes. Acting on instinct, he thrust Soulhunger upward. Hot blood gushed
over his arm as Soulhunger's razor edge drove through flesh, bone, and
cartilage inside the massive creature's gaping jaws. 


The beast swiped at him, but the attacks grew weak.
The Hunter, staring into the burning yellow eyes, saw primal fear fill its
gaze. He forced the blade further, seeking the soft mass of the beast's brain. 


The greatcat lashed out weakly with its massive
paw, almost as if by reflex. With one final shudder, it slumped atop him and
lay still, its immense bulk pinning him to the ground. Gore soaked through his
clothing, assailing his nostrils with the scent of fresh blood. His face,
chest, and arm throbbed where the raking claws had laid open flesh. 


A stifled grunt of pain met his ears. Graden still
wrestled the other beast, and the raking claws and long, razor-sharp fangs drew
closer to ripping out the big man's throat with every heartbeat.


He can't
survive much longer. 


The creature had to weigh nearly as much as a
horse, and every muscle in the Hunter's body strained as he heaved. Slowly, the
enormous bulk shifted, lifted, and fell aside. Ignoring the burning slash marks
on his upper body and face, he rolled to his feet and lurched toward Graden. He
raised Soulhunger, its grip slick with dark blood, and slammed it into the
creature's head. 


The midnight cat barked in pain, but the blade's
keen edge cut off its cries. The beast slumped, lifeless, and the Hunter shoved
its bulk to the side. The effort sapped his last reserves of strength. He fell
to his knees, panting, gasping for breath. Graden lay before him, clearly too
exhausted to move.


“Kill him,” purred the
voice in his head. “Take his life force
and let it fuel you. You're far away from camp. Everyone will think it was the
beasts. Just like Udell.”


Soulhunger pulsed in his hands, lusted for blood.


Haven't you taken
enough lives today? These two creatures died…


“Beasts!
Insensate animals! We demand the blood of humans!” The demon's
snarls set his head pounding with such ferocity that he nearly cried out.


No. The Hunter
clenched his jaw and squeezed his eyes shut. Not this man. 


“Why not?
What is he…”


Because I say
so. He fought to push the voices back. You
will have your prey, soon enough. But not him.


"You hurt?" Graden's deep voice rumbled
like thunder. 


The Hunter swallowed hard and pushed the voices
away. "I-I'm fine," he stammered. His throat begged for water. The
wounds on his chest, shoulders, and face ached, but already he could feel the
flesh knitting together. "I just need a moment to rest."


"Don't wait too long." The huge man
struggled to a sitting position, then climbed to his feet with the ponderous
movement of shifting stones. "No telling if there are more of them in
camp. Go make sure your boy's safe."


"He's with Marin. He'll be…" 


Graden's eyes widened in horror, his jaw dropping.
"What? You left him with the nonce?" 


"Aye." The Hunter nodded. "What of
it? And what's a nonce?" He'd never heard the word.


Graden studied him askance, incredulity and
suspicion mixed on his face. "You've heard what the priests of the Master
do, yeah?"


The Hunter's heart stopped. He felt as if a horse
had kicked him in the gut. He saw an image in his mind: a leering, pale-faced
man in the mottled blue and green robes of the Master ran a long-fingered hand
over the exposed thigh of a boy no older than ten. The Arms of Heaven in
Voramis catered to all tastes. It was whispered in low places that none could
match the unusual appetites of the priests in service to Kiro, the Master.


"You mean...?"


Graden nodded. 


Bloody,
twisted hell! Acid burned the back of the Hunter's throat. And I trusted him with…


"Go!" Graden's shout snapped the Hunter
from his stunned horror. "Find him!"


Without waiting for a reply, the huge man turned
and sprinted into the darkness.
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The Hunter couldn't move, couldn't breathe, couldn't
think of anything except the priest in the Arms of Heaven. In his mind's eye,
Hailen's face replaced that of the young boy. 


What have I
done?


He forced his leaden feet to move; first one, then
the other. Slow, stumbling steps lengthened into a sure stride. Faster he ran,
demanding greater speed from his body. Gone was the pain of the lacerations on
his face, chest, and shoulder. Wind buffeted his hair and face. His cloak
flapped in the wind until he ripped the clasp free. Unhindered by the heavy garment,
he raced through the camp, heedless of anything around him. Leaping over tent
ropes, ducking under poles, and whirling around makeshift shelters. His heart
thundered in his chest, and his world narrowed to a single point of focus:
Hailen.


The acrid taste of fear filled his mouth and
reminded him of a Voramian night not unlike this. Once again, he raced through
the darkness, trying to suppress that same heart-stopping panic that had seized
him the night he found Farida's body discarded by the edge of the Midden. Now
he fought to do what he'd failed to do for her: he raced to save a child.


His eyes focused on the camp around him. A jungle
of tents and shelters stood between him and Hailen. 


“You won't
make it,” the demon mocked. “You'll be too
late again.”


A howl of rage tore from his throat. Terrified
faces turned toward him, but he barreled past them. Soulhunger seemed to move
of its own accord, slicing through ropes and canvas, opening a path for him. He
narrowly avoided collisions a half-dozen times in as many heartbeats, yet on he
raced. He cared nothing for his own safety. He didn't care if the entire
caravan discovered the truth about who he was—what he was. All that mattered was Hailen.


The Hunter's eyes latched on to the flickering
light burning within Marin's tent. It seemed an eternity away. An endless
expanse stood between him and the boy. No matter how fast he ran, he knew he
wouldn't arrive in time.


“You failed
Farida,” the demon said. “Why waste time
on the boy when there are so many others who would make such delicious
victims?” 


His arms windmilled wildly and his legs pumped. He
poured every ounce of strength and fury into his legs, willing them to greater
speed. Yet he couldn't outrun the sickening chill of dread. The voice in his
mind had to be wrong. He couldn't be too late. He wouldn't
survive if he faced the voices alone. 


He ripped aside the tent flap and thrust his way
into the shelter. The dim candlelight within revealed a sight that turned his
blood to ice. 


Hailen stood in his undertunic, trusting eyes
staring up at Marin. The old man's emaciated body looked eerie and pale in the
candlelight. The Hunter noted the shrunken chest, the sagging abdomen, and the
grey patch of hair above his shriveled sex. His long fingers rested on Hailen's
shoulders in a gesture of familial reassurance. 


But it was the man's expression that drove the
knife deeper into the Hunter's gut. The Hunter had seen the look in Marin's
eyes before; the men in The Arms of Heaven had stared at the young girls and boys
with the same desire. The old man's mouth hung slightly agape and his tongue
flicked out to moisten his lips as his gaze roamed over Hailen's exposed flesh.


"Hailen!" 


Both Marin and the boy jumped. Hailen turned to the
Hunter, and a smile touched his lips. "Hardwell!"


Marin's gaze dropped to Soulhunger in the Hunter's
hands, and his eyes flew wide. He flinched and backed away, hands raised, mouth
struggling to form words as he scrambled for his clothes.


Without taking his eyes from Marin, the Hunter knelt
and wrapped his left arm around the boy's shoulders. He reached for Hailen's
tunic on the floor and pulled it over the lad's head. 


"Are you hurt, Hailen?" 


"Hurt?" Confusion twisted Hailen's face.
"We just finished dinner and were preparing to sleep. Marin was teaching
me a new game…"


The Hunter crushed Hailen to his chest. He knew the
boy's fingernails had to be red and dripping blood, but he didn’t care. He
didn't want to let Hailen out of his sight. Not after this. 


“Kill him!” The demon screamed
in his thoughts, and for once, the Hunter had no desire to disagree. 


He climbed to his feet and stepped toward Marin. Hailen can't be here for this. The
thought gave him pause. Could he let the boy out of his sight, even for one
moment? 


"Hailen," the Hunter said in a soft
voice, never taking his eyes from Marin. "Go to our tent and get your bag.
Can you do that? I'll be right behind you."


"What are you going to do?" Confusion and
fear echoed in Hailen's voice.


"Marin and I are going to…talk." 


Tears filled the old man's eyes. He shook like a
leaf, panic and dread etched into the lines of his face. He opened his mouth as
if to speak, but the Hunter cut him off. 


"Not in front of the boy." Without
looking down, he pushed Hailen gently toward the tent flap. "Go, Hailen.
I'll be there in a moment."


Casting a puzzled, worried glance at the Hunter and
Marin, Hailen scampered from the tent.


The Hunter stalked toward the old man.


"Please, Master Hardwell." Marin dropped
his clothing and fell to his knees, hands extended in supplication. "I
would never harm the boy. He is
precious…"


The Hunter struck Marin hard across the face. The
old man collapsed, crying out. The ammoniacal stench of urine rose from the
puddle that spread beneath him.


"He trusted you, Marin." The Hunter spoke in a low growl, his
voice icy as the wind that blew up from the Frozen Sea. "You took
advantage of that trust."


"Please!" The old man's broken jaw
mangled his words. 


The Hunter stared down, not a shred of pity in his
heart. "There is nothing you can say, Marin. You preyed upon an innocent,
helpless child, one who had no way to understand what you were doing, or why it
was wrong." He ran his fingers over Soulhunger's razor edge. The blade, as
if reading his intentions, whispered eagerly, and the demon goaded him onward.
"For what you intended to do this night, not even the gods will have mercy
upon your soul."


Marin's eyes widened as Soulhunger opened his
throat. Blood gushed from the wound and splashed over his pale chest. He
clutched his neck, desperate to slow the bleeding. The Hunter rammed Soulhunger
deep into the man's groin, slicing through soft flesh, skittering along bone,
and carving through soft organs. 


Marin tried to cry out, but his breath whistled
through the gash in his neck. The Hunter ripped Soulhunger free, and the putrid
stench of ordure permeated the tent. Tears streamed down Marin's face. He
coughed blood, his mouth opening and closing without a sound. His eyes followed
Soulhunger, growing wide in terror. 


"May the Long Keeper turn you away from his
embrace, and your soul rot forever."


With a wordless snarl, the Hunter drove the dagger
into Marin's chest. A cry of triumph reverberated in the Hunter's mind;
Soulhunger and the demon roared in delight. Marin screamed, a raw, bloody sound
garbled by his torn throat, as the dagger consumed his soul. 


A torrent of power overwhelmed the Hunter, and he
slumped to the floor. Still clutching the dagger, he writhed beside the old
man, Soulhunger's exhilaration resonating in his mind. Fire flared in his chest
as the invisible hand carved a fresh scar into his flesh. 


But as the voices of Soulhunger and his inner demon
faded, a new clamor reached the Hunter's ears. Cries of terror and suffering,
distant at first, but growing more prominent with every passing second. Vicious
crackling, accompanied by the sharp, bitter scent of smoke. 


What in the
twisted hell? Climbing to his feet, he stepped from the tent into
a world aflame. Shelters smoldered and smoked, flames reaching orange fingers
high into the night sky. Screams and shouts mixed with the clash of steel on
steel.


Two sword-wielding figures struggled in the shadows
of a nearby tent. The shorter of the two chopped the legs out from beneath his
opponent and buried his blade in the man's neck. Raising his voice in a
ululating war cry that pierced the chaotic din, he sprinted off in search of
new victims.


Bandits! The Hunter's
blood turned to ice, and his fear returned in full force. And I just sent Hailen to our tent. 


He rushed from the shelter, but not before knocking
the candle onto a pile of parchment and blankets. Even as he raced through the
camp, he heard the snap and pop of Marin's tent catching alight behind him. The
old man's home was just one amidst a blazing inferno of their camp.


"Hailen!" he called out. The cries around
him and the crackling fire drowned out his voice. Men and women rushed past,
shouting, calling out names he didn't recognize, and wailing in terror. 


Dark figures stalked the camp, some feline, some
running on two feet. A midnight-skinned greatcat leapt onto the back of a
fleeing woman the Hunter recognized as the wife of Allon the chef. Its fangs
crunched through her spine, and she flopped limply beneath the beast. 


Two men with faces wrapped in dark veils leapt
toward him, short swords gleaming dull in the firelight. The Hunter smelled the
tang of iron through the smoke. He ducked low under a slash and twisted out of
the way of a blow aimed for his head. Soulhunger struck out twice and the two
men fell to the floor—one clutched at the blood gushing from his inner thigh,
the other clapping a hand over a ruined eye.


The Hunter raced on, heedless of those around him.
He made no move to aid Sirkar Jeroen and Kellen, who stood back to back in the
midst of a half-dozen armed bandits. He had no time to protect Ayden when a
mounted warrior charged, spared only a moment of pity as the long iron lance
spitted the healer's chest and crushed his ribs.


The orange glow of burning canvas, wood, and flesh
brightened the night sky. Smoke thickened the air around him, setting his eyes
and lungs burning. One arm covering his mouth, he raced on, desperate to reach
his tent and find Hailen alive. 


Panic and horror swelled within him. He'd rescued
the boy from one nightmare, only to send him to another.


A wagon burst through the smoke and carnage,
clattering directly toward him. The whites of the beasts' eyes showed clearly,
and the horses screamed in panic. He dove out of the way of the careening
wagon.


Something dark whizzed past him in the night,
accompanied by a buzzing, whirring sound. A moment later, something slammed
into his chest and threw him backward, directly into the path of the charging
horses. Pain seared into his gut and shoulder. He looked down, stunned. Three
black-fletched arrows protruded from his body. He smelled the stench of iron,
watched the poison darken his veins.


He slumped as fire burned through every cell in his
body, rendering him immobile and helpless. He watched through a dim haze as a
handful of arrows sprouted from the necks, withers, and torsos of the horses.
He could do nothing but lie there, unable to move, as the beasts reared and
toppled. The impact of the carriage collapsing atop him failed to register
through the torment of the iron spreading through his body. 


He had minutes left to live.


I failed you,
Hailen. The lad's face flashed before his eyes, replaced a moment later by the
face of the little girl he had tried and failed to save in Voramis. I'm so sorry.


"Hardwell!" A man's deep voice cut
through the fog. Bristan's bearded face hovered above him.


The Hunter tried to open his mouth to cry out a
warning, but no sound came out. He watched, helpless, as a bandit buried the
head of a massive iron axe in Bristan's stomach. Bristan's eyes widened in
shock and horror even as he wrapped his huge hands around the man's throat and
squeezed. Despite the din of battle and the murk in his mind, the Hunter heard
the crack of the bandit's neck. 


Bristan's knees sagged and the big man collapsed to
the ground, back against the wagon, tattooed fingers clutching at the ragged
wound in his belly. 


Fire and
agony filled the Hunter's world. 
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Now…


Hailen!


The body was
just about the right size. Consuming fire had burned away hair, flesh, and
features. His shoulders slumped in defeat, the torment of a thousand knives
piercing his heart.


"Hailen,"
he mumbled. His voice cracked. "I'm so sorry, lad. I…"


"Hardwell!"


Nearly
drowned out by the clash of steel, shouting voices, and crackling fire, the
voice sounded faint, distant. But he would recognize it anywhere.


"Hailen!"
Panic, desperation, relief, anger, and joy raced through him all at once. He
leapt to his feet. "Where are you, Hailen?"


His eyes
darted around wildly, but he could not pierce the thick smoke. Coughing,
gritting his teeth at the biting pain in his burned knees, he sprinted in the
direction from which he thought the voice had come.


"Hardwell!"



A figure
charged him with a savage cry, war axe raised to strike. The Hunter dove
forward and seized the midnight-skinned arms holding the weapon. With a
strength borne of his fury, he hurled the man backward, knocking him from his
feet. He threw himself onto the falling man, slipped Soulhunger from its
sheath, and drove it into the bandit's neck. The bandit's scream cut off in a
wet gurgle, and he coughed, spraying blood in the Hunter's face. Beneath the
tattoos—which stood stark and white against the man's dusky skin—an expression
of terror disfigured his features. The Hunter growled his rage into the dying
bandit's face.


"Hardwell!"



He levered
himself to his feet and ran on. The demon cried its ecstasy as power washed
over him. His legs no longer ached. The wounds left by the arrows had mostly
healed. With the iron cleansed from his veins, his limbs responded to his
commands to move faster.


Horses
screamed, and thudding hooves echoed around him, accompanied a moment later by
the rush of stampeding beasts. The Hunter threw himself to the side to avoid
being trampled.


Another
tattooed bandit materialized from the night, whirling a staff longer than the
Hunter was tall. The Hunter didn't even bother to block the blows. He grunted
beneath the impact of blows to his upper arm, shoulder, and thigh, but barreled
onward, driving Soulhunger between the bandit's ribs. The eager blade sliced
through muscle like crepe paper, trumpeting its delight as it drank deep.


A gust of
wind parted the smoke for the briefest of moments, and between heartbeats, the
Hunter saw Hailen draped across the withers of one of the stocky desert horses.
A white-robed, dark-skinned bandit sat on the horse's back, pressing a dagger
into Hailen's back.


"Hailen!"



He charged
through the debris and carnage. He barely noticed an onrushing figure, paused
only long enough to lay the bandit's throat open. Another bandit barred his
way, and the Hunter leapt over the low sweep of the iron sword. His knee
slammed into the man's ebony forehead, knocking him backward. He dimly heard a
wet crunch as he landed on the man,
and blood soaked into his breeches.


One of the
figures on horseback stabbed a finger at him and shouted in a language he could
not understand. A trio of bandits charged, waving crude scimitars.


The tang of
iron filled his nostrils. Keeper take it!



He threw
himself backward to avoid the slashing scimitars. The bandits chased him with
wild swings of the iron blades, and he retreated, not willing to face them with
only Soulhunger. He wished desperately for his sword, but it lay in the tent
along with most of his belongings. 


A dark figure
barreled from the smoke, shouting an unintelligible war cry. The man slammed
into the bandit on the Hunter's right, knocking him to the floor. Two more
shadows emerged from the night, short swords gripped in soot-stained hands.
Kellen and Graden charged the two remaining bandits with a wordless roar.


"Hardwell!"
Hailen's cry came again.


The Hunter's
eyes searched the night for the small figure. Hailen's captor had turned his
horse's head toward the desert.


"No!"



He leapt over
the struggling form of Sirkar Jeroen and raced toward the mounted bandit. His
feet fairly flew over the hard-packed earth of the road. He had to get to
Hailen before…


With a
vicious grin, the bandit dug his heels into the horse's flanks and the beast—a stocky,
dun-colored animal, barely taller than the Hunter—leapt forward, moving with
the fluid grace that marked its breed. 


The Hunter's
heart sank. Even as he pushed his body to greater speeds, the gulf between him
and the fleeing rider widened. The nimble desert horse moved fleet-footed and
sure across the dunes, while his feet sank into the yielding sand with every
step. By the time he crested the rise, the bandit had already ascended the next
dune. 


Panting, his
legs aching and his lungs afire, the Hunter slumped to his knees.


"Hardwell!"



The faint cry
drifted toward him, carried on an errant breeze. The fleeing figure of the
bandit was just a smudge of black on the pale dunes. Not even the sound of the
horse’s hooves reached his ears. 


He shouted
into the darkness. "I'm coming for you, Hailen!" 


Cursing, he
slipped and stumbled his way down toward the camp. Grit seeped his boots and
dug into his feet, but the discomfort paled in comparison with the weight
settling on his shoulders. He had to go after Hailen. He couldn't fail, not
again.


Sirkar Jeroen
leaned on an overturned wagon, favoring his left leg. The blood staining his
forehead had dried, but a fresh wound in his side seeped crimson. Rylin stood
beside him, and the Hunter caught the tail end of the guard's words. 


"…made
off with half the Nyslian swords in the last wagon, plus a quarter of the food
and supplies. What they didn't burn, that is."


"Bastards!"
The caravan master spat. "Apprentice pluck out their savage eyes and feed
them to the vultures!" He turned at the Hunter's approach. "You
hurt?"


"No, but
they took Hailen!" 


Sirkar Jeroen
slammed a fist into the charred wagon. "That makes over a dozen of our
children!" His face darkened. "We cannot let this stand. We can't let
them sell the little ones to…"


Graden and
Kellen stumbled from the smoke, the younger man barely standing. 


The caravan
master straightened. "How bad?" 


Graden
grunted and pointed to a laceration in his forearm. 


With a groan,
Kellen slumped to the ground. Sirkar Jeroen knelt over the young man and
fumbled at the gaping wound in his chest. "Hold on, Kellen! Ayden will be
here any moment."


The Hunter
didn't have the heart to tell the caravan master that Ayden wouldn't be dressing
anyone's wounds tonight. Judging by the dark blood pouring down his chest and
the pale cast to his face, Kellen would soon follow the healer to the Long
Keeper's embrace.


None of that
mattered. The Hunter only cared about rescuing Hailen. He turned away, but a
firm hand on his arm stopped him. 


Graden's dark
eyes searched the Hunter's face. "Going after him?" 


The Hunter
nodded. "Have to." 


With a nod,
Graden released the Hunter's arm. "Swordsman keep you."


The words
sounded odd coming from the strong, silent man. They felt
strangely…companionable. "And you." 


The Hunter
sprinted through the smoke and fire toward the picket lines. Most of the horses
had bolted in terror, and the few remaining beasts looked ready to snap their
ropes at any moment. Elivast was among those still tethered to the picket, and
he reared and plunged, the whites of his eyes visible, his ears laid back and
nostrils flared, one panicked heartbeat from breaking free and running.


"Whoa,
boy! Whoa, Elivast!"


The horse,
sensing his presence, stopped its frantic thrashing. The Hunter placed a
soothing hand on Elivast's neck, and the beast trembled beneath his hand. 


"Easy."
The Hunter spoke in a soft murmur. He placed a hand on Elivast's forehead and
rubbed gently. Slowly, the horse calmed beneath his touch and the sound of his
voice. "There you go."


The Hunter
sliced the rope securing Elivast to the picket line and led the beast away from
the flames. He checked his saddle, still lashed to Elivast's back. It had
escaped the fire and the bandits. Most of his gear lay in the smoking ruins of
his tent, but not all. Experience had taught him to be ready to ride at a
moment's notice. Along with the saddle, he found bit, bridle, reins, a
saddlebag with a few items of clothing, and the spare blanket he always kept
tied to the back of the horse. Within the folds of the blanket lay the
Swordsman's iron blades and a fortune in precious stones. Everything he needed.


Except
Hailen. 


If he stood a
chance of catching up to the fleeing bandits, he had to leave now. Wresting a
sword from the lifeless fingers of one of the caravan's defenders, he swung up
into the saddle and dug his heels into Elivast's flanks. He circled the burning
tents, keeping Elivast at a trot. The horse would have plenty of time to
stretch its legs tonight.


Sirkar Jeroen
still knelt over Kellen, but the caravan master's tear-streaked face spoke
clearly of Kellen's fate. Graden's rough hand rested on Jeroen's shoulder,
anger burning in his eyes. The caravan master looked up as the Hunter rode
toward them.


"I'd
send someone with you, but…" He motioned at the chaos.


"Guard
your own, Sirkar." 


"Find
them," the caravan master rasped, his voice thick with smoke and sorrow.
"For Ashurr, Siennen, Railley, and all the others. Find the bastards and
kill every Watcher-damned one of them."


A figure
rushed toward the Hunter. The soot-stained face of Natania, Ayden's wife,
stared up at him, eyes red-rimmed with tears. "Please, Hardwell! Find my
Eileen." She coughed, and her hand came away covered in blood.


The Hunter
wanted to ride away, but the healer's wife clutched Elivast's bridle. He ground
his teeth in frustration. He had to get after the bandits while the scent of
iron remained fresh. 


Another
figure pushed up beside Elivast, grasping the Hunter's cloak. Loriel, keeper of
the chests. The man nursed a broken arm and blood streamed down his chest from
a vicious wound in his side. "They took my Darril!"


More voices
joined the pleading. Men and women pressed in around him, shouting the names of
their children taken captive by the bandits. Elivast, already nervous from the
fire, danced beneath him, discomforted by the press of people.


"Please,"
the Hunter shouted, "I will do what I can. But let me go!" 


"Give
him room!" The thundering voice of Sirkar Jeroen boomed above the dim of
clamoring parents. "Let him ride. He will do what he can. Is that not so,
Hardwell?" The caravan master's gaze pierced the Hunter.


The Hunter
raised his voice so all could hear. "I make no promises to any of you. But
I will hunt the bastards down, and I will do what I can." He would say
whatever he had to just to get free of the press of bodies. Every moment wasted
cost him dearly.


Sirkar Jeroen
nodded. "May the Apprentice guide your path, Hardwell. We will do our best
to reach Nysl with what stores we have left. If you have not joined us in one
week, we will know you have failed."


"So be
it." 


The crowd
backed away from Elivast, and he was free. Turning the horse toward the dunes,
he dug his heels into Elivast's ribs, and the horse charged across the road and
up the sand dune without hesitation. Though the beast's hooves sank into the
soft sand, they moved far more quickly than the Hunter had afoot. In the space
of a few heartbeats, they stood at the crest of the dune. 


Sirkar
Jeroen's strong voice called after him. "Apprentice speed your journey,
Hardwell!"


Without a
backward glance, the Hunter spurred his horse down the other side of the sandy
rise and into the night.


 


* * *


 


How long had he
been riding? An hour, two? Elivast showed signs of flagging, but the Hunter
pushed on—alternating between a jog, trot, canter, and gallop as necessary. He
hoped he could coax a few more minutes of speed from the beast before it needed
rest. Before he needed rest. The more
ground he covered now, the closer he came to finding Hailen. 


Why? The question burned in his mind. Why did I push the lad away? He asked for so
little, so why could I not give it to him? Why did I have to make the same
mistake I made with Farida?


The pounding
of Elivast's hooves filled his world. An eerie silence fell over the desert at
night, broken only by the whisper of the wind across the dunes and the
occasional barks and growls of predators. The smell of smoke lay far behind
him, and beneath the metallic tang of the blood staining his clothes, he
detected the faint odor of iron. The marauders' weapons. He followed that scent
unerringly; it would lead him to the bandits—and Hailen. 


Clouds
obscured the sky to the south, but above his head, only empty blackness and the
twinkling of myriad stars met his eyes. The moon—only two days past full—cast
its pale light on the writhing, serpentine dunes around him. 


The scent of
fresh blood stopped him in his tracks. He squinted around, and his eyes fell
upon a small mound a few paces away. It looked like a stone, but up close, he
smelled the stench of sickness. The same putrescent odor that had wafted from
Ayden's wagon.


Eileen.


The little
girl lay face down in the sand, her body wasted by the influenza. He turned her
over, and grimaced at the sight of the blood around her mouth and nose. He
could find no wound or injury. They had ripped her from her home, even in her
weakened condition. When the sickness had finally conquered her, the bandits had
discarded her like refuse. 


He clenched
his fists, rage burning in his chest. The
bastards will suffer for this! 


He turned his
back on the body, unable to endure the sight, and studied the desert around
him. Still and barren, the endless sea of sand filled the Hunter with a sense
of utter isolation. He was on his own. He alone would have to find Hailen and
bring him back alive.


The demon
whispered in his thoughts. “You're not
truly alone. You still have us.”


Soulhunger
murmured quietly in his mind. The blade was content; it had fed well tonight. 


Help me find him, the Hunter told the voices. 


“Yes. You need us. Only together are we the
Hunter.”


The demon was
right. Now, more than ever, the Hunter needed them. Without them, he would
stand no chance of rescuing the boy.


Find him!


The tang of
iron drifted toward him on the wind. Mounting, he turned Elivast toward the
scent. He had his prey, and would follow them to the ends of Einan if he had
to.


 


 







Chapter Seventeen
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The Hunter crouched just beneath the peak of the
dune, studying the dull brown sea of shelters and structures that covered the
desert below. Smoke rose from a hundred cookfires, a smudge rising into the
blue midday sky. The voices of the dusky-skinned men, women, and children
moving among the shelters below blended with the bleating and lowing of their
herds.


Where in that expanse of tents and makeshift
shelters would he find Hailen? 


He slipped and stumbled down the dune toward
Elivast, who stood placid and content, nose buried in a feedbag. The horse had
earned its meal. He'd pushed Elivast hard through the night and day in pursuit
of the bandits, following the scent of iron through the wind-swept sands and
rolling dunes of the Advanat. 


He patted the horse's neck and spoke soothing words
to the beast. "Stay here. This part is up to me." 


Elivast nickered and nudged the Hunter with his
nose. With a grim smile, the Hunter slipped his sword belt from the horn of the
saddle and drew the blade to check its edge. Sharp, free of nicks, and
well-oiled. The Hunter nodded, slipped the sword back into its sheath, and
buckled the belt around his waist. The weapon had belonged to Ashurr, one of
the men riding guard alongside Kellen. The guard had no need of it now—what use
had a charred and mangled corpse for a blade?


Good man. May the Watcher have mercy on you. 


He hadn't known the man, hadn't exchanged more than
a few dozen words in the last weeks. It didn't matter. Ashurr had joined the
caravan's dead, many of whom had left behind friends and relatives. Someone was
certain to miss him. 


Marin's face flashed in his thoughts, and the image
fanned the flames of the Hunter's anger. Some
men deserve a fate far worse than death.


Satisfaction radiated from the demon. “And those men below? Will you do the same
to them?”


The Hunter shrugged and ascended the dune. If they get in my way. You're loving this,
aren't you?


“Of course.” The voice
sounded smug. 


The soft sand made the climb difficult. The Hunter
stumbled more than once and nearly slipped back down the high dune. His legs
soon protested the effort, but he ignored the fire in his muscles. He saw the
faces of little Eileen, Darril, and the other children stolen from weeping
mothers and dead fathers. He would rescue them all, if he could. No matter
what, he wouldn't leave without Hailen.


He crouched at the crest of the dune. His eyes
roamed the sea of hides below, searching for anything to indicate where the
bandits would be holding the boy. In the heart of the ocean of hide, a ring of
black stood out against the muddy brown surrounding it. Bright yellow sand
marked a clearing at the center of the ring, and a stockade stood at the far
side of the open space. He would commence his search there. 


A trio of horsemen trotted around the edge of the
camp. The Hunter ducked behind the dune, counting heartbeats. When he reached a
hundred, he peered over the sandy ridge. A plume of dust and sand marked the
retreating horsemen. 


“They carry
weapons of iron. You know what they can do to you.” 


The Hunter ignored the worry niggling at the back
of his mind. Iron weapons or no, they
have Hailen. If I have to kill every Watcher-damned one of them, so be it. But
they will not stop me.


“Why are you
doing this? Why are you risking everything for one lad? The truth awaits you
far to the north, not here.” Disdain filled his thoughts.


I do what I
must. 


Mocking laughter set his head pounding. “You go to your death, Bucelarii. To our
death. All for a little boy who rejected
you in favor of a pervert?”


Steel fingers squeezed the Hunter's heart and
constricted his throat. As much as he ached to deny it, the demon's words held
a grain of truth.


Rejection or
not, I will not leave him here. The fate he would suffer at the hands of those
bandits... 


The voice radiated anger. “Then you will be the death of us. I cannot let you…”


I don't need
your permission! The Hunter clenched his fists. The hilt of Ashurr's
sword felt solid and comforting in his hand. But if you are so concerned for your own wellbeing, why not aid me in
my effort? 


The demon fell silent, as if pondering the Hunter's
words.


Help me
rescue the lad, and I will kill for you. 


This had the desired effect. “Very well,” the voice purred. “But
you are bound by your word, Bucelarii.”


I am. 


The Hunter slipped Soulhunger from its sheath. The
blade throbbed gently in the back his mind, its appetite sated by Bristan's
death the previous night. 


Come,
Abiarazi! Let us do what must be done. Let us become the Hunter of legend once
more.


 


* * *


 


How in the
scorched hell do these people wear clothing like this?


The long, sleeveless cloak he'd filched from an
empty tent felt thick and stifling. He doubted he could fight in the heavy
clothing; he could hardly move his arms. Its only saving grace lay in the fact
that it concealed his sword belt and the voluminous, billowing sleeves hid
Soulhunger, gripped tight against his forearm.


The headcloth served his purposes perfectly. The
colorful garment, held on his head by a circlet of dark rope, covered his face
and obscured everything but his eyes. He could almost pass as one of the
inhabitants of the camp. 


With the robes to cover his skin, only his height
marked him as out of the ordinary. He stood head and shoulders above the men
and women he passed, forcing him to walk in a slouching shuffle to appear
shorter. He moved at a leisurely pace, neither hurrying nor dawdling. None of
those he encountered paid him any attention. 


The bandit's camp reeked of sweat-stained fabric,
but here and there he detected faint traces of the unique scents of those
around him. The aroma of spices, herbs, stewing meat, and fresh bread floated
through the air. His rumbling stomach reminded him he hadn't eaten in nearly a
day.


Head bowed and shoulders slumped, he watched the
world around him with hooded eyes. 


Perhaps the
life of a bandit is not so different from ordinary existence.


He found himself strangely drawn to the simplicity
of life in the camp. Swarthy, sun-browned men and women moved about their tasks
at a leisurely pace. Shouting, laughing children ran past him, kicking at a
ball made of animal hides. Goats, sheep, and cattle sat contentedly in pens. An
easterly breeze brought the scent of fresh water—an oasis, perhaps.


The closer he came to the heart of the camp, the
fewer the casual passersby. The men and women he encountered cast apprehensive
glances at the swathed, hooded figures standing in pairs at intervals around
the ring of tents. The bandit guards wore thick swords, heavy war axes, and
long-bladed spears on their backs. Midnight-skinned hands rested on the sashes
around their waists, within easy reach of their curved daggers, and their dark
eyes studied the passing men and women. The Hunter, feeling their scrutiny on
him, hunched lower to hide his height and the swath of pale skin visible
through the headcloth.


“Take them
down!” The demon always demanded the direct approach—usually the less sensible
option; more so in this case. The guards and their weapons reeked of iron.


Patience. We
need to be smart about this. There are too many of them to simply charge in. 


He drew in a deep breath, taking in the scents of
the camp. He ignored the tang of iron, the reek of sweat, and the miasma of
odors permeating the camp, instead seeking the fresh, clean scent that marked
Hailen's presence. 


There! It was faint,
but his sensitive nostrils detected the smell he knew so well. I'm coming for you, Hailen.


First, he had to get past the guards. He shuffled
around the ring of black tents, looking for a clear path toward the heart of the
camp. Armed guards stood at every avenue, iron weapons bristling like a fence
to keep out all but those permitted to enter.


The Hunter's heart sank. He could find no easy way
through the guards. 


I'll have to
come back. Perhaps once the sun has set it will be easier to slip through…


A sharp crack
echoed above the low din of the camp around him, and a childish voice wailed a
horrid cry of agony. The Hunter recognized the voice immediately.


Hailen! 
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Rage burned in the Hunter’s chest and set his blood
boiling. A red haze swam before his eyes.


If they have
touched a hair on his head, I'll rip out their throats with my bare hands. He swallowed
hard and balled his fists with such force that his arms shook. 


“How dare
they harm the lad? Kill them all!” The demon cared nothing for Hailen, but sought to
fan the flames of his anger, to goad him into giving it the death it craved.


“You cannot
wait until tonight,” the demon purred. “What could happen to him by then?”


The demon manipulated him, but he was past caring.
The fury burning within him—amplified by every crack of the whip, every child's cry of pain—demanded action.


He shuffled toward the nearest pair of guards,
muttering incoherent words under his breath. Head down, shoulders hunched, he
imitated the myriad drunks that had lurched through the back alleys of Lower
Voramis after a night in the tavern.


One of the guards stepped forward and placed a
restraining hand on his shoulder. The Hunter stumbled and fell against the
guard, hands clutching at the man's belt as if leaning on him for support. The
guard spoke in a language the Hunter didn't recognize, but the tone of anger
and warning was unmistakable. 


With one smooth motion, the Hunter slipped the
man's curved dagger from its sheath on his belt. A dim part of his mind
recognized the steel blade as Praamian-crafted. He drew the razor edge across
the other guard's throat. At the same time, he plunged Soulhunger into the
first guard's heart. 


A surge of power flooded him, burning away his
fatigue, thirst, and hunger, drowning out the guard's cry. Ice coursed through
his veins and collided with the fire of his anger. Instead of dousing his rage,
the power added to his all-consuming need to kill. His lips creased into a
snarl as the bandit gasped, gurgled, and slumped to the ground at his feet. The
blood-soaked body of the second guard joined the first a moment later.


He had little doubt the guard's scream had alerted
others. He had perhaps moments before more bandits discovered his presence,
nowhere near enough time to draw his sword from within the voluminous robes.
Without hesitation, he seized the long, iron-tipped spear leaning against the
wooden post behind him. Spear in his right hand and Soulhunger gripped in his
left, he charged through the ring of black tents toward the heart of the camp.


A bandit rushed him, steel scimitar raised high,
mouth open to raise the alarm. The Hunter thrust the tip of the spear into his
mouth. The iron blade burst through the back of his skull, spraying the sand
behind the slumping corpse with dark blood and brain matter. 


Two guards came around the corner of a nearby tent.
One wielded an axe nearly as broad as his barrel chest, the other a
steel-headed Voramian war lance almost twice his height. The Hunter had no time
to pull the spear free. He ducked beneath the decapitating, horizontal stroke
of the iron axe, and lashed out with Soulhunger. The dagger bit deep into the
guard's thigh. The bandit cried out, and blood fountained from the gaping
wound. As the first dropped, the Hunter slammed his shoulder into the second
guard's gut and hurled him to the ground. Soulhunger's razor edge opened the
man's throat with one vicious slash.


Two down, how
many more? He'd need the long spear to fend off the iron weapons. Ripping the
lance free of the corpse, the Hunter continued his sprint toward the heart of
the camp. He burst through the ring of tents, and the sight that met his eyes
stopped him cold. 


An ebony-skinned giant towered over a group of
children. His whip—a cruel, barbed thing easily a half-dozen paces long—cracked
above their heads. Blood trickled from the pale backs of four children, and the
rest cowered in abject terror of the massive man in the bright, voluminous
bandit robes.


The Hunter reacted without thinking. The war lance
in his right hand, meant to be wielded on horseback, weighed twice as much as a
normal spear. His superhuman muscles, fueled by the power of his rage and the
rush of death, hurled the weapon like a javelin. The spear carved a deadly arc
through the air and plowed through the huge man's side with the sound of a
butcher's knife carving meat. Blood exploded from his mouth as the lance
knocked him from his feet, pinning his corpse to the ground like a grisly trophy
mounted for display.


Bandits sprinted toward the Hunter from all
directions. He fumbled for the sword, finally pulling it free—just in time to
chop through the arm of an axe-wielding warrior. Even as he hacked his way
through two swordsmen, a dozen more joined the fray. 


Damn it! Too
many of the bastards. 


He cast his eyes about wildly, searching the faces
of the children for Hailen. He had to get the lad and get out now. 


There! 


Tears streaked Hailen's dust-stained face and red rimmed
his eyes. When he saw the Hunter, he burst into a fresh wave of tears.
"Hardwell!" 


"I'm coming, Hailen!" Fury set every
muscle in his body afire.


He twisted from the path of a thrusting sword and
returned with a blow that laid open his attacker's forehead to the bone. A trio
of spear-wielding bandits forced him back, and a half-dozen more behind cut off
his escape. Desperate, he rushed forward in an attempt to break through the
lines, but a wall of bristling swords, axes, and spears barred his way. A
handful of steel weapons glinted in the sunlight, but he saw mostly the dull
sheen of iron. He cast about, dread setting his heart racing. At any moment,
one of the men would attack, and their iron weapons would…


"Hold!" A commanding voice rang out above
the clash of weapons, shouting men, and scuffling feet. "Who dares to
attack the stronghold of Il Seytani, sovereign of the Sah'raa Advanat?" 


The ring of glittering metal parted, and a man
strode toward the Hunter. Strong, dusky-skinned hands rested comfortably on a
bright red sash. A steel scimitar hung at his side, the hilt well-worn with
use. Colorful fabric covered him from head to toe, but the man's eyes—nearly as
dark as the Hunter's own—studied him with a piercing gaze. This was no ordinary
bandit; everything about him spoke of intelligence and cunning. 


"Il Seytani," the Hunter said.


"You have heard of me, then." Il Seytani
spoke Einari with a thick accent. "But who are you, ytaq?" He spat the last word as an insult, but his tone held a
trace of awe and surprise. 


"I am no one of import." The Hunter
dropped his sword and raised his hands high. He hid a wince every time the tip
of an iron sword or spear came too close. "Give me what I came for, and I
will depart in peace."


Il Seytani's face creased into a smile that showed
a mixture of bemusement and respect. "And what, pray tell, has brought you
to the heart of the Sah'raa?"


The Hunter stabbed a finger toward the captive
children. "One of those belongs to me. Release him, and no more of you
need die this day." 


"Brave words for a man surrounded by sharp
weapons and strong arms." Il Seytani's eyes bored into him. The man raised
an ebony-skinned hand and snapped his fingers. At his growled order, a pair of
bandits hurried toward Hailen. 


Rage burned in the Hunter's chest. He stepped
forward, but a half-dozen sword and spear points stopped him. 


"You live at my command, ytaq. I find myself curious as to what manner of man can carve his
way through a dozen of my best warriors." 


With surprising speed and grace, the man whipped
out his scimitar and thrust it at him, stopping the tip a finger's breadth from
his chest. The Hunter made no move, but his skin crawled at the presence of
iron. He could sense it even through the thick layers of fabric. 


"Do not think for a moment that I will
hesitate to kill you." Il Seytani's eyes held no anger, only confidence.
"You would not be the first to die in a futile effort to rescue one stolen
away by my Mhareb." Through the
reek of sweat and fear surrounding him, the Hunter detected the man's scent:
sandalwood, the musty odor of horses, iron. 


Without taking his eyes from the Hunter, Il Seytani
shouted a command in his own language. Three men sidled forward, their
expressions wary, hands resting on their daggers. One plucked Soulhunger from
the Hunter's grasp while the other two wrestled his arms around behind his
back. The Hunter remained still and silent. He couldn't risk anything, not
while a ring of iron surrounded him. He would bide his time and make his move
when opportunity presented itself.


But when he saw one of the dark-skinned bandits
dragging Hailen toward Il Seytani, dark hand gripping the boy's throat, his
rage boiled over again. He lurched forward, heedless of the iron blade at his
throat and the arms holding him back. A primitive bellow of rage burst from his
throat. It took three more guards to restrain him, and still he struggled. 


The bandit brought Hailen to stand before Il
Seytani. The boy looked small and helpless amidst the sea of dark faces and
glittering weapons. He stared up at the dusky-skinned bandit without fear in
his red-rimmed eyes. Though tears left tracks in the dust on his face, he
managed a faint smile. "H-Hello."


"What is your name, boy?


"I'm Hailen. Who are you, and what are you
doing to my friend Hardwell?"


The Hunter's heart leapt to his throat. Even when surrounded by enemies, he has no
idea what danger he faces. 


Il Seytani crouched to place his face on level with
the boy's. "Tell me, Hailen, how old are you?" The bandit's tone
almost sounded kind, but the Hunter heard a trace of something sinister in his
words.


"I'm almost seven." Hailen's smile
brightened. "Father Pietus said I was born beneath the first star of
summer, and that…"


"And this Hardwell," Il Seytani
interrupted, his voice cracking like a whip. "He is your father?"


Hailen's brow furrowed, as if uncertain why this
man would shout at him. "No. I never met my real father. Though Father
Pietus was like…"


"Enough!" Il Seytani snapped. 


Hailen's eyes widened. The Hunter's chest tightened
at the sight of the boy's fear. The lad had looked at him with that same expression the morning before. Instinctively, he
reached out to Hailen. Something slammed into his side, and he slumped to the
floor, coughing. 


He glared up at the man who'd struck him. "I
hope you can wipe and hold a sword in the same hand. Touch me again, and you'll
lose both of them—and something more."


The bandit seemed not to understand his words, but
the Hunter's tone left little doubt as to his meaning. The dark-skinned man
smiled and struck the Hunter across the face.


The Hunter spat blood and shook his head.
"Don't say I didn't warn you." 


"If you are through threatening my men,"
Il Seytani said, "I have an offer I believe might interest you."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Il
Seytani pulled down the headcloth, revealing a swarthy face with a thick nose,
heavy eyebrows, and a beard of coarse hair as dark as his eyes. 


"You have no doubt heard the stories about me.
They say that I ride the whirlwind and destroy all in my path. It is said that
none have seen my face and lived to tell the tale. Some even say I am a demon
of the Sah'raa."


The Hunter smiled. I'd know if you were a demon, you bastard. The man's scent held no
stench of rot and decay, nothing to mark him as Abiarazi. 


Il Seytani took the Hunter's smile as one of good
humor, and his expression turned shrewd. "I may be all these things, but
above all else, I am a man of business." 


The Hunter spat. "Business? What a noble profession you have chosen!"


Il Seytani shrugged, clearly unfazed by the
Hunter's anger. "Selling goods and people is good business, is it not?
What matter where they come from, or how they were obtained?" 


"The Apprentice himself would be proud."


Il Seytani shook his head. "Your Thirteen have
no place in the Sah'raa, ytaq. In the
Advanat, there is only one God, the One Above All."


The Hunter shrugged. "Thirteen, one, a
million—I haven't come to debate gods with you, Il Seytani. Give me what is
rightfully mine, and I will depart."


"Of course." Il Seytani smiled and opened
his arms in a gesture of acceptance. "And once I have returned what is
yours, perhaps I should find every person from whom I have taken and give back
to them." 


Il Seytani snapped something in his own tongue, and
the men around him burst into raucous laughter. The bandits howled and jeered
in their language. The Hunter had no need of a translator to hear the mockery
in their voices.


Il Seytani's eyes darkened and his face turned hard
and cold. "Listen to me, ytaq."
He pressed the tip of his scimitar into the Hunter's neck. "You do not
give the orders here. One word from me, and my men will tear you apart. The
only reason you are alive is because there is a chance I will find use for a
man of your skills. But make no mistake, the minute you stop being useful, that
is when you will cease to breathe."


The Hunter jerked away from the iron scimitar,
trying to hide his pain. His skin burned where the blade had touched him. 


Il Seytani's lips spread into a vicious smile.
"I see you understand the predicament in which you find yourself." 


The Hunter eyed the scimitar dangerously close to
his flesh and gave a slight nod of his head.


"Good." Il Seytani sheathed his blade and
turned his back on the Hunter. "Then all that is left is for me to
illustrate my point."


The dark-skinned man strode toward Hailen. The boy
stared up at Il Seytani, no trace of fear in his eyes.


The Hunter's heart leapt to his throat. "Harm
one hair on his head, and you will live to regret…"


Il Seytani snapped something in his own tongue, his
voice cracking like a whip. Something slammed into the back of the Hunter's
head. His vision swam and he slumped to his knees. He fought the men that
gripped him, to no avail. Too many hands held him captive. Surrounded by iron
weapons, he had little hope of reaching Hailen. 


Through hazy eyes, the Hunter looked up. Il
Seytani's dark hand rested on Hailen's shoulder. The lad stared up at the
bandit leader, eyes wide not with fear, but curiosity. 


"I told you, Hardwell. I am the one who
commands here." The bandit spoke without taking his eyes from the boy
before him. "Everything has a price."


Il Seytani's free hand dipped toward his belt and
pulled the dagger free of its sheath. The Hunter struggled against his captors,
but could not break free. Cold fingers of dread clutched his heart, setting his
head spinning. He could do nothing to protect the boy.


"Pay attention, Hardwell. Here is the cost of
your insolence."


The Hunter watched helpless as the blade flashed
against the pale flesh of Hailen's throat.
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"No!" The Hunter jerked against his
captors, but he could do nothing about the wall of iron that hemmed him in and
rendered him helpless.


Crimson flowed down the side of Hailen's neck,
stark against his pale skin. The boy cried out in surprise and pain. Wailing,
he fought in vain against the men holding him, and fresh blood spilled from the
wound every time he struggled.


"Hailen! Stop, now!"


At the sound of the Hunter's voice, Hailen ceased
fighting. Tears streamed down his face and he stared at the Hunter, eyes filled
with confusion. 


The Hunter spoke in a soothing voice. "Don't
be afraid, Hailen. I'm right here."


Knives of acid burned in the Hunter's stomach and
set his chest afire. Not again! I can't
lose another one.


"Enough!" The Hunter's eyes sought Il
Seytani's. "There is no need to do this! Your meaning is plain."


A cruel smile split Il Seytani's lips. The bandit
leader barked in his tongue, and one of the men holding Hailen pressed a cloth
to the boy's neck. Hailen wailed louder, but the Hunter fell still. The boy
would live. 


"Tell me what you want." He spoke in a
soft, dangerous voice. 


Il Seytani's eyes mirrored the cruelty in his tone.
"The ytaq learns quickly. I
feared I might have to do something more…drastic." He fingered the dagger
at his belt.


"That won't be necessary. I offer my skill in
exchange for the boy's life."


The bandit leader grinned. "Ahh, you wish to
bargain. I am always willing to do business. But tell me, Hardwell, what skills
do you possess that might be worth the life of a slave?" He traced
Hailen's angular chin with his finger. "One such as this will fetch a good
price once he has been sufficiently…trained. Why should I not sell him along
with the others?" 


"You have seen what I can do." The Hunter
pointed toward the corpse pinioned to the ground by the huge lance. "I
have little doubt you can find use for me."


Il Seytani stroked his chin pensively.
"Perhaps. Truth be told, that is
the only reason I have spared your life thus far." He flicked his wrist
toward the body. "I have no doubt you are more than a match for most of
the warriors in my camp."


A few of the men around Il Seytani bristled, but
they held their peace. Their gazes wandered toward the lance and its grisly
trophy. 


"There is little doubt of your skills, but I
have no need of more warriors." The bandit fidgeted with his thick beard.
"What I need is a qattala—an assassin!"


The Hunter smiled, a slow, confident grin.
"From your mouth to the gods' own…"—he corrected hastily—"…to God's own ears." 


The bandit leader studied him. "It seems our
meeting is fortuitous. Perhaps the One Above All led me to your caravan for a
reason."


"Or simply pure rotten luck."


Il Seytani chuckled. "A sense of humor, even
in the face of death. An admirable trait or a foolish one." 


The Hunter kept the smile plastered on his lips. I know how you will face death. Screaming,
crying out for mercy.


"Then let me tell you of our…bargain," Il
Seytani said. At his command, the hands holding the Hunter loosened. 


The Hunter turned a baleful glare on the men behind
him. They met his eyes with hate-filled expressions, but more than one hardened
warrior flinched beneath his gaze. 


Hiding a smile, he turned back to Il Seytani.
"So tell me, who is it you want me to kill?"


The bandit leader smiled. "Directly to
business. A man after my own heart. Tell me, Hardwell, man of the south, how much
of our Twelve Kingdoms have you seen?"


"None."


"None?" Il Seytani raised an eyebrow.
"So this is your first visit to our fair land?"


The Hunter nodded.


"Even better!" Il Seytani's smile looked
genuine. "So you will have no objection to killing the al-Malek of Al Hani?"


The Hunter shrugged. If it meant the boy's life, he
would kill a hundred men.


Il Seytani raised his hands and eyes heavenward.
"Truly, such good fortune can only come from the One Above All." He
returned his gaze to the Hunter. 


The Hunter stifled a snort. "Tell me where I
can find this Ayl Maleek…"


"al-Malek. It is a title—the King of Al Hani,
you might say. He is called Assad Ibn-Qadir." Il Seytani spat the name
like a curse. 


"You say these names as if they mean something
to me."


"Of course." The bandit nodded. "You
are not from the It-Nashar. Of the
five kingdoms…"


"I thought you said there were twelve."


Il Seytani's expression darkened and he bared his
teeth. "Interrupt me again at your own risk, Hardwell."


The Hunter inclined his head. "You were
saying?" 


"Five kingdoms remain of the original twelve.
Of those five, Al Hani is the most powerful. Worse still, it is nearest the
Sah'raa Advanat."


"Thus the one most likely to take issue with
your predations."


Il Seytani nodded. "But, if the al-Malek were
to meet his demise…" 


"In the confusion, your reign of terror could
continue unchecked."


Il Seytani inclined his head. 


"So you want me to kill this al-Malek person?
And if I kill him, you will deliver Hailen to me?"


"Bring me the ring of the al-Malek, and your boy will be returned."


"Unharmed?" the Hunter growled.


A sly smile touched the bandit's lips. "You
are astute, ytaq. Yes, I will deliver
him to you in the same condition you see him now."


The Hunter looked at Hailen. Blood stained the
boy's thin tunic and soaked through the cloth at his neck. His lower lip
trembled and he stared at the Hunter with panic, confusion, and pain in his
tear-rimmed eyes. 


The lad is
terrified. Worse still, he has no idea why. The Illusionist's touch on Hailen's
mind stole his fear and understanding of danger. Only after someone had harmed him would he feel afraid, yet he couldn't
seem to grasp the “why” of it. 


"Don't worry, Hailen." The Hunter spoke
in a soothing voice. "I'll be back to get you as soon as…"


"Don't leave me, Hardwell!" Hailen burst
into tears and his voice rose to a wail. "I don't like it here. These men
hurt me, and he hurt Ayden, too. And Eileen…" 


An ache burned in the Hunter's chest. He wanted to
comfort the boy, but he dared not move for the ring of iron surrounding him. 


"Easy, Hailen." His words caught in his
throat. "Can you be brave?" 


"Hardwell!" Hailen wailed. 


"Listen to me, Hailen. You need to be strong,
for the others' sakes." This caught the boy's attention and his sobs quietened.
"They're probably scared, and they don't know what's going on. Can you
keep an eye on them, keep them safe?"


"But…"


"Please, Hailen. Keep them safe."


The boy snuffled and snorted, but finally managed
to choke out, "I'll try."


"Enough," Il Seytani snapped. "Now,
Hardwell, what do you...?"


"I'll do it." The Hunter steeled his gaze
and stared into Il Seytani's dark eyes. "I will bring you the ring of the
al-Malek." 


Watcher have
mercy on your soul when I return! You will not walk away from our next meeting. 


The demon whispered eagerly in his thoughts,
begging him to kill the men around him. So much blood, so close at hand!


"Then we have a bargain, Hardwell." Il
Seytani nodded. "My men will prepare to ride out immediately." He
barked out terse commands in his language, and a handful of bandits rushed off.


"Your men?"


"Of course. Did you think I would trust you to
keep your word, ytaq? What's to stop
you from turning around, sneaking into my camp, and putting this beautiful
knife in my back?" 


Il Seytani stroked Soulhunger, a hungry look in his
eyes. The sight of the jewel set in the pommel could incite any man's greed. If
only the bandit leader knew the truth of the gemstone.


"Besides, being a newcomer to the It-Nashar, you do not know the way to Al
Hani. My men will lead you east, across the Sah'raa, to Mount Baradh. There,
you will ride through Thalj Pass to enter the land of Al Hani beyond. The city
of Aghzaret lies a half day's ride east of the foot of Mount Baradh."


The Hunter's mind raced. He had considered doing
exactly as the bandit had said. He'd had no intention of leaving Hailen to ride
to some unknown city. But now…what choice did he have?


"How can I trust you to keep your end of the
bargain?"


"Ask yourself this, instead: what will happen
to your boy if you do not? Look around you, ytaq.
You are in no position to question a fair deal."


The Hunter wanted to throw Il Seytani's offer in
his teeth and spit in his face. He wouldn't be surprised if the bandit leader
tried to kill him. At the moment, however, he had no choice. The bandit had him
ringed in with iron, and a dagger to Hailen's throat. No, he would go along
with the bargain, and when the time was right, he would find a way to free
Hailen. If it meant he had to kill some king of a distant land, so be it. 


He nodded. "I accept your terms." 


Il Seytani grinned and spread his arms wide.
"Let it be so." 


A group of mounted riders rode into the circle of
tents, reining in behind Il Seytani. The Hunter started at the sight of Elivast
trotting along behind the riders. His horse bucked and pulled at his rope,
kicking out at the bandit's mounts.


"Your horse, yes?" Il Seytani chuckled.
"My scouts found him minutes before your attack. You will find, ytaq, we are not easy to surprise.
Remember that when you return." 


The bandit leader spoke a few words in his tongue,
and the men gripping the Hunter's arms released him. 


The Hunter straightened his clothing and held out a
hand. "My dagger." 


Il Seytani eyed him. "I believe I will keep
this…until you return, of course."


The Hunter crossed his arms. "You have the
boy. It is enough."


"You give me orders, ytaq? You remember what happened last…"


"You wish this al-Malek dead, yes? An assassin
must have his tools. Either kill me now, or return the blade."


The bandit leader eyed him, and the Hunter met his
gaze without wavering. 


Il Seytani grinned. "You have bedat, my friend. A big pair on you,
eh?" He stroked Soulhunger with reverence. "Very well, you will have
what you ask."


The Hunter moved forward, but the bandit leader
held up a forestalling hand. 


"My man Younis will keep the dagger. Once you
reach Al Hani, he will deliver it to you. Your sword as well."


The Hunter pondered this and nodded. "Very
well." In the days it would take to cross the Advanat, he could find a way
to retrieve the dagger. 


"It is so, ytaq.
Honor your end of the bargain, and you need not fear for the boy."


The Hunter strode toward Elivast, but a man stepped
between him and the horse. The bandit wore the same colorful robes and headgear
as the others, but his skin was a few shades lighter and his features lacked
the sharp angles of Il Seytani and his companions.


"You think to ride?" He spoke Einari with
a slight accent, his pronunciation crisp and precise. 


"If we are to reach Al Hani and find this
al-Malek, yes." 


The Hunter tried to brush past him, but the man
caught his wrist. 


"To ride is an honor reserved for the Mhareb alone." His companions
seized the Hunter, and the man produced a rope. "Scum must walk." He
bound the Hunter's hands and secured the end of the rope to the pommel of
Elivast's saddle. 


The Hunter ground his teeth. This bandit would pay
for the insult. 


"Tell me, Hardwell of the south," Il
Seytani said, "how long will it take you to find and kill the al-Malek? Are you truly as capable an
assassin as you pretend?"


The Hunter ignored the jibe. "Seven
days."


Il Seytani's eyebrows rose. "A week?" 


"To learn the layout of the city, find a way
into the palace, and locate the al-Malek will take time."


"Time is a luxury you do not have, ytaq." Il Seytani studied the
Hunter. "You may find that my patience runs out more quickly than
that."


"But…"


"How much is the boy's life worth to
you?" Il Seytani's gaze pierced the Hunter. "I offer you a chance for
his freedom, a gift given to no other. What are you willing to do for
him?"


Rage turned the Hunter's blood to ice. He clenched
his fists, took a deep breath, and nodded slowly. 


"Good." The bandit leader shouted
something to his men. "Now go! Ride like the Ghulamin themselves are on your heels."


The bandit who had tied his wrists tugged on
Elivast's lead rope, and the horse broke into a slow jog trot, dragging the
Hunter stumbling and running after him.


"Make no mistake, ytaq," Il Seytani called after him. "My men will kill you
if you so much as look at them the wrong way. Keep your end of the bargain, and
your boy may live long enough to leave the Sah'raa."


The bandit leader shouted, and the bandits riding
before the Hunter laughed in response.


"Remember, my friend, I am not a patient man.
Do not keep me waiting."


Hailen's wails of distress rose from behind the
Hunter, piercing the calm, bright afternoon like a dagger to his gut. Though it
broke his heart with every step, he refused to look back.


I will return,
lad. He clenched his fists until blood trickled from his palm. As the Watcher is my witness, I will return.


 


 







Chapter Twenty
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"What is your name?"


The bandit riding next to Elivast, the one who had
spoken to him earlier, said nothing. 


"So you are to remain silent through the
entire journey? A poor traveling companion you are."


The bandit snorted and turned. "I am Younis, ytaq. And were I in your place, I would
hold my tongue."


The Hunter raised his bound hands. "Are these
really necessary?"


"They are for your protection. With your hands
free, no doubt you would be tempted to try something foolish."


"Enough!" With a heave, the Hunter
snapped the ropes. The bandits' heads
turned as one, their eyes widening in surprise, and the procession ground to a
halt. 


One of the bandits spoke to Younis in his own
language, jabbering excitedly and pointing at the Hunter.


"My men say you are a devil. They say I should
run you through right now." His hand dropped to his sword.


"Do that, and explain to your leader why the
al-Malek still lives."


Younis studied the Hunter, eyebrow raised. 


"There is no need for restraints. You have the
boy. It will be enough to ensure my compliance." 


The bandits jabbered at Younis, who responded with
a short, sharp command. Two drew scimitars and held them to the Hunter's neck.


Pushing the blades aside, he strode toward Elivast.
"And I will not cross the desert on foot. If you really want the job
completed, would it not be faster to ride?"


"Very well, ytaq. But try anything and my men…"


The Hunter waved his hand in a gesture of
dismissal. "Will chop me to pieces or tear me limb from limb. Yes, I know.
Terrifying." He climbed into Elivast's saddle, ignoring the bandits around
him, and kicked the horse into motion. "Well, what are you waiting
for?"


A smile tugged at the corner of Younis' lips as he
shouted something in his own tongue. The bandits charged forward, falling into
place around the Hunter. He didn't bother trying to break free. He had nowhere
to go; only an endless sea of sand surrounded him in all directions. 


The sun wheeled overhead, all but blinding him.
Shimmering waves of heat rose from the golden ocean, with nothing but the
brilliant blue sky above to add life to the barren, endlessly undulating
landscape. Younis rode in the lead, the bandits in loose formation with the
Hunter at the center. They rode at a punishing pace, pushing the horses hard.
The desert ponies kept tireless pace with Elivast. 


An hour outside of Il Seytani's camp, something
caught his attention. In the distance, four enormous standing stones broke the
horizon, the only feature in the undulating dunes. He'd seen something similar
before, but where?


"What are those?" He pointed to the
obelisk-shaped stones.


Younis followed his finger, and his upper lip
curled. "Of course you would notice that. It is a place of evil—the place of the ytaq."


A familiar odor drifted toward him on the wind:
rot, decay, eternal and timeless. The scent of demons. He shuddered, and a
memory of the Chasm of the Lost flashed through his mind. Near death at the
hands of a bloodbear, he'd dragged himself to the one place the creature would
never follow him: a ring of four standing stones just like these. A place of
evil, indeed. The foul stench of death had permeated that place, and he smelled
it now. 


He tried to extract further information on the
stones, but Younis refused to answer his questions, only snapping at him to be
silent and keep up. 


The day wore on, and the Hunter's anxiety grew with
every step farther from Hailen. The bandits would lead him to Aghzaret, but
once there, how would he find and kill the king? He would need time to learn
his way around the unfamiliar city. Time would be an enemy far deadlier than
any sword or spear, but he wouldn't be the one to pay the price. 


His grip on Elivast's reins tightened and his hands
trembled with rage. He would keep his word and return in time. He had no
choice. The life of an innocent child hung in the balance.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter drank deep from the waterskin, glad to have
something to wash the sand from his parched throat. A bandit growled, his words
angry.


"Drink all the water, ytaq, and we will die of thirst before we ever reach Al Hani."


The Hunter lowered the waterskin and stared at
Younis. "You didn't bring enough supplies to last the journey?"


Younis scowled. "Watch your words, ferenji. A sharp tongue will not serve
you well here, not in the company of so many men who would love nothing more
than to put a blade through your heart." 


A bandit muttered something harsh, and Younis'
reply elicited a burst of laughter from the others.


The Hunter didn't bother trying to understand, but
he kept his eyes fixed on the men around him, searching for any weakness he
could exploit. Soulhunger throbbed in the back of his mind, tugging him toward
the saddlebags of Younis' horse. He'd agreed to Il Seytani's terms, but had no
intention of traveling to Al Hani. If he could find a way to retrieve his
weapons, he could kill the bandits and return to Il Seytani's camp to rescue
Hailen. 


No, fifteen
is too many, especially considering their weapons. He'd spent
hours studying the bandits' weapons. Three carried steel swords—the hilts bore
the crest of the Nyslian Merchant's Guild, no doubt stolen from a caravan—but
the rest carried iron axes, spears, and scimitars. Steel he could face, but the
bandits' iron weapons presented a serious threat. He had no desire to face them
in direct confrontation. Without Soulhunger to heal him, a single scratch could
be fatal. Even a tiny amount of iron would seep into his body, numbing him with
its poison, until he died a slow, painful death. Have to find another way to do it.


He glared at the hulking bandit seated beside
Younis. The brute towered over the rest of his companions, and was close to
twice as wide as the stocky desert warriors. The Swordsman's iron blades looked
like belt knives in the man's huge, thick-fingered hands. The bandit stabbed
the daggers into the sand, treating them like ordinary weapons. 


If only he
knew how valuable they really are…


The bandits had searched his bags and stolen
everything of value: a small purse stuffed with copper bits and silver
half-drakes and a few items of silverware he hadn't yet pawned off. Thankfully,
he'd hidden all of his most valuable items in the lining of his clothing,
blankets, and satchels. The jewels and golden imperials remained undiscovered. 


They'd taken his sword, but left his clothing,
blankets, and assorted travel items. If he escaped now, he would flee into the
desert with nothing to eat or drink. Even a fool wouldn't try to run. Better to
bide his time until the opportunity presented itself. His free hand stroked the
newest scars on his chest.


The time will
come…


 


* * *


 


The Hunter cracked an eyelid and raised his head
slowly from the saddlebag that served as his pillow. The fire had died down,
and the sound of snoring, snuffling, and wheezing reached him. Not a soul
stirred—not even the hunched figure of the camp's lone sentry.


It's time. 


If he could get Soulhunger, he might be able to
kill a few bandits in their sleep, enough to give him a fighting chance against
the rest. He'd faced worse odds than ten to one. With their horses and gear,
he'd have no trouble reaching Il Seytani's camp and rescuing Hailen well before
the bandit leader expected him to return.


Without a sound, he slipped from beneath his
blanket and rolled to a crouch. Keeping a wary eye on the sentry, he scuttled
toward Younis, moving on the balls of his feet. He closed the distance as
quickly as he dared. His soft-soled boots crunched in the sand, and he winced
with every step.


An errant gust of wind sent a shiver down his
spine. The desert turned chilly minutes after the sun set, yet that worked in
his favor. The bandits slept huddled in their cloaks, their faces covered
against the cold. Less chance of them seeing him.


Younis' scent—iron, cloves, and wood smoke—filled
the Hunter's nostrils as he crept closer. The bandit's chest rose and fell in
the rhythm of sleep, and he made no move, showed no sign of wakefulness. The
Hunter knelt beside his head and gently tugged the straps holding his saddlebag
shut. Soulhunger, sensing his presence, throbbed eagerly in his mind. He almost
had it! One more heartbeat, and Soulhunger would be his.


Cold steel pressed against his throat, and he stared
down into Younis' glittering eyes.


"Do not try, ytaq."


The Hunter felt the urge to wrap his hands around
the man's throat and squeeze the life from him, and his fingers twitched. 


Younis, as if reading his intention, pressed the dagger
deeper. Warmth trickled down the side of the Hunter's neck.


The blade at his throat would hardly slow him. He
could kill Younis before the man cried out, and Soulhunger would be his. Even
if Younis opened his throat, Soulhunger would heal him. It would be so easy to
kill the sleeping bandits one at a time, and he would be free to return for
Hailen.


A nearby bandit stirred. The Hunter held his
breath, not daring to move. Did the man see him, or would he just turn over in
his sleep? 


The bandit's eyes opened, and grew wide at the
sight of the Hunter kneeling over Younis. He leapt to his feet, calling out to
the others.


The Hunter held up his hands. "Easy. Your
master wants me alive."


Younis glared. "He said nothing about you
walking away with all your fingers or toes."


Rough hands seized the Hunter and dragged him
backward. They pushed him to his knees, and one yanked his head back. 


Younis climbed to his feet, his eyes never leaving
the Hunter's. He held up a finger. "This is your one warning, man of the
south. You were told what would happen should you try to breach your agreement
with Il Seytani. Do not test me again."


The Hunter said nothing, only grinned up at the
man. Younis struck him across the face, hard. The pommel of the bandit's dagger
split his lip, and blood trickled down his chin. Still, the vicious, feral grin
remained.


"You have brought this upon yourself, ytaq." A bandit hurried toward him,
a coil of rope in his hands. The Hunter was thrown face-first into the sand,
his arms pulled roughly behind his back. Within seconds, the bandits had him
neatly hog-tied.


Younis crouched over him. "For your child's
sake, do not try anything like this again." Standing, he placed his boot
on the Hunter's head and pushed hard. The Hunter's face pressed into the sand,
suffocating him. His lungs burned for air and his mind whirled in panic, but he
refused to struggle. He would not give the bandit the satisfaction. 


After what seemed an eternity, Younis removed his
boot. The Hunter pulled his face from the sand and, gasping, sucked in a deep
breath. The bandit said something in his tongue, evoking laughter from his
companions. The Hunter spat the sand and grit from his teeth.


The demon snarled its fury. “Are you just going to take that? You're going to let some puny human
treat you thus?”


The Hunter ignored the voice. Patience, Abiarazi. Better to lie still and pretend subservience. They
only need to slip up once…


 


* * *


 


A hard boot collided with the Hunter's ribs,
jerking him awake. He snarled a curse at the bandit, who only grinned down at
him and muttered.


"Yahmir would love to add your skin to the
collection in his tent, he says." Younis grinned, his teeth white against
his dusky skin.


"I'm certain he would. Now, would you loosen
these damned ropes so we can travel?"


Younis raised an eyebrow. "After last night,
you think we'll let you off that easily?"


"If you want me to kill your al-Malek, I
do."


Younis ground his teeth. He barked something to his
men, and a handful of them moved toward the Hunter.


"They have nothing to fear from me."


"Please, ytaq,
do you think I was born this morning? Any man with half a brain would be uneasy
when facing a warrior who could carve his way through Il Seytani's camp as you
did. The Mhareb born without fear
does not live long."


The Hunter grinned. "I can see why Il Seytani
chose you for the task."


Younis sneered. "Do not think your clever
words will work with me. I know your kind too well."


My kind. His smile
grew. I very much doubt he knows my kind
at all.


The ropes around his wrists and ankles loosened and
fell free. The Hunter hid a wince as he straightened his legs, and his
shoulders throbbed. He climbed to his feet with slow, deliberate movements.


"My thanks. Now, what's on the menu for
breakfast?"


"For you, ytaq,
nothing but sand." Younis lifted a water skin to his lips and drank
deep. "We may not be able to kill you, but there are many other ways to
remind you who holds the power here."


The Hunter ground his teeth, crunching down on grit
and sand from a night spent sleeping face-down. His parched throat begged for
water, but he'd be damned if he let it show. Tying his gear in place, he leapt
into the saddle.


"Well then, what are we waiting for? Let's be
on our way." Without hesitation, he dug his heels into Elivast's ribs, and
the horse broke into a trot. He hid a smile at the shouts and cries behind him.
This was no attempt at escape, simply one more way to irritate his captors.
They wouldn't kill him; Il Seytani needed him alive. They could only put up with
his antics. The more he wore them down, the easier it would be to kill them. 


 


 







Chapter Twenty-One
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Every fiber in his body begged for water. He'd
stopped sweating hours ago; he simply had no more fluid to lose. The bandits
hadn't given him water since morning. 


Impatience, frustration, rage, and helplessness
warred within him. He ached to seize Soulhunger and kill the bandits, but the
watchful guards gave him no opening. A half-dozen iron-wielding warriors rode
between him and Younis at the head of the column. Had they carried steel
weapons, he wouldn't have hesitated. But he couldn't risk facing their iron
blades, not when Hailen's life hung in the balance.


“What does
the child's life matter?” The demon's voice echoed on the moaning desert
wind, mocking him. “Why risk yourself?” 


I swore to
protect him. 


“To whom did
you swear? I remember no oath, no words to bind you. You could leave him there.
You could just ride north, as we originally intended.”


Somewhere in the north, he would find answers about
his past. He would find Her, the mysterious woman who plagued his dreams. Every
moment he spent trying to rescue Hailen was another delay. But he couldn't
simply leave. 


I made a
promise to the boy, and I will keep my word.


Bitter anger radiated in his mind. “You and your word. What is the word of the
Hunter worth? How many times have you kept it in the past?”


Faces danced through his mind: Old Nan, Karrl, the
others that had died in Voramis. Farida. Bardin, his friend from Malandria. The
images set his head aching, and the familiar burden settled on his shoulders.


I never made
a promise to protect them. The protest was weak. I said the words to Hailen, and I will keep my word.


“And the
truth of your past? How long will you wait to seek out answers?”


Only as long
as it takes to rescue the boy, then we continue the journey north.


The demon's scorn filled his thoughts. “So it's a 'we' now? You attract peril like
a dung heap draws flies, but you will drag the boy along with you. How do you propose to 'protect' him as you
promised? Your very presence puts him in danger.”


The Hunter ground his teeth, crunching sand. He had
no answer. The demon asked questions he could not answer, forcing him to face
truths he had no desire to confront. 


At least
there will be killing. That should
bring you some comfort. 


“Yes,” the voice
purred, radiating smug satisfaction. “It
will be a pleasure to kill this king.”


And anyone
else who gets in my way. Perhaps he could silence the demon with thoughts
of death. When I return to claim Hailen,
may the Long Keeper have mercy on any who would try to stand in my way.


The throbbing retreated, leaving the Hunter alone
with his burning thirst. 


He turned to the bandit beside him.
"Water." The word came out in a pitiful croak.


The bandit sneered and muttered something in his
native tongue. 


"Give me water, damn it!" 


The man dropped a hand to his iron dagger, and he
muttered something harsh at the Hunter. 


The Hunter gave up the fruitless attempt. He
squinted into the distance, at the towering peak of the Mount Baradh. Though it
looked to be just a few miles distant, he guessed it lay at least a day away.
The desert played tricks on the eyes. The aching thirst in his throat and the
scorching afternoon heat did little to help.


He squinted up at the sky, taking in the bright
reds, blues, and purples of the late afternoon. 


Thankfully,
the sun is setting, and the heat will abate.


He needed water, and soon. If the bandits refused
to give it to him, he'd take it from them by any means necessary.


 


* * *


 


His tongue felt thick and swollen, his mouth dry as
the golden sand. He hunched over his knees, staring into the fire. 


Night had fallen, and the bandits made camp for the
night. When he demanded water, even Younis had grown deaf and dumb. They'd
devoured a meal of dried meat, dried fruits, and nuts, laughing and mocking him
in their own language. His anger grew with every heartbeat, until rage burned
like wildfire in his chest. 


"Well, ytaq,
I take it you have learned the folly of your ways."


The Hunter didn't bother to look up. The scent of
cloves, iron, and wood smoke told him Younis stood over him.


Something dropped to the sand between his feet.
"Drink."


Thirst warred with dignity, but the need for water
won out. The Hunter scrabbled in the dust, ripped the cork from the waterskin,
and drained it in a single draught. At that moment, the tepid water tasted
better than the finest iced wines of Voramis.


"A man of the desert learns to sleep lightly, ytaq. Your assassin's skills will not
serve you in the Sah'raa. This is our land, and you live or die at my
command." 


The Hunter met Younis' gaze. The bandit's dark eyes
held no mercy or pity. Given the choice, the Hunter had little doubt the bandit
would kill him without a second thought. But they needed him, and that gave the
Hunter the edge. They would keep him alive until they had what they wanted. 


"You keep calling me 'ytaq'. What does it mean?"


Younis bared his teeth. "In our tongue, it
means 'devil'."


The Hunter grinned. "I like it."


 


* * *


 


From high in the Thalj Pass, the view of the
Advanat stole the Hunter's breath. A sea of sand stretched in all directions,
dunes writhing across the landscape like brazen serpents. With hardly a tree or
shrub in sight, the desert looked like an unbroken lake of the purest gold. 


The Hunter wiped sweat from his forehead. They'd
climbed hundreds of paces in a matter of hours. The Thalj Pass ascended Mount
Baradh at a steep incline, and it grew ever more difficult to fill his lungs with
oxygen. Only his inhuman stamina and stubborn resolve kept him going when he
ached for rest. 


The bandits had given him one meal each day, and
just enough water to keep him alive—barely. His stomach growled, his throat
burned, and every muscle in his body ached. 


He wished for his waterskin, but the bandits had
taken it with all his rations. Pristine white snow surrounded him, a stark
change from the desert's burning heat. He'd resorted to eating handfuls of it,
not caring that it scorched his tongue with its chill. 


His robes did little to keep out the chill. Though
the sun shone down bright, the biting mountain wind sapped all warmth from the
day. The Hunter almost wished for the heat of the desert; it would be far less
exhausting than the relentless cold that set his teeth rattling. He dreaded
nightfall. Who knew how cold it would get?


Elivast moved more slowly as well. The horse's ribs
peeked from beneath his glossy coat. The bandits had fed the beast enough to
keep it moving, but the fat the horse had accumulated over weeks of travel with
the caravan had disappeared. Sirkar Jeroen had clipped the horse's coat to keep
him cool in the desert heat, and the beast shivered beneath him. When the
Hunter walked, Elivast huddled against him for warmth. 


We have to
get through the pass quickly. Chills racked his body, and long minutes passed
before he got his shivering under control. He needed to rest and to get warm. 


 


 


* * *


Somehow, at some point in the long, frozen night,
the Hunter slipped into an uneasy sleep plagued by dreams—or memories.


"Please!
Why are you doing this?" He struggled against bonds far stronger than he. 


Age had long
ago wrinkled the face before him, but intelligence sparkled in the old man's
eyes.


"I do
this because my god has commanded it, Bucelarii." The ancient voice held
no trace of malice. "Your kind are a blight upon this world, yet the god
of beggars would have you live."


"So let
me live in peace!" No amount of fighting could snap the ropes holding him
fast. 


"Your
kind can never find peace. Your lives span centuries, and every one of you is
destined to embrace turmoil, death, and madness. The Illusionist has entrusted
us with the task of saving you from yourselves."


"But
why?" He stared into eyes filled with sorrow and reluctance. "What
good is this?"


"Have
you ever felt the pain of loss, Bucelarii?"


He nodded.


"Now
imagine that amplified a hundred, a thousand times over. The mortal lives of
everyone you love will end, yet you will live on long after their bones turn to
dust. Can you truly believe you would be better off with the knowledge of all
you have lost?"


He had no
words to respond. 


She stood
behind the ancient priest, tears streaming down Her face, Her hand stroking the
gentle roundness in Her belly. 


The ancient
head nodded and a younger priest stepped forward, something glinting in the dim
light.


"I do
this for you, Bucelarii." Silver drew his eye, flashing in the light as
the pendant danced and swayed. "I do this for all mankind."


Her lips felt
cool against his flushed forehead. "Forgive me, Hai'atim."


 


 







Chapter Twenty-Two
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A rough hand shook the Hunter awake. 


"On your feet, ytaq. Time waits for no man."


The Hunter's leaden eyelids refused to open, but he
forced himself up onto an elbow. He'd slept poorly, and days of hard
travel—from the day he'd galloped into the desert after the fleeing bandits—had
taken their toll on him. But he'd be damned if he let his exhaustion show.


"I'm up," he growled at Younis.


The bandit grinned, his teeth white against his
dusky skin. "I had worried you would leave us, qattala. The way you were sweating, thrashing, and muttering, you
definitely had a touch of the ice plague. Comes from eating too much
snow."


The Hunter snarled. "My thanks for your
concern."


Younis shrugged. "If I had my way…" 


He didn't need to finish his sentence. The Hunter
knew exactly how he felt. 


The memory of Eileen's little body amidst a sea of
sand twisted his stomach. The way they had left her there…they deserved the
suffering that awaited them the moment he recovered Soulhunger.


He climbed to his feet and bundled his gear, hiding
a shiver at the chill in the air. His stolen robes kept him warm, but the
morning had dawned with a ferocious bite. Even Younis’ companions had wrapped
themselves in extra layers of clothing.


"Today we begin the descent into Al Hani, ytaq. If all goes well, we will reach
Aghzaret by midday."


The Hunter turned to Younis, raising an eyebrow.
"We?"


"You expect us to trust that you will keep your word? The moment you are out of our
sight…"


The Hunter muttered a sullen curse. He'd hoped to
find a way to overpower his guards and ride back to Il Seytani's camp without
having to enter Aghzaret and kill the al-Malek. Too many chances that something
could go wrong and keep him from returning for Hailen. But he hadn't found his
opening. His escort had been too alert, too wary on their journey. Now, he had
no choice.


"Fair enough." He held out his hands.
"My weapons."


Younis shook his head. "In time. When we reach
the city, I will return your belongings."


"You? You're
coming with me?"


Younis shrugged. "Who better to keep an eye on
you?"


The Hunter snorted. "Such modesty."


"A man does not rise to second-in-command of
the Mhareb through humility."


One of the bandits called out something, and Younis
answered. The following exchange seemed to be an argument, with Younis barking
orders and his companions protesting. After a few minutes, Il Seytani's second
snapped something harsh and sharp, and the others seemed to back down. Judging
by their sullen expressions and angry glares, they were less than pleased.


"Trouble in paradise?" 


Younis made a show of ignoring him as he strapped
the rest of his gear into place and swung up into the saddle. "Coming?"


Hiding a grin, the Hunter followed suit. He cast a
glance at the Swordsman's iron blades, tucked into the massive bandit's
colorful waistband. The man wore them beside his scimitar and curved belt
dagger, treating them as he would any other weapon.


I'll be back
for you. The demon protested, as always. It hated the iron daggers more than it
hated everything and everyone else, but he'd grown accustomed to ignoring its
demands to leave them behind. He'd carried them with him since leaving Voramis,
though why, he didn't know. The Beggar Priests had treated them with such
reverence, he couldn't do any less. The fact that they could kill demons made
them valuable weapons in his war on the Abiarazi. 


He mounted up and trotted after Younis, but none of
the other bandits moved to follow. Younis sat outside the mouth of the cave,
visibly impatient.


The path sloped sharply downward, and snow crunched
beneath the horses' hooves. The Hunter slowed Elivast to a walk to avoid
slipping. To their left, the mountain rose hundreds of paces overhead. To their
right, nothing but the open air stood between them and certain death. 


The Hunter turned to Younis, who rode a few paces
behind him. "So it's just you?"


Younis scowled. "Others will follow in due
time, while the rest will hold their post here."


"So close to the city? Aren't you afraid of
being discovered?"


Younis shook his head. "The Thalj Pass is
steep and treacherous, and most prefer to go around the mountain. No, there is
no fear anyone will stumble across our camp." He glanced sidelong at the
Hunter. "So you have no hope that we will be killed before you complete
your mission. Accept it, ytaq, there
is no way out."


The Hunter scowled and kept his eyes fixed on the
road ahead. 


Looks as if I
don't have much choice. He'd invested too much time and energy into
searching for a way to escape or overpower his escort. Far easier to turn my efforts toward killing the al-Malek.


But would Il Seytani keep his word? If the Hunter did kill the ruler of Al Hani, would the
bandit chieftain return Hailen? 


I won't take
that risk!


He had two missions in Aghzaret: figure out how to
kill the al-Malek, and find a way to escape and return for Hailen. He wouldn't
trust Il Seytani to keep his word. The bandit chieftain had no reason to.


The Hunter turned to Younis. "Now, would you
like to tell me how I'm going to learn my way around a new city among a people
who speak a language I do not understand to kill a king I have never met?"


The bandit grinned. "You said you were good.
Now you prove it."


They rode in silence, the Hunter's mind churning as
he ran through dozens of plans to return. He cast occasional glances over his
shoulder at his companion, but the man's posture—back rigid, eyes narrowed,
hand on his sword hilt—spoke of Younis' wariness.


No chance
I'll surprise him anytime soon. No, his best hope lay in finding a way to ambush
the man in Aghzaret. He would bide his time, appear to keep his end of the
bargain. But at the first opportunity, I
will return for Hailen.


They rounded a bend in the path, and the mountain
gave way to a breathtaking view. Arid grassland stretched out of sight beyond
the horizon, where rolling hills shone a solemn brown beneath the bright
morning sun. The city of Aghzaret sat astride a drainage basin, beside the only
arable ground in sight. Swaths of fertile green surrounded the western half of
the city, a stark contrast to the dry, dust-colored land to the east. A deep
blue river carved its sinuous way through the terrain, flowing beneath the
south wall and cutting through the rust-colored city before meandering off to
the east. 


"Aghzaret, jewel of Al Hani." Younis
grinned. "There's no place like it in all the world."


 


* * *


 


Elivast danced to the side of the road as a
wagoneer cracked his whip and shouted something in an impatient tone. The
dilapidated wagon, laden with a massive load of winter wheat, rumbled past,
pulled by a team of hoary donkeys. Younis called out a reply to the two swarthy
men, who laughed and flipped a rude gesture at him.


The wide, deep-rutted road climbed the green hills
beyond Aghzaret's western gate. Hundreds of wagons, carts, and pedestrians
flowed in and out of the city. Flocks of sheep, cattle, and goats grazed
alongside herds of stocky desert horses. A collection of huts, hovels, and makeshift
shelters bordered the western edge of the wall, providing homes for those who
lived and worked outside the city.


The towering walls of Aghzaret shone bright in the
midday sun, almost looking as if they dripped blood. The vivid red held him
rapt. He'd only ever seen stone of a similar crimson hue in one other place:
the Chasm of the Lost. 


As they drew nearer, the Hunter could see signs of
deterioration. Crags and cracks showed where the wall had decayed and only been
half-heartedly mended. No soldiers patrolled the battlements and only a token
force guarded the gates. The paunchy men looked better-suited to taking bribes
and drinking ale than fighting an invading army.


Clearly Al
Hani is a land of peace. Only a city unaccustomed to war would allow its
defenses to grow so lax. 


The guards gave them a cursory glance as they
entered, and one spoke to Younis in the local tongue. The Hunter didn't
understand the exchange, but the man's tone held no real suspicion. He seemed
to be simply going through the motions rather than looking for serious threats
to the city.


One man caught his attention: a thin, wiry fellow
with skin a shade darker than the rest. He had the same narrowed eyes and wary
expression that set Younis apart from the Al Hanese, with none of the plumpness
of the other guards. Stepping forward with confidence, the man gripped the
bridle of Younis' horse with a scarred hand. As he exchanged a few words with
the bandit, the guard's eyes darted to the Hunter. He called out something in
the local tongue, clearly a question.


The Hunter remained silent. 


"Merchant?" The man spoke Einari with a
thick accent.


The Hunter nodded, but offered no more information.


The guard jabbered at Younis, who responded with a few
short sentences. Something about their exchange seemed off, but the Hunter
couldn't put his finger on it. He almost missed it when Younis slipped
something to the man—it looked like a small purse. 


Clearly,
everywhere in the world men have a price. None of the other guards seemed
to notice, and the man waved them through without any change in expression.


Younis thrust his chin toward the city. "You
know what to do, ytaq. You have your
task. I'll be seeing you around."


"Wait! You're leaving me? What about my
belongings?"


"In time. You won't need them yet."


The Hunter clenched his jaw. "How will
I…?"


"I will deliver them, once I am certain you
will keep your word." His eyes flicked to the city gates, then back to the
Hunter's face. 


Of course. The guard at
the gate would be one more set of eyes to ensure the Hunter didn't flee the
city before he completed his mission. 


"But…"


He turned to Younis, but the bandit had
disappeared. The Hunter scanned the crowd, but he could see no sign of the
little man in the colorful robes. More accurately, he saw only little men—and women—in bright-colored garments. To his eyes,
everyone around him looked exactly the same. 


He was alone, in an unfamiliar city, among people
who spoke an unfamiliar language. Worse still, he had no weapons, and no way to
find the man who held Soulhunger captive.


 







Chapter Twenty-Three
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Beyond the city gates, it was as if the Hunter
entered a whole new world. He was surrounded by people wearing bright-patterned
clothing that seemed almost garish compared to the dull, somber colors worn by
the common folk of Voramis and Malandria, whose robes hid rather than
accentuated their features. A few wore garments that covered their body from
head to toe, with only their dark eyes visible. Their skin tone ranged from
dusky to near-black, and the faces staring back at him looked weather-beaten
and worn. Their leather sandals looked far flimsier than the sturdy boots and
shoes of the southern cities. 


One thing remained unchanged: poverty. The reek of
unwashed men, women, and children hit him like a physical assault. The people
around him smelled different from those of the south, with deeper, musk-heavy
aromas that overwhelmed his sensitive nostrils. He wrapped the headcloth around
his face, both to hide his southern features and cover his nose. 


Boys no older than Hailen chased a threadbare ball
into an open sewer. A bone-thin, stooped woman well into her ninth decade of
life yelled at a man lying face-down in a pile of refuse. Beggars sat by the
side of the road, filthy hands extending bowls as they cried of their
misfortunes. 


Passing wagons and carts kicked up thick dust that
covered everything and everyone within a hundred paces of the city gate. It
muted the bright colors of the city, giving the buildings along the street a
washed-out, dull appearance.


A hunched shell of a man shambled alongside the
Hunter, his eyes downcast, clothes ripped and fraying, balding head uncovered.
He sang to a melody that only he could hear, words spilling from his mouth in a
jumble. 


The Hunter gripped the silver pendant at his neck
and swallowed the knot in his throat. The man reminded him of Bardin. 


Rest well, my
friend. 


Elivast plodded up the street, moving in time with
the crowd flowing around them. Squat, stocky buildings bordered the road. The
dust-stained walls and ochre roof tiles gave the outer fringes of the city a
gloomy, oppressive feel. Even the fabrics sold in the myriad stalls lining the
highway were muted browns and greys. 


An enormous building at the heart of the city drew
his eyes like a lodestone. Dozens of fragile-looking towers rose around a
massive, egg-shaped dome of mixed blue and gold. The towering wall surrounding
the structure rivaled the Enclosure ringing the upper tiers of Malandria.


That could
only be the palace of the al-Malek. If I am to find this Assad Ibn-Qadir, that
is where I must go.


As if reading the Hunter's thoughts, Elivast
snorted and kicked into a trot. Before he had traveled more than a few hundred paces,
he found himself caught up in a throng of moving people. It seemed the ocean of
humanity traveled in one direction—away from the palace. He tried to force
Elivast through the crowd, but the horse snorted and stamped, clearly nervous.
He turned the beast's head and allowed himself to be drawn with the flow.


No way to
fight the crowds, not with Elivast so skittish.


The insistent voice in his mind added to the din,
setting his head pounding. The demon had grown more demanding since leaving Il
Seytani's camp. 


Deeper into the city, the dust and filth gave way
to beauty and elegance. Delicate, pencil-thin minarets soared hundreds of paces
into the sky, standing guard over the city. Domes dotted the skyline of
Aghzaret, their gold, green, and blue exteriors reflecting the light of the
midday sun. Alabaster statues and marble columns fronted the impressive,
multi-tiered buildings along the avenue. White-washed walls provided a stark
contrast to the elaborate beauty of semi-domes and lofty vaults. Tiles of mind-boggling
patterns called out to him from every side, each a new wonder that clamored for
his attention. 


His eyes fell upon the sign of an inn. Bold Einari
letters proclaimed it "The Shouting Sword", and beneath were etched
symbols he guessed said the same thing in the local tongue. He dug his heels
into Elivast's flanks and turned the horse's head toward the entrance.
Passersby shouted and collided with the horse, but the Hunter ignored them. He
had to get out of the press of people and quickly. 


Breaking free of the crowd, he spurred Elivast
through the stone archway and into the inn courtyard. A dark-skinned youth ran
out to greet him, jabbering in the language of Al Hani. At the Hunter's blank
stare, the boy shook his head and dashed back inside. A moment later, he
returned with an older man in tow.


The man rattled off a string of words, but the
Hunter shrugged. Again he tried, and this time the Hunter understood despite
the thick accent. "You stay inn?" 


The Hunter nodded. "Yes." 


The man thrust a sun-browned finger at the boy,
then at Elivast. "Ibraim care for horse." 


"Good." The Hunter tossed a pair of
copper bits at the youth, who caught them and studied them with a curious
expression. The older man barked a command, and the boy took Elivast's reins. 


The Hunter held out a hand. "Wait." 


With deft movements, he untied his bags from behind
the saddle and slung them over his shoulder. At his nod, the boy pulled the
horse toward what had to be the stable. 


"Come." The older man beckoned and the
Hunter followed.


What the inn lacked in elegance, it made up for in
comfort. Couches and divans dotted the main room, surrounding a merrily
bubbling fountain. A high-vaulted ceiling looked down on a floor covered in a
complex geometric pattern of tiles. Simple tapestries and paintings adorned the
walls, and fresh flowers sat in clay pitchers on each of the dining tables.


A young woman hurried from the back of the inn,
calling out to the older man in the local language. She stopped at the sight of
the Hunter, and the old man said something in a tone of clear distaste. After a
brief exchange the Hunter didn't understand, the woman nodded.


"Please to come." She spoke in a smoky
voice he found alluring. "To room." 


The Hunter followed her through a maze of
corridors. She led him past a number of staircases which descended into the
earth rather than rising to a second level. The woman stopped at one such
stairway and pointed to the curtain at the bottom of the half-dozen steps.


"Your room." 


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "No door?" 


The woman shrugged. "Safe here. No one…"
She struggled to find the word. "…take things." She held out a hand
and mimicked a chopping motion. 


She stood so close to him, and he was suddenly very
aware of her. Everything about her intrigued him. Her strong, well-formed hands
belied her petite frame. The crimson scarf around her head and neck framed an
angular high-cheeked face that he found appealing. Her dark eyes met his for a
heartbeat, before dropping away demurely. She smelled of rose oil, cinnamon,
and a spice he'd never encountered. His body stirred in response to her
presence.


It has been
too long. If I had a few coins to spare… 


"Th...Thank you," he choked out. 


Fool! He had no
time to find out if she'd be interested.


She gave him a knowing smile and bowed from the
waist. "Excuse me, please. Must to see al-Malek."


The words sent a jolt through the Hunter.
"al-Malek? He is here?"


"In Sah
Alkhwin." She stumbled over the words. "T-Traitor Square? For
execution."


Perfect. 


"What execution?" he asked.


The woman spoke a few words in her own language and
shrugged. "Bad men."


"And the king…al-Malek…he will be there?"


The woman nodded. "He give command to
kill."


The Hunter's heart leapt. All thoughts of desire
fled, and his mind turned to his mission. He could easily hide in a crowd, and,
with all eyes on the execution, he would have little trouble getting close to
the king. 


"Thank you. I will follow in a moment."


With a nod, the Hunter hurried down the stairs.
Sparse and simple, the room held only a pile of blankets and a small table with
a pitcher and basin. He didn’t mind. He doubted he'd be spending much time
there.


He dropped his saddlebags onto the pile of
blankets. They would be safe until he returned for them. Il Seytani's men had
taken his weapons and the token valuables he'd left visible in his saddlebags. Only a few personal items lay within,
along with a few sets of clothing and uneaten rations. 


If the
bandits didn't find my hidden loot, no one else will. Years of
living in Lower Voramis had taught him clever ways to safeguard his fortune. He
ripped the cloth lining of a saddlebag and drew out one of the stashed gold
coins. It would suffice to pay for a few nights at the inn. Though if all goes well, I'll be out of here
before the end of the day! 


Never mind the fact that he didn't have Soulhunger
or his sword. The man Younis held those; the Hunter would find a way to
retrieve them before leaving the city. If he had to take them from Younis'
lifeless corpse, so be it. The bastard deserved it.


But first I
have to find a weapon. 


Without Soulhunger, the Swordsman's blades, or his
sword, killing the al-Malek would prove challenging. He could kill with his
bare hands, had done so on many occasions, but he preferred the tools of his
trade. 


Let's see if
The Shouting Sword lives up to its name.


 







Chapter Twenty-Four
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With a muttered curse for Younis, the Hunter
gripped the wooden hilt of the knife he'd pilfered from the kitchen of The
Shouting Sword. The blade, hidden by the voluminous sleeves of the robe, was
dull and worn from years of use slicing. It was better than attacking the
al-Malek empty-handed, but not by much. 


Right now,
I'd give my right arm for any of my knives—or anything better than this
pathetic weapon.


The bandits had searched him thoroughly and
stripped him of everything. Since Malandria, he'd never gotten around to
replacing the various daggers he'd once worn around his person. The Hunter of
Voramis would never recognize the man who now slipped through the crowded
streets of Aghzaret.


Men, women, and children pressed around him, their
eyes bright and eager, voices filled with excitement. The Hunter had to pause
for a breath as the musky, spice-laden odor of the people of Aghzaret assaulted
his nostrils. The myriad scents only made the pounding in his head worse. 


Of the hundreds—perhaps even thousands—of people in
the street, most kept their dusky faces uncovered, though bulky robes hid the
rest of their form from sight. A few sported the bright, patterned headcloths
worn by those at Il Seytani's camp—similar to the one he now wore. These men—or
women, he couldn't tell—obscured their faces with the cloths, revealing only
their dark, glittering eyes. 


The perfect
disguise. 


With the headcloth over his face and his hands
hidden inside the ample sleeves, he looked like everyone else around him.
Perhaps a bit taller, but not noticeably so. He allowed himself to be pulled
along by the flow, moving at an easy pace. 


The tightly-packed street gave way to a wide
avenue, and the crowd spilled into an enormous plaza. The open space stretched
hundreds of paces in every direction, surrounded by imposing multi-storied
structures. People crowded the balconies, milled through the paved square, and
climbed onto wagons and carts for a better view. Palm trees stood guard around
the plaza, instilling an atmosphere of solemnity that hushed the crowd. 


In the heart of the square stood an enormous
platform. The rich aroma of acacia wafted from the scaffolding, but the scent of
blood—fresh, dried, and ancient—hung in the air like a thick pall. The stench
matched the rust-colored stains that darkened the wood. 


Atop the platform, four bound and hooded men in
ripped, bloodstained clothing stood side by side beneath a gallows. The sun
shone bright off the conical helmets and white tunics of the half-dozen guards
surrounding the prisoners. They studied the crowd with dark, serious eyes,
hands resting on the hilts of their curved swords. The wariness in their faces
and the tension in their shoulders spoke of professionals. Even their leather
armor held a sheen that could only come from hours of painstaking care. 


A fanfare of trumpets drowned out the voices around
him, and the throng broke into deafening cheers of "al-Malek! al-Malek!"


At the far end of Traitor's Square, the crowd
parted to reveal an ornate, gilded carriage drawn by six white horses. Velvet
curtains contrasted sharply with the bright gold working. A pair of liveried
footmen rode before the carriage on silver dappled horses, with two more riding
behind. 


Dozens of leather-clad guards with shining helmets,
bright swords, and hard eyes followed the procession. The carriage pulled up
alongside the platform, and the cheers intensified to a roar as the door swung
open and a man stepped out.


So, this is
the al-Malek.


The King of Al Hani was a tall, thin man with a
neatly trimmed beard that accented his angular features. Dark, curly hair
peeked from beneath the white turban coiled around his head. 


Not a very
imposing figure. The al-Malek raised a slim, graceful hand and waved
to the crowd. Doesn't look like much of a
warrior, either.


The Hunter eyed the somber, stone-faced guards that
dismounted and took up positions around the king. Their hands never strayed far
from their scimitars, and they kept a wary eye on the people, alert for any
sign of danger.


He wasted a moment wishing he still had his
crossbows. The accursed Cambionari—Sir Danna and Visibos—had taken them before
dumping his body into the Chasm of the Lost. In his hurry to flee Malandria,
he'd forgotten to recover them when retrieving Soulhunger and the Swordsman's
blades from the vault of the Beggar Priests. His only hope lay in getting close
enough to the al-Malek to put the stolen kitchen knife in him.


Not the best plan
of action, I must admit. 


He drew his clothing tighter around him and wished
for the cover of darkness. Had he held Soulhunger or his sword, he would have
attacked without hesitation. Armed with a weapon better-suited to carrots and potatoes
than human flesh, he had to resort to caution and skill. 


With slow, steady steps, he slipped through the
crowd, taking pains to avoid jostling those he passed. He hunched to hide his
height—just one more in a sea of people. His headcloth hid all but his eyes; he
wouldn't stand out. 


Closer to the platform, he struggled to worm his
way past cheering men, women, and children, using his elbows when necessary. A
few people barked at him, and he had no need to understand their language to
recognize a curse. Ignoring them, he focused on navigating through the crowd. 


He felt exposed and vulnerable among so many
people, but he forced himself on. In his five decades as an assassin, he'd come
to understand the importance of careful planning and precise execution. Yet
he'd also learned to recognize the luck of the Mistress and take advantage of
fortunate happenstance. It didn’t matter that he had no time to plan, limited
knowledge of the city, and a weapon fearsome when facing a loaf of bread but
less efficient for slashing throats. He was the bloody Hunter of Voramis, damn
it! He'd done more with less, and the opportunity was too good to pass up. 


If it means I
can rescue Hailen, I will do it. Even if he had to fight his way through a sea of
guards and people, al-Malek would die by his hands. He needed to silence the
demon's shrieking. The aching in his head had grown to near-intolerable
intensity. The voice didn't care whether he killed with Soulhunger or his bare
hands; it craved death in any form. 


The king climbed the steps and strode toward the
hooded, bound men. He spoke a command to their guards, who retreated a short
distance away. With an expression of reluctant sorrow, the al-Malek spoke to
the prisoners. 


He almost
looks sorry to do it. Odd behavior, for a king.


The al-Malek embraced each of the hooded figures
and turned to face the crowd. Raising his hands, he spoke in a loud voice. The
Hunter had no idea what the king said, but he recognized the confident tone of
an orator addressing a crowd. The people fell silent, drinking in every word. 


When the al-Malek punctuated his words with a
shout, the crowd raised their voices in cries, cheers, and yells. Over and over
they chanted a phrase: "Hi'saan
kahn!"


The Hunter searched the crowd until he found a man
with the facial features and skin tone of a southerner—from the city of Drash,
judging by the cut of his clothing. 


He pushed his way toward the man and tapped him on
the shoulder. "What are they saying?" 


The man, recognizing the common tongue of Einan,
stared at him for a moment, confused. "The people cry for the prisoners to
'Ride the iron horse'."


The word iron
twisted the Hunter's face into a sneer, one thankfully hidden by the headcloth.
"What is the iron horse?"


"Watch and see." The Drashi returned his
attention to the platform.


At a signal from the al-Malek, two of the guards
descended the steps on the far side of the platform. They returned a few
moments later, carrying something between them. The crowd burst into a raucous
cheer as the guards placed the object beside the first prisoner. 


The sharply-angled wooden frame resembled the
saw-horses used by carpenters to support beams, but dark bloodstains revealed
its true purpose. Sunlight glinted off a honed metallic edge, and the Hunter's
lip curled at the stench of iron.


Four guards seized the prisoner roughly, and one
threw a noose over his head. A wail rose from beneath the hood, though the
heavy sacking drowned out the words. Two of the guards drew short, curved
blades and sliced away the man's underclothing. 


The prisoner's struggles grew desperate now. One of
the guards struck the flailing man on the back of the head with the pommel of
his sword, and the captive slumped in his captors' arms. The two guards grabbed
the man's legs and hoisted them over the top of the iron-banded frame, sitting
the captive astride the frame, as if he rode a horse. They released his feet as
two more guards rushed forward, carrying weighted sacks in their hands. With
deft movements, they tied the sacks to the man's feet.


At a signal, the guards released their hold on the
man. The weight of the sacks dragged the captive down. Immediately he began to
scream, and the Hunter saw blood dripping from between the man's legs. At the same
time, a guard yanked on the rope, pulling it taut. 


"The iron horse, eh?" the Drashi man
said. He clapped the Hunter on the shoulder. "These Al Hani certainly are
creative in their executions!"


The Hunter said nothing, but simply watched the
proceedings. The prisoner squirmed on the iron horse, but every time he moved,
a fresh wave of blood stained the platform. The noose around his neck held him
upright, and the sacks dragged him downward. Minutes passed, and his choking
cries died to muffled sobs of anguish. At a signal from one of the guards, two
more sacks were tied to his ankles. The howling and bleeding began anew.


The Hunter turned to the Drashi. "Does it take
long for them to die?" 


"Depends." The man shrugged.
"Blade's barely sharpened—which is half the fun, really! I've heard of
some dying in minutes. Others take days."


The Hunter returned his gaze to the weeping,
struggling man on the iron horse. Guards carried three more of the iron-banded
frames, and within minutes, all four of the prisoners writhed to the rhythm of
agony. The whistles and calls of the cheering crowd drowned out the dying man's
shrieks. 


Brutal
bastards. Executions in Voramis had been swift—hangings and beheadings, chiefly.


His eyes fell upon the dark, angular face of the
king. The al-Malek's face showed no emotion, but the neutral expression looked
studied, forced. With a nod for the captain of the guards, the king turned and
descended the steps toward the carriage. The footmen snapped to attention, and
one hurried to open the door.


The al-Malek extended his arm toward the carriage,
and a slim, delicate hand emerged from within. The woman to whom the hand
belonged stepped from the coach. Head held high, expression proud, a smile on
her face, she waved to the crowd. The cheering swelled to a deafening roar,
louder than the acclamation that had greeted the king. 


The Drashi shouted in his ear. "The queen!
Isn't she a beauty?"


The Hunter couldn't argue the statement. Nearly as
tall as the king, with dark hair curling around her ears and slim, feminine
features, she was the picture of perfection. Gold, silver, and gemstones at her
neck, wrists, and ears stood in stark contrast to the sparkling white gown
covering her willowy frame. She moved with grace, seeming to float along beside
the king. Casting a loving glance at the al-Malek, she turned and graced the
cheering crowd with a modest smile and a wave.


The king and queen crossed the open space toward
the crowd. Leather-clad guards encircled them, but the al-Malek waved them
back. Together, the monarchs reached out to touch their subjects. The crowd
surged forward, each trying to grasp the extended hands of their rulers. The
Hunter found himself pressed forward, closer to the al-Malek. He used the
confusion to jockey for position. Though it proved a challenge, he came within
a few paces of the front of the line. Only a handful of bodies stood between
him and the place he knew the al-Malek would pass. 


Perfect. In the press
of people, with his face hidden by the head scarf, it would be easy to kill the
king. One quick stab to the heart, and he'd slip back into the crowd. The chaos
following the al-Malek's death would provide him cover to return to the inn,
retrieve Elivast, and be off before the slow-witted guards closed the city gates.



He gripped the hilt of the kitchen knife tighter.
The demon purred in his head, eager for death. Pushing the voice to the back of
his mind, he bent his focus on the approaching monarch. The al-Malek moved
toward him at a steady pace, the queen following in his wake. 


He could almost stretch out his hand and drive the
blade into the al-Malek's neck. The king was so close, his mission almost
complete.


Now or never.


He raised his arm to strike, but an overpowering
stench stopped him cold. The reek of decay, timeless and eternal, assaulted
him—a smell he would never forget.


A demon!


 


 


 


 


 


 







Chapter Twenty-Five
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Arm half-raised, heart thundering, the Hunter
searched for the source of the foul odor. 


Where is it? 


Could it be a guard? Someone in the crowd? The
al-Malek? His eyes locked with the queen's. 


Impossible!


The queen stared back at him, her dark eyes wide,
hand darting to cover her mouth. For one agonizing heartbeat, neither could
break contact. Recognition passed between them, and the screaming in his head
turned joyous, rising in intensity and pitch.


The moment passed. Too late, the Hunter's shock
wore off. The al-Malek moved away, beyond the reach of his blade. Biting back a
curse, he elbowed through the crowd. No matter how many people he pushed aside,
he couldn't close the distance to the retreating monarchs. The demon foul odor
mocked him as the king and queen disappeared from his sight.


He contemplated simply shoving his way through. His
inhuman strength would make it easy to break free of the crowd, and he could
cover the distance to the al-Malek in a half-dozen heartbeats. He might even
have time to strike the king down, but what then? Killing the king from amidst
a throng made sense, but a charge across open ground was suicide. The scores of
guards around the plaza would cut him down. Without Soulhunger or his sword,
the odds were severely stacked against him. 


“You've done
it before! Kill him, kill them all!” At least the demon had ceased its wailing.


The people
seem to love the king. How would they take his death? The guards
only had to delay him long enough for the crowd to seize him and tear him
apart.


Bloody hell! His hands
shook with rage. I was so close.


Frustrated, he thrust his way through the crowd,
which grew thinner with every step away from the platform. Within a few
minutes, he stood at the edge of Traitor's Square, his jaw clamped shut so
tightly his teeth creaked.


He climbed onto a nearby wagon, ignoring the
protests of its driver. The added height offered him a better vantage point to
watch the king and queen stride toward their carriage. 


“They're
getting away! Do it now.”


The Hunter clenched his fists at the sight of the
monarchs climbing into their coach. He could almost hear the mocking click of the carriage door closing. He
couldn’t tear his eyes away as the carriage circled the square and disappeared,
the clatter of the retreating wheels taunting him for his failure.


What now?


He wanted to lash out in anger and frustration, but
forced himself to take deep breaths. He'd faced worse setbacks in the past. 


I am the
Hunter. I do not accept defeat. I must
find another way. 


The near-empty streets of Aghzaret beckoned to him.
He slipped away from the cheering crowd, his steps confident, his mind racing. 


The palace. That's where I will find the al-Malek. 


He had no idea how to get into the palace, much
less where to find the king's rooms. How many guards would stand between him
and his task? How would he get out? It felt hasty, unprepared, foolhardy even.
In Voramis, he wouldn't have accepted a contract with such a tight deadline. He
killed the proper way, which meant reconnaissance first. Here, he didn't have
the luxury of time. 


I must do the
best I can with what I have. 


Which, he had to admit, was little to nothing. He
had no safe houses, no weapons beyond a dull knife, and nowhere to run if he
failed. 


Hailen's life
hangs in the balance. I will do what I must. If I have to fight my way through
a hundred guards, so be it. 


False bravado, he knew, and a comforting lie. But
he had a problem. 


The demon may
prove to be an obstacle, one I don't have time to deal with right now.


Could he find a way to kill the king without
encountering the demon? His one hope lay in his ability to smell the demon's
presence. He would remain wary for the familiar stench of decay, and stay as
far away as possible.


But the demon had recognized him. The queen had
stared directly at him, and he had little doubt she knew him for what he was.
What would she do? What reaction could he expect from the creature?


No, I will
just have to keep my distance. It is the only way to do what must be done.


Another question nagged at him. Can I leave Aghzaret while the demon still
lives? 


He'd sworn to hunt down the Abiarazi, but now that
he'd found one, what could he do? If the Hunter killed the king, the queen—no, the demon—would take control of Al
Hani. 


Damn it, this
changes things!


The Abiarazi he'd encountered in Malandria and
Voramis had ruled from the shadows. But if the demon controlled the city, what
would it do with the power? What horrors would it unleash upon Einan? How many
innocent people—people like Bardin, Old Nan, and Hailen—would suffer and die at
the creature's bloodthirsty whims? He couldn't let the demon rule, but he
couldn't plunge an entire kingdom into turmoil, either. He'd have to find
another way. 


“Fool!” His inner
demon howled in his mind, and the ache in his head worsened. “You kill your own kind and protect the
humans who hunt you. Your brain has been addled by the words of the Beggar
Priests.” 


The Hunter clenched his fists. Remember your place, Demon. You are the one who demands death, not I. 


“Then kill,” it retorted, “but not the ones who…”


Who what? You
think the Abiarazi care for me, for my kind? What did they do to protect the
Bucelarii as the Beggar Priests and their Cambionari hunted us down? I am the
last of my kind, yet your kind stood by and did nothing. 


“You hunt the
Abiarazi out of revenge?”


No. I kill
them because they are a blight on the face of Einan, and because they threaten
all I hold dear. I do it to protect the innocent, those who cannot protect
themselves.


“But you…”


The Hunter clenched his fists. Answer me this, Abiarazi. Would you prefer I take their lives or yours?


“You
wouldn't. Doing so would end your life as well.”


I am prepared
to die. Are you?


Impotent rage radiated in the Hunter's mind. He
retaliated with his own anger, bringing to mind the faces of Farida, Bardin,
Hailen, and the others who had met their fates at the hands of the Abiarazi. 


Your time has
passed, Demon, and I will do whatever I must to ensure the innocent are
protected. If that means killing every Watcher-accursed one of the Abiarazi, so
be it. Be content with the knowledge that you will savor every one of their
deaths.


The demon's protests subsided, and it radiated a
sense of reluctant acceptance. They'd reached something akin to an agreement.


“So what now,
oh mighty Hunter of Voramis?” 


What now, indeed? Younis lurked somewhere in the
city, no doubt listening for rumors of the al-Malek's death. Even if the Hunter
brought him the ring as proof, would the bandit believe him? 


Somehow, I
have to make it seem like the king is dead, at least long enough to get the
bandit out of the city.


The demon snarled in protest. “You promised me death!”


And you shall
have it, one way or another. Is not the blood of a bandit equal to that of a
king?


Satisfaction radiated from the demon's presence. “And the queen?”


He had no answer to that question. Without
Soulhunger or the Swordsman's blades, he could do nothing.


Her time will
come, but not yet. Not until Hailen is safe.


He had to find Younis and retrieve his weapons. If
it meant killing the bandit, so be it. He grinned; he'd wanted to wrap his
hands around the man's neck and squeeze the life from him since the first moment
they'd met. 


A gust of wind blew sand and dust into his face,
and he coughed, his throat parched. In his eagerness to kill the al-Malek, he'd
forgotten his hunger and thirst. The sensations returned in full force.


He'd deal with Younis later. First, he needed
something to eat and drink.


 


* * *


 


The taproom of The Dancing Rose reeked like an open
cesspit. Men smelling of dried sweat, unwashed clothing, and other strong,
unpleasant odors jostled him as he made his way to the bar. The scent of fermentation
hung like a thick cloud, making the Hunter glad he hadn't eaten yet. 


The wooden stool creaked and wobbled beneath him.
He saw no kegs or casks to denote the presence of ale in the tavern, only row
after row of clay bottles sat on the shelves behind the bar. 


A pale Drashi sat among the dark-bearded,
dusky-skinned men of Al Hani. 


The Hunter nodded at the man. "Anything good
to drink here?" 


The Drashi shrugged and said nothing.


"Nothing like ale around, eh?" 


The man took a sip from his cup and grimaced.
"Just this wolf's piss they call siddiki.
Apprentice knows what it's made of." 


The Hunter raised his hand to catch the barkeep's
attention. "Siddiki," he grunted when the man came over.


The barkeep nodded and reached for a clay bottle
and steel spoon. Removing the cork, he poured a small measure into the spoon
and held it over flame of one of the candles sitting on the bar. 


The Hunter elbowed the Drashi. "What's he
doing?" 


"Flame turns blue," the Drashi said,
"it's good to drink. Turns green or yellow, the stuff's going to kill
you."


The alcohol burned a bright blue. The barkeep
looked expectantly at the Hunter. 


"Just nod," said the Drashi.


At the Hunter's nod, the barkeep poured a few
fingers of the liquor into a cup. The Hunter took the clay mug and sniffed the
alcohol.


"Keeper's taint!" He recoiled and thrust
the cup away. 


A slow smile spread on the Drashi's face.
"Told you it was wolf piss. Strong enough to knock your boots off, but
tastes awful. Stuff grows on you, though. Just don't ask where it comes from,
and don't have more than a cup until you're used to it."


The Hunter sipped the alcohol and found its taste
worse than the smell. Another sip, and the bite softened. A third sip, and he
actually found himself enjoying it.


The barkeep placed a steaming bowl before the
Drashi. Chunks of fatty meat floated in a thick, pungent stew. "Food's
half-decent, too, though a bit rich for my tastes. Heavy on the spices." 


The Hunter's mouth watered at the scent of fresh
bread—a plate-sized flat loaf crusted with herbs and salt. Catching the
barkeep’s eye, he pointed at the food, then at himself. Within a few minutes, a
bowl sat before the Hunter.


The Hunter dipped the bread into the stew and
wolfed it down. A bit heavy-handed with the spices, but better than anything
the bandits had given him. How long had it been since his last real meal? 


The Drashi turned from his own food. "You in
Traitor's Square today?" 


The Hunter grunted, his mouth full.


"Good riddance to the bastards, if I say
so."


"Who were they?"


"Bandits. Il Seytani's men, so the rumors
say."


The Hunter forced a neutral expression and spoke in
a voice he hoped sounded innocent. "Il Seytani?" 


"Some bandit chieftain, rides to the west of
Mount Baradh someplace." The Drashi waved his hand in the general
direction. "Terror of the caravan route, so they say. As for me, I've
never seen him, and I've traveled all around these parts."


"So, how does the king know those men are Il
Seytani's?"


The man shrugged. "Does it matter? They're
bandits, so they deserve what they get."


"Executions in the south tend to be
less…bloody."


The Drashi gave him a wolfish grin. "Death is
messy. And the people of Al Hani like the show."


"Life in the Twelve Kingdoms is markedly
different from things in the south."


"You have no idea." With a snort and a
shake of his head, the Drashi returned to his meal and drink.


The Hunter cast an impatient glance at the tavern
door before turning his attention to his own food. 


Just a bit
longer until sunset. 


He'd have time to close his eyes for an hour or two
before he attempted to enter the palace. Rest would do him well. 


But first,
one more drink…


 


* * *


 


The moment the Hunter descended the stairs to his
small room, he detected the familiar scent of cloves, iron, and wood smoke.


"What are you doing here?"


Younis sat cross-legged on the pile of blankets
that served as the Hunter's bed. "He was right there, you fool!" He
glared at the Hunter. "You had the al-Malek within striking distance, and
you hesitated! Why?"


The Hunter forced his expression to remain neutral,
but his mind raced. He could see me. He
was there! 


Of course the bandit had followed him. He would've
done the same were their roles reversed; how else could he ensure compliance?
Younis' skin color, stature, and clothing blended into the crowd, and the
Hunter would never spot him.


Something to
remember when tailing him. 


"Too many guards. Too many people." An
easy lie, one Younis couldn't dispute. "What do you think the crowd would
have done if I killed their beloved al-Malek right there?" 


Younis opened his mouth to retort, but the Hunter
held up a hand. "Tonight, I enter the palace, and learn the layout. If all
goes well, the al-Malek will not live to see the sun rise." 


"And if all does not go well?"


The Hunter shrugged. "To be done right, these
things take time. Your Il Seytani knows this."


"Il Seytani instructed me to inform you that
you have just four days to complete your task."


The Hunter growled. "Four days? Does he
think—"


"Would you like it to be three? Or two?"


The Hunter narrowed his eyes.


"All I need do is send a message to my men in
the Thalj, and they will ride back to camp and tell Il Seytani you have failed.
Your boy's head will roll before the horses cool off."


The Hunter ground his teeth. "Four days
is—"


"More than sufficient time. Or are you not as
skilled an assassin as you led my master to believe?" Younis stared up at
him, a mocking grin teasing the corner of his mouth.


"Damn you, Younis! Four days it will be."


Younis nodded and stood. "Good." He
strode toward the stairs, but the Hunter barred his way.


"You have something that belongs to me."
He held out an expectant hand.


"Of course. How could I forget?" Mockery
painted his face as he reached beneath his heavy cloak and produced a
cloth-wrapped bundle. "Your tools, qattala."


The Hunter snatched the bundle from Younis and,
placing it on the bed, unwrapped the cloth. Soulhunger throbbed eagerly in his
mind, and the Hunter ran a hand over the hilt of the blade. 


Soulhunger,
you have been missed. 


The well-balanced, sturdy sword he'd taken from a
dead caravan guard lay beneath Soulhunger. Not the weapon he favored, but it
would do.


He turned to Younis. "And how will I—?" 


The room stood empty. 


He cursed himself for a fool. He could have
followed the man back through the streets of Aghzaret to discover his hiding
place. Younis had mentioned sending a message to his men in the Thalj Pass. He
had to have some way to communicate, some way to alert them should the Hunter
try to escape before he completed the mission. And what of the guard at the
gate? No doubt he would alert Younis if the Hunter fled.


No, if he wanted to return for Hailen without
killing the al-Malek, he'd have to figure out how Younis stayed in contact with
his men. Once he knew, it would be much easier to plan his escape. But he
wouldn't risk anything happening to the boy. If it meant playing along and
keeping up the pretense of killing the al-Malek, so be it. He could do both at
the same time. 


Tomorrow, I
hunt the bastard down and find out his secrets once and for all! But tonight, I
have a palace to break into.


 


 


 


 


 


 







Chapter Twenty-Six
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By the
Watcher, how I've missed this!


The Hunter slipped through the night, a blur of darkness
among the shadows of Aghzaret. He sucked in a deep breath. The temperature in
Aghzaret had plummeted with the setting of the sun. The crisp, cool air
reminded the Hunter of Voramis; a part of him instinctively sought the sweet
scent of the Snowblossom trees. But only the spicy, exotic odors of the city
reached him. It reminded him how truly foreign the land was. 


He moved in near-absolute silence, eyes scanning
the gloom, ears alert for the slightest sound. Cloth wrapped both the hilt of
his sword and Soulhunger's sheath. Only the low creak of his leather armor and soft-soled boots marked his
presence, but the night sounds of Aghzaret—barking dogs, crying children,
laughter ringing from brightly lit taverns, the clip clop of horses, and the clatter of carriage wheels—drowned
them out. 


A few hundred paces ahead, an enormous wall rose
into the night. He'd avoided the gates and main entrances into the palace
complex—far too many soldiers on guard, with torches and bright alchemical
lamps to push back the darkness. No, it would be better to find another way
into the palace. His years of experience had taught him high walls made for
overconfident guards.


The perfect
way in.


He studied the wall surrounding the palace. It had
to be at least fifty paces high. Not an easy feat, but not the most difficult
obstacle he'd encountered. 


Best of all,
not a sentry in sight!


No guards moved atop the battlements, and no
torches or lamps flickered, not that he could see anyway. He ached to be about
his mission, but knew better than to rush in. First, he had to be certain he
could scale the wall. 


He ran a hand over the masonry, and a slow smile
spread on his lips. Buildings—no matter the size or grandiosity—were the same
the world over. One could always find a weakness if they had patience. Cracks
in the masonry would serve as his way up. 


A challenging
climb, to be sure. Nothing like
scaling the Palace of Justice after a heavy rain, though. 


Voices reached him, accompanied by the sound of
clanking weapons and tramping boots. He darted away from the wall and ducked
into the shadows of a nearby building. His dark cloak hid him from sight, but
his heart still pounded as he watched the torch-bearing guards march past. 


And now we
wait. 


A part of him wanted the wait to be over; it would
mean he could begin his ascent of the palace wall and get on with his mission
of killing the al-Malek. The minutes seemed to drag by at a snail's pace, his
impatience growing with every heartbeat. He breathed a sigh of relief when the
patrol returned.


Half an hour,
perhaps. Should be more than enough.


Once the light of the torches and the sound of
booted feet faded into the night, the Hunter slipped toward the wall. His
fingers searched the surface for a solid handhold and slipped into a large seam
between two stones. The seam widened into a crack that ran up the wall, higher
than he could reach.


Perfect! With a smile,
he began the long, arduous climb.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter sat on the roof, his arms and legs
aching, his lungs burning. The climb had taken the better part of an hour,
leaving him exhausted. It had been worth it just for this moment; the view from
the palace was spectacular.


Behind and below him, the city of Aghzaret spread
out for leagues in every direction. Flickering lights dotted the city,
mirroring the stars twinkling high overhead. Braziers burned on myriad
minarets, looking down over Aghzaret like solemn beacons. Though he had no idea
what purpose the spires served, the Hunter couldn't help admiring their beauty.


The city of Aghzaret looked dull and dreary in
comparison to the palace of the al-Malek. The main entrance to the palace
opened onto a massive pool, where water plants and flowers filled the courtyard
with color and life. Perfectly manicured trees bordered the pool. Marble walkways
lined with torches, lamps, and braziers cut through swaths of pristine grass
and elaborate gardens. 


Immense blocks of granite had been used in the
construction of the palace itself. The primary wings rose dozens of spans,
nearly at a height with the sandstone wall surrounding it. Elaborately tiled
walkways and balconies ran around the upper stories, affording perfect views of
the gardens below. Elegant arches opened into the palace. At the points of the
compass stood four massive minarets, guardians to keep a watchful eye over the
enormous palace complex below.


A pristine white marble dome sat at the heart of
the palace. Taller than every building in the city, it thrust a pointed spire
out of sight into the dark night. Not even the lamps and torches ringing the
base of the dome could illuminate its tip. The daunting feat of architecture
surpassed even the Black Spire of Praamis, the Palace of Justice in Voramis,
and the House of Need in Malandria. He'd never seen anything built on such an
impressive scale. For a long moment, he was content to sit and stare out over
Aghzaret. It reminded him of the city of Voramis and the familiar longing for
home returned. 


A crisp, cool wind ruffled his hair, biting through
his thick cloak. After the heat of the Advanat, he welcomed the chill. He
breathed in deep, tasting the scents of the city below. Up here, it gave him a
new appreciation for the city in which he now found himself. 


His experienced eye wandered the gardens below,
watching the guards strolling the enormous complex in ever-changing patterns.
Even if he'd managed to slip past the guards at the main gate, the torches,
braziers, and lanterns illuminating the gardens would have made it impossible
for him to enter unnoticed. High on the palace roof, there was little chance of
discovery.


A set of balconies two floors below him drew his
attention. They looked more elegant and better-furnished than the others. His
vantage point didn't allow him to see into the apartments, but experience told
him they had to belong to the king. Or queen.


His shoulders tightened. Can't afford to run into her, not now.


Leaning out over the roof, he studied the inner
wall. Rough-hewn stones and bricks would provide him with handholds. A few
paces below, decorative stone carvings of hellish creatures clung to the wall
like parasites. 


That will
make it easier to get down.


A single flickering torch provided scant
illumination for the open-air walkway that bridged the gap between the tower upon
which he sat and the main wing of the palace. He saw no sign of movement. If he
could reach the walkway, he should be able to find an entrance. 


He lowered himself over the lip of the roof and
started the descent. Clinging to the wall, he moved at a steady pace, his grip
sure, his movements slow. He hung from his fingertips, shifting from handhold
to handhold, and his forearms burned by the time he dropped noiselessly to the
tiled floor of the bridge. 


Now to find
the king! If he could somehow get the ring without killing the al-Malek, it would
suffice to deceive Younis. They'd be out of Al Hani long before the bandit
discovered the truth. The Hunter would have time to dispose of the men waiting
for him in the Thalj Pass and return for Hailen. But he had to get the ring
first.


Soulhunger pulsed in his mind, and the demon's
incoherent shrieks set his head pounding. 


Soon enough,
your time will come, he told the voices. He smiled at the image of
plunging Soulhunger into Younis' chest. That
will wipe the smug grin off his face!


Drawing his dark cloak tight around himself, he
slipped toward a door at the far end of the walkway. It stood unlocked and
opened without a sound. A spiral staircase descended into darkness, and he
crept downward with silent, cautious steps, his hand hovering near Soulhunger's
hilt. 


The stairs opened onto another walkway. Torchlight
flickered beyond the opening, and the sound of voices reached him. Stifling a
growl of frustration, he peered through the archway. A trio of men in the simple
robes of servants strode the halls. Two carried covered silver trays, while the
third held aloft a lantern. 


He leapt up the stairs and ducked out of sight of
the open archway. Only once the sound of the servants' voices faded did he slip
out into the hall. The hall opened onto a balcony, giving him full view of the
gardens below. A pillar provided him a place to hide from the patrolling
sentries. 


Clinging to the wall, he hurried the few dozen
paces toward the arched opening at the end of the hall. He knew where he had to
go, but with no knowledge of the palace's layout, he could do little more than
guess how to reach his destination. 


The smell of incense drifted toward him on the
evening breeze. Censers stood at intervals along the hall, blazing embers
releasing a thick smoke that set his head pounding. His stomach recoiled from
the sickly sweet aroma priests used to mask the odors of the diseased and
dying. 


Almost too
thick.


Too late, he detected the scents beneath the
incense. Leather. Steel. Spices. The
smell of men.


The demon screeched in his mind. “Kill them all!” 


He whipped out his sword as a dozen guards rushed
into the room. Spears and swords at the ready, eyes hard and wary, the
leather-clad soldiers surrounded him. Soulhunger slipped from its sheath with a
whisper of steel on leather. Heart hammering, the Hunter studied the men,
trying to find the weakness in their ranks.


"Qattala."



The Hunter whirled and raised his weapons in
anticipation of an attack, but the man that stepped forward raised his empty
hands in a gesture of peace.


"Hold your weapons." He spoke in a rich
voice deepened with the confidence of years giving orders, and only a hint of
an accent. "Queen Asalah would have words with you."


The Hunter tried to hide his surprise. "And if
I have no desire to speak to your queen?" 


The dark-skinned man gestured to the guards
surrounding the Hunter and shrugged. 


Calm and
confident. I like this man, whoever he is. 


With a smile, the Hunter lowered his weapons.
"Perhaps I will hear what your queen has to say."


The man nodded and barked an order in his own
language. The guards surrounded the Hunter, but made no move to disarm him. 


The commander beckoned. "Follow me."


Heart sinking, the Hunter fell into step between
the guards. I guess I won't be able to
avoid the demon after all. But what does she want with me?


He would find out soon enough.


 







Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Curiosity burned in the Hunter's mind as he
followed the guards through the palace of the al-Malek. He had no idea what to expect
from the queen.


Clearly, she
recognized me in Traitor's Square, but how could she know I was coming here? 


The guards hustled him through the tortuous
corridors of the palace. They encountered few servants, and those few whose
paths they crossed bowed their heads and averted their eyes.


Content to follow his escort, he studied the palace
around him. Elegant tiles with complex patterns of interweaving shapes and
colors covered the walls and floor. High-vaulted domes gave the palace interior
a grandiose feel, complemented by the luxurious rugs and tapestries. Marble
statues stood guard throughout the palace, no doubt the great heroes and kings
of Al Hani. 


The guards led him through an enormous hall.
Stained glass windows bordered the outer walls of the chamber. Tiles of lapis
lazuli and jade sparkled down from the interior of the massive dome, dozens of
paces overhead. Two thrones stood at the far end of the room, with plush
cushions covering a solid bloodwood frame. The wood alone had to be worth more than
the gold and silver covering the thrones, more than the bright gemstones
encrusted into the metalwork. 


One of the tapestries along the wall caught his
attention—more accurately, one of the figures depicted in the tapestry. The
image had dark hair, black eyes, and strong features not too unlike his own.
The blade depicted there drew his eyes: a curved dagger the length of the
figure's forearm, complete with a bright red gemstone set into the weapon's
hilt. 


Looks like
Soulhunger.


The voice of the demon echoed oddly in his
thoughts, the incoherent screeching filled with a note of joy. Something about
the tapestry and the scene depicted thereupon seemed somehow familiar—if not to
him, then to the demon in his mind.


He had no time to ponder the matter. The commander
stopped at a small door beside the tapestry, and his men halted in perfect
unison. He knocked softly on the door. The Hunter heard no voice from within,
but the commander lifted the latch and pushed it open.


Stepping aside, he motioned toward the door.
"Enter, qattala." 


The Hunter studied the commander warily, but saw no
malice in the man's eyes. With a nod, he pushed past the guards and stepped
through.


The room beyond held none of the grandiose elegance
of the throne room, but had been decorated for comfort. A thick rug covered the
colorful tiled floor, with bright patterns that held his eyes captive. When he
tore his gaze away, the tapestries hanging from the wall arrested his
attention. Men fought to the death on a dozen battlefields. Horrible figures—they could only be demons—drowned the
lands with blood and carnage. The marble-cast faces of kings and queens guarded
the room with somber demeanors and watchful eyes. 


Bookshelves lined the west wall of the room, with
hundreds of leather-bound volumes in pristine condition. Papers, quills, open
books, and a collection of odds and ends lay strewn across the enormous writing
desk that occupied the far end of the chamber. 


Couches and sofas provided comfortable seating, and
there, upon the lavish divan in the corner of the room, sat Queen Asalah. She
had fine features, unlined with age, her cheekbones and chin strong yet not
sharp. Almost too perfect to be real. 


The queen beckoned him forward with a graceful
wave. When the Hunter hesitated, one of the guards shoved him hard, sending him
stumbling forward. He turned to curse at the man behind him, and his hand
dropped to his sword hilt.


The queen spoke in the language of Al Hani, the
tone of reproof and anger unmistakable. The guard that had pushed the Hunter
reddened, mumbled a few words in his tongue, and bowed to the Hunter with only
a hint of a glare. When the queen spoke again, the anger had left her voice.
The authority, however, remained. She shooed him away, and the commander barked
something in reply. For a moment, it seemed he and the queen locked in a battle
of wills. The Hunter guessed the argument related to him: the commander feared
for the queen's safety. 


If only he
knew how little she had to fear. Demons, even in their human form, were more than
capable of protecting themselves. 


The commander bowed and, with a reluctant glance at
the Hunter, backed out of the room, shutting the door behind him. The click sounded loud in the Hunter's ears.
He stood alone with the demon.


He stared into her eyes, searching for the black
void to match his own. The color was dark, yet not unnaturally so—no darker
than the hue of the people of Al Hani. 


Impossible! The demons in
Voramis had hidden theirs as well, but how? The matter of how the First had
shifted his shape had plagued him since leaving. 


Her scent drifted toward him. She smelled of citrus
mixed with cloves, toasted sugar with a hint of vanilla bean. The scent was
overly thick and cloying, meant to drown out that other aroma, the one only he
could detect beneath it: the reek of decay, timeless and eternal. The stench of
the demon. 


Rage and revulsion twisted in his chest, and he
tensed in anticipation of an attack. Though the woman before him looked to
present little danger, he knew only too well what demons could do. He just
hoped Soulhunger and his sword would be enough, though why she had let him this
close with his weapons, he didn't know. 


The woman made no threatening move; indeed, she
didn't even rise to greet him. Instead, she remained on the couch, reclined
among plush pillows and soft velvet. Her eyes danced over his form, drinking
him in with an eager expression. Somehow, the look on her face made him all the
more uncomfortable.


"You have me here," he growled. "Now
what?" 


"You are not what I expected." Queen
Asalah's voice matched her looks: silky, seductive, beautiful. She met his eyes
with a calm assurance. "Yet the Sage could not have sent you at a better time.
I have positioned myself next to the king, as instructed. All is in readiness
for what comes next."


The Sage! That name
again. Toramin, the demon masquerading as a wizard among the Order of Midas in
Malandria had mentioned the name. Garanis, the demon Illusionist Cleric had as
well. But who was he? And why would the demons be taking orders from him?


The Hunter nodded. "That is…good to
hear." 


Queen Asalah studied him with a curious expression.
"I've heard he's been looking for your kind, Bucelarii, but I'm surprised he actually found one. Even more
surprising, it's you, after all this
time."


The Hunter's mouth dropped. "M-me…?"
Surprise stole his coherence. Does she
know me?


The queen narrowed her eyes. "Do you mean to
tell me you don't recognize me? Surely it could not have been that long since last we met."


"What do you mean?" He swallowed hard,
his mouth suddenly dry.


Queen Asalah steepled her fingers under her chin.
"How odd. Perhaps the passage of time has been unkind to you. Tell me,
what is your name? Surely you can remember that?" Her smile turned
sardonic. 


The Hunter ground his teeth, suppressing his
irritation at her mockery. She seems to
know me. Perhaps she can tell me more of my past. 


He forced his clenched fists to relax. "In the
cities of the south, men call me the Hunter."


"The
Hunter? A bit heavy-handed, wouldn't you say?"


He shrugged.


Her mocking smile faded and the queen nodded.
"Very well, Hunter. So you shall
be named." 


She opened her mouth to continue but the Hunter cut
her off. "How did you know I was coming?"


Surprise registered on the queen's face and her
mouth hung open for a moment. She raised a warning finger. "I am not
accustomed to being interrupted in my own palace. You would do well to show
respect to…"


The Hunter stifled a smile. "How?" 


Queen Asalah flashed him a look of irritation.
"Do that again at your own peril, Hunter."


The Hunter inclined his head, but made no
apologies. He could get away with a little impertinence. If she wanted him
dead, she'd have ordered her men to kill him. The fact that he still stood,
armed, meant she wanted something from him. 


A smile touched the queen's lips "Ever the
proud Bucelarii." She nodded, as if in approval. "Strong, stubborn,
willful—we did well with you."


The Hunter bit his lip to stifle a snort of
derision. 


"You ask how I knew? Let's just call it a woman's intuition, shall we? The
moment I saw you in the square today, I knew you would not hesitate to seek me
out. You follow the Sage's orders, just as I do."


The Hunter's mind raced. For some reason, the queen
perceived him not as a threat, but as an ally. Garanis and Toramin, the demons
in Malandria, had done the same. They'd both expected him to come in peace, and
had been shocked to discover his true intentions. He could use that to his
advantage. He would play into her hands, keep up the façade of being a
confederate. If it meant answers about his past and access to the king, he would leave the demon alive. For now… 


"And here I am." 


"And here you are." She smiled, with
genuine warmth it seemed. "After all these years, you have returned."


He raised an eyebrow. "Returned?" 


Queen Asalah nodded and pointed toward a statue in
the corner of the room. "Tell me, Hunter, do you recognize that
face?"


The Hunter darted a glance at the marble bust on a
gleaming pedestal before returning his gaze to the queen. "I do not.
Should I?"


"It is Nasnaz the Great, warrior king, first
al-Malek of Al Hani." She stared at him, expectant.


"Perhaps, but if you do not remember me…"
The queen gave a dismissive wave. "Let me tell you the tale." 


"Why do I need to know of the first al-Malek
of...?"


Queen Asalah glared at him and drove on, cutting
him off. "Centuries ago, when there were still Twelve Kingdoms in this land,
there came a man from the north. Nasnaz, he called himself. In the tongue of Al
Hani, it is the name given to creatures of nightmare, the sort whispered of in
the darkness of a moonless night. A creature born half of human blood, and half
of demon." She smirked. "Sound familiar?"


The Hunter inclined his head.


The queen leaned against the plush cushion of her
divan. "From the north came Nasnaz, riding a midnight black horse twice as
tall as any man. It is said he crossed the Whispering Waste—a journey that
lasts half a month—in the span of a night. His eyes were empty pools of
darkness, and any who stared into them were certain to meet an agonizing death.
Their blades could not harm him, and it was said he could not be killed."


He hid a smile. Sounds
like the legend of the Hunter, though these Al Hani are far more creative in
their storytelling than the citizens of Voramis.


"Into Al Hani he rode, terrible to behold and
thirsting for blood. Upon his back hung a sword three paces tall, and in his
right hand, he carried a dagger that burned like the sun. None could stand
before him in battle. Within half a year, he had driven the nomadic Beddana
from the city, withstood the siege of the Khanatal horde, and destroyed the
five kingdoms that had formed an alliance against Al Hani. He single-handedly
killed a thousand men in the Battle of Al-Birkir."


The Hunter smirked. "Sounds like a great
warrior, this Nasnaz." 


"The greatest." The queen nodded, her
expression somber. "And yet, one day, without warning, Nasnaz the Great
disappeared."


He raised an eyebrow. "How unfortunate."


A frown touched Queen Asalah's perfect lips,
furrowing her unlined brow. "You mock, but I know the legend to be true. I
was there."


The Hunter hid his surprise. "Of course you
were. You Abiarazi have long lives. Though I wonder why your face is not carved
into any of these statues. After all, you were he, were you not?"


The queen shook her head. "No." She
stared at him for a long moment, as if expecting something.


The Hunter gave her a blank look.


Queen Asalah nodded. "We Abiarazi are not the
only ones with a lifespan of centuries. I was here—though in a different guise.
In fact, we were here together." She thrust a delicate finger at him.
"You, Hunter of the south, are
Nasnaz the Great."
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The Hunter's head spun, his mind whirling. Striding
to the bust, he studied it more closely. The figure had heavier and thicker
nose, jaw, and eyebrows than he, but there was something familiar about the
eyes. 


By the Watcher!
Could it be? 


He turned to the queen. "You are
certain?" 


Queen Asalah nodded. "Of course! There was a
time when you and I rode this land together: Nasnaz the Great and Khalid
al-Waziri, his faithful servant and advisor."


He narrowed his eyes. "Khalid is a man's name,
is it not?" 


The queen nodded. 


"So if you are a man, why do you now take on
the form of a woman?"


The queen smiled at him. "It…suits my
purposes." She stood slowly, giving the Hunter a good look at her figure.
Her sheer, clinging robes did little to hide her well-formed shoulders, breasts
that swelled against the fabric, rounded belly and hips, and long, lithe legs. 


Every man's
desire, the Hunter thought. His eyes roamed over her body, and saw perfection.
His body responded of its own accord. 


The queen's eyes dropped to his waist, and she
flashed a sultry smile. "Yes, that is the effect intended. This weak
feminine flesh has its uses." 


It had been too long, but he cursed himself for his
weakness. How could he find her appealing? He knew what lay beneath the perfect
suit of flesh. 


The queen floated toward him, poised and graceful.
"What better form to draw the attention of a young, virile ruler of Al
Hani? The old al-Malek's tastes ran in a…different direction." With a
shudder of flesh and bone, the stunning woman transformed into a young,
fresh-faced boy barely out of his teen years. "His desires made it
impossible to rise to a place of power. Which is why he had to be done away
with." 


The Hunter watched, open-mouthed, as the figure
transformed into the queen once more. He suppressed a shudder of disgust at her
writhing features.


"This form, now, that is a different
matter." Queen Asalah smiled at him, all silky seduction and perfection.
"This is the one best suited to becoming ruler of Al Hani." 


"But if you can take any form you want, why
have you not simply seized power before?"


The queen shrugged. "My time will come. For
now, I am commanded to wait."


"For what?" 


"For you." Her grin turned triumphant.
"Your presence means the Sage is ready for me to make my move. Now is the
time!"


The Hunter had no idea what was going on, but he'd
be damned if he let it show. If she
thinks the Sage sent me, I am not a threat, but a comrade. 


He could pretend to go along with her schemes, at
least long enough to find a way to stop them. She could give him answers into
his past, could serve a purpose. Once he had what he needed, he'd rid the world
of her taint. 


"So now what? Drown the city in blood? That is
your true purpose, is it not?"


The queen shook her head. "The Sage has placed
me here to take control of the city, but until now, I have been missing the
vital ingredient." Her eyes roamed his figure, as if searching for
something.


Immediately he knew what she sought. Soulhunger.
"Thanal Eth' Athaur." 


"Yes. And now I have it within my grasp!"
Her voice grew husky with desire. Her almond eyes flashed to his, and for a
heartbeat, the color deepened to the midnight void that marked her as a demon.
Manic eagerness filled the demon's black eyes. Her fingers flexed like claws,
reaching toward him as if seeking to take Soulhunger. "Show it to
me!"


The Hunter recoiled from the intensity of her
voice. He took a step back, his hand falling instinctively to the hilt of his
sword. "Many have tried to take it from me before. You would not wish to
share their fate."


Surprise and confusion showed on the queen's face.
"Take it from you?" Laughter bubbled from her throat. "My dear
Hunter, you have me all wrong. I have no desire for the blade. On the contrary,
I want you to use it to achieve the
mission for which you were brought into this world. I want to help you
kill!"


The Hunter found this hard to believe. "How do
I know I can trust you?" 


The question was meant for her benefit. She'd expect
him to be reticent at first, but if he was sent as an ally, he'd have to
pretend to trust her. He never truly would be able to trust an Abiarazi. I only have to keep the ruse up long enough
to get the al-Malek's ring. He would deal with her once Hailen was safe.


"The Sage sent you to me. Is that not
enough?" 


The Hunter crossed his arms. "He expects me to
make up my own mind."


The queen stared at him, her expression thoughtful.
"You've changed, you know? Nasnaz the Great was ever headstrong, without a
thought for the consequences of his actions. I think I prefer the Hunter, for
he is a Bucelarii after my own heart."


She stepped forward and placed a hand on his cheek.
The gesture was almost familiar, comforting. The Hunter forced himself to
remain still, keep his hands away from Soulhunger. He wanted to silence her
lying tongue with a quick thrust of the blade, but had to find out more.


Queen Asalah smiled. "I can hear his voice
from your mouth. You remind me of him: strong, stubborn, proud. You even have
some of his looks, though you've changed the shape of your face."


The queen's words hit the Hunter like a series of
concussive blows, rocking him. Off balance, he stammered, "H-him?"


“Me.” The voice in
the Hunter's head had remained silent during the exchange with the queen, but
it spoke now. “I see Thrz-kha-url
continues to play the silent game in shadows. He ever preferred manipulation
over brute force.”


Soulhunger added its voice to the maelstrom in his
thoughts. Clearly, the blade, too, recognized the Abiarazi before him—further
proof that she could provide him answers. 


The Hunter swallowed. "H-He named you Thrz-kha-url."


The queen's eyes widened and the color drained from
her face. "I have not heard that name in millennia," she said, her
voice quiet. She slumped back on the couch, stunned disbelief in her
expression. For long moments, she sat in silence, her eyes glazed, unfocused.


The Hunter, impatient, cleared his throat. 


Queen Asalah's brow furrowed as she stared at him.
"There can be no doubt that you are he. You departed Al Hani as Nasnaz the
Great, but you return the Hunter. Though you have changed your appearance, I
still see you as you were long ago."


"Changed my appearance? What do you
mean?"


She returned his puzzled expression with one of her
own. "Have you forgotten everything your father taught you?"


The Hunter tried to speak, but no words came out.
The queen's words set his head spinning.
Is it possible? What other secrets have been taken from me with my memories?


The Illusionist Cleric's mad cackling echoed in his
mind, bringing a flash of fear. He could only hope the madman had lost his
scent in the Advanat. 


"It seems time has eroded your memory, much as
it does to the humans whose blood you share." She shook her head in
sorrow. "You have forgotten the power the blood of the Abiarazi can offer
you."


"You mean…" The Hunter started, and
stopped. He tried again. "I can do…what you do?"


The queen nodded, and her face shifted in a wave of
bone, cartilage, and muscle. In the space of a few heartbeats, her features
changed from the perfect woman to an old, bearded man, a child no older than a
decade, and a young man with startling resemblance to the al-Malek. 


"You Bucelarii had the ability, though not to
the same extent as your fathers." Her face morphed once more into Queen
Asalah, with an amused grin at his shocked surprise. "It was I who taught
you before, and I shall teach you again. But first, I would have something from
you."


The Hunter swallowed and sat hard on the plush sofa
behind him. "What?" 


The queen smiled. "The truth, Bucelarii. What
is the true reason the Sage sent you here? What does he expect you to do?"


The question snapped the Hunter out of his stunned
reverie. He faced a dilemma. He had no way to know why the demon posed as Queen
Asalah, or what the ultimate goal was. But, to achieve his task more quickly
and return to Hailen, he had to take a risk.


"I have come to kill the king." 


The queen stared at him for a moment, expression
blank, studying him as if she examined a choice cut of meat. Her eyes—no longer
depthless black, but once more soft and brown—roamed over every facet of his
face. 


Her high, ringing laughter surprised him. "My
dear Hunter, the Great Destroyer himself has smiled upon us this night!"


Keeping his expression blank, the Hunter stared
back at her. "What do you mean?"


"He has sent you to do precisely the thing
I've longed to do since the moment the old al-Malek laid his filthy hands on
me!" 


The Hunter felt less surprised than he'd expected. She is a demon, after all. Death is her end
game, so long as she is not the one suffering the fate. 


"Has he given you any other instructions? Has
he told you what to do after the king is dead?"


Again, the Hunter struggled with what to tell her. She has accepted the truth thus far. 


"I am to kill Il Seytani, Whirlwind of the
Desert."


It was perfect. It would explain why he hurried
from the city after killing the king. If this Sage truly was in command, the
queen wouldn't question the order. He'd have time to flee Aghzaret before she
discovered he'd left the al-Malek alive. 


Queen Asalah stroked her chin. "Not what I'd
expected, but as ever, the Sage's wisdom is evident." She reclined against
the back of the divan, stroking her chin and muttering to herself. "It is
well known that Il Seytani wants the al-Malek dead. With the al-Malek dead, Al
Hani would fall into confusion. In the ensuing chaos, he would have free
rein." Her eyes met his, and a smile touched her lips. "An
intelligent one, this Il Seytani. One would almost think he was one of
us."


The Hunter shook his head. "From what the Sage
has told me, he is as mortal as any."


"Any but us." Queen Asalah smiled, a
vulpine, predatory grin. 


The Hunter inclined his head and forced a smile of
his own.


"Very well," the queen said, "once
we remove the al-Malek, I will offer you whatever assistance I can."


He nodded. "My thanks."


Queen Asalah held up one slim, perfectly manicured
finger. "I do, however, have one modification to your plans."


Of course, the Hunter
thought. It can never be easy with these
demons.


As if seeing the change in his expression, she
smiled and waved in a gesture of dismissal. "Never fear, Hunter. It is
simply a matter of delaying a day or two."


The Hunter wanted to shout in frustration. Hailen
didn't have that kind of time. But he couldn't let his impatience show. She'd
sense something was off. Instead, he clenched his jaw and waited for her to
speak.


"I've been planning something…special over the
last few years, but lacked the perfect opportunity. With you, let's say that
things coincide perfectly."


"Why the delay?"


"A few last-minute preparations. I hadn't
expected the Sage to make his move quite so soon. But Thanal Eth' Athaur will be fed!"


The Hunter nodded, pretending satisfaction.
"Have you thought of how to handle the people of Aghzaret? They seem to
love their king."


"They do, and that is precisely the
problem." She sneered. "He is too peaceful and good. Al Hani has
prospered under his rule, which has made the people happy. But in that peace,
there is a lack of the one thing we both crave."


"Death."


The queen nodded. "Once the king is dead and I
have taken his place, we will return war to the nation, and with it, we will
reap the glorious death that our Great Master demands." In a sickening
wave of flesh and bone, her face morphed into that of the al-Malek. "When
you return from killing Il Seytani, Thanal Eth' Athaur will feed on the
hundreds—nay, thousands—of deaths, and we will return the Mighty Kharna to our
world."


She even
sounds like him! He forced his face to calm, though his stomach
churned. In the end, the demons' objectives always led to the spilling of human
blood. 


"So once you rule Al Hani, you wage war on the
other kingdoms. Death and destruction returns to the Twelve Kingdoms." He
plastered an eager smile to hide his disgust.


Al Hani will
belong to the demon. Her plans were as cruel and bloodthirsty as he'd
feared. Her words strengthened his resolve: the al-Malek had to live. He
couldn't allow the demon to kill the king and take control of an entire
kingdom. He had to find a way to trick her into believing he'd killed the king.
He'd take the ring, flee the city, and rescue Hailen. Once the boy was safe,
he'd return to deal with her. 


Damn it! It
complicated his plans to no end, but it was the only way. His mind raced; how
would he fool her? 


Queen Asalah pointed to him. "And don't forget
your place, once more by my side!
With the army of Al Hani at your back, you can destroy Il Seytani and his
accursed bandits! Oh, the glorious slaughter! The Great Destroyer will be
pleased at the souls we claim in his name."


It will never
work, he thought. Il Seytani will hear
an army coming, and Hailen will be dead before I lay eyes on him.


Forcing a neutral expression, he scrunched his face
up in a pretense of contemplation. 


"Think about it," the queen crowed in
delight. "Nasnaz the Great rides again! Does it not sound glorious?"
A smile touched her perfect lips. "Partners, once again. Reunited after
the passage of centuries."


She almost
sounds as if she cares about me. He knew better. Demons cared only about
themselves.


The queen stood, never taking her eyes off the
Hunter. "Now, before I call for food and drink, I would see it." Her
perfect pink tongue darted out to moisten her parted lips. "I would see Thanal Eth' Athaur." 


Swallowing his reluctance, the Hunter reached
beneath his cloak and gripped Soulhunger. The dagger's voice pervaded his
thoughts, setting his head pounding with its eagerness. He drew it slowly and
held it up to the queen.


Her eyes widened, her face flushed. "May
I…touch it?"


The Hunter nodded, and the queen ran her fingers
lovingly over the blade. "I almost fancy I can hear his voice," she
murmured. "How I wish he could speak to me, as he did long ago."
Expression rapt, eyes closed, Queen Asalah stood silent, caressing the blade
with long, almost erotic strokes. Her lips moved without a sound, almost as if
she conversed with Soulhunger. The voice in his mind purred in reply,
whispering in the guttural language of the demons. He hid a shudder at the
horrible utterings reverberating in his thoughts. Though he wanted nothing more
than to drive Soulhunger into her chest, to silence the demonic mutterings, he
forced himself to remain still. Hailen's life depended on his inaction. 


His keen ears picked up a faint click of the door being opened. He
whirled just as a young woman stepped into the room. She stopped at the sight
of the Hunter, eyes going wide. Her eyes flashed from the dagger in his hands
to the queen, and she opened her mouth to scream.
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The Hunter moved before any sound passed the
woman's lips. He darted across the room, clamped a rough hand on her mouth, and
pressed Soulhunger to her throat. He had no qualms staining her rich robes, the
royal house of Aghzaret embroidered on one shoulder, with her blood. The fewer
who knew he was here, the better.


"No!" Queen Asalah's voice rang out
behind him. "Do not harm her!" 


He stared down at the woman struggling vainly in
his grip. Well-rounded and well-formed, she barely reached his shoulder. She
quivered in fear, her eyes wide, mouth open beneath his smothering hand. 


The queen barked a command in the language of the
Al Hani, and the tension in the woman's body drained away. 


"Release her," the queen said, speaking
Einari. 


The Hunter shook his head. "No witnesses. She
has seen me."


"She can be trusted, Bucelarii." The
queen's voice cracked like a whip. "My plan hinges upon her."


The Hunter cast a questioning glance over his
shoulder. The queen showed no sign of fear, only impatience. With a growl, he
released the woman and returned Soulhunger to its sheath.


The queen held out her arms to the woman.
"Ta-aal, Az'nii." 


The word hit the Hunter like a physical blow. Az'nii. It was Her name. The dream—no, the memory—returned.


She lay
beside him. The smile on Her face matched what he saw in Her eyes. She smelled
of jasmine and honey mixed with the tart, rich scent of berries and cinnamon.


She kissed him.
Her lips—soft as silk—tasted sweet on his.


"My
love." Her velvety voice made his heart skip a beat. "This must be
goodbye."


"Why?"
He tugged at a strand of Her golden hair.


"It will
mean death for both of us if ever we meet. It cannot be."


"We have
faced death before." He smiled up at Her. "Not even the fires of
Khar'nath could pull us apart, Az'nii."


A wave of sorrow and longing washed over him. He
ached to find out more about Her, the woman from his memories. He'd left
Voramis in search of Her, had journeyed across the face of Einan in search
of…what? A scent? A face? 


Something had happened back in Azmaria. The
Illusionist Cleric had somehow unlocked his mind, returned to him his lost
memories. He'd seen Her in his dreams in ever increasing frequency. He had no
name for Her, no idea where to find Her. He only knew that Her presence
beckoned him northward. In his dreams, he'd called her "Az'nii". Now,
to hear the name coming from the lips of this…this creature, it sickened him.


It wasn't Her. The woman running into the queen's
arms had dark skin and even darker eyes. Her unique scent—a mixture of berries,
roses, and verbena—was all wrong. 


Nothing more
than a cruel coincidence. The Hunter tightened his grip on Soulhunger. 


"Explain yourself. How can we trust this…this
Az'nii?" Just saying the name tugged at his heart. 


Queen Asalah glared at him. "None but me may
call her by that name!" The queen stroked the weeping woman's hair,
kissing her and muttering soothing words into her ear. The woman snuggled under
the queen's arm, as if seeking comfort.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "So what do the
rest of us call her?"


"She is Samia, First Concubine to the
al-Malek." 


At mention of her name, Samia smiled up at the
queen and said something in the language of Al Hani. The queen replied with a
kiss on her lips.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. Clearly, things are done very differently here in Al Hani.


"So the name Az'nii is…?"


Queen Asalah spoke without looking at him. "A
pet name. It means 'my heart' in the language of the Serenii."


The words froze the Hunter. He'd called Her that name. 


The queen stared at him with a curious expression.
He tried to hide the emotions roiling through him. "How do you know she
can be trusted? After all, if she is the First Concubine…"


Queen Asalah reclined on her divan, and Samia
slipped into the crook of her arm. 


"You speak of me as if I not sitting
here." Samia's accent was thick, but there was no mistaking the
indignation in her voice. 


The Hunter inclined his head. "Forgive me. I did
not know you spoke Einari."


"Not good," Samia replied, looking
mollified, "but enough. My queen teaching me many things." The
concubine turned her face up to the queen, adoration in her eyes. 


The queen smiled down at the concubine. "Samia
is the final element of the plan. The al-Malek is watchful, as are his guards,
but with her help, you will be able to enter the harem unnoticed. Only a
handful of Royal Guards are ever permitted to enter. It is the closest you will
come to finding the king unprotected."


"And he will be less watchful in his own
chambers." The Hunter nodded. "It is a good plan. So let us carry it
out now!"


Queen Asalah shook her head. "There are a few
things that must be arranged, such as a way to sneak you in."


The Hunter ground his teeth, growling. "The
delay is…"


"Inevitable." 


His fingernails dug into his palms. How much time
did Hailen have? Younis had given him four days. He still had to track down the
bandit, discover how he communicated with his men, and find a way to deal with
him before riding for the Thalj Pass. 


He held up a finger. "One day. One day, then I
will do it my way. It is all the time I can spare." 


A vicious smile touched Queen Asalah's lips, and
she nodded. "It will suffice. By this time tomorrow, the king will be dead
and I will rule Al Hani. When you
return from your mission to kill Il Seytani, we will usher this earth into a
new age of glory!" Her eyes took on a faraway look.


The Hunter's lip curled at the zeal in her voice.
He knew all too well the visions dancing in her head. He'd seen them for
himself, the death and destruction brought upon the world by the Great
Destroyer and his demon hordes.


"My time has come!" Queen Asalah placed a
passionate kiss on Samia's lips. "Our
time has come!" 


Samia smiled and returned the kiss, her arms
slipping around the queen and pulling her tight. 


The Hunter averted his eyes, uncomfortable. If only you knew the truth of that creature
you embrace, Samia. Her pathetic human senses couldn't detect the subtle
odor of rot and decay that marked the queen as a demon. He knew, all too well,
the truth of the creature that wore the face of the queen. 


The silence stretched out, until the queen pulled
back from her lover's embrace. "Have the servants bring food and
drink." 


Samia pouted. "My queen, I no leave you."


The queen laughed. "Go, Az'nii." The word
cut into the Hunter like a dagger. "I will be here when you return."


With a nod and a final kiss, Samia climbed to her
feet and hurried from the room. 


Queen Asalah watched her leave, an appreciative
smile on her face. "She has looks, that one, but don't let that fool you.
That angelic face hides a devious mind and a vicious soul."


Perfect for
you, the Hunter thought, but held his peace.


"Does she know what you are?"


"She believes the Abiarazi are sorceresses,
nothing more." She turned to him, her eyes cold as ice. "It is all
she needs to know."


The Hunter shrugged and inclined his head.
"Fair enough."


The queen sighed and the tension in her shoulders
drained away. "No, Hunter, I tell you this: she serves a purpose, even
though she does not know why. Her love for her queen makes her useful."


"To that, I must admit my surprise to find
Abiarazi in the guise of a woman. From what I know of my forebears, they chose
to wear the form of men. Men are stronger, able to father children."


Queen Asalah ran her hands down her body.
"This feminine figure has its uses. But in the end, it matters not. Man,
woman, it is all the same. It is just another skin to hide my true form." 


Her features danced, and the Hunter swallowed his
bile as the demon's face—the face belonging to the creature of nightmare—showed
through for a heartbeat. He forced a smile. Can't
let her see the way I truly feel. Have to sell the lie. 


"I grow weary of human flesh, Bucelarii. I
wish to cast it off and be restored to my former glory. Now that you are here,
it will be possible!" 


"Once you are the al-Malek, no one will be
able to stop you." He smiled and corrected himself. "Stop us." 


Excitement flashed across her writhing features.
"Is it not glorious, Hunter? I will rule this kingdom, and you will be by
my side, as it was intended when the first Bucelarii were created. None shall
stand before us, and the Twelve Kingdoms shall fall beneath our combined might.
But we will not stop there, Sage's commands be damned! With my cunning and your
skill, we shall conquer the whole of Einan within this generation. We will show
the Sage who is truly fit to rule!" 


"Glorious indeed." The Hunter hoped the
enthusiasm in his voice sounded genuine. Perhaps
she is not simply content to take orders. Interesting.


The door opened and Samia entered, followed by a
trio of servants bearing silver trays piled high with steaming flatbread,
crumbling white goat cheese, strips of cured and salted meat, assorted fruits,
and other delicacies. The delightful scent of fresh food wafted to the Hunter,
and his stomach voiced its desire.


"Hungry, are we?" The queen smiled.
"Help yourself, please." She spoke a few words in the language of Al
Hani, and one of the servants hurried toward him with a pitcher and goblet. The
Hunter nodded his thanks and lifted the cup to his lips, but paused before
drinking, his eyes on the queen.


Queen Asalah laughed. "Still do you not trust
me, I see."


The Hunter shrugged. "Trust is earned, not
given freely."


The queen laughed louder. "The Sage chose well
when he sent you, Hunter. You are not an easy one to fool." She gestured
to the concubine sitting beside her. "Would you rest easier if Samia drank
from your cup first?"


The Hunter pondered for a moment and shrugged.
"I will give you a chance to prove yourself worthy of trust." He
tipped the goblet up and emptied it in a single draught. The wine was fruity,
light, and to his pleasant surprise, chilled. He seized a piece of flatbread,
still steaming and smelling of rosemary and garlic. Ripping it open, he stuffed
it with soft goat cheese and cured meat and shoved it into his mouth. 


Queen Asalah picked at a platter of fruit.
"Once you finish, I'll have Captain Al-Zahar escort you out." She
held up a hand. "Don't worry, Hunter, he will not harm you. He is the one man I can trust in this affair." 


Samia beamed up at the queen and sipped from her
own goblet. Fingers entwined, the queen's arm draped over Samia's shoulder, the
women shared a whispered conversation punctuated with giggles and kisses. 


Finally, the Hunter swallowed the last piece of
bread, dashed back the contents of his goblet, and climbed to his feet. "I
am ready."


The queen raised an eyebrow. "I am ready, my queen. You will address me properly,
at least when in the company of others."


The Hunter snorted and swept a mocking bow.
"Yes, my queen." 


Ignoring him, Queen Asalah spoke to one of the
servants. The man scurried from the room and returned a moment later, the
commander following close on his heels. 


"Captain Al-Zahar," the queen said,
speaking Einari, "please accompany this man to the private entrance and
show him the way out."


"My queen?" Captain Al-Zahar's eyebrows rose.
"Is it wise to…?"


"He is to be escorted safely, Captain." The queen's voice cracked like a whip, her
tone brooking no argument. "And see that my husband is not disturbed. The
al-Malek will be tired at this late hour."


The captain's eyebrows rose further, but he held
his peace. "As you wish, my queen." He inclined his head and turned
to the Hunter. "Follow me, qattala."


The Hunter couldn't contain his smile. Proud and intelligent, this Captain
Al-Zahar. He is stubborn, yet knows his place. 


"Lead on, Captain." He strode toward the
door, but the queen's voice stopped him on the way out. 


"Where can I find you, Hunter? I may have need
of you in the coming days."


"I am at The Shouting Sword, my queen."


"Expect to hear from me soon." With an
imperious wave, the queen dismissed him and returned her attention to the young
woman beside her.
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Captain Al-Zahar and his company led the Hunter
through the corridors. The palace was emptier than it had been an hour ago, and
they passed not a soul on their trek through the enormous complex.


"So," the captain said, his voice
nonchalant, "the queen has need of your services, does she? How fortunate
that you show up at precisely this moment, is it not?"


The Hunter refused to rise to the bait. "I
follow my orders." 


"Of course you do." Captain Al-Zahar
smiled without a hint of humor. "As do I." His hand hovered near his
sword, as if he expected to draw it at any moment.


The Hunter hid a smile. If only the captain knew how ineffective his steel sword would be.
Somehow, he doubted Captain Al-Zahar knew the truth of his queen—or the demon
who wore her face. 


The captain stopped beside an enormous tapestry
which portrayed a vivid battle scene. With a glance in both directions, he
reached behind the drapery. At the faint click,
a blank section of wall slid aside, revealing a dark corridor, heavy with the
scent of dust and stale air.


One of the guards stepped forward and extended a
lamp. The lamp burned with no candle or flame, but some alchemical liquid
brewed by the Secret Keepers. The priests of the Mistress guarded the formula
with fanatical zeal, never hesitating to kill those who sought to discover its
contents. 


Captain Al-Zahar pointed down the tunnel. "The
private entrance."


"Where does it lead?" 


"Outside the palace, into a deserted
residence. The front door will be guarded, so exit without being seen. It's
hard enough to explain your presence to my men. They all expect me to order
your arrest and execution at any moment."


The Hunter grinned at the guards. "I'd hate to
make your job difficult." He pushed past the guard offering him an
alchemical lamp and strode down the passage.


The entrance to the passage rumbled closed behind
the Hunter, and he immediately regretted not taking the alchemical lamp. Bright Lady, it's darker than a taxman's
heart in here! The darkness around him was almost thick enough to cut with
a knife. He stumbled forward, guiding himself by feeling the walls on either
side of him. 


Though the passage was as wide as the span of his
arms, the stale air pressed in around him. For a moment, his hands trembled
with the panic of being trapped in a tight space. He drew in a deep breath,
then another, and ground his teeth, pushing back against the part of his mind
that shrieked in terror. 


His mind raced.
What have I gotten myself into? 


“Once again,
you find yourself in the right place at the right time.” Exultation
coursed through his mind. “Thrz-kha-url
would have you by her side, as was meant for you Bucelarii since the day of
your creation!”


So you know
her? 


“When first
we came to this earth, the Thrz-kha-url I knew was always the schemer, the
spider in the shadows. Though he wears the form of a pitiful human woman, his
mind remains as sharp as ever.”


And you think
I can trust her? Him? It?


“You can
never fully trust Thrz-kha-url, but as long as you serve his—or her—purposes,
you will find that she is a valuable ally.”


I have never
truly trusted any of your kind, Abiarazi. 


“Perhaps it
is time to start.” 


You expect me
to believe she really wants me to serve at her side? That she will accept me
with open arms, just because she knew me hundreds of years ago? Even now,
months after learning the truth of his past, he still struggled with the idea
that he had lived for centuries…if not millennia. It felt too unreal. 


“That is what
you were created for. Perhaps you have found the place where you can finally
carry out your destiny.” 


My destiny.
Of course. It always came back to that. My fate
of bringing back your precious Kharna.


Thousands of years ago, the god Kharna, Destroyer
of Worlds, had summoned the demons, the Abiarazi, to fight in his war against
the other twelve gods. The demons had bred with human women, and they called
their offspring Bucelarii—a name that
meant "forgotten ones" in the tongue of the Serenii. 


The Bucelarii had served their forefathers in the
War of Gods, and been all but wiped out when the gods banished the Abiarazi
from Einan. Yet a few demons had escaped the purge and remained in hiding to
this day. Over thousands of years, they had plotted to return Kharna to the
world. They'd given the Bucelarii accursed weapons that fed the Destroyer with
every life they took. Soulhunger, the dagger at his side, was one such. 


Impatience radiated from the presence in his mind. “You continue to fight it, Bucelarii, but
know that it is inevitable. Every time you use Thanal Eth' Athaur, you feed the
Destroyer. No matter how hard you try, you always succumb in the end. Eventually,
the balance will be tipped in our favor, and the day will come when you take
that final soul.”


The Hunter shuddered at the thought. He'd fought
against his inner voices before and lost every time. His actions had
consequences, he knew. He hated what he was doing to the world, but he could
only ignore the demands for blood and death for so long. Though he'd tried to
stop, something had always forced him to take a life. Only Hailen's presence
could drown out the screams, pleas, and demands that assailed his mind and
threatened to shatter his sanity.


The demon crowed in delight. “It is inevitable in the end, Bucelarii. Cease your struggle, and let fate take its course.”


After all
this time of living in my head, how little you know me, Demon. I will never stop
fighting the hand of fate. I am servant to no man, nor god, nor destiny. I am
the Hunter!


“Keep telling
yourself that, Bucelarii. If it helps you feel you are the one in control, delude yourself all
you want.”


Mocking laughter filled his thoughts, dissolving
into incoherent wailing. The horrible, gut-wrenching sound tore at his
consciousness, far worse than the demon's derision or insistent demands for
death. A throbbing ache developed behind his eyes. The voice would not leave
him until he killed. Only in death would he find peace—his death or another's. 


Blood rushed in the Hunter's ears. A roar of fury
burst from his mouth, and he slammed his fists into the passage wall. His
knuckles cracked beneath the impact. The pain pushed back the voices, yet though
they retreated, they remained present far in the rear of his mind. 


He would never truly be free. 


 


* * *


 


After the stale, close air of the tunnel, he
welcomed the biting wind whipping across the rooftops of Aghzaret. Pulling his
cloak tighter about his shoulders, he leapt from house to house. Once he'd put
sufficient distance between himself and the palace to feel safe, he descended
to the ground. The streets were silent and empty, but a torment raged in his
mind. 


He had to rescue Hailen, that much he knew. But to
do so, he needed the al-Malek's ring. The demon had promised to help him, but
her aid only complicated matters. She would expect him to kill the king, as
commanded. Could he find a way to avoid it? 


He was at a loss. He needed the boy to keep the
voices at bay. The demon's shrieking and Soulhunger's incessant demands for
death would overwhelm him or drive him to kill. He refused to be controlled by
anyone or anything. 


But if the king died, the demon wearing Queen
Asalah's face would rule Al Hani. The Hunter knew how far the Abiarazi would go
to achieve their ultimate objective. War, death, and destruction would wash
over Al Hani and the Twelve Kingdoms, all to sate the bloodlust of the demon.
He couldn't serve her, that much he knew. 


Smug satisfaction radiated from the demon in the
Hunter's mind. “What to do, what to do?” 


The Hunter welcomed the mocking voice. Anything was
better than the ceaseless screeching. Any
suggestions? 


“Kill the
al-Malek, leave Hailen to his fate, and join the queen. Take your place, and
bask in the glory that the Great Destroyer will bestow upon his faithful
servants when he returns.”


He expected no less from the demon. The creature in
his head would be of little help. It wanted the queen's plan to succeed. 


An inkling of an idea flitted through his head.
Elusive, elaborate, and near-impossible, he knew it had little hope of success.
Unfortunately, I don't have too many
options at this point.


“What are you
doing?” Unease echoed in the demon's voice. “What
are you going to do?”


The Hunter grinned. Watch and see! 


In the weeks since Malandria, he'd grown adept at
sectioning off the different parts of his mind. He could hide his thoughts from
the demon, though with great effort. Its rage made his smile grow. 


If I am to
carry this out, I'll need a few things first. Thanks to Graeme, I might just be
able to procure said items.


A pang of sorrow stabbed through him at the thought
of his old friend from Voramis. Graeme had been more than just his supplier of
argam, a poison so potent the king had banned it. He'd also been a member of
the Hidden Circle, a group of alchemists practicing outside the strictures of
the Secret Keepers, servants to the Mistress. They dealt in potions and
poisons, but their true power came from the information they collected,
hoarded, and sold for a price. 


If anyone has
what I need, it will be the Hidden Circle.


Though Graeme had only admitted to being a member
of the Hidden Circle on threat of torture, the Hunter had long known him to be
one of the finest non-clerical alchemists in Voramis. On a number of occasions,
Graeme had hired the Hunter to travel to other "bookstores" to obtain
sensitive items. These trips had taught the Hunter a few tell-tale signs to
search for.


Even if the
Hidden Circle has no influence this far north, I have little doubt I will find
what I need. After all, there is always someone looking to turn a profit, no
matter how illicit the trade.


The Hunter knew very little of the Secret Keepers
and their ways, but he did know they guarded the secrets of their alchemical
arts viciously. The Mistress' clerics had hired him on more than one occasion,
always to kill someone who had discovered something they preferred remain
hidden. That was how he'd found Graeme. His target had been Graeme's master,
but the Secret Keepers had had no knowledge of an apprentice. The Hunter kept
Graeme alive, and in return, Graeme had provided him with everything he needed.
For a price, of course.


But in truth, Graeme had become his friend. Over
the years of their dealings, the Hunter had grown fond of the rotund man,
though he would never have admitted it. Though he'd left Graeme unconscious and
bleeding at their last encounter, he never had any desire to harm the man.


Be well, my
friend.


His sensitive nostrils searched for the scent of
tanneries. He recognized the foul odors of wood ash, potash, and tannins—the
chemicals used to treat leather. These horrible, all-permeating smells covered
the noxious aromas of the concoctions brewed by the secret alchemists. He would
find what he sought close by.


He smiled as he saw the small sign hanging over a
grimy window. Warped and faded letters proclaimed the shop The Circle of Gods, offering palm readings, fortune telling, and
divine elixirs.


Could there
be a more perfect cover? Only the truly foolish and desperate believed in
such nonsense. Those who wanted their future foretold visited the temples and
offered a sacrifice to the gods. Or God, in the case of the people of Al Hani.


Chimes tinkled as the Hunter pushed through the
door. He grimaced at the pungent odors of the sweet, spicy smoke that hung
thick in the gloom of the unlit shop. 


A wizened man with a perfectly bald head popped up
from behind the counter. His eyebrows rose at the sight of the Hunter.
"What brings a man of the south to my humble establishment?"


The Hunter stabbed a finger at the sign. "I've
come to have my fortune read."


"Strange." The old man pursed his lips.
"You are the first southerner to step inside these doors since I opened them
fifty years ago." He showed no sign of recognition or understanding at the
Hunter's request to "have his fortune read"—the code used to identify
Hidden Circle members. 


This has to
be the place.


"Tell me," he said in a conversational
tone, "if one was looking for alchemical mixtures, where in Aghzaret would
one have to look?"


The old man's eyes lit up. "The practice of
alchemy is forbidden in Aghzaret, you understand. But I may have a few elixirs
and tonics lying about." He gave a dismissive wave. "Nothing too
potent, of course."


"Of course." The Hunter understood
perfectly. The man wouldn't admit he belonged to the Hidden Circle, not to
someone he'd just met. But he couldn't pass up on a chance to make a sale.
Judging by the decrepit state of the store, business hadn't flourished for the
better part of a decade. 


He turned and shot the bolt, locking the door. The
old man stared at him, eyes wide. 


"I know you belong to the Hidden Circle."


The old man frowned. "Hidden what now?"
He gave a quizzical expression that was more pathetic than convincing.
"I've no idea what you're talking about." 


The Hunter shook his head. "Your secret is
safe with me. But you have something I need…"
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The demon's shrieking pulled the Hunter from a
fitful sleep. Groaning, he pushed himself upright and tried to ignore the ache
in his head.


A voice sounded from behind him. "Up with the
morning sun, I see." 


Startled, the Hunter whirled and scowled at the
bandit leaning against the wall. "What do you want?" 


Younis grinned. "I take it you had no success
entering the palace?"


"I got in well enough," the Hunter
growled. He had little desire to deal with the bandit this early in the
morning. The wild cries in his mind only made things worse. "I've learned
some of the layout."


The bandit nodded. "Good. So when will the
al-Malek join his fathers?"


"Soon."


Younis raised an eyebrow. "Need I remind you
what will happen to your boy if you dawdle?"


The Hunter tightened his grip on Soulhunger. He
ached to plunge Soulhunger into the man's chest. Younis' death would silence
the shrieking in his mind. But if the Hunter killed him, Hailen would suffer.
He slid his dagger into its hidden sheath and forced his face to betray
nothing.


"No, that much is clear." The Hunter
shrugged. "But, if you want the job done right…"


The bandit sneered. "Just get it done, man of
the south. Know that Il Seytani's patience has its limits. As does mine."


"Why thank you. Now tell me, have you come to
join me for breakfast or just to watch me sleep?" The rich aroma of mint
tea drifted down the stairs. 


Younis shook his head. "While lazy qattala are still abed, the devout rise
and pray."


The Hunter snorted. "Well then, I'll be off
for some food, if you don't mind." He made no effort to hide his scorn. 


"Eat well, ytaq.
You'll need your strength to kill the al-Malek. I will be seeing you
later." Younis made to climb the stairs.


"Not tonight, you won’t." 


Younis stopped and stared at the Hunter.
"Why?"


"I plan to explore the palace again after
dark, and I must sleep the daylight hours away. It will take me two more nights
to learn the rest of the palace and find a way into the king's chambers. The
night after next, it shall be done." 


Younis raised an eyebrow. "So long? You walk a
dangerous line, ytaq." He
narrowed his eyes, and his hand stroked the hilt of his sword. 


The Hunter met his gaze without hesitation, hiding
a grin. Such an easy lie, but it buys me
a whole day. He would have more than enough time to deal with the al-Malek
and track down Younis' hiding place. 


"Very well." Younis nodded. "You
will have your three nights, ytaq.
But no longer." 


"Where will I find you? To inform you of the
al-Malek's death." 


Younis smirked. "I will find you." 


Damn it! The bandit
wouldn't be tricked into revealing his hiding place that easily.


With a shrug to hide his annoyance, the Hunter
shouldered his way past Younis and climbed the stairs. Pretending to ignore the
bandit, he took a seat at the common room table and waved for food to be
brought. Younis paid him no heed, but slipped through the noisy room and out
the front door. After a moment, the Hunter followed.


The Hunter tied his headcloth around his face and
hunched to hide his height. Though the Hunter had Younis' scent—a mixture of
iron, cloves, and wood smoke—he doubted his sensitive nostrils would be enough
to keep him on the man's trail. He had to get close enough to the man to cut a
scrap from his robe. One small piece was all Soulhunger needed to lead the
Hunter straight to him. 


Soon, however, the myriad odors of the city around
him overwhelmed his senses. Everywhere he turned, he encountered some new
smell—the odor of refuse piled in the street, unwashed people, unfamiliar
spices and herbs, and animal droppings. Men and women in bright-colored clothing
jostled him, making it difficult to keep his eyes on his target. The crowd
provided him cover, but the press of people made it hard to follow. Younis
looked like every other person in Aghzaret, with the same height, coloring, and
clothing. In a single moment of distraction, he lost the bandit in the crowd.


Watcher take
it! The Hunter ground his teeth in frustration. He had no way to find Younis
now, not without Soulhunger to guide him. His sensitive nostrils would be no
help here; the overpowering aromas of the city made it hard to follow one scent
among so many. 


Now what? Thoughts
whirling, he traced his steps back to the inn. He threw himself onto the bench
in the inn's common room, not caring that he elbowed a fellow patron aside to
make space at the table. With a growl for the man beside him, the Hunter poured
lukewarm tea into a cup and dashed it back. He tore at the flatbread without
restraint. His head throbbed from the demon's incoherent wails. He needed to
find someone to kill and soon. Without Hailen, he was at the mercy of his inner
voices.


A young woman—the one who'd led him to his room the
previous day—entered the common room, a steaming kettle in her hands. The
fragrance of the mint tea mixed with her unique scent of rose oil, cinnamon,
and the unfamiliar spice. The Hunter's anger gave way to an intense desire for
her. It had been too long, indeed.


He opened his mouth to speak to her, but she
scurried away before anything came out. A familiar scent reached him: oak moss,
cedar, and steel. 


The Hunter inclined his head, but didn't turn to
the figure seated beside him. "Captain." 


Captain Al-Zahar wore nondescript clothing, clearly
intended to blend in with the caliber of customers in the taproom. "Come
with me." He gave no other word of explanation.


"When I finish eating." The Hunter
stuffed another piece of flatbread into his mouth, hiding a grin.


Captain Al-Zahar's hand gripped his bicep.
"Now," he said through gritted teeth.


With a theatrical sigh, the Hunter pushed away his
mug, stood, and turned to the captain. "I must dress." 


Not waiting for Al-Zahar to reply, he strode from
the common room. Once around the corner, he rushed down the hall and nearly
leapt down the stairs. Reaching beneath his pillow, he snatched a small
cloth-wrapped object and tucked it into a hidden pocket. By the time Captain
Al-Zahar descended the steps, the Hunter had strapped on his leather armor and
busied himself adjusting each buckle and strap twice, taking his time.


Captain Al-Zahar chafed with impatience. "The
queen commands your presence. She has
ordered you to the palace immediately and sent me to ensure you make
haste."


"Patience, Captain. It wouldn't be decent for
your queen to see me in my nightclothes." The Hunter turned his face away
to hide his sardonic smile.


"Now," the captain said, his voice filled
with menace. 


The Hunter decided he'd tested the man's patience
sufficiently. "Well then, let us be off." He reached for the sword,
but Al-Zahar shook his head.


"You need no sword, qattala. You cannot enter the palace armed." 


The Hunter pondered for a moment. He felt naked
without a sword at his hip. "How will I carry out my queen's orders
without the tools of my trade?"


Captain Al-Zahar crossed his arms. "Everything
you need will be provided!" 


Soulhunger hung in its hidden sheath at his back;
it would have to be enough. Watcher have
mercy on the captain if he tries to stop me from bringing it.


The captain cleared his throat. "The…the queen
sends a message." He hesitated, his eyes darting around the room. 


The Hunter raised an expectant eyebrow at the
captain. "Well? Am I to guess her message?"


Captain Al-Zahar glared. "She says to bring it. Does that have meaning to you?"


He nodded. "Of course. I understand
fully." The captain looked like he wanted to say more, but the Hunter gave
him no time. Reaching for his cloak, he gestured toward the stairs. "Well,
I believe the queen would have us make haste. No sense dawdling now, is
there?" The muscles in Captain Al-Zahar's jaw twitched, and the Hunter
suppressed a grin. 


"Yes," said Al-Zahar, clearly controlling
his temper. "Now let us be off!" 


The Hunter shook his head and extended his hand in
a courtly bow. "After you, Captain."


Growling something in the language of Al Hani, the
captain marched up the steps. With a grin, the Hunter followed. 


It is a good
day to piss people off!


 


 







Chapter Thirty-Two
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Queen Asalah sat on a simple stone bench amidst a
microcosm of plant life. Bright colors rioted through the garden. Here, pink,
red, and white blossoms grew in neat rows along the walkway and hung from the
branches of flowering trees. There, roses and lilies filled the air with their
delicate scent. 


In the distance, stately oaks spread protective
branches over the gardens, while beside them towering pines reached toward the
heavens. Enormous bloodwood trees stood guard around a small pond, rivaling the
height of the palace itself. A blanket of multi-hued leaves and needles
carpeted the ground. 


For every familiar plant, there were two more the
Hunter couldn't identify. Shrubs and trees of every shape, size, and color
imaginable met his gaze. Sharp spines thrust up from stubby plants with spiked
leaves, and unfamiliar vines crept sinuous fingers along the ground like
emerald serpents. The queen looked up as he approached, and her face
brightened. "Ah, Hunter, it is good to see you again. I trust you slept
well?"


The Hunter shrugged. "Well enough, all things
considered." He'd spent most of the night tossing and turning. The demon's
screams had driven back rest, and concerns for Hailen only augmented his
disquiet. 


The queen nodded at Al-Zahar. "Captain. I
trust his entry to the palace went unnoticed?"


Captain Al-Zahar bowed. "Only my trusted
lieutenant saw us enter through the garden gate."


"Good man. You may leave us, Captain."


"My queen, I…" 


Queen Asalah's sharp look cut off the captain's
protests. 


Captain Al-Zahar bowed. "Very well, my queen.
I will be but a few paces away. You have only to call out." He shot a
pointed glare at the Hunter. 


"Thank you, Captain. As always, your devotion
is valued. But I would have private words." 


"As you wish." With a deep bow, the
captain turned on his heel and strode away. Both Hunter and queen watched the
man's departure, neither speaking until Al-Zahar had disappeared from sight.


Queen Asalah gestured around her. "Tell me,
Bucelarii, what do you think of my garden?"


The Hunter glanced at the oasis of greenery around
him. "I must admit, I have never seen anything its like."


Queen Asalah smiled. "It is a marvel of the
modern world. I have labored long on this garden. For decades, I—in various
guises—have expanded it, adding plants from around Einan. Nowhere else will you
find such a wide variety of life as you see here."


"A marvel, indeed. Though I find myself
wondering why you would prize something of this nature. After all, we both know
what the Great Destroyer will do to the world upon his return."


"A wise question, Bucelarii. I can see that
you inherited the intelligence of your father, not the dull wits of your
mother." She held out her arm. "Come, walk with me. I would speak of
matters best discussed away from listening ears. Here, amidst the trees and
flowers, there are none to overhear us."


The Hunter hesitated. She would expect him to obey
her commands—she was Abiarazi, after all. He'd have to continue playing the
submissive Bucelarii, but only a short while longer.


He took the queen's arm. "As you wish."
Though his skin crawled at the demon's touch, he kept his face a mask of calm.
Her flesh felt like that of every other woman, but he knew what lay beneath her
façade. No amount of perfume could hide the reek of decay from his sensitive
nostrils. 


"You ask why I maintain this garden, when my kind are disposed to death and
destruction." She smiled at him. "Humans may call us demons, but you
and I both know that we are much more than beasts. We have desires, emotions,
and feelings just as mankind does, only different…from those of humans."


The Hunter said nothing, but a maelstrom of
confusion whirled in his mind. He'd believed demons to be mindless killing
machines, bent only on carnage and blood. The garden paradise around him made
him uneasy—what else had he blindly believed about his kind? 


"We have our own perception of what we believe
to have value." Queen Asalah's grin turned feral, ugly. "Human life,
of course, has little to none. But this," she gestured around, "this
is something even I can appreciate."


"But when Kharna returns, will not our master destroy everything in his
path?" The word “our” helped to cement the lie. He needed her to see him
as a faithful soldier or follower, nothing more. "This garden, and
everything else on this world, will be obliterated."


The queen shook her head. "That is a
misconception—one put forward by those envious of the power we wield." She
stopped suddenly, narrowing her eyes. "I'd think one so close to the Sage
would have learned the truth." 


Damn it! The Hunter's
mind raced. What could he say? He shrugged. "He tells me what he believes
I need to know." Perhaps he could downplay his ignorance. From what he
knew of demons, they were a mistrustful, suspicious lot. 


After a moment that seemed to stretch for an
eternity, Queen Asalah nodded. "Indeed, it is his way."


The Hunter hid his relief. A lucky guess, indeed. 


"So, you were saying?"


Queen Asalah gestured around her. "When the
Great Destroyer awakens from his slumber, he will not destroy Einan. What use
would he have for a dead world, devoid of life? No, he intends to rule this
world, as he so nearly did millennia ago."


"And you believe the humans will allow it?
They will…"


The queen rounded on the Hunter, a snarl twisting
her face. "They will be cleansed!" Her features swam in a wave of
gristle and bone, her true face showing for an instant. Her eyes darkened until
they matched the depthless void of his own. "Those who do not fall in the
cleansing will be herded like cattle, until such a time as they can be useful
to us."


The Hunter's pulse pounded in his ears. He knew
only too well the “use” to which the Abiarazi put humankind. An image flashed
through his mind. 


Graves
overflowing with hundreds—nay, thousands—of bodies, mountains of skulls and
bones. Demons feasting on the carcasses of children, devouring screaming men
and women alive. 


He'd seen the same thing that night in the Serenii
tunnels beneath Voramis. The vision—or memory—was all too real.


The queen seemed not to notice his expression.
"Once the world is cleansed, we will rule in peace. The Abiarazi will
claim this world for our own, leaving behind the fiery hell once and for all.
In our new home, we will multiply as we once did, until we are prepared to
conquer other worlds."


"As we were meant to." The Hunter forced
a smile, hoping the queen couldn't feel the hammering of his heart. 


Queen Asalah nodded. "Indeed. It is our right,
promised to us by Kharna himself. Every demon on Einan today has staked a claim
to a slice of this world. This," she said, gesturing to the garden around
her, "this is my portion of the paradise that will be once the Great
Destroyer returns."


The Hunter nodded. "You say every demon on Einan. How many remain
after all this time?"


The queen eyed him askance. "What does it
matter to you?" 


He shrugged. "The more there are, the more who
can challenge our right to rule. I am simply learning of my competition.
Besides, once we have the Twelve Kingdoms, we could use strong allies to subdue
the rest of Einan."


Queen Asalah rounded on him, midnight eyes
flashing. "We alone will
conquer! None of the others will take credit for our achievement."


Perfect. The Hunter
hid a smile. Demons never trusted their own kind, only used them to achieve
their end. He could play on that mistrust. If he pushed her a little more…


"And what does the Sage say to your plans?
Does he know?"


"He knows as much as he needs to." Queen
Asalah narrowed her eyes. "Why do you ask?"


"I simply find myself wondering how he will
respond to your actions. Surely he will not be pleased to discover you have
disobeyed his commands."


"And you
will tell him? You will go running back to your master?"


The Hunter growled. "I have no master!"
She needed to see an opening, a crack in his loyalty to the Sage. "I carry
out his will because it serves my purpose. He has not yet given me cause to doubt
him nor reason to swear fealty."


A hint of a smile teased the queen's lips.
"And tell me, Hunter, what if there were someone you could trust? Someone who would trust you in return, who would offer
you everything you want and more?"


He raised an eyebrow. "I would listen to what
that person had to say." She'd taken the bait. 


"Join me." She gripped his arm with
ferocious strength. "Once, we ruled the Twelve Kingdoms together. We were
more than allies: we were friends. We trusted each other, guarded each other's
backs. Can you say you share the same bond with the Sage?"


The Hunter shook his head. "I cannot."


"Then what is to prevent you from doing to him
what he intends to one day do to you? You know what he will do to you once you
have served your purpose. Surely you have seen what happens to those who
outlive their use."


The Hunter nodded. 


"Would you suffer the same fate? Would you be
cast aside like a broken tool? Unite with me, and you will find a trust and
loyalty the Sage could never offer you." She held out a hand. "What
say you?"


He held her gaze and scrunched his face up in a
pretense of contemplation. If he appeared too eager to betray the Sage, it
would ruin the charade. 


Slowly, he clasped her outstretched hand. "So
be it. The Sage has given me no reason to trust him. I will give you a chance
to prove you are a better partner." He narrowed his eyes. "Not master."


Queen Asalah smiled. "To allies and
comrades!" Her grip on his hand tightened, and nodded. "Nasnaz the
Great and Khalid al-Waziri, united after centuries."


"Allies and comrades," he repeated.
Releasing her hand, he crossed his arms. "Now, we must anticipate the
Sage's response to news of our alliance and your conquest of the Twelve
Kingdoms. Surely he will not let it stand."


The queen chuckled. "Let him piss blood and
fury. Once we have It-Nashar securely
in our grasp, he will be unable to act against us." 


"And what of the other Abiarazi? Will he not
send them to wreak vengeance on us?"


The queen sneered. "Let them come! There are
not so many on Einan that we need fear their wrath! Save for the Sage, there
are none in a position to challenge us. Not even the Warmaster himself will
have more power!"


"You are certain? I have no qualms slaying a
human, but an Abiarazi…" The Hunter shrugged. 


Such an easy lie, but one she would accept without
hesitation. The Abiarazi saw the Bucelarii as willing servants, bred to obey.
The demons he'd met in the past had been shocked when he tried to kill them. It
simply didn't fit with what they knew of their offspring. 


Queen Asalah's voice deepened to a hateful growl.
"There is nothing on this wretched world capable of slaying our
kind!" 


The Hunter stepped back, but smiled inwardly.
Despite the confidence in the queen's expression, her eyes flashed to the Hunter's
torso. 


She's hoping
I don't know what Soulhunger can do to the Abiarazi. His mind
raced, pieces of a complex mechanism falling into place. Twisted hell! Can she be ignorant of what happened in Voramis and
Malandria? She has no idea four of her kind are dead at my hands. 


In Malandria, Garanis and Toramin had heard what
he'd done to the Bloody Hand, but neither knew the details. They'd been unaware
of the presence of demons in Voramis or that he'd killed them. 


If so, it means
these demons all know that others exist, but they know nothing of where to find
them.


It couldn't be random chance that led the demons to
cities like Malandria, Voramis, and Aghzaret—cities with power and influence on
Einan. 


The Sage. It made
sense. Garanis and Toramin had asked if the Sage sent him, a question repeated
by Queen Asalah. Is he coordinating
everything? 


He had to find out more. If I can locate and kill the spider at the center of the web, all the
threads will come loose. 


Could it be that easy? The queen's words indicated
that the other Abiarazi hid around Einan, each playing a small part in a larger
game. The Sage controlled all the pieces, and the demons waited on him for
their orders. 


If no orders
come, they will remain in the shadows. 


Of course, each had their own agenda and plans.
Abiarazi hated any who sought to command them, even their own kind. Quiet dread
thrummed in his chest. Even a handful of Abiarazi could spell doom for Einan.
He'd lost too many of those dear to him at the hands of the demons. But killing
the two he'd encountered in Voramis nearly cost him his life. What would happen
if he faced dozens? 


No matter. If
it means Hailen and those like him are safe, I will do what must be done.


He would hunt down the Sage, just as soon as he
rescued Hailen. With the boy's help, he could find the demons around Einan. The
world would be rid of the Abiarazi once and for all. 


But first, I
have to find out as much as possible about the demons, as well as the Sage
himself. He would use any means to discover more, starting with getting as much
information from the queen—hopefully without arousing her suspicions. 


"It has been far too long since I have seen
Abiarazi in all their glory. Why do you all wear the guise of humans? Wouldn't it
be easier to conquer in your true form?" The Abiarazi had proven prone to
hubris. That made them easier to manipulate. 


"If only!" The queen's eyes turned
sorrowful. "We took on the guise of humans during the Great War. It was
the only way to escape the notice of the gods. Until we can be certain the
Thirteen are powerless to stop us, we will remain in hiding. But that day will
come sooner, now that you"—her eyes flicked to his torso again, her desire
for Soulhunger plain—"are here."


"When we return Kharna to the world." 


"Precisely." A smile broadened the
queen's face. "Until then, we wear these suits of flesh and bone. They
serve a purpose and are easily discarded when we have no further use for
them."


"Alas," the Hunter said, "if only I
had inherited that trait from my father, I would be much better able to help
you in your efforts." 


"But you did!" Her eyes burned. "It
is simply a skill you have forgotten. Which is why you are forced to cover your
eyes with more…mundane methods. Tell me, are those featherglass lenses?"


He nodded. "They hide me from those who would
seek to do me harm." He'd purchased the lenses at the Temple of Whispers
in Drash. None outside the Secret Keepers knew how to craft featherglass. 


"Let me help you, then," the queen said,
her voice rising in fervor and pitch. "I instructed you in our ways long
ago. Now that you have joined me, I will once again teach you everything you
must know to be a true Bucelarii."


The offer held appeal. He'd searched for hints into
his past for so long, finding none. Until now. The demon seemed willing to help
him unlock his abilities. She'd embraced him as an ally, if not a partner.
Could he pass up the opportunity? Once he rescued Hailen, he could return to
Aghzaret, at least long enough to learn everything about the Sage, the
Abiarazi, and himself. He would finally have answers.


“Forget the
boy!”


The voice in his thoughts startled the Hunter. He'd
forgotten about the presence in his mind; it had remained uncharacteristically
silent during his conversation with the queen. 


“He is
nothing more than a burden that will drag you down. Let him suffer his fate,
and embrace your own. Here, you will have everything your heart could possibly
desire.” The intensity of his inner demon set his head pounding.


I will do it, he told the
voice. I will stay and learn from her.
Let us see what your kind has to offer.


Exultant triumph radiated through him; the demon
believed it had won. The Hunter knew better. He'd learned to hide his true
thoughts, to fool the voice in his mind.


He wanted answers, true, but he longed for peace
from the voices even more. They would overwhelm him in the end, and his true
nature would be unleashed. He would kill without hesitation or purpose, taking
life for the sheer pleasure of feeling the rush of power Soulhunger fed him
with every death. 


He had to return for Hailen. The boy was naïve,
trusting, and helpless. Because of him, the Hunter had nearly died more than
once. The demon spoke truth: the boy was a burden, but one he would gladly
bear. Hailen was more than just some child he'd decided to protect; he was the
only thing keeping the Hunter tethered to sanity. Only with the boy could he
find peace from the incessant demands for blood and death. 


Queen Asalah stared at him, expectant. "What say
you, Bucelarii?" 


He'd told Younis he needed another night. He had
the time to both learn more of his past and rescue the boy. The queen believed
she'd won his trust, so he would use her to find the answers he craved. She
would help him get to the al-Malek, so she served a purpose…for now. 


The Hunter smiled. "You say I trusted you long
ago. I will trust you now. Teach me what I must know. Teach me the ways of my
fathers."


 


 


 


 


 


 


 







Chapter Thirty-Three
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The Hunter sat cross-legged on the hard stone floor
of a dark, windowless room in the bowels of the palace. The only light came
from a flickering candle before him. 


Queen Asalah reclined in a comfortable chair
Al-Zahar had brought at her instruction. "Prepare yourself, Hunter. This
will be neither easy nor painless." She spoke in a low voice. "Focus
your attention on the candle, and pour all of your thoughts and feelings into
its flame." 


Shadows played tricks with her face, the
candlelight twisting her perfect features into a mockery of beauty. The chill
of the subterranean room and the sight of the queen—no, the demon—sent a shiver through him. 


He tried in vain to shut out all thoughts and
feelings, but he couldn't let go of his fear for Hailen's safety. The problem
of how to hunt down this "Sage" who commanded demons nagged at the
back of his mind. Worst of all, the demon's voice had degenerated to chaotic,
incoherent screeching, and Soulhunger added its demands to the tumult, setting
his mind awhirl with a maelstrom of confusion.


"Relax, Hunter. Deep breaths."


The pounding in his head grew louder with every
heartbeat. A terrible ache formed behind his eyes, and the pressure increased
until he felt his skull would explode. He slammed the heel of his hand into his
forehead. "I cannot focus like this!"


The queen raised an eyebrow. "What's
wrong?"


"I-I…" 


What could he say? She couldn't understand the
battle he waged in his mind all day long. Would she believe him to be touched
by the Illusionist? He needed her to trust him, and telling her about the
driving voices in his thoughts would only make her doubt him.


He winced as the throbbing rose to an agonizing
crescendo. "I am not used to silence and stillness. My focus comes with a
blade in my hand." He held up his balled fist. "When I wield a
weapon, the world around me fades into the background. That is how I find my
peace."


The queen nodded. "So be it. Captain!"


Captain Al-Zahar entered the room and bowed.
"Yes, my queen?"


"Bring me the blade of Nasnaz the Great."


The captain's eyes widened in shock. "My
queen, I…"


"Did I ask a question, Captain?"


Captain Al-Zahar bowed. "No, my queen."
He shouted an order, and the sound of running feet echoed in the hallway. 


The Hunter raised an eyebrow at the queen. "The
blade of Nasnaz?"


Queen Asalah smiled. "A truly marvelous
creation, one I have safeguarded against your return."


The shrieking in his mind rose in pitch and
intensity, and his vision swam. Clenching his jaw, he took deep breaths. He
wanted to slam his head against the wall—unconsciousness was far preferable to
insanity.


The door opened a moment later, and Captain
Al-Zahar strode into the room. "My queen, the blade of Nasnaz."


Queen Asalah stood and took the blade. "Thank
you, Captain."


Al-Zahar looked ready to protest, but one look from
the queen silenced him. With a menacing glare for the Hunter, he retreated and
shut the door.


"Come, Hunter." She held out the sword to
him. 


Climbing to his feet, the Hunter reached for the
weapon with a hesitant hand. He still struggled with the thought that he had once been Nasnaz the Great, first
al-Malek of Al Hani. It seemed impossible, yet the queen seemed to believe it. 


"Take it," she commanded. "After
all, it does belong to you." 


The sword slipped from its enameled scabbard
without a sound. He hefted the curved blade and marveled at the oiled steel
glistening in the candlelight, feeling the blade's weight and balance.
Ornamental tassels hung from the hilt, and elaborate giltwork decorated the
crossguard. The sword's single edge had been honed to razor sharpness, with a
thin blood gutter along the blade's forte.


"It is truly a beautiful weapon," he
breathed. His hand fit the worn hilt perfectly.


The queen smiled. "I have stored it here in
the palace for centuries, always held out hope that you would return, and we
would rule the Twelve Kingdoms together once more."


The queen's words struck the Hunter a physical
blow. The blade felt so…familiar. When he moved into the first stroke of his
sword form, his hesitation melted like snow in the Advanat.


He started slow, finding his rhythm with the blade
that was both alien and familiar. Slashing, cutting, thrusting, slicing, and
parrying, each movement balanced and graceful. He danced through the strokes
with the fluency of experience. Though the balance of the blade was unlike the
swords he had grown accustomed to, he wielded it with dangerous ease. The
darkness of the candlelit room drew him deeper until it seemed he swirled in an
empty void. 


Death keened in his head. The perfect sword laid
open Il Seytani's throat in a single stroke. Younis died beneath a flurry of
blows, and a wicked slash separated the queen's head from her shoulders. The
demon in his thoughts screamed as he carved its presence from his mind. 


The Hunter whirled, struck, danced back, and struck
again with speed that grew blinding. The blade was an extension of his arm, his
will. With every movement, the voices in his head retreated. The thrum of his
heartbeat filled his world, until the emptiness of the room infiltrated his
mind. 


One final thrust, and the sword form ended. His
breath burned in his lungs and his heart beat a staccato rhythm, yet he ached
to continue. He wanted to dance and never stop. The stillness left him somehow
hollow, empty. He needed that peace of mind only achieved through exertion. 


"Marvelous!" A mix of rapture and
astonishment graced the queen's perfect features. "Nasnaz the Great truly
has returned."


Breathing hard, the Hunter lowered himself to a
sitting position and placed the scimitar reverently on the floor. He basked in
the sensations coursing through him: the quick thump, thump of his heart, the rushing blood in his ears, the
twitching muscles in his arms and legs.


"I am ready."


The queen spoke in a soft, soothing voice. "Turn
your thoughts inward. Search for the part of yourself that is more than
human."


Unconsciously, the Hunter drew Soulhunger from its
place on his back. He had no whetstone for the ritual, but the familiar feeling
of the blade in his hands calmed him. His fingers traced the curves of
Soulhunger's edge as they had so many times before. 


"Feel your body. Feel every fiber of muscle,
every length of bone." 


The Hunter focused on the muscles in his arms and
legs that pulsed in time with the beat of his heart.


"We must have blood." The queen's voice
sounded distant.


Soulhunger bit into his palm, and the dagger's
pulsating voice joined the sensations coursing through him. He breathed deep,
tasting the metallic tang of blood on the air. His blood.


"Focus on a single part of your body. Small or
large, it matters not."


Sweat dripped from his forehead and rolled down his
nose. He concentrated on the sensation of perspiration, feeling the heat
rushing through him, the air passing through his nostrils, the scents of the room.


"Now, feel the rush of blood to that area.
Feel solid bone and flexible cartilage. Feel every hair and cell of skin, every
breath of air touching that part."


He could feel it. It was as if his nose had a thousand
sensitive receptors, all firing at once. 


"Exert your will on that part. Command it to
change. Tell it what you want it to do, what you want it to look like. The
power of transformation comes from your blood, so use the vessels to shape your
body."


In the space between heartbeats, everything
stopped. He floated weightless in the darkness, drifting through an empty void.
Something within him shifted. If felt as if he'd been struck by a bolt of
lightning, and every cell of his body sizzled. Energy coursed through him,
setting his mind ablaze. A thousand knives of molten steel pierced his flesh.
Warm wetness streamed down his face. Agony ripped through his head and he cried
out, clapping a hand to his nose to stanch the flow of blood.


The queen's voice reached him. "Fear not! Let
the blood flow, and keep your mind focused on flesh and bone."


A sharp pain between his eyes pulled him from his
trance. Something about his nose felt wrong, as if it had been broken.


He cursed. "Keeper take it! It's not working."


"Oh no?" The queen raised an eyebrow.
"See for yourself." She drew a silver-framed looking glass from
within her robes and extended it to him.


The Hunter's jaw dropped. "I did it!" His
own face stared back at him from the mirror, dark eyes, angular chin, hooded
brows. But the nose. It was thicker and heavier than his nose. Longer, too. The
tip, once rounded, now ended in a point. It looked unusual, comical even, but
the laughter that bubbled from his lips had nothing to do with mirth. "As
horrible as this damned thing looks, I did it!"


The queen smiled, her eyes filled with pride.
"Yes, you did. Now, let's see what else you can do."


 


* * *


 


The Hunter rattled off a stream of curses and flung
himself to his feet. "This is useless!"


Queen Asalah shrugged. "You've been at it for
an hour, and you're surprised at your lack of results? This is a skill that
takes your kind months to learn, not days." She shook her head. "You
Bucelarii were ever the impatient sort."


The Hunter wanted to retort, but thought better of
it. He chafed at his lack of success, and lashing out at the queen wouldn't
make her more inclined to help him. He'd only managed to return his nose to its
regular shape. The rest of his body refused to cooperate. Worse still, the
demon's voice had returned. His head ached from both his efforts to change
shape and the shrieking in his mind. 


He slammed his fist into the wall. "You said I
already knew how to do it! Why isn't it working?"


The queen shrugged. "Does it matter? What
matters is that you can do it, you have done
it. It will come with time." Her voice held a note of satisfaction.


Despite the fact that she was a demon, the Hunter
found himself almost liking the queen. She treated him not as a vassal, but an
equal. Where the Abiarazi in Malandria and Voramis had accepted him as a
willing follower, the queen offered him a place by her side. He couldn't trust
her, but if she would help him rescue Hailen, perhaps he could even form a
partnership with her—at least until she'd served her purpose. She could give
him answers into his past. 


Queen Asalah graced him with a smile. "Come
now, Hunter, we've worked hard enough for one morning. Let us have refreshments
brought and take our ease." She dropped her voice to a whisper, her eyes
darting around the room. "We will have more than enough to keep us
occupied this night."


He fingered the cloth-wrapped bundle in his pocket.
"All is in readiness?"


"Yes. We make our move tonight, under the
cover of darkness."


"Good." The Hunter nodded. The sooner he
could complete his mission and kill the al-Malek, the faster he would be free
to return and rescue Hailen. "The Sage will be pleased."


Queen Asalah forced a smile. "Indeed."
Her cool demeanor revealed her true thoughts.


The Hunter scratched his chin. "I find myself
wondering why you haven't made your move sooner. After all, you are the queen
of Al Hani, and there is nothing stopping you from taking control of the
kingdom. So why wait?"


The queen raised an eyebrow. "So you, too,
chafe beneath the Sage's severity?"


The Hunter shrugged. "Well…" He had to
play this just right. He'd shown the queen a chink in his armor, and she would
use that to manipulate him. Just as he intended. "When I accepted his
offer, I expected there to be a lot less hiding and skulking."


Queen Asalah sneered. "He promised you power,
didn’t he?"


The Hunter nodded. Almost too easy. 


The queen's lips curled. "He promised us all,
and what has that gotten us? Rule over a pitiful human kingdom? That is not the
power I seek!"


"But he is too powerful to disobey—"


"For now!" Flesh and bone shifted in a
grisly wave, revealing the demon's terrible face. "For now, I follow
orders, play the willing vassal to the zur-krl-nin
who would place himself above us." The face of Queen Asalah coalesced
once more as she stood. "Come. I grow tired of this musty room."


"As you wish, my queen."


Her haughty expression softened. "You look
like you could use refreshments."


The Hunter glanced at his sweat-soaked,
bloodstained clothing. "Look that bad, do I?" 


A smile tickled the corners of the queen's mouth.
"Nothing some food, drink, and fresh clothing can't fix."


He stooped and retrieved the scimitar. "And
this? I'm sure Captain Al-Zahar would rather skin me alive than trust me with a
weapon." 


Queen Asalah took the sword. "Let the captain
continue in his misguided belief that he is protecting me. Every man needs a
purpose in life." With a sardonic grin, she slammed the blade home in its
sheath.


At the queen's call, Captain Al-Zahar strode into
the room. 


"Captain, we would take refreshments in the
sunroom." 


"We?" The captain glared at the Hunter.


"Yes. And have this brought to the sitting
room." The queen handed him the sword, her tone brooking no argument. She
sniffed at the Hunter. "And a fresh change of clothes."


The captain's eyebrows shot up, and the muscles of
his jaw twitched. He gave a short, stiff bow. "As you wish, my
queen." 


Queen Asalah swept from the room, and with a
hateful glare for the Hunter, Captain Al-Zahar followed close on her heels.
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Sunlight streamed through the enormous picture
window at the far end of the queen's private sitting room. The glow of early
evening bathed them in warmth and colored everything a delicate ruby red. The
Hunter's stomach turned at the heavy, sickly sweet incense burning in holders
around the room. It masked the reek of rot and decay emanating from the demon,
but only barely. 


He leaned back in the divan and stretched. Compared
to the rough, homespun fabric of the robes he'd stolen from the bandit camp,
the simple tunic and breeks were luxurious and soft. After hours spent sitting
on the hard stone floor, he welcomed the plush velvet cushions. He toyed with
the gilded frame of the couch, running his fingers over the swirls and whorls
etched into the wood. 


Queen Asalah waved the servants away, and they
hurried from the room, bowing and scraping with every step.


The Hunter watched the men and women depart.
"Aren't you worried they'll talk? It's not every day you have a strange
man in your apartments, I presume." He smirked. 


Queen Asalah ignored the gibe. "You are doing
well, you know." She sat on a couch across from him and took a delicate
sip from her goblet. "You've made far more progress than even I
expected." 


The Hunter, his mouth full of flatbread and soft
goat cheese, shook his head. "It is not enough." He refilled his cup
and took a long pull of the delicate, fruit-flavored wine. "There is so
much about my past and my kind I do not remember. So much to learn."


The queen shrugged. "Ever impatient, you
Bucelarii. Remember, I warned you it would not be easy. Or painless."


He snatched a cloth napkin and dabbed at the blood
trickling from his nose. 


"Don't worry." The queen sipped her wine.
"It will heal soon enough."


The Hunter scowled. "It is not the pain that
bothers me, but the lack of results."


Queen Asalah waved her hand in a gesture of
dismissal. "Give it time. And remember, the blood of your fathers is
tainted by that of humans. You will never have the ability to shift your form
completely. In fact, you will only ever be able to change small portions of
your face or body at a time. Too much, and it will place a strain on you that
your blood, diluted by the weakness of humans, will be unable to handle."


"What of my eyes? Will I ever be able to
change them, as you do?"


The queen nodded. "Yes. With practice, you
will learn to shift color as well as shape. Though the change may only be
temporary." She eyed him askance. "But remember, they are the proof
of your heritage!" 


Not the only
proof. The Hunter hid a grin as Queen Asalah's eyes flashed to his torso. He
could smell her desire for Soulhunger. 


"It is oft wise to hide my heritage," the
Hunter said, and the queen's gaze snapped to his face. "In my line of work,
it is necessary to obscure the truth."


Queen Asalah leaned forward, her eyes eager.
"After tonight, you will never have reason to hide in the shadows! When
you return from your mission to kill Il Seytani, there will be a place for you
here in Aghzaret, by my side. You will have the respect and fear of all
men."


The Hunter sipped his wine and raised an eyebrow.
"I am listening." If it meant rescuing Hailen, he'd hear her out,
even outwardly accept her offer. 


"You once wore the face of Nasnaz the Great,
warrior king of Al Hani. Though Nasnaz has passed into history, I have a plan
to proclaim you Nasnaz reborn. The people of Al Hani would accept you readily,
especially once you prove your might in battle."


The Hunter leaned forward, intrigued. Despite his
mistrust of the demon, he couldn't fault the sheer audacity of her plan.


"Once I assume the guise of the al-Malek, Al
Hani will officially declare war on Il Seytani and his men. I will give you an
army to lead into the desert to wipe him out. When you return bearing his head,
you will have proved your worth. You will take command of the armies of Al Hani
and lead them to triumph over the other kingdoms of the It-Nashar."


The Hunter nodded. "A sound plan. With one
small problem."


"What's that?" 


"The Sage."


Queen Asalah scowled. "What of him?"


"He has ordered me to hunt down the Whirlwind
of the Desert immediately upon killing the al-Malek. If we kill the king
tonight, I ride out at first light."


The queen narrowed her eyes. "It makes no
sense. He sends you here, then orders you away." She stroked her chin,
musing to herself. "Perhaps he knows of our past together and fears us.
But how could he know?" 


Give them a
small lie, and let them fill in the blanks with their own truths. It's almost
too easy.


The Hunter shrugged. "I have my orders."


The queen reached for his hand. "Disobey them!
Join me, and together we will rule the It-Nashar!"


Every instinct screamed for him to jerk his hand
away from the foul creature, but he forced himself to remain motionless. 


Queen Asalah must have seen something on his face,
for she pulled back. "Or have I misjudged you? Are you content to play
errand boy to the Sage? I offer you power and…"


The Hunter cut her off. "If I return, you will give me command of the armies of Al
Hani?"


The queen nodded. "Yes! Throw off the
insufferable yoke of the Sage and join me, and we can rule this land as we once
did!" She stood and paced the room, waving her arms. "Within the
space of five years, you will conquer the entire It-Nashar. I have laid out the foundations, and you will be given
free rein to do as you please." Her gaze bored into his torso, as if she
looked through him to stare at Soulhunger. "With Thanal Eth' Athaur at
your side, you will have naught to fear. You will lead every battle, and
thousands will fall beneath your blade." 


The demon wailed in his mind; it wanted him to
accept, to take his place by her side. It whispered to him of power, of blood,
of death. Soulhunger throbbed in his mind, begging to feed. The voices set his
head pounding with such violence it felt ready to burst. 


Queen Asalah's eyes burned with an internal fire,
and her voice rose in pitch. A rapt expression crossed her face, and she closed
her eyes as if to savor the moment. 


"We will collect enough souls to free our
master from his imprisonment, and the world will be ours!"


The Hunter forced his face to calm, allowing no
trace of the disgust he felt to play on his features. You would have me kill thousands upon thousands, all to feed your
precious Destroyer. The demon and Soulhunger envisioned glorious slaughter,
and they crowed in triumph at the prospect. 


The Hunter clutched the arms of the sofa until the
wood creaked. He would not allow the
voices to win. With every ounce of willpower, he drove them back. They fought
him, but his anger at the queen, at Il Seytani, at his predicament fueled his
efforts. Slowly, the throbbing and screeching retreated, until only a dull ache
behind his eyes remained. 


Queen Asalah whirled to face him, and the Hunter
swallowed the revulsion and hatred rushing through him. He raised his glass.
"To Al Hani!"


"To us,
Bucelarii. We are more than just allies in this. We are kin!"


The Hunter nodded and drank, forcing a smile. The
chilled wine slid down his throat, which he found suddenly dry. He swirled the
wine in the goblet, breathing deeply of the fruity notes, the floral bouquet,
and the muted hints of wood. 


"You say we are kin," the Hunter said,
hesitant, "but I know very little of my past."


Queen Asalah sank into her couch, reaching for her
own goblet. "Yes, so I have come to understand. I find myself wondering
how you could have no memory of our time together." She studied him, her
expression piercing. 


Does she not
know of the Illusionist Clerics, and their mission to erase our memories, our
very identities? That Illusionist Cleric in Azmaria had recognized
him, somehow. In his memory, he'd never crossed paths with the man. How many of my secrets have been lost
because of the accursed priests?


"I-I…" What could he say? 


The queen leaned forward, eyes narrow. "How
far back do you remember? What is your earliest memory?"


The Hunter scratched the stubble sprouting from his
chin. "My earliest memories only date back a few years, perhaps no more
than forty or fifty. The first thing I can recall is traveling in the south of
Einan, arriving at the city of Voramis."


Queen Asalah's eyes widened. "I have heard of
this Voramis, far in the south. Did the Sage not send a number of our brethren
to take command of the city?"


The lifeless, twisted faces of the First and Third
flashed through his head, and the Hunter stifled a triumphant grin. No longer. 


Outwardly, he feigned surprise. "I had no
idea. The Sage tells me only what I need to know. Though I go where he sends
me, still I must search for answers of my forgotten past wherever I can find
them." 


Queen Asalah smiled. "Then ask your questions
of me. You deserve the truth."


Perfect! If she
believed she could win him over by giving him answers, she would tell him what
he wanted to know. 


The Hunter's smile matched her own. "Tell me
of Enarium, and of Khar'nath."


Her breath caught in her throat. She leaned back,
her eyes dropping to her lap. "Millennia have passed since I last heard
that word spoken." Pain filled her expression and furrowed her brow. Her
fingers toyed with the hem of her dress. 


The Hunter's mind raced. What could cause the creature such misery?


A memory slammed into him with the force of a
falling stone. 


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. 


Once again, he was in Enarium. 


An invisible
force lifted him from the ground. Of their own accord, his feet moved toward
the billowing blaze. An enormous pillar of flame turned night to day, burning
everything around him.


He turned to
find Her beside him. Blood stained Her blond hair. She…


He returned to reality with a jolt. The memory of
Her sent a stab of longing through him. He'd come north to find Her, and
somehow gotten off track. 


His inner demon snarled. “It's that boy's fault! He has led you astray.”


The Hunter pushed back the voice. No. Because of him, I have found answers. He'd
been forced to come to Aghzaret, but here he'd found Queen Asalah. Because of the boy, I know more about who I
am.


He remembered what had happened at Khar'nath that
night, so many millennia ago. He'd been there the night the gods cast the
demons and countless Bucelarii, their offspring, into the flaming portal. She'd
stood beside him.


"You lost a child, didn't you?"


Queen Asalah swallowed and nodded. "A
daughter."


A lump formed in the Hunter's throat. Once again,
he saw the face of Farida, the little girl he'd lost in Voramis, held her
broken and bleeding in his arms. She stared into his eyes, terrified, as life
fled from her tiny body.


He'd never thought of her as his child, but the pain was no less real. He swallowed the lump and
emptied his goblet. He found it odd, this shared moment of grief over the loss
of a loved one. He'd seen the same expression in the eyes of the demon in
Voramis. It was something eminently human, not what he expected of a demon.
Demons were meant to be soulless, vicious monsters, not beings who suffered as
he did. 


He nodded and raised his glass. To you, Fari.


The queen gave him a sad smile. "Gone, but
never forgotten." 


The Hunter realized what he was doing. No! Do not allow yourself to be fooled by
her pretense of suffering. Remember
what she is. He swallowed his emotions. "Truth be told, I only
remember bits and pieces of the events that took place in Khar'nath."


Queen Asalah rumpled her dress, not meeting his
eyes. "What do you recall?" 


Images flashed before his eyes. He'd seen them in
the Temple of the Beggar God in Malandria, and he could not shake them.


"I remember being bound and kneeling before a
pillar of fire, others of my kin around me." 


The ground bucked beneath him once more. He shied
away from the scorching heat, tasted the fear and panic of those around him. She stood beside him, Her presence
somehow reassuring.


"The voices of the gods echoed in the air,
shaking the earth to its core."


His heart hammered and his breath burned in his
lungs. Wood creaked beneath his fingers, and he looked down to see his hands
clutching the armrest of his sofa. He shut his eyes to calm the ache in his
head.


"Be at ease, Bucelarii." The queen spoke
in a gentle voice. "That is a night none of us wish to remember."


The Hunter took slow, deep breaths to slow the wild
beat of his heart. "After that, I can recall nothing else before my
arrival in Voramis nearly five decades ago."


The queen's eyes widened. "Thousands of years
of memories, gone from your mind? What horror is this?" 


If only you
knew. He shuddered. He couldn't forget being bound and at the Illusionist
Cleric's mercy. To see all his memories flashing before his eyes, knowing he
would lose them forever, was a torment beyond belief. 


He steeled his expression. "You wish me to
join you. My price is answers of my past. Tell me what I wish to know, and I
will abandon the Sage to rule at your side."


Queen Asalah smiled, triumph in her eyes.
"Ask, and I will answer. Though I tell you this, you and I only knew each
other for a score of years. You spoke little of your past. Indeed, you seemed
to recall very little at the time."


The Hunter leaned back in his chair. "I would
hear of Enarium, my queen. I have heard the name spoken in connection to
Khar'nath. Something tells me I must know more."


The queen mused over his words. "The name
means 'Pristine' in the tongue of the Serenii. Millennia have passed since I
strode the halls of Enarium, yet I remember it as if it were only
yesterday."


She fixed him with a rapt gaze. "Oh,
Bucelarii, if only you could have seen the city! Its majestic halls, towering
spires that disappeared beyond the clouds—it truly was the pinnacle of beauty
on this world. And oh! Such power!"


Her eyes took on a faraway look, and she rose from
the divan to pace the room, as if unable to contain her excitement.


"When the Serenii, first children of Einan,
summoned us to this world to serve the Great Destroyer, they wielded artifacts
of immense power. These relics were stored in their cities across the face of
Einan. Among these, Enarium was the greatest. Surrounded on all sides by the
Mountains of Pellean, it was a sight to behold. Kharna himself could not have
overcome the stronghold, so mighty its fortifications. The power that thrummed
through it could shatter mountains with a single word." 


"Yet, though the ancient Serenii wielded great
magicks, their power was not enough to overcome the might of the gods. They
chafed beneath the yoke of the Thirteen. The gods ruled over Einan with a fist
of iron, when all the Serenii wanted was to be left alone."


"The Serenii were the caretakers of Einan in
the days when it was still young, but when the gods placed humankind on Einan,
the Serenii grew angry. The young, warlike race of humans refused to leave them
alone. Thus, the Serenii decided to challenge the gods for rule. They began
construction on Enarium, a city that would serve as the focal point for all of
their magick. The city was a weapon meant to kill the gods!"
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The Hunter flinched from the intensity in the
queen's voice and the insanity in her eyes. "But I thought Kharna
recruited the Serenii into his war on the gods."


"Indeed. After they refused to serve the
Twelve, they saw in Kharna a chance to be rid of both humankind and the
Thirteen once and for all. After all, if the Great Destroyer killed the gods,
he would face them alone. With Enarium to focus their magicks, they believed
they could kill our great master. The Serenii summoned us, the Abiarazi, from
our realms of fire, of ice, of whipping winds and twisted nightmares, brought
here to cleanse this world of humanity."


Queen Asalah bared her teeth. "But Kharna was
no fool! He discovered the plans of the Serenii, and used them to his own ends.
They created for him weapons that fed upon the souls of mankind." She
stabbed a finger at the Hunter. "That blade you carry—Thanal Eth'
Athaur—is one among thousands forged by the hands of the Serenii, all for the
purpose of sustaining the Great Destroyer. Compared to them, the power of your
blade is as a drop of rain in an endless ocean!"


Soulhunger throbbed in his mind, as if agreeing
with the queen's words. 


The Hunter narrowed his eyes. "Tell me this,
if the weapons were so powerful, why did the Abiarazi fall?"


"The accursed gods intervened!" The
queen's eyes grew cold, hard. "They battled the Great Destroyer and rained
down fire and fury upon our armies. Not even our mighty hordes could stand
against such power."


"And when Kharna was finally killed, you were
driven from this world."


"Those of us without the sense to hide among
mankind. Only a few of us had skill enough to trick the gods. The rest were
cast into Khar'nath, along with our children."


"Most of your children," the Hunter
corrected. "The Beggar God interceded on our behalf."


"Yes, but for every Bucelarii saved, a hundred
more burned in the fires of Khar'nath. Their human blood made them weak, too
weak to survive the fires. Worse still, countless Abiarazi also met their ends
in those flames."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "How is that
possible? I'd thought your kind impervious to…"


"Not all of us hail from the realm you humans
call the 'fiery hell'," Queen Asalah growled. "Some of us were
summoned from other worlds."


The Hunter pondered the revelation. Einari legends
held that there were many hells, and the queen's words confirmed it. 


"W-Which world is yours?"


Queen Asalah gave him a sad smile. "I come
from a frozen, barren wasteland of ice and rock. Yet, for all its severity, it
was home."


"So only the Abiarazi from the realm of fire
survived Khar'nath?"


The queen nodded. "Hundreds of thousands of
Abiarazi were called to this world, leaving only a fraction on my world—perhaps
a few thousand, no more."


The Hunter opened his mouth, then snapped it shut,
at a loss for words. 


"But decimated though our ranks may be, we
will triumph in the end!" Fire blazed in the queen's eyes. Her features
rippled in a gruesome wave of flesh and bone, and her eyes shifted color to the
depthless void he knew so well. "One Abiarazi is worth a thousand human
warriors. With the Bucelarii beside us, we will take our rightful place on
Einan."


"How? The Beggar Priests have hunted us for
milennia. I am the last of the Bucelarii."


The queen shook her head. "Alas, I fear you
are right. We have watched, helpless, as the Beggar Priests waged war on our
children."


The Hunter's temper flared white hot. "And you
call yourselves our forefathers, yet you left us all to be slaughtered! You
could have intervened, but you did nothing." He whirled on her, eyes
blazing. "Why?" 


Queen Asalah almost looked remorseful. "We
could not reveal ourselves until the time was right!"


He bared his teeth. "When was that? Once we
were all dead?"


She flinched. "Our plans were…"


"Damn you and your plans!" The Hunter
leapt to his feet and paced the room. He swallowed hard. "Tell me this, Abiarazi. If, as you say, the Bucelarii
were so numerous, why not simply have more?"


"We could not!" The queen's voice took on
a pleading tone. "When we gave up our powers to hide from the gods, we
were altered. We could no longer beget children, no matter how we tried."


Heat raced in the Hunter's veins. Curse them all! 


His anger startled him. He knew it was irrational.
He had no memory of parents, of any life before arriving in Voramis. He had no
recollection of being abandoned by the Abiarazi, no idea they'd even existed
until a few short months ago. 


But the feeling remained, a deep-rooted fury that
refused to leave him. He'd been an outsider his entire life. He'd never
belonged among the humans, no matter how he'd tried. Now he discovered that the
others like him, his kin, had died because of the inaction of those that called
themselves his forefathers. His hands trembled with rage at the injustice.


Queen Asalah rushed toward him and gripped his
shoulder. "But all that will soon change! Once we have freed the Great
Destroyer, he will open the gates to the realm of fire. The Abiarazi, though
fewer in number than before, will return to this world, our true power restored
by Kharna himself. We will spread across the face of Einan, and none will stand
before us. The Bucelarii will live once more, to serve as our army, we as your
commanders."


The Hunter forced his fists to unclench. "In
order to achieve that, we must free the Great Destroyer first." 


The queen nodded. "Yes, and all that begins
here. Now." 


He allowed himself to be led to his chair. His
heart still raced, but his short-lived burst of anger had faded. 


The queen folded herself into her divan with slow,
deliberate movements. "Once we rule Al Hani, you, together with Thanal
Eth' Athaur, will gather enough power to return our master to this world."


The Hunter took a deep breath. "But if Enarium
was built to kill the gods, surely its power would suffice to free the Great
Destroyer from his imprisonment. Why not return to claim its power for your
own?"


Queen Asalah shook her head. "Alas, it is not
to be."


"Why not? You've been there before, so you
know where to find it. What could stop you from returning?" 


"The gods themselves." The queen's
shoulders slumped. 


"What? What does that mean?"


The queen passed a hand over her face. "When
the Twelve imprisoned our master, they discovered the Serenii's true purpose in
building Enarium. They placed a curse upon the city and the surrounding lands,
turning the weapon of the Serenii against the Abiarazi."


"What is the curse?"


Queen Asalah scratched at the fabric of her divan.
"None know. Many of our kind have ventured into the mountains in search of
the city, but none have returned. It is said the curse warps and twists
Abiarazi. We become as mindless beasts. Monsters."


You are
already monsters, he wanted to say, but swallowed his retort.


"Thus they are named the 'Empty Mountains',
Bucelarii. To us, they hold nothing but death."


"So, without the power of Enarium, you are
forced to find…alternative ways to return the Great Destroyer to this
world."


The queen nodded. "A few of our number wielded
weapons like Thanal Eth' Athaur. But many of the conduits were lost in the
culling, or captured by the Beggar Priests." Queen Asalah's face contorted
into a mask of rage and she spat curses in Einari, the language of Al Hani, and
a half dozen other tongues he didn't recognize.


The Hunter had encountered one such weapon in
Voramis. He'd felt its terrible power, screamed as it sought to steal his soul.
Now it lay atop the Palace of Justice, ever out of reach of those who sought to
use it. But how many more are there?


"Not all are gone. One remains." He
gripped Soulhunger's hilt.


"Yes!" The queen's excitement returned.
"You, and that blessed conduit you carry. I know many of my fellow
Abiarazi would try to take it from you and use it for their own ends, but not
I."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Why not? Surely
you desire its power for your own." 


"To say otherwise would be a falsehood. Who
would not crave it? But it is not mine to take. It is yours, your heritage, the
only thing that binds you to us. The dagger is connected to your mind and soul.
It is as much a part of you as your eyes, your arms, your heart. Taking it from
you would kill you in the end."


Acid burned in the Hunter's throat. He'd nearly cast
Soulhunger away many times, had always told himself he could be rid of the
accursed blade when it no longer served his purpose, but something had stopped
his hand. Now, to hear that Soulhunger was an integral part of him, that losing
it would kill him, filled him with despair. Would he never be rid of the voices
in his head? Smug satisfaction radiated from his inner demon. 


If the
Enarium truly dates back to the days of the Serenii, it has to hold the secrets
of ages. Perhaps the city held the answers he sought. Not only about his
forgotten past, but about the Bucelarii, the accursed weapons, the Abiarazi,
and how he could be free of the burdens of his birthright and the voices in his
head. 


"You said that the curse of the Empty
Mountains would kill an Abiarazi. But what about a Bucelarii?"


Queen Asalah cocked her head. "I hadn't
considered that. Your human heritage may protect you. At the very least, it
might weaken the effects of the curse."


A seed of hope took root. Perhaps there is a way to reach Enarium and find the answers. But how
could I get her to tell me?


A knock sounded at the door, and Captain Al-Zahar
strode into the room. He bent and murmured into the queen's ear. A brief
exchange passed between them, and the queen nodded.


"You must excuse me. There are a few matters
that require my attention."


The Hunter stood. "Of course."


"I would ask you to remain here, hidden from
sight. You will not be disturbed by anyone." Queen Asalah raised a hand to
forestall his question. "The fewer people that see you the better. If an
armed stranger were found roaming the palace, it would raise too many
questions. It could alert my husband to our plans."


The Hunter inclined his head. "So be it. I
will remain here." 


"I will return soon. I have instructed the
good captain to bring you anything you desire." 


"Thank you, my queen, but I need
nothing." 


"Very well." She paused at the door.
"Prepare yourself, Hunter. The hour of triumph draws near. When I return,
your work commences."


Only once the door clicked shut behind the queen
did the Hunter let out a long, slow breath. He threw himself on the plush sofa,
but leapt to his feet a moment later. His body refused to be still. A maelstrom
seethed in his mind, and his hands flexed and relaxed of their own will as he
paced the room, studying the tapestries on the wall with unseeing eyes. The
queen had shared a wealth of information, almost more than he could process. 


Keeper take
it! It was all too much.


His eyes fell on the sword of Nasnaz the Great—a
sword that had once belonged to him. Queen Asalah had ordered it brought to the
room and had left it lying on the floor. The curved blade beckoned him, and his
fingers closed around the gilded hilt as if it were his only connection to
sanity. The solid feel of metal in his hand comforted him and calmed his racing
thoughts. Without thinking, he drew the blade and moved into the first stroke
of his sword forms.


He reveled in the simplicity of the effort. Weeks
without practice felt like years, but his body slipped into remembered motions.
Every muscle moved in perfect synchronization. Though his limbs ached from the
exertion, he forced himself on. The exercise distracted him from the chaos in
his thoughts. With every movement, pieces clicked into place in his mind.


The mystery of Enarium called to him, tugging him
inexorably toward it. He had to find it; somehow he knew he would find Her
there. He'd left Voramis for the mysterious woman in his dreams, had crossed
half a world in search of Her. She'd filled his dreams, as She always did. He'd
watched Her plunge a dagger into his heart, heard the sorrow in Her voice when
She bade him farewell. 


What was She to him? He'd called Her
Az'nii—"my heart". She'd looked at him with so much love, and every
time he saw Her face, a pang of longing lanced through him. Curse or no, he'd
be damned if anything stopped him from reaching Her. 


But how would he find the city? Queen Asalah seemed
willing to provide him with answers. He would extract the information from her,
even if it meant leaving her alive a while longer. But not too much longer.
Once he had rescued Hailen and dealt with Il Seytani, he would return to deal
with her. After that, he would be free to hunt down the Sage. Enarium and the
answers into his past could wait a short while longer. Demons had plagued Einan
long enough, and this Sage was the shadowy player tugging on the strings. The
Hunter would not be a piece in anyone's game, not after what had happened in
Voramis. 


That left him with another problem. The queen had
promised to help him get close to the al-Malek, which suited his purpose
perfectly. He needed the ring to rescue Hailen from Il Seytani, but the demon
expected him to kill the king. Would he be able to fool her into believing he'd
done it? 


Fire raced through his body, blood pounded in his
ears, and his breath burned in his lungs. He smiled and relished the feeling of
adrenaline coursing in his veins.


A bigger question nagged at his mind: what would he
do if it came down to a choice between Hailen and the king? If he couldn't
trick the queen, would he be willing to sacrifice Hailen for the sake of a
kingdom, or would he plunge Al Hani into chaos by his actions? He couldn't kill
the king if it meant Queen Asalah would rule. Too many would die to satiate her
lust for death and destruction, her desire to return the Great Destroyer to
Einan.


What to do? Could he justify killing the king if it
meant Hailen would live? He needed the boy; Hailen was his only tether to
sanity. Without the boy, he would succumb to the incessant demands for death.
He would become like the rest of his kind: a mindless creature lusting only for
blood. 


Pressure mounted in his head, and his chest felt as
if it would burst. What would he do? He'd found himself in a situation from
which there was no escape. Who would suffer? Who would die? 


He shook his head to clear the sweat from his eyes,
and, with a final flurry of blows, reached the end of his forms. Heart
thumping, perspiration dripping down his face, muscles on fire, he slid the
sword into its curved sheath and stood straight. He had his answer.


I will do
what I must. 
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Damn it! She
should have returned by now. The Hunter paced the room, fists clenching and
unclenching. Hours had passed since the queen left. What in the twisted hell is taking her so long?


The shrieking in his head had grown louder since
he'd made his decision regarding the al-Malek's death. Soulhunger added its
throbbing to the demands in his mind. His head ached, and his stomach
threatened to disgorge its contents. He needed to kill, and soon, or the voices
would overwhelm him. 


The door opened and Queen Asalah swept into the
room. Diaphanous robes clung to her flawless figure, highlighting every curve.
The Hunter's body warred with his mind. He knew the truth of the creature who
wore the queen's face, but couldn't ignore his desire. 


Cursing his weakness, he forced his eyes to meet
hers. "What took so long?" Despite himself, his gaze dropped to steal
another glance.


A smile played at the corner of Queen Asalah's
lips. "I am here now. It is time."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Why the
delay?"


Captain Al-Zahar bristled. "You question your
queen, qattala?"


"Easy, Captain." The queen laid a
soothing hand on Al-Zahar's arm. 


The captain bowed, but his scowl remained. 


"Certain…things had to take place in order to
make this as easy as possible." Queen Asalah looked over at Samia, who
nodded. "Though I have no doubt you could carve your way through a legion
of Royal Guards, it would be simpler if only the king died this night."


The Hunter shrugged. "So be it. Let's be on
with it, then."


The queen turned to Al-Zahar. "Captain?"


Captain Al-Zahar strode forward and thrust a bundle
of cloth at the Hunter. "Put this on." A wicked grin broadened his
face.


The Hunter opened the bundle. Within lay a robe in
the style worn by the women of Al Hani. "You can't be serious!" He
eyed the garment with distaste. It would cover him from head to toe, with only
a slit for the eyes.


Queen Asalah's eyes held no trace of mirth.
"We all do what we must, Hunter. The burqu
is your best choice." 


The captain clearly enjoyed the Hunter's
discomfort. "Unless you have a better way to enter the harem of the
al-Malek unnoticed, of course." 


Muttering curses, the Hunter drew the garment over
his head. The thick burqu hung heavy and awkward, limiting his movements. 


Watcher
forbid that I have to fight in this damned thing!


Captain Al-Zahar adjusted the heavy robes.
"You look ravishing! You will make a wonderful addition to the al-Malek's
harem, Zaratha of the Ilari." 


The Hunter ignored the captain's mockery. "Now
what?"


Queen Asalah gestured to her lover. "Samia
will lead you to the harem, and…"


"Wait! They're coming with me?" The
Hunter scowled, though the heavy robes obscured his face. 


"Of course. How else will you get in?"


"I'd thought some hidden passage or…"


The queen cut him off. "This is the easiest
way. It is not uncommon for new girls to be brought into the palace, and few
dare to question the First Concubine. You will be in and out before anyone
realizes you are not the al-Malek's new plaything."


"Though I must say, none of his others are
quite so tall as you are." Captain Al-Zahar patted his head. "You
will need to stoop to avoid attention."


Throughout the conversation, Samia hadn't taken her
eyes off the Hunter. The Hunter's keen ears picked up her whispered question to
the queen. "You trusting him, my love? Something not right with him."


The queen pressed her lips to the concubine's.
"He will do as I have instructed, Az'nii. Now go!" Her voice was
gentle, yet firm. "The captain will accompany you and ensure all goes to
plan."


Damn it! The Hunter
was glad the burqu hid his face. Having
the concubine along was bad enough, but now the captain? This complicates
things.


"Well, let's be off, then," he growled. 


Captain Al-Zahar swept an elaborate bow.
"After you, my lady Zaratha."



 


* * *


 


Bloody
twisted hell! Could this get any worse? 


Sweat trickled down the Hunter's back, soaking his
tunic and breeches. The burqu not only obscured his vision—limiting his field
of view to a small crocheted panel little more than a handspan in width—but the
thick cloth stifled him. He hunched to hide his height, and his back twinged
with every short, shuffling step. Captain Al-Zahar held his arm in a firm grip,
completing the masquerade of dragging a reluctant girl toward her new life as
the al-Malek's concubine.


You're doing
this for the boy, he repeated in his mind. The queen's plan would
get him close enough to the al-Malek to take his ring. He could endure
suffering a while longer if it meant he could rescue Hailen.


Samia glided alongside them, head held high, pride
in her eyes. With confident steps, she led them through the sinuous passages of
the palace complex. Feeling like a blinkered horse, the Hunter memorized the
route as best he could. If the plan failed, he might be forced to find his own
way. 


The First Concubine turned into a corridor bedecked
with the wealth of a kingdom. Bronze warriors stood silent vigil down the
passage, and tapestries of incalculable worth depicted epic battle scenes from
the history of the Twelve Kingdoms. Overhead, golden thread ran serpentine
patterns through an ornate ceiling mosaic of green, blue, and ivory. The
Hunter's boots sank into the plush woolen rug of bright crimson.


At the end of the corridor stood a massive set of
double doors, flanked by four soldiers in the uniform of the al-Malek's
personal guards. They stood with straight backs, eyes wary, hands near their
swords. One stepped forward and held out a hand, speaking in the language of Al
Hani. 


Heart thumping, the Hunter hunched forward, keeping
his eyes downcast. With slow movements, he reached for Soulhunger's hilt. Just in case. 


The demon shrieked in his mind. “Kill them! Kill them all and get this over
with!”


It would be easy. They were just humans, after all.
He could kill them without breaking a sweat. Captain Al-Zahar and Samia would
die first, of course. 


The Hunter gritted his teeth. Patience. His plan to get into the al-Malek's chambers would be
foiled if the guards raised an alarm. Or
would you have the entire palace alerted? 


“More for us
to kill!” 


Of course the demon wanted that. It would have him
slay every man, woman, and child on Einan to satiate its lust for blood and
death.


Soon enough. He clenched
his fists and fought back the voices. I
will give you the death you crave. But not yet.


The demon withdrew, a sullen presence in the back
of his mind, but Soulhunger's voice remained a throbbing ache behind his eyes. 


One of the guards motioned toward the Hunter and,
with a leering grin, seized the veil of his burqu. 


Bloody hell!
He's going to take a peek at the king's new concubine. Soulhunger
slipped from its sheath with a whisper. If
he lifts the veil, he'll be the first to die.


Samia's voice cracked like a whip, her tone of
command unmistakable. The guard's grin slipped, then disappeared, and his face
turned ashen. He stepped smartly aside and waved the other guards out of their
path, bowing and scraping. With a haughty nod, Samia motioned for him and
Captain Al-Zahar to enter the al-Malek's quarters. The huge double doors
rumbled shut behind him, plunging them into silence. 


The Hunter turned to Samia. "Can I take this
damned thing off now?"


Samia nodded, a grin tugging at the corners of her
mouth. 


The Hunter ripped the burqu over his head and flung
it to the floor with a curse. "You'd better have another way out of here
after this is done. I am not putting
that blasted thing on again."


Behind him, Captain Al-Zahar sniggered.
"Queen's orders, qattala. Besides,
you looked stunning." 


The Hunter resisted the urge to drive his fist into
the captain's grinning face. "Now what?"


They stood in a small antechamber. Flickering
candles cast a warm glow over the room, accentuating the crimson cushions
strewn in a circle around a low table. The delicate scent of lilies rose from a
censer in the corner. 


Samia motioned to a door at the other side of the
room. "Through there. Follow me." 


"Wait!" The Hunter grabbed her arm. 


Samia whirled with a baleful glare. "Release
me. I am First Concubine. You no touch me, qattala!"



The Hunter released her, surprised by the vehemence
in her voice and the hatred in her eyes. "I don't care if you're the Long
Keeper himself." He bared his teeth in a snarl. 


Captain Al-Zahar dropped a hand to his sword.
"Why you…"


Samia held up a hand. "Wait, Captain. What you
want, qattala?"


"You're staying here." He pushed past
her. "You, too, Captain."


Captain Al-Zahar seized his arm. "We have our
orders. We come with you."


"No." The Hunter glared down at Captain
Al-Zahar. "I work alone." 


Captain Al-Zahar spoke through clenched teeth.
"The queen has commanded it." The captain stood a full handspan
shorter than the Hunter, but broader in the shoulders. He met the Hunter's
glare with equal ferocity. He wouldn't back down.


“Kill him
now!” 


Feed me, Soulhunger
begged. 


Pain flashed behind the Hunter's eyes. Soulhunger's
leather grip creaked in his hand. He itched to plunge the dagger into the
captain's chest. But if, somehow, Al-Zahar alerted the guards outside the door,
it would make things much harder. 


Patience, he told the
voices. Your time will come.


Relaxing his grip on the dagger, he nodded.
"So be it. We obey the queen's orders in all things." 


Inwardly, he cursed. He'd thought to fool the queen
into believing he'd killed the al-Malek. Now, with Samia and Captain Al-Zahar
on hand, he found himself in a bind. They expected him to carry out the queen's
commands, and they'd betray him if he deviated from the plan. 


"Well?" he said. "The al-Malek isn't
going to kill himself."


With a nod, Samia glided across the room, her
slippers near-silent on the plush carpet. The Hunter followed close on her
heels, Soulhunger in hand. Captain Al-Zahar brought up the rear. Anger and
nervous tension radiated from the man in palpable waves. 


The Hunter followed the concubine into a short
corridor lit by alchemical lanterns. Ornate illustrations etched into the stone
walls depicted erotic scenes of entwined men, women, and beasts in graphic
detail. 


The sound of splashing water and laughter rang out
from the open door at the end of the hall. Samia stiffened at the sound and,
holding up a warning hand, crept forward to peer into the room beyond. With a mouthed
curse, she waved them back.


The Hunter retreated, nearly bumping into Captain
Al-Zahar. Samia followed close on his heels, all but shoving him to move
faster. 


When they reached the antechamber, Captain Al-Zahar
whirled. "What's the matter?"


"Guards. Five of them." She muttered
something in the language of Al Hani. "He should be exhausted by now. I'll
have Dharra flayed alive for her failure!" 


Captain Al-Zahar shook his head. "It makes no
difference. He must die."


The Hunter spoke before Samia could answer.
"Though it means killing those who serve with you?" 


Captain Al-Zahar hesitated. 


Perhaps that
will be enough to convince the captain to let me face them alone. Even if
Al-Zahar accepted his comrades had to die, he might hesitate to wield the blade
himself. "I can handle them. That way, you won't have to…"


Samia cut him off with a slash of her hand.
"Queen give us orders."


The concubine's words had an instant effect on the
captain. Haughty disdain replaced the hesitation in his eyes. "Besides, do
you really think you can defeat five Royal Guards alone?" Captain Al-Zahar
sneered. "Those are bad odds, especially for one who strikes from the
shadows."


The Hunter hid a grin. If only you knew… 


"You really want to reveal yourself, Captain?
These men know you by sight."


Captain Al-Zahar's sword rasped from its sheath.
"They will not live long enough for that to matter."


"And how do we leave this place unnoticed? If
you should fall, how will we explain that to the guards outside?"


The captain shrugged. "Enough, qattala. The queen has commanded, and I
obey." 


Damn it! What else
could he say to convince them? He needed to face the al-Malek alone. It was the
only way to…


"Whatever you are thinking, it is no
use." Captain Al-Zahar hefted his sword. "We carry out the queen's
will." Without waiting, the captain moved toward the bathing chamber. 


The Hunter followed on his heels, mind racing. He
had no way out of his predicament. If he didn't kill the al-Malek, Captain
Al-Zahar certainly would. If he tried to leave without the captain, the guards
outside would know something was amiss. And how could he explain it to Queen
Asalah? Surely she would suspect him. His one hope lay in the Royal Guards.
Perhaps they would kill Captain Al-Zahar for him. 


 


 







Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Soulhunger in hand, the Hunter crouched beside the
open doorway to the al-Malek's bath chambers. He risked a glance into the room
beyond. Two guards flanked the entrance, with three more at the center of the
room. All stood alert, their backs straight, eyes wary, hands resting on their
sword belts. 


Behind the guards, the al-Malek sat on cushions
strewn around the floor. He wore only a loincloth beneath his open bathing
robe, and his dark hair hung in wet curls. Two women in translucent gowns sat at
the low table beside him, upon which were scattered silver pitchers, goblets,
plates, cutlery, and the remnants of a meal.


The Hunter's heart pounded; excitement mixed with
dread. He couldn't deny the thrill of the fight, but a weight of worry settled
on his mind. How in the twisted hell am I
going to pull this off?


Captain Al-Zahar stood over him, sword gripped in
white knuckles. The man's presence complicated things. The Hunter had to find a
credible way to make it look like he'd killed the al-Malek. Not an easy feat,
even in the best of circumstances. Surrounded by guards, with the captain as a
witness, the Hunter doubted his ability to carry out his plan. 


“Why the
hesitation, Bucelarii? What does it matter if one more human lives or dies?”


He gritted his teeth against the ache in his head. Not now! 


“You are a
fool!” The demon refused to be silent. “Kill
him and be done with it.”


The Hunter knew why the al-Malek's life mattered.
The demon wearing the face of Queen Asalah would rule Al Hani. He couldn't
allow that; too many would suffer and die at her hands. She cared nothing for
human life. To her, every man, woman, and child on Einan was nothing more than
a means of bringing the Great Destroyer to life.


The internal war between his two halves threatened
to shatter his sanity. The demon within him wanted death and chaos, at any
cost. Yet human blood coursed through his veins. That humanity kept the faces
of his dead friends firmly at the front of his mind. If he yielded to the
demon's will, people like them would die. Yet if he refused to kill, Hailen
would die. It was an impossible choice, one from which there was no escape. No
matter what he did, his actions would cause suffering. 


He clutched Soulhunger's grip tighter. I decide, not you. Now either help me or be
silent!


The demon's voice retreated, but remained a
throbbing presence in the back of his mind. 


Feed me! Soulhunger's
eager anticipation set his head pounding.


The Hunter shook his head to dispel the voices. He
glanced up at Captain Al-Zahar. "Ready?" 


The captain nodded and hefted his sword. He
motioned for the Hunter to take the right side of the room, and he'd take the
left.


The sounds of splashing had gone, replaced by quiet
laughter, murmuring voices, and the clink of glasses. Five guards and the
al-Malek; not the worst odds, but he couldn't allow the king to die. He'd find
a way—he had to.


With a deep breath, he leapt through the open
doorway and charged the guard on the right. Despite his sheer shock, the man
reacted with surprising speed. His sword had almost cleared its sheath before
the Hunter slammed into him. Soulhunger punched through leather armor, driving
deep into his chest, and blood spilled down his pristine white breastplate.


Soulhunger's cries of ecstasy blended with the
guard's terrified, agonized screams. The demon added its voice to the tumult.
Burning heat flared in the Hunter's chest; a new mark etched itself into his
flesh. Ruby light flared from the gem set in the dagger's hilt, bathing the
dying soldier's face in an eerie glow. Power rushed through the Hunter, washing
away all traces of fatigue. He reveled in the glory of death. 


A triumphant howl burst from his throat, and he
hurled himself toward the next guard. The Royal Guard attacked with a savage
cry in the language of Al Hani, his sword weaving elaborate patterns in the
air. The Hunter didn't bother to block. He feinted right, darted left, and
slammed his fist into the guard's throat. The man's head snapped back, and he
dropped to the ground, clutching his neck.


The clash of steel echoed in the bathing chamber as
Captain Al-Zahar struggled with the final guard. Two men stood between him and
the al-Malek, swords at the ready. 


Before the Royal Guards could attack, the Hunter
was upon them like a desert storm. He ducked beneath a slash, twisted aside
from a thrust, and parried a vicious cut at his head. His free hand punched
out, slamming into the guard's belly. The man staggered backward with a gasp,
doubling over and retching. 


With a shout, the second Royal Guard unleashed a
flurry of blows. The Hunter danced backward, out of the man's reach. When the
guard pressed, the Hunter leapt forward with a flying punch that caught him
full in the face, rocking back his head with an ominous crack. The man sagged lifeless to the floor. 


Vomit-stained mouth agape, the remaining Royal
Guard stared at his fallen companion. His eyes sought out the Hunter's, and his
eyes widened. Without taking his gaze from the man, the Hunter knelt and seized
his fallen companion's sword. A weapon in each hand, he faced the final guard.
Visibly in pain, the soldier straightened and gripped his sword tighter,
determination mixing with his fear. The Hunter nodded in understanding. The man
would protect the al-Malek with his life. Saluting the guard with a flourish of
his sword, the Hunter attacked. 


His powerful blows drove the man backward, sent him
staggering. He thrust his sword with the speed of a striking serpent, leaving
torn flesh and trickling blood in its wake. The Royal Guard bled from a
half-dozen wounds in as many heartbeats. 


The Hunter slammed his fist into the man's face,
sending him reeling. In the momentary lull, he risked a quick glance over his
shoulder. Captain Al-Zahar was locked in furious combat with the second door
guard. Steel sparked against steel as the two men clashed around the room. The
Royal Guard, a man who towered a full head above the captain, drove Al-Zahar
back. Both men bled, but Captain Al-Zahar looked in far worse shape. 


Perfect. 


Something slammed the Hunter's head to the side,
sending a twinge racing down his neck. Agony coursed through the left side of
his face. He cried out and, dropping the sword, staggered backward. He clapped
a hand to his cheek. He couldn't move his jaw; the blow must have broken it.
Blood gushed from a gaping wound. 


The al-Malek of Al Hani faced him, sword held at
the ready. Crimson stained the edge of the blade he'd taken from a fallen Royal
Guard. He stood between the Hunter and his concubines, who huddled in
terrified, sobbing heaps behind the low table. 


The Hunter couldn't help but admire the man. The
king met the Hunter's gaze with no hesitation or fear. Even after watching the
Hunter tear through his guards, the al-Malek wouldn't stand by. Assad Ibn-Qadir
would face death like a warrior, blade in hand, staring his killer in the eye. 


Wiping away blood trickling from a gash in his
forehead, the Royal Guard joined his king. The al-Malek shot the Hunter a
savage grin and shouted. As one, he and the Royal Guard attacked. 


The Hunter retreated beneath the onslaught. Pain
lanced through his face with every block, every step. Try as he might to find a
hole in their defense, the al-Malek and his Royal Guard fought with precision
and coordination. When one struck high, the other struck low. The Hunter
backpedaled to avoid wicked sweeps and slashes of the flashing scimitars, and
his opponents pressed him toward a corner. At a cry from the al-Malek, the two
concubines darted through the open doorway and up the corridor.


Damn it! He needed to
find an opening and kill the Royal Guard. His throbbing jaw made it hard to
think clearly, and the screeching in his head made it worse.


His heel struck something and he toppled backward.
His head slammed into the wall, setting his ears ringing, and darkness swam in
his vision. The relentless throbbing in his broken jaw and the back of his
skull diverted his attention, and he gasped as cold steel plunged into his
chest. A sword carved a line of fire into his neck. His breath caught and he
coughed, spraying crimson. His opponents stood over him, blades poised to
strike. Triumphant grins broadened their faces as his blood stained the tiled
floor.


“Foolish Bucelarii!
In your efforts to let the king live, you are willing to die?”


The Hunter lashed out with Soulhunger, and the
blade caught the al-Malek in the ankle. The king cried out and staggered
backward. The Royal Guard thrust downward. Steel sparked off marble as the
Hunter rolled out of the path of the descending blow. His hand shot out and
closed around the Royal Guard's wrist. Bone snapped beneath his crushing grip.
The guard cried out, his sword clattering to the floor. The Hunter drove
Soulhunger up under the man's ribs. Eyes wide in horror, the guard screamed and
toppled to the side.


May the Long
Keeper take your body; your soul is forfeit.


Power rushed through him, the pain in his face,
neck, and chest faded as his body healed itself, replaced by a burning desire
to kill. He leapt to his feet, rage searing his veins, a red haze at the edge
of his vision. Demon and dagger shrieked in triumph, goading him on. He pushed
the voices back. He wouldn't allow the bloodlust to take over, not now. He
needed to be in control of himself. 


The al-Malek's shout snapped him back to reality as
a sweep of the king's long, curved blade nearly opened his throat. He ducked to
the side and dove beneath a wicked chop. Closing his fingers around a fallen
guard's sword, he rolled to his feet, weapons at the ready.


With a mocking grin, he tossed Soulhunger in the
air, passed the sword to his right hand, and caught the dagger in his left. He
beckoned to the king. "Well, come on then!" 


Grim determination filled the al-Malek's eyes as he
attacked, his long sword carving a wicked arc through the air.
"Bastard!" He spat to the side. "Tell me who sent you, and your
death will be quick." Muscle rippled beneath his open robe, and he moved
with dexterity and grace.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "So you speak
Einari, do you?" 


He darted forward in a lightning lunge the al-Malek
barely managed to block, and his follow-up slash caught the king off-guard. He
pursued the retreating king, hacking and slashing, every blow striking the
al-Malek's sword with jarring force. The king tried in vain to protect himself,
but the Hunter had strength and speed on his side. He brought his sword down
hard in an overhand blow, and the al-Malek's weapon clattered away. 


“Do it now!
Kill him!”


I decide who
dies. You do not control me, Demon!


The demon refused to be silent. Its screams set his
head throbbing. 


He ground his teeth and leapt forward, slamming his
fist into the al-Malek's face. The king's head rocked to the side, and his eyes
rolled back. I have killed for you, now
leave me in peace! 


Slowly, the ache faded as the demon retreated. The
Hunter stared down at the unmoving form at his feet. His heart raced; for a
moment, he worried he'd killed the king in his rage. Stooping, he checked for a
pulse. Relief flooded him. The al-Malek lived.


A cry of pain rang out behind him. The Hunter
whirled in time to see the Royal Guard pull his sword free of Captain
Al-Zahar's shoulder. Blood stained the captain's side and chest and trickled
from a gash in his forehead. 


It looks as
if the Royal Guard will take care of him for me!


A moment later, his triumph died as Al-Zahar
plunged his sword into the Royal Guard's throat. The man gurgled and sprayed
gore, his eyes going wide. He slumped at Captain Al-Zahar's feet and toppled
into the water with a splash. Red blossomed outward from the armored body
sinking to the tiled bottom of the pool.


Captain Al-Zahar sneered. "My thanks for your
assistance, qattala." 


The Hunter shrugged. "You said you could
handle it." His lips pressed into a thin line. Damn it! 


The captain nodded, then his eyes wobbled and he
sagged. With a groan, he clapped a hand to his side. 


"That looks bad." The Hunter made no move
to help.


Captain Al-Zahar gritted his teeth. "I'll
live." He raised an eyebrow. "Though how you remain alive after those
wounds…"


The Hunter dismissed it with a wave. "They
missed."


The captain's suffering distracted him from
questioning further. "Are you going to help me?"


The Hunter shook his head. "I still have to
finish the job here." He pointed down at the al-Malek. "He's
unconscious, not dead."


Damn it! Now
what? The Hunter cast around, searching for a way out. He had a choice to
make: either kill the al-Malek or deal with Captain Al-Zahar. He could claim
the captain had succumbed to his wounds, and Queen Asalah would have no reason
to suspect him. He could simply wrap his hands around the captain's throat and…


That's it!


"Well, what are you waiting for?" Captain
Al-Zahar hobbled to stand beside him. He raised his sword to strike, but the
Hunter gripped his arm.


"He is mine."


Captain Al-Zahar looked ready to protest, but he
staggered beneath a fresh assault of pain.


The Hunter knelt beside the king, placing his body between
the prone monarch and Captain Al-Zahar. He spoke with a hard, cruel voice.
"I prefer to look my victims in the eye when I kill them."


The captain grunted in approval. The Hunter wrapped
a hand around the al-Malek's throat, and the other covered the king's face and
nose. 


"See to the concubines," he ordered
Al-Zahar. "They cannot escape to give warning."


"Samia will take care of them."


The Hunter cursed. How much longer could he keep up
the ruse before Al-Zahar suspected him? The captain hovered over his shoulder,
sword held at the ready. He wouldn't hesitate to use it if he believed the
Hunter failed to keep his word. 


Damn it! He couldn't
kill Al-Zahar, not yet. He needed the captain to escort him past the guards
outside the al-Malek's chambers without raising their suspicions. They couldn't
risk discovery of the corpses in the bathing room until they'd made their
escape. It would be hard to explain the captain's wounds, but easier than
trying to return with just Samia. But how
do I get him away from the al-Malek long enough?


Someone groaned behind him. A Royal Guard—the one
he'd knocked out—groaned and sat up.


"Deal with him, Captain. Do not let him live
to reveal our identities."


Captain Al-Zahar moved away, and the Hunter
tightened his grip on the al-Malek's throat. The king's eyes flew open. He
locked gazes with the Hunter. 


The Hunter spat through clenched teeth. "The
time has come to meet your maker, King of Al Hani."


The king's eyes filled with terror; he read death
in the Hunter's face. He fought in vain to break the grip on his throat, but
the Hunter slammed his head into the ground, and his struggles weakened. 


I'm sorry! Hailen's face
flashed through his mind as he reached for the bottle in his pouch. I do what must be done!
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Drenched in blood, the Hunter strode from the
al-Malek's bathing chamber. Captain Al-Zahar hobbled after him, groaning and
clutching his injured shoulder. Behind them, the bodies of the king and his
Royal Guards lay silent and unmoving, dark eyes stared unseeing from slack
faces. Crimson spattered their pristine white armor and robes, stained the
floor, and tainted the water of the bathing pools.


The Hunter cursed. "The concubines!
They…" He trailed off with a silent oath as he entered the sitting room.


Samia stood over the prone forms of the two women,
a bloodstained dagger in her hand. Her gown, once a soft cream color, was now a
gory shade of red. She looked up when they entered. "Why you take so
long?" 


Captain Al-Zahar grimaced. "You try taking on
the Royal Guards and see how you fare."


Samia eyed the captain's shoulder. "Wound look
not good."


"Nothing a few stitches won't solve."
Al-Zahar wobbled and sagged against the wall. Neither the Hunter nor Samia
moved to help, and he lurched over to a chair.


The Hunter turned to the First Concubine. "Now
what? How do we explain his wounds to the guards outside? Or your clothes, for
that matter?"


Samia shook her head. "No. We wait. Queen
Asalah come soon."


A muscle in the Hunter's jaw twitched. The queen is coming here? Damn it! 


How would he get out of here now? The guards
outside would certainly try to stop him. If they raised the alarm, he'd have
little chance of escaping the palace, much less the city itself, not with the
Royal Guards in pursuit.


As if on cue, the massive double doors to the harem
swung open and shut, and the antechamber curtain swept open to reveal the regal
form of Queen Asalah. 


Samia hurried forward, and the queen pulled her
into a passionate embrace. Blood soaked into her robes and stained her flesh,
but she seemed not to mind the gore that covered the First Concubine's face and
clothing. "Is it done, Az'nii?"



"It is, my love!" 


Queen Asalah turned to the captain. 


Captain Al-Zahar nodded. "The al-Malek sleeps
with his fathers, my queen. I saw the qattala
choke the life from him myself." He grunted and, clenching his teeth,
pressed a hand against his wound.


Suspicion flashed in the queen's eyes. "Not
Soulhunger?"


The Hunter shrugged. "The dagger has been
sated. It is enough for now."


Queen Asalah studied him a long moment, then
nodded. "So be it. The al-Malek is gone, and we must move on to the next
stage of our plans." She looked down at the concubine in her arms.
"Go and put on fresh clothing, Az'nii.
One of the nice gowns, the ones I like."


Samia smiled a vicious grin. "You not like me
like this? Last time we…"


The queen covered the concubine's mouth and shoved
her gently away. "Go, Samia. Find robes befitting a queen, for that is the
part you will soon play!"


Samia stared up at the queen, her devotion
bordering on fanaticism. "As you wish, my queen!" She whispered
something into Queen Asalah's ear and flounced away.


The queen's smile disappeared the moment the
concubine left the room. "Captain!"


Captain Al-Zahar straightened with a grimace.
"Yes, my queen?"


"Go with her. She will dress your wounds.
Return to me when she is ready."


The captain bowed and, wincing, hurried after
Samia.


Queen Asalah turned to the Hunter. "Things are
proceeding precisely according to plan, Hunter. When the sun rises on the
kingdom of Al Hani, I will be its new ruler!"


The queen held out her arms, and the diaphanous
silk gown slithered from her shoulders. The Hunter couldn't help admiring the
queen's form. Her bare flesh looked silky smooth in the soft lantern light. Her
body bore none of the scars or lines of age. The arms and shoulders held
strength, but there was nothing masculine about the perfectly rounded breasts,
wide hips, and long, curving legs. 


For a heartbeat, the overwhelming desire that
followed every kill coursed through him. His body stirred in response, and he
cursed himself. He knew the truth of the thing that wore the perfection that
was Queen Asalah, but logic failed in the presence of such beauty. 


Queen Asalah gave him a knowing smile. "You
and many others have fallen prey to the charms of this form." She stared
down at her body, her disgust evident. "Such weakness these mortals have.
So dominated by their base instincts. Truly, I am glad to be rid of such a
pitiful disguise." 


Her body shifted in a sickening wave of rippling
flesh and bone. For a heartbeat, the Hunter caught a glimpse of the demon
beneath: a barrel chest, long, powerful limbs with many-jointed fingers that
ended in claws, razor sharp teeth protruding from its mouth, and a hint of a
forked tongue. 


Every shred of the Hunter's desire fled in that
heartbeat as he saw the truth. Queen Asalah had been nothing more than a disguise,
a suit of flesh worn to hide the creature's true form. The Abiarazi was a
monster, in body as well as mind. 


In a writhing mass of muscle, the demon's features
contorted into those of the al-Malek of Al Hani. The depthless eyes
disappeared, replaced by orbs of dark brown. Hideously long arms and fingers
shriveled to lean human limbs, and the demon's razor sharp teeth and bestial
cheekbones coalesced into the strong jaw and perfect smile of the king. 


The demon—now wearing the face of the al-Malek—held
out its arms. "Well? What do you think?" Blood from Samia's robes
still stained the hard muscles of his exposed chest and torso.


The Hunter took in the demon's new form, the suit
of flesh molded into the perfect likeness of the King of Al Hani. He fought the
urge to recoil in disgust and forced a smile. "No one will ever know the
difference." 


Samia flounced into the room. "Look, my love,
I…" She stopped with a gasp, her face wrinkling in disgust. 


"It is I, Az'nii." The queen's voice
drifted from the al-Malek's mouth. "Did I not tell you my powers would
prove useful? I have taken on a new form, one that will aid us in carrying out
our plans."


Shocked surprise flashed across Captain Al-Zahar's
ashen face. "O-Of course, my queen…er, king."


Eyes wide, Samia half-stumbled toward the al-Malek.
She ran her hands across his face, frowning. "I prefer the lips of my
queen."


Flesh and bone morphed, and Queen Asalah's face sat
atop the al-Malek's body. "Of course, my love." She placed a deep,
passionate kiss on the First Concubine's lips. When she broke away, her
features contorted once more into the face of the king. 


Captain Al-Zahar flinched, but held his tongue.
Samia, however, showed no sign of horror, only awe. "My Az'nii, greatest of Abiarazi!"


Disgust coiled like a serpent in the Hunter's
stomach. In his years as an assassin, he'd seen the worst mankind had to offer.
The pious men corrupted those who trusted them for guidance. Men and women tore
apart their families in their envy, greed, jealousy, and lust for power. The
powerful used and discarded the helpless. Humanity was a cesspool of inner
filth and weakness. 


Despite that, he'd never believed anyone would knowingly help the Abiarazi in their
quest to eradicate mankind. The demons in Voramis and Malandria had tricked the
Bloody Hand, the Dark Heresy, and the Order of Midas into aiding them. All had
been unwitting serfs in the Abiarazis' game of Nizaa.


But Captain Al-Zahar and Samia knew the
truth—they'd seen the demon shift with their own eyes. Samia believed she stood
in the presence of a sorceress, but could she be so besotted with the thing
masquerading as queen that she chose to ignore the horror before her? What
would convince Al-Zahar to serve such a creature? How could any human, no
matter how depraved or vile, aid the demons in their efforts to bring death,
destruction, and chaos to the world? Soulhunger's leather grip creaked in his
clenched fist. 


The demon wearing the al-Malek's face turned to
him. "Come, Bucelarii, let us plan the next step in our campaign to
conquer Al Hani." 


The Hunter shook his head. "First, Il Seytani
must die."


"Immediately? Surely you can wait for…"


"It must be now!" 


"Must be?" The al-Malek's eyes flashed.
"Still you follow the Sage's orders? And to think I believed you when you
said you would join me."


The Hunter held up a hand. "I do not follow
the Sage's orders. Il Seytani's death is…a personal matter."


The al-Malek narrowed his eyes. "So you have
no plans to return to Kara-ket? You truly have forsaken the Sage?"


The Hunter nodded. "Yes." His mind raced.
Kara-ket. He'd never heard the name
before, but the demon spoke it in conjunction with the “Sage”. Had she
unknowingly revealed a vital piece of information he'd need to hunt down
whoever commanded the demons?


"Good." The king's expression softened,
and the tension faded from his shoulders. "I can offer you far more than
that fool ever could." 


He contemplated plunging Soulhunger into the
demon's chest. He hated leaving the creature alive. With the power to rule Al
Hani, it would bring terrible destruction, even in the few days he needed to
rescue Hailen and return. But he couldn't risk an alarm being raised. The
following night, Younis expected him to have the king's ring. He couldn't
afford any delay. 


Fighting back his revulsion and hatred, the Hunter
knelt before the king. "You have my word, I will return." Though you will not like what happens when I
do. Soulhunger throbbed quietly in the back of his mind, aching to feed,
even on the blood of its own.


"This could actually work out in our
favor." An excited smile tugged at the king's lips. "Think about it,
Hunter! You emerge from the desert, having single-handedly destroyed Il
Seytani's band of cutthroats, his head on a pike. One man doing all of
that!"


"That may be easier said than done. From what
I hear, they…"


"You are Bucelarii," the al-Malek
shouted, "slayer of men, bringer of death! You have slain thousands of men
in battle, and walked away with nary a scratch. You know the power you wield!
Cut them down, every last one of them!"


"And when I return?"


"You would be the hero of Al Hani, and no one
would doubt your worthiness to serve as the commander of the army."


Captain Al-Zahar growled in frustration. His
displeasure was clear, but he would not argue with his king. 


The Hunter nodded. "So be it." If it gets me out of here in time to rescue
Hailen, I must agree.


The al-Malek smiled. "Together, Hunter, we
will usher Al Hani and the It-Nashar into
a golden age of conquest and domination!" 


The Hunter bowed. "As you say." He turned
to leave, but the al-Malek held up a hand.


"I would ask one more thing of you before you
go."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow.


"From what I know of your kind"—she
stared at Soulhunger, still gripped in the Hunter's hand—"my request is
one you should find…enjoyable."


The Hunter's heart sank. "What would you have
of me?"


The al-Malek waved in a casual gesture toward
Samia. "Kill her."
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The Hunter's jaw dropped. "What?"


The al-Malek pointed at the First Concubine.
"Samia. She must die."


Samia stared at the al-Malek, wide eyes filled with
disbelief. She seemed unable to form words. Captain Al-Zahar, however, showed
no sign of surprise. 


The Hunter's eyes darted from the al-Malek to Samia
and back. "Isn't she your…?"


The al-Malek waved her hand in a gesture of
dismissal. "Once. No longer."


Samia backed away, bumping into Captain Al-Zahar.


"Hold her, Captain!" 


At the al-Malek's barked order, Al-Zahar seized the
stunned Samia. Flesh and bone shifted, and the face of Queen Asalah stared down
at the First Concubine. Her dark eyes held no trace of pity or remorse. 


A scream tore from Samia's lips. "What? What is this, my love?"


The al-Malek ran a hand down Samia's face, and a
smile touched Queen Asalah's perfect lips. "It is the part you must play,
Az'nii." 


Samia struggled in Captain Al-Zahar's grip.
"What are you doing, Asalah? Stop this!"


The queen placed a gentle hand on Samia's cheek.
"If there was any other way, my love…"


Samia's eyes widened in fear and horror. The haughty
tone of command fled, replaced by panic. "Asalah, I…"


The al-Malek glared at Al-Zahar. "Captain!
Silence her!"


The captain struck the concubine in the back of the
head, and Samia slumped, unconscious. Al-Zahar caught her and lowered her to
the floor.


The al-Malek motioned to the unmoving Samia,
speaking in Queen Asalah's voice. "Dispose of her, Bucelarii. I have no
doubt Thanal Eth' Athaur would
welcome another soul."


Soulhunger cried its eager delight in the back of
his mind, but he pushed back the voice. His thoughts whirled. "Why?"


Queen Asalah's face shifted back to the al-Malek's,
and he raised an eyebrow. "You take issue with the order?"


The Hunter shook his head. "I am simply
surprised. You and she seemed so…close."


The al-Malek shrugged. "And now she will serve
another purpose."


The Hunter's eyebrows shot up. "Dead?"


"Think, Hunter!" His smile was cold and
cruel. "I have taken the place of the king, but who will replace the queen?"


Of course. How could I have failed to take that into
account? 


"But how will that serve you? She looks
nothing like you." 


The al-Malek's face showed no sign of hesitation or
remorse. "Charred corpses are ever so hard to identify."


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "So you burn her
body, claim she is the queen, and was killed in an assassination attempt on
your life?"


"Clever, isn't it? This way, there will be no
one to doubt that I am king." A vicious smile twisted the demon's lips.
"The people will grow to love their al-Malek all the more for his
suffering. They will share his pain, and when the king tells them that it was
the work of Il Seytani, they will cry for his blood. When my future commander
returns from the desert with news that Il Seytani was hired by one of the other
kingdoms of It-Nashar—it doesn't
matter which, really—war will be declared. "


"And for that to happen, she must die." 


The al-Malek shrugged. "We all have our part
to play in the grander scheme of things. The al-Malek burns beside his Royal
Guards, and Samia plays the role of the queen. The fire will hide all."


He motioned to the corpses on the floor. "Why
not any of the others?"


"She knows too much. Unlike Captain Al-Zahar,
who serves out of love for Al Hani, Samia's loyalty is founded on her love for
Queen Asalah. Emotion." He sneered. "What happens the day that love
grows stale? It is a risk I am not willing to take."


The Hunter hid a grimace. So callous, so unfeeling. She speaks of her lover's death as if she is
swatting an ant. 


"Well?" The al-Malek motioned to the
unconscious Samia. "Get it over with! Dawn is but a few hours off."


"No." The Hunter sheathed Soulhunger. I do not take orders. I will not be
controlled by anything or anyone!


"What?" The al-Malek narrowed his eyes.
"You would refuse...?"


"A command?" The Hunter met the king's
gaze with equal ferocity. "You promised we would be equals in this. Equals
do not give each other orders and expect them to be followed. If you are
looking for blind obedience, you have the captain."


The demon studied him, and a slow smile spread
across his face. "The blood of mortals has not diluted your spirit,
Bucelarii. I can see much of your father about you. He was ever
strong-willed." He turned to Captain Al-Zahar. "Do it, Captain."
The demon's icy disdain sent chills down the Hunter's spine. 


With only a moment's hesitation, the captain drew a
dagger and thrust it into the base of Samia's skull. The First Concubine gasped
and twitched, then lay still. 


The Hunter stared down at the lifeless corpse. The
demon had adopted the guise of the queen to seduce the woman, using her to
further its plans to gain control of the kingdom. When Samia's usefulness had
run out, the demon had ordered her killed without pause. 


This, then,
is the truth of the demon.


The Hunter struggled to hide his loathing. He'd almost
been able to look past the fact that he was a demon, had all but grown
accustomed to the reek of decay. Indeed, the flash of humanity he'd seen in the
garden had given him hope that the Abiarazi—and, by extension, the
Bucelarii—were more than creatures of bloodlust and ruthless ambition. But the
thing's callous cruelty reminded him of why he had vowed to kill every demon he
encountered. 


Abiarazi cared nothing for human life, or for the
suffering resulting from their actions. This creature would use its position as
al-Malek of Al Hani to bring death and destruction to the Twelve Kingdoms.
Countless innocents would live, die, and suffer because of it. In its quest for
power, the demon would use and discard any who suited its needs, as it had
proven with Samia. The Hunter had little doubt it would do the same to him once
he served his purpose. 


"Captain!" The al-Malek's voice returned
the Hunter to the present. "Bring the lanterns."


The captain seized one of the hanging oil lamps and
poured its contents over the lifeless concubine. Fresh blood stained the
bandages around the captain’s shoulder; Samia's struggles had reopened the
wound. 


The Hunter kept his face impassive, but daggers of
acid pierced his gut. How can the captain
obey without question? He must know the queen will discard him when his
usefulness has run out. 


He turned to the demon. "That is one loose end
tied up. Shall I take care of the other?" He inclined his head toward the
captain. Soulhunger whispered from its sheath.


Al-Zahar's eyes flashed to the Hunter, and he
reached for his sword. 


"Hold, Captain!" The al-Malek raised a
hand. "There is no need for violence. The captain is loyal to Al Hani, not
to the man who once ruled it. He shares my vision of conquest. He serves me
well, and will serve you once you are commander of the army."


The Hunter met Al-Zahar's glare, and understanding
dawned. The man was a soldier, a warrior in a kingdom plagued by peace. He
lusted for the glory of battle and war, and chafed beneath the former al-Malek,
who had sought stability and prosperity for Al Hani. Now, with the demon in
control, he would have what he craved. The Hunter had little doubt Al-Zahar
would seek a way to eliminate him, the only obstacle to gaining command of the
armies. 


The Hunter sheathed Soulhunger, and Al-Zahar
removed his hand from his sword hilt. 


"Good." The al-Malek lowered his hand.
"Get on with it, Captain."


Captain Al-Zahar seized another lantern and emptied
it onto the plush carpets and cushions of the sitting area. The reek of lamp
oil pervaded the room.


The al-Malek crouched over Samia's corpse.
"You served me well in life, Az'nii."
The demon's callous use of the word left a bitter taste in the Hunter's mouth.
"Take comfort in knowing your death serves a purpose. Because of you, I
will usher Al Hani into an age of glorious conquest."


The demon removed one of its rings—a heavy, ornate
piece of jewelry made of white gold set with a deep blue sapphire gemstone—and
slipped it onto the concubine's finger. 


"Come, Hunter." The al-Malek
straightened. "Show me to my husband's corpse. There is something I must
do."


Mind racing, the Hunter followed the al-Malek
toward the bathing chamber. A metallic tang assaulted his nostrils halfway down
the tunnel. The crimson staining the walls and floors looked eerie in the soft
golden glow of lantern light. 


The demon crouched over the body of the true
al-Malek, studying the king's unmoving body through narrowed eyes. "Where
is it?"


"Where is what?"


"The ring of the al-Malek." The demon
rounded on him, eyes blazing. "The companion to the ring I placed upon the
concubine's fingers." He raised the king's hand. "It never leaves his
finger, and yet it is gone."


"Surely the captain must have—"


"You were
the one to kill the al-Malek. The captain would never have known to take it.
Only you would have use for the ring."


The Hunter's mind whirled. Impossible! She can't possibly know.


"I give you one more chance, Hunter. Where.
Is. It?"


With jerky movements, the Hunter drew the ring from
his tunic. Torchlight glinted off the enormous purple gemstone set in white
gold. 


"Give it to me." 


"No." He'd crossed the Sah'raa, traversed
Mount Baradh, and killed for the ring. He'd be damned if he relinquished it
now, not when he was so close to rescuing Hailen. 


The demon's eyes widened. "What? You dare to refuse?"


The Hunter nodded. "I do not take commands
from…"


"Now is not the time for your willful
stubbornness, Bucelarii! Give over the ring at once." 


"No. I must have it." Hailen's life depended
on presenting the ring to Il Seytani. He would not give it up.


"Without it, all we have done is for nothing!
Tomorrow, I announce to the people of Al Hani what has taken place here. I must
have the ring to show that their king still lives. What is a king without the
royal ring?"


"I cannot give it to you." 


"Why not? What are you planning to…" The
al-Malek's eyes narrowed. "Traitorous bastard! You are bringing it to
Kara-ket. You are returning it to the Sage, aren't you?" 


The Hunter's mind raced. What could he say? 


"I thought to use it. Take it to the Sage, get
close enough to use Soulhunger to…"


"Lies!" The Abiarazi stalked toward him,
rage burning in its eyes. "You would betray me to the Sage, all so you can
rule Al Hani for yourself. And to think I offered you a place by my side."


"As you did to Samia?"


The demon stopped, looking stunned. "She is
nothing but a pitiful human! How can you think I would treat you the
same?"


"The treatment
of your kind has brought me nothing but suffering!" The Hunter gripped
Soulhunger tighter. "I have lost too many to the Abiarazi; I will not lose
another!"


The al-Malek's head jerked back. "What are you
talking about?"


The Hunter shook his head. "I am done with
you. I am leaving the palace, and Al Hani. If you try to stop me, you will
share the fates of your fellow Abiarazi in Voramis and Malandria."


Rage twisted the demon's face, and its features
swam in a mockery of flesh. "Treacherous cur! You dare to raise a hand
against me, against those who brought you into this world? Because of us…"


"Because of you, I have lost everything!
Because of you, I have no memory of who I am, where I come from, or even what
my name is. Because of the Abiarazi, I must hide in the shadows, fleeing from
those who seek to either kill me or use me to their bloodthirsty ends. Because
of you, I cannot find a moment of peace without taking lives to feed your
precious Kharna. Your kind has done nothing but torture and imprison me, kill
the ones I care about, and take from me what is mine by right."
Soulhunger's leather grip creaked in his hand. "I have had enough of your
kind. You are a stain upon the face of Einan, bringing nothing but death,
destruction, and ruin."


Captain Al-Zahar burst into the room. He stopped,
his eyes flashing to Soulhunger, hand darting to his hilt. "Did I not warn
you the accursed qattala would betray
you, my king?"


"Indeed you did, Captain. But have no fear, I
will…"


The captain ripped his sword free and rushed the
Hunter. "Die, traitor!"
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Even as Al-Zahar charged, the Hunter moved with the
lithe grace of a predator. He'd kept the captain alive for fear the queen would
discover his plans to steal the al-Malek's ring and flee to rescue Hailen. Now
he had no reason to hold back. Soulhunger flashed in the flickering
candlelight, and Captain Al-Zahar's sword clattered to the ground, severed hand
still clutching its hilt. The captain stared at the Hunter with wide,
horror-filled eyes, mouth working soundlessly as he toppled into the pool with
a splash. A halo of crimson spread outward from the stump of his wrist.


The Hunter whirled and stalked toward the demon.
Soulhunger throbbed eagerly in his hand, aching for blood. 


"Wait!" The al-Malek's face writhed in
horror, loathing, and a hint of fear. "Tell the Sage I will serve him
faithfully. Surely he cannot mean for you to kill…"


"I am not here on the Sage's orders, but I
will pass him your message when I send him to join you!" 


Confusion wrinkled the demon's face. "The Sage
didn’t…b-but...you said…"


The Hunter gave him a savage grin. "Look at
you, so accustomed to being the manipulator you can't tell when you're being
manipulated. Shame you won't live to remember the feeling." 


He rushed forward, thrusting Soulhunger toward the
al-Malek's chest. Have to end this before
he…


Teeth curling back in a snarl, the demon lashed out
with a mighty blow that slammed into the Hunter's chest, lifted him from his
feet, and flung him through the air. The Hunter crashed into the wall with a
gasp, the impact driving the air from his lungs, and he struck the ground hard.



"You fool!" The demon stomped toward him,
once more wearing the face of the al-Malek. "I offered you a place by my
side, to rule Al Hani as equals. And you throw it all away, for what? To spare
the lives of some pitiful humans?"


The al-Malek seized him by his hair and yanked his
head up. Agony radiating from his chest, struggling to breathe, the Hunter
swiped at him with Soulhunger. The demon latched long, slim fingers around his
wrist and, with a vicious jerk, wrenched the Hunter's shoulder loose of its
socket.


The Hunter screamed as tendon and muscle tore. When
the demon released him, he slumped to the ground, cradling his arm. 


"I should send your head to the Sage. He will
know I am not to be ordered around like some dog. That is your place, Bucelarii!" He spat the last word as a curse.


The demon's foot crashed into his side again,
cracking more ribs, then stamped down, hard, on his right hand. Fingers snapped
with an agonizing crack, and a cry
ripped from his throat. Soulhunger
clattered to the tiled floor. With a moan, he pushed himself up on his
uninjured left arm, but the demon kicked his hand away. His head struck the
tiles with jarring force. The al-Malek's boot slammed into his face, nearly
cracking his neck. The room swam around him, and his vision blurred as he
teetered on the edge of consciousness.


"Almost a shame to see you like this."
The al-Malek's soft voice held not a trace of pity or remorse. "When last
we met, you were Nasnaz the Great, hero of Al Hani. Now, you're nothing more
than the assassin who failed to kill the al-Malek."


The Hunter muttered something between bloody teeth.


"What's that, cur?" The demon seized his cloak and hauled him upright. 


A savage grin twisted the Hunter's face. His boot
struck between the al-Malek's legs, and he slammed his forehead into the
creature's face. Warm blood spattered his forehead. The demon's grip on his
collar relaxed for a moment, but it was enough. He threw himself backward,
wrenching free, and scrabbled for Soulhunger. His heart leapt as the fingers of
his uninjured left hand closed around the blade. He whirled and lashed outward,
hoping for a lucky blow. Soulhunger sliced open air. 


The demon drove its knee into his face, hurling him
backward and to the ground. Guttural laughter burst from the Abiarazi's throat
as it climbed atop him and wrapped its long fingers around his neck, squeezing
with all the power of its demonic muscles.


"Such a disappointment, you Bucelarii."
Spittle flew from the demon's clenched teeth. "Too many of you were
weaklings, so given over to humanity. It is a good thing you were all wiped
out. Perhaps we'll do better next time."


The Hunter gasped for breath, struggling against
the demon's impossible strength, and pounded against the creature's forearms,
hands, and face. The agony in his shattered hand and dislocated shoulder was
nothing compared to the burning in his lungs. Animal instinct shrieked at him,
but he couldn't break free. The edges of his vision wavered as blackness
pressed in on him. 


"Don't worry, Bucelarii." The demon's
voice sounded distant, as if through a long tunnel. "I'm not going to let
you die, not like this."


The constricting force around his throat released,
and he drew in a deep, gasping breath. Fire burned in his neck, chest, and
hands. Every part of him ached, as if he'd been trampled by a thousand horses.
Yet the sensations slammed him back to reality. He still lived, still had a
chance to…


The demon's face leered in his blurred vision.
"Thanal Eth' Athaur must have its due." Soulhunger glinted in the
torchlight, its blade eager for blood—his
blood. With a triumphant smirk, the al-Malek raised the dagger high.


Death descended toward the Hunter's chest. Somehow,
he managed to squirm aside, but Soulhunger ripped into the meat of his right
shoulder. An agonized scream echoed in the distance—his scream. Eternity
flashed in a single heartbeat; the dagger tugged at the threads of his soul,
trying to tear him free of the bonds that tethered him to life. 


Stubbornly he fought, twisting away from the blade.
Soulhunger ripped free of his flesh, and the torment receded. Even as the demon
raised the blade to strike again, the Hunter slammed his elbow into the
creature's face. The al-Malek's hold on his throat weakened, and he crawled out
from beneath the demon.


"Fool! You only delay the inevitable."
The al-Malek seized his ankle, and the Hunter lashed out with his other foot.
Bone crunched beneath the force of the blow. The demon released him with a
grunt.


Ignoring the throbbing in his shoulder, the Hunter
rolled to his feet. He kicked out at the demon's right hand, knocking
Soulhunger from its grip. The dagger spun across the floor and dropped into the
pool with a splash. 


Damn it! The steel
swords around the room would do little more than slow the creature. Without the
Swordsman's iron daggers, Soulhunger was his only chance of survival. 


He hurled himself into the pool, and warm water
splashed to his waist as he fished for the blade. His frantic movements churned
the water to a pink-tinged froth. 


Strong hands seized his hair and lifted him from
his feet. "This ends now!" He caught a glimpse of the demon's
gruesome features before the creature drove his head beneath the water's
surface. Though he struggled, he couldn't break free of the demon's iron grip.
His right arm floated useless in the water, but his left hand scrabbled along
the pool's tiled bottom. Soulhunger had to be in here, somewhere. 


His hands encountered only smooth tile. Terror
sapped his strength even as his lungs cried for air. He'd cheated death many
times before, but he'd never dared to discover if he could survive a drowning. 


Flesh met his grasping fingers. Captain Al-Zahar! The body twitched and
shifted. He's still alive?


The Hunter ran his hands along the captain's side,
feeling for a belt knife, a dagger, anything. His hand closed around a hilt
and, drawing it, he thrust it behind him. Steel sliced through something soft
and yielding. The water garbled the demon's cry of pain, but the pressure on
the back of his head eased. With every shred of strength, the Hunter pushed
himself upward until his face burst free of the water.


"Die, treacherous Bucelarii!"


He had a second to suck in one shuddering,
agonizing breath before the demon forced his head beneath the water once more.
He strained and struggled, all in vain. His pulse pounded in his ears and his
lungs screamed in torment, begging for air. 


“You're going
to die!”


He fought on, refusing to listen to the voice.
Every muscle in his body strained in vain against the demon. He threw every
effort into one final heave, to no avail. The inevitable drew ever nearer. Air
burst from his lungs in a scream of terror, and his strength gave out. 


I'm going to
die. With startling clarity, he felt his body relax, and he yielded to the
inevitable. His vision darkened and he floated, weightless, the pain receding
into an empty void. He'd faced death before, but never like this. This time,
his failure would lead to the death of someone he cared for. I'm so sorry, Hailen. I'm sorry I failed
you. 


Something hard and familiar touched his fingers.
Instinctively, his hand closed around the object—Soulhunger's hilt. Hope flared
within him. Seizing the blade, he threw his remaining willpower into a desperate
movement—a pitiful jerk, little more than a spasm. 


It was enough.


Soulhunger's tip pierced Captain Al-Zahar's neck.
The captain's faint scream pierced the blood rushing in his ears, and the
dagger shouted its delight and triumph in his mind. Power rushed through him, a
trickle compared to its usual torrent, and his strength returned. With it came
agony—in his shoulder, hand, chest, and lungs. The searing in his flesh pushed
back all other sensations. It helped him focus, gave him clarity. He had to act
now.


He lashed out at the demon once more. Soulhunger
sank into flesh, and the demon's grip fell away. The Hunter rolled over, his
face seeking the surface of the water. With a shuddering, agonized gasp, he
sucked in air. 


"You…haven't…killed…me…yet!" He coughed,
vomiting water, his lungs ablaze.


As Soulhunger fed, it flooded him with power,
repairing his shattered ribs, injured shoulder, and crushed fingers. Pain
knotted the creature's unnatural features, and muscle writhed as the Hunter
ripped the dagger free of its thigh. 


"Wait!" Panic crossed the demon's face as
he sank to one knee. "Let me…"


"Save your pleas." The Hunter pressed
Soulhunger into the creature's throat. "Your words are empty promises,
lies told to save your skin. You Abiarazi know nothing about the truth."


The flesh in his hands shifted, hard muscle giving
way to soft, smooth curves. The face of the al-Malek transformed into Queen
Asalah's perfect features, all feminine beauty and warm, inviting eyes.
"You desired this form. I saw it in your eyes. Let me be this woman for
you. I will…"


The Hunter pressed the dagger harder, and blood
trickled down the queen's neck. "I know the truth, Demon. You are no
woman; only a monster wearing a mask!"


Soulhunger's razor edge opened the creature's
throat. Blood burbled from the wound, staining the water crimson. The demon
clapped a hand to the gaping tear and coughed, spraying gore. With a vicious
snarl, the Hunter plunged the dagger into the creature's exposed chest.


Laughter burst from his throat, as inhuman as the
guttural shrieks echoing in the chamber. Soulhunger cried in ecstasy, and
crimson light bathed the room. 


Fire seeped into every fiber of his being and his
body burned, torment and pleasure joining in a horrible, twisted sensation. He
felt his muscles, joints, and tendons re-knitting. Molten lava flared in his
chest as a new scar etched itself deep into his flesh. Pain overwhelmed him,
driving him to his knees. Bloody water splashed around him as he twitched and
shuddered, wracked with torment.


With the agony came a torrent of power. He'd
forgotten how glorious, how hideous it felt. His soul shredded into thousands
of fragments in that moment, his consciousness torn by the force cascading
through him. Darkness swam in his vision. He clung to the demon like a drowning
man gripping a rope. The lifeless body kept him from collapsing into the pool.


Slowly, the ruby light of Soulhunger's gem faded,
and the waves of spasms slowed. He climbed to his feet, his legs unsteady, and
spoke to the monstrous corpse in a quiet voice. "You gave me answers about
my past, and I am grateful for that. But you put Hailen in danger. Innocents
would have died because of you. That is something I cannot allow."


He forced his shaking hands to release their death
grip on the creature's throat. The demon, once more wearing the face of the
al-Malek, slipped below the surface of the water.


 







Chapter Forty-One
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The ring of the al-Malek lay in a widening pool of crimson
that spread from a fallen Royal Guard. Wiping it clean on a guard's tunic, he
studied the white gold band and its enormous violet sapphire. He had what he
came for. Now to find my way out of here
and return for Hailen. 


He had enough time to track down Younis and deal
with the bandits waiting in the Thalj Pass. With that problem resolved, he'd
find a way back to Il Seytani's camp, where he could sneak in and rescue Hailen
well before the bandit leader grew impatient for his men to return. 


With a final glance at the unmoving form of the
true al-Malek of Al Hani, the Hunter strode from the room. He recoiled from the
wall of smoke that filled the tunnel leading to the main chamber. The tiled
corridor amplified the crackling of fire coming from the room ahead.


Damn it!


Drawing his cloak over his face, he hurried down
the passage and into the blazing chamber beyond. The stench of burning flesh
and hair assaulted his nostrils. Tongues of flame enveloped three charred
corpses, and fingers of bright, scorching fire cavorted in a hypnotic rhythm. 


Samia's body burned hottest. Captain Al-Zahar had
poured the oil with a liberal hand. It is
no less than she deserves. She'd betrayed her king and country at the
behest of a demon. Her quick, painless death had been too kind a fate.


The other two corpses, however, belonged to women
unlucky enough to serve the al-Malek. They were collateral in the demon's
bloodthirsty plan. 


The Hunter bowed his head. May the Long Keeper take you into his embrace. 


The heavy doors to the al-Malek's chambers burst
open. Boots thudded on the carpet, and dark hands pulled back the curtain as
two Royal Guards in pristine white armor charged into the room. They stopped,
eyes wide, at the sight of the blaze. One shouted in the language of Al Hani,
his hand darting to his sword hilt. The second guard's blade flashed from his
sheath and he rushed the Hunter. 


The Hunter cursed. He didn't want any more bodies
than necessary. Soulhunger remained in its sheath; it had spilled enough blood
tonight. He closed with the guard and, seizing his upraised sword hand, wrapped
his right arm around the man's neck, spun, and hurled the armored figure over
his shoulder. The guard cried out and flew through the air, crashing into his
companion, and the two collapsed in a heap of tangled armor and limbs. Not
waiting for them to recover, the Hunter rushed over and kicked out twice, hard.
The guards slumped, blood streaming from broken noses and lips. 


The Hunter glanced at the burning corpses. The fire
in the main chamber had spread to the plush couches and cushions of the sitting
area, and tongues of flame licked up the hanging curtains. With a curse, he
seized the guards by their collars and flung them into the tiled passage. 


They'll have
a wicked headache from all the smoke, but they'll live. The tiled
corridor held no fuel for the fire. The
bodies in the bathing room will be unharmed. Whoever discovered the corpses
would be in for a terrible shock at the sight of two al-Maleks—one very dead,
the other awakening from the effects of an alchemical poison that mimicked
death. The true al-Malek would be safe in the bathing room. Fire could not burn
ceramic, stone, and water. 


Shouts of alarm rang out in the hall beyond. Armor
clanked and boots clattered on the tile floor.


Damn it! So
much for getting out of here undiscovered. He cursed the demon and Captain
Al-Zahar for setting the fire. 


He scooped up a fallen sword and rushed from the
room, right into the arms of three armor-clad Royal Guards. He bowled into the
first guard, driving his fist into the man's face. Another guard managed a
swing, but the Hunter knocked it wide and slammed his hilt into the man's
forehead. Dropping below a chop aimed at his head, he brought his elbow up into
the man's jaw. The blow lifted the guard from the floor, hurling him backward
to collapse in a heap against the wall. 


The Hunter winced. Hope I didn't hit him too hard!


More shouts of alarm sounded from the halls ahead,
and the Hunter dashed through the halls. He called to mind his memory of the
route he'd taken with Captain Al-Zahar and Samia. If he could find his way back
to the queen’s chambers, he could retrace his steps and find the hidden passage
out of the palace.


The sound of clanking armor greeted him, and he
hurled himself into a side corridor. He had no desire to face more Royal
Guards. They would only slow his escape, and he might be forced to kill them.
He only wanted to leave the palace—and Al Hani—forever.


He rushed down a familiar corridor and slammed his
shoulder into the door to the queen's private chambers. Servants looked up in
terror, but he barreled on. The way he sought lay just ahead.


A familiar sight stopped him. The curved sword of
Nasnaz the Great lay on the queen's office table. My sword.


He drew the blade with reverence. The giltwork on
the hilt sparkled in the candlelight, and the leather wrappings felt just right
in his hands. A part of him wanted to take it. Like Soulhunger, the sword was a
connection to his past, a memory of who he had once been.


I was Nasnaz
the Great. This belonged to me.


Yet another part rebelled at the thought of
wielding the sword. The blade had carved a kingdom in the heart of the desert,
at the cost of thousands of lives. He needed Soulhunger, but he could live
without the ornate sword. Too much blood had stained its blade. 


If Nasnaz the
Great truly was as the demon claimed, it is a part of my past better left
forgotten. 


He sheathed the sword with a ring of steel on
leather. Replacing the ornamental scabbard on the table, he seized the plain
hilt of the Royal Guard's blade. It
would suffice.


With one final look at the beautiful sword, he
hurried from the queen's chambers. Instinct took over in the near-identical
corridors, and he allowed muscle memory to guide him through the labyrinthine
halls of the palace. He'd only come this way once, but years spent hunting prey
had taught him well. His internal compass would lead him unerringly. 


His heart leapt at the sight of the tapestry that
hid the secret corridor. A company of guards clattered toward him, forcing him
to duck out of view. Pulse racing, he waited. Had they seen him?


The armored figures clanked past, shouting in the
language of Al Hani. His fingers traced the outline of the al-Malek's ring,
hidden in a secret pocket in his robes. He had only one mission: escape with
his prize. 


He waited a dozen heartbeats and peered around the
pillar. No sign of life. Perfect! 


He felt along the wall behind the tapestry. Captain
Al-Zahar had done something and… 


Aha! 


His sensitive fingertips detected a slight
depression in the wall. A push, and stone rumbled to one side to reveal a
gaping mouth into darkness. 


He cast a glance over his shoulder. Across the
palace courtyard, a pillar of fire towered from the al-Malek's chambers. Smoke
billowed into the heavens, blotting out the stars. Shouts and cries added to
the din of the alarm bells that tolled around the palace. 


Lifting a lantern from the wall, he rushed into the
darkened passage. Stone ground against stone, and the hidden passage swung
shut.


He was free. 


 


* * *


 


Adrenaline coursed through the Hunter, lending
wings to his feet. He pulled his dark cloak tighter. If anyone spotted the
blood staining his clothing, they would raise an alarm. The Shouting Sword
seemed an endless distance away. He forced himself to move at a fast walk. No
sense attracting attention, not with the city at full alert.


Few people traveled the streets at this time of
night. Those he encountered ran in the direction of the palace. Alarm bells pealed
throughout the city. The palace burned, and the people of Al Hani wanted to see
the spectacle.


One problem
out of the way, now to deal with the next. Somehow, he had to track down
Younis without being spotted. He had no idea where to start. If I can discover how he's communicating
with his men, I may be able to buy myself some time. At least enough to find a
way to eliminate them.


He had no doubt Il Seytani's men had orders to kill
him once they had the al-Malek's ring. Il Seytani might claim to be a man of
business, but the Hunter had seen how ruthless he could be. His fist clenched
at memory of the blood pouring from Hailen's neck. He wouldn't trust Hailen's
fate in the hands of the bandit leader. He'd have to free the boy himself.


That meant killing Younis and all his companions.
The bandits wielded iron weapons, and they outnumbered him. Then he'd have to
reach Il Seytani's camp before the bandit leader grew suspicious. Without his
escort to vouch for him, his only hope lay in sneaking into the camp and
getting Hailen out unseen. Alone, he had no doubt he could do it. The boy
complicated things.


He refused to think of what would happen after.
Elivast was fleet and strong, but would be carrying two riders. Il Seytani's
horses were bred to roam the desert. He had no doubt the bandits would catch
him before he could travel more than a day or two, no matter the head start. 


How long
would Hailen survive a flight across the desert, much less a desperate last
stand against bandits armed with iron?


Il Seytani had to die, though it rankled him to
think that the bandit's death could play into the plans of the Sage, whoever
the man was. The Hunter ground his teeth. Every time he tried to go against a
demon, someone ended up suffering as a result. What would happen to Aghzaret
now?


Enough! One
problem at a time. He'd figure out his plans after rescuing the boy.


“Why go back
for him at all?” The demon's voice echoed in his thoughts. “Why risk yourself?”


The Hunter tried to ignore the voice. “You go to do the impossible. You go to your
death.”


The demon wasn't wrong. The Hunter had little
chance of success, even without the boy to slow him down. 


Enough. I do
what I must. 


He would find a way. Hailen had suffered enough for
a lifetime. He'd watched the Hunter kill the Beggar Priests that were his only
family. He'd traveled halfway across Einan with the man who had murdered the
man who'd cared for him. He'd been taken by bandits, and caged and tortured
like an animal. 


No more, the Hunter
resolved. No more suffering. Hailen
would live the life of a normal boy. No more following the Hunter on his quest
to rid Einan of the demons. If it means I
have to deliver the boy to the nearest House of Need, so be it.


A twinge of fear coursed through him. The voices
had fallen silent, but they would return. They always returned. How would he
survive without Hailen's presence to push back the demon's shrieking, and
Soulhunger's demanding insistence? It didn't matter. He would make do without
the boy. He would find more victims to feed to the endless bloodlust raging in
his mind. He would do it, for Hailen.


He stroked Bardin's silver pendant. His friend had
done the same when fear or anxiety threatened to overwhelm him. The Hunter
found the gesture oddly comforting. 


Something drifted across his field of vision. A
piece of sheer fabric drifted lazily on the evening breeze. His gaze followed
the cloth—the sight so out of place in the chaos of the panicked city. A
heartbeat later, the scent reached him. Lilies. Jasmines. Alyssum blossoms.


Instinct kicked in, and he threw himself to the
side as something sliced the air where he'd stood. His shoulder slammed into
the packed earth of the street, but he rolled to his feet and drew Soulhunger
in a smooth motion.


"Well, well," came the familiar voice.
"If it isn't the elusive Bucelarii." A woman stepped from the shadows
up the street, a smile on her face. In the darkness, her skin looked barely a
shade lighter than midnight. The taut lines of her arms and shoulders rippled
like a beast of prey. Even had she worn more than the sheer fabric that clung
to her svelte form, he would have recognized the large lips, thick nose, and
tightly coiled hair.


"Jemdara." His heart sank. "I don't
have time for this. I have to—"


"You have to what?" Jemdara's teeth
gleamed in the darkness. "Murder innocents and drink their blood, Demon?
It is the way of your kind, is it not?"


The Hunter snorted. "My kind?" 


"Yes, you Bucelarii," Jemdara spat.
"My sisters and I have heard the tales, passed down from our ancestors.
For centuries, we have served the Illusionist Clerics, hunting down the
monsters that plague this world. Your time has come to join your kin in
whatever nameless hell spawned you." 


The Hunter scanned the shadows. How many hid in the
darkness, waiting for him to turn his back? How many had the Illusionist Cleric
sent to capture him? 


"Please, don't do this. Not now. An innocent
child's life is at risk. Would you have that on your conscience?"


Jemdara snorted. "Do you believe I am foolish
enough to believe you, creature? There is nothing you can say that will sway me
from my purpose."


The Hunter shook his head. "That is what I
feared." He passed Soulhunger to his right hand. "Forgive me for what
I must do."


He darted forward, and Soulhunger carved deadly
arcs in the air. He thrust and cut with lightning speed, hoping to get her out
of the fight before her sisters closed in. She wielded the cloth like a shield,
blocking his blows. Baring her teeth in a wordless growl, she lashed out with
the strip of fabric whenever an opening presented itself. Time and again, the
blade sewn into the cloth snapped against his skin, and where it touched, blood
flowed. In the space of a dozen heartbeats, the Hunter bled from twice as many
tiny wounds.


He tried to throw her off balance with a succession
of quick blows and kicks, but she knocked them aside without hesitation. The
cloth whipped and darted like a striking snake, gouging the flesh of his neck
and laying open a cut above his eye.


"I don't...have
time…for this!" Each attack punctuated, but not a single strike landed.


Too late, he heard the whisper of fabric on his
left. Sandaled feet slapped on the road as Jemdara's sisters surrounded him. A
cloth snaked around his forearm and pulled tight against his wrist. He yanked
hard, freeing his hand. Another coil constricted around his right elbow. Two
more looped about his legs, and before he could react, they pulled taut. His
legs flew out from beneath him. Arms restrained, his face slammed into the
hard-packed earth of the street. Jemdara leapt astride him in an instant. The
strip of fabric entwined about his throat, and she dug her knee into his back,


Gasping for air, the Hunter struggled to move as
cloths pulled tight around his wrists and ankles, dragging his arms and legs to
their full extension. He thrashed in the dirt, helpless as a hobbled horse. His
lungs cried out as the fabric around his throat cut off air, but the more he
struggled, the tighter the cloths drew. 


"Thank whatever god you demons worship that we
are not here to kill you," Jemdara whispered, her breath hot in his ear.
"Were our orders not to bring you alive…"


His vision clouded, and he fought to choke out a
protest. Jemdara pulled his head back and dug her knee harder into his spine.
Slowly, agonizingly, the world around him faded to true black.


 







Chapter Forty-Two
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Pain crushed the Hunter's neck, throat, and lungs.
Every breath burned. He tried to turn his head, but something held it fast. He
lay on his back, arms pulled to their full length. Something strong and thick
held his limbs bound. The terror and panic of his inner demon echoed against
his skull. 


How much time
did I lose? How long was I unconscious? He scanned the darkness, looking
for any ray of light to tell him if the sun or moon rode high in the sky. The
only light in the room flickered outside his field of vision. 


I have to get
out of here! I have to find Younis. 


"Welcome back, Bucelarii." The familiar
maddening giggle of the Illusionist Cleric sounded beside the Hunter, and the
man himself stepped into view. His face seemed to have grown new lines in the
weeks since Azmaria. Only the barest hint of a bruise remained on his jaw.


"You have to let me go." The Hunter's
words came out in a rasp. His parched throat begged for water.


"Hee hee, he says we have to let him go."
The Illusionist Cleric—Imperius, Jemdara
called him in Azmaria—spoke to no one in particular. He stared into the
darkness, his eyes unfocused. "If only the little Bucelarii knew how much
effort went into hunting him down after he fled Azmaria. Only with your power,
oh mighty Illusionist, were we able to find him."


The Hunter's heart sank. The cleric was as insane
as the rest of his kind. He actually
thinks he's talking to the Illusionist. 


"You don't understand. I—"


Imperius patted the Hunter's arm and dropped his
voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "You'd be amazed by what we can do,
little demonspawn." He burst into a maddening giggle and waggled a finger
at the Hunter. "Had we been given the command to kill you all those
millennia ago, your kind would have been eradicated long ago. But the foolish
brothers of the Beggar fail at their jobs time and again." His eyes
flashed, and his face darkened into a deranged frown. "Idiots! They are
the only ones with the tools to do what is necessary, but they are
useless!"


Twisted hell!
He'd thought Bardin unpredictable, but his Malandrian friend seemed sane
in comparison to this volatile Illusionist Cleric. Even Garanis had hidden his
insanity better than Imperius.


"Release me." The Hunter struggled
against his bonds. "I have to get out of here."


The cleric's anger turned to confusion. "He
wants to leave? Why would he not want to stay and let us help him, mighty
Spellbinder?" His eyes lost focus again, and he cocked an ear. "How
can he not see we are doing him a favor?" 


This puzzled the Hunter. "What are you talking
about? How are you helping me?"


Imperius' eyes converged on the Hunter's face.
"I keep you from the path of your fathers, little one."


What in the
frozen hell is he talking about?


The priest spoke, and his voice had deepened, his
eyes lost all trace of madness. "The blood of humankind runs through his
veins, diluting the pollution of the Abiarazi. To the Bucelarii is given a
choice: human or demon, which forefather will they choose to follow?"


"Wait!" The Hunter's mind raced.
"But why erase our memories? How does that serve?"


As if something snapped, Imperius' gaze fixed on
something invisible and the maddening giggle returned. "Your life is long,
Bucelarii, far longer than it should be. The mistakes of humans rarely outlive
them." He tapped the Hunter in the chest with a bony finger. "Your
mistakes, your choices, live for thousands of years. With your memories erased,
you are reborn. We offer you a clean slate, a chance to make of yourself a new,
better creature." 


The Hunter shook his head. "But what if you
remove the wrong memories? You say we have the chance to choose our own path,
yet your actions remove all choice from the matter."


Imperius’ face grew solemn, but a trace of madness
danced behind his eyes. "It is our most holy task." He threw himself
to his knees, hands extended in supplication. "We do not question your
truths, mighty Illusionist!" Bending double, face to the floor, the
Illusionist Cleric babbled nonsense.


"Imperius." A woman's voice pierced the
muttering. Jemdara strode from behind him and placed a hand on the Illusionist
Cleric's shoulder. "Remember what you must do."


Imperius whirled on the woman, eyes flashing, teeth
bared. At the sight of Jemdara, his rage turned to delight in a heartbeat.
"What's that, my beauty?"


Jemdara ground her teeth. "The ritual,
Priest."


Confusion stained Imperius' features. His gaze
remained unfocused, locked onto something over Jemdara's head. The woman helped
him to his feet and tugged the pendant from beneath his shirt. "Get it
over with." She pressed the necklace into his hand.


The puzzlement fled from the Illusionist Cleric's
face at the sight of the silver pendant, and sanity peeked through his smile.
"Yes, of course. Thank you." 


Straightening his stained and ripped robes, he
hefted the pendant and set it swinging in the candlelight. The Hunter locked
eyes with the man. The madness had gone, replaced by utter confidence and calm.
Almost as if the ritual gave his scattered mind focus, just as Bardin's
"work" had. 


"You don't know what you're doing,
Priest," the Hunter growled. "If you do this, an innocent will
die." He refused to look away from the cleric's eyes. If he did, he would
drown in the dancing silver. 


Imperius shook his head and spoke in a soothing
singsong voice. "This is not the first time I have heard your kind beg for
their lives. Oh, the excuses you concoct…" The pendant swayed faster,
reflecting the flickering light.


"This is no excuse!" The Hunter jerked
his arms, trying to pull free. "I am telling you the truth. There is a
young boy—"


Something struck the Hunter hard. His ears rang,
and dark spots danced and whirled around him. 


"He is too strong." The Illusionist
Cleric's bizarre giggling reached him, sounding far off. 


"Leave him." Jemdara's voice echoed in
the room. "Once his stomach shrivels and his throat begs for water, his
mind will weaken. Hunger and thirst do strange things to a man's mind. It will
affect even a creature of the hells."


Imperius responded, but the Hunter didn't hear the
words. The light receded as the Illusionist Cleric and Jemdara strode from the
room. A door closed with a ring of finality, plunging the Hunter into darkness.


 


* * *


 


Time passed at an agonizing pace. Silence thundered
in the Hunter's ears, and sweat dripped down his face and stung his eyes. The
slow thump, thump of his heartbeat
sounded maddeningly loud in his ears. His shoulders ached from the awkward
angle of his bonds, and his dry throat clicked as he swallowed. The demon's
voice had returned, and now its terrified wailing battered his mind. He fought
to keep his breathing under control—if he didn't, he would succumb to the panic
that threatened to overwhelm him. 


He tested the bonds again, failing once more
despite his inhuman strength. Whatever
these are, they're far stronger than leather or rope! 


He'd been in similar situations before, and always
found a way to break free—given time. But time was the one thing he did not
have. His lie to Younis had bought him an extra day, but how long had he been
held down here? Hours? Days? Hailen's life hung in the balance; any delay could
prove fatal.


The muscles in his arms bunched, and he heaved on
the bonds until the hard surface of the table dug into his back. Nothing. 


Damn it! I
have to get out of here, now!


A door opened behind him, and he barked a curse as
blinding light flared in the darkness. Squeezing his eyes shut, he listened to
the quiet footsteps shuffling toward him. His nostrils filled with the scent of
tallow, beeswax, and juniper, accompanied by a subtler hint of roses and
lilacs. 


Imperius and
one of his dancing girls. Jemdara, no doubt.


He held still, feigning weakness. It was not a hard
act. His tongue begged for water, and his stomach growled. 


Imperius giggled. "We're baaack!" He
spoke in a grating singsong voice. He tapped a finger on the Hunter's forehead.
"Let's see if deprivation has loosened the vaults of your mind, eh?"
With a titter, he pried open the Hunter's eyelid. 


The Hunter hissed at the bright light. He tried to
jerk away, but the bonds held his head fast. 


"There you are!" A deranged grin
broadened the cleric's face, and he giggled. "I thought you'd sleep the
night away. You're just in time to watch the sunrise."


The Hunter's mind raced. Sunrise? That means it's still night. Could it be the same night I was
taken?


No, judging by his hunger and thirst, at least a
day had elapsed. He was running out of time: Younis would be expecting him
soon. He had no desire to find out what would happen if the bandit suspected
anything was amiss. 


I have to get
out of here! 


"What can I do to convince you to free
me?" He tried to open his eyes, but the light still blinded him. The
demon's cries added to the throbbing ache in his head. "I just need one
week, and I will submit myself to whatever torments you have in mind. You have
my word."


"Your word? The little Bucelarii is giving us
his word, is he?" Imperius tilted his head, eyes glazing over, and stroked
his sparse beard with a filthy hand. "How many of his kind have sworn the
same, Mighty Illusionist, only to betray us when given a chance?" 


The Hunter's heart sank. My fate is in the hands of this…madman! 


The Illusionist Cleric shook his head, and pointed
at some invisible object. "Of course, my god. I remember that well. But
when we finally caught up to him, we certainly—"


"Please!" Though he hated it, the Hunter
was willing to beg. For Hailen.
"Give me one week. The life of a child depends on it."


Imperius continued his invisible conversation as if
not hearing the Hunter. "He's no child, is he? He's much too large, and
his clothing. No child would wear armor like that. Or would they? Never know
with children. Nasty, unpredictable creatures they are. Just as likely to kick
you in the shins as smile at you. Why, last time—"


"Cleric!" Jemdara's voice cracked like a
whip. "The task at hand."


With a scowl, Imperius glared over the Hunter's
head. "Yes, yes." He lowered his voice to a mutter. "Thinks she
can order us around, does she? Well, she's not the one in charge. We are,
yes?"


The Hunter met his dancing gaze. "One week,
Priest. That is all I ask."


"Oh no, no no." Imperius clucked his
tongue. "Once the gateway has been opened, it must be closed."


"Gateway?"


"Yes!" An eager grin spread across his
face. "Memories. The gateway to the past." His eyes suddenly
narrowed. "How did you hear about that? Have you been spying on me?"


The Hunter eyed the man, unease tightening his
chest. Imperius was clearly out of his mind. 


The Illusionist Cleric nodded and ran a gnarled
finger along the Hunter's forehead. "The gateway must be shut or the
memories will return. It is a weight the mind cannot bear." His gaze lost
focus, and he cocked his head, dropping his voice to a whisper. "He
doesn't know about the others like him, does he? He never heard the tales of
his kind going mad, turning feral. You haven't told him the ritual is a
kindness? Your ways are ever mysterious, mighty Conjurer."


He sees this
as a good thing? This is his sick version of kindness. The
Illusionist Cleric had said the erasure gave him a fresh start, a way to start
anew. But to start with nothing, no
memories of who—or what—I am? He shuddered. That is a torture no man should endure.


"I cannot believe there is something so
terrible that I should not be allowed to remember it. What horrors could
possibly be locked away in my mind?"


Imperius' eyes darted around the room. "He
doesn't know? How could he not? Has no one told him?" He giggled. "Of
course, I will carry out your instructions, oh divine Illusionist. I follow
your will." He reached a filthy hand beneath his robes and drew out his
silver pendant. 


Damn it! Time had run
out. With an animal roar of rage and frustration, the Hunter strained against
his bonds, poured every ounce of strength into the effort, jerking his arms,
legs, and neck in an attempt to break free. Nothing. He slumped back on the
table, panting. 


The Illusionist Cleric giggled. "Jemdara's
little cloths are so strong, aren't they?" He seized one of the bonds and
tugged at it until his face turned purple. With a gasp, he slumped against the
Hunter. "I can't break them either!" 


Imperius was so close. If the Hunter could break
free, he could wrap his hands around the man's neck and squeeze the life from
him. But the bonds refused to budge. 


The cleric's eyes widened, and his smile twisted
into a savage growl. "Where did you get this?" He snatched at the
Hunter's chest. Cloth ripped, and Imperius tore the pendant from around the
Hunter's neck. "How did you take this from me? This is mine! You will
not--!"


"Cleric." Jemdara pointed to Imperius'
other hand.


Imperius' rage melted away in a heartbeat, replaced
by delight. "Two of them?" With a giggle, he made the pendants dance
on their chains. "One, bright and shining. The other, faded with age,
belonging to a High Cleric." 


What? In Malandria,
Bardin had spoken of the High Illusionist Cleric. The priest had taken him as a
ward, trained him for years, before meeting a grisly end during the Purge of
Malandria. Bardin must have taken it off
his mentor's body before he fled.


The silver pendants sparkled in the candlelight.
"So shiny! Like a star, twinkling in the night sky." The dance of
shadow and light caught the Hunter's gaze and tugged at his mind, inexorable,
unwavering. He tried to look away, but his eyes remained locked on the twirling
jewelry.


Before the Hunter could protest, Jemdara seized his
chin and shoved a filthy cloth into his mouth. 


He coughed and choked, fighting to breathe. No! I can't let this happen! Struggle as
he might, he could not break free. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 







Chapter Forty Three
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Light glinted off the swinging pendants, drawing
the Hunter into their depths. Imperius spoke in a voice barely above a whisper,
but his words held power. The air grew suddenly heavy, pressing in on the
Hunter. Imperius' voice rose, but only a dull, soothing murmur filled the
Hunter's mind. He drowned in the pendants, unable to tear his gaze away. He
tried to cry out, tried to look away, but the twin silver teardrops sucked him
in with their relentless beauty.


Like a fly in a spider's web, his efforts to break
free of the hypnotic dance of metallic shadows proved fruitless, and he sank
deeper into the smooth, shimmering surface. The cleric's words tugged at the
fabric of his consciousness. One by one, memories flashed before his eyes.


Fighting
Jemdara and her sisters in the streets of Aghzaret. Plunging Soulhunger into
the demon's chest. Watching Samia's body burn in the al-Malek's chambers.
Battling the al-Malek and his Royal Guard. 


The images slipped from his mind like sand through
his fingers. He tried to cling to the fragments of memory, but the Illusionist
Cleric's soft voice and the liquid silver pulled at the very core of his being.


Pain like nothing he'd ever experienced flooded
him, a torment not of flesh and blood, but one that surged in every nerve in
his body and set his mind ablaze. The priest's ritual shredded his mind as it
sifted through his memories, tore at him, ripped him apart and put him back
together in jagged pieces. With every heartbeat, the gaping holes in his mind
grew larger.


A voice whispered deep in the recesses of his mind.
“Please! Don't let him do this!” The
demon emanated terror, like a cornered rat. “Don't
let him lock me away again!”


Some small part of the Hunter felt surprise at the
demon's begging. It had always demanded. The torment in his mind rose to a
sickening crescendo until his head felt as if it would burst. Then, suddenly,
like the bursting of a bubble, the shrieks and screams faded, and the demon's
presence grew distant. 


He floated outside his body, watching himself
writhe and scream on the Illusionist Cleric's table, yet silence echoed in his
head. The pendants danced and swung in time with the beat of his heart, and the
soothing voice filled his world, drawing him farther into the empty void. 


Perhaps some
good could come of this. The thought was dim, somewhere lost in the tangled,
agonizing mass of his mind. Perhaps I
will finally have peace. 


Everything around him faded. He heard nothing save
the beat of his heart and the low murmur of the Illusionist Cleric's words. He
was free of the mind-shattering screeching and the incessant demands for death.



Why do I
fight?


He had so much to forget. He'd lost so much.
Farida. Old Nan. His friends from Voramis. Bardin. Everyone who'd mattered to
him, snatched away. He had to live with that torment or did he? He could forget
the sorrow, the pain of loss. No more tearing, rending agony every time his
mind returned to the familiar faces. No more living with the burden of the
hundreds who had died at his hand. 


Why not let
it all go? Why not give in and let it all be wiped away? Glorious
silence prevailed. The voices in his mind had gone, excised by the Illusionist
Cleric's ritual. What if this could last
forever?


He could let it happen, let the priest lock it all
away. He wouldn't have to fight to push back the demon's voice, wouldn't be
forced to kill to silence the insistent demands for blood. The endless struggle
would be over. He could find the peace he so desperately craved. 


Let it be
over. Acceptance washed over him. He felt himself relaxing, and the torment in
his mind faded. Let it end.


The demon's faint cry of desperation whispered
through the void. “Remember the boy!” 


An image flashed through his mind: Hailen, sitting
in Elivast's saddle, a smile on his face. A moment later, the image faded,
plucked from his thoughts by the Illusionist Cleric's ritual.


Something within him shifted, resisted, clung to
reality with stubborn tenacity. Another memory surfaced: Hailen sitting beside
a campfire, hands covered in mud, playing with a bundle of sticks. For an
instant, he relived the moment, on the road north from Malandria. The boy had
been happy. He'd been happy. Then the
memory was gone, stolen away by the soothing words and liquid silver.


I can't let
it happen. 


He'd failed too many others before: Farida. Bardin.
Even Hailen's current predicament was his fault. It was all his fault. He had to save Hailen, the only bright light in his
dark world. Yes, he ached to find peace from the voices in his head, but at
what cost? What was he willing to give up?


Another memory flashed through his mind: Her
smiling face, staring down at him. He'd fought for so long to remember Her,
whoever She was. He needed to find Her, the only link to his past. He couldn't
let the Illusionist Cleric take Her from him. Without his memories, he was
truly alone in the world. 


She tipped the balance, and his need for Her
outweighed his desire for freedom from the voices. He would give up
anything—and everything—to retain what few memories he had of Her. If it meant
he had to live with the voices, so be it. He had to fight, had to stop the
Illusionist Cleric from completing the ritual. But how? 


More and more memories trickled from his mind as
the cleric's soothing voice dredged up images of his past and tore them to
shreds. 


Suffocating
in the burqu, his arm aching from Captain Al-Zahar's firm grip. Pacing the
queen's office, impatient to kill the al-Malek and rescue Hailen. Lightning
coursing through him as he shifted the flesh and bones of his face. Listening
with burning curiosity as Queen Asalah told him of his past life as Nasnaz the
Great. 


His grasp on reality slipped, and he hovered
between consciousness and unconsciousness, tethered to his senses by the silver
pendants dancing in his vision.


Wait!
Shifting the flesh and bones in my face. He held the memory firmly in his
mind's eye, fighting the ritual. He seized upon the spark of an idea and clung
to it like a drowning man.


He heard Queen Asalah's voice. "Exert your effort on that part of your body and will it to be
different. Tell it what you want it to do, what you want it to look like."



The cleric's words tore at his consciousness, and
he heard himself screaming. But he would not allow the memory to fade. Every
shred of willpower and tenacity went into remembering the words. With effort,
he shut out the part of his mind that held his memories, as he'd done with his
inner demon's voice. He focused on his body, feeling every twitch of his
muscles, every beat of his heart, every ache and twinge. The tearing at his
mind faded as the physical sensations grounded him, bringing him back to the present.


"The
power to change comes from within your blood, so use the vessels to shape it to
your will."


He focused on his skull, exerting his will,
commanding it to change. Power crackled and sizzled through his body with the
force of a thunderclap. It felt as if molten lead scorched every vein, every
nerve, and a howl tore from his lips. With agonizing slowness, the bones in his
forehead shifted. Fire raced through his head and face, nearly stealing his
consciousness, and the physical torment drowned out the anguish of the
Illusionist Cleric's ritual. 


He turned his attention to his wrists. Lightning
raced through the bones, muscles, and tissue of his hands, setting his fingers
twitching. He bathed in the torment, used it to tether himself to reality as he
forced the transformation to continue. Heartbeat by arduous heartbeat, he bent
his determination to alter his shape. 


"Fiery hell!" Jemdara's gasp, distant and
faint, pierced the murk in his mind. "What's happening to him, Master
Imperius?"


The dancing silver wavered for an instant. In that
moment, the trance snapped. The Hunter's eyes darted away from the shining
pendants, and his mind was free. With a tug, he slipped his wrists from the
bonds, ignoring the pain shooting up his arm. Bolting upright, he slammed his
forehead into the Illusionist Cleric's face. Cartilage crunched, blood spurted,
and the cleric fell backward, clutching at his nose and crying out.


Jemdara's scarf flicked out, catching the Hunter
around the neck and pulling tight. He twisted on the table and drove his first
into her throat. His wrist, weakened by the transformation, snapped like a dry
twig, but she dropped to her knees, gagging. 


He bit down on the cloth hard. This is going to hurt!


A cry burst from his lips as he concentrated on the
shattered, awkwardly twisted wrist. He focused inward, willing his body to
return to its original form. A jolt of energy lanced through him and he writhed
on the table. Slowly, the throbbing in his wrist faded. His head ached; the
effects of the Illusionist Cleric's ritual refused to fade. Fog filled his
mind, slowing his thoughts. He ripped the gag from his mouth, spitting to clear
the foul taste, and fumbled at his ankle restraints with thick, clumsy fingers.
It seemed an eternity before the fabric loosened, and he pitched himself off
the table to land on numb feet. Blood rushed through his legs, and the
sensation brought a fresh wave of nausea. He leaned on the table for support.


I have to get
out of here before Jemdara…


He took an unsteady step toward the door, and bit
back a curse as he fell to his knees. Before him, Jemdara climbed to her feet,
wheezing and gasping. 


Soulhunger pounded in his thoughts. Free me!


Blinking back tears, he searched for the dagger. Where are you? Knives of acid twisted in
his stomach. Soulhunger lay on the floor between Jemdara's shapely legs. 


Jemdara followed his gaze, and her lips curled into
a sneer. "Looking for this?"


The Hunter struggled to his feet. "Get out of
my way!" His legs twitched and spasmed, and he clung to the table for
support. "You don't need to die for that insane priest."


"It is my duty! I serve my god." She spat
to one side. "As you serve yours!" 


The Hunter's heart sank. He knew the fanatical look
of a religious zealot all too well. She wouldn't let him escape without a
fight. He took a threatening step forward, hoping she didn't notice his knees
trembling. "Try to stop me, and I will
kill you!"


She barked a mocking laugh. "Please,
Bucelarii, your threats may frighten children, but I know your true mettle."
She twirled her scarf in the air. "You will pay for what you have done to
the cleric!"


The Hunter shook his head. "When you meet the
Long Keeper, tell him you gave me no other choice." He seized the edge of
the table, muscles bunching, and heaved. She darted out of the path of the
hurtling table, but a corner clipped her shoulder. The impact slammed her
against the wall. Her head cracked against
stone, and she fell to the ground with a cry. 


The Hunter leapt at her and seized her weapon hand.
Can't let her use that scarf! She
shrieked as bone crunched beneath his fingers. He released her and drove his
fists into her face with rage-fueled strength. 


The demon begged for blood. “Do it! Kill her, Bucelarii.”



Soulhunger added its voice to the maelstrom. Feed me!


Jemdara tried to protect herself with one arm, to
no avail. Blood spurted from her nose, and her lip split beneath his vicious
pummeling. Teeth bared, spittle flying, the Hunter wrapped the scarf around
Jemdara's neck. She gasped and coughed, clutching at his hands in a useless
attempt to break free. The Hunter pulled harder to tighten the noose.


Agony flared along his right side. He grunted, his
grip on Jemdara's throat loosening. She shoved him hard, and he fell back,
fumbling for the dagger driven to its hilt in his side. Blood streamed down his
tunic, pooling on the dirt floor. His right lung refused to draw in air, and he
gasped. 


"You…filthy…creature!" Jemdara's voice
was weak and raspy, but hatred blazed bright in her eyes. She coughed and drew
in deep, shuddering breaths. Climbing to her feet, she stumbled toward him. Her
boot slammed into his ribs and knocked the air from his lungs. Blood spurted
from the wound in his side, leaking life into the muddy ground. Face down, he
scrabbled in the dirt, searching for Soulhunger. He had to get the dagger
before…


He cried out as the blade ripped free of his side.
A sudden weight slammed into his back, and white hot fire blossomed in his
spine. Jemdara drove a knee into his neck, grinding his face into the dirt.
"You bastard," she hissed in his ear. "When I'm done with you,
you'll wish you could die. I'll carve you into so many tiny pieces that—"


His scrabbling fingers closed around Soulhunger's
hilt. The voice in his mind cried in eager anticipation as he dragged the blade
free of its sheath and drove it up and over his head. 


Jemdara screamed, a horrible, wild sound of torment
and terror. The reek of fear mixed with the sudden stench of her loosening
bowels. Crimson light flared from Soulhunger's gem, and power washed over him
in a glorious torrent, bathing his wounds and washing away his hunger and
thirst. Soulhunger cried in ecstasy, the demon adding its howls to the whirling
maelstrom in his mind. 


He lay there a long moment, gasping for breath,
Jemdara still on top of him. A single drop of blood trickled from the wound in
her eye, splashing on his face. With a groan, he twisted, and her lifeless body
toppled to the side, hitting the floor with a thump. Her wide eyes, once so beautiful in life, stared back at him
with terrible emptiness, her final expression a deformed mask of fear and
desperation. 


He rose to his knees and placed a hand on her head
and chest. May the Long Keeper have mercy
on your body; your soul is forfeit. 


He stumbled to his feet on still-numb legs and he
scooped up Soulhunger's scabbard. The blade's voice had fallen silent, as had
the demon's. 


Peace, if
only for a time. He strapped the sheathed dagger in place at his
back, tugging his loose tunic over the weapon. He glanced at Imperius, who
still lay unconscious where he'd fallen. Good.
No more delays. 


His heavy cloak lay in a heap on the floor.
Slipping it on, he patted his pockets. At
least I have the al-Malek's ring to show Il Sey… 


His eyes widened. What? His movements grew frantic, and he all but ripped his
clothing in his search. Impossible! The
ring is gone! 
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Damn it! The Hunter's
mind raced. Where is it? 


He'd hidden the ring in a secret pocket in his
cloak. Jemdara must have found it when
she took Soulhunger! He cursed inwardly. Her corpse couldn't help him now.


A groan sounded behind him, and the Hunter whirled,
Soulhunger at the ready. Imperius clutched his bloody face, moaning and
blinking back tears as he dragged himself upright. The Hunter crossed the room
in two quick steps, seized the Illusionist Cleric by the collar, and slammed
him against the wall. 


"Where is it?"


Imperius winced, but showed no sign of fear.
"Where is what?" 


"The ring!" The Hunter shook the man. "The
ring of the al-Malek. What did you do with it?"


"Ring?" Imperius' gaze lost focus and his
voice dropped to a murmur. "What is he talking about? Clearly, he's lost
his mind. Can't help himself, what with the demon in his—"


The Hunter slapped him, hard. "Tell me now,
Cleric. Or you will follow your companion to the Long Keeper's embrace."
He gripped the man's chin and twisted his face toward the lifeless woman on the
floor.


"He did that?" An insane giggle burst
from his lips. "He hurt her! Poor Jemdara. All she ever wanted was to be a
dancer in the co—"


The Hunter ground his teeth. Fiery hell! I don't have time for this. 


"Tell me what you did with the ring, damn
you!"


Imperius fixed his eyes on something over the
Hunter's head. "You'd have me tell him that, mighty Illusionist? But he'll
be angry…" He ducked his head, his expression chagrined, and nodded.
"As you wish, my god." 


His eyes focused on the Hunter, and he giggled.
"She returned it to the palace."


Damn it! He couldn't
go back to the palace. The Royal Guard would be on high alert after the
assassination attempt. He could get in, but he doubted he could reach the
al-Malek, steal the ring, and escape again. He clenched his fists in
frustration. All his time and effort wasted. He had nothing to show Il Seytani.
Hailen would die, all because of the priest and his servants. What now?


The Hunter slammed a fist into the cleric's belly.
Imperius doubled over, and the reek of vomit permeated the small room. 


Stooping, the Hunter seized Jemdara's dagger, his
blood still glistening on the bright steel blade. "I don't make a habit of
killing priests, not if I don't have to. I just wanted to be left alone, by you
and all your kind. But you insisted on your accursed ritual, and now you've
forced my hand."


Seizing the huddled priest by the collar, he
dragged Imperius to his feet. He shook the man, "How long have I been
here?"


The cleric giggled and stared off into the
distance, his head cocked. His unfocused eyes darted around the room, his lips
moving in an inaudible conversation. His expression held no fear, only deranged
amusement. 


He has no
idea what's happening. The touch of the Illusionist had not been kind to
Imperius. The cleric seemed incapable of rational thought beyond his ardent
service to his god. Bardin, his friend from Malandria, had suffered a similar
malady, cursed to fear even his own shadow. Imperius, however, had far fewer
periods of lucidity than Bardin, and his delusion stole all fear from him. The
cleric was insane, but his insanity could be dangerous. He had a single-minded
focus: track down the Hunter and complete the ritual. He would keep coming, no
matter how far the Hunter ran. Somehow, the cleric had followed him across the
Advanat, had found him in a city the size of Aghzaret. However he did it, he'd
find the Hunter again and again until he'd fulfilled his mission and erased the
Hunter's memories. 


He leaves me
no choice.


"I am truly sorry, Priest. Had you only
listened, none of this would have been necessary." The dagger slipped
between the priest's ribs with a whisper of steel slicing flesh. Imperius' eyes
widened, and his mouth opened. 


The cleric tried to speak, but no words came out.
He giggled, spraying blood, and his eyes drew inwards to focus on the Hunter's
face. The cleric's wild-eyed look had gone, replaced by a calm emptiness.


"Go to the Long Keeper, Priest. Your time is
done." 


With a last weak chuckle, Imperius slumped. The
Hunter released his grip on the emaciated body, and it crumpled into a heap of
ragged cloth and wild hair. Crouching, he closed the man's eyes. Be at peace.


Silver glinted in Imperius' lifeless fingers.
"That is mine." The Hunter pried the pendant free and stuffed it into
his shirt. It was all he had left of Bardin. 


 


* * *






When the Hunter stepped into the crisp, cool air of
Aghzaret, the first rays of false dawn showed over the rooftops to the east. 


Damn it! How
much time have I lost? He had no idea how long the cleric had held him
captive. Had he passed Younis' deadline? If so, the bandit would alert his
companions. Even now, they could be riding for their camp, carrying word of his
betrayal—or failure—to Il Seytani. Hailen would die or face a life of slavery,
all because of the Illusionist Cleric. 


No! He couldn't
allow himself to think like that. He couldn't lose hope. 


Wrapping the headscarf around his face, he rushed
through the streets of Aghzaret. The morning breeze slapped him with the foul
stench of tanneries, yet he welcomed the smell. It meant he was on familiar
ground. 


He glanced up at the sky. I can make it to The Shouting Sword before sunrise, if I hurry.


His thoughts whirled in a seething maelstrom. What
could he do? He'd lost the ring, and had no way to get it back. But there was a
chance Younis hadn't sent a message to his companions. The bandit might be
searching the city for him. If he left now, perhaps he'd have enough time to
reach the Thalj Pass. He could make it before dark if he pushed Elivast hard.
Once he dealt with the bandits on the mountain, he'd return to Il Seytani's
camp for Hailen. An inelegant plan, but what choice did he have? 


A troop of guards tromped down the street, their
armor clattering in time with their clanking weapons. He ducked into a side
street, cursing the delay. The city of Aghzaret was on high alert, the streets
empty save for a few early morning merchants, but guards seemed to be stationed
at every intersection. He couldn't risk being noticed; his height and pale skin
would mark him an outsider. His experience with city guards had taught him
strangers were always suspected. If they tried to detain him, he'd have to kill
them, which would only make things worse. No, better to avoid detection.


The sky lightened with every passing minute, and
the Hunter grew frustrated at his slow progress. He ground his teeth, his
clenched fists turning white. His need to bypass the main avenues forced him to
slog through the muck and detritus of the side streets and back alleys. He had
no choice but to endure the revolting odors; Hailen's life hung in the balance.


The sun had risen over the eastern hills by the
time he reached The Shouting Sword. He rushed into the courtyard, shouting for
the stablehand. The youth stumbled from the stable, rubbing sleep from his
eyes.


"Bring me my horse!" 


The groom stared at him with a dumb look on his
face.


"Now!" 


Though he didn't understand the Hunter's words,
there was no mistaking the command in his voice. The stablehand all but tripped
over himself in his hurry to comply.


The Hunter pushed through the inn's front doors and
nearly collided with the innkeeper's daughter. 


"Sorry," he mumbled. 


"What happen?" She rubbed eyes still
heavy with sleep.


"I must go," the Hunter said. He pressed
a gold coin into her palm. "Here. It should cover the cost of my
stay."


Her eyes went wide and she rattled off a few
sentences in the language of Al Hani. When the Hunter shrugged, she tried in
Einari. "Food and drink for travel?"


The Hunter nodded. "Thank you."


The woman rushed off to the kitchen, shouting
instructions. The Hunter barreled down the steps to his room. Everything was as
he had left it. He pawed through his pack. Nothing looked out of place, and he
could find nothing missing. He tugged off his bloodstained tunic and pulled a
fresh one over his head. It felt wonderful to wear clean clothing after days
without changing.


He stuffed his belongings into his pack, heedless
of the mess. Buckling on his sword, he hurried up the stairs and into the
common room. He had to hurry if he was to reach Hailen before…


He stopped, shocked. A familiar figure sat at a
common room table, a steaming mug in his hands. 


The Hunter's heart leapt. He's still here! 


Younis motioned for him to sit, and the Hunter
slipped into the chair beside him. 


The bandit spoke in a low voice. "The news is
all over the city. An assassin attacked the king and queen in their chambers,
and smoke rises from the al-Malek's palace. You succeeded?"


The Hunter nodded. 


"You have the proof?"


Again, he nodded.


"Show me."


The Hunter forced a calm expression, but his mind
raced. What could he do?


"Not here," he whispered.
"Downstairs. Can't risk someone seeing it."


Younis narrowed his eyes. His gaze dropped to the
Hunter's sword. 


Rolling his eyes, the Hunter unbuckled the blade
and placed it on the bar. With a nod, Younis motioned for him to lead the way.
Heart thundering, the Hunter descended the steps to his room, the bandit a step
behind. 


"Easy, ytaq."
Younis pressed the tip of a dagger into his side. "Hands away from your
weapons. No sudden moves."


The Hunter turned a glare on the bandit.
"Before I show you, tell me: what’s to stop you from killing me and taking
it?"


Younis grinned. "Do you not trust me?"


The Hunter rolled his eyes. 


Younis chuckled. "Il Seytani has given his
word that you are not to be harmed until you have retrieved the al-Malek's ring
as proof of his death."


"So the minute I hand it over, you can put a
dagger in my back."


The bandit stroked his chin, pretending
thoughtfulness. 


Judging by
the look in his eye, that's exactly what he intended.


"So? What guarantees do I have that I will be
safe, that Hailen will be safe?"


Younis narrowed his eyes. "You have Il
Seytani's word."


The Hunter ground his teeth. "Not good enough.
I need your word. Swear to me that
the boy lives. Swear that once I turn over the ring, you will not send word to
your men to ride back to your camp to kill the boy." 


"So suspicious!" Frowning, Younis
shrugged. "Very well. I give you my word. But no more delay. We must reach
our mountain camp before the sun sets. My men have orders to return to
camp—with or without us."


Until sunset.
He'd have to push Elivast nearly to death to make that. 


"So be it. Your word will have to be
enough." He reached into his cloak. 


Younis stepped forward, dagger resting under the
Hunter's chin. "Easy, ytaq.
Remove it slowly."


With exaggerated movements, the Hunter drew his
balled fist from his cloak. "Behold, the ring of—"


He seized the bandit's naked blade and his knee
shot up, striking the man between the legs. Younis dropped, mouth agape, and
the Hunter drew Soulhunger and plunged it into Younis' chest. The impact
slammed the bandit back against the wall, and his mouth gaped in shock and
horror. The Hunter clapped a hand over Younis' mouth to stifle his screams.


Soulhunger's delight echoed in his mind, and the
gemstone bathed the room in crimson light. Power washed away all traces of
fatigue. The bandit's movements grew slower and weaker, until, with a final
shudder, he sagged in the Hunter's arms. 


The Hunter ripped Soulhunger free, and Younis'
lifeless body crumpled. Without hesitation, he slung his bags over his shoulder
and rushed up the stairs. He barreled through the inn and out into the
courtyard, pausing only long enough to snatch his sword from the bar. 


Elivast stood in the yard, saddled, groomed, and
ready to ride. The horse stared at him with the same sleepy-eyed look the
stablehand had given him, as if protesting the early hour. The groom jabbered
at him in Al Hanese, but the Hunter threw him a silver drake and waved him
away. As he tied his gear behind Elivast's saddle, his eyes fell upon the horse
tethered to the hitching post. 


The creature was smaller than Elivast, but with
longer, leaner muscles, a deeper hip, and a laid-back shoulder. Spots of white
dappled its grey coat, and a bulge between the beast's eyes widened its nose.
The Hunter recognized the breed—the long, lean horses had carried Il Seytani's
bandits, running for hours without tiring.


He had until sunset to reach the Thalj Pass. With
only Elivast, he'd never make it in time. 


The proprietress hurried up behind him, a weighted
sack slung over her shoulder. 


The Hunter pointed at the horse. "How
much?" 


She shook her head. "Not for selling." 


"Here." The Hunter drew from his purse a
single red ruby. "Will this do?"


The woman's eyes widened in surprise. Not waiting
for an answer, he snatched the sack from her and thrust the gemstone into her
hand. 











He leapt into Elivast’s saddle, drew his sword, and
hacked at the lead rope holding the desert horse bound. Winding the rope around
his saddle horn, he nudged Elivast into a gallop. The beast bounded forward and
raced from The Shouting Sword, his new desert horse a step behind. 
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The cool morning breeze whipped at the Hunter's
cloak, but fire burned in his veins. The streets of Aghzaret rushed by in a
blur. Carters shouted and tried to calm their agitated beasts, merchants cried
curses at his retreating back, and terrified pedestrians leapt out of his way.
Ignoring them all, he dug his heels into Elivast's flanks and urged the horses
to greater speed. The sun had nearly reached its zenith, and he had only until
sundown to reach the Thalj Pass—a half day's ride away—and kill the bandits. 


A troop of armored guards clattered into the road,
spears held at the ready, but the Hunter didn't slow. Elivast barreled through
their ranks, hurling them to either side. A spear whistled past the Hunter's
shoulder and embedded itself into a nearby post with a solid thunk. 


Damn it! He hunched to
present as small a target as possible. So
much for making a quiet escape.


The blood-red city walls beckoned to him. The gate
stood open, and the city guard lounged on comfortable chairs in the shade,
clearly preferring the title of "protector of Aghzaret" without doing
any of the work. 


His heart leapt. Yes! If he could get out before the gate closed, he had a chance.
If not, he'd have to find another way out, kill his way through, or abandon the
horses to travel on foot. He'd never reach Thalj Pass in time.


A horn sounded behind him, shattering his hope. The
guards leapt to their feet, staring around with confusion plain on their faces.
As one, their eyes turned toward him and flew wide. A few hands reached for
sword hilts, but none of them moved toward the gate. Then, a single figure
rushed from the small room beside the wall—the guard Younis had spoken to upon
entering the city. The man's shouts galvanized the lethargic guards into
action. 


Everything seemed to move in slow motion. The
guards turned and sprinted toward the gate house. Younis' man was in the lead.
The Hunter tried to gauge the distance to the gate. If the guard reached it
before the Hunter escaped, it would all be over. He had to act.


Releasing Elivast's reins, he reached beneath his
cloak and drew Jemdara's dagger. The blade was well-balanced but crafted for
fighting, not throwing, but he had no other choice. He whipped his arm up and
forward, and sunlight glinted off steel as the knife hurtled through the air.
The pommel struck Younis' man in the back of the head. The guard staggered and
dropped to one knee, caught himself, and stumbled on. 


Keeper take
it!


He was so close to the gate. Two more seconds, and
he'd be…


One of the gate guards thrust his spear at the
Hunter. The clumsy attack struck wide, and the Hunter seized the wooden shaft.
His momentum ripped the weapon from the guard's hands, and without slowing, he
reversed his grip on the stolen spear and hurled it. The weapon streaked
through the air and slammed into the running guard's lower back, punching
through armor and muscle, severing his spine. The man flopped to the ground on
useless legs.


Yes! With an
animal howl of triumph, the Hunter galloped through the gate and down the hill
beyond. He'd made it. Now, only one obstacle lay between him and rescuing
Hailen. He'd be damned if he let anything stop him! Even if he had to ride the
two horses into the ground, he'd reach the mountain camp before Il Seytani's
deadline. His plan was simple: leave no bandits alive.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter peered around an outcropping of rocks,
heart thundering as he studied the narrow pass. A few dozen paces up the trail,
a pair of dark-skinned bandits reclined against the cliff face. Bared swords lay
across their laps, but they paid more attention to their conversation than the
deserted mountain byway. 


Damn it! He couldn't
get close enough to kill them before they raised an alarm. The dozen bandits
waiting in the cave above would hear the cry. 


He pondered his next move. A direct frontal assault
would be foolhardy at best, suicidal at worst. The bandits' iron weapons put
him at a serious disadvantage, and even if he managed to overpower the lookouts
here, there was no guarantee he could eliminate the others before one escaped
to bring word back to Il Seytani's camp.


Once again,
stealth is the best option. He ran a hand over the cliff beside him. Definitely the smarter way to go.


He retreated down the Thalj Pass, rounding a bend
to where he'd left the horses. Elivast stood panting, exhausted after the ride
up the mountain, face buried in a nosebag of oats. The sure-footed desert horse
waited placidly beside him, barely winded. 


The Hunter glanced to the west; the sun hovered a
mere hand's breadth above the horizon. First, he had to get above the bandits
watching the path ascending into the pass. Then he had to find a way around
them and up to the cave where the rest of the bandits made camp. He'd be
fortunate to make it before the sun set, in just under an hour. 


Don't have
much of a choice, do I? 


He rolled his head, loosening his neck, and flexed
his hands. He climbed at a steady pace, digging his fingers into the stone.
Cracks and crevices provided him with decent foot- and hand-holds, but more
than once loose sandstone crumbled in his grip. Every time he wiped stinging
sweat from eyes, the moisture turned his hands slick, making the ascent even
more precarious. Though his arms and legs trembled from the effort, he forced
himself on. He couldn't help casting occasional glances up at the setting sun.


Pushing his anxiety to the back of his mind, he
climbed. He had a long way to go.


 


* * *


 


The Hunter's fingers trembled from his tenuous grip
on the cliff face. His lungs burned, and every muscle ached. He crouched on a
rock shelf to give his body a moment of rest. 


Below him, a half-dozen of Il Seytani's bandits sat
around a small fire. They shared quiet conversation, their weapons sheathed,
postures relaxed. Clearly, they trusted the two on watch to alert them of any
approaching danger. 


That means
the other seven are in the cave. He could only hope they, like all experienced
warriors, took advantage of any opportunity to rest. In the precious seconds it
would take them to wake, realize what was happening, and rush from the cave, he
could deal with the men below. He had surprise on his side. 


This isn't
going to be easy. Even with his inhuman speed, strength, and skill,
the Hunter faced thirteen well-trained warriors. Fifteen, counting the two on
watch further down the pass. Against standard blades, he wouldn't have
hesitated despite the odds, but these bandits carried iron axes, swords, and
spears as well as steel. A single cut from one of those could weaken him, slow
him down, and the raiders would overwhelm him with their superior numbers.
Worse still, the iron's poison would kill him unless he purged it from his
body. 


But what other choice did he have? He couldn't
outrun them. Elivast was strong and sure-footed, but the bandits rode horses
bred for desert travel. If even one slipped past him, he had little hope of
catching them before they alerted Il Seytani. The bandit chieftain would kill
Hailen at the first sign of betrayal.


That meant he had to fight. He had a chance, albeit
a small one. If he could place himself between the bandits and their horses, he
could cut off their escape. None would try to flee toward Al Hani; instead,
they would use their numbers to overwhelm him. 


Keeper take
it! He tightened his grip on the hilt of the long sword he'd taken from a
dead caravan guard. It seemed a lifetime ago. He'd enjoyed traveling with
Sirkar Jeroen and his crew. Bristan, Graden, Kellen, and all the rest. A part
of him actually missed the interaction, the connection with others. In Voramis,
he'd tried to tell himself he was better off alone. Trust no one, and no one
could betray him. But the time he'd spent on the road with Visibos and Sir
Danna, living in Bardin's pathetic hovel, and traveling with Hailen taught him
the truth: isolated, with only the voices in his head for company, he would go
insane. 


Enough. He was
stalling for time. The men below could kill him, and a part of him was…afraid. 


His sword slid from its sheath with a whisper, and
the blade glinted in the fading afternoon light. He had no clever plan to sneak
past, no way to divide and conquer. His only hope lay in his skill and speed.
For Hailen to live, every one of these bandits had to die. 


For Hailen. He leapt. 


His long sword crunched through the skull of a
seated bandit, spraying blood. The fire hissed and sizzled, and the smell of
burning flesh filled the air. Hardly had his feet touched the ground before he
was on the move, ripping his sword free of the man's skull to carve open the
throat of the next man. Soulhunger screamed in triumph as he plunged it into
the eye of a third.


Adrenaline coursed like fire in his veins. Laughter
burst from his throat, the sound of a predator mocking its prey. For so long,
he'd told himself he killed only out of necessity. Vengeance for Farida and
Bardin, to save Hailen from a terrible fate. Yet he could no longer deny the
truth, a truth his human half would never understand: he needed this. Abiarazi
blood coursed in his veins, and it filled him with the glory of death, a thrill
of battle that made him feel truly alive. 


A bandit toppled backward in shock as the Hunter's
boot slammed into the side of his head. Another opened his mouth to cry out in
alarm, and Soulhunger's razor edge sliced through cheek and tongue, thrusting
out the back of his head. The remaining raider gasped in horror and, choking
out a faint cry, fumbled for his axe. The Hunter drove his sword through the
man's belly and slammed Soulhunger into his chest. The bandit's terrified
shriek reverberated from the cliffs even as ruby light brightened the hollow. 


With a curse, the Hunter whirled to face the cave.
The sleeping men had to have heard the cries, and would rush him at any moment.
He backed away from the campfire, pausing only long enough to retrieve a fallen
bandit's spear. He'd chosen that ground for a reason: they could only fight him
two or three at a time. Iron weapons or no, he'd face those odds any day. He
gambled that the bandits wouldn't try to ride him down, but they'd attack on
foot before endangering their horses in a charge down the narrow mountain
trail. He couldn’t allow any of the seven bandits within to warn Il Seytani of
his betrayal. He had to hold the pass. 


He waited, heart thundering, stolen spear at the
ready. Every muscle in his body twitched with power and life. Blood dripped
from his long sword, but Soulhunger's bright steel blade absorbed every trace
of crimson. Demon and dagger added their cries of eager anticipation to the
whirling chaos of his thoughts. 


A figure burst from the cave with an ululating war
cry. The Hunter's spear hurtled across the open space, and the bandit's ribs
cracked with an audible snap. The
force of the impact threw the man backward and into the pair behind him. Three
more raiders advanced with slow, cautious steps, weapons gripped in steady
hands. The one in the center wielded a long leaf-bladed spear, while the two on
the outside carried long, curved swords. They moved with confidence, spreading
out like desert greatcats stalking wounded prey.


The Hunter was no prey. He darted forward, chopped
the head from the spear, and leapt back before the bandits could react. Not a
moment too soon. Scimitars flashed at him from both sides. The bandits fought
in concert, moving with the grace of experienced warriors. The one on his right
hacked at him with an iron blade, while the one on his left thrust and slashed
with bright Drashi steel. He retreated, desperate to open space between himself
and his opponents. 


Acting on instinct, he dropped beneath a high
slash, parried a low strike, and pivoted to avoid a thrust at his midsection.
He couldn't let the iron blade touch him, but the steel-wielding bandit was the
better swordsman. He grunted as the Drashi cutlass carved a gash in his left
shoulder, barely managed to block the iron sword aimed at his head. 


Roaring, the Hunter suddenly leapt to the left,
leaving the bandit on the right lurching. His sword took the other man in the
bicep, and the bandit's weapon fell from nerveless fingers. He dropped beneath
the sweeping iron sword and plunged Soulhunger into the wounded bandit's leg.
Even as the dagger consumed the man's soul, he drove his sword up under the
other bandit's chin until the tip punched through the top of the man's skull.
The iron-wielding bandit stared at him through eyes wide with horror, mouth
gaping soundlessly. With a wet, gurgling cough, he sagged. 


The weight of the falling man tore the bloodstained
sword hilt from the Hunter's hand. He couldn't fight with Soulhunger alone. He
dove forward, seized a fallen steel blade, and rolled to his feet. Something
slammed into the back of his head, sending him staggering. He whirled and
lashed out with the curved sword, but a massive axe swept the strike wide. An
enormous bandit pressed him with powerful sweeping blows. The Hunter threw
himself to the ground and rolled out of the way of a descending chop, and the
iron axe head sparked off the stone.


He leapt to his feet and backpedaled to avoid a
decapitating strike. The bandit wielded the axe with immense strength; each of
his blows could crush bone and sever limbs. Yet the Hunter knew the enormous
warrior couldn't sustain the effort. He had only to avoid the swinging axe and
let the brute tire himself out. 


Sure enough, the huge man soon gasped and wheezed,
and his attacks slowed. But before the Hunter could seize the opportunity, the
man's companions joined the fray with thrusting spears and hacking swords. 


Agony blossomed in his shoulder as a bandit buried
his iron sword deep into the muscle. He staggered backward, ripping the blade
free, and his legs sagged. He fell to his knees, crying out at the pain of the
poison coursing in his veins. He barely managed to block a spear thrust, and a
wild swing of his sword crunched through the bone and cartilage of the
spearman's knee. 


The enormous bandit shoved his howling companion
aside and raised his axe high overhead. Time stood still as death descended
toward the Hunter.


 







Chapter Forty-Six
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As if watching from outside his body, the Hunter
watched the blow descend, and an eerie calm filled him. He couldn't move,
couldn't hurl himself out of the way. The iron in his veins rendered him
immobile. There was nothing he could do. He'd…


Hailen's face flashed before his eyes. The boy
stared at him with trusting innocence. 


No! It can't
end like this. 


Hailen had believed the Hunter would rescue him. If
he fell, the boy would die. He couldn't let that happen. 


With excruciating sluggishness, his body crumpled
to the ground. The enormous axe struck sparks on the stone a finger's breadth
from the Hunter's head, spraying iron shards. Mustering the last of his failing
strength, the Hunter drove Soulhunger through the shoulder of a fallen bandit.
The rocky hollow amplified the man's screams, and crimson light distorted his
features as power flooded the Hunter.  


The axe froze over the head of the muscle-bound
bandit, and the man's eyes flew wide in disbelief. He stared at the Hunter's
shoulder, mouth agape as flesh and bone re-knit, and color returned to skin
blackened by the iron's poison.


Vicious laughter burst from the Hunter's chest as
he leapt to his feet. He hacked at the axe haft, intending to sever the
bandit's fingers. The huge raider dropped the weapon and stumbled backward,
fumbling behind his back for another weapon. Another bandit thrust a spear at
the Hunter's face, but he slapped the weapon aside and brought his fist
crunching down on the man's fingers. With a cry, the man dropped the weapon.
Before the Hunter could press his advantage, the enormous bandit rejoined the fray,
swiping at him with twin knives. 


The reek of iron assaulted his nostrils as he
darted out of reach of simple, unadorned daggers. The Swordsman's blades! 


The Hunter retreated with a curse. The daggers were
holy relics of the Beggar Priests, worth a fortune, yet the bandit hacked at
him as if they were crude bread knives. 


His inner demon's fury set his head pounding. The
creature in his mind hated the iron blades, which had been created to kill
Abiarazi, and, by extension, Bucelarii. It didn't understand. It couldn't
understand why he kept them. Truth be told, he didn't either. They served as
weapons in his war against the demons, but it was more than that. A part of him
knew he needed them. Which meant he couldn't allow them to suffer harm in the thick-fingered
hands of the bandit before him.


He feinted left, twisted aside from the expected
thrust, and followed up with a savage strike with his off hand. Soulhunger's
razor edge traced a thin line of red across the bandit's forearm. The brute
choked out a scream, his movements slowing as the dagger sapped his strength.
The Hunter's long sword bit through his forearm. The huge bandit staggered, and
his eyes bulged as his right hand fell away. Fury fueled the Hunter's arm as he
slammed his fist into the bleeding giant's throat. The force hurled the bandit
backward to collapse in a moaning heap onto his fallen companions. 


One left. With a shout, the remaining bandit thrust
his spear at the Hunter. It seemed the long blade danced in the crimson light
of the setting sun, almost too fast for his still-sluggish mind to anticipate.
He stumbled backward, parrying and blocking the blows with muscles slowed by
the iron's poison.


Suddenly, the bandit leapt backward, whirled, and
raced toward the cave. The Hunter, caught off guard, reacted too slowly. By the
time he moved, the bandit had crossed the small clearing and disappeared into
the cave. 


Damn it! He couldn't
let the man escape. If anyone got past him to warn Il Seytani…


The sound of clattering hooves echoed from the
cavern. The bandit burst from the cave, riding low in his saddle, mouth set in
a grim line.


In desperation, the Hunter seized the enormous
iron-headed axe and hurled it at the rider. The heavy head—twice the weight of
a traditional war axe—slammed into the bandit's side with a wet crunch. The impact flung the man from
his saddle. Brilliant drops of crimson splattered dull stone as his head
collided with an outcropping, and he lay still. 


Only the sound of the Hunter's panting broke the
grim silence of the clearing. The setting sun bathed the rocky pass in an eerie
glow, staining the cliffs as red as the blood dripping from his right arm and
sword. 


His eyes darted around. Thirteen bandits, thirteen bodies. Just two left to get rid of. 


He crossed the clearing in a few steps and took up
position at the trail toward Aghzaret. The sounds of combat—clashing steel, war
cries, and the shouts of pain—had no doubt alerted the men below, but the
battle hadn't lasted for more than a minute. He had a few moments until they
reached him. 


He tested his shoulder. The wound had closed, but
the iron slowed his healing, and every movement sent a throb of pain racing
down his arm. He would survive. 


The sound of war cries echoed up the mountain pass,
and the remaining bandits charged around a bend in the trail, naked blades
glinting in the fading light. 


The Hunter roared. "Come on, then!" 


The two rushed him as one. Their wicked, curved
swords slashed and hacked, but the Hunter moved with the speed and grace of a
predator. His long sword slammed aside one bandit's blade, and he kicked the
other in the fork of the legs. The man fell to his knees, clutching himself,
his eyes widening with shock and scrunching in pain. Even as he deflected a
return strike from the first bandit, the Hunter slammed his boot into the
kneeling man. Clawing at the air, the man toppled backward over the cliff's
edge, and his cries grew faint.


The remaining bandit hurled curses in his own
language and hacked at the Hunter's sword with all the grace of a battering
ram. The Hunter feigned retreat, and the bandit followed, blade flashing.
Ducking under a blow, the Hunter carved a furrow along the length of the man's
right arm. The bandit's weapon fell from nerveless fingers, and the Hunter
drove a foot of steel into his chest. The man shrieked and wept, the sound
turning to a scream of agony as Soulhunger punched through muscle and bone. He
coughed, spraying blood in the Hunter's face, and sagged.


Power coursed through the Hunter, healing his
wounds and wiping away his fatigue. He felt so alive, and he ached for more.
The voices in his mind begged for him to kill, but he had run out of victims.
There was no one else to slaughter. 


Not here, at
least.


He envisioned himself storming Il Seytani's camp, bringing
death and destruction. In his mind, he killed every one of the bandits. The
blood of hundreds of men, women, and children stained the golden sands of the
Advanat as he carried out his revenge on those who had… 


No! The desire
came from Soulhunger and the demon, not him. Leave me alone.


His breath caught in his lungs. The pressure in his
mind mounted as the voices protested, begged, demanded. Why did he not become
the bringer of blood and death the Abiarazi had created him to be? It was his
destiny to…


Enough! He slammed
the palm of his hand into his forehead to clear the whirling maelstrom in his
mind. Knives of acid twisted in his stomach, and his head felt as if it would
explode. You have had your fill. You owe
me peace.


Sullen, angry, the demon's presence retreated.
Soulhunger's voice faded to a faint, distant throbbing in the back of his mind,
and the pressure in his head diminished. When his vision finally cleared, he
found himself on his knees, gasping for air.


Damn you! He hated the voices,
hated how they tried to overwhelm him whenever he lowered his guard. 


Clattering hooves sounded behind him. He whirled,
sword ready. A bandit—the one he'd kicked in the head—burst from the cave
astride one of the sturdy desert horses, a second riderless horse close on its
heels. The beasts churned the blood-soaked ground to mud as they hurtled
through the clearing and down the far side of the Thalj Pass before he could
reach them. 


Damn it! 


Scooping up a spear, he sprinted down the trail.
Horses and rider came into view around a bend in the pass thirty paces below.
The Hunter launched the spear in a desperate cast. The missile arced high into
the air before plummeting toward the fleeing bandit. The man jerked in the
saddle, and his cry of pain carried down the mountain.


The Hunter's triumph turned to dust in a heartbeat.
The bandit retained his seat, and the spear clattered off the rocks behind him.
With a howled war cry, he straightened and spurred his horses on. The cloud of
dust grew farther away with every passing second.


Keeper take
him! 


He cursed himself for a fool. In his eagerness for
death, he'd let one of Il Seytani's men get away. The man would return to camp
with word of the Hunter's attack on their camp, and Il Seytani would kill
Hailen. He'd signed the lad's death warrant.


No! He gritted
his teeth. I won't let that happen.


Whirling, he sprinted back up the trail toward the
clearing. The Swordsman's iron daggers lay on a patch of damp, bloodstained
earth. Clenching his jaw against the searing fire in his hands, he lifted the
blades from their grisly resting place and thrust them into his belt. 


Time slowed to a crawl as he rushed down the trail
to Al Hani. Elivast and his desert horse neighed at his approach, but he had no
time for greeting. He vaulted onto Elivast's back and kicked his heels into the
beast's flanks. Elivast leapt forward with a snort, and the desert horse fell
into step behind Elivast.


The Hunter drove the horses up the pass, and they
plowed through the ochre mud of the rocky hollow. He urged the horses to
greater speed, but he knew Elivast couldn't run much faster. The narrowness of
the trail made it dangerous. This high up, a plunge from the Thalj Pass would
lead to a rocky death.


He had to risk it. He'd hunt the bandit down, even
if he had to ride his horses to death. 


Even as he thought it, he knew it was futile. The
bandit had two well-rested horses bred for the terrain. He had pushed Elivast
and his own desert horse hard in an effort to reach the pass before sunset. 


What choice
do I have? If the bandit reaches the camp, Hailen dies. 


He had to kill the bandit before he warned Il
Seytani. Gritting his teeth, he bent lower in the saddle. 


 


* * *


 


Sweat streamed from Elivast's ears, neck, and
chest. The horse stumbled, its head drooping, and staggered to a halt. 


Damn it! 


The Hunter ground his teeth and leapt from the
saddle. His legs ached, but he refused to allow himself rest. He had to push
on. The bandit had at least a half-hour's lead, horses bred to run for hours without
tiring, and decades of sitting a saddle. The Hunter was a middling rider at
best, and he'd pushed Elivast to exhaustion. 


He'd bought the desert horse for just this reason.
He could push the smaller, stocky beast harder, and Elivast could keep up without
the Hunter's added weight.


"Easy." The Hunter patted Elivast's nose,
and the horse pushed its face into the Hunter with a quiet nicker. 


The darkness of the night hid his quarry's tracks,
but the Hunter had no need for sight. Not yet, at least. He took a deep breath,
tasting the scents of the desert. The sharp tang of scorched sand had faded
with the setting sun, and the cool breeze brought him the scent he sought:
dried sweat, cinnamon, coriander, and iron, mixed with the metallic tang of
blood. The Hunter's thrown spear had wounded him. 


I'm coming
for you, you bastard!


 


* * *


 


The Hunter stumbled up a sand dune, panting from
the oppressive late afternoon heat. Elivast staggered along behind him, tongue
lolling. Even the desert horse's head hung low, its nostrils flaring with
fatigue. But he refused to stop. 


I'll make it,
even if I have to walk!


He knew it was futile, but he had to try. He
couldn't let the bandit reach Il Seytani's camp, couldn’t allow himself to
picture what would happen if he lost the man's trail. For the last hour or two,
the man's scent had grown fainter. The reek of blood, however, had grown
stronger.


As he crested the dune, he found the source of the
smell. One of the bandit's horses lay at the base of the next rise. The Hunter
slipped and slid his way down the dune, trusting Elivast and the desert horse
to follow in his wake. He knelt beside the fallen horse. It wouldn't live much
longer. Crimson stained its glossy black coat, and its chest rose and fell in shuddering
gasps. 


The Hunter patted the horse's nose. His desperate
spear cast hadn't only wounded the bandit, but blood dripped from a tear in the
side of its neck. The flow had slowed to a faint trickle. With every beat of
its heart, the horse drew closer to the Long Keeper's embrace. Of all the
carnage he'd caused, this death was the most senseless. 


Despite his remorse, a part of him felt relieved.
The fleeing bandit would have to travel more slowly, give his horse a chance to
rest. 


With renewed determination, the Hunter straightened
and stumbled up the next dune. He had a chance! 
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The Hunter swayed in the saddle. Darkness filled
the world. Stars twinkled high overhead; the moon bathed the desert in a pale
glow. The undulating dunes rippled and contorted as exhaustion played tricks on
his mind. He blinked tired eyes, and sand grated at his eyeballs like tiny
daggers. 


So…tired.


He cursed himself for a fool, but it lacked
vehemence. He hadn't eaten in two days, and his water had run out yesterday.
The horses had needed it just to keep going. Stupid, stupid! 


“Foolish
Bucelarii.” The demon whispered in his mind. “You
could have taken the bandits' supplies, but no! You had to rush off to rescue
your pet human!”


The voice had returned during the night. When not
swarming his head with incoherent wails, it mocked him, its disgust and
disappointment ringing in his thoughts.


The Hunter groaned. Please! Leave me be. 


The desert horse panted beneath him. Elivast
staggered along behind the beast, flanks quivering. Exhaustion seeped into
every muscle, but he couldn't allow himself rest. Even with a second horse, he
had to press on if he wanted to catch the lighter, more experienced rider. 


I can't go on
much longer like this, and neither can they. The thought echoed with every
step. Fear—not for himself, but for Hailen—gnawed at his insides.


Dark spots floated before his eyes. The serpentine
sand dunes mocked him with their endlessness. 


Hailen…


He reeled and swayed like a drunk, the world
swimming around him, and he toppled. A bone-deep weariness tugged at his limbs,
slowing his movements.


Can't rest!


Every fiber in his body ached as he climbed to his
feet, groaning and wiping sand from his face. His mouth felt drier than the blasted
sands. His stomach gnawed at itself, growling for food. 


The warmth of Elivast's nose pressed into his hand,
and the desert horse nudged his cloak. At
least I'm not alone. The beasts' presence reassured him. 


"Come on, then." His throat clicked as he
swallowed hard. "We've got ground to cover."


A fog of exhaustion numbed his mind as he climbed
into Elivast's saddle. How long until he caught sight of the fleeing bandit? He
had two horses to the man's one, and even desert horses had to rest. 


A chill breeze wafted across his face. When he
filled his lungs with the cool night air, he caught a hint of the bandit's
scent. It was faint, but there. Hope sent energy fluttering through his tired
body, and he kicked Elivast into a trot. As if sensing his urgency, the horse
broke into a run. The desert horse kept pace, hair flying in the cool midnight
wind. 


The smell grew stronger with every heartbeat. He has to be resting for the night. The
Hunter's heart leapt. Maybe there's a
chance!


Another odor reached him, this one familiar: rot
and decay, a timeless, eternal stench that brought acid surging to his mouth. 


The smell of
demons. But here, in the desert? 


A memory flashed in his mind: four enormous
standing stones breaking the horizon. Younis had called them "a place of
evil—the place of the ytaq."


Twisted hell!
If these were the same stones he'd seen the day he rode out of Il
Seytani's camp, it meant they were close—far closer than he'd realized. He'd
run out of time.


Gritting his teeth, he spurred Elivast to a gallop
and scanned the rolling dunes for any sign of his quarry.


There!


Pale moonlight revealed a dark figure trotting up a
towering dune. The bandit hunched low in his saddle, swaying with his horse's
heavy, shuffling steps. 


The Hunter's heart leapt. I can make it! The demon's incoherent screeching set his head
throbbing, and Soulhunger pulsed at his back, eager to feed.


The bandit's head turned. The Hunter imagined the
widening of his eyes and the sharp intake of breath. He cursed as the man
kicked his horse into a tired trot.


Elivast charged down the hill without slowing. The
bandit disappeared over the next dune, and by the time the Hunter crested the
rise, his prey had grown smaller.


Eyes locked on to his quarry, the Hunter hunched
lower in the saddle and urged his horse to greater speed. Elivast closed the
distance one agonizing step at a time, and the man's scent grew stronger with
each heartbeat. A hundred paces became fifty, then thirty, then a dozen. The
Hunter slipped his sword free. He was close. So close he could all but hear the
man's gasping breath.


He leapt. His sword flashed in the moonlight, and
the bandit fell from the saddle with a cry. The Hunter landed hard, his knees
buckling from fatigue, but he rolled to his feet and staggered toward his
fallen quarry.


The reek of iron hung in the air as the bandit drew
his sword. He shuffled forward with an awkward, limping gait. The bandit waved
his sword before him, snarling something in his tongue. The Hunter's eyes
dropped to the dark, wet patch that stained the man's torso, and he couldn't
help admiring the bandit's tenacity. A grave wound hadn't stopped him from
carrying out Il Seytani's orders. 


The man threw back his head and bellowed a war cry
that carried across the dunes. A moment later, the Hunter's sword took him in
the throat. Steel turned the cry into a wet, choking cough as blood washed over
his hands and down his tunic. The defiance in the bandit's eyes gave way to
fear, and he slumped to his knees, clutching his neck. The Hunter drove
Soulhunger into the dying man's chest. Demon and dagger added their cries of
ecstasy to the garbled shriek bursting from the bandit's lips.


Pain flared in the Hunter's chest, and he gritted
his teeth as a finger of fire etched a line into his flesh. He knelt over the
slumping bandit and tugged Soulhunger free. 


May the Long
Keeper have mercy on your body; your soul is forfeit. 


When he rose, it was as if a weight had lifted from
his chest, his thirst, hunger, and fatigue washed away. He'd made it! He'd stopped
the bandit from reaching the camp. 


Bloody hell!
The camp! A stream of curses poured from his mouth. He'd been so focused on
hunting down the bandit that he hadn't spared a second thought for how to
actually find Il Seytani's camp. He
slumped, not from fatigue or thirst, but from hopelessness. Il Seytani's camp
lay somewhere in the endless sea of sand. He had nothing to guide him, not even
a scrap of fabric from the robes he'd stolen from Il Seytani's camp.


How in the
blasted hell am I going to find it? Without his ritual of seeking and Soulhunger to
guide him, without a map through the uncharted desert, he was more likely to
die of thirst than reach Hailen. 


He lay back in the soft sand, staring up at the
stars twinkling overhead. He closed his eyes as a cool breeze washed over him.
The burden constricted his ribs once more. He'd come so far, done so much for
the sake of rescuing Hailen. All that effort, just to fail. He was alone in the
middle of the vast Advanat Desert, with no food or water, and no idea where to
go. He could spend a lifetime wandering around the desert. For Hailen, that
lifetime would be short when he failed to return.


No, it can't
be over. His fists clenched, and he forced himself upright. He'd come so far. He
wouldn't give up now. Think, damn it! 


Over the last five decades as the Hunter of
Voramis, he'd learned that prey always went where they felt safest. His quarry
had fled across the Advanat, but not in an aimless attempt to escape. The
bandit had been riding home.


He leapt into Elivast's saddle and kicked the horse
up the dune. If he was returning to camp,
that means I'll find it somewhere in this direction. 


Cresting the rise, he Hunter drew Elivast to a halt
and scanned the darkness, searching for signs of life. A flickering torch, the
light of a campfire, sounds of humans or animals—anything to guide him to Il
Seytani's camp. The wan moonlight revealed nothing but a vast ocean of rolling
dunes and pristine sand. 


He cursed. So what now? Ride into the desert, hoping
for luck to guide him to the camp? He dismissed the idea out of hand. He and
luck were rarely on good terms. Perhaps the bandit's horse would lead him. He
glanced back, and his shoulders slumped. Two dark figures lay unmoving on the
pale sand. The bandit had ridden his horse to death. 


He sagged in the saddle, and his heart thudded
fully as his last trace of hope died. For long moments, he simply sat,
wallowing in defeat. He'd failed.


The chill evening breeze whipped across the dunes,
kicking up sand. Grit and dust slapped his face and stung his eyes. He didn't
bother to cover up—he deserved the pain.


But the wind carried more than just the biting
sand. A familiar scent drifted up to him.


Iron? 


For a moment, he thought it came from the bandit behind
him. But no, it came from somewhere in the distance.


The familiar reek of iron fanned the tiny spark of
hope burning within him back to life. He drew in another deep breath, his
sensitive nostrils seeking the metallic tang. 


There! 


Fire flared in his chest, and a predatory grin
twisted his lips as he kicked the horses into a gallop. The scent was faint and
distant, yet unmistakable. He had found it.
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The Hunter peered over the crest of the dune. Soft
sand seeped into his armor, but he ignored it. There, below him, Il Seytani's
camp spread across the desert floor.


He slipped down the hill, making no more sound than
the shifting sand underfoot. An eerie silence permeated the outer camp, broken
only by the occasional bark of a dog or whinny of a horse. He ducked behind a
tent just as a pair of armed men tramped past. Heart pounding, he pressed
against the tent, hoping the shadows would hide him. He tightened his grip on
Soulhunger. 


The dagger sensed blood. Feed me, it begged. 


The demon wanted him to charge through the camp and
kill anyone who got in his way, but he knew better. If Il Seytani caught him
before he reached Hailen, the bandit leader wouldn't hesitate to carry out his
threat and kill the boy. 


When the bandits disappeared around the next row of
shelters, the Hunter moved. Moonlight shone on an unbroken wall of black
canvas—he'd reached the tents that marked the perimeter of Il Seytani's inner
camp. The tent openings all faced inward, to the fortified heart of the camp. 


Now what?


He crouched in the shadows, not moving a muscle.
Minutes ticked by in agonizing slowness, and still he watched and waited. The
irony of his actions was not lost on him. He'd stolen into many places far more
fortified and better-guarded than this. He'd entered and left death behind,
uncaring of how many corpses he made. Now he entered to save a life. He
couldn't risk leaving corpses this time. To have any hope of getting Hailen out
alive, he had to do it right. That meant being patient and learning the guards'
patrol pattern when all he wanted to do was hack his way through the bandits. 


A second pair of guards marched around the
perimeter of the tents. The Hunter muttered a curse. The patrols passed at
intervals of five minutes or less. 


I'll have to
find another way in. 


He moved like a wraith, gliding from shadow to
shadow, crossing the open space to the nearest black tent. An ear pressed to
the tent wall, he listened for any signs of life. Heavy breathing sounded from
within. One occupant, sleeping. 


Perfect.


Soulhunger, sensing the nearby heartbeat, pounded
in his mind. The demon screeched at him, begging him to kill. The Hunter
grimaced at the shrieking in his mind. Be
silent. He must die without a sound. 


The demon radiated anger, but it fell quiet. The
Hunter had given it the death it craved. It would leave him alone, would give
him peace. For now.


He had no desire to uproot one of the iron stakes
that held the tent securely in place. He'd have to cut an opening. 


Kneeling in the darkness beneath an awning, he drew
Soulhunger. The dagger's razor edge sliced through the thick canvas like molten
steel through snow, with little more than a whisper of parting threads. The
shadows of the overhanging tent covering would hide the hole long enough for
him to get in and out. 


He slipped through the tear and into the tent.
Crouching, he held his breath and listened to the steady breathing. One man.
One silent death. His soft-soled boots noiseless on the carpeted floor, he
slithered toward the sleeping bandit, clapped a hand over his mouth, and seized
his throat. Before the man opened his eyes, the Hunter wrenched. The bandit's
neck gave a sickening crack. 


Good. Not a sound. He'd chosen this tent due to its small
size—he'd guessed only one person lived within. No one would find the corpse
and raise the alarm.


He moved with slow, cautious steps toward the mouth
of the tent. Pulling up his hood, he crouched at the tent opening. Outside,
campfires dotted the heart of Il Seytani's camp, pushing back the evening gloom
and chill. Robed figures sat around the fires, eating, laughing, and talking.
The Hunter kept his eyes away from the firelight; he needed what little night
vision he had.


The demon whispered in his mind, goading him to
action. It filled his mind with images of glorious death and destruction. 


No. They
wield iron weapons, and there are far too many of them. Better to find Hailen
and slip out unnoticed. He would fight only if forced to.


He pictured the camp as he'd seen it on his first
visit. At the far end of the ring of fires lay a wooden stockade. He would find
Hailen there, along with the rest of the children taken from the caravan. 


But how will
I get there? He could skirt the edge of the camp, but even the dullest watchman would
find that behavior odd. No man skulked through his own home. The only way to
avoid drawing attention would be to cross the open space. He would walk through
the camp as if he belonged, and no one would notice anything amiss. He had to do
something about his clothing, though. Still soaked with bandit blood, it would
draw too much attention.


He glanced around, and his eyes fell on a robe
discarded in a heap on the floor. He wrestled the garment over his head; it was
a bit snug, but he only needed it long enough to cross the ring of campfires
without drawing attention. If he covered his face with the headcloth, he only
had to worry about the small patch of light skin around his eyes. 


It seems
Queen Asalah's lessons will come in handy.


He studied the corpse, noting the man's sharp
cheekbones, long, thick nose, and dark complexion. With a deep breath, he
pushed his focus inward. Blessed silence echoed in his thoughts, but his
shoulders knotted in nervous anticipation. He concentrated on that sensation:
the twisting, tightening muscles, the slight tremor in his hands. He forced his
mind deeper, searching for the thump,
thump of his heart and the silent throbbing of his pulse.


He imposed his will on his body. He commanded it to
change, and it yielded to the strength of his resolve. Lightning crackled and
sizzled, coursing through his veins and setting his nerves ablaze. A terrible
pressure mounted behind his eyes as muscle and bone in his face shifted, the
skin of his nose, eyes, and cheeks thickening. He gritted his teeth and willed
the change to continue. 


With a gasp, he broke his concentration. The power
surging through his veins faded. His face felt thick, heavy, and…wrong. His
nose was thicker and longer, his cheekbones sharper. If he'd done it right, the
color of his skin would match those of the bandits. He had to hope he'd done it
right.


Agony throbbed behind his eyes. Stooping to mask
his height, his heart thundering, he thrust aside the tent opening and stepped
into the clearing. No one took notice of him, or, if they did, saw nothing out
of the ordinary. 


It…worked! 


Taking care to avoid direct firelight, he wended
his way around the clearing. He kept his eyes downcast, his shoulders hunched,
and his hands tucked into the sleeves of his robe. He hardly dared to breathe.
As long as no one spoke to him or looked into his eyes, he was safe.


The relentless hammering of his heart made the
short distance to the wooden stockade seem endless. Nervous fear twanged in his
chest; he could be discovered at any moment. Only a fool felt no fear when
surrounded by enemies. His pulse raced when a pair of figures rushed toward
him, but they only nodded and hurried past, racing toward the edge of the inner
camp. 


The tension drained from his shoulders, and he
muttered a relieved oath. He'd gotten the bandit's features and dark skin tone
right.


Il Seytani's voice rang out in the darkness, and
the Hunter's gut leapt to his throat. His eyes darted around the campfires,
studying the shapeless figures, desperate to find the man who had held a blade
to Hailen's neck. 


Il Seytani stood at the far end of the clearing, a
wineskin in one hand and a naked sword in the other, surrounded by a crowd of
drinking, laughing, and shouting bandits. 


The Hunter's hands flexed and relaxed of their own
accord. He ached to wrap his fingers around the bandit's neck, to feel the gush
of blood pouring from his throat. The demon flooded his head with images of the
man's death. Il Seytani would beg for mercy but find none. Soulhunger would be
fed. 


No! He pushed the
voices away, gritting his teeth at the effort. Killing him now would put Hailen in danger. 


Il Seytani laughed, flung down the wineskin, and
broke free of the crowd, moving toward the largest tent in the inner camp.
Heart hammering, the Hunter forced himself to move away from the dark-skinned
chieftain, to keep walking when all he wanted to do was draw his sword and cut
every one of the bandits to ribbons. He had to reach the stockade on the far
side of the fire. 


The wooden enclosure drew closer with every step.
The Hunter scanned the shadows, searching for the huddled bodies of the
caravan's abducted children. A weight of dread settled on his mind. 


Something's
wrong. But what? 


It hit him. It's
too quiet. He should hear sobbing or crying. 


Darkness and silence greeted him. The wooden
stockade stood empty. Where are they? 


A numbing chill seeped through his veins, turning
his limbs to lead. Had he come all this way for nothing? Had he failed, again?
Farida's lifeless face flashed before him. Bardin appeared a moment later, his
glazed eyes dull and unseeing. Hailen joined them, and the sound of childish
laughter drifted in the night. 


He squeezed his eyes tight to block out the
familiar faces. It can't be over! Not
like this. 


The laughter came again. It sounded…real?


Hailen? The Hunter
forced his eyes to focus. He stood amidst a sea of campfires, surrounded by
bandits. 


The sound came from behind him. But it was no
laughter; a familiar cry rang out and quickly turned to screams. 


The Hunter whirled. Where is he? 


His gaze fell upon a half-dozen dark-skinned
bandits amidst a smaller ring of tents, twenty paces from the main ring of
fires. The clustered men poked and prodded with long sticks at a wooden cage no
higher than their knees. Within lay a pitiful, sobbing figure.


"Stop, please!" The familiar voice
twisted the Hunter's stomach. "You're hurting m—" 


The words turned to a cry of pain as one of the
bandits thrust a sharpened stick through the cage bars. The man took a swig
from his wineskin and shouted something. Whatever he said made his fellows
laugh, and they all joined in the torment. The cage rattled beneath the impact
of the bandits' sticks. The little figure in the cage wailed.


Hailen! 
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The clean, innocent smell he knew so well reached
him, and a red haze tinged the edges of his vision. Bloody bastards! He stalked through the campfires with the
single-minded focus of a predator. Rage burned away all vestiges of fatigue. You'll suffer for that!


He slammed a fist into the back of the nearest
bandit's head, and bone crunched beneath the force of the blow. The man lurched
forward and fell onto the cage, his legs flopping useless. One of the bandits
stood with a stick poised to thrust at Hailen. The Hunter drove his dagger into
the base of his skull. The man's mocking laughter choked off in a spray of
blood, Soulhunger's tip protruding from his mouth. 


The remaining bandits stood frozen in shock and
surprise. The Hunter closed his hands around one's throat and snapped the man's
neck with an audible crack.
Soulhunger laid open the throat of another poised to cry out an alarm.


One man managed to drop his wineskin and fumbled
for the dagger at his belt, but the knife caught on the cloth folds of his
robe. Even as he drew it, the Hunter seized his wrist and drove the man's own
dagger deep in his belly. He moved before the body hit the ground. His boot
snapped up to strike the last bandit behind the ear, and the man sagged to the
soft sand.


Too late, he realized the folly of his actions. Had
anyone heard or seen what he'd done, they would raise the alarm. He whirled,
ready for an attack. 


No war cries rang in the night. No bandits rushed
him with naked blades and shouts of alarm. A tent stood between him and the
ring of campfires, and most of the men were night-blind from staring at the
flames. Hope surged within him. No one had seen them!


Hailen whimpered and sobbed as Soulhunger sliced
the leather bands holding the cage closed. The Hunter ripped the door open and,
reaching inside, seized the boy's robes and dragged him free of the cage.


Bewilderment mixed with terror on Hailen's face.
The Hunter clapped a hand over his mouth and dragged the boy into the shadows
of a nearby tent. Sheathing Soulhunger, he held a finger to his lips.


Hailen nodded, and the Hunter removed his hand.
Hailen stared up at him, lip quivering. "Who are you?" 


The words struck the Hunter like a physical blow, and
he fell to his knees. All the pain he'd felt at Farida's death slammed into
him, and his chest tightened. He'd protected Hailen in memory of her, as a way
to atone for his failure to save her. To hear the words—her last—coming from
Hailen…a wave of overwhelming sorrow washed over him.


"Hailen…" He stretched out his hands
toward the boy, but Hailen shrank back.


He saw his hands: dusky brown skin a match to the
rest of the bandits. He remembered. He'd changed his eyes and skin. Hailen saw
only a stranger.


Turning away, he drew his attention inward. He
sought blood rushing through his face, forcing the flowing currents to bend and
shift to his will. Lightning raced through him, scorching every nerve, but he
ignored the pain as he compelled his features to return to their normal shape. 


Gasping, he turned back to the boy. "It's me, Hailen."


"Hardwell?" Relief filled Hailen's face
and he leapt into the Hunter's arms. "You came back!"


The Hunter crushed the boy to his chest. The
pressure in his head retreated, and the blistering heat of his rage faded to a
slow, deep simmering in the back of his mind. He wanted to scream, to cry, to
laugh with relief. He hadn't lost the boy, as he feared. He'd kept his promise.
He'd made it in time!


But now wasn't the time for sentiment. Scores of
armed bandits stood between him and freedom. With Hailen in tow, he'd be
hard-pressed to escape unnoticed. 


I need a
distraction. The ring of campfires drew his attention. Perfect!


He pulled Hailen's arms free and spoke in a harsh
whisper. "Stay here, Hailen!"


Fear flashed across the boy's face. "What?
Why? Where are you...?"


"Hailen!" The Hunter hissed with the
force of a slap. "Stay here. Wait for me."


Tears streamed down the boy's face, but he nodded.
He laid a hand on the Hunter's arm. "I thought I would never see you
again."


The Hunter felt as if a house had collapsed atop
him. Hailen hadn't feared for his own life, nor for the horrors he’d faced.
He'd suffered at the hands of his captors, yet the only thought in the boy's
mind had been a desire to see the Hunter again. 


"I'm so sorry, Hailen. I'm so, so sorry."
He swallowed the lump in his throat and brushed away a tear. "I will return in a minute. When I do,
we'll be gone from this place forever."


Turning away, the Hunter willed his features to
change shape once more. Though it felt as if sparks crackled through every
muscle and nerve, he forced his face to take the desired form. He'd rescued
Hailen; now he just had to find a way out of the camp. 


A few dozen paces away, two men sat talking and
laughing at a small campfire. The Hunter cut a strip of cloth from a dead
bandit's tunic and bound the fabric around one of the fallen sticks. Hunching
to hide his height, he strode toward the fire, improvised torch in hand. His
face burned and throbbed, but he had to hope he had shifted his features
correctly again. Taking a seat opposite the bandits, the Hunter thrust his
makeshift torch into the flames. His heart thundered as he watched the fire
licking the cloth wrapping. 


When the two men called out to him, he shrugged and
mumbled something incoherent. One eyed him with a curious expression, but the
other said something that elicited a burst of raucous laughter and drew away
his friend's attention. 


The furnace of rage in his gut dwarfed the pitiful
campfire. The men across from him had tormented Hailen, had sold the caravan's
children into slavery. He would ensure the boy never had to suffer anything
like that again. To do that, he'd burn down this entire camp and everyone in
it. 


They deserve
no less.


Standing, he seized the torch and strode away. The
two bandits shouted something, but he ignored them and kept his pace steady as
he moved out of the ring of firelight and slipped behind the tent.


The dancing firelight of his torch fell on Hailen's
face, revealing red-rimmed eyes and puffy cheeks. Yet the boy's fear melted
away at the sight of the Hunter. He held out his hand, and the Hunter gripped
it.


"Come on, Hailen! Get ready to run."


Hailen stared up with trusting eyes. "What
about the others?"


"The others?"


"Eileen. Darril. Harlen. The other children
that came with me."


The Hunter's heart ached, but he shook his head.
"We can't take them all, Hailen. We have to get out of here."


Hailen thrust out his lower lip. "But if we
leave them here, they're going to be sad. They all miss their parents, and they
don't like it here."


"I know, Hailen, but I can't get them
yet."


Hailen's eyes widened and his lip quivered.
"But you have to, Hardwell! You have
to get them all out."


The Hunter knelt before Hailen, taking the boy's
small hands in his. "I can't. Not until you're away from here."


"Please, Hardwell!" Tears brimmed in
Hailen's eyes. "They're my friends."


The lump returned to the Hunter's throat.
"I'll make you a deal. First we get out safely, and I'll come back for the
others."


"You promise?"


The Hunter nodded. "I promise, Hailen." 


He hated lying to the boy, but what choice did he
have? Hailen was his priority. He had no idea where the other children were,
nor the time to search for them. Il Seytani had spoken of selling them as
slaves. Had he done so already? Il Seytani would have kept Hailen to ensure the
Hunter honored their bargain, but had no reason to keep the rest of the
children. The Hunter wouldn't risk Hailen's life on the off chance he could
save the others.


"Now, come! Let's go."


The Hunter touched the torch to the nearest tent.
The flames licked at the animal hides, catching quickly and spreading. He ran
between the shelters, Hailen in tow, lighting as many as he could. Behind him,
the dancing flicker of burning tents brightened the night sky. 


Shouts of alarm sounded from the ring of campfires.
Perfect! He had his distraction.


He hurried away from the conflagration and ducked
into the shadows of a tent canopy, pulling Hailen into the darkness with him.
Crouching, he waited as shouting bandits rushed past to battle the flames. He
risked a glance toward the burning tents. More and more bandits rushed toward
the heart of the camp, carrying buckets of sand to throw on the flames. Men and
women wailed amidst smoking homes.


The warmth of Hailen's hand in his kept him
focused. He couldn’t allow anything to slow him down. He had to get Hailen out
of here, even if that meant Il Seytani lived.


A glance away from the fire revealed the perimeter
of the camp unguarded.


Now's our
chance.


He rose and, placing a warning finger to his lips,
dragged Hailen toward freedom. The boy stumbled and fell, and he cried out as
his hand slipped from the Hunter's. A few of the bandits turned toward the
source of the sound, scanning the darkness. Biting back a curse, the Hunter
scooped the boy into his arms and sprinted away from the fire. 


A figure loomed out of the darkness. The bandit
called out and held up his torch. His eyes widened at the sight of the charging
Hunter, and his hand flashed to the hilt of his sword. The Hunter reached him
before he could draw. He thrust Soulhunger at the man's neck, and a spurt of
blood steamed in the cool night air. The Hunter didn't wait for the dying man
to collapse before racing on.


A shout of alarm echoed behind him. Keeper take it! 


He darted between the tents of the outer camp,
hoping none of Il Seytani's guards had gotten this far out. Pale moonlight
shone down on the sand dune rising into the night. An endless ocean of shelters
stood between him and freedom. On he ran, heedless of the chaos around him, a
grim smile on lips. The image of Sirkar Jeroen's blazing caravan danced in his
mind. This is justice.


His arms and shoulders soon ached from carrying
Hailen, but he couldn't risk the boy slowing them down or catching the bandits'
attention. If they could escape unnoticed, they had a chance of outrunning Il
Seytani's men. He would find someplace to hide, and the following night sneak
back into camp and steal supplies for the journey across the Advanat. But first
he had to get Hailen out.


His boots sank into the yielding sand of the dune,
and his steps grew slow and laborious as the ground shifted beneath him. The
shouts and cries from Il Seytani's camp faded with every step. He paused to
catch his breath and risked a glance over his shoulder at the fire consuming
the heart of the camp. A grim satisfaction filled him; Il Seytani would suffer.


"Hardwell?" Hailen tugged at his sleeve.
"What about the others?"


"Soon," the Hunter gasped. "First we
get to Elivast." He knelt. "Get up on my back."


Ignoring the burning ache in his legs and the
twinge in his knee, the Hunter stumbled up the dune, Hailen clasping his neck.
He all but threw himself down the far slope, slipping and sliding toward the
waiting horses. 


Hailen squealed in delight. "Elivast!"
Sliding from the Hunter's back, he ran toward the chestnut horse and threw his
arms around Elivast's long nose. Elivast snorted and nuzzled the boy.


"Look, Hailen. I brought you your own."
The Hunter pointed to the desert horse.


"For me?" Eyes wide, the boy released
Elivast and moved toward the other horse. He patted the beast's neck gently,
his face ecstatic. "What's his name?"


"He doesn't have one yet, but that's a matter
for another time." Without warning, he scooped Hailen up and deposited him
in the desert horse's saddle. "For now, we have to ride!" 


The Hunter looped the lead rope around his arm and
clambered into the saddle. Clicking his tongue, he touched his heels to
Elivast's ribs, and the horses galloped away from the burning camp. 


The Hunter drew in a deep breath. We can make it!


 


* * *


 


The Hunter glanced back, his heart sinking. We're never going to make it. Hours of riding
hadn't put enough distance between them and the bandit camp. 


He'd never taught Hailen to ride, and the boy clung
to his saddle like a sack of potatoes, bouncing and jolting with every step.


Damn it! If the Hunter
tried to push the pace, Hailen would certainly be thrown or slip from the
saddle. Only one thing to do.


He pulled Elivast to a halt and swung down from the
staggering beast. The desert horse slowed beside him, sides heaving. The long
trek across the Advanat had sapped their strength as much as his, and the
recent exertion left them exhausted. They couldn't go much longer without water
or food. He doubted Hailen could either, but he couldn't stop so close to the
camp. He'd have to find a way to get supplies later. 


"Here, move forward." He pushed Hailen
onto the horse's neck and climbed into the saddle. "Hang on to his mane.
Nice and tight."


Hailen grabbed a handful of the desert pony's white
mane. "Like this?"


The Hunter nodded and wrapped an arm around Hailen.
"Now hang on!" The desert horse shuffled to a canter. Wind whipped
the Hunter's hair, kicking sand and dust up into his face. 


A war cry broke the silence of the night. Seconds
later, dozens of throats joined in the chorus. 


The Hunter's chest tightened. Il Seytani's war band. 


His chances for escape grew narrower with every
passing second. The bandits knew the desert far better than he. His wearied
horses couldn't outrun their fresh mounts. They had nowhere to hide in the
dunes, and in the open desert, the bandits could attack from all sides. He
couldn't fight with one eye watching Hailen. He would need every shred of
concentration to survive against the iron weapons. 


Damn it! 


He scanned the darkness, searching for anywhere to
hide. Where, in the endless ocean of sand, could he go? He didn't need to look
back to know his horses had left a clear trail for the experienced bandits to
follow.


A desperate idea formed in his mind. The standing stones! Four enormous
monoliths, silent guards watching over the Advanat. The bandits believed it to
be a place of evil. Perhaps fear or superstition would keep them at bay. 


The Hunter held Hailen tighter and drove his heels
into the desert horse's flanks. "We'll make it," he muttered to
himself. "We have to!" 


 







Chapter Fifty
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The Hunter cast a glance over his shoulder at the
cloud of sand kicked up by Il Seytani's war band. Damn it! False dawn had come and gone, drowned out by the Hunter's
racing pulse and the horses' thundering hooves. The first rays of sunlight
peered over the horizon to reveal the band had gained on him in the last hour. 


He fixed his eyes forward, seeking the four
enormous monoliths of pure obsidian that stood guard over the desert. Would
they make it? The featureless desert played tricks on the eye; he couldn't tell
if the stones stood beyond the next dune or a league away. 


Hailen clung to the desert horse's mane, sobs
shaking his shoulders as he bounced up and down on the desert horse's back.
Only the Hunter's arm held him in place. A stab of pity flashed through the
Hunter. The pounding pace had to be torture for the boy. But he had no time for
Hailen's frailty. He would strap the lad to his back if it hastened their
flight.


Hope filled the Hunter as they crested the sandy
rise, and the reek of decay drifted on the wind. There they are! He dug his heels into the desert pony's flanks, and
the beast charged down the incline. The Hunter gritted his teeth, his heart
thundering in his chest. He kept his eyes locked on the standing
stones. He'd have to push the horses harder if he wanted to reach the stones
ahead of them, but they had to make
it.


 


He let out a long breath as the desert horse raced
up the gentle incline, hurtling toward the standing stones at a full gallop. Though
the stench of decay and rot left a sour tang in his mouth, he forced himself
onward. The monoliths were his only hope of survival. He couldn't deter Il
Seytani's men from attacking, but he'd be damned if he'd let them surround and
overwhelm him. They would fight on his terms.


The horses skittered to a halt outside the ring of
stones. They snorted and danced, unwilling to approach the obelisks. The Hunter
leapt from the saddle and held out his arms for Hailen. The boy all but
collapsed from the horse's back, and he wailed in pain and fatigue, tears
streaking his dusty face.


"Hailen!" The Hunter squeezed the lad's
shoulders. "I need you to listen to me."


Hailen wailed. "B-But it hurts!" When the
Hunter set him down, he crumbled.


"I know it hurts, Hailen." A knife of
remorse twisted in the Hunter's gut. "But I need you to go. See that mound
at the heart of the stones? You have to stay there. No matter what happens, you
must not move!" 


"B-But—"


The war cry echoed across the desert and grew
louder with every passing heartbeat. The ground beneath them trembled under the
impact of thundering hooves.


"Do it, Hailen! Please."


Lip quivering, Hailen staggered toward the standing
stones. The Hunter's heart ached as he watched the boy go. Hailen had been
through hell, and things were about to get worse.


He turned his back on the boy and, drawing his
sword, backed slowly up the hill. Sunlight streamed through the standing
stones, bathing the Hunter in a soft golden glow. A gentle breeze wafted across
his face. For a moment, the wind washed away the nauseating stink of decay that
emanated from the stones behind him.


The shouts and cries of Il Seytani's war band
shattered the fragile calm. The cloud of dust coalesced into the shapes of
dozens of mounted figures that crested the rise, a bright-colored wave that
swelled and crashed upon the golden shore. Iron and steel glittered in the
morning light. Il Seytani himself rode at the heart of his war band.


The Hunter glanced over his shoulder at Hailen, who
sat amidst the ring of stones, too exhausted to stand. I won't let you down.


A bestial roar bubbled in the Hunter's chest and
ripped from his throat. He howled with all the force of his rage, pouring every
shred of hatred and contempt into the cry. "Come and get me, you bastards!"


Something dark streaked through the air. A spear,
moving as if in slow motion, hurtled up the hill toward him. The Hunter twisted
to the side, and his hand darted out to snatch the missile mid-flight. The
impact jerked his shoulder, sending him staggering. Regaining his balance, he
reversed his grip on the shaft and launched it. The spear hurtled toward a
bandit at the forefront of the war band, slamming into his chest. The man
jerked backward and toppled from his saddle. The war band all but trampled
their lifeless comrade in their mad rush up the dune. 


More spears streaked toward him, but he spun out of
their path. The dune hissed beneath the impact of a half-dozen iron and steel
heads.


The bandits spurred their horses up the rise,
cresting the ridge and thundering toward the obsidian monoliths. Brilliant
sunlight leaked through the stones, blinding men and horses alike. The bandits
shielded their eyes, and more than a few paused in their headlong charge. Il
Seytani's enraged shouts galvanized the reluctant to follow their less-hesitant
comrades.


Seizing the momentary distraction, the Hunter
scooped up three spears and hurled them in quick succession. Two found their
marks; two men fell from their saddles, lances buried in their bellies. The
third grazed the shoulder of a charging horse, and the beast reared and
plunged, knocking its rider from its back.


More bandits thundered up the hill, waving swords
and shouting their war cry. The Hunter ducked beneath a sweeping sword, rolled
out of the path of a charging horse, and lashed out with a two-handed blow that
sheared through the upper thigh of a horse. With a horrible scream, the beast
tumbled end over end, crushing its rider.


Fire flared in the Hunter's back, and his muscles
corded in panic. He had moments before the iron seeped into his body and slowed
his movements. Whirling, he buried his sword deep into the thigh of the bandit
who'd gotten a lucky blow and drove Soulhunger into the warrior's chest. The
man shrieked and dropped his war axe to clutch at the blood spurting from the
severed artery in his leg. As power coursed through his veins and healed his
wounds, the Hunter's eyes darted to the fallen weapon. A steel axe head. 


A charging horse slammed into him, knocking him
from his feet. Grunting, he tucked himself into a ball and rolled with the
impact. His fingers closed around the haft of a spear embedded into the sand,
and he spun, thrusting upward at his next attacker. The butt of the spear dug
into the ground, and the charging bandit impaled himself upon the leaf-shaped
blade. 


The Hunter whirled to meet the next charge. It
never came. The bandits' horses reared and plunged, the whites of their eyes
visible. 


Mocking laughter bubbled from the Hunter's chest.
"Come on, then!" He lifted his bloody arms into the air. "Come
and face the Watcher's justice!" He raised his face to the sky and howled.



His cry added to the horses' terror, and the beasts
refused to approach him and the monoliths. The bandits—some two dozen of
them—leapt from their horses. Their eyes darted to the corpses staining the
sand crimson. Five dead in the space of a few heartbeats. The foremost bandits
hesitated, muttering amongst themselves. 


Il Seytani's voice drifted up the hill. "You
surprise me, ytaq! How foolish I was
to believe Younis and his band sufficient to do away with you." 


The Hunter spat. "Here I stand, you bastard!
Come, and let me show you how your man died." A vicious grin broadened his
face. "Screaming and crying like a rutting back-bedder!"


A patterned headcloth covered Il Seytani's face,
but the Hunter had to hope his words had the desired effect. An angry warrior
would make mistakes a level-headed one would never make. 


"Surely you can count, qattala? The odds do not favor you. But, I am eternally a businessman,
so I will offer you a bargain. Your life, in exchange for your boy's."


The Hunter glanced over his shoulder. Hailen
watched the exchange, eyes wide in horror.


"I turn myself over without a fight, and you
let the boy live?"


Il Seytani nodded. "It is as you say."


"Why not simply let us walk away? Wouldn't
that be easier than losing your entire war band chasing me?"


Il Seytani shrugged. "You killed my men. I
must make an example of you, ytaq. If
not, how many more will believe they can attack the Whirlwind of the Desert
with impunity?"


The Hunter laughed. "The fearsome Il Seytani,
bested by a mere assassin? No legend survives such a blow for long."


Il Seytani tilted his head. "So you
understand."


The Hunter grinned and stalked forward. "Of
course." His grin faded. "But I promised you a painful death if you
harmed a hair on the boy's head. I always keep my promises." 


With a howl of rage, he charged. Soulhunger
throbbed in the back of his mind, and the demon added its voice to the whirling
chaos. The Hunter didn't drive them away; he needed their bloodlust if he was
to survive.


The bandits raced up the hill, swords and axes
flashing in the brilliant sunlight. He dodged the first attack, and his sword
laid open the throats of the two to his right. The two dropped their iron
blades to clutch at the gaping wounds in their necks. 


He grunted at a sudden burst of fire in his right
arm. A steel blade sliced through his shoulder, and his grip on his sword
loosened. Soulhunger flicked in like a snake's tongue as he sank the dagger to
its hilt in one bandit's belly. Crimson light flared from the gem in
Soulhunger's hilt. Power surged within the Hunter, washing away his fatigue.
The pain in his arm faded as the wound healed. Strength returned in time for
him to raise his sword to ward off a thrust at his midsection. An iron scimitar
arced toward him, and his long blade sheared the man's arm at the elbow.


He retreated as a half-dozen bandits charged at
once. His long sword wove a wall of steel before him, fending off multiple
strikes. He thrust and cut whenever he found an opening, but it was all he
could do to keep the bandits at bay. 


One lucky thrust pierced his guard, and the cold,
numbing burn of iron pulsed in his veins. With a curse, he staggered backward
to open space between himself and his attackers, but the yielding sand dragged
at his heels. He barely managed to keep his feet. Already he could feel his
body slowing as metal seeped into his veins. He poured all his inhuman strength
into a sweeping blow that knocked the bandits' weapons aside. Two iron swords
bent and cracked from the impact. The men stared at their useless blades with
dumbfounded horror.


The Hunter darted forward, and Soulhunger screamed
in delight as its eager blade laid open a bandit's throat. Energy swept through
him, pushing back the iron's poison. He hacked the heads from the men carrying
the shattered blades. Two more fell beneath a flurry of powerful sword strokes,
and Soulhunger drank deep from the last bandit to face him.


The demon crowed in his mind. “Yes! Let there be death and destruction! Let us drown in a river of
blood!”


The Hunter's body thrummed in response to the song
of war. He whirled and spun, his blades like the teeth of a whirlwind. Though
he retreated beneath the onslaught, he took a toll in blood for every step. 


And still they came. He ducked under a sweeping
sword and disemboweled the bandit foolish enough to charge ahead of his
comrades. A trio of spear-wielding bandits rushed him. He managed to evade two
thrusts, but the third tore a hole in his side. Agony slammed into him as the
poison rushed through his veins. His arms and legs felt leaden; his grip on his
sword loosened as numbness spread down his arm. He didn't have to look down to
see the blackness seeping from his wounds. 


Another spear punched through his right shoulder
and shoved him backward. His back collided with cold, hard stone. Spears still
embedded in his flesh, the bandits hesitated for a heartbeat as their eyes
traced the dark contours of the obsidian monolith. 


A cry of terror sounded behind him. Hailen!


The Hunter gritted his teeth. He could retreat no
further. 


Stand or die. 


 


 







Chapter Fifty-One
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The demon wailed in his thoughts, its terror
bouncing around his skull. He screamed as the bandits ripped their spears from
his flesh. A fresh wave of pain washed down his sword arm, and his grip
loosened. 


I'm not
finished yet, you bastards!


Pushing off the obelisk, the Hunter launched himself
at one of the spear-wielding bandits and drove Soulhunger deep into the man's
chest with his remaining strength. The torrent of power thrust back the iron's
numbing bite. Releasing his grip on Soulhunger, the Hunter lurched upright to
hack down his startled opponents. He reveled in the power coursing through him
as he wrenched the dagger free of its latest victim. 


Hailen cried out again, and something within him
snapped. Gone was his rage, his frustration, his fear for Hailen's safety or
his own. It was replaced by something else, something darker. A red haze tinged
his vision, and his blood sang with the joy of death.


He rushed forward, laying about him with his long
sword. A spear laid open a burning wound along his back and shoulders. Before
the iron could take effect, he drove Soulhunger deep into a bandit's neck. Even
as the power healed his wounds and purged the poison from his body, his sword
removed the man's head from his shoulders.


Time and again, his body recoiled beneath the
impact of an iron weapon, but he felt no pain. He felt nothing but the fire
coursing in his veins. Something had taken control of his body. Soulhunger and
the demon in his mind swirled in perfect harmony. The two joined together in a
whirlwind of crimson gore—the demon controlling him, Soulhunger feeding him
power. He danced like a marionette on strings, his limbs seeming to move of
their own accord. Death and destruction followed in his wake.


He reveled in every life stolen at the tip of
Soulhunger's blade, felt the power feeding the Great Destroyer, but he was
beyond caring. A numbing ache washed over him, filling him with a lust for
blood. Every last one of them would die, then he'd hunt down everyone in Il
Seytani's camp. He would kill until Soulhunger had taken enough lives to…


No! He couldn't
allow the demon and Soulhunger to go unchecked. He had to regain control. Enough! 


He pushed back against the red haze washing over
his vision, forced it to retreat. The demon's screams of protest rang in his
mind, but he imposed his will on the voices as he had on flesh and bone. Iron
seeped through his body and slowed his movements, adding to the torment of a
dozen gaping wounds. Rage fueled his limbs. He fought on, warring against the
internal voices as much as the bandits threatening his life. 


They kept on coming and dying. The Hunter's sword
wove a wall of steel around him. Soulhunger's cries echoed in his mind as it
fed him power, healed his wounds, and pushed back the iron's poison. His hands
grew numb from his death grip on his weapons. Blood soaked his clothing,
stained his arms, and splattered his face. 


And still he killed. 


A cry of triumph burst from his throat. He leapt
over a dying bandit and bounded toward the remaining handful. His long sword
shattered an iron blade and a bandit's forearm. Soulhunger struck again and
again, drinking deep and flooding the Hunter with vitality. 


Something struck him from behind, knocking him to
the ground. Dazed, his ears ringing, he stumbled to his feet. Darkness swam in
his vision as he swung a wild blow and chopped empty air. Acting on instinct,
he leapt backward. An iron war axe sliced the air a finger's breadth from his
throat. His sword bit into the wooden handle, and the man howled and fell to
his knees. Three severed fingers dropped to the sand. 


The Hunter locked eyes with the bandit. "You." This man had held a blade to
his throat, had struck him twice. "I told you I'd take something from
you." With a growl of rage, the Hunter chopped the man's hands free of his
wrists. Wrapping his arm around the bandit's neck, he thrust Soulhunger into
his chest. The warrior writhed in his grip, screaming. The Hunter gasped from
the sudden rush of power, pain and pleasure washing through his veins with more
potency than any narcotic. 


"May the Long Keeper pass by your
corpse," he spat, "and your soul rot in the fiery hell!" 


As the whispered words of his ritual passed his
lips, memories crashed over him like a tidal wave. The sudden rush of images
battered at his mind, threatening to steal his consciousness.


"Repeat
the words for me."


"Why,
Master Eldor? What is the point?" 


The
middle-aged man with sun-darkened skin and violet eyes buried the tip of his
sword in the soft grass. "Because, young man, it is the only thing that
separates you from the thugs and murderers of this world. It's what separates
you from your kind as well."


"I don't
understand." 


"Think
about the weapon you wield."


"Soulhunger?"


The man
nodded. "It is a weapon forged for destruction and death. If you allow it,
it will drive you to do horrible things."


"And how
will some words help?"


"They
may seem like simple words, but they are more than that. They are a reminder of
the cost of your actions. Remember: With that blade, you do more than just take
their lives—you steal their very souls."


"But
that's horrible, Master Eldor! Why would I do that?"


"Because
you must." Master Eldor shook his head. "I've taught you to master
the voices in your mind, but there may come a day when you will forget what you
have learned. Keep these words forever locked in your memory and repeat them
with every kill, and they will serve as a link to the things that keep your
humanity intact."


"Why
would I forget? I remember everything you've taught me over these last three
years. See?" The sword danced and whirled in one of the complex patterns
learned from Master Eldor. 


A smile
crinkled the corners of the old man's eyes. "Yes, you have learned well.
Indeed, you are one of the best to ever pass through the halls of
Kara-ket." The grin faded. "But when you first came, you had no
memory of who you were or why you carried that weapon. Thanks to the volumes in
the Vault of Stars, you have learned more of your past. But who can say your
memories will not leave you again? There are some things that can never be
forgotten, things the mind clings to when all else is gone. This, young man, is
why you must repeat the words over and over until they are burned in your
thoughts. They will be your link to humanity if all else fails. Say the
words."


"May the
Long Keeper take your body; your soul is forfeit."


Master Eldor
nodded. "Wherever you go, lad, take those words with you." 


"Thank
you, Master."


"It is
my honor, young—"


"Hardwell!"


Hailen's voice sounded faint and distant. Lost in the
memory, the Hunter blinked his unseeing eyes and struggled to return to the
present.


"Hardwell!" Hailen's voice came again.


"Wh-What?" The Hunter found his throat
suddenly dry, his tongue thick and heavy. His eyes finally focused on the
tear-streaked, wide-eyed face before him. 


Il Seytani stood within the standing stones, dagger
pressed against Hailen's throat. The Hunter's heart sank. He couldn't keep
fighting, not with Hailen's life in danger. 


He glanced around. He stood alone in a sea of sand
stained crimson. Bodies littered the dune around him, silent and unmoving,
staring up at him with empty eyes, expressions stained with horror.


The Hunter turned back to Il Seytani, his
expression grim. "Coward! You left your men to die while you—" 


He bit back his words as the bandit pressed his
knife into Hailen's neck. The boy cried out, his hand going to the blood
trickling down his throat. He stared at the Hunter with wide eyes.
"Hardwell, I'm scared!"


"Don't be, Hailen." The Hunter never took
his eyes from Il Seytani. "He's not going to hurt you. You're the only
reason he's still alive."


Il Seytani narrowed his eyes. "Not the only
reason, ytaq. Or do you not care
about the other children I stole from your caravan? Perhaps you would wish to
know where they were sold? You may be able to save them." He sneered.
"Or perhaps you're too late for them
as well."


The Hunter stalked forward. "Tell me what you
did with them, and I may let you live." Fire burned in his chest, and his
hands shook with rage. 


Il Seytani retreated, dragging Hailen with him.
"Clearly you don't understand how this works." He spoke quickly, his
eyes darting around for a way of escape. "You do not give the commands,
not as long as I have this blade at your boy's throat."


The Hunter shook his head. "There is no way
out, Il Seytani. You know how this will end."


"So what's to stop me from cutting?" The
bandit chieftain pressed the dagger into Hailen's chin. "Why should
I…?" His heel struck a depression in the sand, and he stumbled. 


Time slowed. Il Seytani's dagger carved a thin line
of red into Hailen's throat, but his grip on the boy loosened. Hailen staggered
and fell against the obsidian stone of the monolith. His hand—still stained
with his blood—pressed against the smooth black surface. 


Something hummed beneath the Hunter's feet.
Midnight stones blazed red hot, ignited by a fire from within. The air around
him thickened as the early morning light retreated, and the world grew dim. The
stench of decay grew deeper, permeating every fiber of his being. 


What's…happening?
Throbbing tension mounted in his head. His arms and legs moved as if
through mud. His lungs burned; his chest buckled until it seemed his bones
would snap beneath the strain of a single gasp. The cacophony in his thoughts
reached a mind-numbing crescendo. 


The pressure snapped with concussive force. A wave
of heat and power slammed into him, an invisible hand that lifted him from his
feet and hurled him through the air. His head and back struck a monolith, and
the impact knocked the air from his lungs. He bit back a cry as his flesh
sizzled from contact with the stones. His weapons spun away as his grip
loosened.


Black spots swam in his vision. Dazed, every nerve
on fire, he struggled to stand despite the shooting pain that ran down his
side. His breath came in short, ragged gasps. He'd cracked a rib, and his knee
twinged when he placed his weight on it. 


He shook his head to push back the darkness. Soft
daylight bathed them in a warm golden glow. Gone was the darkness, the mounting
pressure, and the reek of ageless, timeless death. From the stones rose a
pillar of ashen smoke, and the fire within the stones grew dim. Hailen leaned
against the standing stone, eyes wide in shock. Il Seytani lay on the ground,
groaning, struggling to rise. 


Ignoring the ache in his knee and ribs, the Hunter
staggered forward and hurled himself onto the bandit chieftain. His fingers
wrapped around Il Seytani's neck and he squeezed with every shred of his
demon-borne strength. 


Il Seytani's eyes went wide in horror. He opened
his mouth, but only a weak, choking gasp slipped out.


"Bastard!" Rage contorted the Hunter's
face into a snarl, and crimson-tinged spittle splashed onto Il Seytani's face.
Blood rushed in his ears in time with the thump,
thump of his heart. The burning force of his rage only lent to the inhuman
strength in his arms and hands. Every muscle coiled and tensed, and with a howl
of triumph, the Hunter twisted. 


Il Seytani's neck snapped with an audible crack. The muscles in his face grew slack,
and the tension drained from his struggling body. The horror and fear in the
bandit's eyes faded to empty nothingness as his head lolled. With a shuddering
gasp, he lay still.


The Hunter slumped, his last reserves of fury and
energy drained away. The fire of vengeance in his chest dimmed to a low burn. 


Hailen.


A cold drop of sweat trickled down his back. He
half-turned toward the boy, but hesitated for a heartbeat. He'd never wanted
Hailen to see him kill, but Il Seytani had forced his hand. 


Would the boy react as Ellinor had? He'd killed a
dozen Dark Heresiarchs in Voramis to save her and her young child, Arlo. She'd
stared at him with naked horror and fear, and fled, as if from a monster. He
dreaded seeing that look on the boy's face. He couldn't endure the same from
Hailen.


"H-Hardwell?" Hailen's voice sounded weak
and terrified. 


Slowly, his heart sinking, the Hunter turned. His
gaze met Hailen's. A lump rose in his throat, and he nearly wept. The boy's
eyes held no fear, no horror at the sight of the blood-soaked Hunter, only
relief and worry.


"Are you hurt?"


The Hunter didn't understand. He felt nothing but
the burning ache in his throat and the rush of battle coursing through his
veins. "I-I'm—"


Agony washed over him with staggering force. The
reek of iron reached him a moment before he felt the poison seeping into his
veins. He looked down. Il Seytani's dagger protruded from his side, driven
there in the bandit's final, desperate struggle. 


His knees gave out, and he slumped to a seat in the
soft sand. "I-I'm fine," he said through gritted teeth. "C-Can
you bring the…the horses?" Chilling numbness oozed through his veins,
filling his arms and legs with lead. Every shred of strength went into drawing
the dagger from his side. He bit back a cry as Il Seytani's blade tore free.
The iron blackened and burned his fingers, and he hurled it away. 


Hailen nodded, frowning, and trotted from the
standing stones toward Elivast and the desert pony.


Realization washed over the Hunter. So this is how it ends. His eyes fell
on Soulhunger, lying where it had fallen. The dagger was useless now. Il
Seytani was dead, along with his war band. He'd never make it back to the
bandit camp before the iron did its festering work. 


He struggled to remain upright. At least I did something useful. He'd
rescued the boy, as promised. He could cling to that one hope.


A sense of calm settled on him. Somehow, the
thought of death no longer terrified him. The voices in his mind faded to a
gentle throbbing. A cool breeze washed over him, carrying the fresh scent of a
misty dawn. Faces floated before his eyes: Old Nan, Jak, Farida, Bardin, all
the others he'd lost. They smiled at him, arms open in welcome. 


Hailen returned, leading Elivast and a skittish
desert horse. "Are you ready to go, Hardwell?"


The Hunter coughed. He felt no pain, only a cold
numbness. "A-Almost." A chill seeped into his lungs, and he struggled
for each breath. "You know…your horse has…no name. What…will you…call
him?"


Hailen beamed and patted the horse's nose. "He
should be called Ash." He wrinkled his nose. "He looks like the ashes
after we put out a campfire."


The grey and white spotted pony snorted in
approval.


The Hunter nodded. "It…is a good
name…Hailen." His muscles spasmed, and he collapsed.


"Hardwell?" Hailen's voice floated toward
him. The ringing in his ears and the numbness seeping into his mind drowned out
everything else. "What's wrong?"


"I-I'm…just…tired," the Hunter managed to
gasp. "You…have to…go." He'd saved the boy; it had to be enough. His
vision darkened, and the world around him faded.


"I don't want to!" Hailen pounded his
little fists against the Hunter's chest. "Don't leave me!"


Sorrow twisted the Hunter's heart. 


"H-Hailen…I'm…sorry!" He lay back,
letting the numbness wash over him. The boy had lost so much in his short life.
The Hunter had caused him so much suffering. And now, he was leaving him alone,
in the middle of a desert. He'd saved him from a life of misery only to condemn
him to a slow death of starvation and thirst. 


The demon's voice came as a faint whisper. “Kill the boy!”


The Hunter pushed the thought away. The power
Soulhunger drew from the boy's death would cleanse the poison from his veins.
He would survive, but at what cost? 


His hesitation to kill the boy came not from some
innate goodness or mercy. Compassion was not in his nature. He had killed
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of men and women, for gold or for vengeance. He
was an assassin—death was his stock and trade 


Yet he couldn't bring himself to take this boy's life.
Hailen served as a reminder of his humanity, provided him with a connection to
the world around him. Through Hailen, he had a glimpse into the life of a
"normal" human. The boy gave him a sense of purpose, something beyond
his own needs and desires. 


It was more than that, though. He had promised to
protect Hailen, even if he'd only made the promise to himself. Though the demon
within him often proved the stronger, in this one thing, his human side would
always win out. The humanity within him could not survive a betrayal of this
one who trusted him so completely. He would not abandon that part of himself,
however small, that made him think he could be better. 


No, let it be
this way. He'd saved the boy from suffering, had given him a chance, however faint,
to survive. That night in the tunnels beneath Voramis, he had clung to life for
the sake of the little girl he had lost. Now, he could let go. His fight would
end, the voices would fall silent. Peace, at long last.


His legs twitched as heat seeped into his side and
raced through his veins, pushing back the chill of the iron's poison.


Wh-What's
happening?


The cold numbness retreated before a scorching
fire. He lifted his head; it felt so heavy. The darkness gave ground against the
rush of sensation, and he groaned with the agony. Yet he welcomed the pain. He
was alive. 


His eyes focused on Hailen. The boy hovered over
him, face creased with worry. A single drop of blood trickled from the wound in
his neck. The Hunter watched it fall, felt it splash on the wound in his side. 


Chaos seethed in his thoughts. Impossible!


He reached for Hailen's hands. The boy's
fingernails reddened, blood welled in the nail beds, and droplets formed at the
tips of his fingers. The Hunter held Hailen's hands over his wound. More blood
trickled from the boy's hands, dripping onto his side. Where it splashed, the
blackness in his veins retreated, and sensation returned to his body.


How in the
twisted hell is this happening?


He met Hailen's worried gaze, and he nearly dropped
the boy's hands in startlement. Hailen's eyes had once been blue. Now, a deep
violet stared back him.


His mind raced, and the memory of the man with
sun-darkened skin and violet eyes slammed into him. Somehow, the man from his memories and the boy beside him were
connected. But how? And when had Hailen's eyes changed? They'd been normal just
a few hours ago, before…


The stones! 


The Hunter turned to the obsidian monolith. Wisps
of steam rose from a tiny red handprint that stood out against the black stone.



A maelstrom seethed in his thoughts. The Hunter had
felt the ground shaking, been slammed backward by some invisible force. 


But… He swallowed
the knot in his throat and gulped air. He couldn't understand it. 


The answer lay in Hailen's blood. He stared down at
his wound. Hailen's fingers still dripped crimson onto the tear in his side.
The blackness in his veins had all but disappeared, leaving the wound a raw,
bloody mess. Already he could feel his body healing itself, flesh knitting
together.


Releasing Hailen's hand, he struggled to sit up.
With a cry of delight, Hailen threw his arms around the Hunter's neck. The
boy's weight knocked him back to the sand. 


"Easy, Hailen!" He groaned at the ache in
his healing torso.


The boy broke off the embrace and straightened.
"I knew you wouldn't leave me!"


The Hunter smiled, a lump rising in his throat.
"Never! I promised to come for you, didn't I?"


Hailen nodded. "Can I ride Ash now?"


"Of course." The Hunter climbed to his
feet, biting back a curse. His knees trembled, and his legs barely held him up.
Somehow, the boy's blood cleansed the iron from his body. But he was still
weak—too weak to travel far. He had to rest, at least until nightfall when he
could sneak into the bandit's camp for food and water.


A horse snorted in the distance. The Hunter spun,
prepared for an attack. The world whirled in violent circles, and he gritted
his teeth against the sudden rush of pain. There was no charge of dark-skinned
men, no howled war cries. Only the bright morning sunlight, a warm breeze, and
the smell of blood hanging thick in the air. And, down the hill, the bandits'
horses.


A grim smile spread on the Hunter's face. The
saddlebags hanging from the horses would contain more than enough for the two
of them. 


He extended a hand toward the boy. "Come on,
Hailen. Let me help you up."


 


* * *


 


The Hunter grimaced and clung to the saddle horn.
His wounds ached with Elivast's every plodding step, but he could survive a bit
of pain. Against all odds, he still lived.


He didn't know what to do now, where to go. The
Sirkar had told him to come to Orrobis, but he couldn't face Jeroen, Natania,
or the others, not after failing to rescue their children. He shuddered at the
thought of their torment. He'd arrived too late to stop Il Seytani from selling
them. The bandit had condemned them to the miserable life of a slave. He could
only hope the bastard's death balanced the scales. 


And Hailen. He'd kept his word. It was enough. For
his sake, it had to be enough. 


He glanced at the desert horse and the boy riding
beside him. Hailen hadn't spoken since leaving the standing stones. The silence
worried the Hunter. Not even the boy's Illusionist-touched mind could survive
the ordeal unscathed. He had endured torments no child should ever have to
face, and they'd changed him. The Hunter feared he would never again hear a
peal of childish laughter, see a quick, friendly smile, or grow frustrated at
the boy's inane conversation. A shadow had fallen on Hailen's face, new lines
furrowed his brow, and the darkness in his eyes had nothing to do with the deep
violet color. 


The desert sun burned down hot and bright, but the
Hunter welcomed the heat. It pushed back the final traces of chill from his bones.
His body wouldn't recover from this injury as quickly as it had with others,
but he had time. There was no reason to hurry across the desert. With Hailen in
tow, he had everything he needed.


Peace washed over him. The demon's voice had
remained silent since the standing stones, and even Soulhunger's presence had
faded to a dull throbbing behind his eyes. He filled his lungs with the warm
desert air. The reek of death—both fresh-spilled blood and ancient decay—lay
far behind him. The scent of scorched sand mixed with the aroma of the horses
and Hailen's clean, innocent smell. 


So what now?


The Hunter glanced at Hailen, and a pang of sorrow
ran through him. When he first encountered the boy, he knew Hailen would never
lead a life of quiet normalcy. The Illusionist had touched his mind, for good
or ill, and the boy's unique temperament and naiveté made him ill-prepared for
an unsheltered life. The Hunter had taken him out of guilt over Father Pietus'
death. 


He'd tried and failed to protect Hailen. For a short
while, he'd come to believe the boy would be better off without him. He had
decided to leave Hailen at the nearest House of Need. It was the only way to
keep him safe. He'd resigned himself to enduring the shrieking, screaming
voices in his mind if it meant the boy would be protected. 


But he couldn't abandon the boy now. In his short
life, Hailen had suffered far more than any "normal" child ever
would. His torments in Il Seytani's camp had chipped away at his pleasant,
cheerful temperament. Whatever happened in those standing stones completed the
change. The unnerving color of his eyes couldn't be the only repercussion. 


The Hunter's chest tightened with dread. What would
happen to the boy in the days to come? How deep did the effects run? He needed answers.
Not only about his own forgotten past, but now he needed to know the truth
about Hailen. He had to find out what was happening to the boy, and what, if
anything, he could do to prevent the change from taking hold. But where to find
them?


He had to start somewhere…


 


 


 







Chapter Fifty-Two
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The Hunter ground his teeth in frustration and
fumbled at his silver pendant. Sweat drenched his undertunic and soaked the
leather armor he wore beneath the flowing robes. The line of carts, wagons, and
pedestrians shuffled forward at an infuriating pace, and the scorching
afternoon heat added to his impatience. He gripped Soulhunger's hilt in the
hidden sheath and took a calming breath. 


“You're a
fool!” The demon raged in his mind. “Coming
back here, after what you did?”


I need
answers. There is only one place I know to find them.


The city guards beckoned him forward. With relief,
he shambled into the shade of the walls of Aghzaret. The guards glanced at him,
then Hailen. The boy paid no heed, his eyes vacant and unfocused as if lost in
thought. He'd been thus for half an hour. Just one more symptom of whatever
change had occurred in the standing stones. 


After a cursory examination, the guards waved him
through. Hailen served as the perfect camouflage. No one would think to look for an assassin traveling with a child. Especially not one so clearly touched by the
Illusionist. 


He pulled up the hood of his cloak and hurried
through the streets. He'd deposit Hailen someplace safe—though not The Shouting
Sword. Too many palace guards had seen him there. After a meal and a night of
rest, they would depart.


East.


The presence in his mind—Her presence—beckoned him to the north and east, but She could
wait. The memory of Her betrayal remained fresh. She had delivered him to the
Illusionist Cleric. Perhaps She wasn't as important to him as he'd thought. 


No, first he had to find the man from his
memories—the man with deep violet eyes and skin darkened by the sun. That same
man had found him at the bottom of the Endless Canyon, had saved his life,
nursed him back to health, then let him go—all without saying a word.


Master Eldor,
I called him. He has to know about my past. The fragment he'd glimpsed on
the Illusionist Cleric's table had belonged to his past.


Then there was the matter of the Sage, the
mysterious figure who commanded demons. His reach seemed to extend to every
corner of Einan. First the demons in Malandria, now here in Aghzaret. Queen
Asalah had asked the Hunter if he returned to Kara-ket. It stood to reason he would
find this “Sage” there. If he could kill this mysterious figurehead, perhaps he
could put an end to the Abiarazi's plans on Einan for good. 


But before they could leave, he had to get Hailen someplace
safe and search for answers. And he knew exactly where to go.


 


* * *


 


The old, bald-headed alchemist backed away from the
counter. "Not you again!"


The Hunter locked the door behind him, drawing the
shutters. "You have something I need."


"Something more than the poison you used on
the al-Malek? No doubt you were the cause of the fire that burned down half the
palace."


The Hunter grinned. "The al-Malek still lives,
does he not? Those who sought his death have been dealt with. After you answer
my questions, I will have no further need of your service. Whether you live
beyond my departure depends on you, Alchemist."


"How many times have I told you? I'm not an
alchemist. I don't know of this Hidden Circle of which you—"


Soulhunger flashed from its hidden sheath. The
Hunter pressed the dagger against the man's throat until the edge broke the
skin. The alchemist's voice shrilled loud in the cluttered store. He struggled
in the Hunter's unyielding grip, his expression contorted by desperate terror.
When the Hunter finally released him, he gasped and scrambled backward,
clutching at his throat.


The Hunter held up his dagger. "You know what
this is?" 


The alchemist's eyes widened as he watched the
dagger consume his blood, and he nodded. 


"Then tell me what I wish to know." He
toyed with the blade. "Unless you'd like a repeat performance."


"No," the alchemist cried. He held up his
hands in a gesture of surrender. "There is no need for that! Sheathe your
accursed blade, and you will have your answers."


"Kara-ket. Enarium. Surely the Hidden Circle
has records of these names."


The alchemist opened his mouth to protest. 


The Hunter bared his teeth. "Do not think me a
fool. Only a member of the Hidden Circle would dare to practice alchemy outside
the strictures of the Secret Keepers. Add to that your knowledge of this"—he raised Soulhunger
again—”and you will understand why I insist you spare me your nonsense. You are
an agent of the Hidden Circle, acquisitors of secrets and hidden knowledge. Now
speak, or the blade will drink of your blood."


The man's shoulders sagged, and he gave an
imperceptible nod. 


The Hunter sheathed the dagger and crossed his
arms. The alchemist—well beyond his seventh decade, judging by the dark sun
spots on his face and hands—rubbed his throat and returned the Hunter's
impassive stare with an ugly glare.


"Well?" the Hunter snapped. "I'm
waiting."


The alchemist scurried through the door behind the
counter. A moment later, the sound of rustling parchments came from the room
beyond. 


The Hunter's eyes traveled over the dusty
bookshelf, the velvet-covered table with the crystal ball, the heavy curtains,
and the dim lantern hanging on the wall. The place resembled a fortune teller's
shop, as the sign outside declared. He knew better. The alchemist's back room
held a wealth of information. 


"Here we are," the man said. In his
hands, he carried a heavy, leather-bound tome filled with indecipherable
scribbles. "You wish to know about the lost city of Enarium?"


"And Kara-ket."


"The name Enarium is well known to me, though
I can do little more than point you in the right direction. Are you familiar
with the city of Vothmot, far to the northeast?"


The Hunter nodded.


"Well, it is said you can hire guides to lead
you through the Empty Mountains in search of the city."


"I knew that," the Hunter snapped.
"Have you no more useful information to offer?"


The alchemist glared. "The impatience of
youth. Always wanting everything in a hurry." He flipped a few pages,
moving his lips and nodding as he read. "All it has here is a warning to
beware the Stone Guardians."


"What in the bloody hell are the Stone
Guardians?"


The alchemist shrugged. "No mention here. Just
the warning."


The Hunter slammed his fist onto the counter.
"That's it? That's all you can
find?"


"We make it our point to collect information
of actual value," the alchemist
snapped. "Rumors and stories of a lost city are nothing more than that. If
there was any truth in the tales, we would have discovered it. This volume
dates back fifteen centuries, and if that is all it has to offer on the
subject, that is all there is to know." He slammed the book shut and
glared at the Hunter, defiance written in his eyes.


The Hunter swallowed his anger and frustration.
"Fine. Then tell me of Kara-ket." When the alchemist hesitated, the
Hunter dropped his hand to Soulhunger's hilt.


"Kara-ket, you say?" The alchemist
hurried to open the book, and flipped through the pages. "The name sounds
familiar, though I cannot say why I…ah…" His face grew pale, and he licked
his lips. "Of course."


"What?" The Hunter had little patience. 


The alchemist eyed the Hunter's dark robes. "I
assume one in your…profession would be familiar with the Masters of
Agony."


The Hunter had heard that name before, but where? 


Lord Jahel's grating voice flashed through his
head. "I myself studied under the
Masters of Agony, and one of the Grand Masters has taken up residence here in
the city upon my request. He can perform on the human body with the skill of a
virtuoso playing his instrument of choice. The things he can do…"


He nodded. "I am."


"The twin temples of Kara-ket were once home
to the followers of the Swordsman. Thousands of years ago, they were overrun by
a mysterious organization that called themselves the Wanderers. After centuries
of living in Kara-ket, some unknown schism in their ranks led them to form two
groups, each inhabiting one of the twin temples. One group became known as the
Masters of Agony."


"Professional torturers."


"Sadists," the alchemist spat.
"Monsters. Demons in human form."


The Hunter grinned. That may be more true than you realize. 


"And the other group?"


The alchemist shrugged. "No one knows. Few of
our spies have ever tried to penetrate the walls of Kara-ket. None lived long
enough to return."


"Where can I find this Kara-ket?"


The alchemist's eyes widened. "Are you mad?
That would be paramount to suicide. Unless you plan to offer the Masters of
Agony a fortune in gold for their services, it is folly to travel to the twin
temples of Kara-ket."


"Yet it is there I must go." There, he
would find the answers he needed.


Greed filled the alchemist's eyes, and he licked
his lips. "Should you live to tell the tale, the Hidden Circle will pay
you handsomely for any information you gather."


The Hunter stifled a retort and nodded. "I
will consider it. But first you must tell me how to get there."


"East." The alchemist bent closer to
study the book. "East, through the lands of the Hrandari, and up the
frozen slopes of the Yathi Mountains. There, nestled between the sun and sky, you
will find Kara-ket."


"Nestled between sun and sky? What in the
frozen hell does that mean?"


The alchemist rolled his eyes. "Bright Lady,
you are a fool!" The Hunter dropped his hand to Soulhunger's hilt, and the
alchemist held up his hands. "At the top of the mountain."


"East. Hrandari. Yathi Mountains. To the
top." The Hunter nodded. "You have my thanks, Alchemist. Forget that
you ever saw my face, and I will return the courtesy."


The alchemist sighed in relief and mopped at his
brow. "I have had no customers this day." He rubbed his throat. 


With a wolfish grin, the Hunter turned on his heel
and strode toward the door. The bell jingled as he pushed it open.


"But why?" The alchemist's voice rang out
behind him. "Why face certain death at the hands of the Wanderers?"


Why indeed? The question
raced through his head, but he knew the answer. It was a simple one. Because it is the only way I will get
answers. 


In Kara-ket, he hoped to find Master Eldor, the
violet-eyed man from his memories. Surely the man would know about Hailen's
malady. The Hunter had to learn more about the Illusionist's touch on the boy's
mind and the sudden change that had come over him. Perhaps he would also know
of the Hunter's past, provide him with a clue as to where to find his mystery
woman. Her presence grew ever
stronger as he traveled northward. His detour to the Yathi Mountains would
solve both his and Hailen's problems at once. 


Yet another purpose drew him to Kara-ket: There he
would find the Sage, the spider sitting at the heart of the demonic web. The
Abiarazi would give him answers before he met the same fate as Queen Asalah,
Garanis, and the First of the Bloody Hand. By eliminating the Sage, he'd throw
the demons' plans for Einan into chaos. His encounters with the Abiarazi in
Voramis, Malandria, and Al Hani had shown him that they operated like a spy
network. Only the one who pulled all the strings knew the overarching plan.
Once he cut the head off the snake, the body would wither. He could take his
time to hunt down the other Abiarazi, and he'd be free to find Enarium and his
Az'nii. 


He no longer wrestled with the question of
"why me?" Once, he'd believed he could leave the task to those
trained to do it. He knew better now. The Cambionari were weak, disorganized,
clueless of what went on under their very noses. 


No, there was
no one else to stop the demons from bringing death and destruction. Thus, it
fell to him. His fingers traced the scars etched into his chest. Their number
had multiplied in recent weeks. Too many had suffered and died at the hands of
the Abiarazi. Farida, Bardin, and countless more. The weak, the helpless, the
innocent. He would allow it no longer.


I am the hand
of the Watcher. I will bring justice for the forgotten. 


 


 







The Hunter's journey continues in 

Darkblade Seeker:


Here's a
sneak peek of what's to come…
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The Hunter danced on empty air. Only his tenuous
grasp on the cliff averted a plunge to certain death. He clawed at the craggy precipice,
desperate for a handhold. His heart pounded a furious beat against his ribs.
His right hand quivered, his grip threatening to give way. Numb fingers felt
for any crack or seam in the stone, no matter how small.


There! He thrust two
fingers into the crevice. Sharp rock carved furrows into his flesh. Blood--his
blood--trickled down the cliff face, but he felt nothing. The cold and wind had
stolen all feeling from his hands hours ago. 


His soft-soled boots found purchase on a narrow
ledge. The Hunter clung to the rock face for dear life, every muscle in his
body trembling with exhaustion and fear.


That was too
close! 


He swallowed the acid bubbling up from his throat
and willed his stomach to stop its terrified cavorting. He'd survived many
deaths; he had no desire to find out if a fall from this height could kill him.



He glanced over his shoulder. The sun hung low in
the sky, the daylight fading fast. He
had to find a place to camp for the night. He needed rest, out of the biting,
shrieking wind that whipped through the Yathi Mountains after dark. The gale
would rip him from the rock face and send him plummeting to the valley hundreds
of paces below.


Gritting his teeth against the agony of his
exhausted muscles, he continued the ascent. Of
course the Sage would be at the top of some impossibly high mountain. Bastard
demon!


He cursed the day he heard the name of the
“Sage". That was the day Bardin, the Malandrian beggar who'd become his
friend, had died at the hands of the demon Toramin. 


When first he encountered the Demon of
Voramis--masquerading as both the First of the Bloody Hand and Lord Jahel of
the Dark Heresy--he'd thought it ill fate. But after meeting the Toramin and
Garanis, the Abiarazi wearing the form of an Illusionist Cleric, he'd begun to
fear the infestation was more widespread. Queen Asalah, the demon queen of Al
Hani, had confirmed his suspicions. All three demons had spoken of the Sage's
plans for Einan, and the role he had assigned them.


So this Sage was the head of the snake, the marionette
artist pulling strings behind the scenes. His plans would lead to chaos, death,
and destruction on Einan. The Hunter could not allow that. 


True, humans had shunned him, inflicted cruelties
on him, and endeavored to eradicate his kind. Yet a few individuals had proven
mankind a cause worth championing. Farida, his little flower girl killed by the
demons in Voramis. Bardin, the madman who had shared his pitiful food and
shelter when the Hunter had nothing. And Hailen, the guileless child incapable of
understanding why anyone would want to hurt him. These, and others, had shown
him the bright side of human nature. He couldn't allow those like them--the
weak, helpless, and innocent--to suffer in the Abiarazi's bloodthirsty campaign
to conquer Einan and return Kharna, the Great Destroyer, to the world.


Which is how he found himself clinging to a frozen
cliff face, far too high above the Hrandari Plains. If demons did this Sage's
bidding, the Hunter had no choice but to hunt him down and put an end to his
shadowy plans. Without the Sage to give them commands, the Abiarazi around
Einan would prove much easier to deal with. Permanently. Einan would be free of
demons, once and for all.


But finding the Sage meant scaling Shana Laal, the
highest peak in the Yathi mountain rage. Right now, the Hunter found himself
regretting his decision. Is it too much
to ask for a quiet lake or forest?


He kept up a steady stream of curses as he climbed,
both to ward off the chill and his trepidation. Atop Shana Laal, he would find
Kara-ket, the twin temples occupied by the Masters of Agony and… 


And who? Therein lay
the source of his anxiety. 


Torturers, he could face. He'd first encountered
whispers of the Masters of Agony, virtuosos of the sanguine arts, over a decade
earlier. Even Lord Jahel, the Demon of Voramis, had spoken of them with
reverence. One particularly popular tale—of questionable veracity, but
impressive nonetheless—told of a victim they'd kept alive for years. And that
was after they'd severed his limbs and flayed the flesh from his bones. 


The Hunter had little doubt he could face the
Masters of Agony. He spoke the language of violence as fluently as any on
Einan. But the torturers only held one
of the temples. What would he find in the other? In absence of facts, his mind
conjured images beyond the bounds of reality. 


The cliff crumbled beneath his right boot, and
shards of stone tumbled free. The Hunter's stomach churned as he watched the
rocks disappear into the mists below. 


One problem
at a time. I have enough to worry about now. 


He forced himself to keep climbing. He'd always
loved the heights of the Palace of Justice. He'd climbed the Black Spire in
Praamis, stared across Malandria from the pinnacle of Lord Apus' towering
mansion, and gazed out over Al Hani from atop the al-Malek’s enormous palace.
But these heights were altogether foreign--and terrifying.


A shrieking filled the Hunter's mind, echoing the
stinging wind. Damned demon! Can't you be
silent?


The voice--it had been a voice once; now, it mostly
screamed and wailed incoherently--belonged to his ancestor, the Abiarazi who
had fathered him on some human woman he couldn't remember. It refused to leave
him in peace, but only granted him brief periods of silence after he fed its
demand for blood.


It's getting
worse. 


He'd killed the previous morning, before beginning
his ascent of Shana Laal. He hadn't bothered to learn the name of his victim,
but the man had been found guilty of molesting his young daughters. The
Hrandari's strict code of punishment sentenced him to hang. The Hunter had
delivered the Watcher's justice a day early. 


That death
should have been enough to keep the voice at bay for at least another day or two. It's coming
back too quickly.


The weight of his gear--weapons, minimal supplies,
and thin blanket--threatened to drag him from the wall with every agonizing
step. The straps of his pack gouged into his shoulders. Blood trickled from
myriad cuts in his fingers, rendering the cliff walls slick. Though his flesh
healed, every step upward brought new wounds and added to the quiver in his
muscles. Between the howling polar winds, the screeching in his mind, and his
exhaustion, the Hunter knew he needed to find shelter soon. 


There has to
be something around here! He scanned the rocks overhead. Some sort of cave, crevice, hollow…anything.


High above, he caught a glimpse of an overhang. A
patch of darkness beneath hinted at a break in the sheer cliff face. 


It will have
to do. 


He forced his tired body onward. Just a few more
steps, and he'd be able to rest. Even his inhuman stamina could reach a
breaking point. The monstrous Shana Laal seemed determined to push him to his
limits.


The fading sunlight sparkled on the snow-covered
cliff. Sunset bathed the mountains in a soft glow, mixing violent hues of red
and orange with gentler purples and blues. Tired as he was, the Hunter had to
stop and drink in the panorama. The world spread out at his feet, disappearing
into the horizon in every direction. Awe wrestled with his terror at the immense
height.


The sun dipped beneath distant hills, and the final
vestiges of daylight disappeared. The moon began its ascent in the darkening
sky. Shivering from the biting wind, the Hunter pushed himself to climb faster.
The false sunset granted him a few extra minutes, but night would overtake him
sooner than he'd like. 


The temperature plummeted with the dying light. The
wind tugged at the Hunter's cloak with frosty fingers. The blood that dripped
from his fingers froze into patches of crimson ice, and an unreal cold sliced
through his fur-lined cloak, chilling him to the bone. 


The Hunter gasped in relief as he pulled himself up
onto the ledge beneath the overhang. He lay on the hard, cold stone, panting.
Every heartbeat sent a fresh wave of pain through his limbs. The biting chill
faded beneath the agony of knotted muscles unclenching, and he labored for each
breath in the thin, icy air.


Groaning, he pushed himself up to his elbows and
studied his perch. A narrow ledge ran beneath an outcropping of rock, disappearing
around a corner. His heart sank. He couldn't stay here. The cliff offered
little protection from the wind and snow. He had to find another place to spend
the night.


He eased himself out onto the ledge, wincing at the
pain in his hands. Already they had begun to heal, all but the deepest wounds
closing. But the ache of cold and fatigue remained. Muttering a curse, he
clutched the stones and worked his way around the cliff. He made slow progress,
ever aware of the chill seeping through his cloak. Sleet soaked into his long
hair and dripped down his neck, sending a shiver down his spine. Shana Laal
took its toll in blood as the sharp rocks carved fresh gashes in his frozen
hands.


A shout of triumph escaped his lips as he rounded
the bend in the cliff. The final rays of daylight shone on a hole that
disappeared into darkness. A cave!


He crouched at the entrance, keen eyes scanning the
shadows. Thick, all-consuming obscurity filled the cave. Instinct screamed at
him to flee; who knew what lay within. 


The Hunter pushed the nagging worry aside. I'd take a horde of bloodthirsty demons over
that biting wind any day!


He didn't bother with the heavy sword on his back.
He doubted he'd have much room to wield it. Besides,
Soulhunger will serve far better.


The dagger slid from its sheath with a whisper of
steel on leather. A quiet presence throbbed in the back of his mind.
Soulhunger, the dagger gifted to him by his Abiarazi ancestors, had fed on the
blood of the guilty Hrandari. He'd silenced its demands, for now. The
insistence would return--it always did. Now,
if only that accursed demon would shut up as well! 


After a day of shrieking wind, the silence of the
cave felt…eerie. The screeching in his mind only made it worse. A primal terror
set his heart hammering against his ribs, twisting his stomach in knots.
Tightening his grip on Soulhunger's hilt, he drew in a deep breath, then
another. The rush of blood in his ears made it impossible to hear
anything.  


He crept deeper into the cave, clenching his fists
to stop his hands from trembling. I'm
just exhausted, he told himself. The
Hunter is never afraid!


A low rumble echoed through the cave. The Hunter
froze, not daring to move. It came again, and again. The steady, rhythmic sound
was almost like…snoring? The scent of
dried blood and wet fur filled the cavern.


One hand on the cave wall, he slithered forward,
soft-soled boots silent on stone. Warmth emanated from the cavern ahead. The
rumbling grew louder with every step. 


His heart sank as he realized the source of the
sound. A Keeper-damned Yathi Brumal bear.
He'd heard of the massive omnivores that lived high in the Yathi Mountains.
The tales had painted them as sleeping giants, but woe to the unwary
mountaineer who entered their demesne. 


Crouching, he pondered his next move. If he made no
sound, he could retreat without alerting the bear to his presence. He dreaded a
night huddled at the mouth of the cave, but at least he'd be out of the wind. A
fight in the dark would be terribly one-sided, and not in his favor.


He shuffled away from the slumbering creature as
quietly as he could, but his heel struck something. He toppled backward and the
crash of steel on stone reverberated through the cave. He scrambled to his feet
in a heartbeat, slipping the pack from his shoulders, but the damage was done.


The rumble turned to a low, dangerous growl,
accompanied by the sound of massive paws thudding toward him. Acting on
instinct, the Hunter threw himself to the side. His head slammed into the cave
wall, and spots of light danced in the darkness. 


Enormous claws slashed his face, carving deep
furrows. The Hunter screamed in agony. Hot blood gushed from the wound. He
staggered beneath the impact of the blow, waving Soulhunger before him in
desperate panic. A huge paw struck his hand, knocking the dagger from his grip
and snapping his wrist. Another scream burst from the Hunter's lips.


With his left hand, he fumbled for the long sword
on his back. Before he could draw, a massive furry body slammed into him,
hurling him from his feet. He crashed into stone and slumped to his hands and
knees. A roar thundered through the cave, and the scent of the predator filled
his world. Something struck the side of his head with the force of a charging
horse, knocking him to the ground. An immense weight pressed on his chest, and
his ribs creaked. Agony raced through every muscle in his body. His uninjured
left hand was trapped beneath him; only his right hand was free. Pain flared
through his shattered wrist as the bone healed, but not fast enough. He had
seconds before the bear ripped him to shreds. 


A memory of terror slammed into him. A rust-colored bear emerged from its den,
transformed into a slavering, snarling thing of nightmare. Dark eyes locked on
to the man, the creature's paw slapped the ground. Mouth open, fangs bared, its
pink mouth contrasted with blood-red fur.


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.


He was trapped in the Chasm of the Lost once more.
Sensations washed over him: the reek of blood and lust, the brilliant shine of
crimson rocks, the overwhelming dread. 


Fear flashed
through him. The brute towered over him, weighed four times as much, with
strength enough to tear limb from limb. He fled the death hunting him.


Now, pinned to the ground by the enormous beast, he
had no way to flee. Death had found him.


 







Hero of Darkness (Book 4):

Darkblade Seeker
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The price of truth is
blood and death


The Sage and
the Warmaster. Names whispered by dying lips, the true power controlling the
demons hiding among mankind. 


And now, the
Hunter has climbed the highest mountain peak to put an end to their reign.
Facing a secret sect of professional torturers and the descendants of a
long-dead race, his skills as an assassin will be put to the ultimate test. 


But the twin
temples of Kara-ket harbor more than just his enemies. Built by a long-dead
race, they house secrets that could not only give him the answers he seeks, but
unleash a whirlwind of chaos and bloodshed across their world.


He must make a
choice: will he obtain the answers he seeks at any cost, or sacrifice himself
for the sake of those who rejected him?


Fans of Joe
Abercrombie, Brandon Sanderson, and Brent Weeks will love the Hunter…
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Try This Prequel Story!
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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!
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for updates, LIVE readings, exclusive content, and all-around fantasy
fun.


Let's Get Social!
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Glossary


 


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 Protector Characters


(in order of
appearance/mention)


 


The Hunter of Voramis/Hardwell: legendary assassin, half-demon, wielder
of Soulhunger (Chapter 1)


Sirkar Jeroen: caravan master, warrior, lover. (Chapter
1)


Bristan: sergeant-at-arms of the caravan guards,
stalwart, slain by the Hunter. (Chapter 1) 


Ayden: healer traveling with the caravan, slain
by a bandit’s iron lance. (Chapter 1)


Kellen: fresh-faced caravan guard, great hero
(in his own mind), inexperienced (Chapter 1)


Graden: caravan guard, stoic, friendly in his
own silent way (Chapter 1)


Hailen: child cared for by the Beggar Priests,
innocent to an extreme (Chapter 1) 


Father Pietus: High Beggar Priest in Malandria, very
old, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
2)


Toramin: demon in human flesh, murderer, slain by
the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
2)


Garanis: Illusionist Cleric, demon in disguise,
controlling Father Pietus, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade
Outcast (Chapter 2)


Lady Damuria: noblewoman of Voramis, the Hunter’s
sometime lover, tried to murder him in Darkblade Assassin (Chapter
2)


Celicia: Fourth of the Bloody Hand, former
enemy turned ally in the battle against the Demon of Voramis in Darkblade Assassin, really
named Kiara (Chapter 2)


Bardin: former Illusionist Cleric, homeless
madman, very bald, slain by the demon Toramin in Darkblade
Outcast (Chapter 3)


Imperius: priest of the Illusionist Cleric
charged with erasing the Hunter’s memories, totally insane (introduced Chapter
2, named in Chapter 42)


Jemdara: leader of the Silk Dancers, bodyguard
and enforcers for Imperius, vicious with a silk scarf, slain by the Hunter
(Chapter 2)


Mistress Arna: proprietress of The Brazen Fox inn,
motherly figure, cares for Hailen (Chapter 3)


Branna: Mistress Arna’s daughter, Hailen’s new
friend (Chapter 3)


Saul: stableboy at The Brazen Fox (Chapter 3)


Elivast: chestnut-colored horse, friendly, very
wet nose (Chapter 3)


Natania: wife of Ayden the healer, kind to the
Hunter (Chapter 4)


Lord Knight Moradiss:  knight
in service to the Beggar Priests, commander of the Cambionari of Malandria,
wielder of Ildaris, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
6)


Eileen: Natania and Ayden’s daughter, same age
as Hailen, died from illness and exhaustion after being captured by Il
Seytani’s bandits (Chapter 7)


Allon: caravan’s chef, can turn stone and sand
into a feast fit for kings when in the right mood (Chapter 8)


Gwen: young woman, beaten and abused by Rill, secretly in love with
Bristan (Chapter 8)


Rill: mean-tempered bastard, tentmaker, abusive to Gwen, ugly
pudding-face, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 8)


Udell: Rill’s companion, drunkard, murders
Wrenna in a drunken rage, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 8)


Ashurr, Rylin, Siennen, Tairn, Railley: caravan guards 


Il Seytani: legendary bandit roaming the desert of
the Twelve Kingdoms, leader of the Whirlwind Horde, consummate businessman,
cruel, slain by the Hunter (first mentioned in Chapter 9, first appearance in
Chapter 18)


Wrenna: kindly old woman, makes a meal bowl of
oatmeal, slain by Udell (Chapter 10)


Marin: friendly old gentleman traveling with
the caravan, too kind to children, pedophile, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 10)


Younis: Il Seytani’s right-hand man, former thief,
tasked with ensuring the Hunter carries out the assassination on the al-Malek,
slain by the Hunter (Chapter 20)


Queen Asalah of Al Hani: demon in disguise, plotting to murder
the king and replace him, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 25)


Captain Al-Zahar: captain of the queen’s guard, loyal to
the throne regardless of who sits on it, warrior without a war, slain by the
Hunter (Chapter 27)


Nasnaz the Great: warrior king, first al-Malek of Al
Hani, the Hunter in a former life (Chapter 27)


The Sage: shadowy figure mentioned by Toramin and
Garanis in in Darkblade Outcast, again
mentioned by Queen Asalah (Chapter 27)


Samia: First Concubine to the al-Malek, Queen
Asalah’s lover, complicit in the plot to replace the al-Malek, slain by Captain
Al-Zahar (Chapter 29)


Graeme: alchemist, lover of erotic poems and
romances, member of the information-collecting Hidden Circle, the Hunter’s only
“friend” in Voramis (Chapter 30—see Darkblade Assassin)


Ash: desert pony, swift and sturdy, Hailen’s new mount (Chapter
51)
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