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The Hunter returned from the dead with a
scream of agony.


Pain flared through every fiber of his
being, driving back the numbness of the iron’s poison. He gasped at the sudden
rush of sensation through his chilled limbs. A finger of fire carved a new scar
into the flesh of his chest as he sucked in one ragged breath, then another.


“I’m
alive.” The thought ran through his pain-dulled mind, yet it didn’t make
sense. A shard of Lord Knight Moradiss’ iron greatsword, snapped by a monstrous
Stone Guardian, had killed him. So how did he still draw breath?


“Drayvin?” 


That
name! So…familiar. 


His
name. Time and the Illusionist
Clerics had stolen it from him, along with every memory of his past, his child,
and the woman that stared down at him. He’d seen that face in his dreams a
thousand times. A dainty nose, sharp cheekbones, cherry-red
lips, and eyes as black as his own. The scent of
jasmine and honey, cinnamon and berries. 


And
blood?


Confusion wrinkled his brow as his eyes
registered the flecks of crimson staining her face. A gash ran along her
forehead, trickling blood, but he could see the flesh re-knitting before his
eyes. 


“Drayvin, can you hear me?” she called.
Taiana, his wife, the woman he’d crossed a continent to see once more. 


“I…” His tongue, thick from the iron’s
poison, struggled to form the words. I’ve
come for you, he wanted to say. We
can be together at last. 


A scream echoed behind Taiana before he
could respond.


“Shit!” Taiana leapt to her feet and
whirled in one smooth motion, then disappeared from the Hunter’s view. 


With effort, the Hunter turned his head
to follow her. She let out a bellowing shout as she barreled toward three
figures locked in combat, distracting the one nearest her. Steel flashed in her
hand and a shriek burst from the lips of the man she charged. The Hunter heard
Soulhunger’s faint cry of delight in his mind as a fresh scar burned its way
into his flesh. 


He struggled to clear the blurring from
his vision and forced his mind to take in the details around him. He lay on a
broad stone road, in the shadow of an enormous wall, with an open gate not five
paces behind him. 


Ahead of him, the Lost City of the
Serenii spread out in all its glory. Built atop a mountain, the city rose in
three concentric Echelons. From his vantage point on the ground, the Hunter
could see only eight of the sapphire blue towers that dotted the city, but he’d
seen at least twenty when he caught his first glimpse of Enarium. Oddly enough,
all of the towers bent inward, their sharp gemstone tips pointing toward the
single looming spire of the same deep blue that stood on the pinnacle of the
hill. Clouds concealed the tip of the stronghold from view.  


A gurgling gasp snapped the Hunter’s
attention back to his immediate surroundings. Not three paces from where he lay, Taiana ripped Soulhunger from the chest of an armored
man. The armor was comprised of a solid metal breastplate and pauldrons made of
odd-looking metal scales the same deep blue as the sky far overhead. As the
armored man sagged, lifeless, his weapon—a quarterstaff with metal caps and
spikes twice the length of the Hunter’s index finger—fell from his insensate
fingers to clatter to the stones of the road.


Beyond Taiana, two more figures, both men, were locked in a furious struggle. One wore the same
blue breastplate and scaled mail as the man Taiana had killed, but his chest
bore ornate golden whorls like a circlet of thorns. The second wore an
ancient-looking suit of armor that looked like hundreds of brass coins strung
together for protection. Dust and dirt stained his dull brown clothing,
sun-tanned face, strong hands, and long, dark hair, but a fire of fury burned
in his eyes as he struggled to rip a strange-looking weapon—which bore an odd
resemblance to an oversized crossbow stock before the arms were attached—from
his opponent’s grip. 


Taiana raced toward the two men, but in
the three seconds it took her to cross the distance, the blue-armored warrior
had broken free. He lashed out with a vicious kick that snapped the dark-haired
man’s head back and sent him reeling. That strange weapon in his hand whipped
up, pointing at the brass-armored man, and his finger pressed the trigger. 


Blue runes glowed along the length of
the weapon—made of a strange metal and stone rather than the wood used for
crossbows—and a loud humming filled
the air. Lightning burst from the end of the stock and crackled the short
distance to the staggered man. Bronze armor, tunic, flesh, and bone exploded in
a red mist. His head, shoulders, and chest simply disappeared, and his
truncated torso collapsed to the road.


Taiana leapt onto the blue-armored man
and drove Soulhunger into the space between his armor’s gorget and the side of
his neck. A scream of agony filled the air as Soulhunger’s gemstone flared
bright. Power raced through the Hunter, pushing back the last of his numbness
and purging his body of the iron’s poison. Another scar burned into the flesh
of his chest, but the energy flooding him cleared his mind. 


He leapt to his feet, his senses on full
alert for any sign of danger. Seven bodies littered the street around him. Six
wore blue-scaled armor and carried the strange spike-tipped quarterstaves.
Taiana knelt over the seventh, the headless remains of what had once been the
bronze-armored man. 


“Damn it, Neroth!” Taiana gripped his
lifeless hand, closed her eyes, and whispered, “Sorry, my friend.” 


After a moment, she stood and turned to
face the Hunter. “We need to move, now.” Her voice held steel, her expression
hard as stone. 


“Taiana!” The cry came from behind the woman.


Taiana whirled, Soulhunger at the ready.
She lowered the dagger as she saw the figure racing down the street toward her.
The newcomer was short and narrow in the shoulders, with skin the deep copper
color of Vothmot and a sparse beard that made him look barely out of his teen
years. He wore the same ancient-looking bronze armor and carried a spiked staff
that matched the ones littering the street beside the blue-armored corpses. The
Hunter caught a hint of his unique scent, a deep blend of Vothmot kaffe, worn
metal, smoke, and sandalwood. 


“Kalil, what are you doing here?” she
demanded. “You and Cerran were supposed to—”


“They’re coming!” The young man skidded
to a halt in front of her, and the words poured from his mouth in a breathless
rush. “Three full companies of Elivasti, heading here now. They’ll be here in
less than a minute. Cerran sent me to warn you and Neroth to…” His voice
trailed off as he saw the body behind Taiana. “No, Neroth,
no!” He made to rush toward the dead man, but Taiana’s arm snapped out
to catch him.


“He is gone, Kalil.” A mournful note
echoed in her voice. “That is a wound from which even he will not heal.” 


 “B-But, Neroth…” the man stammered, and tears
streamed down his face. “He can’t be—”


“But he is,” Taiana snapped, and her
words had a hard edge. “And we will be, too, if we don’t move now.” 


When Kalil’s eyes refused to leave the
body of Neroth, Taiana grabbed the smaller man by the shoulders and shook him
so hard his bronze armor rattled. 


“Which way are they coming from?” she
demanded.


This seemed to shake Kalil from his
stupor. “N-North,” he said, blinking hard. “Two companies
from the north, with another from the west.”


Taiana released the man with a curse.
“We have to collect their spikestaffs and get out of sight before they surround
us and cut off our escape.” She turned to the Hunter and held Soulhunger
hesitantly out to him. “Can you move?”


The Hunter nodded as he took the blade.
“Yes.” The single word was all he could muster. The glimpses he’d seen of
Taiana in his memories hadn’t prepared him for this hard, commanding, almost
soldier-like woman before him. She spoke with the voice of one accustomed to
having her orders obeyed. 


“Then we get the bloody hell out of here
now.” She pointed to the newcomer. “Drayvin, this is Kalil. Kalil, Drayvin.”


The smaller man nodded, but said nothing
else. Grief, an emotion the Hunter recognized all too well, shadowed his dark
eyes. 


Black
eyes, the Hunter
realized in shock. Eyes the same midnight void as his own, the same as
Taiana’s.


The Hunter’s jaw dropped. The man and
woman before him lacked the scent of rot and decay as the Abiarazi, but the
eyes revealed the truth. Kalil and Taiana were Bucelarii, just like him.


His mind reeled at this discovery. How
was it possible? He was the last of
the Bucelarii, the only one of his kind left on Einan. The Cambionari had
hunted the rest to extinction, until not even the Sage or the Warmaster could
find any left alive to serve them. Yet here were two more not an arm’s reach
away. Something in the way Taiana had spoken of Neroth’s healing abilities told
him that the dead man had also been Bucelarii.


Three of us. The thought left him speechless. Three Bucelarii, right here
in Enarium. Were there
more? Was the city of Enarium home to more of his kind? 


Another realization hit him and his gut
tightened. Is he…? The Hunter had
come to Enarium seeking his wife, who’d been with child the last time they met.
Could this be that child? Our child? He studied the newcomer, searching for any
resemblance between him and Taiana.


Taiana picked up the strange
crossbow-looking weapon she’d taken from the dead blue-armored man, and at her
instruction, Kalil helped her to strip the staves—spikestaffs, she’d called
them—from the corpses. 


“Let’s go,” Taiana commanded. She
hesitated only long enough to glance at the dead Neroth before turning and
running up the street.  


The thought that the
young Bucelarii could be his son—my son—rocked
the Hunter to the core.
Before he realized it, he was moving, following Taiana, his body working as his
mind struggled to digest everything that was happening. 


He’d fought off the Stone Guardians
outside Enarium, and Sir Danna had died fighting by his side. When the
monstrous stone-skinned brutes shattered her iron greatsword, he’d suffered a
wound that had nearly killed him. 


No,
the iron’s poison did kill me. He
remembered dying; not the worst experience, but not one he cared to repeat. And Taiana saved me. 


She’d used Soulhunger to kill the
warriors in their strange blue armor
and, in consuming their souls, had cleansed the iron from his blood. 


But
who in the bloody hell are these warriors? Could they be the Elivasti Kalil had
mentioned? Now that he
thought of it, they had lacked any trace of scent, just like the Elivasti in
Kara-ket. Why are they fighting the
Bucelarii? And what were those weapons they carried? Those glowing runes set
into their length could only have been Serenii, but he could never have
imagined the Serenii created something that wrought such horrific death. 


His survival instincts, honed over
decades as an assassin, kicked in and shoved all the overwhelming information
to the back of his mind. He had to focus on staying alive long enough so he
could find Hailen and—


Hailen!


Fear spiked through him, and he skidded
to a halt. He’d sent Hailen and Kiara racing toward Enarium as he fought off
the Stone Guardians, but they couldn’t have reached the city more than ten or
fifteen minutes ahead of him. 


So
where the hell are they?


Taiana glanced over her shoulder, then slowed as she saw him stop. “What are you doing?” 


“The boy!” the Hunter demanded. “Where
is he?”


“Now’s not the time to—”


“Where in the bloody hell is the boy?”
The Hunter’s voice rose to a shout. 


“What boy?” Taiana asked. 


Dread sat like a rock in the Hunter’s
gut. “The boy who entered Enarium shortly before me.” 


“I saw no boy.” Taiana glanced at Kalil,
who shook his head.


The Hunter’s blood turned to ice. Where could Hailen and Kiara have gone in
the few minutes before I arrived? He’d seen no sign of them at the gate,
nor anything to indicate what had happened to them. 


“We need to find him!” The Hunter’s
fists clenched. I can’t let anything
happen to him, not again. 


“We will.” Taiana’s response was curt,
sharp. “But right now, we need to get the hell out of here!” She cast a glance
up the street and spoke quickly. “The Elivasti will be here any second, and you
saw what those weapons of theirs can do. The smart things are to get out of
sight and get back to the others, then figure out how
to find the boy.” 


She took a step closer and gripped the
Hunter’s hand. “But you have my word, Drayvin, we will
do whatever it takes.”


The sound of his name knocked something
loose in the Hunter’s mind, and a memory washed over him.


“You
have my word, Drayvin, we’re getting through this alive, whatever it takes,”
Taiana said, gripping his hand tighter.


Freezing
cold rain splashed down around them in great droplets, turning the already
churned earth to mud. Rivulets of red coursed past the Hunter as the falling
water washed away the blood staining the field of battle.


“And
when we do, are you finally going to answer my question, Captain?” he asked
with a smile.


“Really,
this again, Captain?” She tried to sound angry, but he could see a hint of a
grin toying at her lips. “Now’s not the time for this, not with the humans
gearing up for another attack.”


“I
figure now’s the best time for it.” He squeezed her hand, which felt so warm
and firm in his, blocking out the chill of the falling rain. “There’s a chance
we don’t get through this, so I figured you’d better—”


“I
accept, Captain Drayvin.” Her face broke into a smile, the same smile he’d
fallen in love with all those months ago. 


He
swept her into his arms and kissed her with the ferocity of the emotions
roiling with him. Being by her side had made the days of endless war worth it.
Without her, he’d never have survived. His father, the Abiarazi general, would
have—


“Drayvin!” Taiana’s shout snapped him from the
memory. “We need to move, now, but we will find the boy.”


“Good enough,” the Hunter forced out,
though the words seemed to catch in his throat. He fell into step behind her as
she raced up the street, and again shoved down the distracting thoughts and
conflicting emotions churned up by the latest memory. He had to focus on
escaping the Elivasti, on surviving.


For now.
When the Elivasti were no longer a threat, he would get the answers he’d
crossed a continent to find.
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Even as he raced through Enarium, the
Hunter couldn’t help marveling at the splendor of the Serenii city. The streets
were paved, not by individual stones joined together by mortar, but a single unbroken
sea of white rock. Houses with one, two, and three floors bordered the roads,
all made from the same white, red, and grey stone of the Empty Mountains. 


In Kara-ket, the Sage had spoken of the
Serenii enslaving humans, yet this looked more like the humans had lived in Enarium. The grand towers had
to belong to the long-dead race, but perhaps these smaller structures had
served as homes for early men.  


The Serenii towers rose above the city
like shards of blue sapphires driven into the mountaintop upon which Enarium
sat. From their position in the northwest of the city, the Hunter could see the
tips of twenty-four enormous towers, each at least eight to ten floors in
height. The walls of the towers not only reflected the blue of the sky above,
but seemed to glow with a faint internal brilliance. As they raced past the
tower that stood on the northwest corner of the city’s lowest Echelon, the
Hunter felt a humming beneath his feet. 


The city of the Serenii held an
undeniable power. The magnificence of the constructions lent a solemn air to
Enarium, compounded by the fact that there were no other living things in
sight—none but the two racing in front of him. 


Kalil moved with the speedy grace the
Hunter had come to equate with warriors of shorter stature. The Hunter could
see no resemblance between the darker-skinned Bucelarii and Taiana, but he
couldn’t help staring. 


Could
he be the child I never had a chance to meet, the child I cannot remember? The Illusionist Clerics had stolen his
memories; Taiana had been the one to hand him over. 


His eyes went to the woman, and he took
in her strong shoulders, broad back, well-defined arms, slim waistline, and
powerful hips and thighs. She had a fighter’s physique—hard to reconcile with
those few memories he had of her—and though she was feminine and beautiful as
he remembered, there was no denying her strength and agility. 


She
is a warrior to the core. She
held the stolen spikestaffs in casual, relaxed grips, but her head never
stopped moving as she scanned her surroundings. She moved with no trace of
fear, a predator on the prowl, ready for anything. 


Her clothing was simple without being
ragged, a simple tunic belted at the waist over a pair of trousers. Unlike
either of her companions, she wore no armor—perhaps, much like him, she preferred to move about silently, unhindered by the
weight of metal. The absence of armor didn’t detract from the danger she
radiated. Everything, down to the way her hands flexed and relaxed as if around
the hilt of a weapon, spoke of a woman trained for war. 


 “This way!” Taiana sprinted toward a squat stone building
identical to the rest. Three stories tall, the building was blocky and square,
free of adornments save for the threads of gold and silver running through the
white stone. The door was closed, but Taiana made no attempt to open it.
Instead, she ducked around the side of the building and into the shadow of what
appeared to be an outdoor shed or storage structure.


She pressed a finger to her lips and
peered out toward the street. A moment later, the Hunter’s keen ears picked up
the sound of heavy, booted feet. The tromp, tromp grew
louder, until nearly thirty blue-armored men charged around the corner and up
the street in their direction. Three carried the strange crossbow-looking
weapons, while the rest carried the spikestaffs Taiana had taken from the
corpses. They moved in perfect step despite their speed, with the same
precision the Hunter had seen on the Elivasti practice field back in Kara-ket. 


Were
these Elivasti also trained by the Warmaster? The Warmaster had mentioned his men in Enarium, which
explained how he’d had opia when the
Sage controlled its only source on Shana Laal. 


Thoughts of the opia brought back his anxiety for Hailen. Had these blue-armored
Elivasti taken the boy or simply killed him? His purple eyes marked him as
Elivasti, but could they have somehow discovered his true heritage as Melechha, a pure-blooded descendant of
the Serenii? If they had, they would take him to the Sage. 


No
telling what the Abiarazi will do with the boy if he finds out the truth. I’ll
be damned if I let anything happen to him.


And what of Kiara? The Voramian woman he’d once known as
Celicia, Fourth of the Bloody Hand, had helped Hailen reach Enarium safely. Had
she somehow managed to hide him before the Hunter arrived? Were they somewhere
in the city looking for him, or just trying to survive? He had to figure out what happened to them. But he couldn’t do that
with a pack of Elivasti in the street ahead of him.


Taiana shrank back into the shadows as
the blue-armored Elivasti clattered past their hiding place, and the Hunter
found himself pressed against the wall, her face a finger’s breadth from his.
The scent of her filled his nostrils and tugged at emotions he’d buried deep within
himself. Her hot breath on his skin sent a shiver down his spine. 


A part of him wanted to take her in his
arms, as he had so long ago, to crush her to him as he had in his memories. Yet
another part of him knew a different truth: The
woman I glimpsed in those flashes isn’t the same as the woman standing before me
now. 


What had changed? She had the same
golden hair from his memories, but she wore it pulled back in a tight tail
instead of letting it flow free around her face as he remembered. Her soft nose,
high cheekbones, and full lips hadn’t changed, yet there was a hard, tight edge
to her expression. Something unreadable filled her eyes. There was something
guarded, distant about her. She spoke to him as if to a stranger, yet she fixed
him with a piercing gaze that seemed to see to the very core of his being.  


He’d glimpsed her in his dreams, but it
had been precisely that, a glimpse. So
who is she really? What does she want with me, with Soulhunger?


More than anything else, he wanted to
find out. He ached to be near her, to ask her all the questions only she could
answer about his past, their life together, their child. Yet he knew he could
not rest until he had found Hailen, wherever in Enarium he was. 


“The boy,” he hissed in Taiana’s ear. “I
have to find him.”


“You say he arrived before you?” She
spoke in a voice barely above a whisper, her lips dangerously close to his
cheek. 


“Ten, fifteen
minutes.”


“Then the Elivasti have him,” she
responded, no trace of doubt in her voice. 


“How can you be certain?” 


“There were Elivasti at the gate when we
arrived. They were waiting for you, and they would have attacked had we not
surprised them.” 


No.
Dread writhed like a
worm in the Hunter’s stomach. His worst fears had come true.


“Then we have to go after the bastards,”
the Hunter growled. “I can’t let them—”


“You saw what they did to Neroth,”
Taiana protested. She glanced at the now empty street, then
stepped back. “Their Scorchslayers can kill us far faster than iron.” 


The Hunter’s eyebrows rose. Is that fear in her eyes? Taiana hadn’t
shown any hesitation or fear when taking on the two Elivasti fighting Neroth,
and she’d dispatched them with impressive ferocity. The two of them had killed
six of the blue-armored men, including one with that
strange weapon she’d called a Scorchslayer. 


Her gaze drilled into him. “They
outnumber us a hundred to one. Only a fool would confront them before the time
is right.”


“Fine, then call me a fool.” The Hunter
ground his teeth and pushed himself off the wall. “I’m not going to let the
boy—”


Taiana’s hand snapped out at his chest
and thrust him backward against the wall with jarring force. “I will not let you ruin everything we’ve worked
for, Drayvin.” 


The vehemence in her words and the flash
of anger in her eyes took the Hunter by surprise. More surprising, however, was
her strength. It proved nearly a match for the Warmaster’s or Tane’s, both
powerfully-built Abiarazi. 


For the first time, he noticed her
height. In his memories, he’d always been the taller, yet now he realized that
he looked up to meet her eyes. Had she used their shape-shifting abilities to
become taller? She showed no sign of straining to hold her form. So when had
she outgrown him? 


“Listen, you have my word that I will
help you,” Taiana said, her words firm, “but you will not risk our mission.
Once we are safe, I will do everything in my power to find this boy you seek.” 


For the first time, she seemed to
realize that she was holding him against the wall. She pulled her hand back,
hesitant, almost nervous, and her tone softened. “Can you trust me, Drayvin, as
you did all those years ago?” 


Her words brought back the familiar pang
in his heart. He’d come all this way to find her, so how could he want to be
apart from her? She was the only link to his past, the only person on Einan who
knew the truth of who he was. 


Going
with her makes sense, he
finally told himself. She knew her way around, so it would be more prudent to
get her help than to stumble around the Lost City in an aimless search. I’ll be useless to Hailen if I’m killed or
captured. 


He didn’t truly know if the Elivasti had
the boy, or where they’d taken him if they did. All he knew was that Taiana had
promised to help him once they were safe. That had to be enough, for now. 


“I will go with you,” he said. “But you
cannot begin to understand how important this child is.”


A shadow flashed in her eyes, and she
nodded. “I believe you,” she said in a quiet voice. 


For an instant, he caught a glimpse of
the woman from his memories. The woman that had stared at him with eyes full of
love, had shared moments of tenderness with him. The
woman he’d married and that had borne their child. 


Then her expression hardened, and he saw
a glimpse of the woman that had stabbed him and turned him over to the Illusionist
Clerics in the name of protecting that same child. 


The more he looked at her, the more he
realized he didn’t truly know her. She had been a thing of his past, the
driving force that kept him moving forward and brought him to Enarium against
impossible odds. He wanted to get to know her, to find out if any of the Taiana
from his memories remained. His desire to be reunited with
her warred with his need to protect Hailen. 


Taiana glanced out from their hiding
place. “Let’s move,” she said, once again composed and in command of herself. 


The Hunter hesitated a moment. He needed
to find Hailen, but he desperately wanted to follow Taiana. Right now, he had
nothing to go on, no leads to help him hunt down the boy. The smart play was to
go with the woman.


I’ll
find you, lad, he
promised in his mind as he slipped out into the street behind Taiana. Come fiery or frozen hell, I will come for
you. 


Taiana led them along the lowest level
of the city, following the circular streets toward the north. She moved cautiously,
her eyes wary as she scanned every adjoining and parallel street they
encountered. It was the caution developed over years of war, not the sort of
paranoia common among thieves and assassins.
Kalil, however, had the look of a thief about him. Though he wore the bronze
armor comfortably, his darting eyes never stopped moving. 


It was strange to think of these two
people beside him as Bucelarii. They had lived as long as he,
perhaps had as many different lives. How
many of those lives do they remember? What did they endure in their years
roaming Einan? What sort of hardships, losses, and suffering did they survive? 


For the first time, he had found people
who could understand what it meant to live centuries, millennia. The
realization struck him as incredibly odd.


The vibrations running beneath the
Hunter’s feet grew louder as they drew near the blue gemstone tower in the
north of the city. Instead of passing it, however, Taiana ducked through a
narrow gap between a pair of three-story houses made of red and grey mountain
stone, then into an open side door.


The interior of the house seemed to have
been suspended in time. Simple furniture of wood, cloth, and stone adorned
living and sleeping areas, and the house had the colorful
decorations—paintings, hand-woven tapestries, even carved wooden effigies—that
marked it as occupied. Everything was perfectly in place, precisely organized,
as if the owners would return at any moment. Even though the Hunter knew the
house had been abandoned centuries ago, there was not a speck of dust in sight.
Almost as if the magick of Enarium preserved everything in the city.


The Hunter followed Taiana into the
cellar, where he caught his first glimpse of dust. Dirt,
piled in a heap off to one side of the darkened room. Taiana strode toward the
far end of the basement, where the shadows were thickest. She drew a fist-sized
glass orb from a pouch and shook it. The liquid swirling within flared to life,
releasing a soft golden glow that illuminated the basement in a five-pace radius
around her.


“Right this way,” she said with a grin.


In the faint light of the glowing globe,
the Hunter saw the mouth of a passage carved from the upper layers of earth
upon which the house was built. The passage ran straight for thirty paces
before curving to the right and disappearing from sight. The walls and ceiling
were hard-packed earth shored up by thick stone pillars. 


“The Serenii and their secret passages,”
the Hunter said, snorting.


Taiana shook her head. “These were built
by human hands, though why, I cannot fathom.” 


There were many reasons for secret
passages like this to exist, most of them deceitful and underhanded. Perhaps
the humans of Enarium wanted to avoid their Serenii minders seeing everything
that went on in the city. Or maybe they simply sought to hide their actions
from their fellows. 


“The Elivasti do not know they exist,”
Taiana explained, “and thus they provide us a safe way to move around unseen.”
She strode through the tunnels ahead of him, and Kalil brought up the rear. 


“Where do they lead?” 


“All around Enarium,” she said over her
shoulder. “These passages run just beneath the surface of the city, and they
connect the lower two Echelons of Enarium—Base and Medial—to each other.” At
that moment, the tunnel they strode down intersected with another. This side
passage ran to the left, and the faint light of the glowing globe revealed a
gentle incline. 


“And what about the top Echelon?” the
Hunter asked. “If I wanted to get to the huge tower in the center of the city,
could I get there underground like this?”


“No.” Taiana shook her head. “The Prime
Echelon was reserved for the Serenii only. To reach the Illumina, you must
travel the streets.” She glanced over her shoulder, and her brow furrowed. “But
I doubt your boy is being kept there.”


“Why do you say that?” the Hunter asked.


“The Elivasti have made their home in
Hellsgate, and that is where they take all the prisoners they bring to
Enarium.”


The words “all the prisoners” sounded
strange.


“What do you mean?” The Hunter’s brow
furrowed. “The Elivasti bring prisoners to Enarium?”


“Yes. Mostly from
Vothmot, but many from around Einan.”


“What for?”


Taiana hesitated, then
shook her head. “I cannot truly say. We have not yet ventured to enter
Hellsgate. Our mission is too important to risk.”


“That’s the second time you mentioned
mission,” the Hunter said. “What is it?”


“I will show you,” was all Taiana would
say. 


The Hunter shot a questioning glance
over his shoulder at Kalil, but the smaller Bucelarii’s expression was
unreadable. His dark eyes, however, strayed time and again to Soulhunger’s
sheath on the Hunter’s hip. 


He’d noticed that neither Taiana nor
Kalil carried a weapon like Soulhunger, at least none he could see. Indeed,
they had only the crossbow-looking weapon and spikestaffs they’d taken from the
dead Elivasti. He couldn’t help wondering what had happened to the weapons
they’d received from their Abiarazi ancestors. Both Bucelarii had looked at
Soulhunger with the same hungry eagerness that had burned in the eyes of the demons
he’d encountered. 


A nagging fear echoed in the back of his
mind. Will they try to take Soulhunger
from me? Taiana had returned the blade, but there had been a moment of
hesitation. What would he do if they tried? Would he kill them like he had all
the others? He could only hope he wouldn’t have to find out. 


They rounded a bend in the passages,
which ended in a blank wall. “We’re here,” Taiana said.


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow as the
glowing globe shone on a waist-high hole set into the hard-packed earth. Piles
of dirt bordered both sides of the hole, and it had the look of a freshly dug
opening. 


Taiana motioned for him to go first.
After a moment of hesitation, he crouched and crawled into the hole. His ears
caught the muffled sounds of someone—Taiana, he guessed—following him. The
tight space pressed close beside his shoulders, and he had to duck his head to
avoid bumping it on the ceiling of the shaft. It ran for about twenty paces,
slanted sharply upward for another five paces up a steep incline, then opened
into a larger chamber.  


A soft blue glow filled the room at the
end of the tunnel. The Hunter could feel the humming in his hands and feet as
he crawled out, then stood. He found himself in what
looked like another basement, but with walls that emanated the same blue light
as the Serenii towers.


In that moment, a rough hand seized him,
dragged him into the room, and slammed him against the wall. Cold metal pressed
against his throat as a man—who reeked of mud mixed with leather, citrus oil,
hops, and pine oil—growled into his face. “You’ve got two seconds to tell me
who in the bloody hell you are, else I gut you like a pig.”


 












Chapter Three
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The Hunter’s instincts kicked in, and
his hand dropped to Soulhunger’s hilt. He whipped the dagger free in a single
smooth motion and lashed out with a quick disemboweling stroke. The razor tip
was a finger’s breadth from slitting the man’s gut when Taiana’s curse halted
him. 


“Damn it, Cerran!” Taiana, who had
emerged behind the Hunter, imposed herself between them and shoved the man
away. “He’s with us.”


The Hunter glared at Cerran. The man had
no idea how damned lucky he was; Taiana had just saved him from an agonizing
death.  


Cerran was nearly as tall as the Hunter
and visibly broader in the chest and shoulders. His bushy red beard matched the
fiery hue of his hair, which he wore in the long leather-bound braids common
among the Fehlan clansmen across the Frozen Sea. In his hand, he held one of
the Elivasti spikestaffs, though far duller and more worn than the ones Taiana
and Kalil had collected.


“Warn a fellow next time, then,” Cerran
mumbled and shot a scowl at the Hunter and Taiana both. 


The threat passed, the Hunter sheathed
Soulhunger and straightened his clothing. He tried to place the man’s accent.
It reminded him of the Malandrians, but had the harsh edge of someone that had
spent time among the clans of Fehl. How he’d gotten all the way from the far
south here to Enarium was as much a mystery as the presence of Kalil, Taiana,
and Neroth. 


Taiana glared at the man. “You’re
supposed to be working on the Chamber of Sustenance. Tell me you’ve gotten it
open.”


The Hunter froze at her words. Sir Danna
had mentioned “Chambers of Furtherance” with her dying breath. Was this
something related?


“Just about,” Cerran said with a nod. “Just waiting for you to get here to open it, as you insisted.”



The redheaded Bucelarii treated Taiana
with the deference shown a commanding officer. Clearly there was a hierarchy
among them, and Taiana was at the pinnacle. 


Cerran raised an eyebrow and shot a
glance at the Hunter. “I take it he’s the reason you’re late?”


Taiana nodded. “This is Drayvin.
Drayvin, Cerran.” 


“Drayvin, eh?” The bearded man’s bushy red eyebrows
shot up and a small smile played at his lips. “The Drayvin?”


“One and the same.” Taiana fixed the redheaded man with a
hard glare. “But we’ll discuss him later. At this moment, we’ve more important
matters to deal with.”


“Right you are.” Cerran turned and
strode across the room. “If you’d do the honors?”


For the first time, the Hunter saw the
object that provided the blue glow that filled the room. Shaped like a casket,
it was as tall as his chest and five paces long, with a base of white stone and
a lid of the same blue, glowing glass as the walls of the towers. Long tubes as
thick as the Hunter’s wrist and made of a strange soft, flexible, transparent
material ran from the far end of the blocky object into the floor. Even from
this distance, he could feel the power thrumming from what Taiana had called
the Chamber of Sustenance. 


Taiana gestured around. “This is our
mission, Drayvin. This is why we cannot confront the Elivasti yet.”


She inserted the tip of a spikestaff
into the crack between base and lid, took a deep breath, and pushed hard.
Something gave a loud crack and the
lid opened slowly with a loud hiss, like
steam released from the mountain vents in Kara-ket. A tremor ran through
Taiana’s hand as she pushed the lid open.


The white stone base of the Chamber of Sustenance
had been carved into what the Hunter could only picture as a bed or cradle, but
sized for an abnormally tall human. Strange strands of metal, glass, and more of that flexible, transparent material
coiled in the depression where the occupant’s head would have rested. 


Where the occupant’s head had rested before it was turned into a
charred, withered corpse. 


The Hunter grimaced at the sight of the
desiccated flesh, yellowed teeth, and white bones. It could have once been
human, though man or woman, he couldn’t tell. The stench of rot wafted up from
the Chamber, twisting his stomach.


“Damn.” Taiana let out her breath
slowly, and her shoulders drooped. 


Her reaction surprised the Hunter. Who had she hoped to find?


The redheaded man rattled off a stream
of words in a language the Hunter didn’t recognize. By the way the color of his
florid face deepened and his midnight-colored eyes blazed, they had to be
curses.


Taiana turned to Cerran. “Have you
gotten any of the others open?” 


“No.” He shook his head, which set his
long red braid flying. “We’ve gone through nearly thirty spikestaffs just to
get the tunnel dug here and get this open. I wasted another spikestaff trying
to get through the door, but those Serenii bastards knew how to build.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed as he took in
the details around him. “Where are we?” 


He’d never seen any human construction
with this precision and elegance. Three of the walls were smooth, unbroken,
made of the same blue glass as the Serenii towers. The fourth wall had two
unique features: a tall, rectangular-shaped pane of glass that had to be a
door, and a fist-sized square of what looked like a transparent gemstone set at
his chest-level. By the light of the glowing Chamber, the Hunter could see a
few faint scratch marks on the door as well as on the wall beside it. Three
dulled, cracked, and bent spikestaffs lay abandoned on the floor.


 “The Northwest Keep,” Taiana replied. “Base Echelon.” Her voice was heavy, her lips pressed into a
tight line. The discovery of the empty Chamber seemed to bother her a great
deal, though why, the Hunter couldn’t understand.  


Her words took a moment to register.
“Wait, we’re inside those huge
towers?”


She nodded. 


“And you dug your way in?” he asked.
“Surely there’s an easier way.”


“There certainly is.” Cerran gave him a
too-sweet smile. “You can just walk in the main door right from the street.
But, oh wait, that’s right, you need the right bloody resonator stone to open
the bloody thing.”


The Lectern in the Vault of Stars in
Vothmot had spoken of resonator stones—stones that vibrated at specific
frequencies. When two such stones came in contact, they harmonized and
triggered a reaction. 


“If only we had thought of trying to find another way in, rather than
wasting our time digging through hard-packed earth and stone.” Cerran slapped
his forehead in mock incredulity. “How foolish we’ve been. It’s good you’re
here to solve all our problems for us.”


The Hunter scowled at the man’s tone. If
all Bucelarii were like Cerran, no wonder the humans had hunted them down. 


“We’ve tried,” Taiana said with a sigh.
“We’ve done everything we could think of, but we’ve found nothing else. Digging
under these towers is the only way we can get into the Chambers of Sustenance.”


“Which are what, exactly? I have heard
mention of the Chambers of Furtherance, though I don’t know what they are. I
have never heard of the Chambers of Sustenance.” The Hunter raised an eyebrow.
The fact that they bore blue-glowing runes meant Serenii magick powered them,
but their purpose wasn’t evident at first glance. The only thing he knew they could do was turn bodies into
charred husks. 


“They are one and the same. Only a
select few of the Cambionari insist on calling them the Chambers of
Furtherance, though no one understands why. Their purpose is two-fold. They are
designed to sustain life while at the same time feeding off the energy of their
occupants.” A shadow flashed in Taiana’s eyes. “They are the final resting
places of many of our fellow Bucelarii.”


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “What are
they feeding?”


“The city itself,” Taiana said, and
shook her head. “I cannot say to what end, but Enarium was built by the Serenii
to harness power. These Chambers are clearly their design, so it must be that
the energy they harvest from their occupants is intended to fulfill whatever
purpose the city was created for.”


Dread sank like a stone in the Hunter’s
gut. He had no idea what that purpose was, but the fact that the Sage had come
here, now, meant it couldn’t be anything good. Or, at the very least, the
Abiarazi would turn the Serenii’s handiwork into his tool to unleash Kharna
onto the world once more.


“Our mission is to free as many of our
brethren from these Chambers as possible.” Taiana fixed him with a searching
gaze. “We have spent the last years evading the Elivasti’s notice so we could
continue our efforts unhindered.”


“Until today,” Kalil put in. The smaller
man had remained silent all this time, but now he spoke in a voice heavy with
sorrow. He glared at the Hunter. “Until you.” 


“What?” Cerran’s fiery red eyebrows shot
up, and his black eyes snapped to Taiana. “You fought the purple-eyes?”


“Yes.” Taiana’s shoulders straightened
and her jaw took on a stubborn set, one the Hunter knew so well. He’d seen that
unyielding iron will in his memories. “If we hadn’t, they would have captured
him.”


“So?” Cerran snapped. “You know the
purple-eyes won’t let those deaths go unpunished. They’ll come looking for us
even harder than they have been.”


“They haven’t found us yet.” Taiana met
his gaze without hesitation. Though only a hand’s breadth taller than the man,
she seemed to loom over him, as ferocious as she’d been when fighting the
Elivasti. “We were careful coming here, and we’ll be careful returning to our
base. They will continue to hunt us in vain, as they have all these years.”


All these years. How many had it been? His memories of
her dated back centuries, maybe more. Has she been here in Enarium all this time? Hunted by Elivasti,
digging through dirt on a mission he didn’t yet understand but which seemed of
monumental importance to her. All the while, he’d lived the life of an assassin
half a continent away, not even knowing of her existence. 


“He doesn’t look like much.” Cerran was
speaking again, and he seemed to be sizing the Hunter up. “If you had to save
him from the Elivasti, he—”


“I saved him from iron,” Taiana said in
a hard-edged voice. She gestured to Soulhunger hanging in its sheath at the
Hunter’s hip. “With that.” 


Cerran’s eyes narrowed,
then went wide. “Bloody hell!” His hand seemed to
reach instinctively for Soulhunger. “Can it be?”


The Hunter stepped back before Cerran
touched Soulhunger. “Don’t even think about trying to take it.” 


Cerran’s eyes darted from the Hunter to
Taiana. “One of the Im’tasi,
returned to us after all this time.”


“Indeed.” Taiana nodded. “For too long,
we have been forced to hide in the shadows. The arrival of Drayvin and Thanal Eth’ Athaur means we will no
longer need to cower from the Elivasti. They have their Scorchslayers, but they
are no match for us.”


The Hunter felt as if he were missing
something. According to the First, all of the Bucelarii had received a similar
weapon from their Abiarazi ancestors. They had been intended to feed Kharna,
the Destroyer, the power required to break free of his eternal prison. Yet none
of these three carried theirs. Indeed, they spoke of Soulhunger with the same
reverence humans spoke of Serenii artifacts or the Lost City of Enarium.  


“With the Withering so near,” Taiana was
saying, “he could not have come at a more perfect time.”


The Hunter’s ears perked up at the word.
“You know of the Withering?”


“Of course.” Taiana’s eyes darted to his, and a
mixture of curiosity and confusion mingled in her gaze. “Isn’t that why you are
here?”


“I know it’s important to the Sage’s
plans.” The mention of the demon sent anger flaring through the Hunter. He’d
come to Enarium to put an end to the Sage’s machinations and stop him from
freeing Kharna. “But beyond that, I have been unable to find any more
information.”


Cerran and Kalil exchanged glances, and
Taiana’s brow furrowed. A long moment passed before she spoke.


“The Withering occurs every five hundred
years,” Taiana explained in a slow voice. “The sun darkens and the sky turns
crimson. The Abiarazi, our fathers, called it the ‘Blood Sun’ when it occurred
during the War of Gods many millennia ago. But the Serenii named it Er’hato Tashat, which means ‘Flames of
Heaven’.” 


Her gesture encompassed not just the
room in which they stood, but the entire city.


“Enarium was built to harness the power
of the Er’hato Tashat.” The quiet
tone of her voice seemed somehow ominous in the silence of the blue-lit
underground chamber. “When the Withering comes, the city will come alive!” 


 












Chapter Four


 





 


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “Come alive?
What does that mean?”


“Think of Enarium as a giant dam,”
Taiana said, “but instead of filling with water, it fills with magick. The
Serenii found a way to harness the power of the Er’hato Tashat, and Enarium is the conduit that will channel it.
You saw the way those towers were arranged, yes? Eight Keeps
made of Serenii crystal, one at each corner of the compass.” She raised three
fingers. “Three Echelons, all pointed toward the Illumina in the heart of
Enarium.” 


The Hunter nodded. 


“Once the power is collected, it can be
controlled from the uppermost chamber in the Illumina.” She thrust a finger in
the direction of the heart of the Enarium.


“So what are we doing grave-robbing the
Northwest Keep instead of heading up to the Illumina and taking control?” The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. 


“What a brilliant plan!” Cerran said,
again in that mocking tone. “If only we’d—”


Taiana cut him off with a chop of her
hand. “We lack manpower, and weapons. The Elivasti wield their Scorchslayers
and spikestaffs, while we have nothing but our bare hands and what little we
have stolen or scrounged. With Neroth’s death, only four Bucelarii remain to
fight.”


“Five,” the Hunter said without
hesitation. “I’ve come all this way to put an end to the Sage, so I will do
whatever it takes to stop him.”


Cerran gave him a sardonic smile. “Even if it means fighting through an army of blue-armored
Elivasti?” There are at least three hundred between us and that tower.”
He flicked a finger toward Soulhunger. “One Im’tasi
won’t be enough.”


“Which is precisely
why we are, as you said, ‘grave-robbing’.” Taiana’s expression was hard,
edged with something deeper than anger. “Those of us the Cambionari did not
kill were locked away in these Chambers of Sustenance, imprisoned forever and
drained of our life force. As you saw, some of our brethren did not outlive
their captivity. Others…” 


Her jaw muscles worked, and she shot a
glance at Kalil and Cerran. “We are the strong ones, the survivors. We search
out these Chambers of Sustenance in the hope that we will find others like us
to join in the final battle for Enarium.”


The Hunter’s eyes went to the shriveled
cadaver nestled in the glowing Chamber. That
was once a Bucelarii? A strong, near-invincible creature with the blood of
the Abiarazi flowing through its veins reduced to ash. He shuddered at the thought
of the slow, inexorable death that Bucelarii had faced, and now he understood
the shadow in Taiana’s eyes. How long did
she spend locked away in a Chamber of Sustenance? 


“You can join us, too, Drayvin.” She
took a step closer, and the scent of her filled his nostrils. “Your armor and
weapons speak of a life of battle. Your skill and strength, with Thanal Eth’ Athaur at your side, could
give us a chance of not just survival, but victory.”


For a long moment, the Hunter held her
gaze. A pleading look filled her eyes, a desperate hope ringing in her voice.
He wanted to help her, wanted it more than anything. If the Elivasti were the
enemy, it was almost certain the Sage was the one controlling them. Helping
Taiana and the other Bucelarii would inevitably lead him to confronting the
Sage.


But that was only half of his purpose for coming to Enarium. He had come in search of
a cure for the Irrsinnon, the madness
that plagued all descendants of the Serenii. Hailen’s purple eyes marked him as
Elivasti—as Melechha, a pure-blooded
offspring. In Vothmot, Father Reverentus had said Hailen was the hope for the
future. His blood would lock Kharna away forever.


Or free
the Destroyer from his eternal prison. The thought sent icy feet dancing
down his spine.


If, as he feared, the Sage controlled
the Elivasti in Enarium, the purple-eyed men that captured Hailen and Kiara
would take the boy to the Abiarazi. The Sage would either order Hailen’s death
or use the power offered by his blood. The demons had shown unfaltering willingness
to use any means to achieve their ends, regardless of how many were left dead
or suffering in their wake. The Sage would slit Hailen’s throat without
hesitation. 


He had sent Hailen ahead to Enarium in
the hopes of saving him from the Stone Guardians, only to place him squarely
within the Sage’s reach. He had to
rescue the boy. 


“I will aid you in your war,” he said in
a slow voice. “I will lend my skill and Soulhunger’s power to your cause.”


Relief filled Taiana’s eyes, and her
shoulders relaxed.


“But not until I am certain the boy is
safe.”


The lines of tension returned to
Taiana’s face, but the wary look in her eyes took on a thoughtful edge.


“You would put the wellbeing of one
human child over the fate of the entire world?” Cerran snapped.


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “But I
swore to protect the child with my life. Surely you can understand the value of
such an oath.”


“Certainly,” Cerran began, “but—”


“There is no ‘but’.” The Hunter cut him
off with a chopping motion. “Those are my terms. Help me find the boy and
ensure his safety, and I will do everything in my power to help you win your
war.” He shot Cerran a sharp smile. “Even if that means
carving my way through an army of purple-eyes.”


Cerran’s sour expression softened, and a glint of approval flashed in his eyes. That
was clearly the sort of thing a warrior like him could respect.  


“You have a deal,” Taiana said without
hesitation. “We will help you find your boy, and you will help us save the
world.” For a moment, her hand twitched, reaching toward him. A hint of sorrow
shone in her eyes, but there was something else there as well. He had seen that
expression in his memories…when he spoke of protecting their child. 


Thoughts of their child sent his gaze
back to Kalil. Though he saw no resemblance, he couldn’t help wondering if the
young Bucelarii was truly his son. He ached to ask Taiana but something held
him back. Fear, perhaps, that he’d hear the answer he’d been dreading in the
back of his mind—the answer that his child had died. He had lost too much in
the last months. Farida. Bardin.
Master Eldor. All the others that had been almost like friends to him. He
didn’t know if he could endure another heartbreak. He
would ask her, but not yet. 


But her hand fell back to her side and
the emotion faded from her eyes. The commanding edge returned to her voice as
she turned to the smaller of the two men.


“Kalil, get to the dead drop and let
Garnos know we want to talk to him.”


Kalil nodded, turned, and crawled into
the hole in the wall. The sound of clattering rocks and scraping dirt echoed
for a few moments, then faded as the smaller Bucelarii
clambered through the tunnel.


“Cerran,” Taiana continued, “what of our
progress on the other Chambers of Sustenance? How is Arudan doing with finding
out more about the tunnels?”


“Slow work.” The red-haired man stroked
his thick, braided beard. “But these spikestaffs should go a long way toward
speeding up progress.”


The Hunter narrowed his eyes at the
weapons Taiana had taken from the dead Elivasti. They were clearly weapons
intended for war, not for scratching away at hard-packed earth and stony
ground. Are these the best tools they have?
The whole situation struck him as strange. These were Bucelarii, war-bred and
trained creatures like him that had fought in the War of Gods, not grubby
miners. 


There
has to be a better way to go about this than digging tunnels. Cerran had mentioned resonator stones,
and though the Hunter wasn’t certain where to find one, surely that ought to
take priority. Perhaps the Elivasti had the stones that would grant them
access. He could use his abilities to shift his features to sneak into their
stronghold and find them. The plan had worked with the Sage’s Elivasti in
Kara-ket and the Lecterns in the House of Need. 


He strode over to the glass door for a
closer look at the fist-sized, transparent square gemstone. It was the only
unique feature on the wall, the only thing not emanating the same blue glow
that leaked from the walls and ceiling of the room. 


His brow furrowed. That’s strange. The color of the stone reminded him of the gemstone
set in Soulhunger’s hilt. Could it be? 


Drawing the dagger, he studied the jewel
nestled in the claw-like pommel, then back at the transparent stone. It seemed
identical. Could it be some sort of locking mechanism like the Lectern had
described back in Vothmot? Hesitant, he moved the dagger closer to the stone.


Soulhunger’s pommel hovered
a finger’s breadth from the gemstone, so close he could feel the faint humming
that coursed through the glowing walls. Yet the door remained silent and
closed. He lowered the dagger, then an idea struck
him. Perhaps the stones needed to touch to activate. He pressed the pommel
against the transparent stone and held his breath.


For an instant, nothing happened. He
could feel the thrumming in the wall as the vibrations ran through Soulhunger’s
gemstone and down the hilt. Without a sound, the door slid to one side. The
Hunter was so shocked he could only stare open-mouthed down at Soulhunger, then
up at the open doorway. 


He’d hated the dagger for so long, had
hated the voice in his mind, the relentless driving urge to kill. He’d almost
thrown it away half a dozen times since Voramis. Yet now, after everything he’d
endured, to find that it was the key to freeing his kind struck him as a cruel
irony. 


“Taiana?” he called over his shoulder.
“You’ll want to see this.”


“What is i—?”
Her voice cut off in a sharp intake of breath. She rushed to his side. “How did
you do that?” 


He held up Soulhunger so she could see
the crystal clear jewel set into its hilt. “The gemstone.”


Taiana snatched the dagger from his
hands with such speed he had no time to react. He didn’t remember her being
that fast.  


“It must be a resonator stone,” she
breathed as she studied the gemstone. She pressed it against the locking
mechanism again, and the door slid shut without a sound, then open again when
she repeated it. She whirled on him with excitement burning in her eyes. “Do
you know what this means?”


“Please tell me it means we don’t have
to do any more bloody digging!” Cerran said from behind them.


“This changes everything!” Wonder filled
her voice. “To think, after all this time, it was the Im’tasi all along.”


“You never tried with yours?” the Hunter
asked. He’d been here all of ten minutes, and though it had been a lucky guess,
he couldn’t imagine the idea would never have crossed her mind. If the weapon she inherited from her
Abiarazi forefathers resembles mine—


“I have not seen it since…before.”
Sorrow flashed in her eyes. 


“Before?” The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “Before what?”


She shuddered, and the shadow passed
over her eyes again. “Before the Warmaster locked me in a
Chamber of Sustenance.”


The Hunter’s eyes went wide. The Warmaster? His
mind whirled as he tried to comprehend her words.


The Warmaster had been the Sage’s
Abiarazi rival in Kara-ket, and he’d commanded the Masters of Agony, the
Einan-renowned torturers. Yet the huge demon had said nothing of Enarium beyond
hinting at it being the source of his opia
supply. And, with the curse of the Serenii on the Empty Mountains, how
could he have come to Enarium without being driven insane and transformed into
one of the Stone Guardians? 


“We will speak of it later.” A note of
finality echoed in her voice. “For now, let us take advantage of our newfound
fortune and search the Keep for any sign of our surviving brethren.”


“What of the boy?” the Hunter demanded.
“You said you’d help me.”


“And I will,” Taiana said. “But first,
we need to—”


“We need to get out of here,” Cerran
said. The man had gone silent, rigid, his grip on the spikestaff in his hand so
tight his knuckles had turned white. “Now!” 


In that moment, the Hunter’s keen ears
detected a faint sound. It came from above him, quiet enough that it took
effort for him to recognize it. Voices. 


“Elivasti!” Cerran hissed. “What are they doing
here?”


“It doesn’t matter,” Taiana pressed
Soulhunger to the locking mechanism to close the door, then
handed the dagger back to the Hunter. “We cannot be discovered. We will go now,
but return another time.”


Cerran was already moving, ducking into
the narrow tunnel and scrabbling into the darkness. Taiana followed, while the
Hunter brought up the rear. He hated the idea of fleeing, even from the
Elivasti. He’d seen enough of their skill-at-arms on Kara-ket to have developed
a deep respect for them, but he was not afraid. They wielded weapons of steel,
not the iron-tipped staves they’d carried on Shana Laal. He could evade their
Scorchslayers, and the close quarters would hinder their aim. 


He hesitated, glancing back over his
shoulder. I just need one alive long
enough to tell me where Hailen is being held. 


“Drayvin!” 


He couldn’t ignore that voice. He’d come
all this way to find her, and couldn’t bear to be separated from her again. She
had said she would help him find Hailen, so he had to trust her, the woman that
had been his wife. 


But
what if I can’t? Doubt
nagged at him as he crawled through the tunnel. She was hiding something from
him. The question is,
what?


He wanted to believe that she would help
him, that she would join him in his quest to rescue Hailen. But assumptions
like that had nearly killed him in the past. He couldn’t act on blind faith. He
had to keep both eyes open, even though he ached to lose himself in the
momentary happiness at being reunited with his wife. Decades as an assassin had
taught him to be skeptical of anything.


Yet
if I can’t trust her, is there anyone in the world I can trust? A feeling of utter loneliness washed
over him at the thought. 


He followed Taiana and Cerran as they
ran through the secret passages. At the first intersection they encountered,
they turned to the right, up the incline that led to the Medial Echelon, the
second level of Enarium. They moved with hardly a sound and kept up a steady
pace. Yet the Hunter found himself casting occasional glances backward as if
expecting to see blue-armored Elivasti flooding the tunnels in pursuit. 


Only silence and darkness met his gaze.


 












Chapter Five
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The tunnel ended at another cellar, as
empty as the one they’d used to enter the passages honeycombing Enarium. The
Hunter followed Taiana and Cerran up the stairs to the ground floor. The
interior of this home showed similar signs of life—decorative vases, colorful
blankets and throw rugs, and a few handcrafted sculptures—again in a state of
suspended existence, as if the occupants had just stepped out a few moments
ago. Every surface was free of dust, all but the faint traces left by their
boots.


Cerran padded to the front door and shot
a wary glance up and down the street. “Usual route home?” he asked Taiana.


“Only if it’s clear.” Taiana moved to stand beside him. “The
Elivasti will find their dead comrades soon enough. We need to be off the
streets by then.”


“Understood.” With a nod, Cerran slipped out into the
street and ran for a few hundred yards before ducking into a narrow lane. 


Taiana turned to the Hunter. “You’re up.
Make it quick. The Elivasti don’t keep a routine with their patrols, so we
can’t know how soon the next one will come.”


“You first.” The Hunter shook his head. “I may not
know the city as well as you do, but I’ve got more than enough practice
sneaking around.” 


And,
this way, I can keep an eye on you. He
wanted to be on hand to help if she ran into a patrol, but he’d rather watch
his own back.  


“I’ll be right behind you.” The Hunter
folded his arms. “With Soulhunger ready in case of trouble.”


She fixed him with a stern gaze and
seemed ready to argue. Yet something within her eyes shifted and stopped her
from speaking. Did she worry that he planned to disappear on her? 


“You asked me to trust you, Taiana. Now
it’s your turn to trust me to watch your back.”


The hard edge of her expression softened
a fraction and she nodded. “Wait ten seconds, then
follow me into the alley.” She looked like she was going to say something more,
but changed her mind before she spoke. With a nod, she slipped out into the
streets.


The Hunter watched her go. She was very
different from the Taiana he remembered. A lot more flinty edges than the woman in my dreams. It would take some getting used to.
Hopefully, he’d have the time to reacquaint himself with the woman that had
been his wife. With the Withering so close, he couldn’t be certain. Hailen and
the Sage had to be his priorities. So
where does that leave me and Taiana?


Anxiety wormed into his mind as he
slipped out of the house and followed toward the alley where Cerran and Taiana
had disappeared. Would he like what he discovered about her?


He pushed the thought out of his mind
and focused on his surroundings. He scanned every street he passed for signs of
movement, but Enarium seemed absolutely devoid of life.


His attention went to the city itself.
The houses of the Medial Echelon were similar to those on the Base Echelon,
though taller—most between two and four floors, with a few reaching five or
six. In addition to the single broad thoroughfare ringing the city tier, there
were smaller, parallel avenues that ran the circumference and more adjoining
streets that descended to the Base Echelon or ascended to the Prime Echelon. 


Cerran and Taiana were waiting for him
in the alley, and they continued on their way without another word. They were
tense, wary, but not fearful. Doubtless they had made the journey enough times
that they knew how to spot or evade patrols.


After a circuitous trek toward the
northeast of the city, Taiana led them toward a building taller than those that
surrounded it. In addition to five floors made of the silver and gold-threaded
white marble, there was a sixth floor with broad windows made of the same
mirrored-glass the Hunter had encountered in Kara-ket. 


Taiana entered the four-story building
beside it, slid between the two houses, and ducked into what looked like a
storm cellar. 


Cerran closed the trap door behind them,
plunging the cellar into darkness. The Hunter tensed,
his hand on Soulhunger’s hilt. No one would take him unawares in the darkness.
He could fight blind if he had to.


A moment later, light streamed from a
glass globe Taiana produced from a pouch at waist. The faint glow revealed a
small space with three hard-packed earth walls and wooden support beams. Wooden
barrels and crates were piled high on one side of the subterranean chamber,
while the other side contained only ancient shelves upon which sat an
assortment of gardening equipment.


The Hunter tried to hide his nervous
tension as he followed the two Bucelarii around the stored barrels. Cerran
twitched aside a hanging canvas to reveal another tunnel, which ran for fifteen
paces before ending at a blank wall. A wooden ladder leaned against the wall,
leading up through a hole in the earthen ceiling. Cerran climbed up the ladder
first, and this time the Hunter allowed Taiana to bring up the rear. 


The ladder led up into another home,
this one with far more elegant trappings, including a bloodwood cabinet, an
ornate dining set carved from a pale grey stone the Hunter didn’t recognize,
and something that looked like a massive bunch of glass grapes dangling from
the high-vaulted ceiling. It looked like the grand chamber where a wealthy
nobleman—or noble Serenii, if such a thing existed—would host a grand ball,
like Lord and Lady Dannaros in Voramis. Yet no sound of music, laughter, or
merriment met his ears. Instead of twinkling lights and festive colors, the
vast chamber was filled with only darkness and silence.  


 “Come,” Taiana said as she strode past him.
“Let us see if Arudan’s study has uncovered anything of use.”


The Hunter followed her through the
grand chamber, up a broad staircase to the second floor, and along a balcony
overlooking the main level. On closer inspection, the Hunter realized the
odd-looking glass grapes were actually some sort of chandelier. 


Taiana stopped at the first door along
the balcony, which stood open. Within, the Hunter saw a sort of sitting room,
complete with carved stone benches covered with thick cushions, a picture
window of the same glass as on the uppermost level, and wooden shelves running
the length of the room. A pile of stone tablets lay strewn across the hardwood
floor, as if dropped by a careless hand. The Hunter’s eyes widened as he
recognized Serenii runes etched into the tablets’ surfaces.


A large stone table dominated the heart
of the room. It had been carved with the sort of masterful skill impossible on
Einan. Most tables of stone were impossibly thick, for stone was prone to
cracking without adequate support. Yet this table was made of a bright green
stone that resembled a blend of emeralds and marble, barely as thick as his
index finger. He tested it with a finger, expecting it to break, only to find
it as solid as the stone beneath his feet. 


A man leaned over the table, his brow
furrowed in concentration. He had not a single hair on his entire face, not
even eyebrows or facial hair. His skin was so pale it was almost translucent,
and when he straightened, he stood nearly a full head taller than the Hunter.
Even stranger, instead of the bronze armor that Kalil and Cerran wore, robes
the dull brown of a Secret Keeper hung from his bony shoulders and gaunt frame.



His scent reminded the Hunter of Graeme,
his alchemist friend in Voramis. He reeked of strong chemical mixtures, yet
underscored with rose oil and lavender. A strange scent, yet the strangest
thing about him was his eyes—the same midnight black eyes that marked him a
Bucelarii. 


The fifth Bucelarii. He knew he shouldn’t be surprised to
find another Bucelarii working with Taiana, Cerran, and Kalil, but it was still
such a strange thing to get used to. Until an hour earlier, he had been the last surviving member of
his kind. 


“Who is this?” Arudan asked as he caught
sight of the Hunter beside Taiana. 


“This is Drayvin,” Taiana said.


“Drayvin, hmm?” The name seemed to register for a
moment, then the man shrugged. “I suppose greetings
are in order.”


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You a Secret Keeper?” 


“Once.” Arudan gave a dismissive wave. 


“I thought the Secret Keepers cut out
their priests’ tongues,” the Hunter said. 


“Mine grew back.” The pale, hairless
man’s eyes grew unfocused and his gaze wandered aimlessly past the Hunter.


“Arudan.” Taiana’s voice was sharp and firm, but
not hard. “How goes our progress?”


The words seemed to pull the man back
from wherever his mind had gone. “Progress?” His brow
furrowed as he looked at Taiana, then his black eyes brightened and he smiled.
“Ahh, yes, progress, of course!” 


He gestured toward the stack of books on
the ground. “From what I have uncovered, we should be able to collect the
harvest well before the autumn chill. The Serenii had a fascinating method for
speeding up growth using the power of the sun to—”


The Hunter raised an eyebrow at the
man’s strange answer.


Taiana’s face hardened. “Arudan, did you
get distracted again?”


The pale-skinned man’s brow furrowed.
“Distracted?”


Taiana walked over to the
ancient-looking stone tablets and studied one. She discarded it back onto the
pile, then lifted another and turned to Arudan. “You were supposed to be
looking into how to get into the Keeps, not reading about the harvest.”


“Oh.” Arudan’s face fell, and
embarrassment glittered in his black eyes. “I-I am sorry, Taiana. It seems
I…er…forgot.” 


“No, it’s fine,
Arudan.” Taiana drew in a long breath, and her expression became that of a
longsuffering parent as she handed the tablet to the man. “But I need you to find out as much as you can
about the Keeps. Can you do that for me?” She rested a hand on his shoulder. 


The Hunter had heard that gentle tone
before; Ellinor had used it with Little Arrlo, and he’d employed it himself
when talking to Hailen. 


“It shall be done!” The pale man took
the tablet from her with a grin. “I will not rest until I find what we need.”


Taiana smiled and squeezed the man’s
bony shoulder. “Thank you, Arudan. But first, I need you to take a look at
this.” She turned to the Hunter and held out a hand. “May I?”


The Hunter stared at her, not understanding
what she wanted.


“Thanal
Eth’ Athaur,” she said. 


The Hunter hesitated a moment. The
discovery that Soulhunger’s gemstone could serve as a resonator stone to the
Keeps had clearly excited Taiana, but he wasn’t certain what she intended to do
with the dagger. 


“I just want Arudan to take a look at
it,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “If he can confirm that the gemstone truly
is the resonator stone we seek, it would greatly accelerate our efforts.”


The Hunter drew Soulhunger and handed it
to the woman, who passed it to the pale-skinned man.


“Hmm,” Arudan mused as he stared down at
the dagger. “Hmmmmmm?” He drew out the sound of his
musings to an irritating length, which only added to the strangeness of his
pale skin, his precise manner of speaking, and his habit of losing focus. 


The man gripped the blade in long, slim
fingers and toyed with the gemstone. He drew a two-pronged U-shaped steel bar
from the clutter piled on the table, and when he tapped it against the table,
it produced a low hum. The moment he placed one of the steel prongs against
Soulhunger’s gemstone, the humming grew loud enough that it seemed to echo from
the walls of the room. 


“I’ve found it!” Arudan shouted, and his
face broke into a beatific smile. He raised his eyes from the dagger, then
startled as if surprised to see Taiana and the Hunter. “Oh,
hello. Who are you?” He gave a dismissive wave and turned to Taiana. “It
is good you are here, Taiana! You will never believe what I have just
uncovered. The stone set into this dagger seems to be the very thing we are
looking for.”


“Is that so?” Taiana’s gentle tone held
the tolerance of a parent speaking to an infant. “You’re certain?”


“You heard the humming, did you not?” As
if to emphasize his point, the pale-skinned man tapped the two-pronged steel
bar on the table and set it against the stone once more, producing the loud,
vibrating sound. “See? This tuning fork is tuned to the specific pitch and
resonance of the stones that the Serenii used to lock the Keeps.” He bounced
back and forth on his heels, as if barely able to restrain his excitement.


“So the gemstone should open the locks?”
Excitement edged Taiana’s voice. “All of them?” 


“All of them!” Arudan laughed, a
childish sound filled with wonder and merriment. “Any stone that resonates to
this frequency should open every locked door in the Keeps. All we need to do is
find such a stone, and you will have your key to access the Chambers of
Sustenance.”


The Hunter struggled to conceal his
surprise. The man had forgotten about Soulhunger mid-conversation, even though
he held the dagger in his hand. 


“Thank you, Arudan.” Taiana smiled. “May
I see that dagger?” 


Arudan seemed surprised to find
Soulhunger in his left hand, and he flinched back. “O-Of course.” He handed the
weapon to Taiana without hesitation. “A beautiful piece of work, crafted by the
finest Serenii artisans, it seems. And that stone set into the pommel.” His
eyes narrowed as he stared at the gemstone. “Hmmmmm.
It bears a strong resemblance to the gemstones locking the doors to the Keeps.
Could it be that—”


“I will bring it to you for examination
later,” Taiana cut him off quickly. “For now, perhaps it’s
best you continue with your research.”


“Research?” Confusion twisted the man’s pale face, then his expression brightened. “Ah, yes, of course. I must
find a way to speed up the harvest if we are to bring in the crops before the
autumn fall. Perhaps there is something in…” His voice trailed off as he turned
and began digging among the stone tablets piled on the floor. 


The Hunter turned to Taiana. “The Illusionist’s touch?” 



Taiana shook her head, and sorrow filled
her eyes. “The burden of a long life.” 


“What does that mean?” the Hunter asked,
raising an eyebrow.


Taiana hesitated a long moment before
speaking. “It has been said that we are the sum of our memories. Every
experience shapes us, defines who we are. Every man, woman, and child in the
world is unique because they have lived something different, their minds are
filled with memories particular to them alone. But for those like Arudan, like
us”—she searched his eyes, as if seeking something within him—“the weight of
memories can grow too great for the mind to bear.”


The Hunter had heard something similar
from Imperius, the insane Illusionist Cleric that had tried to erase his
memories in Al Hani. 


“There comes a time,” Taiana continued,
“when the mind is filled and cannot retain any more. As water flows out of an
over-filled bucket, so, too, memories are lost. The greater the burden grows,
the greater the strain.” She motioned to the pale-skinned man who sat in a
stuffed armchair poring over a stone tablet. “There are always consequences to
our long lives.”


In Al Hani, the Illusionist Cleric had
spoken of other Bucelarii going mad, turning feral. He had called the ritual a
kindness. The removal of memories served as a rebirth for the long-lived
Bucelarii, a clean slate. A chance to make new, better
creatures.


The Hunter stared at Arudan, and horror
roiled in his gut. He’d believed the erasure of his past a curse, the act of
fearful men afraid of what he would do if he remembered who he truly was. Yet
perhaps, as Imperius had said, it had been a kindness, in a way. He, too, could
have ended up like Arudan, or something far worse. The
loss of his memories had kept him away from Taiana and his child, but in the
end, it had kept him alive for thousands of years.


The Hunter turned to Taiana and searched
her eyes. She held his gaze unflinchingly, and he saw no sign of the same
madness or mental decay that gripped Arudan. So what was different about her?
She had lived as long as he, but she clearly hadn’t lost her memories or her
mind. The question was: why not?


Before he could speak, Cerran bustled
into the room. He carried a plate of dried fruit, nuts, and what looked like bread,
with a shred of some dried meat beside it. 


“So? What’d he say?” the red-haired man
asked, not bothering to close his mouth as he gnawed on the meat. “Anything useful?”


Taiana motioned for them to follow her
from the room and leave Arudan in peace. “He confirmed the gemstone is the
resonator stone we seek,” she said when they stood in the hall outside. 


“Good.” Cerran turned to the Hunter. “Looks like pissing off the purple-eyes to save your life wasn’t
such a stupid idea, after all.”


The Hunter growled, but that only made
Cerran’s grin broaden. 


“Then as soon as Kalil returns from the
dead drop, we get back to it.” Taiana fixed the Hunter with a firm gaze. “We’ll
need Thanal Eth’ Athaur if we’re to
get into the Keeps and search the Chambers. One more pair of eyes to watch our
backs will come in handy.”


The Hunter’s jaw clenched. “And what of the boy?”


“Garnos ought to have the information we
seek,” Taiana said. “He’ll be the first stop, then
we’ll figure out what to do with what he brings us. But we must keep searching the Chambers of Sustenance. There is nothing
more important than that.”


“Why?” The Hunter cocked an eyebrow.
“From what I saw, that body had been there for centuries before we arrived.
What difference could a few days make?”


“Because in a few
days, the Withering will be upon us.” Her voice held an ominous note. “When it comes, the
Elivasti and their master will seek to use the power stored within the Keeps.
The moment the Keeps are activated, any of our kind still enclosed in those
Chambers of Sustenance will die.”


 












Chapter Six
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The Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, activated?” 


“In the uppermost chamber of each Keep,
the Serenii placed a control system that allows them to harness the power
collected by the towers over the millennia that they have stood. Somehow, the
towers absorb the light of the sun and turn it into magical energy, energy like
that produced by the Scorchslayers.” She lifted the crossbow-looking weapon for
emphasis. “Imagine that, but multiplied a hundred hundred times over.”


The Hunter didn’t need to imagine; he’d
seen the effects of Serenii magick first-hand. 


“But the Chambers of Sustenance are also
linked to the tower, somehow.” Taiana frowned. “I do not fully understand the magick
or science of it, but I do know that those locked in the Chambers serve as the
housing for the power. The power flows through our bodies, sustaining us and,
at the same time, feeding off of us.”


“So when these towers are activated,
however that happens,” the Hunter reasoned, “the power is sucked from the
bodies in the Chambers.”


“The small amount of power required to
sustain life within the city does no harm to those locked in the Chambers, but
on such a massive scale? Like a fire consumes kindling, the moment the Keeps
are activated, their power will be consumed. That is why we need to free our
brothers trapped there.” She shook her head. “The fate of that drained,
withered husk we found would be a kindness by comparison.”


“But if the Chambers are, as you say,
meant to sustain life, why did we
find a corpse instead of a living, breathing person?”  


“Because not all in the Chambers of
Sustenance are Bucelarii,” Taiana replied in a heavy voice. “Many were once
human, locked away centuries or millennia ago to serve as sustenance. Their
bodies could not heal as ours did, and thus they succumbed to the force of the
power coursing through them.” 


The Hunter grimaced at the thought.
Every time he changed his shape, it felt like lightning crackling through his
flesh. That had paled in comparison to the enormous amount of power generated
by the Elivasti Scorchslayers. The thought of that on a city-wide scale sent a
shiver of fear down his spine.


A thought struck him. “But if there is
so much power stored in these Keeps, why have they not been activated before
now?” Everything he’d learned about the Sage and the Warmaster had led him to
believe they both would have harnessed the power of Enarium to meet their own
ends.


“Because the power can only be activated
during the Er’hato Tashat,” Taiana
explained. “The towers house the power, but it is the light of the Blood Sun
that converts it into a form that can be utilized.” She hesitated. “And,
because only those of Serenii blood can activate it.”


Dread sat like a stone in the Hunter’s
gut. “The Elivasti?” 


Please,
he thought, let me be wrong.


Taiana nodded. “The blood of the Serenii
runs in their veins. But it has been watered down by the ages, until only a
fraction of their ancestors’ true power remains. To activate even a single
control tower would require the blood of three or four Elivasti.”


Relief surged within the Hunter. 


“But,” Taiana continued, “if the Sage were to find a Melechha, one of the purest Serenii blood, it would require only a
few drops to activate the Serenii magick.”


The Hunter’s blood ran cold. Hailen. He felt the urge to vomit and the
desire to hack his way through an army of Elivasti at once. 


Hailen was Melechha, and the boy’s blood would provide the Sage everything he
needed to harness the Serenii magick. And the Hunter had brought the boy right
to the Sage’s doorstep. In trying to save Hailen from the Stone Guardians, he’d
doomed the entire world. There was no doubt in the Hunter’s mind: the Sage
would use Hailen’s blood to turn the power of Enarium to free Kharna from his
prison.


“We need to find that boy, now.” His voice went hard, flat. “If we
don’t…”


Taiana’s eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you
telling me, Drayvin?”


The Hunter hesitated. He wanted to trust
her—he needed to know he could trust someone, and who
better than the woman that had been his wife? At the same time, the fact that
she was hiding something from him made him reluctant to tell her everything.
And he couldn’t shake what he’d seen in his memories. 


She’d put a dagger through his heart and
turned him over to the Illusionist Clerics to have his memories erased. He
could understand her reasoning—she’d done it to protect their child—but would
she betray him again? Could he trust her with the truth of Hailen’s heritage? 


He searched her gaze for any remnant of
the woman he’d loved. A trace of her remained, buried down deep, somewhere
behind the commanding, driven, hard-edged Taiana before him. Every instinct
he’d developed over his decades as an assassin screamed at him not to trust
her. He half-expected to hear the demon’s voice shrieking at him to kill her
before she betrayed him again, yet only silence filled his head. Even
Soulhunger had fallen quiet since killing the Elivasti.


The decision was his alone.


He glanced at Cerran, then back at
Taiana. She seemed to understand his thought, for she turned to the red-bearded
Bucelarii and held out the Scorchslayer. “Cerran, see if
Arudan can tell you anything about this.”


“Like what?” Cerran cocked a bushy,
fiery-colored eyebrow. “That it’s bloody powerful and can turn us into crispy
little piles of dead?”


Taiana scowled. “These are Serenii
runes.” She ran her finger along the marks carved into the weapon’s stock. “See
if Arudan can figure out what they mean.”


“If it’s a bedtime story you’re wanting—”
Cerran began.


“Enough.” Taiana cut him off with a
slash of her hand. “Just do it. Maybe he can find something to shut off their
power, disconnect them from whatever’s generating such terrible energy.” She
thrust the weapon into the man’s hands with enough force to stagger him backward.
“If nothing else, something we can use to shatter them. The battle with the
purple-eyes would be much easier if we could even the odds.”


Cerran’s lips pressed into a pensive
frown. After a moment, he nodded. “I’ll see what Baldie can do.”


Taiana scowled. “Don’t call him that.” 


“What?” Cerran shrugged. “It’s as good a
name as any.” With a mocking grin, he turned and strode into the room where
Arudan sat staring with a vacant expression at the stone tablet that lay upside
down in his lap.


“Come.” Taiana said, motioning for the
Hunter to follow. 


She led him up four flights of stairs
and into the only room on the sixth floor. The chamber was spacious, yet had
little in the way of decoration. Aside from the simple bed—little more than a
full-sized straw tick mattress on a wooden box frame—the room held only a table
with two chairs. The fading afternoon sunlight streamed through the three walls
made of the transparent Serenii glass. The fourth wall had a door, which stood
ajar to reveal a bathing chamber.  


The Hunter had a strange feeling of déjà
vu, of spending time in a room much like this one with the woman that stood
before him. It brought a lump to his throat. So much had changed since that
time. Would they ever have that life again?


Taiana closed the door behind them.
“Now, Drayvin, what aren’t you telling me? Why are you so desperate to find
this boy?” 


The Hunter drew in a deep breath and
pushed past his hesitation. If they were to have anything like what they once
had together, he had to try to trust her. 


 “Hailen is…Melechha.”


Her eyebrows flew up. “What?” she
snarled. “You brought a Melechha here,
now?” Fire flashed in her eyes as she strode toward him and jabbed a finger
into his chest for emphasis. “The Withering is just days away, and you thought that
bringing a Serenii pureblood to Enarium was the smart way to go?” 


“How was I supposed to know?” The Hunter
met her anger with equal ferocity. “I had no idea what the twisted hell a Melechha was until a week ago, much less
what in the Keeper’s name would happen if he ended up in the Lost
bloody City of Enarium. Which, I might add, took a Watcher-damned lot of work
to find, and nearly got me killed a dozen times in the process. Maybe, if I
hadn’t had my fucking memory ripped away by the Illusionist Clerics, I might
actually know a bit more of what’s going on here.”


The vitriol in those words surprised him
almost as much as they shocked Taiana. He hadn’t realized how furious he was at
her for her betrayal all those long centuries—millennia, perhaps—ago. Her face
went white and the anger in her eyes intensified.


“And there it is!” She bared her teeth
in a snarl. “I wondered how long it would take you to bring that up.”


“Not the sort of thing you get over in a
minute,” the Hunter snapped. “What you did to me—”


“Was necessary!” Taiana didn’t retreat from his anger.
“I did what I had to do to protect our child.”


“I remember that.” The Hunter slammed a
fist into his chest. “I also remember what it felt like to have a
Watcher-damned knife driven into my heart. You may think it was necessary, but
was there no other way?” 


“With a bull-headed
fool like you?”
Taiana’s voice rose to a shout. “Never! I tried for
weeks to convince you, but you were so insistent on doing things your way.”


Fury burned like an inferno in the
Hunter’s gut. “And look how your way turned out!” 


“At least I tried,” Taiana snapped. “I
tried to do what was best for our daughter, even if—”


“Daughter?” The Hunter’s voice went dead quiet.
“We…had a daughter?”


The fire drained from Taiana’s eyes, face,
and voice. “She was perfect,” she whispered. “The most beautiful thing I had
ever seen.” Her lips pulled upward into a smile that melted the Hunter’s heart.
“She had your eyes, you know. And your strength of will.”



The Hunter could barely breathe. He had
a daughter. A little girl, like Farida.  


“What I did to you…I…” She let out a
long, slow breath, and she refused to meet his gaze for a long moment. “You
have every right to be angry.” Her anger was replaced by sorrow mingled with a
hint of something else. Something that almost looked like
shame. When she finally lifted her eyes, tears glimmered there.
“I’m…sorry, Drayvin.”


In that moment, her mask of the hard,
commanding woman cracked and he caught a glimpse of the true woman beneath. The
woman from his memories, the woman he had loved his entire life even if he
couldn’t remember her. 


He crossed the room to her in two
strides and swept her into his arms. She gripped him with crushing strength,
but he didn’t care. After all this time, after countless years spent apart,
they had been reunited. By the gods, fate, destiny—the name didn’t matter. All
that mattered was that they were together.


His lips met hers in a passionate kiss,
and fire blossomed through the Hunter’s veins at the familiar touch. A near-desperate
frenzy consumed them as they tore at their clothing, aching to pull away
anything that could get between them. The Hunter nearly ripped the straps of
his leather armor in his effort to undress. An overwhelming, all-consuming need
for her burned through every fiber of his being. It seemed an eternity before
he finally stripped out of the armor, padding, tunic, and breeches, and turned
to face her.


She stood before the bed, clad in
nothing but her long, golden hair, which now hung free in curling tresses
around her face. His eyes roamed every bit of her: her black eyes, so like his
own, which reflected the passion burning within him; her delicate nose with its
slight upturn at the end; her high cheekbones, full lips parted in
anticipation; her long neck, muscled shoulders, and strong arms. His eyes
dropped to her full breasts, firm stomach, and sleek hips, down to the small
tuft of golden hair between her legs. His body responded with such force that
it nearly brought him to his knees. He could wait no more.


He went to her, but she seemed to pull
back from him, almost shy. He reached to take her hands in his, lifted them to
his lips, and kissed them. She turned her wrists and ran fingers along his jaw,
up the sides of his face, and into his hair. 


“Let me look at you,” she whispered, and
tilted his face up to her.


For a long moment, they remained like
that. The Hunter stared into her midnight eyes, drinking in every detail of the
face he barely remembered yet seemed to know so well. She ran her hands down
the sides of his neck, across his chest, over his shoulders. She couldn’t take
her eyes off him, just as he couldn’t take his eyes off her. Impossible as it
might seem, she was real and standing in front of him.  


His hands curled around the back of her head
and slowly, gently, their lips met. 


The kiss was shy, tentative at first.
Thousands of years had passed since last they’d seen each other, yet the
Hunter’s heart held the memory of the woman before him. He drowned in the sweet
taste of her lips and the scent that had followed him for a lifetime. He wanted
to luxuriate in the aroma of honey, cinnamon, jasmine, and berries for the rest
of his life.


The kisses grew more passionate, and the
fire once again burned through the Hunter’s veins. Taiana’s body melted into
his, her arms wrapped around his shoulders and back to pull him closer. A
tingle ran down his spine as he felt her warmth against him, the strength of
her presence. This was the woman he remembered from his dreams, from a time
long past. This was his wife, and his heart swelled with the memory of his love
for her. 


They remained locked in that embrace for
a minute, an hour, an eternity—the Hunter would never know. He held her close,
afraid that if he released her, she would disappear into the mists of his past.
Yet there she was, and nothing could change the perfection of that moment.  


She broke off the kiss, her breath
coming hard. He felt her heart hammering against his chest, the excited rhythm
matching his own. He lifted her into his arms and lay her down on the bed. He
brushed her lips with his own, trailed down her neck, and covered every bit of
her soft, smooth skin with gentle kisses. He had spent a lifetime apart from
her; he wanted to take his time to explore her body. 


Her moans grew louder and her breath
came faster, her fingers entwined in his hair. Finally, she lifted his face up
to hers and pulled him on top of her, and he complied. His body ached to feel
her as he had all those years ago. This was the memory that had kept him alive
for hundreds of years, even if he could not remember it. This longing for her
touch, the warmth of her soft flesh, was all he had ever wanted.


Her legs wrapped around his waist and
pulled him toward her. The world around him seemed to fade, forgotten. In those
heart-pounding, time-shattering minutes, nothing else mattered but the woman
beneath him. The woman he had crossed a world to see. His
wife, the mother of his child.


The world could end tomorrow, but for
now, nothing would tear him from her side. She was his world, and he wanted
nothing more than to feel their bodies joined together in a fiery passion that
not even a thousand years apart could dim.


 












Chapter Seven


 





 


They lay in bed together, the sheets
tangled around them, the sound of their gasping filling the room. Blood pounded
in the Hunter’s ears, and the fire in his veins had yet to dim as he stared
into the black eyes and perfect face a hand’s breadth from his own. He knew
this bliss couldn’t last forever, but perhaps it would endure for just a while
longer. 


Taiana seemed disinclined to speak as
well, as if she too understood that even a single word could shatter the
fragile moment. She entwined the fingers of her right hand in his as her left
index finger traced the scars etched into his chest. Her touch sent little
waves of pleasure through the Hunter, and he could feel his body stirring in
response. She raised an eyebrow and smiled coyly, and a matching grin wreathed
the Hunter’s face. 


It felt…perfect. There was no throbbing
presence in his mind, no insistent voice driving him to kill. In that moment,
he had peace, silence.


That realization puzzled him. The voice
of his inner demon had fallen silent since his arrival in Enarium, and even
Soulhunger hadn’t spoken to him. The shrieking, pleading, demanding, begging
had simply faded. 


What had changed? Not even the Serenii
temples in Kara-ket had silenced the voices completely. Something
about Enarium itself, perhaps? 


A hint of hope surged within him.
Perhaps here, he could be rid of the voice. Enarium offered so much more than
just a chance of defeating the Sage. She was here, right beside him. If he
could find a cure for Hailen’s Irrsinnon,
he could be free of the burden of concern for the boy. Once the Sage was
defeated and Kharna imprisoned for good, perhaps they could make a life here
together. A life much like the one they once had, before she betrayed him for
the sake of their child.


Our child. Our
daughter. The
thought still brought a lump to his throat. He hadn’t been present to see the
child born or grow. What fate had befallen the life he had helped bring into
this world? The sadness in Taiana’s eyes made him dread asking the question he
desperately wanted to. Though he hated to shatter their peaceful moment, he had
to know. 


“Where…is she?”


Taiana stiffened, and her grip on his
fingers tightened until his bones creaked. “He took her,” she growled. “The
bastard ripped her from my arms before he locked me away!”


“Who?” Rage turned the Hunter’s blood to ice.
“Tell me who did it so I can hunt them down and tear them to pieces.”


“The Warmaster.” Fresh tears slid from Taiana’s eyes,
but beneath the sorrow simmered anger as hot and bright as the sun. “He took
her from my arms and made me watch as he locked her away in a Chamber of
Sustenance, then did the same to me.”


Acid rose to the Hunter’s throat. Our child, locked
in a Chamber of Sustenance. The same Chambers that harnessed the power of
the sun, and which would turn their occupants to ash the moment the Keeps were
activated. No wonder she was so driven in
her desire to open the Chambers.


The Hunter sat up. “Which
one?” He searched her gaze. “Tell me where she is, and we’ll go there
right now. I have Soulhunger, and we can use the gemstone to get into the Keep
and free—”


“I don’t know.” The words were spoken in
a voice almost too quiet for him to hear.


“What?” The Hunter’s voice rose to a
shout.


Remorse burned in Taiana’s eyes.
“I…cannot remember. My memories are…”


Fury sparkled bright and hot in the
Hunter, but not directed at her. “The Illusionist Clerics!” he growled. “By the
Keeper, I’ll find every last one of those mad bastards and shove their heads so
far up—”


“No.” Taiana placed a hand on his chest.
“I have not undergone the Ritual as you did.” Again, a hint of remorse flashed
across her face. “My time in the Chambers of Sustenance…changed me.”


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Changed
you?” He scanned every inch of her perfect body. “You are exactly as I remember
you.”


“Taller,” she said with a little smile.
“Taller than even you, Drayvin.”


“So you grew a hand or two.” He
shrugged. “I can live with that.”


“It’s more than that.” Taiana met his
gaze, and he saw something new burning in her eyes. There was something she
hadn’t yet told him, something important. “My mind, my memories, they are…different.
Changed.”


The Hunter found himself involuntarily
recoiling back from her at the thought of her being reduced to Arudan’s
unfocused, forgetful mental state.  


She sighed and sat up beside him. “How
can I explain this?” Her brow furrowed in concentration. “The Chambers of
Sustenance are linked to the conduits through which the magical energy of
Enarium flows.” She held up a hand. “Don’t bother asking me to explain much
more than that. Arudan was the one who spent time studying under the Serenii,
so he will be the one to give you more details on that.”


The Hunter’s eyebrows shot up at those
words. It seemed impossible that even a Bucelarii had been alive at the same
time as the long-dead Serenii, yet she had spoken of them with the same
familiarity as she spoke of Cerran or Kalil. 


“Suffice it to say, the Chamber in which
I was imprisoned connected me to the magical energies of Enarium, but also…”
She hesitated. “…to something else.”


“Something else?” the Hunter asked.
“That’s not at all vague.”


Taiana sighed. “It is best you
experience it for yourself.”


The Hunter tensed. “You want to lock me
away in the Chambers of Sustenance?” 


“No! Never!”
Her eyes flashed. “But there is someone you must speak to. Someone who will
make everything clear to you.”


“Who?” 


Taiana drew in a deep breath. “It is
better you speak with him for yourself.”


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed.


“I know it’s asking a lot,” Taiana said
as she took his hands, “but for the sake of what we once shared, can you trust
me?”


Her hands felt warm in his, her fingers
as strong as the will that kept her going. 


“For the sake of our daughter,” she
whispered. She reached under her wool-stuffed pillow and drew out a soft blue
cloth. Despite the stains, Taiana pressed it to her face and drew in a deep
breath through her nose. “For Jaia.”


The word hit him like a blow to the gut.
He’d heard the name spoken once before, in the memory he’d had while trapped in
the darkness beneath Shana Laal.


She held out the cloth, and the Hunter
took it. He caught her scent there: raspberries, fresh rain, violets, and wild
grass. The scent of his daughter. 


“Jaia,”
he breathed. 


“It was the name you wanted for her.”
Taiana smiled, but it was a sad smile that brought fresh tears to her eyes. 


The words tore from his mouth with a force
beyond his control. “I trust you.” He had
to. He needed someone to hold on to in the madness they faced. “For her sake.”


She kissed him, hard, and he tasted the
salt on her lips. When she pulled free, she scrubbed the moisture from her
eyes. 


“So, you were telling me that you cannot
remember where to find our daughter,” the Hunter prompted.


Taiana nodded. “The Warmaster’s men
found me hiding here and attacked me. I took down as many as I could, but I had
to protect Jaia. That was my undoing. They overwhelmed me and knocked me out.
When I awoke, I was in one of the Keeps, and the Warmaster had Jaia.”


Acid churned in the Hunter’s gut at the
thought of his daughter cradled in the hands of the cruel, bloodthirsty
Abiarazi. 


“He laughed as he locked her in a Chamber
of Sustenance, then had me blindfolded and rendered
unconscious so I could not find where they had her.” Anger flared bright in her
expression, and her fingers tightened painfully around his. “I do not know what
happened next, but I believe they locked me in one of the Chambers while I was
unconscious.”


“How long?” the Hunter asked quietly.
“How long were you locked away?”


A shadow flashed across her eyes. “At my last count, four thousand, eight hundred, thirty-four
years.”


The number staggered the Hunter. His
memories had shown him the life they shared together long ago. Those same
memories proved that they were alive during the War of Gods, but hearing it put
into words drove the reality of his existence home like a dagger to the gut.


“What…how…” He could not find the words.


“What do you remember?” Taiana searched
his eyes. “How much of your past was…erased?”


The Hunter hesitated a long moment
before speaking. “All of it.”


Taiana’s face went pale, and she slumped
back against the pillows. “All?” 


“All but a few fragments,” the Hunter said, his voice heavy. “My memories stretch back fifty years
or so. I remember walking through the city gates of Voramis. I knew nothing of
myself, of my past. I had no name, nothing but Soulhunger. Thanal Eth’ Athaur.” He reached
for the dagger. 


She studied him, but remained silent.


The words poured from his mouth in a
rush. “I had nothing to tell me who I was, where I had come from, even what I
wanted. I had only the instinct to survive, to fight when I was threatened. I
killed a man to save another, and in doing so discovered I was skilled at
dealing death.”


“You always were the best soldier in our
company,” Taiana said with a little smile and squeezed his hand. “I remember
that much, and I also clearly remember you pissing off
your commander more times than I could count. You have no idea how many times I
had to talk them out of executing you for insubordination.” 


He pushed on; he couldn’t think about
the implications of that discovery now. “Over the last fifty years, I have made
my living as an assassin-for-hire in Voramis, a city far to the south of here.”


“An assassin?” Taiana raised an eyebrow. “The Drayvin
I knew was a gentle soul, his warlike Bucelarii nature tempered by what he’d
witnessed, what he’d done, during the
War of Gods.”


The Hunter swallowed the lump in his
throat. “I did what I had to in order to survive. I became known as the Hunter
of Voramis, feared by all in the south of Einan.” 


“The Hunter of Voramis,” Taiana
repeated. “Definitely a catchy ring to it.”


“I certainly thought so.” The Hunter
grinned, though it felt forced. “I always knew there were gaps in my memory,
and that something was missing. It wasn’t until recently that I discovered what
that was.”


Taiana nodded, encouraging him to
continue.


“I never lost the memory of you,” he
whispered. “Your face, your hair, your scent.” He took
her hands in his and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “They were all I had to
cling to when everything else was darkness and despair.”


Tears of remorse glimmered in her eyes.
His story only added to the burden she carried, the burden of knowing what
she’d done to him.


“But in the last few months, more and
more of my memories have returned,” he continued. “I remember bits and pieces
of our life, of your being pregnant with our child.” He swallowed. “And what
you did for the sake of protecting that child.”


Her lip trembled, and shame burned
bright and hot on her cheeks. “I…I know I cannot expect forgiveness—”


“But I understand why you did it.” The
Hunter gripped her hands tight. “I know the feeling of doing everything in my
power to protect the ones you love. And the torment of seeing it all ripped
away from you. You see, there was a little girl in Voramis…”


His throat grew thick, his voice tight
as he spoke of Farida. The words came harder when he spoke of what the First
had done to her, but he forced himself to continue. He spoke of the deaths of
Old Nan, Jak the Thumb, Twelve-Fingers Karrl, and all the other beggars. Those
deaths weighed on him, and simply telling the story reminded him of the burden
of guilt he carried. 


His anger returned full force when he
told her of what he’d done to the Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy. She winced
as he detailed the plot by the First and the Third to bring the Abiarazi to
Einan. 


“But after I killed them, something
changed within me.” He drew a deep breath. “I could feel your presence calling
to me from far away, and my memories began to return.”


Hope shone in her eyes. “What memories?”


“Memories of the love we shared.” He
kissed her lips gently. “Of being excited for the birth of our child. And it
was those memories that sustained me in my journey here.” His eyes burned into
hers. “I have crossed half a world to be reunited with you, and nothing, not
even an army of Elivasti will tear me away from you.”


She returned his kiss, and fresh tears
streamed down her face. Yet these were tears of joy, not sorrow.


After long moments, she broke off the
embrace with a little smile.


“Then,” she said, “let me tell you all
you do not remember.” 


 












Chapter Eight
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“Start at the beginning,” the Hunter
said. “The very beginning,
of our story.” He had nothing beyond his vague memories of her, and
found himself aching to know everything.


“That far back?” She raised an eyebrow. 


“I have nothing of our lives,” the
Hunter said earnestly. “Nothing but emptiness. I need
to know.”


“So be it.” Taiana nodded. “I will tell
you all.


She adjusted her position until she
reclined against the wall then drew in a deep breath. 


“We met in the war camps of the
Abiarazi.” She spoke in a slow voice, as if struggling to tap into faint
threads of memories. “Much of that time is lost to the shadows of the past, but
I remember thinking you were the most bull-headed, self-confident, irritating
soldier in an army of Bucelarii. Trust me, that’s
saying a lot.”


The Hunter grinned. He’d gotten a
glimpse at that part of his life mere hours ago, but he could remember the way
he felt about her as vividly as he felt it now. 


“You were also the bravest and most
loyal man I had ever met.” She fixed him with a piercing gaze. “And from the
moment we met, I knew I’d either murder you or marry you.”


“I’m pretty sure I prefer this outcome.”


She gave a little laugh. “I have faint
memories of the War of Gods, of the earth shattering and the heavens threatening
to split at the seams. But there is one night that stands out above all.”


The Hunter knew of which night she
spoke. He had knelt on the hard stone beside her as the gods prepared to cast
the Bucelarii into Khar’nath, the pit into the fiery hell. Yet how much of that
had actually been true? If, as Father Reverentus had told him in Vothmot, the
gods truly were a fabrication meant to give the people of Einan something to
believe in, could he trust his memories? Had the gods really cast the demons into
the fiery hell? Had the Beggar God truly saved their lives?


“You were beside me that night, the
night we faced the end of our kind.” She smiled at him, and her smile spoke of
a lifetime of love. “The night we were saved from destruction.” 


“I remember,” the Hunter said. “We
survived it together.”


“As did so many of our fellow Bucelarii. Soldiers that had fought and killed for
our fathers, warriors stained in the blood of fallen humans. We were spared,
but that was far less merciful a fate than we believed.”


The Hunter raised a questioning eyebrow.


“The armies of men had not been
defeated, and many of their soldiers and warriors remembered what we had done.
There were many that hunted us down in the name of vengeance for their fallen
kin and friends. It was a time of hardship for the Bucelarii, yet in many ways,
perhaps it was simply repayment in kind.”


“Where were we in all this?” the Hunter
asked.


“Here,” Taiana replied in a quiet voice.
“In Enarium, hiding from the men that sought revenge.
Hiding from the Illusionist Clerics, the Cambionari, the Warrior Priests, the Swordsman Adepts, everyone that wanted our heads. For
forty-seven years, we lived in hiding among the descendants of the Serenii.
Wanderers, they called themselves as they set out across Einan in search of a
place where they could belong.”


“The Elivasti.” 


Taiana nodded. “But many remained, too
many for us to escape forever. Somehow, the Cambionari and Illusionist Clerics
learned of our presence here in Enarium. They came for us. You wanted to fight,
to use the Im’tasi, the weapons we
received from our Abiarazi forefathers, and our superior skill, speed, and
strength to defeat the enemy. Yet even as you spoke the words, I could see that
you had no desire for war or battle. You had given it all up.” A sad smile
touched her lips. “You had become a gardener, caring for the vast gardens the
Serenii left behind in Enarium. A man of peace, the father I wanted for our
child.”


The Hunter found her words near
impossible to believe. He’d lived blood and death and for so long he couldn’t
imagine a life without it. A life of peace, tending to
plants, encouraging things to flourish instead of killing them.


“When the Cambionari and Illusionist
Clerics arrived in Enarium,” Taiana continued, “I was forced to make a choice.
We had chosen not to give up the weapons that were our birthright, for we kept
them as a reminder of what we had been before our lives were spared. Too late,
we found out the Cambionari could use them to track us down.”


“So you turned me over to the
Cambionari,” the Hunter said. To his surprise, he felt no anger at her. “To the
Illusionist Clerics to have my memory erased.”


“And, in doing so,
saved both of our lives, and the life of our unborn child.” Taiana lifted her chin, and a hint of
defiance sparkled beside the remorse filling her eyes. “The Cambionari would
have killed us had we remained together, for they believed their god had given
them a command to disperse us.”


The Hunter recalled a passage from The Numeniad. “’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.’” 


The book was alleged to have been
written during the War of Gods—another fabrication, he’d learned during his
visit to the Vault of Stars in Vothmot. Yet that lie had governed the actions
of the Cambionari, Illusionist Clerics, and other priestly orders for thousands
of years. 


Taiana continued. “They agreed to let me
remain here in Enarium after I had turned you over to have your mind erased.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “They let
you live?” Sir Danna, Visibos, Lord Knight Moradiss, and the other Cambionari
he’d met in recent months had been all too eager to kill him the moment they
discovered his true identity. They’d have no qualms about killing Bucelarii
alone or in multitudes. “That doesn’t sound like the Cambionari I know.”


“I cannot speak to that,” Taiana replied
with a shrug. “Perhaps they have changed with the passage of the centuries. But
the Cambionari back then were different. They didn’t kill you, but took you far
away from here. Where, they did not tell me.”


The Hunter pondered the revelation. Another of the Enclave’s
lies, perhaps? Which priestly
order decided it was better to kill us off than let us live in peace?


Tears slipped down Taiana’s cheeks.
“Every day for months I wept, carrying the knowledge of what I’d done to you. I
would have succumbed to the guilt had our child not arrived three weeks early.
I welcomed the pain of childbirth as punishment for my betrayal of you, but the
moment I held Jaia in my arms, I knew I could live with the choice I had made. For her sake, if nothing else.”


The Hunter could understand that
rationale. He had killed for the sake of others. When a handful of misguided
blood cultists in Voramis had chosen Farida as a sacrifice to cleanse the city
of pestilence, he had cut them down without hesitation. Nearly a hundred of Il
Seytani’s bandits had fallen because they dared to harm and threaten Hailen’s
life. The Sage’s Elivasti, Sir Danna’s Warrior Priests, and the Cambionari sent
by Father Reverentus had all died as a result of the Hunter’s efforts to
protect the boy. Yes, he could understand it, indeed.


“That was the day I threw my Im’tasi into the deepest ravine I could
find,” Taiana said, with a firm shake of her head. “Nothing would put our daughter in peril. I had given you up for her
sake, and I would give up everything else, even my own life, to keep her safe.”


The Hunter squeezed her hand tighter and
gave her a smile of encouragement. He could see how hard it was for her to talk
about, but he needed to know.


“For three years, Jaia and I lived a
simple life here in Enarium. We had little, but needed little as well. I
watched our daughter grow into the most beautiful girl.” Her eyes sparkled, and
a happy smile peered through her sorrow. “You should have seen her, Drayvin. The way her eyes lit up when I told her stories about her father,
the great warrior. The way she would climb into my lap and curl up
asleep in my arms.” 


The Hunter felt hot tears slip down his
own cheeks. He would have loved to have spent those moments with his daughter,
with both of them. 


“Until the day the Warmaster came for
us.” Taiana’s face hardened, and anger flashed in her
eyes. “I could not defeat his Elivasti, not without a proper weapon and with
Jaia to protect. I fought as best I could, but…”  


Her voice cracked, and a torrent of
tears slipped from her eyes. 


“Oh, Drayvin, I failed our daughter!”
Great heaving sobs shook our shoulders. “I gave you up, gave up everything that
could have saved her. My fear…my worry…I failed her.” She repeated the words
over and over, rocking back and forth on the bed. “I failed her.”  


The Hunter collected her in his arms and
held her tight as she wept. Long minutes passed as she clung to him, letting
out the sorrow and remorse she must have kept bottled up for years. In that
moment, he saw the woman he had loved his entire life, even if he couldn’t
remember it. She was the battle-hardened commander, the passionate wife, the
concerned mother. She was all those things and so much more. 


Something nagged at him. How did the Warmaster get into Enarium? The
curse of the Empty Mountains would have shattered the demon’s mind long before
he reached the lost city. The question filled him with doubt. The Sage had used
a sob story to deceive him; was Taiana doing the same? 


No, her sorrow was as genuine as the
anger in her eyes when she’d spoken of the Warmaster locking her away. But that
didn’t explain how the Abiarazi had bypassed the curse without giving up his
demonic powers as the Sage had. Try as he might, he could find no answer to the
question. 


Nearly a minute passed before the flow
of Taiana’s tears dried up and she managed to continue. 


“The moment I was awoken from my Chamber
of Sustenance, I tried to search for her. But without my Bucelarii weapon or a
resonator stone, I could not get into the Keeps.” Her brow furrowed. “I don’t
remember how I even got out of my Chamber and onto the street. It’s hazy, like
so much else of our past. But one thing was clear: I had to keep searching the Chambers for the sake of our daughter.”


She swallowed and wiped the moisture
from her cheeks. “I tried everything I could to get into the Keeps, but you saw
for yourself how useless all my efforts were. Not even the best steel
spikestaffs of the Elivasti could do more than scratch the surface of the
stone. But from our time hiding from the Cambionari and Elivasti, I knew of the
tunnels the humans built beneath their houses. So I used them in an effort to
get into the Keeps. I dug my way into the Keeps.”


“Alone?” The Hunter’s eyebrows shot up.
The tunnel he’d used to get into the Northwest Keep had been at least twenty
paces long, all through hard-packed earth and stone. “It must have taken you
months to get through!” 


“One year and three days,” Taiana said.
A shudder ran down her spine. “One year and three days on my own, without a
friendly face, dodging Elivasti and spending every spare moment digging those
tunnels. But I got lucky. The first Chamber I tunneled into held a living
occupant. Cerran.”


The Hunter felt a momentary stab of
envy. The red-bearded Bucelarii had spent years in close proximity to his wife,
while he hadn’t even known she existed.


“That was four years ago.” Taiana let
out a long, slow breath. “Four years of searching for Jaia, of trying to find
more Bucelarii survivors. In all that time, we have found just four more. Neroth, Arudan, and Kalil. And Nostok.”
The way she spoke the name reminded him of the way he spoke of Bardin or
Farida. 


“What happened to him?” the Hunter
asked.


“She
fell to a Scorchslayer, just as Neroth did today.” She scrubbed at her
face, which had grown suddenly weary. “We have not always been able to evade the
Elivasti hunting us.”


“Hunting you?”


Taiana shrugged. “They know we are here,
but have proven unsuccessful in finding our hiding places. We are careful to
remain hidden when we are out and about. There are too few of us, and we have
no weapons beyond what we can take from the Elivasti we kill.”


“No one else has a weapon like
Soulhunger?” The Hunter couldn’t imagine being parted from the dagger
permanently. 


“The Cambionari claimed them when they
captured the others. Where they have taken them, I do not know.”


The Hunter knew. All the Bucelarii
weapons claimed by the demon-hunting Beggar Priests sat within a vault beneath
the House of Need in Malandria. 


Taiana sighed. “With no weapons, we have
no choice but to remain in hiding.” 


“Until today.” 


“Until today,” the woman said, nodding. “Until I felt your presence drawing near.” 


The Hunter’s eyes went wide. “You…felt
me?” Since leaving Voramis, he had been aware of her presence pulsing faintly
in the back of his mind. It had drawn him ever onward, beckoning him closer to
finding her. She had led him to Enarium. Could it be that she had felt the
same?


“Our souls are bound forever,” Taiana
said, and a bright smile spread her lips. “The day we spoke our vows of love,
the magick of Enarium joined us as one. No matter how far apart we were, that
link would always bring us back together.”


A lump rose to the Hunter’s throat, and
he pulled her into a fierce kiss. She returned it with passion, and the
familiar fire burned within the Hunter. Only a superhuman effort of will and
his burning curiosity to know more enabled him to break off the embrace. 


“From the moment I was awoken from my
Chamber of Sustenance,” Taiana said in a breathy voice, “I felt your presence
in the back of my mind, far, far to the south. I knew you were alive, but our
baby girl was not. I’ve spent the last five years searching for Jaia.”


The Hunter squeezed her hand. He would
have made the same choice—fiery hell, he had
made the same choice when he put aside his desire to find her in order to
return to the Advanat Desert to free Hailen. 


“But then I felt you drawing near,”
Taiana continued. “I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me, so I pushed
it from my mind. Until today, when I felt that tremendous
burst of power coming from the west, outside the city.”


“The Dolmenrath,”
the Hunter said. “Hailen activated it with his Melechha blood to save me from the Stone Guardians.”


She winced at mention of the
stone-skinned monsters that guarded the path to Enarium. “When I saw you on the
ground, I was certain I was dreaming. But the moment I saw your face, and Thanal Eth’ Athaur hanging from your
belt, I knew my dream had come true.” She clasped his face in both hands. “Fate
has brought you back to me, Hai'atim.” 


The Hunter wanted to scoff at the idea
of fate or destiny. For so long, he’d resisted the notion that he had been
chosen by some divine force or existed for some purpose beyond simply existing.
Yet right now, staring into those black eyes that mirrored his so perfectly, he
could say nothing. Words would never express the true depth of his feelings for
her. 


So he kissed her. That told her
everything he wanted to say, everything she needed to know.


 












Chapter Nine
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The bed was far messier than it had been
half an hour earlier. They lay spent from their passion, his arms around her,
bodies pressed together. He breathed in deep of her scent, basked in the glow
of their lovemaking.


“He’s dead, you know.” The Hunter spoke
in a whisper. “The Warmaster.”


Taiana rolled over in bed, so quickly
that she elbowed him in the face. “What?”


The Hunter pressed a hand to his
bleeding lip and rattled off a string of curses that would have been at home in
any dockside tavern in Voramis.


“You killed the Warmaster?” Taiana
pressed, ignoring his invective.


“Yes.” The Hunter glanced at the red
staining his finger. His body would heal, but damn she was strong!  


He told her about his time in Kara-ket
and his encounters with both the Warmaster and the Sage. He kept the details of
his torture at the Warmaster’s hands to a minimum. Her eyes sparkled as he
recounted his final battle with the massive Abiarazi.


“You’re certain he’s dead?” Taiana asked, a hard
edge to her voice. “Our forefathers have a nasty habit of surviving even mortal
wounds.”


“Thanal
Eth’ Athaur has sent him to the deepest, darkest of the hells.” 


“Good.” Her tone held not a shred of
mercy. “It’s no less than he deserves.”


“But the Sage still lives.” The Hunter’s
brow furrowed. “And he’s here in Enarium.”


“An Abiarazi, here?” Taiana shook her head. “That cannot be.
The curse of the Empty Mountains would have turned him into one of the Stone
Guardians long before he ever reached the city gates.”


“He is no longer Abiarazi.” At her
confused look, he continued. “He relinquished the last of his powers to fully
embrace the form of a human. It is how the demons have hidden from the gods all
these millennia.”


His words brought a strange expression
to her face, one he didn’t understand. Does
she doubt me? 


“I used Soulhunger’s ability to track
his heartbeat,” he explained. “I was pursuing him from Kara-ket, but lost him
somewhere in the Whispering Waste a little over a week ago. He would have
looked like any normal human arriving in Enarium.”


Taiana frowned. “The purple-eyes would
have collected him at the front gates. The only humans that arrive in Enarium
are in the company of the Elivasti.”


It was the Hunter’s turn to be confused.
What are humans doing here in Enarium?
And why are the Elivasti bringing them? He shoved the thought aside until
later. He had more pressing matters to worry about, like how he’d find the
Sage.


“The Elivasti serve the Abiarazi,” he
said. “With the Warmaster dead, he would be the only master remaining.”


“But you said he was human.” Taiana’s
brow furrowed.


“I doubt he mentioned it.” The Hunter
snorted. “The Sage only revealed his plan to me in his attempt to get me to
confront the Warmaster, a battle he didn’t expect me to walk away from.”


“Which means he is with the Elivasti,”
Taiana said, her expression falling. “He’ll be ensconced safely in Hellsgate
with the rest of them.”


“Any chance Hellsgate is a nice grassy
plain with lots of great vantage points for long-range assassinations?” Sarcasm
laced his words.


“Sorry to disappoint, handsome.” She
shook her head. “Blasted huge stone fortress would be an understatement.”


The Hunter mused. “Even if we could lure
him out of hiding, get him in the streets so we could take a crack at him, he’d
probably surround himself with way too many of those Elivasti and their bloody
Scorchslayers.” 


Taiana lifted her hands in a hopeless
gesture. “You have Thanal Eth’ Athaur and
your sword, but all we’ve got are the spikestaffs we took from those slain
Elivasti. That’s not enough to face an army with.”


“No, it’s not.” The Hunter let out a
long breath. He might have considered a head-on assault; he could tear through
the Elivasti’s armor and steel weapons. But the Scorchslayers made that idea
suicidal at best.


He sighed. “First order of business is
finding Hailen. We can’t let the Sage use him, especially with the Withering—or
what did you call it, the Er’hato Tashat—so
close at hand. Once he is free of the Sage’s clutches, we can find a way to
eliminate the demon once and for all.”


“And what of Jaia?” 


The question, spoken in a quiet voice,
struck him like a charging ox. He’d been so focused on Hailen that he’d
forgotten about his true child.


He opened his mouth, but he could find
no answer. The scale was weighed too heavily in both directions. On one hand,
he ached to find the daughter he’d lost millennia ago and hold her in his arms.
If he didn’t find her before the Withering, she would be destroyed by the surge
of power running through her Chamber of Sustenance. On the other hand, he had
to stop the Sage from using Hailen’s Melechha
blood to activate the Serenii magick of Enarium. If he saved one, he’d
condemn the other. 


Chaos whirled in his mind, and he could
find no answer to the predicament. He knew he ought to go for Hailen; the Sage
would doubtless use him to return the Destroyer and thereby condemn Einan to
destruction. But could he sacrifice a chance at finding his daughter? He would
save the world, but condemn himself and Taiana to a life of misery. How could
she ever forgive him for making such a choice?


He met her gaze, his expression
pleading. One look in her eyes told him which she’d choose. She was a mother fighting to save her child, and
nothing would stop her. Yet, in his heart, he knew which choice he had to make.



“I…” He could not summon the words.


“I know,” she said in a whisper. She
took his hands and laced her strong fingers through his. “You will do what you
must, no matter what it costs you.” Emotion glimmered bright in her eyes. “It
is the reason I fell in love with you all those years ago.”


“I’m…sorry,” he managed to choke out. “I
promised I would keep him safe.”


“And you will do what you must.” Sorrow
echoed in her voice, but no recrimination. 


An idea struck him, and he acted before
he could reconsider. “Here,” he said, picking up Soulhunger and thrusting it
out to her, sheath and all. “Take Thanal Eth’ Athaur.”


Her eyes widened a fraction, though she
didn’t take the weapon. “You would give up—”


“I would give up everything for the sake
of the ones I love.” Fire burned in his gut, but he knew he was making the
right choice. “I cannot let the boy suffer, but I will not let our child die.”


“You understand the choice you are
making?” Her gaze searched his. “You face an army of Elivasti with nothing but
steel. Without Soulhunger, you are reliant upon your body’s natural healing
abilities.”


“Which, I’d like to point out, I’ve gotten quite adept at using.” He tried to infuse
his voice with humor, but it just sounded bleak.


“You face weapons powerful enough to
kill even you.” Concern for his wellbeing filled her eyes. “I would not see you
die any more than I would our daughter.”


“Our child needs her mother.” The Hunter
wrapped an arm around her strong, bare shoulders and pulled her close to him.
“This is a sacrifice I can make for her sake. And for yours.”


She nestled closer and laid her head on
his chest. “Don’t you dare die on me, Drayvin. I just
got you back.”


“You won’t get rid of me that easily, Wife.”
The word sounded strange, but somehow…right. 


Silence stretched on for long moments as
they lay in bed together, reunited after thousands of years spent apart. 


“It’s not just her I’m searching for,
you know.” Taiana spoke in a hesitant voice. “If we can find more Bucelarii,
we’ll have more reinforcements to fight the Elivasti. With Soulhunger, we can
search the Keeps in hours rather than months. It’s why I was brought back now. To stop the Elivasti and their masters from using the power of the
Serenii.”


“Brought back?” The way she said it
sounded strange. He glanced down at her with a frown. “What do you mean by
that?”


She hesitated. “My Chamber was…opened
for me.”


“By whom?” the Hunter asked.


“The one I want you to meet,” Taiana
said quietly.


The Hunter’s mind raced. Who could she
be talking about? Another Bucelarii, perhaps? No, she
would have mentioned another of their kind if that had been the case? An Abiarazi? The way she’d spoken of the Sage, it was clear
there were no demons living in Enarium, and none could have come through the
bubble. If the Sage and the Warmaster controlled the Elivasti living here, who
else could it be? One of the humans she’d mentioned? Something wasn’t adding
up.


“What aren’t you telling me?” He
disengaged from her and sat up. 


Her face hardened. “I told you, he needs
to explain everything to you for yourself.”


“So take me there now,” the Hunter
said.  


“I can’t.” Taiana shook her head. “Kalil
will return with word from Garnos at any moment, and it’s more important that
you find your boy.”


“When, then?” The Hunter narrowed his eyes. “When
will you introduce me to this mysterious man?” Something akin to jealousy swept
through him. Who could she be concealing from him? 


“As soon as I can, I swear.” She reached
for his hand. “You promised you’d trust me, remember?”


The Hunter nodded, but a nagging
suspicion took root in the back of his mind. There was something she wasn’t
saying, something she was afraid to tell him, perhaps? That worried him a great
deal. 


Once again, he was struck by how silent
the voices in his head had fallen. He’d half-expected to hear his inner demon
shrieking at him not to trust her, to kill her before she betrayed him again. Yet, nothing. Silence. 


He rolled onto his back and stared up at
the glass ceiling. Sunset bathed the sky in brilliant hues of reds, purples,
and gold, and he was struck by the startling clarity of his view even through
the glass. Voramian artisans produced glassware that turned objects blurry,
distorted their shape, details, and color. The Serenii glass was perfectly
transparent, with not a single distortion or alteration. Indeed, he could
almost forget it was there until he reached out to touch it. 


He stood and padded naked over to stand
by the room’s western wall. The city of Enarium stretched out around him, like
a three-layered crown of white bedecked with sapphires. Twenty-four shining
gemstone Keeps, one at each point on the compass. 


Below and off to the north, he caught a
glimpse of blue-armored figures trotting through the stone streets of the
Medial Tier.


“They can’t see us, can they?” he asked
Taiana without looking back.


“No,” she said, and he couldn’t help
noticing the tightness in her voice. “The glass is transparent from this side,
but a mirror on the other.”


“Marvelous.” The Serenii temples in
Kara-ket had had the same glass-like exterior.


He turned to look back at her, when
something in the far distance caught his eye. He strode toward the opposite
wall and looked out across the city. 


Far to the east, beyond the Eastern Keep
on the Prime Echelon, stood a building that could only be Hellsgate. Squat and
blocky, six stories tall, it was made from a stone so dark grey it was nearly black.
The threads of red stone running through the construction lent it a sinister
air. It had no soaring spires or lofty towers, just a single, unbroken fort
built to withstand an army. Whoever had built it—it lacked the grace and
elegance of a Serenii structure—had cared more about fortification than
architectural artistry and refinement.  


Memories washed over the Hunter. 


His
gaze drifted out the window, past the beautiful spires and towers of Enarium,
toward the burning pit in the distance. A shudder ran down his spine at the
memory of what had happened that night in Khar'nath. They had both come within
a heartbeat of death and only the Beggar's intercession had saved them. 


From
his vantage point, he couldn't see the simple stone markers dotting the mountains
around Khar'nath, but he knew they were there. Four hundred and sixty-seven of
them, at last count. Four hundred and sixty-seven brothers
and sisters slain by the Cambionari and laid to eternal rest within sight of
the portal to hell. 


The memory sent icy feet dancing down
his spine. Hellsgate stood in the way, but there was no mistaking it: the view
of Enarium was identical to the one he remembered. 


He whirled to Taiana. “Is this our…” The
word caught in his throat. “Was this our…home?”


Taiana nodded, and a sad little smile
touched her lips. “I hoped you would remember.” She stood and came to stand
beside him, and her hand slipped into his. “We lived in this room for two
years. Two happy years, even though we were being hunted.
This is where Jaia was conceived.” 


He glanced at the woman beside him.
Once, she’d been short enough that she could rest her head on his shoulder.
Now, she stood a hand’s breadth taller than him. For the first time, he noticed
the breadth of her shoulders and back, the sleek lines of her legs and hips.
Her time in the Chambers of Sustenance had changed her outwardly. What internal
changes was he unable to see?


He had opened his mouth to ask—the words
had yet to come to him, but he knew how he felt around her—when a knock sounded
at the door. 


“Enter,” Taiana said before he could
react. 


Kalil’s patchy-bearded face appeared as
the door swung open. “Taiana, it’s—” His eyes went wide at the sight of their
naked bodies, and a hint of color appeared at his cheeks. “Er, forgive me, Captain,
but Garnos has sent word that he will see you.”


“When?” Taiana asked. She showed no sign of
embarrassment at being fully nude. 


“O-One hour,” Kalil blurted out.


“Thank you.” Taiana nodded. “We will be
ready.”


“Of course.” The smaller Bucelarii couldn’t close
the door quickly enough. 


The Hunter turned to Taiana and found a
change had come over her. The vulnerable woman that stared at him with love in
her eyes had disappeared. In her place stood the hard-edged captain that had
commanded a company of Bucelarii in the War of Gods, and now fought to stop the
Elivasti and their Abiarazi masters from using the power of Enarium for their
own ends. 


A lump rose in his throat as she turned
and quickly pulled on her clothing. Would he ever see his wife again? Not the
woman driven by guilt and remorse, but the happy, smiling woman delighted at
the love she shared with her husband and eventually her child. Even if they won
the war for Enarium and the world, what would remain of her if she couldn’t
save Jaia in time?


The Hunter’s heart felt like it would
break into a thousand pieces. He wanted to reach out to her, to comfort her,
but what could he say? He was no longer the man she’d known all those years
ago. He’d been Drayvin then. The Hunter of Voramis could not be her husband; he
didn’t know how.


The Hunter of Voramis was a killer. 


So
be it. I will be what I have been all along. Be it an army of Elivasti, the
Sage, or the gods themselves, I will kill anyone who threatens the safety of
those I love.


 


 












Chapter Ten


 





 


Kalil waited for them on the third
floor. He blushed slightly as he saw Taiana and the Hunter descending, but
managed to speak without sounding too embarrassed. “Garnos says he’ll be
waiting for you at the usual spot the second hour after dark.”


A frown twisted Taiana’s face. “That’s
all the way across Enarium.”


Kalil shrugged. “You know how the
purple-eyes are. He can’t stray too far from Hellsgate without arousing
suspicion.”


“True.” Taiana nodded. “Very well. Drayvin and I will go to meet him. As for you,
get some rest. We’ll be back at the Keeps as soon as I return.”


“Got it, Captain,” Kalil said, then
turned down one of the many hallways that led away from the balconies
overlooking the grand chamber below.


“Let’s go,” she told the Hunter. “We’ve
got to hoof it to be there in time.”


The Hunter fell into step beside her as
she descended the stairs. “What was Kalil saying about the Elivasti having to
stay close to Hellsgate?” If he was going to break Hailen out of Hellsgate,
he’d need as much information on it as he could gather. That included
fortifications, vulnerabilities, and details on the men guarding it.


“Enarium is a large city,” Taiana
explained, “too large for the Elivasti to control.”


“How many of them are there?” the Hunter
asked.


“We’ve never gotten a full count, but at
least three or four hundred warriors. Plus their families.”



The Hunter’s gut tightened. The fortress
he’d seen from the upstairs window was enormous, but a few hundred men could
hold it easily. Add to that wives and children, and there had to be at least a
thousand Elivasti in Hellsgate.


“The Elivasti concentrate their forces
on Hellsgate,” Taiana continued, “but they send out patrols to cover the rest
of the city. The patrols are mainly tasked with hunting us, though there is
always a company near the gate into Enarium.” She shot a glance at him. “Just in case someone manages to find their way through the Stone
Guardians.”


“I’m guessing there aren’t a whole lot
of visitors, then.” The Hunter gave her a wry grin. The Stone Guardians had
killed nearly thirty Warrior Priests and Cambionari, and they’d come within a
hair’s breadth of doing him in as well. The power consumed by Soulhunger had
kept the iron’s poison from killing him, but it had been a close thing.


They reached the bottom floor, then climbed down the ladder into the tunnels. 


Taiana pulled out the glowing globe and
set off through the passage that led to the way out. “I’ve seen only Elivasti
come in the five years since I was awakened. The only humans that arrive are hauled
through the gates as captives.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “Why?” It
didn’t make sense to him. “Why would the Elivasti bring humans here?” The
Elivasti he’d met on Kara-ket seemed content to remain alienated from the world
below them. They had avoided humans as much as possible,
and never sought out any for prisoners.


“The Elivasti follow their master.”
Taiana shot him a sidelong glance. “You have met the Warmaster that commands
them, as well as the Sage that now holds their loyalty. Why would they have their purple-eyes collect
humans?”


The Hunter could think of a number of
reasons. The Warmaster had held humans captive in his cells and used them to
teach his Masters of Agony the ways of torture. The Sage no doubt employed
countless human spies across Einan, and he wouldn’t hesitate to capture them if
they served his purposes. But what that
purpose was evaded him at the moment.


His mind worked at the problem as he
followed Taiana through the tunnels, out of the storm cellar, and into the
now-darkened streets of Enarium. 


The stars twinkled high overhead and a
cool breeze ruffled the Hunter’s hair, yet the air held none of the chill he’d
expect at night this high in the mountains. It reminded him of Kara-ket, the
Serenii temples atop Shana Laal. The Serenii architects that designed it had
used vents to draw warm air from the heart of the mountains to create a bubble
of unnatural warmth around the city.


His eyes were drawn to the buildings
they passed. The human constructions of stone remained dark, no candles or
lanterns burning within their abandoned walls. But the Serenii buildings, the
mighty Keeps, emanated a soft blue glow. The same blue as the
sapphire lilies and the runes that lit up the Scorchslayers. 


The Serenii magick at work again.
Yet he could not shake
his disgust as he stared at the glowing buildings. There were people providing the power to keep those
buildings alight. Perhaps the Serenii had harnessed the light of the sun, but
they stored it within Bucelarii vessels. How
many of my kind lay imprisoned in these Keeps? How many of them are even now
dying as the magick consumes their bodies?


Taiana had said the Bucelarii’s unique
healing abilities enabled them to survive the never-ending flow of power, but
the sight of the desiccated corpse they’d found left him uneasy. Could
centuries spent trapped in the Chambers of Sustenance cause
damage even the Bucelarii’s bodies couldn’t repair? 


As ever, his eyes went to the tall,
lithe woman beside him. She’d spent nearly five thousand years locked in the
Chamber, and it had changed her. 


A question nagged at the back of his
mind. What happens if we free more
Bucelarii from the Chambers? What will we be unleashing on the world?


He and Taiana had both served as
captains in an army of Bucelarii like him, fighting humans. He had served his
father—a general in the Abiarazi army, according to his memories—as had the
rest of their kind. They had fought beside the demons that sought to claim
Einan for their own. After all, that was what he had been bred to do. 


He was more than just the offspring of
demons—he was their weapon.


How many humans had died at his hands,
in the name of Abiarazi conquest? How many had Taiana killed, or Arudan, or
Cerran, or Kalil? 


Throughout the centuries, the Bucelarii
had been locked away in the Chambers of Sustenance or killed by the Cambionari,
until only he remained. Yet he had continued to serve the Abiarazi bloodthirst,
the instinct for battle and death that drove his kind. As
Nasnaz the Great, conqueror of Al Hani. As the Hunter
of Voramis, legendary assassin. How many other lifetimes had he spent
killing? How many lives had ended at his hands, stolen to sate Soulhunger’s
desires and to feed Kharna, the Destroyer?


He was the Abiarazi’s weapon of death,
and Taiana as well. If they continued to release the Bucelarii, what would
become of the world?


Father Reverentus had told him he alone
among the Bucelarii had proven to be dominated by his human nature rather than
his demonic blood. If that was true, he shuddered to think of the horrors
others of his kind had perpetrated. He had no doubt many—perhaps even most—of the Bucelarii deserved to be
locked away. Just as humans succumbed to their greed, lusts, and violent
natures, so, too, there had to be a vast number of Bucelarii that could easily
fit the description of “evil”.


Am
I willing to let Soulhunger be used to unleash that on Einan again? Taiana needed reinforcements to help
fight the Sage and prevent the demon from using the power of Enarium to free
the Destroyer. But after they won the battle, what then? The idea of Bucelarii
flooding the world once more didn’t sit well with him.


Yet, if he didn’t let Taiana use
Soulhunger, what would happen to his daughter? 



My daughter. Jaia.
The name still sent a
little thrum of happiness through his heart. In the memory he’d seen beneath
Shana Laal, he’d wanted to give their daughter that name. More than anything,
he wanted to meet his child. 


Farida had been like a daughter to him,
and in many ways, Hailen was like his son. Yet they were not truly his. Paternal instincts he hadn’t
realized he possessed drove him to seek out surrogates, children like them to
protect. Almost as if a part of his mind had known he had a child, and sought
to replace the daughter he didn’t remember with someone he could care for. 


But now he was here. He had reached
Enarium, and he had found his wife. Once he freed Hailen and put an end to the
Sage, they would find their daughter together. That alone was worth every risk
that came with releasing the Bucelarii on the world. He would trade all the
gold in the sunken continent of Aegeos for just one hour with his child.


He would bear this burden, as he bore so
many others. Soulhunger is mine, so the
responsibility falls on my shoulders. If the Bucelarii it releases prove a
threat to the world, I will deal with them as I have dealt with the Abiarazi.


Taiana circumnavigated the Medial
Echelon, cautious for any sign of patrolling Elivasti, then
descended to the Base Echelon before they reached the Southeastern Keep. She
slipped between a pair of two-story houses, entered a side door, then climbed the stairs to what looked like the master
bedroom on the second floor. At the far side of the chamber, an enclosed
balcony faced the street—the perfect vantage point to watch the street while
still clinging to the shadows of the darkened house. 


Taiana scanned the surroundings, then shot a glance up at the stars. “We made better time
than I expected. Either that, or Garnos is late.”


The Hunter crossed his arms and settled
deeper into the shadows of a wooden bookcase. He’d spent many sleepless nights
crouched on rooftops or stalking his targets through the slums and mud-crusted
streets of Lower Voramis. He could be patient.


He looked over at Taiana. The shadows
made her features seem harder, more determined. She had fully embraced her role
as commanding officer, driven by her mission. A hint of impatience showed on
her face. She wanted to get this over with so she could return to her true
purpose: searching for their daughter. 


The Hunter didn’t blame her. If he
hadn’t had Hailen to worry about, he would have thrown every shred of energy
into helping Taiana. With the Withering so close, he’d have done everything in
his power to prevent his daughter suffering the fate of all those imprisoned in
the Chambers. 


But he couldn’t leave Hailen in the
hands of the Sage. 


The Hunter’s gut tightened at the sight
of a blue-armored figure striding up the street, then turning into the building
toward them. His hand dropped slowly to Soulhunger’s hilt as he scanned the
night behind the man. One Elivasti would be no problem. This man had no
Scorchslayer, simply a spikestaff. He’d go down without a sound. 


Taiana’s hand gripped his arm before he
could draw Soulhunger. “That,” she hissed, “is who we’re here to see. That is
Garnos.”
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The Hunter’s hand dropped to
Soulhunger’s hilt and every muscle in his body tensed. “You’re meeting with the
Elivasti?” he hissed, half-drawing
the dagger.  


Taiana’s black eyes met his. “He’s
working with us, Drayvin.” 


After a long moment, the Hunter relaxed
and sheathed Soulhunger, but kept his hand on the dagger. His past dealings
with the Elivasti—here in Enarium and in Kara-ket—had been fraught. He wouldn’t
be caught off-guard like he had with Master Eldor. And look how that turned out. 


“Garnos.” Taiana stepped from the shadows as the
Elivasti appeared in the doorway to the master bedroom. “Thank you for agreeing
to meet.”


“Of course, Taiana.” Garnos gave her a strained smile.
“Though I trust it is sufficiently important to warrant a face-to-face meeting.
The arrival of our master has changed things. Hellsgate is locked down, and
patrols to hunt you and your merry band down have tripled. The bodies you left
by the gate have pissed off a lot of my brethren.” 


“So the Sage is in Hellsgate?” the
Hunter asked as he stepped out of the shadows to stand beside Taiana.


Garnos recoiled, his eyes flashing
toward the Hunter. “Who might you be, man who I’ve never met? Another of Taiana’s rescues?” The man studied him through
narrowed eyes, much as a stonemason might study a block of marble to be cut. 


“After a fashion.” 


The Hunter returned the Elivasti’s
scrutiny. Threads of grey ran through the man’s dark hair and long beard, and
the lines on his face made him appear in his fifth or sixth decade of
life—which meant more than a hundred years to the long-lived Elivasti. He
seemed ill at ease in the armor, as if at an unfamiliar weight. As with all the
Elivasti, the Hunter was struck by the absence of scent from the man. A side
effect of the Expurgation that cleansed them of the Irrsinnon, it seemed. 


“Garnos, this is Drayvin,” Taiana said.
“Drayvin, meet Elder Garnos of the Elivasti.”


“Elder Garnos?” The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You
don’t look…old enough.”


Garnos chuckled, and his eyes flashed
toward Taiana. “You’re not the first person I’ve heard point that out.”


The Hunter fixed the man with a hard
gaze. Why would Taiana work with an
Elivasti? From everything she’d told him, they had been the cause of most
of their problems. The Elivasti had hunted them down, helped the Warmaster
imprison Taiana and Jaia, and now worked with the Sage to free Kharna. 


“So?” Garnos cocked his head. “What’s so
important you dragged me away from my bed and put everything we’ve worked for
at risk?” 


The Hunter shot a glance at Taiana. What does “everything they’ve worked for”
entail, exactly?


“There was a boy who arrived in Enarium
earlier today,” Taiana said, then turned to the Hunter.


“Pale skin, round
cheeks, childish chin,” the Hunter replied, adding, “and purple eyes
like the rest of your kind.”


“Ah, of course.” Garnos nodded. “A bright, cheerful lad,
it seemed.”


Relief at discovering Hailen still lived
mingled with worry for his wellbeing. If
the Elivasti have taken him, it means the Sage has him.


“Where is he?” the Hunter demanded.
“Tell me where I can find him and how I can get to him.”


“You can’t.” Garnos’ face fell. “He’s at
the Sage’s side and surrounded by twenty of our master’s most trusted at all
times.”


Acid burned in the back of the Hunter’s
throat. The Sage has the blood he needs
to activate the Keeps. The memory of the demon’s slim, pale fingers resting
on Hailen’s shoulders in the tunnels beneath Shana Laal set a fire of fury
burning within the Hunter. His fists clenched so tight his knuckles cracked and
his forearms trembled.


“You’re certain of this?” Taiana asked,
casting a warning glance at the Hunter. 


“As certain as I can be.” Garnos
shrugged. “You know my place is down below, not patrolling the streets or
serving our master directly.”


The words “down below” caught the Hunter’s attention, but before he could ask,
Taiana pressed the man.


“And there is no way you could get
Drayvin access to that part of Hellsgate?”


Garnos shook his head. “The others would
become immediately suspicious if they saw me anywhere above the fourth level.
Our master’s chambers are on the fifth floor of Hellsgate.”


“Does it have windows?” the Hunter
asked. “A skylight, balcony, or any sort of roof access?”


“You’re not going to climb in, if that’s
what you’re thinking.” Garnos frowned. “The exterior is a single unbroken wall
of Serenii glass. There are exactly two ways in: through the front gate, and
from down below.”


“So I’ll get in that way.” The Night
Guild in Praamis used the Serenii-built sewer tunnels beneath the city to get
around unseen. If a similar maze of tunnels existed here, he would endure the
stench of offal and human excrement for Hailen’s sake.


Garnos’ brow furrowed and he shot a
questioning look at Taiana. “He doesn’t know what’s down below?” 


Taiana shook her head, her expression
hardening. “I haven’t told him yet.”


The Hunter looked between the two. “What
haven’t you told me?” The discovery that Taiana wasn’t telling him everything
only reinforced his suspicions. “What is down below?” 


Garnos shook his head, and sorrow
flashed in his violet eyes. “Only death and suffering.”


That only added to the flames of the
Hunter’s curiosity. “One of you is going to tell me what’s going on right now,
or I’ll—”


Taiana’s hiss cut off his words. Quick
as a wraith, the Hunter slipped back into the shadows of the room. Taiana
pressed in beside him, and Garnos followed suit. A moment later, the tromp, tromp of heavy boots echoed from down
the street.


The Hunter peered out of hiding in the
direction of the sound, and his blood ran cold. What in the fiery hell?


A group of hooded, cloaked figures
marched toward them. The light of their torches revealed a handful of smaller
figures in their midst, and the sound of childish whimpering drifted on the
night breeze. 


Keeper’s
teeth! His gut clenched
at the sight of the eight small boys and girls stumbling between the dozen or
so Elivasti. A merchant he’d met in the Whispering Waste had spoken of
“purple-eyed spirits” abducting children from Vothmot, but the man had written
it off as nothing more than superstition or folk tales. Yet to see it happening
before his eyes brought a wave of hot fury washing over him. The bastards!


It took every shred of willpower to
remain motionless as the Elivasti and their child captives marched past. Were
it not for the Elivasti marching past a few dozen paces from where they hid, he
would have ripped Soulhunger from its sheath and hacked the man to pieces. The
moment they had disappeared from view, the Hunter whirled on Garnos, seized his
collar, and slammed him against the wall. 


“Children?” he hissed. “You are taking
bloody children?” His fists clenched
and unclenched in his rage. 


Vitriol flashed in Garnos’ violet eyes.
“You think I don’t hate it as much as you do?” He didn’t shrink back from the
Hunter’s fury, but met it with his own anger. “You think it doesn’t fill me
with shame at the thought of what my people are doing to the humans? Why else
do you think I agreed to help Taiana put an end to it all?”


The Hunter’s head snapped around to
stare at Taiana, who nodded. “He’s on our side.” She spoke in a quiet voice,
and a mixture of sorrow and remorse filled her eyes. 


“I hate what we’ve become,” Garnos said,
his words barely above a whisper. “What this has turned our people into.”


“What what has turned your people into?” the Hunter demanded. “Where in
the bloody hell are they taking those children?”


“To the Pit.” Garnos’ face was ashen, disgust etched
into every line of his aging face. 


The Hunter released the man’s collar
with a growl. “What is the Pit?”


“It is better I show you.” Garnos said.
“Words would not do it justice.”


“Come,
Drayvin.” Taiana placed a hand on his shoulder. “You need to see to
understand.”


It took a superhuman effort of will for
the Hunter not to lash out in rage, but he slid away from her hand. How much is she concealing from me? What
terrible secrets has she not told me? His innate distrust for
everyone—including the woman that once was his wife—flared to life, and once
again he felt that sinking feeling of loneliness. Was there no one in the world
he could trust?


“Please.” Taiana’s black eyes met his.
“Please, Drayvin.”


He held her gaze a long moment,
searching her eyes for any sign of deceit. He saw nothing to indicate
treachery, but a part of him wondered if he was too blinded by his feelings for
her to see the truth.


Instead, he turned to the Elivasti. He
had no reason to trust Garnos, nor any previous history to alter his perception
of the man. 


“Show me,” he growled. “Now.” 


Garnos led him up onto the rooftop, to a
terrace that faced to the north and east. 


“There,” said the man, his expression
shouting his revulsion. His finger pointed to the flaming hole in the mountain
outside Enarium. “That is the Pit.”


 


 












Chapter Twelve 
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The Hunter’s bones froze to the marrow.
A fist of ice clenched his heart, and it took him a moment to speak.


“Khar’nath?” His voice was hard, as cold
as the Frozen Sea. “You’re throwing children into the Keeper-damned fiery
hell?” 


“No, no!” Taiana’s eyes went wide in
horror. “Drayvin, it’s not like that.”


The Hunter turned to her. “You were
there that night!” His voice rose to a shout, and it took a colossal effort of
will to lower it to a normal volume. “You were there when the gods cast the
Abiarazi into Khar’nath, and they would have done the same to us if not for…”
He trailed off. She was looking at him strangely. “Tell me you remember.”


“I remember that night,” Taiana said in
a slow voice. “But not quite like you do.”


The Hunter’s gut tightened. “What do you
mean? You were there beside me, kneeling on those hard stones as we watched the
Abiarazi hurled into the flaming pit.”


“I was there.” Taiana nodded. “And the
Abiarazi were hurled into the pit.
But what you’re seeing is not flames. It’s the glow of the crystals lining the
walls of Khar’nath.”


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed and his gaze
darted back toward the pit in the distance. From their vantage point, he could
only glimpse the nearest edge of Khar’nath. Red light leaked from its depths
and it seemed the walls of the pit writhed with living fire. But as he stared
at it, he realized he saw no tongues of flame, no smoke rising into the night
sky. Given its size, he ought to almost feel the heat even from this distance. 


Could
she be right? He
remembered it so clearly, but could his memories be wrong? They had only begun
to return in the last few months. Could
the passage of time and Illusionist Clerics’ rituals have affected my recollection?


“Show me,” he demanded. “I have to see
it with my eyes, up close.”


Taiana and Garnos exchanged glances. 


“It’s too great a risk,” the Elivasti
said with a shake of his head. “I could not bring you through Hellsgate
unnoticed, and there is no other way into the Pit otherwise.”


“I don’t need to go in.” The Hunter
folded his arms. “I just need to see it for myself. See where it is you’re
taking these children.” His eyes flashed to Taiana in time to see her face
going pale.


Garnos’ brow furrowed. “Perhaps I could
take you to the edge of Khar’nath on the plains outside Enarium, but—”


“No buts,” the Hunter snapped. He loomed
over the violet-eyed man and spoke in a low growl. “Take me there.”


Garnos glanced at Taiana, as if looking
for direction. The Hunter ground his teeth in frustration as long moments
passed, but finally Taiana nodded.


“Do it.” She spoke in a quiet voice,
heavy with sorrow. “If he must see it for himself, so be it.” She turned to the
Hunter. “But once you have seen it, return to me and aid me in my search for
our child.”


“And what of the boy?” the Hunter
demanded. “I refuse to abandon him!”


“He is heavily guarded,” Garnos repeated.
“From what I hear, the Sage refuses to let the child leave his side. As long as
he remains within Hellsgate, he will be out of even your reach.”


“No.” The Hunter drove his fist into a
wall, cracking stone. “I will not let that stand. I will not let the Sage use
his Melechha blood to—”


“Melechha?” The color had drained from Garnos’
face, and his mouth hung open. “Th-that boy is…?” He swallowed hard and sat
heavily on a straight-backed chair, passing a hand over his face. “Blessed
ancestors, is it possible?”


“It is,” the Hunter said in a hard
voice. “And you know what the Sage will do with his blood?”


Garnos nodded. “He will no longer need
the Blood Sentinels, if the child truly is as you say.”


“Blood Sentinels?” The Hunter raised an eyebrow. 


“Our master’s most trusted.” Garnos
shook his head. “One hundred and twenty men and women born and raised with a
singular purpose: to give their lives in service to our master when the Blood
Sun is upon us.”


The Hunter’s gut clenched. He couldn’t
imagine such a life, or the sort of madness required to buy in to that belief.
It went far beyond the deception perpetrated upon the humans of Einan by the
priests of the Enclave. As Taiana had explained, these Blood Sentinels would
have been prepared to sacrifice their lives so the Sage could harness the power
of the Serenii that coursed in their veins. 


But
with Hailen by the Sage’s side, the Blood Sentinels will no longer be needed.
What will they do now that their only reason for living has been stripped away? Could they see Hailen as a threat to
their very existence and seek to eliminate him? Madmen were prone to such
irrationalities.


“The fact that he is Melechha makes it all the more
imperative that we free him before the
Sage can use the power of his blood,” the Hunter insisted. 


“On this, at least, we agree.” Garnos
turned to Taiana. “I will see what I can uncover about the Sage’s plans for the
boy. Perhaps I might be able to send warning to prepare you if our master
decides to leave the safety of Hellsgate with the boy in tow.”


“Thank you, Garnos.” Taiana gripped the
man’s shoulder. “I will have the dead drop watched for your signal.”


“Of course.” Garnos gave Taiana a little bow.
“Drayvin, you are certain you wish to see the Pit?”


“Yes,” the Hunter replied without
hesitation. 


“Then we must leave now. The watch will be changing within the half-hour, and that will
be our opportunity to get through the streets of Enarium unnoticed.”


The Hunter nodded. “Then let’s go. But
first, give me a moment with Taiana.”


“I will wait for you below.” Garnos
turned and disappeared from the room.


“Drayvin,” Taiana began, “are you
willing to risk—?”


“It will be no risk.” The Hunter cut her
off with a shake of his head. “I will not take unnecessary chances, but I must
see Khar’nath for myself. You know what it means to me. To
all our kind. It was very nearly the end of our race. And, if my
memories truly have been distorted by the passage of time, I need to know.” He
couldn’t be certain what other fragments of his past had also been equally
affected, a thought that disconcerted him.


“But what of our
daughter?” Taiana
pressed. “Every minute that passes is another minute closer to the Withering.
If we have not found her by then…” Her voice cracked, and a hint of panic and
fear tinged her face.


The Hunter shook his head. “Do not speak
so! You will find her. Soulhunger will aid you.” 


He removed the dagger from his belt and
handed it to her, sheath and all. It felt strange to give up the dagger of his
own will—since Voramis, he’d fought to keep Soulhunger safe from those that
sought to take it from him. Yet here he was, giving it to Taiana. He’d only
truly known her for a day—he might not be able to trust his memories of her, of
Enarium, of Khar’nath—so how could he hand it over to her? 


The answer: for his child, and for the
good of the world. With Soulhunger, Taiana could search the Keeps to find Jaia
and other Bucelarii to take up arms against the Sage. It was a gamble—fiery
hell, he wasn’t certain he could trust her, not after everything he’d
learned—but he had promised to help her.


“Take it, but remember that it is for
you alone to carry.” 


“But what about you?” Taiana asked. “What if the Elivasti
find you?”


“Do you remember what I have spent the
last fifty years of my life doing?” The Hunter forced a confident grin. “I have
dedicated myself to slipping through the shadows and moving about unseen. There
are none in the south of Einan that can match my skill at assassination. It is
a skill that will serve me well here.” If he ran across any Elivasti, he would
deal with them the way he dealt with any threat. 


“And take these as well.” He stripped
out of his leather armor, sword belt, and baldric. He kept only his dark cloak
and a pair of plain, utilitarian daggers—they were all he needed. 


She hesitated before taking them. “I
fear I will not see you again, and you only just returned to me.” Her hard,
commanding façade cracked, revealing the tender, affectionate woman he
remembered.


“I will find you,” the Hunter said, gripping
her hands in his. “Soulhunger will draw me to your side. Nothing—not the
Elivasti, the Abiarazi, or the gods themselves—will keep me away.”


Again, he caught the strange expression
on her face as she pulled him into an embrace. 


“Go,” she whispered in his ear, “but do
not put yourself in unnecessary danger. There are
those even we cannot help.”


The Hunter drew back. “And that doesn’t
bother you? That they are taking children into Khar’nath?”


“More than you could possibly imagine.”
Taiana’s eyes darkened. “I only need to think of the Elivasti dragging Jaia
into the pit in chains, and the thought sets my blood boiling. But that is not
our mission right now.” Her face hardened, and grim resolve shone in her
expression. “We must focus on freeing our brethren and finding our daughter. We
need warriors to fight the Elivasti. Just the four of us Bucelarii are not
enough to overthrow four hundred Elivasti soldiers. Arudan is in no condition
to fight.”


The Hunter hated to admit it, but she
wasn’t wrong. He couldn’t stand the idea of inactivity, of simply sitting by
and doing nothing while children were being harmed. But with just four fighting
men and a pale-skinned former Secret Keeper, the odds were firmly stacked
against them.


“But go, Hai'atim. My love.” She pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “Go and return to
me soon so we can find our daughter together.”


The Hunter gave her hand a little
squeeze then nodded and strode from the room. He found Garnos waiting for him
near the front door of the house.


“Let’s go,” he told the Elivasti. “Take
me to Khar’nath.” 


He fell into step beside Garnos as the
man descended the stairs to the lower floor and, glancing up and down the empty
streets, slipped into the night. The light of the stars added to the soft blue
glow of the Keeps, providing ample light for them to see their way.


The Hunter watched Garnos from the
corner of his eyes as they hurried through the streets. The Elivasti moved
without a word, and he made remarkably little noise despite his heavy blue
armor. The man, like so much else in Enarium, was a mystery. He was Elivasti,
yet he acted against the oath he and
his kind had sworn to the Abiarazi. Not even Master Eldor had broken the vow of
fealty—he had chosen death before dishonor.


“I may not be a mind-reader,” Garnos
said after the Hunter’s fifth surreptitious glance, “but it doesn’t take one to
know what you’re thinking.”


“And what am I thinking?” the Hunter demanded.


Garnos turned into a darkened alleyway
between two stone buildings two and three stories tall, stopped, and turned to
face him. “You’re wondering if you can trust me, and looking for the first sign
of treachery so you can put a dagger in my back before I put one in yours.”


The Hunter inclined his head. “You’re
not far off the mark.”


“You may not trust me,” Garnos said,
“but Taiana does.”


“That’s not enough for me.” The Hunter
folded his arms. It felt strange to be without his leather armor—he’d been
wearing it for so long it almost was like a second skin. “I cannot trust anyone
who would stand by while his kinsmen clap children in chains.”


“Are you telling me none of your kind
ever did anything wrong?” Garnos raised an eyebrow. “There is not a drop of
innocent blood on your hands, as a result of either your action or inaction?”


The Hunter had no response to that. His
hands bore more blood than anyone would ever know. Some of it belonged to
people that might not have had to die. 


“I can understand the revulsion you
feel.” Garnos’ violet eyes met his. “It is the same I feel when I see what my
kinsmen are doing.”


“So why stand by and let it happen?” the
Hunter asked. “Why not do something about it?”


“What do you think I’m doing?” Garnos’
voice turned sharp, edged with bitterness. “I am breaking the oath my people
swore to the Abiarazi in the hope that Taiana can bring about change. Change
that will prevent my son and daughter from sharing the fate of everyone else I
know.”


The Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “From where
I’m sitting, the Elivasti here have it far better than the Bucelarii or the
humans.”


“Perhaps on the surface it may appear
so,” Garnos snapped, “but the truth is that we are just as much captives here
as the humans that occupy the Pit.”


“Except you wield the
power.” The Hunter
glared at him. “You hold the key that keeps them imprisoned.”


“And, as with anything else, abusing
power taints its wielder more than those under its control.”


The Hunter snorted. “You’ll have to
explain that one to me, Elivasti. How is a jailer as badly off as the poor
bastard locked away in his cell?”


“You want explanation?” Garnos’ violet
eyes flashed, and his voice rose in intensity if not in volume. “When I was a
young man, I had a friend that was like a brother to me. A kinder, more
honorable Elivasti could not be found in all of Einan. Then
came the day that he was assigned to guarding the Pit and its prisoners.
My assignment was to aid in the maintenance of the Pristine Enclosure. Our
duties kept us apart for just a few short days, but when I saw him again, the
friend I had known my entire life had changed.” The man gave a little shudder.
“It was no man, but a monster.”


“What do you mean, a monster?”


“Precisely that,” Garnos said in a hard
voice. “The kind, honorable Ustus I had known was gone, and in his place
remained a cruelly sadistic thing. He
laughed as he spoke of the torments he and his fellows inflicted upon their
prisoners. Pitiful men and women that had done nothing more than try to eke out
a miserable existence, tortured and beaten for the entertainment of the man
that had once been my friend. Worse, the other Elivasti in his unit didn’t
simply permit it, they encouraged it. He was rewarded for his cruelty and given a position of command in the
Pit. Since that day, he and all the others like him have gone out of their way
to make the lives of the poor souls below far worse than the living hell it
already is.”


“But not you?” the Hunter asked. “Didn’t
you say your place was in the Pit as well?”


Garnos nodded. “When I saw what they
were doing, I demanded that I be given a posting in the Pit. But not so I could
join in their inhumanities. Instead, I requested it so I might try to
ameliorate the atrocities.”


“How’s that working out so far?” The
Hunter didn’t bother to hide the anger in his voice.


“I have done what I could.” Remorse
echoed in Garnos’ words. “When my life ends and death comes to claim me, I will
die knowing that I tried.” His voice took on a bitter edge. “That is more than
could be said for most of my kind.”


“You tried?” The Hunter’s fists
clenched. “Trying is not enough. You must actually make a change.”


Garnos met the Hunter’s eyes
unflinchingly. “I am doing what I can to atone for the barbarism and evil of
the rest of my kind. You may not consider it enough, and that is your right. I
leave it to the Long Keeper to decide.”


The Hunter could understand the
sentiment—he’d spent the last months in pursuit of his own atonement. His
mission to hunt down the Abiarazi on Einan had begun as a penance for killing
Brother Securus, the Cambionari priest in Voramis. He’d continued killing
demons when they murdered Bardin and threatened Hailen’s life. Ultimately, he’d
accepted the task as his responsibility. His forefathers had nearly ruined the
world, so he would do what he could to mitigate the suffering caused. Garnos
was doing precisely as he was.


“Perhaps I may have misjudged you,” the
Hunter said. The grudging admission was the closest he’d come to offering an
apology. “Your help is appreciated, especially if you can get me within
striking distance of the Sage.”


Garnos nodded. “As I told Taiana, I will
see what I can find and send word the moment I have anything.”


“Then that will have to be enough.” The
Hunter motioned toward the mouth of the alleyway. “But first, take me to
Khar’nath.” 


“This way,” Garnos said, continuing
through the alley. “There are no gates leading out of the city, but there is
another means of leaving.”


The narrow lane connected to a larger
street that ran alongside the city wall. A short distance to the south, a stone
stairway climbed the ten paces to the top of the wall. They walked along the
parapet for a few dozen paces before they reached a section of wall that had
crumbled. The wall was damaged enough that even Garnos could climb down with
relative ease. 


A few paces of flat ground surrounded
the eastern walls of Enarium before the land rose to rugged, jagged mountains.
The peaks to the east and south of the city rose higher than even the pointed
tops of the blue-glowing Keeps. The city would only be visible from the
west—the direction he’d come—but the Empty Mountains provided concealment from
the three other directions.


He followed Garnos along the outside of
the walls, clinging to the shadows by instinct. Starlight alone barely gave
them enough illumination to see, but Garnos seemed to know the way well enough.
They traveled a few dozen paces to the north before the Elivasti turned up a
small path that cut around a shorter mountain peak. 


 “Only a few of my brethren know these paths
exist,” Garnos said. “Ustus and I would sneak outside the walls to play in
these mountains.”


The path wound through the mountains and
provided cover for them to get within a hundred paces of Hellsgate unnoticed.
However, their steps led toward a broad expanse of flat, rocky ground easily
fifty paces across, directly beneath the walls of Hellsgate. 


Tension thrummed within the Hunter as he
scanned the walls for any sign of watchers. Though he could see none, his
wariness didn’t diminish. A cold breeze wafted past his face as he loped along
beside Garnos across the empty land and ducked into the shadows of the cliffs
beyond. He felt the familiar thrill of sneaking through the night; it reminded
him of his years spent as an assassin of Voramis before the Bloody Hand had
come for him.


Thoughts of the Bloody Hand brought his
mind to Kiara. He’d been so worried about Hailen he had all but forgotten about
her.


“The woman that was with the boy,” he
hissed at Garnos. “Is she with the Sage as well?”


Garnos’ face twisted in contemplation.
“No, our master only claimed the boy. I do not know what happened to the woman.
If she still lives, you will find her in the Pit.” 


The words drove a dagger of ice into the
Hunter’s gut. Kiara had tried to help him on the road to Enarium, had fought
beside him and protected Hailen. Were it not for her, the Stone Guardians would
have killed the boy. He couldn’t let her suffer whatever horrible fate awaited
her in the Pit. 


I
owe her better than that. 


His heart sank as he turned to Garnos.
“I have to go into Khar’nath.”


 


 












Chapter Thirteen


 





 


“Are you mad?” Garnos hissed. “There is
no way I can walk you through Hellsgate.”


“Then we find another way into the Pit.”
The Hunter refused to give up. “If I can’t go in the front, I’ll climb down the
back.” 


Garnos shook his head. “There is a
reason why this side of Khar’nath is unguarded. The walls of the Pit are all
the deterrence required.”


At that moment, they came around the
last rocky outcropping, and the Hunter got his first proper view of Khar’nath.
The rugged land ran for ten paces from where he stood, then
dropped off steeply to disappear from his sight. But there was no mistaking the
bright red glow emanating from the walls of the Pit. The brightness seared his
eyes, painful after the darkness and shadows outside Enarium. 


The Hunter’s gut tightened at the sight.
The last time he’d been in this place, he and the rest of his kind had faced
extinction. He could almost feel the terrible heat of the flames from that
night, smell the burning sulfur and the scent of charred Abiarazi flesh.


But there were no flames, no blistering
heat. Instead, the walls of Khar’nath were lined with crystals that filled the
night with a bright crimson glow. What had looked like fire was actually the
red brilliance emanating from the jagged shards that covered the wall like
glittering daggers of bloodstained diamonds. The radiance let off a warmth that drove back the mountain chill and lent the air
a near-overwhelming humidity, but it was nothing like the heat from his
memories. The smell that hung thick on the air lacked the sulfur and brimstone
he remembered. 


Instead, it reeked of human detritus.


The Hunter estimated the Pit was at
least a third of a league across and thirty paces deep, with the walls covered
by crystals. Below, a sea of ragged shelters and crude shanties spread in a
haphazard disarray as far as the eye could see. Wood, canvas, and cloth had
been stitched together like some horrifying patchwork that offered pitiful
protection against the mountain chill, sun, and rain. 


Moans, cries, and the occasional scream
drifted up from the Pit, accompanied by a stench that twisted the Hunter’s
stomach. He scarcely dared to breathe, so thick and putrid was the odor of rot,
mud, filth, human offal, blood, and death. It was like some enormous pigsty,
yet farmers treated their hogs with far more humanity than this. 


Rage flared in the Hunter’s chest at the
sight of so much suffering. He whirled on Garnos. “What in the Keeper’s name is
this?”


“It is the Pit.” Shame burned in Garnos’
eyes as he spoke. “It is as it has always been. Since before
my time, and before my father’s time, and before his father.”


“I don’t care how long it has been like
this!” The Hunter’s voice rose to a furious shout. “Why are those people in
there?”


A long moment of silence passed before
Garnos shook his head. “Because our master commanded it.”


The quiet resignation in the Elivasti’s
voice chilled the Hunter to the bone. He
does not question why they locked humans in the Pit. He simply accepts it. As Garnos had said, this had existed for
centuries, perhaps longer, and it had become a part of the life of an Elivasti
in Enarium.


“What in the bloody hell does the Sage
want with all these people?” the Hunter snarled. “Why does he have them penned
in here like Keeper-damned animals?”


“I don’t know.” Remorse echoed in
Garnos’ voice. “All I know is that our master has commanded it, and we must
obey. Why he adds to his collection of miserable souls, I could not say. Until
yesterday, no more than a few of his most trusted have ever left Enarium or set
eyes on our masters. We received instructions and were expected to obey. It is
the oath we swore to the Abiarazi.”


Again,
the oath of the Elivasti! Master
Eldor had sacrificed his life rather than defy the Sage’s order to stop the
Hunter or die trying. But that had been a noble decision. There is no nobility in this.  


“Trust me, I
have not simply accepted my master’s orders without question.” Garnos almost
sounded apologetic. “I have spoken with many of my brethren about our…duties.
Most follow without question, preferring things continue as they always have.
Our fathers passed down the knowledge of our service to the Abiarazi, and our
fathers’ fathers. It is as much a part of our lives in Enarium as the rising
sun and the stars at night.”


“The misery and anguish you cause has become so commonplace you
have accepted it.” The words left a bitter taste in the Hunter’s mouth. He’d
brought more than his fair share of suffering to the world, yet he’d never come
close to inflicting suffering on this scale. 



 “What choice is there?” Garnos’ eyes hardened.
“Death would be a far kinder fate than what awaits me and my family if it is
discovered that I am working with my master’s enemies.”


“Then go.” The Hunter raised a clenched
fist. “Scurry back into the shadows and your life of comfort while others
suffer at the hands of you and your kind. I, for one, will not stand silent and
watch. I will enter the Pit alone.”


Garnos shook his head. “There is one way
into Khar’nath, and that is through Hellsgate.” 


“And climbing down the
walls.” The Hunter
shot a glance at the glowing crystals protruding from the walls of the Pit—they
offered plenty of hand and footholds. He could make the descent in a matter of
minutes.


“Do you know how many of those
imprisoned within have believed the walls of Khar’nath their path to freedom?”
Garnos frowned. “Most gave up within the first minute, for those voracious
shards shredded their flesh to ribbons. The stubborn few that persisted died of
blood loss before they made it halfway up. Those crystals are sharper than
spikes, and far crueler than mere steel.”


The Hunter snorted. “Perhaps the humans
could not escape, but I am no human. Razor-sharp crystals or no,
that is my way in.” If Kiara was down there, he had to at least find
her, let her know he hadn’t abandoned her. He owed her that much for what she’d
done for Hailen.


“Even if you do survive the climb down,”
Garnos told him, resignation in his voice, “you will either have to risk the
crystals again or break through an army of Elivasti to leave the Pit.”


“I’ll find a way out,” the Hunter told
Garnos, “or I’ll bloody make one.” 


“And here I thought Taiana was
stubborn.” Garnos sighed and threw up his hands. “You are on your own. I can
lend my aid to Taiana and help you find your boy, but I cannot break you out of
the Pit. No human has escaped in my lifetime.”


“Lucky me, then.” The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl.
“Find the boy, Garnos. He is the most important thing in the world right now. I
will be waiting for your word.”


“Fortune smile on you, Drayvin.” There
was a note of finality in the Elivasti’s voice. Clearly, he expected he’d never
see the Hunter again. 


With a nod, the Hunter strode toward the
lip of the Pit. He cast a glance at the towers of Hellsgate in the distance. He
could see no guards on watch, no eyes following him. The Elivasti likely believed
no one would attempt to enter this way—why should any seek to enter the Pit?
According to Garnos, any who did ended up imprisoned or dead. 


Anxiety thrummed within him as he willed
himself to step up and stare down into the Pit. Instead of seeing a gaping hole
into emptiness, there was solid, muddy ground thirty paces below. It seemed a
far cry from the scenes of horror he’d seen in his memories, but in many ways
it proved even more horrible. This wasn’t some celestial or divine being toying
with reality—this was reality, a
reality inflicted by flesh and blood upon people just like them. He’d always
believed the gods were cruel, treating humans as their playthings. The sight
before him proved that humans could match their cruelty. 


Taking a deep breath, he lowered himself
over the edge. The moans and cries of the poor souls below greeted him as he
began the descent. Glowing crystals crunched beneath his boots as he clambered
down, forcing him to step on the larger shards protruding from the walls. He hissed
as the glittering edge of a crystal carved a deep gash into his right hand. The
curse died on his tongue a heartbeat later.


The moment his blood dripped onto the
glassy surface, the crystal flickered to life with an inner glow and filled the
air with an even brighter crimson. The Hunter’s heart stopped as the gemstones
seemed to consume the droplets of blood, until only clean stone remained and
the brilliance dimmed to the usual luster.


What
in the fiery hell? The
Hunter’s mind whirled as he stared at the now-clean crystal where he’d cut his
hand. He’d seen only one other thing do that:
Soulhunger. The gemstone set into its hilt flared bright
crimson—the same hue as the stones before him—and sucked up the blood
that soaked its steel. As the Warmaster had explained, the steel simply served
as the conduit for the magick of the gemstone.


The same magick that
ran through the shards lining the walls of Khar’nath. 


Confusion roiled within the Hunter.
According to The Numeniad, the
gemstone in Soulhunger’s pommel had been forged from the soul of his Abiarazi
father, through an ancient Serenii ritual known as the ‘Lament of the Fallen’. His gut churned as he followed the curving
walls of the pit around him. How many
souls were consumed to form these glittering stones? More than lived on all
of Einan, that was certain. 


Or, and he found this more likely, had The Numeniad
somehow gotten it wrong? The Lectern in the Vault of Stars had told him
Eshendun, the author of what was supposed to be a “firsthand account of the War
of Gods”, had in truth lived two hundred later. Like everything else the modern
Einari believed to be divine doctrine was nothing more than fiction. 


Could
the gemstone set in Soulhunger’s pommel be the same as the crystals here? If
so, do they serve the same purpose?
He shuddered as he watched the glassy shards soak up another drop of his blood.
Do they all feed Kharna? Horror
writhed through him at the thought. The people imprisoned here had to number in
the hundreds of thousands. How many more had died over the centuries to feed
the mad god?


The Hunter’s revulsion turned to anger. Anger at the Serenii for creating such an abhorrent place.
At Kharna, the Destroyer, Devourer of Worlds, for the misery he continued to wreak on Einan even thousands of years after his defeat in
the War of Gods. At the Sage and the Warmaster for the pain they inflicted on
the countless people imprisoned here and the Elivasti for their collusion with
the demons. 


He didn’t suppress the anger, but
instead stoked the flames until his fury burned bright. The fire drove him as
he clambered down the glowing, razor-sharp walls, and it pushed back the pain
as more of the crystals lacerated the flesh of his hands, face, arms, and legs.
He willed his flesh to heal, but he could not keep up with the damage done by
the shards. Every step downward left him bleeding from some new scratch, cut,
or gash. If any Elivasti watched from the battlements of Hellsgate, they would
see the walls flaring bright as they consumed his blood.


No wonder none of the humans had
survived an escape. The crystals shredded the soft soles of his boots, slashed
the rough fabric of his tunic and breeches, and cut his flesh to ribbons. By
the time he’d climbed halfway down the thirty paces, he was exhausted from the effort
compounded by the loss of blood. It took all his fury-enhanced willpower to
keep moving. 


Finally, he’d had enough. He dropped the
last ten paces to the muddy ground below and landed with a wet, squelching splash. Instinctively, he rolled forward
to absorb the impact of the landing and came up covered from head to toe in
muck that smelled far fouler than anything he’d encountered in Lower Voramis.
The stench of it assaulted his sensitive nostrils with such violence that he
nearly retched. The acrid stench of vomit would have been an improvement over
the countless vile odors mingled in the oozing sludge.  


Gagging, the Hunter stumbled away from
the glowing crystal walls. He tried not to think of what was in the mire that
seeped into his ruined boots or splashed onto his trouser legs. 


He slipped out of his dark cloak, rolled
it into a bundle, and glanced down at his shredded clothing. Now I look like everyone else here. 


The people within the Pit truly were
pathetic specimens of humanity. Soiled, tattered rags hung from their bony
shoulders, barely concealing their gaunt ribs, hunger-distended bellies, and
wasted hips and legs. Bites from a myriad of insects dotted their bodies, and
pus oozed from dozens of festering wounds. The absence of fresh water and the
abundance of filth would hasten disease and pestilence. 


Not that any of the people seemed to
care. Most of those he passed stared at him with vacant, hollow-eyed
expressions, not even bothering to lift their heads from the mire or getting up
from where they lay to empty their bowels. An oppressive listlessness permeated
the air around him. So many of the men, women, even children around him had
simply resigned themselves to their fate. 


Sorrow drove a dagger into the Hunter’s
heart. Not even the poorest beggars or most diseased lepers of Lower Voramis
had looked like this. In Voramis, those who did not eke out a living succumbed
to hunger, thirst, or disease. Here, the people had nothing to do but wait for
death to claim them, so they did nothing to stave it off. They have nothing to live for, so no reason to try living at all.


The red light emanating from the walls
of Khar’nath painted the scene with a garish ruby brush that made everything
seem grimmer, bleaker, devoid of life. 


Horror writhed like worms in the
Hunter’s gut as he moved through the pathetic shelters. This was a fate far
worse than he could have ever imagined. A life of imprisonment, a meaningless
existence dominated by the languor that set in with the knowledge that nothing
you did mattered. Children were born, matured into
adults, and died in these squalid conditions. They had nothing to look forward
to beyond death.  


Until the day the Sage used them for
whatever purpose he’d collected them for in the first place. It could hardly be
worse than this, yet knowing the Abiarazi, it would be. The Hunter knew he had to find out what was the purpose
behind the human herd penned up in this cage—a cage from which there was no
escape. 


But first, he had to find Kiara. He
couldn’t let her languish in this wretched place. The question remained: how
the twisted hell was he supposed to find her in the enormous hellhole? It
covered easily as much ground as the Beggar’s Quarter in Lower Voramis, and it
could take him days to search it.  


“You there!” The call came from behind him, edged
with an arrogance the Hunter knew none of the pathetic wretches around him
could summon. “Stop where you are!” 


The Hunter shambled forward at a slow,
steady pace and hunched to hide his height. He sucked in his stomach and cheeks
in an effort to appear gaunter and more malnourished. 


“Fucking wretch!”  


Something struck the Hunter from
behind—barely hard enough to hurt—but he sprawled to the floor the way any of
the miserable men and women in the Pit would. A boot slammed into his lungs,
and he folded up around it, clinging to the armored leg and letting out the
most pitiful whimper he could summon. 


“I talk, you listen!” Anger flashed in
the violet eyes that stared down at him and twisted the Elivasti’s brutish
features into a snarl. The man was tall, thick-necked, and had a paunch that
struggled to break free of his mud-stained, rust-pitted blue armor. “I say suck
my cock, you say ‘Yes, Setin’ and be thankful for it.”


The Hunter let out a groan and an
inaudible mumble, which only seemed to irritate the Elivasti. Sausage-sized
fingers closed around the Hunter’s throat and lifted him upright. 


The Hunter found himself staring into
Setin’s purple eyes, their noses a finger’s breadth apart. But over the
Elivasti’s shoulder, he caught a glimpse of two more figures.


One was a blue-armored Elivasti, no
doubt the companion to the man that held him. The second was a woman, with
long, dark hair and a full figure that looked utterly out of place amidst the
malnourished wretches of the Pit. Even the bruises marring her face couldn’t
conceal the beauty of her full lips and well-formed features. 


Kiara!


 












Chapter Fourteen
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Kiara hung limp in the Elivasti’s arms,
her eyes closed and blood trickling from a cut in her forehead. A glance at the
awkward angle of her left arm told him it was dislocated. 


Anger flared like a volcano in the
Hunter’s gut. Kiara had protected Hailen and this was her reward? 


“You hear me?” Setin snarled, spraying
spittle in the Hunter’s face. The Elivasti’s fetid breath flooded the Hunter’s
nostrils and turned his stomach. “I said—”


“I heard what you said, you fat cunt.”
The Hunter growled in a low voice edged with menace. “I just don’t give a
shit.”


Setin’s expression darkened, his eyes
narrowing in anger. “You little—”


The Hunter cut the Elivasti off with a
single blow. His fist plowed devastation through Setin’s neck, crushing the
cartilage of his windpipe and slamming into his spine with bone-shattering
force. The purple-eyed man sagged like a sack of steaming cow dung and fell
face-first into the muck, where he lay wheezing. His limbs gave a little twitch
before falling still.


The second Elivasti, the one holding
Kiara, had a single moment to react. His face creased into an idiotic
expression of dumbfounded surprise as the Hunter’s throwing knife took him in
one wide open eye. Kiara hit the ground hard as the man’s hands released her,
and the Elivasti followed her unconscious form into the mud a moment later. 


The Hunter whirled, his second dagger
held at the ready, but no more blue-armored figures were visible. Only filthy, haggard men and women in their makeshift shelters.
Barely a hint of surprise cracked the listlessness in their hollow-eyed
expressions. 


“Help me here,” the Hunter snarled as he
tore the dagger from the dead man’s eye. 


None of them moved. They simply stared,
as if unable to understand what they were seeing. Either that,
or their life of abuse and emptiness had rendered them senseless.


“What do you think will happen if more
Elivasti come and find these bodies?” The Hunter glared at the men and women
around him. “What will they do to you in vengeance?”


It seemed fear was one of the few
emotions they could still understand; he could see it in their eyes, in the way
their gaunt faces tightened. 


One man in particular seemed less
apathetic than the rest. He’d actually risen to his feet and taken a single
step closer. 


“You!” The Hunter crossed the distance in
three strides and gripped the man’s arm. “Can you hide these bodies?” 


The man was tall, with the dark skin
common in Al Hani and a hint of muscle visible on his scrawny shoulders. “Aye.” His voice was dull, heavy. 


“Then do it, now!” 


The man’s dark brown eyes wandered past
the Hunter to rest on Kiara’s unconscious form. “I told her not to try.”


“Try what?” the Hunter demanded. 


“There is no escape,” the man said, as
if he hadn’t heard the Hunter. 


The Hunter seized the man’s shoulders
and shook him. “Is that why they beat her?”


The man flinched at the Hunter’s touch
and cried out in instinctive fear. Horror roiled through the Hunter at the
sight. The Elivasti had broken these people thoroughly. Their minds and spirits
were as withered as their bodies.


“Bring her inside,” the man said in that
same dull voice. “Out of sight.” He lifted a hand in a
languid wave to a small shelter a short distance away.


The Hunter released the man’s shoulders.
“And what of the Elivasti?” 


“They’ll never be found.” For a moment,
a single spark of emotion—anger, defiance, hatred—burned in the man’s eyes. “In the shit pit where they belong.”


“Good.” The Hunter hurried back to
Kiara’s side, but stopped next to the dead Setin. An idea struck him, and he
quickly stripped off the Elivasti’s blue armor, the padding beneath, and heavy
boots—which turned out to be a surprisingly good fit. Setin carried only a
heavy wooden cudgel for a weapon, and no personal items. But he didn’t care
about coin or trinkets. He just needed the armor and boots. 


That, and Setin’s face, of course.


He remained crouched over the Elivasti’s
corpse for a long moment, studying his features. A thick nose that had been
broken and set poorly, ears flattened by bare-fisted fights, piggish eyes set
close together, and a too-strong jawline covered in scruffy stubble. He
committed the man’s face to memory—he’d need it to get out of here.


He stripped the second Elivasti as well,
and bundled both sets of armor and clothing into a bundle. He slung the bundle
over his shoulder, gathered Kiara into his arms, and carried her into the
shelter—little more than four tattered blankets hanging from crooked wooden
poles—the man had indicated. The pitiful shelter had a few ragged blankets
piled on the ground as a bed, with a round stone to serve as pillow. The Hunter
shifted the blankets with his foot and set Kiara down as gently as he could. He
bundled up his cloak and slipped it under her head. 


He grasped her dislocated arm. “Sorry
about this.” A quick twist shoved the bone back into its socket.


Kiara awoke with a cry of mingled pain
and fury. Her uninjured right arm lashed out at the Hunter, and her fist caught
him a surprisingly strong blow on the cheekbone. Her next punch struck him in
the chest, and she would have gouged out his eyes had he not caught her wrist.


“Easy, Kiara!” He held her firmly. “It’s me.”


Kiara struggled for a moment, until her
eyes came into focus and she seemed to see him for the first time. “H-Hunter?” She spoke in a weak voice cracked by hunger and
thirst. “What are you doing down here?” She wrinkled her nose. “You look like
crap, and smell worse.”


“Thought I’d come down here, see the
sights, take in the local culture.” He gave her a wry
grin. “Best wine and pastries in Enarium, I’m told.”


Kiara snorted. “Tastes like piss, owing
to the fact that it is.” A small smile twisted her split lips. “You here for me?”


The Hunter nodded. “The moment I found
out what happened—”


“You thought you’d come and rescue me,
did you?” The familiar stubborn defiance flashed in her eyes. “Like I told you
in Voramis, I’m no shrinking violet that needs rescuing.”


“Clearly.” The Hunter raised an eyebrow at her
bruised and bleeding face. “You had those Elivasti right where you wanted them,
did you?”


“Actually, yes.” A scowl deepened her face. “Right until they overwhelmed me and knocked me out.”


“You were trying to escape?” 


Kiara nodded. “Got
bloody close, too. All the way past the guards on the
ramp and up to the gate. Which, admittedly, is where
things went sideways.”


 “From what I hear, once you’re in here, you
don’t get out.”


“That’s what I’ve been told, too.” Kiara
grinned in defiance. “But I’ll be damned if I don’t prove that wrong.” 


Her expression suddenly changed, and a
mixture of guilt and desperation flashed in her eyes. “The
boy!” She gripped his arm. “They took him from me. I tried to fight them
off, but there were too many to—”


“I know.” The Hunter nodded. “I saw the
Elivasti corpses beside the gate.”


“Have you found him yet?” 


The Hunter hesitated. “We know where he
is.”


“So he’s alive?” She seemed relieved.


“Yes.” 


“Good.” Her shoulders relaxed, and the
tension drained from her face. “I spent the last day looking through this
Watcher-forsaken place, but when I couldn’t find him, I feared they’d killed
him.”


“No, he’s too valuable for them to
kill,” the Hunter said. “They want him alive.”


“Because of what he
can do, like back at those stones on the trail?” Kiara’s eyes searched his face.


“Yes. But we’re working on getting him
back—”


“We?” Kiara’s eyebrows shot up. “Sir Danna?”


The Hunter shook his head. “Sir Danna…”
He trailed off. “Sir Danna saved me.”


Kiara bowed her head, and a tear slipped
down her cheek. Her mouth moved as if she whispered a prayer for the fallen
knight.


When she looked up a moment later, she
asked, “You’ve got friends in the Lost City?”


“Sort of.” The Hunter found himself uncertain about
how to explain. “They’re going to help me find a way to break you out of here.”


“Don’t worry about me, Hunter.” She gave
a dismissive wave, then winced as the pain flashed
through her recently dislocated shoulder. “I can handle myself. You just find
the boy.”


“I can’t just leave you in here,” he
told her. “This is…”


“Inhumane? Barbaric,
cruel, revolting?” Kiara nodded. “That’s why I’m going to find a way to
bust out of here. If I can get out, it means there’s hope for the poor bastards
trapped in here as well.”


Her strength and determination still
surprised him. Though her features were the same as the woman he’d known as
Celicia, the Fourth of the Bloody Hand, she’d changed a great deal in the last
few months. She had said Sir Danna saved her, helped her to find a purpose in
life. That purpose had been hunting demons, which had brought them back
together. Even in this terrible situation, she would not stand by and do
nothing. It was one of the things that had drawn him to her in the first place.


“Here.” The Hunter shoved one suit of
Elivasti armor into her hands and the daggers he’d brought with him. “Keep
these hidden, but at hand. Be ready for when I return, but don’t do anything
that’ll get you killed.”


“What are you going to do?” Kiara asked.


“I’m going to walk through the front
gate and figure out how to get you out of here.”


She cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t much
have the look of an Elivasti. And it’s not just the eyes.”


The Hunter grinned. “That’s the least of
my worries.” He turned away and, gritting his teeth, forced his features to
shift to match those of the dead Elivasti. The pain of the lightning crackling
through his face still set his head pounding, but he’d grown accustomed to the
sensation. 


She gasped when he turned back to her a
moment later. “Watcher’s teeth!” 


The Hunter grinned, and Setin’s fleshy
lips pulled into an ugly grin. “We’ve all got our tricks,” he said in his best
imitation of Setin’s voice.


“That’s a bloody handy one!” Kiara shook
her head. “And here I thought those disguises you wore were all alchemical
flesh.”


“They were.” He turned away and let his
features return to his normal face. “It’s a new trick.”


“So that face’ll get
you out the front gate.
Then what?” 


“I’ll scout the Elivasti’s defenses, the
gate, everything that stands between us and freedom.” The Hunter’s brow
furrowed in contemplation. “The first chance I get, I’m coming back to break
you out of here.”


“And what of all these
people?” Kiara asked
in a quiet voice. “What will you do for them?”


“I…don’t know.” The Hunter drew in a
deep breath. “I want to get them out, but my first concern is Hailen and…” He
stopped himself from mentioning his daughter, and instead finished with, “…you.
Plus, I’ve got to kill the Sage before he uses the power of Enarium to free
Kharna.”


 “Keeper!” Kiara breathed. “That’s quite the full dance card
you’ve got.” 


“But I’ll make time for you,” the Hunter
said. “You have my word that I will get you out of here. And, if I can, I’ll
find a way to help these people.”


“I’ve got this,” Kiara told him. “You’ve
got your work cut out for you.”


The Hunter nodded and stood. “Anything I
can do for you? Maybe bring you a pillow, or a glass of Snowblossom wine?”


Kiara scowled. “Rot in hell, Hunter.” 


The Hunter chuckled. “At least being in
here hasn’t affected your pleasant personality.” 


“I can feel it, you know?” Kiara said,
and her voice grew suddenly serious. “Like the Pit is sucking the life out of
me.”


The Hunter paused. He hadn’t felt any
different, but he’d only been in the Pit for a few minutes. Yet he could understand
how the listlessness of the people trapped here could sap the will from anyone.


A thought struck him. “The pack I gave
you, what did you do with it? Did the Elivasti take it from you?”


She shook her head. “When I spotted the
bastards coming for us, I tucked it out of sight behind the city gate, against
the wall. I don’t think they saw me.”


“Good!” The Hunter nodded. The story of
the Swordsman and his magical blades might be a lie, but two more
daggers—daggers of iron, no less—would come in handy for killing Elivasti and
Abiarazi both. 


“I’ll be back as quickly as I can,” the
Hunter told her. He gripped her left hand in both of his, heedless of the
foul-smelling mud that stained their fingers. “Stay strong.”


Kiara smiled. “No one
stronger in the world, Hunter.” She gave him a little shove. “Now off
with you. I’ve got a daring escape to plan, and you, well,
you’ve got a whole bloody world to save.”
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When the Hunter emerged from the shelter
in which he’d laid Kiara, no trace remained of the two Elivasti he’d killed.
Even the prints of their boots had been churned into the muck by bare, filthy
feet. To any who hadn’t been around when the Hunter killed them, the Elivasti
had simply never been here.


The tall Al Hani man was there, however.
He sat on a stone, his back against one rickety post of his shelter, his eyes
fixed on the muddy ground. He didn’t look up at the Hunter’s exit, but his low
voice drifted toward the Hunter.


“They’ll hurt us for it. Hurt her.”


“What?” The Hunter’s eyes narrowed.  


Now the man lifted dark brown eyes and
fixed the Hunter with a glassy stare. “Two came down, none went back up.” He
shook his head. “They’ll think we did it. Make us pay.”


Realization dawned on the Hunter. The
man was talking about the Elivasti he’d killed. Their comrades would wonder
what had happened, and when they came looking, they wouldn’t hesitate to beat
the truth out of these poor souls. The Hunter’s gut clenched. His actions would
simply compound their torment. 


No, he wouldn’t let that happen. He’d
make sure no one suffered for it. 


“One is going back up,” he said, his
voice grim. He gritted his teeth and forced his face to change shape, to match
the fleshy lips, heavy jawline, and drooping jowls of the Elivasti he’d killed.
Lightning crackled through his cheeks, jaw, forehead, nose, and eyes as he
imposed his will on the flesh and bone of his face. 


The man’s eyes widened a fraction, the
most emotion the Hunter had seen from him. 


“I’ll make sure to explain it away.” The
Hunter spoke in a brutish voice to match Setin’s tone. His voice wasn’t quite
perfect, but it’d be close enough for all but the Elivasti’s closest friends.
“This won’t come back on you.”


The man gave a little grunt and a barely
perceptible nod, and his eyes returned to their glassy, unfocused stare.


“What’s your name?” the Hunter asked.


“Those who care about my name call me
Ryat.” 


“How long have you been here, Ryat?”


“Long?” Ryat’s voice was heavy, dull, a
tone to match his vacant expression. “Don’t know. Never been anywhere else.”


Horror roiled in the Hunter’s gut. “Your
whole life, you’ve been trapped here?”


The man gave a little shrug of his
shoulders. “What else is there?”


The words sent a shudder of disgust
through the Hunter. He couldn’t imagine a life like this, a life of…nothing.
These people sat in their filth, living and dying with nothing. Ryat could be
anywhere from his twenties to his fifties—impossible to tell beneath all that
muck. Without a purpose, even a single reason beyond survival to drive him, he and all the others in the Pit had nothing to live for.


No
wonder they’re all half-mad.
The Hunter clenched his fists, and the wooden baton he’d taken from Setin
creaked in his grip. The sheer boredom
and emptiness must be mind-numbing. He couldn’t imagine even a month of
this, much less a year, a decade, or an entire life.


Hatred at the Sage, the Warmaster, and
their Elivasti roiled in his gut. He turned on his heel and hurried through the
camp, aching to be free of the smells, sounds, and sights of the misery around
him. Yet everywhere he turned, he found only more suffering, more people
enduring their meaningless existences.


His steps led to the north and west,
toward the massive dark grey-and-red fortress of Hellsgate that towered above
Khar’nath. Through a gap in the shelters to his right, he saw a long line of
ragged people formed in front of a handcart laden high with bread long gone
moldy. Three Elivasti handed out the meager food while another seven beat
anyone who stepped, shuffled, or collapsed out of line. One of the Elivasti was
so fat he could barely fit into his suit of blue armor—an insult by comparison
with the emaciated wretches he fed.


A few minutes later, he nearly ran into
a patrol of Elivasti storming through a section of shelters and ripping down
the canvas walls, taking the ragged blankets, and harassing the men and women
living there. One guard even tore off a young man’s clothing, then trampled the threadbare garments into the muck. The
violet-eyed man laughed as the youth scrambled to recover his mud-stained
clothing—his only possessions. 


Anger burned in his gut, but the Hunter
forced himself not to intervene. If he did anything now, it would harm any
chances of breaking Kiara—and perhaps a few others, like Ryat—out later. The
thought of standing by while these people suffered rankled. He had to get out
of here before the reek of misery and the sight of such abject suffering
overwhelmed him.


Everywhere he turned, people shrank back
from him. No, not from him—from Setin, the brutish, fleshy Elivasti whose
features he wore. He leaned into the swagger and plastered a sneer on his face,
but the pretense barely went skin-deep. The Hunter had never cared much for
people. Voramis had been a cruel place, filled with men and women driven by
greed, lust, gluttony, wrath, and every other sin imaginable. They stole,
deceived those closest to them, betrayed, even killed each other in the name of
power, riches, and, in many cases, simple survival.


Yet this…this was something different.
The Elivasti had imprisoned these people not out of a desire for wealth, power,
even fear for their lives. They had done it on the orders of the Abiarazi,
carrying out the commands of cruel masters that saw humans as worthless.
Whatever fear had driven the Elivasti to swear their service to the Abiarazi,
could it be any more terrifying than this?
Seeing people reduced to such a terrible state, barely more than animals.
No, less than animals. Men and women treated sheep, goats, milk cows,
warhorses, even stray dogs with far more dignity than the people condemned to
live in this Pit. 


Anger burned bright in the Hunter’s
chest. He’d told himself he never cared for humans, but that hadn’t been the
truth. He had cared, just for a
select few. Humans like Bardin and Old Nan, those discarded by “polite society”
and betrayed by their own minds and bodies. Humans like Farida and Hailen, the
ones unable to defend themselves from the cruelties of
life. Those were the humans that mattered to him. How were these people any
different?


He saw men and women too emaciated from
starvation, thirst, and inactivity to lift their heads from the mud in which
they lay. Children too numbed by life to smile, play with friends, even cry for
their mothers. Hollow-eyed people that witnessed horrors on a daily basis—that
spent their lives trapped in a hell they could not escape.


A part of him ached to do something, to
help these people as he’d helped the beggars in Voramis. His human side cried
out at the injustice, and threatened to break beneath the burden of knowing he
could not do anything. Not yet, not until he had dealt with the Sage.


If the Sage restored Kharna to this
world, these people would die along with the rest. His first priority had to be stopping the Abiarazi from
harnessing the power of Enarium. Which meant he had to find a
way to get Hailen back from the demon’s clutches. Even if he had to take
on the entire army of Elivasti, he would do it. 



“Setin!” A voice from his right pierced the
pounding in the Hunter’s ears. It took him a moment to realize the voice spoke
to him—to the Elivasti whose face he wore.


He turned toward the call and saw a
short, squat Elivasti in the same mud-stained blue armor waving to him. “That’s
thrice I called you,” the man said, frowning. He had a long, lean face covered
in thick stubble, with a nose that had been broken too many times to ever be
set right again.


“Sorry, didn’t hear it.” The Hunter
mimicked Setin’s thick voice as best he could. 


“You gone deaf from all that agor you’ve
been drinking?” the Elivasti asked. “Or just got too much mud in your ears?”


The Hunter shrugged. “Might
be.” 


“Where’s Ardem?” The Elivasti’s purple
eyes scanned the crude shelters behind the Hunter. “You left him getting his
rocks off with that tart on the west side of the Pit?” The man’s expression
turned nasty, leering. 


The Hunter’s gut tightened but he forced
his face not to reveal his disgust. Instead, he shook his head. “Naw, fucker
tried to knife me in the back.”


The Elivasti’s narrow eyebrows shot up. “He what now?”


The Hunter nodded. “Said something about
me owing him for Guinda, and he was just collecting the debt.”


The Elivasti winced. “Shite.”
He blew out a long breath. “Want me to collect the body? Make it look like an
accident?” 


“Naw.” The Hunter gave a dismissive wave. “Tossed his damned carcass into the filth where he belongs.”
If anyone happened to find Ardem’s body, this would provide explanation enough.
Though, he wasn’t certain what would happen if they discovered Setin’s corpse
as well.


The Elivasti’s face paled. “That’s cold,
Setin. You two was like brothers.”


The Hunter shrugged. “Oldest story in
the book, isn’t it?”


“Truth.” The Elivasti sighed. “Bastard owed me
two weeks’ rations.”


“Take it up with his corpse.” 


The Elivasti cursed. “Just
my luck, too.” He spat, adding a wad of green phlegm to the muck. “You going up?”


The Hunter nodded.  


“Shift’s not over for another hour.” The
Elivasti’s eyebrows knit together. “You remember what happened the last time
Detrarch Honsul caught you raiding the larders on shift.”


“So I won’t get caught,” the Hunter
said, and Setin’s fleshy lips and pudgy cheeks stretched into a grin. “Want me
to bring you anything? Just to be certain you didn’t actually see me going up?”


The Elivasti smiled slyly. “Roast
chicken’ll do, and no one’ll know you left your post.”


With a knowing wink, the Hunter strode
away. He let out a slow sigh—his attempt at impersonating the fat Setin had
gone far better than he’d expected. He’d worried the man would see through his
disguise, but he’d gotten lucky. 


Better
not press my luck too far.


He shot a glance backward at the
Elivasti, and what he saw made him want to vomit. The man he’d just finished
speaking to had rejoined a larger group of blue-armored men, who were herding a
group of people toward the walls of the Pit. All had white hair, loose-hanging
skin, and lines that denoted their advanced age, and were too weak to protest
as the well-fed, armed Elivasti shoved them forward—straight onto the sharp
crystals. The Elivasti held the men and women there long enough for the
bright-glowing stones to consume every last drop of their blood. The pitiful
wretches barely screamed before they collapsed. 



Dread writhed within the Hunter’s gut.
He turned away and hurried along his way toward the exit out of Hellsgate. 


Garnos’ words hadn’t prepared him for
the horrors of Khar’nath. In his memories, it had been a flaming pit that
opened into a fiery hell. 


Reality had proven far, far worse. 


 












Chapter Sixteen 


 





 


 


Nervous tension thrummed through the
Hunter with every step he took. He’d gotten lucky with the other Elivasti, but
there was no telling what would happen when he tried to leave the Pit. He
wouldn’t hesitate to fight if forced, yet that would make escape utterly
impossible. His only hope lay in keeping up the Setin charade. 


Relief filled the Hunter at the sight of
the broad stone steps set against the western wall of the Pit. The staircase was
five paces wide and made of the same dark grey stone as Hellsgate. It climbed
the thirty paces out of the Pit toward an enormous gate of steel-banded wood
set with long, sharp spikes. 


Ten blue-armored Elivasti stood at the
base of the staircase, hands on their weapons, their stances relaxed. 


“Where you off to, Setin?” one of them,
a short man with a face like a bloodhound, asked. “Shift’s not up for another
hour.”


The Hunter’s gut clenched, but he kept
the anxiety from his face. “Running an errand for Honsul.”
He gambled on the hope that none of these was the man the other Elivasti had
mentioned. Detrarch could either be a name or a rank; he wagered it’d be the
latter.


“Errand, eh?” The same man stepped forward and held
out a hand. “Show me the orders.”


“Didn’t get any
written orders.” Again, another gamble. “Might be it’s an errand he doesn’t
want a lot of nosy pricks knowing about?”


The Elivasti looked at him, suspicion
written plain in his violet eyes. The Hunter held his tongue and stood his
ground. Over his years as an assassin, he’d learned that the most important
part of a good disguise was confidence. Any man could sell a ruse with the
right amount of bold self-assurance—he could act it even if he didn’t feel it.
Every muscle in his body quivered with nervous tension. 


After a long moment, the man stepped
aside. “Fine.” The Hunter made to walk past, but the
Elivasti gripped his bicep. “But when I see Detrarch Honsul tonight, I’ll ask
him about the errand. If I find out you’re lying to me…”


The Hunter tore his arm free of the
man’s grasp. “Ask him yourself. Might be he tells you, or”—his vicious smile
grew—“might be he doesn’t trust you enough to tell you.” He strode up the
stairs before the Elivasti could respond. 


Only once he’d reached the fifteenth
step did he let out his breath. That was
too bloody close! 


He focused on the way out to keep the
anxiety from overwhelming his mind. Though the stairway was five paces wide,
the steps themselves were so narrow only half the Hunter’s foot fit on each. It
proved uncomfortable to climb, which made it an effective deterrent against a
rush or mob. People would trip on the narrow stairs, fall, and be crushed to
death. 


As he climbed, he studied the enormous
gate. Easily the height of four men and five paces across, the solid
steel-banded wooden door looked strong enough to withstand even a charging
Stone Guardian. The only weak point within its construction was the wicket gate
designed to allow men to enter and exit without requiring the entire gate to be
opened. However, the wicket gate seemed as solidly built as the rest of the
massive door.


There was no way the Serenii had built
the gate, that much the Hunter knew. The Serenii
architecture and design spoke of elegance and grace, but this was solid,
unwieldy, and brutally efficient. Human or Elivasti hands had crafted it,
without a doubt.


He banged on the wicket gate. “I’m
coming out!” 


A window slid open and a pair of violet
eyes regarded him. The Hunter’s heart stopped—he had no idea if there was a
password to get out, but he’d simply assumed they’d let him leave. Every
heartbeat without a response from the guard added to the nervous tension in his
gut.  


Finally, the wicket gate was pulled open
with a groan of hinges. The blue-armored Elivasti guards within greeted him
with lazy grunts, not even bothering to stand from their wooden stools. The
Hunter responded with a nod, but his eyes roamed over the internal mechanisms
of the gate.


The mechanism proved that the design and
construction was human. A wrist-thick steel chain ran through a single wagon
wheel-sized windlass. Only one Elivasti lounged near the mechanism, but the
Hunter suspected it could take two strong men to open it. Though, perhaps the
intricate system of counterweights and balances constructed around the gate
could make it easier.


Solid stone walls surrounded the gate on
both sides, running down a hall toward a door that led to what the Hunter
guessed was a barracks of some sort built into the stone of Hellsgate itself.
Flickering torches hanging from wall sconces provided enough illumination for
the Hunter to count at least fifteen blue-armored figures lounging around the gate,
doubtless with more inside the barracks.


The Hunter strode off down the tunnel,
and the scent of fresh air kept him moving in a straight line. The interior of
Hellsgate, at least the tunnel around him, was more dark grey and red rock,
with the same black, unbroken stone road as the rest of the city. The tunnel
was fifteen paces wide and ten tall, more than ample for horse-drawn vehicles
to come and go with ease. Oddly enough, the passage from the gate led straight
through Hellsgate all the way toward the front. He could see the darkness of nighttime
at the far end. Almost as if whoever built the fortress—human or Elivasti—had
designed it to make bringing more prisoners to Khar’nath as easy as possible. 


He kept his pace unhurried as he marched
down the tunnel toward the darkness of Enarium beyond the front of Hellsgate.
He passed a few locked and barred doors, but didn’t want to risk a detour to
explore more of the fort. Right now, he needed to get out of Hellsgate and back
to Taiana. 


He let out a long sigh of relief as the
first gust of cool wind drifted across his face. Another minute,
and he’d be free of Hellsgate and its horrors. 



“Hey!” A voice called from behind the
Hunter. “Setin!” 


Keep
moving, no matter what, he
told himself. He was so close to
freedom, he wouldn’t let anything stop him.


“Heptarch Setin!” The call came again,
this time with a commanding tone. “Stop!” 


The Hunter didn’t turn, didn’t slow or
speed up his pace, didn’t give any indication he’d heard. He simply kept
walking steadily toward the unguarded exit thirty yards ahead.


The thump,
thump of heavy boots and the clatter of armor echoed behind him, growing
closer with every second. The Hunter risked a single glance over his shoulder.
Six Elivasti were running toward him. Five wore the plain blue armor of the
rest, but one’s breastplate bore two crossed fists painted in white—the mark of
an officer, perhaps? 


“Damn you, Setin!” shouted the man with
the white-painted armor. “Stop at once or face the Council of Elders on charges
of insubordination!” 


Well,
that breaks it. 


Abandoning all pretenses, the Hunter
sprinted the remaining distance down the tunnel. A shout of fury sounded behind
him and the clatter of pursuit echoed off the stone walls. With a burst of
speed the Elivasti couldn’t hope to match, the Hunter raced out of the passage
and into the night air. 


The tunnel from Khar’nath let out of the
southern side of Hellsgate. To his right, in the center of the massive dark
grey fort, another gate led into the main building. More blue-armored Elivasti
stood watch at that gate, with a pair of burning braziers to keep out the cold.
They seemed not to see him, but the Hunter knew that would change the moment
they heard the shouts from the tunnel. 


The Hunter turned and raced south, away
from the Elivasti clustered around the braziers. He was halfway down the street
by the time the pursuing guards emerged from the tunnel. Their shouts were
answered by the men guarding the gate, but he disappeared around a corner
before either group could give chase. 


The Hunter grinned. Let them try and catch me now. The clatter of his blue Elivasti armor echoed in time with the pounding of his
stolen boots, but he had no doubt he could outrun his pursuers. He had only to
worry about any Elivasti patrolling the streets. 


He ran for a full ten minutes without
stopping. Even with the weight of his Elivasti armor, he felt no fatigue. He
welcomed the exertion—anything to clear his mind of the horrors he’d seen in
Khar’nath.


Once he was certain he’d put enough distance
between himself and those behind him, he slowed his pace to a confident stride.
A lone Elivasti could look suspicious, but he’d be far more likely to attract
attention running at a full sprint. 


His steps led southward,
circumnavigating Enarium’s Base Echelon. Trying to cut straight across the city
from east to west would involve a lot of climbing, which would prove just as time
consuming and far more strenuous than the flatter, longer route. Besides, he
could use the time to think.


He pushed aside his revulsion for the
Elivasti, and his hatred of their actions. He poured cold logic over the
emotions flaring through him. He needed to utilize the analytical thinking that
had made him such an effective assassin what felt a lifetime ago. 


Hellsgate had been designed to keep the
prisoners from getting out, not stop others getting in. Though there were a few
hundred Elivasti within the fort, only twenty or thirty stood between him and
that gate. Perhaps he could convince Taiana and the other Bucelarii to sneak in
with him, throw open the gate, and let out the prisoners. It would be risky,
but none of the guards had carried the Scorchslayers, only spikestaffs and
wooden batons.


Yes, he decided, it’s worth the risk. Once the Sage had been dealt with, he would do
something about the poor wretches trapped in Khar’nath. 


The sight of the blue-glowing
Southeastern Keep sent his thoughts to Taiana. Somewhere in the darkness of
Enarium, she was using Soulhunger to open the Chambers of Sustenance in the
hopes of finding their daughter and any Bucelarii that survived the centuries
of imprisonment. With even a handful of his kin beside him, they could
overwhelm the Elivasti and free the humans in the Pit. 


But Taiana had seemed hesitant to go
near Khar’nath. She hadn’t been afraid of the Pit itself, so perhaps her fear
had been for the Elivasti. No, she’d killed two blue-armored warriors without
hesitation to save him. So why had she given him that strange look when he
spoke of the Pit? 


Was
she afraid for me? 


His memories of her had only returned in
the last few months, yet her memories of him and the life they once shared had
never been erased. She had lived the last five years knowing he was somewhere
on Einan, yet her search for their daughter had kept her in Enarium. If the
knowledge of what she’d done to him a lifetime ago had turned to guilt, could
that guilt make her want to keep him close? He could understand that. Now that
he’d found her, he wanted to stay with her. Perhaps they could pick up where
they’d left off millennia ago. She was proof that he could truly have a
life—not the life of an assassin, a killer-for-hire, but a life like any normal
human on Einan. For the first time, he had a chance at love, a family, a home.


Yet
I cannot sit by and let everything crumble around me. Hailen needed him, the Sage needed
killing, and the Destroyer could not be unleashed upon the world. Those things
kept him from Taiana’s side and would keep them apart until he dealt with them.


So
be it. Deal with them,
he would.


The moment Garnos sent word, the Hunter would be ready to move against the Sage.
He’d have Soulhunger at his side, but he’d arm himself with the Swordsman’s
iron blades as well. Together, the twin daggers could kill the demon as surely
as Soulhunger. Perhaps Taiana would help him, and they could take down the
Abiarazi side by side, as they once had. 


First priority was keeping Hailen safe,
but he had to eliminate the Sage.
Only death would put an end to the demon’s plans. The Withering could come and
go as it had before, and Einan’s existence would continue. Without the Sage to
unleash Enarium’s power, the Devourer would remain trapped forever. Perhaps, if
he had the time, he could even find a way to use the Serenii magick gathered in
Enarium to seal Kharna in his tomb forever. 


And what of his
daughter? With the
threat of the Sage eliminated, he could help Taiana in her quest to find the
Chamber of Sustenance where the Warmaster had locked her away. When they found
her, they could be reunited as a family.


Family. The word brought a lump to his throat.
He’d never imagined he could have anything like it. He had no memories of a
father or mother, brothers, sisters, even others of his kind. Until yesterday,
he’d believed himself the last Bucelarii in existence. 


Now, he had a wife and a daughter—if
only they could find her. 


He allowed himself the luxury of
imagining what life would be like. He’d seen happy families walking through
Divinity Square or playing among the Maiden’s Gardens in Upper Voramis. Would
that be his future as well? It seemed so…unreal to picture himself living such
a mundane life.


Yet after everything he’d endured, a bit
of placid mundanity would be a welcome change. Years of blood and death could
be left behind for peace. 


Yes,
I could definitely get used to that.


Reality shattered his pleasant dream as
his keen ears caught the sound of boots coming from ahead and around a corner.
He ducked quickly behind a two-story stone building, pressing his body against
the shadows, and watched the troop of Elivasti marching up the street toward
him. They showed no sign of alarm or suspicion at his presence, but simply
moved through the city at a steady pace. Likely they were meant more as a
deterrent for Taiana and her comrades than a real hunting party. Any Elivasti
tasked with finding the Bucelarii would move with far more caution and stealth
than these.


That thought pushed away the last of his
musings. He had nothing but the wooden baton he’d taken from Setin, and he’d be
hard-pressed to fight a full ten-man company of blue-armored Elivasti with
their spikestaffs and Scorchslayers. Better to move with caution and be aware
of his surroundings; daydreaming could lead to him winding up face to face with
another patrol.


He waited until the Elivasti disappeared
up the street before moving on. The clanking of his armor and the tromp, tromp of his heavy boots sounded loud
in the empty darkness of the night. His eyes searched the shadows of Enarium,
as if expecting armed men to jump out at him from behind every corner.


Anxiety tightened his shoulders into
knots, but the sight of the west gate caused him to relax. He recalled Kiara’s
instructions of where to find the pack she’d hidden beside it. Though he’d
rather a steel sword or Soulhunger any day, the twin iron daggers would come in
handy for taking down the Sage. And, if it came to all-out war between Taiana’s
crew and the Elivasti, sharpened iron blades were far more effective than
spikestaffs dulled by digging.


His relief died as he rounded the corner
of the final street and nearly ran into the blue-armored back of an Elivasti
warrior.  
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The Hunter leapt backward and ducked
around the corner. His heart hammered against his ribs as he listened for any
sign he’d been spotted. Silence met his ears; the Elivasti hadn’t noticed him. 


Now
what?


Once again, he found himself tensing
against the voice of the demon in his mind, grimacing in expectation of its
shriek as it insisted he kill the Elivasti. It took him a moment to remember
that it had fallen silent since reaching Enarium. The absence of the demon’s
voice felt strangely unnerving. 


He peered around the corner and studied
the Elivasti before the gate. Ten blue-armored men and women stood between him
and the gate where Kiara had stowed his pack. They were arrayed in a loose
formation, with a handful of men clustered together and speaking in low voices.
Nine of them carried the long steel spikestaffs—the Hunter felt a flash of
relief that none of these bore iron-tipped weapons like their kin on Kara-ket,
though he couldn’t help wondering why their weapons differed—and the tenth held
a Scorchslayer in a relaxed two-handed grip. 


The massive wooden gate that hid his
pack with the two iron blades was just thirty paces from where he crouched.
There was no way he’d get past or around them unnoticed. He had to choose:
abandon his pack and risk the Elivasti finding it, or fight. 


He glanced down at the wooden truncheon
in his hand. It made a pitiful weapon against the Elivasti’s spikestaffs and
Scorchslayer. If he’d had Soulhunger or even a sword handy, he wouldn’t
hesitate. He’d taken down an entire troop of Steel Company mercenaries—he and
Soulhunger could handle ten Elivasti armed with nothing more than sharp-tipped
staves. But with nothing more than a pitiful club? 


Dare
I risk it? If he left
the daggers in his pack tucked in the shadow of the gate, there was a chance
the Elivasti would find them. He could kill the Sage with Soulhunger, but that
would leave Taiana without the means to find their daughter. 


No, he decided, I need those iron blades. With them, he could take down the
Abiarazi while Taiana searched the Keeps. 


He drew in a deep breath and hefted the
club. 


No
time to think, he told
himself. Just move.


He slithered around the corner and up
behind the first blue-armored Elivasti before he could reconsider. The man
didn’t hear him, didn’t know he was there until he grasped the man’s chin and
the side of his head and gave a sharp twist powered by all the strength in his
arms. The Elivasti’s neck snapped with an audible crack and he collapsed, limp, dead before
he hit the stone street. 


The Hunter was already moving as the
body sagged. His hand snapped out for the spikestaff in the dying man’s
nerveless grip and, snatching it up, he took two quick steps and drove the
spiked end into the throat of the Elivasti holding the Scorchslayer. The tang
of copper filled the air as he pulled the sharpened end free and whirled the
staff above his head, spraying blood. He brought the steel-capped end crunching
into the temple of a third Elivasti, who had half-turned toward him. The man
sagged, the side of his face crushed by metal and wood.


A shout of alarm echoed behind the
Hunter, and he spun to face the man attacking from behind. The Elivasti held
his spikestaff raised to drive the sharp tip into the
Hunter’s back. The Hunter lashed out with desperate speed, and wood cracked
against wood as his staff crashed against the Elivasti’s. The force of the blow
threw the man off-balance. His weapon swung wide, and the Hunter drove the
sharpened steel through his eyeball, pushing until he felt the tip strike bone.
He ripped the staff free and spun toward the next man, just in time to deflect
two thrusts aimed at his stomach. He leapt backward to avoid a third driving
low at his leg, though the spike carved a line of fire into the Hunter’s
thigh.  


“Setin?” one of the Elivasti asked, his
brow furrowed in confusion. “What are you--?”


The Hunter hurled his spikestaff, and it
punched through the man’s throat. The Elivasti sagged, three feet of
bloodstained wood and steel protruding from the back of his neck. 


“That’s not Setin!” shouted another
Elivasti. “It’s one of the accursed Bucelarii!” 


Ignoring the pain in his leg, the Hunter
paused only long enough to scoop up one of the dead men’s spikestaffs before he
charged the next man. The Elivasti thrust the spikestaff at the Hunter’s head,
and only the Hunter’s quick reflexes saved him from losing an eye—again. He
twisted to the side so hard a twinge ran down his neck and the steel spike
carved a deep furrow across his left cheek. 


He gritted his teeth against the sudden
flare of pain in his face and threw himself backward to dodge a whirling
spikestaff. His staff knocked aside a strike from a second opponent, then he rammed the spiked end of his staff into the first
man’s groin. The man let out shrill cry of pain and collapsed, hands clasped to
the gushing wound between his legs. 


Ducking a high whirling attack, the
Hunter dropped his staff and rushed another Elivasti. His shoulder drove into
the blue breastplate as he lifted the man from his feet, took two long steps,
and slammed him hard into the street. The man’s neck gave a sickening crack and
he lay still.


A loud humming sounded behind the Hunter. He acted on instinct and hurled
himself to one side. A moment later, a bolt of lightning sizzled through the
air above his head and struck the side of a nearby building with enough force
to shatter stone. The Hunter didn’t pause to see the destruction, but rolled to
his feet and charged the next Elivasti bare-handed.


The purple-eyed man’s jaw clenched and
his body tensed as he prepared to meet the Hunter’s charge. The Hunter noted
the way he crouched slightly, right foot shifted backward, and the muscles of
his right arm coiled with the force of his thrust. Instead of trying to dart to
one side to evade the thrust, the Hunter struck out, his hand a blur as he
slapped the spiked tip away. Before the man could pull back the weapon for a
follow-up, the Hunter’s right hand was around his throat. He squeezed with all
the strength in his arms until he felt cartilage crumple beneath his grip. His
left hand snatched the staff from the choking man, who collapsed to the street,
wheezing pitiful breaths.


Pain stabbed along the Hunter’s side as
cold steel punched through the blue armor he’d taken from Setin. He threw
himself forward and felt the spiked tip sliding from between his ribs. Warm
blood slid down his side, soaking his pants. Growling in pain and anger, he
whirled and brought his spiked staff whirling around in a one-handed clubbing
blow. The steel tip slashed across the Elivasti’s face, tearing through his
left eye, nose, then right eye. The man howled in agony and dropped his
spikestaff, still stained with the Hunter’s blood, to claw at his ruined face. 


The Hunter whirled toward the remaining
two Elivasti. One held the Scorchslayer in a firm two-handed grip, the hollowed
end pointed straight at the Hunter’s chest. A loud humming filled the air and the runes along the stock glowed a bright blue. 


Time stood still as the Hunter spotted
the tenth Elivasti sprinting up the street. He had a split second to dodge the
attack or stop the fleeing guard. Without hesitation, he hurled the spikestaff
in an underhanded cast as hard as he could. The spear hurtled through the
darkness to punch through the back of the escaping Elivasti’s skull.


Before the Hunter could move, light
flared white from the end of the Scorchslayer and a bolt of lightning split the
night with blinding brilliance. The energy arced toward the Hunter and slammed
into him with enough force to shatter mountains. The impact lifted him from his
feet and sent him flying twenty paces backward to crash to the street, striking
his head.  


The world spun dizzily around him, and
agony coursed through every fiber of the Hunter’s being. His chest felt like
he’d been kicked by a horse the size of a Stone Guardian. He gasped and tried
to draw breath.


Yet he was alive. How is that possible? The bolt should have torn him apart like it
had Neroth.


He staggered upright in time to lurch
out of the way of the next lightning bolt. His shoulder crashed into a stone
wall, but he caught himself from falling. The weapon hummed again as the
Elivasti prepared to fire. Ignoring the pain throbbing through his torso, the
Hunter wound up and hurled the spikestaff. The weapon streaked toward the
Elivasti, punched into blue armor, and drove a full arm’s length through flesh
and bone beneath. The man let out a weak gasp and sagged to one knee, yet
refused to release his grip on the Scorchslayer. He actually managed to raise
it in the Hunter’s direction for one final blast. The lightning struck ten
paces to the Hunter’s right and five paces in front of him. The Elivasti
sagged, his blue-glowing weapon clattering on hard stone as he collapsed.


The Hunter glanced down at his chest,
half-expecting to see a gaping hole. Instead, he found only blackened,
scorched, and smoking armor. The impact had put a fist-sized dent in the
breastplate, which explained the pain in the Hunter’s chest. Yet somehow,
impossibly, it had protected him from the lightning. 


Bloody
hell! What is this stuff made out of?


The armor looked and felt like simple
steel, but lighter and with greater flexibility. Was it the handiwork of the
Serenii, just like the Scorchslayers, the Keeps, and so many other things in
Enarium? Why would the Serenii fashion human-sized armor? 


Right now, the mystery of the armor
seemed far less important than getting away from the scene of carnage as
quickly as possible. Though he’d stopped the man from escaping and summoning
reinforcements, chances were high another patrol of Elivasti would stumble upon
the bodies at any moment. Better for him to be nowhere in sight when that
happened. 


His chest, neck, and the back of his
head ached, but he couldn’t spare the concentration to speed up the healing
process. He’d have to let his body recover on its own;
he would get what he came for and disappear into the night. 


He found his pack precisely where Kiara
had said, tucked between the open gate and the stone wall, as far back as she
could reach. He tugged the straps open and breathed a sigh of relief as his
searching hands found the solid shape of the daggers. The crawling sensation in
his fingers and palms told him these were the Swordsman’s iron blades. 


A glimmer of hope surged within him as
he slung the pack over his shoulder and turned away from the gate. With the
Swordsman’s blades, he could bring down the Sage while Taiana kept Soulhunger
to search for Jaia.


He felt tempted to leave the bodies
where they’d fallen, but something stopped him. Taiana and the other Bucelarii
could use the weapons, and that lightning-resistant armor would come in handy
when it came time to confront the Sage. Thought it would cost him a few
minutes, he decided to drag the bodies of the dead Elivasti outside the gates
of Enarium. The shadows of the city walls would conceal them from view, and
Taiana could send one of the other Bucelarii to fetch them later. 


He hesitated before stepping through the
gate into the lands beyond Enarium. The Serenii had cast a spell over the Empty
Mountains that would drive any demon mad. During his trek up the mountain, the
demonic voice in his mind had nearly shattered his mind with its incessant,
incoherent shrieking. After a day of peace from that terrible presence, he
dreaded its return.


Gritting his teeth, he gripped the
Elivasti’s corpse and forced himself to move. To his surprise, he felt nothing
as he hauled the body down the trail a short distance and tucked it behind a
large stone. Yet the moment he made to return to Enarium, the voice struck him
with full force. He nearly cried out from the intensity of its shrieking. With
effort, he pushed past the screeching, wailing in his mind and staggered the
few steps up toward Enarium.


Again, the moment he stepped through the
gates, the voice fell silent. He gasped as blessed silence echoed in his mind,
and leaned against the wall until the hammering in his chest slowed.


What
in the fiery hell was that? The
spell hadn’t tried to stop him leaving Enarium, only returning. Was that the Serenii’s plan, then? Force the
demons out of the city and prevent them every coming back?


That certainly explained how the
Warmaster had been in Enarium to capture Taiana and lock her in the Chambers of
Sustenance. If he’d remained hidden inside the city, he, like the Hunter, would
have been unaffected by the spell—which seemed to start outside Enarium’s
walls. Once he’d left, he had been unable to return.


The Hunter steeled himself for the pain
and set about dragging the remaining Elivasti corpses outside the city. It took
five trips to get the last bodies out of sight, and every one sapped his
strength more. Relief flooded him as he entered the city for the last time and
the shrieking in his mind fell silent.


As he leaned against the wall to gather
his strength, he cast a glance down the trail. Night concealed the body of Sir
Danna Esgrimon, Knight of the Order of Piety. A momentary pang of guilt stabbed
through him at the thought of her corpse, which lay just a few hundred paces
below him. 


The Sir Danna that died the previous day
bore little resemblance to the red-haired knight he’d met on the road to
Malandria. She’d wallowed in her grief over the loss of Visibos, her
apprentice, and Lord Knight Moradiss, her mentor and the man she’d never been
able to admit she loved until it was too late. That had driven her to
obsession, causing her to dedicate the last months to hunting him across Einan.
Her hatred and rage had cost the lives of nearly thirty Cambionari and Warrior
Priests—both to his hand and to the Stone Guardians. 


Yet in the end, she’d found the thing he
wanted above all else: peace.  


She’d fallen helping him fight off the
Stone Guardians, protecting Hailen. Though he’d given her a chance to flee to
the safety of Enarium, she had refused to abandon him to fight alone. That
choice had cost her life, but she’d found a moment of clarity before her death.
She’d gone to the Long Keeper with the knowledge that she had left the world
better than she found it.


In the end, it was all anyone could ask
for.          


For
what it’s worth, he
told the darkness silently, I’m sorry,
Sir Danna. You deserved far better than this.


The familiar burden of guilt settled on
his shoulders once more. Another death added to his tally. Another life snuffed
out because of his actions. 


His steps were slow as he strode up the
street. Every muscle in his body ached, his head throbbed, and he felt suddenly
tired. The distance to Taiana’s base seemed suddenly so vast, and it felt as if
he had to cross an entire world to return home. 


At
least I’m not leaving empty-handed.
The familiar weight of his pack reassured him, and the knowledge that he now
had another weapon that could kill
the Sage. The three spikestaffs he carried balanced awkwardly on his arm, but
he’d keep them anyway. To confront the Abiarazi, they’d need all the weapons
they could get. 


Now,
he thought, glancing
down at the Scorchslayer he cradled in his right arm, if only Arudan could figure out how to get these working, we’d have a
way to strike at the Sage from afar. 


The weapon could put an end to the
Abiarazi as surely as it had disintegrated Neroth’s head and chest. That was
the sort of advantage he could use right now.


 












Chapter Eighteen 
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“Where’ve you been?” Cerran asked as the
Hunter climbed up the ladder into the building where they’d made their base.
His nose wrinkled in disgust. “Bloody hell! Been
rolling in shite, have you?”


The Hunter shook his head. “Took a jaunt through the Pit.”


Cerran’s bushy red eyebrows rose in
surprise, then shot straight toward his hairline as he
got a good glimpse of the Hunter in his blue armor, covered in blood, carrying
the weapons he’d looted from the dead Elivasti. “Seems you’ve
had quite a night of it.”


“More than you know,” the Hunter said.
He dropped the spikestaffs beside the staircase and glanced up at the door to
the room where he’d seen Arudan earlier. “Any progress unlocking these things?”
he asked, hefting the Scorchslayer. “Or did I lug this all the way across the
city for nothing?”


Cerran shrugged. “Last I checked on him,
Baldie had his nose buried in one of those stone tablets. Whether it was the
right tablet or not, I couldn’t say.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow at the man.


“What?” Cerran threw up his hands. “I’m
a bloody soldier, not a wet nurse. I never asked for idiotsitting duty.”


The Hunter growled. “Think what we could
do if we could actually use these things.” He shook the weapon in the man’s
face. “I saw what they did to Neroth. If we could do that to the Sage—”


Cerran snorted. “Like every other thing
in this bloody place, it’s accessible only
by the Serenii and their descendants. Us being
Bucelarii means this is about as useful as a sharpened stone or wooden club.”
He flicked a disdainful finger at the weapon. “Less so.
At least you can throw a stone or swing a club.”


“It’s foolish to discard something that
could prove of use,” the Hunter snapped. Years as an assassin had taught him
that even the most innocuous of items could come in handy when fighting to the
death. He’d killed men with letter openers, charcoal sticks, hell, even one
with a snapped paintbrush.


“Then you keep an eye on Baldie.” Cerran
gave a dismissive wave. “His brain’s got more holes than a soldier’s sock after
a year-long march, so good luck getting him to focus on anything.” He looked
the Hunter up and down with a sniff of disgust. “Though you
might want to bathe first. Your smell alone’ll lead the Sage right to
us.”


The Hunter thrust the Scorchslayer into
the man’s hand. “Just see if you can get him back on track with his research.
If there’s anything he can find—”


“I don’t take orders from you.” Cerran
shoved back, hard enough to throw the Hunter off-balance. “I barely tolerate
Taiana’s commands, and that only because—”


“What’s this about barely tolerating
Taiana?” came a woman’s voice from behind them. 


Cerran’s face turned a shade of red to
match his hair and beard as he caught sight of Taiana. “Nothing,” he said, a hint of embarrassment in his voice. “Just telling
your man here I’m not the sort to be ordered around.”


“None of us are.” Taiana stepped into
the light of the glowglobe that lit up the chamber, and deep frown lines etched
her face. “But if we’re going to stand a chance of defeating the Sage, we’ve
got to work together. How’s Arudan doing on his research?” 


Cerran scowled. “He’s…making progress. I
was just about to take him what your man brought us.” He snatched the
Scorchslayer from the Hunter’s hand, turned on his heel, and stomped up the
stairs.


Taiana studied the Hunter from head to
toe, and her expression tightened. “Upstairs. Now,” she snapped. 


The Hunter was surprised to hear the
edge in her voice. Anger glittered in her black eyes, and her right fist
gripped Soulhunger’s hilt so tightly her knuckles were white. He followed her
upstairs, and from the rigidity of her spine and precise way she placed her
feet, he could tell she struggled to hold back barely-restrained fury.  


She strode into the room and flung her
cloak onto their bed. When the Hunter closed the door behind him, she whirled.


“You went into the Pit, didn’t you?”
Fire flashed in her eyes.


“I did.” The Hunter spoke in a flat
voice. He didn’t understand her anger. 


“Even though I
specifically told you not to put yourself in unnecessary danger?” 


The Hunter set down his pack and folded
his arms. “Yes. I had to see it for myself.”


“And what if you’d gotten caught?” Her
voice rose to an angry shout. “What if the Elivasti had captured you and locked
you away? Or if they’d tortured you to find out where we’re hiding.”


“I’ve been tortured by the best,” the
Hunter said. “I doubt these could come close.”


“So that makes it worth the risk?
Because you can withstand a bit of pain, it’s okay to risk everything I’ve
worked hard for these last five years?” She stalked toward him, and once again
he was struck by the fact that she loomed a full hand’s breadth taller than
him. She stabbed a finger hard into his chest. “You’ve no idea what it’s like,
working every day for years in the hopes of seeing your child, only to have
that hope ripped from your chest when you find another husk of a corpse or an
empty Chamber. You’ve no idea the pain of knowing your child is out there,
somewhere, waiting for you. And all your efforts are for nothing!” 


The force of her anger shocked him.
“Listen, I gave you Soulhunger so you could—”


“So I could face the agony of opening
Chamber after Chamber, never finding our child!” Her voice rose to a shout, and
furious tears glimmered in her eyes. “Alone, as alone as I
have been for my entire life!”  


Suddenly, her outburst made sense. He
imagined himself in her place: wandering the streets of Enarium alone,
empty-handed, living with the knowledge that she’d betrayed her husband and
lost her child. Toiling day after day in an effort to find
that child, only to have her hopes shattered time and time again. He
pictured her tonight, filled with optimism now that she had Soulhunger to help
her open the Chambers far faster. How many Chambers had she opened, how many
times had she had her soul crushed when she failed again? 


“Where is she, Drayvin?” Her tear-rimmed
eyes sought his. “Am I truly so terrible a mother I cannot find my child?”


“No!” The Hunter’s voice was firm, but
held none of her anger, only the emotion that welled within him. “It’s not your
fault. It’s the Warmaster’s, who took her from you.”


“Why can I not remember?” Tears streamed
down her cheeks. “Why can I not remember where my baby is?” 


A lump rose to his throat, and though he
desperately ached to offer her words of comfort, he knew anything he said would
only ring hollow. All he could do was go to her, held her as she wept. 


“I am here,” he whispered in her ear.
“You don’t need to carry this burden alone.” 


She clung to him, her arms holding him
tight as she buried her face in his chest. Sobs shook her shoulders—heartache
she had carried around for all these long years finally let loose in a great
wave of emotion.


Finally, her tears slowed as the well of
her sorrow dried up. She pulled free of him and wiped the moisture from her
cheeks. “I-I’m sorry. I should not have—”


The Hunter gripped her hand tight.
“There is no need for apology. I can only imagine what you’re feeling, but I
swear I will do everything I can to help you find our daughter.”


“You do not blame me?” Her eyes scanned
his face. “My betrayal of you…”


“Was done out of love for our child.”
The Hunter kissed her gently. “I do not blame you, Az’nii.”


She let out a long, slow breath, and her
shoulders relaxed, as if releasing a burden. She leaned her forehead against
his and closed her eyes. Her scent—cinnamon, berries,
jasmine, and honey—filled his nostrils. He held her hand, leaned against her,
and for a few moments, forgot the world around him.


“Ugh.” Her grunt broke the peaceful
silence. “You stink.”


The Hunter chuckled and glanced down at
his mud-stained hands and face, his blood-covered armor, clothing, and boots.
“Adventure is messy, so they say.”


“To the baths at once,
Drayvin.” The
commanding tone returned, but with a hint of humor. 


“Ah, there’s the nagging wife I’ve
missed all these years.” He hid a grin. 


“If you don’t get off my bed with your
foul-smelling,” she snapped in mock anger, “filthy clothes right now, you’re
going to find out just how sharp-tongued I can get!” 


“Promises, promises.” The Hunter rolled off the bed to evade
the boot she threw at him. “Any chance you’ll join me for my bath?”


“Smelling like that?” Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “I’d
sooner join a pig in a mud puddle.”


“Let’s talk to Cerran, see what he can
arrange.” The Hunter chuckled. Her glare revealed an utter lack of amusement,
so be beat a hasty retreat to the small bathing chamber attached to their room.
A tub of the same blue stone as the Keeps occupied half the space, complete
with the fixtures he’d found in the Serenii temples in Kara-ket. Within
minutes, he was luxuriating in the tub while hot water streamed from the spigot
set into the tub. 


He emerged from the bathroom half an
hour later, naked as the day he was born, dripping wet but free of the muck of
the Pit and Elivasti blood. She raised an eyebrow, her eyes tracing his body,
and gave an approving nod of her head.


“Everything’s still in one piece, I
see,” she said with a wry grin. “It’d be a shame if the Elivasti took anything
important from you.” 


“The most important thing in my life is
standing right in front of me.” 


“Flatterer.” She snorted and tossed a pair of pants
at him. “That sort of sweet talk may get you into Cerran’s good graces, but
you’ll have to try harder with me.”


“And here I thought I was doing so
well.” The Hunter gave a mock sigh and pulled on the leather breeches, then
shrugged into the cloth tunic she passed him. The fresh clothes felt
marvelous—how long had it been since he’d worn anything clean? At least since
Kara-ket, though it had been far longer since he’d felt this relaxed. Truth be told, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been truly
at ease enough to let down his guard. With Taiana, it just felt…right.


“They still fit you, even after all this
time.” Her voice was quiet, a faraway look in her eyes. 


The Hunter glanced down at the clothing.
Somehow, they felt almost familiar, like he’d worn them before. Had they once
been his, from a time long gone? Whatever magick prevented dust from coating
the ground had prevented age from decaying his clothes.


“For a moment,” she whispered, “I worried
I wouldn’t recognize you.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “You didn’t
remember what I looked like?” 


She shook her head. “No, but when we
were hiding from the Elivasti, we would often change our features. One of the more useful gifts of our forefathers.”


“Ahh, of course.” In Al Hani, the demon masquerading as
Queen Asalah had shown him a bust of Nasnaz the Great. Though the features bore
little resemblance to his, she’d insisted they were the same person. “So is
this the face you remember?”


She stepped closer to him and reached
out to touch his cheek gently. “It’s not.” A small smile played on her lips.
“But your eyes are the same, and that was the part of you that mattered most to
me.”  


She kissed him then, a kiss that brought
the memories of the love they’d shared a lifetime ago crashing down on him. He
only had faint glimpses of their life, but he could never forget the emotions
flooding his chest. 


She broke off the kiss and pulled him
down onto the bed beside her, then curled up in his arms. His nostrils filled
with the scent of her, and her skin was warm against his. He could be content
to lie like this forever.


“What happened to you tonight?” she
asked in a quiet voice. “After you went with Garnos, what did you do?”


He told her about his visit to the Pit
and the horrors he’d seen there, as well as the death of the two Elivasti and
how he’d used their armor to walk out the front gate. When he spoke of
retrieving the pack with the Swordsman’s blades, he pulled out the iron daggers
to show her.


She winced as she ran a finger along the
cloth-wrapped lengths of metal. “Does it not hurt you?” 


The Hunter nodded. “Some pains we can
grow accustomed to.” He set them back down and planted a kiss on her cheek.
“Some are worth putting up with.”


She turned to him and fixed him with a
piercing gaze. In her eyes, he saw the woman from his memories, the mother of
his child and the love of his life. He couldn’t remember all the details of
their past, but he didn’t need to. He had her now, and all that mattered was the
future. 


“Tell me of your hunt for our daughter,”
he said.


She lay back on the bed, her expression
growing somber. “We searched the North and Northwest Keep on the Base Echelon,
but all we found were more corpses and empty Chambers.”


“There are still more Keeps to search,”
the Hunter said in an attempt to comfort her. “We will find our Jaia.”


“But what of your boy?” she asked, her
brow furrowing. “And the Sage? Won’t you need Thanal Eth’ Athaur to destroy the
Abiarazi?” 


“The Swordsman’s daggers were created
for that purpose.” The words came from his mouth before he remembered the
legends of the Swordsman were nothing more than fabrication. Truth be told, he
had no idea if the blades truly worked. He had seen the iron hurt the demons,
but could the blades kill them? 


“So you will not join me in hunting our
daughter?” 


“I would love nothing more.” He drew in
a long breath. “More than anything else, I want to find her.”


“But you feel an obligation to the boy.”
A statement, not a question.


The Hunter nodded. “And I cannot allow
the Sage to free Kharna from his prison.”


She bolted upright. “He must not be
allowed to!”


The intensity in her voice surprised
him, yet at the same time brought a sense of relief. He’d spent the last day
ignoring the nagging worry in the back of his mind that they would end up at
the opposite side of a conflict. After all, the Bucelarii had been bred as the
Abiarazi’s household troops, so there was always the risk she would feel
loyalty to her forefathers. The demons—all but the Warmaster—had been driven by
a desire to restore Kharna, so he’d feared she would share that purpose. Her
words put the doubt to rest and drained the last of the tension from his
shoulders.


“I will help you find Jaia,” he told
her, “but the moment Garnos sends word that the Sage is vulnerable, that must
be my priority.” He motioned to the cloth-bound daggers in his pack. “But I can
use those to kill him. And, if Arudan can somehow crack the secret of the
Scorchslayers, perhaps they can be turned against the Elivasti and the Sage as
well. Perhaps Garnos could even offer some insights on how they work. Whatever we can do to arm ourselves to take down the Elivasti and
their accursed master.”


“I understand.” Her voice turned somber,
and her eyes met his. “I and the others will help you bring down the Sage. You
will not fight this battle alone.”


Emotion welled within the Hunter, and he
pressed a long, passionate kiss to her lips. “We will fight side by side once
more.”


“As we did a lifetime ago,” she
whispered.


At that moment, the first rays of
sunlight peered over the eastern horizon and filtered through the glass walls
of their room.


“Come, Hai'atim.” She stood and reached for his hand. “Let us watch the
sun rise together, as we used to do.”


He came to stand by her side and stared
at the lightening sky. The first hints of color had begun to appear on the
eastern horizon as the sun poked its glowing face over the mountains. Varying
hues of gold, pink, and purple brightened the world.  


To the Hunter’s surprise, he found the glass
walls of his room seemed to filter the light, not dimming it yet making it
bearable to look at.  


He turned to look at her face, but
something in the far distance caught his attention. His brow furrowed as he
stared over her shoulder through the glass of the room’s northern wall. A dark,
deep red cloud billowed up from the mountains. The solid mass of crimson
seethed and boiled with an angry intensity, like a storm of blood instead of
rain. 


“What is that?” he asked, pointing
north. 


She glanced in the direction and drew in
a sharp breath. “It is time,” she whispered. “Er’hato Tashat. The Blood Sun
will soon be upon us.”


 












Chapter Nineteen


 





 


The Hunter’s breath caught in his lungs
and he whirled toward Taiana. “The Withering? When?” 


“Tomorrow.” Worry sparkled in Taiana’s eyes, and
her expression was grim, her face ashen. “When the sun is at its zenith, the
power of Enarium will come alive.”


The Hunter’s fists clenched. “Then we’ve
got a day to stop the Sage.” Fear thrummed deep within his chest. He was running
out of time to save Hailen. “We can’t let him activate the Serenii magick, at
any cost!”


“Agreed.” Taiana nodded. “When Garnos sends word,
we will be armed and ready.”


Her words brought back a memory of the
previous night. “Speaking of arming ourselves, wait until you see this!” He
strode into the bathing chamber and retrieved Setin’s suit of blue armor. “Look
at the center of the breastplate and tell me what you see. Besides
blood, of course.”


Taiana’s brow furrowed as she stared at
the armor. “I don’t see anything aside from that dent.”


“Precisely.” The Hunter tapped the indented section
of breastplate. “This was made by a Scorchslayer. Damned thing caught me
straight in the chest. I should have been ripped apart like Neroth, but
something about this armor saved me.”


Taiana’s eyes flew wide. “The armor? Saved you?”


“It felt like a bloody warhorse kicked
me in the chest and it knocked me off my feet,” the Hunter explained. “But the
armor stopped the lightning from ripping through my flesh.”


Taiana’s expression grew pensive as she
stared at the blue armor. “How?”


“Not a clue.” The Hunter shrugged. “It
didn’t do much to stop a steel spike, but somehow it’s resistant to the lightning
from those Scorchslayers. And, even better, I know where you can find more
suits of armor just like them.”


“Let me guess, on the Elivasti.” Sarcasm
echoed in her tone, and she gave him a withering look. “We just have to kill
them to get the armor.”


“Nope.” A broad grin split the Hunter’s face.
“I already took care of that part for you. Even hid the
bodies out of sight, so the rest of the purple-eyes won’t find them. All
you have to do is send Kalil or Cerran to go collect them, and you’ve got ten
suits of Elivasti armor handy. Though, I will warn you a few of them have holes
in them.” He shrugged. “Not much I could have done about that.”


“Ten suits of armor?” Taiana’s eyebrows rose, and she stood straighter. “That’s more than enough to
replace that bronze rubbish Kalil and Cerran have been using.”


“Aye, so it is.” The Hunter nodded.
“Plus, I tucked away their spikestaffs, so you’ve got enough to spare.”


“And,” Taiana said, a note of excitement
in her voice, “if Arudan has cracked the secret of those Scorchslayers, we’ll
finally be able to fight the Elivasti instead of skulking around in the
shadows.”


“Just the four of us?” the Hunter asked.



“It’s a start.” Taiana’s hands clenched
by her sides, and her midnight eyes sparkled. “At last, with the Withering upon
us, it is fitting that we prepare to make our stand. I would have liked to have
more men at my side to face the Sage and his minions, but we will make do with
what we have.” 


Her eyes took on the calculating look of
a commander, and she paced the room deep in thought. 


The Hunter didn’t disturb her, but
instead strode toward the pile beside the bed where she’d placed his leather
armor, long sword, dark cloak, and baldric. It felt good to put his armor back
on, even after just a few hours without it. The Elivasti armor was heavy and
uncomfortable, though far better than any plate mail he’d ever seen. The
lighter leather armor would offer far less protection, but it gave him freedom
of movement. For now, he’d wear his own armor, though he’d likely have to don
one of the blue suits when the time came to fight the Sage. 


The familiar weight of his long sword
and baldric comforted him. He checked to make sure everything was in place, and
when he turned, he found Taiana standing in front of the northern wall of their
room. Her fingers drummed on the glass, and she said nothing for a long moment.


Finally, she seemed to make up her mind.
“We can’t move yet,” she said in a firm voice. “The Sage is still locked up in
Hellsgate, and it’s silly for us to try anything until he comes out into the
open.” 


“So what, then?” The Hunter sat on the bed and pulled on
a pair of boots Taiana had placed there for him. “We could lurk near Hellsgate,
and the moment the Sage leaves—”


“No, we can’t wait for the Abiarazi,
either.” Her voice was firm, confident. “Cerran will go to collect the armor,
and Kalil will keep an eye on Hellsgate for any sign of the Sage or word from
Garnos.” Her midnight eyes met his, and steely resolve flashed there. “You and
I will continue our search of the Keeps for Jaia, and for more Bucelarii still
alive.”


The Hunter nodded. “A
solid plan. We could always use a few extra hands in the battle against
the Sage.” 


“Precisely.” Taiana strode toward the bed, sat, and
began pulling on her own boots. “With the Withering almost upon us, we must
move quickly. There are twenty-two Keeps yet to be searched.”


“Can we get to them all?” the Hunter
asked. 


“We have to. Our child is counting on
us.” She gripped his hand hard. “And all of Einan as well.
The Sage cannot be allowed to free Kharna, no matter what.”


The Hunter grinned and returned the squeeze.
“Good to know we’re on the same page.”


“Then let’s do this.” She stood, scooped
up the suit of Elivasti armor, and strode from the room. 


The Hunter followed her down the stairs.
It felt strange not to be in command for once, but he would defer to her in
this much. She knew the ways of Enarium far better than he, and the other two
Bucelarii followed her orders. Garnos would reach out to her, not him, with news of Hailen or the Sage. 


For now, the smart play would be to let
her take charge. The moment she got him close enough to kill the Sage, he’d
make his move. His desire to find his daughter wouldn’t trump his mission to
protect Hailen or stop the Abiarazi. Nothing would get in his way, not even the
other Bucelarii. He’d go through Cerran and Kalil if he had to. 


And what of Taiana? He half-expected to hear the demon ask
the question, a mocking edge to its words. The voice in his mind saw treachery
and deceit in the eyes of every man, woman, and child. Doubtless it would try
to warn him that she would betray him.


He wanted to push aside the
concern—after all, she was his wife, and their missions to stop the Sage and
free Jaia aligned. Yet, a part of him recognized that their paths differed. She
was concealing something from him, and that knowledge made him hesitant to
trust her fully. And, when it came down to it, Taiana put their daughter’s
priority ahead of all else. The Hunter could not do that, not with Hailen in
danger. He had sacrificed so much to protect the boy—would he be willing to do
so again, this time with his wife? Could he turn his back on the daughter he’d
never met, all for the sake of a child not of his blood? 


He refused to think about it. He’d cross
that bridge if, gods forbid, he ever reached it. For now, he had to focus on
the present mission. 


“Cerran!” Taiana’s voice rang out in the
high-vaulted ballroom with a note of urgency. “Cerran!”  


The red-bearded man appeared in the
doorway of the room beside Arudan’s. “What’s the fuss?” He arched a bushy
eyebrow. 


“I’ve a mission for you,” Taiana told
him.


“Yes!” Cerran straightened. “Anything to get me away from milkmaid duty. Baldie’s
rambling again.”


Taiana’s spine stiffened at Cerran’s
words, and a shadow flashed in her eyes as she turned to the Hunter. “Drayvin
brought down a company of purple-eyes last night and hid their bodies. I need
you to go and retrieve their armor and weapons.”


Cerran’s face fell. “Shite, Taiana, here
I thought I’d be doing something useful.”


“Like getting the one thing that will
save your life when you face Scorchslayers next?” the Hunter asked,
a mocking tone to his voice.


“What’s he yammering about?” Cerran’s
gaze went from Taiana to the Hunter and back again. 


Taiana held up the suit of blue armor
and jabbed a finger at the dent in the breastplate. “I’ll give you two guesses
at what made that.”


The red-haired man’s jaw dropped. “Bloody hell!” 


“Bloody hell is right.” She thrust the
armor into the red-haired Bucelarii’s hands. “Should’ve ripped him to shreds,
but just knocked him back a few feet.”


“Damn,” Cerran breathed. He glanced at
the armor, the Hunter’s chest, and back to the dent in the blue metal. 


“We don’t have time for Arudan to figure
out how the armor works,” Taiana continued, “but it’s enough to know it does.
If it can turn aside even one of those lightning bolts—”


“That’s one lightning bolt that doesn’t
rip us to bits.” Cerran nodded. 


“There are also several spikestaffs with
the bodies,” the Hunter put in, then shrugged. “Though you may have to pull them out of the corpses.” 


Cerran gave a dismissive wave. “I don’t
mind a bit of blood on my hands.” 


That seemed a perfect summation of the
Bucelarii. If the Hunter’s memories were accurate, a river of human blood stained their hands. They
had served as soldiers in the Abiarazi army. Though he could not remember that
life, time apparently hadn’t dimmed the red-haired Bucelarii’s warlike nature.


Cerran fixed the Hunter with a firm
gaze. “Just tell me where to find them, and I’m off.” 


The Hunter explained where he’d hidden
the bodies behind the boulders outside the city gate. 


“Seriously?” Cerran scowled. “Couldn’t you have
dragged them inside the city instead?
The Elivasti have almost certainly sent reinforcements to cover the West Gate
by now.” 


“I have faith you’ll figure it out,”
Taiana said. “Bring it all back here, and gear up for battle.”


“You saw that crimson cloud, yes?”
Cerran asked. 


Taiana nodded. “We have until noon
tomorrow to do what we need to. Drayvin and I will get to the Keeps and see if
we can find any of our brothers still alive in those Chambers.”


Something passed across Cerran’s eyes at
that, and the Bucelarii’s expression grew unreadable. “Aye, Captain.” He nodded
and turned on his heel.


“Where is Kalil?” Taiana called after
the red-haired man.


Without looking back, Cerran jabbed a
finger at Arudan’s chamber, then disappeared down the ladder into the tunnel
that led out of the building they called home.


“What a pleasant fellow.” Sarcasm bled
into the Hunter’s voice. 


Taiana ignored the comment as she
climbed the stairs toward Arudan’s chamber. She didn’t bother to knock, but
opened the door slowly, peering inside. 


The Hunter’s sensitive nostrils caught
the coppery tang of blood within, and his gut clenched. 


“Arudan?” she called. When no answer
came, she pushed the door open. 


And came face to face
with a glowing, humming Scorchslayer pointed directly at her chest. 
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The Hunter leapt past Taiana through the
open door and bowled over Kalil. The smaller Elivasti fell hard, and the
Scorchslayer flew from the smaller Elivasti’s hands to clatter off to the side
of the room. Kalil’s head struck the hardwood floor, stunning him. He had no
time to raise his hands in self-defense as the Hunter knelt atop his chest and
brought his right fist back for a powerful punch. 


“Drayvin!” Taiana’s voice cracked like a whip.
“Wait.”


The Hunter held back the blow, but he
didn’t take his eyes from the fallen Elivasti. “Why?”


“Let him explain himself,” Taiana
insisted. 


“He was pointing the Scorchslayer right
at you.”


“I didn’t…mean to,” mumbled Kalil from
beneath the Hunter. He blinked to clear his eyes, but made no move to defend
himself. “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.”


The Hunter lowered his fist, but he
glared down at the man. “Speak.” 


The words poured from his mouth. “I was
just checking out the Scorchslayer, because I had an idea, see, and I wanted to
test it to confirm the theory. But then you walked in and it was pointed at
Taiana and…”


“Slow down, Kalil.” Taiana’s voice was firm, with no trace
of anger or suspicion. 


The Hunter shot a glance back at Taiana,
who shook her head. After a moment, he stood, easing the pressure on Kalil’s
chest. 


Kalil drew in a deep breath. “Look.” He
held up his right hand. The light of the glowing globes sitting on the table
revealed his palm stained with crimson, and the Hunter’s nostrils filled with
the scent of drying blood. “We know that most of the Serenii magicks are
activated by Serenii blood, which means Elivasti blood. So I thought maybe it
would be the same with whatever powers these things.”


“But you aren’t Elivasti,” the Hunter
said.


“The blood is.” Kalil shot a wary glance
at the Hunter before climbing to his feet with a wince. His left hand rubbed
his chest where the Hunter had knelt. “I ran across a drunk
Elivasti stupid enough to leave his company, and it was too good an opportunity
to pass up. And, as I suspected, his blood was enough to activate the
Scorchslayer.”


He turned and strode toward a darkened
corner of the room that the globelight failed to illuminate. The corpse of an
Elivasti sagged against the wall, not yet rigid in the stiffness of death. His
neck had been broken, and a large gash had been carved down his forearm. Though
his heart no longer pumped, the kill was fresh enough that the blood had barely
begun to pool. 


“Watch.” Kalil dipped three fingers of his right
hand into the Elivasti’s blood, then walked over and picked up the
Scorchslayer. The moment he placed his crimson-stained fingers against the
translucent stone where the trigger of a crossbow would be, the stone flared to
life, though with blue light instead of crimson like Soulhunger’s gemstone.
Blue runes glowed along length of the stock and a loud humming filled the small room. The man pulled his hand away a
moment later, before the weapon could fire, and turned to Taiana with a grin of
triumph. “See?”


The Hunter picked up the second
Scorchslayer, the one he’d brought for Arudan to study. It sat against a wall,
nearly buried beneath a mound of ancient scrolls next to a stack of stone
tablets. He studied the gemstone trigger and found a small, sharp needle set
into the stone. The weapon literally consumed the Elivasti’s blood—just as the
stones lining the walls of Khar’nath.


“So it only works with Elivasti blood,”
Taiana mused. Her expression had grown pensive, and she tapped her
frown-twisted lips with a finger. “Which means we need to get
close enough to spill Elivasti blood before we can use them.”


Kalil’s face turned crestfallen. “Not
the ideal solution, I know.” 


“Not ideal, but still
a good one.” Taiana
placed a hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “In the heat of battle, plenty of
Elivasti blood will flow. Your discovery could prove valuable. Perhaps it will
even turn the tide in our favor.”


Kalil’s patchy beard and eager smile
made him seem so young—hard to believe he was thousands of years old like the
Hunter and Taiana. 


“But now I have a new mission for you,”
Taiana said, setting the Scorchslayer down on the table. “I need you to go to
Hellsgate and keep an eye on the front. The moment the Sage shows his face…”


As Taiana gave Kalil instructions, the
Hunter’s attention wandered to Arudan. The hairless, white-skinned Bucelarii
had remained seated in his stuffed armchair throughout the entire ordeal with
the Scorchslayer. He hunched over one of the stone tablets, concentration
deepening the lines of his face. His lips moved as he read, and he didn’t look
up at the Hunter’s approach. The Hunter had to crouch in front of the man to
understand the words he muttered aloud. 


“…Flaming Tansy only blooms under the
full moon,” he was saying. “Planting it to the east of South Keep allows the
ghoulstone to magnify the rays of moonlight to speed up growth, thus producing
a larger flower with more potency and greater heat production when distilled.”


The Hunter shook his head. Once again,
he’d gotten himself lost in the Serenii texts on gardening and caring for
plants, as he had earlier. Perhaps he didn’t even remember Taiana’s instructions to study the runes on the
Scorchslayer. As the woman had said, his mind struggled to retain new
information—it was simply too full of memories. The curse of
a long life indeed.


He stood and was about to leave, when
Arudan’s whispered words caught his attention. He froze, his keen ears
listening to the man’s mutterings.


“…growth cannot be rushed, for opia will
only serve its purpose once it has come to full maturity. Direct sunlight is
required, so my recommendation is that the plant is grown in direct sunlight.”


Hope surged within the Hunter at mention
of the plant. Opia, the
little purple berry known as the “fruit of the gods”. The
plant that would purge the Irrsinnon and
free Hailen from the curse of his ancestors.


“Arudan!” He gripped the man’s shoulders and
shook him hard. “Arudan, tell me more about that plant!” 


The bald-headed man flinched back,
seeming shocked to find the Hunter standing in front of him. He raised his
hands to protect himself. “Don’t hurt me!”


“I’m not going to hurt you,” the Hunter
snapped. “What can you tell me about the plant you were just reading about?”


Arudan’s gaze darted around the room and
his midnight eyes latched on to Taiana. “Taiana, help me! Don’t let him hurt
me!” Fear turned his skin an even paler shade of white. 


The Hunter released the man’s shoulders
and held up his hands. “Easy, easy. I’m not going to
hurt you.”


“Arudan.” Taiana came over and crouched in front
of the hairless man, putting a soothing hand on his shoulder. “This is Drayvin,
and he’s a friend.”


“A-a friend?” Confusion and panic mingled on Arudan’s
face. 


“Yes.” Taiana nodded. “You met him yesterday.
You were very nice to him, too.”


“I-I was?” Arudan’s black eyes went to
the Hunter’s face, but no sign of recognition showed in his expression.


“Yes.” Taiana shot a glance at the
Hunter. “He’s a friend of mine, too.”


“If he was a friend, why was he shaking
me?” Arudan’s voice sounded plaintive, almost childlike. “I don’t like it when
people shake me.”


“I’m sorry, Arudan.” The Hunter lowered
his hands. 


“I don’t like being shaken,” Arudan’s
brow knit into a frown and he rocked back and forth in his seat. “Don’t like
it, don’t like it.” 


“Never again, I promise,” the Hunter
said. At their first meeting, Arudan had seemed forgetful, the result of a long
life. Yet something about the way he shied back from the Hunter’s touch made it
seem like more than that. Perhaps he truly was
touched by the Illusionist like Hailen. “But, as my friend, can you help
me?”


“Help you? With what?”
The fear had begun to leak from Arudan’s eyes. 


“That plant you were reading about, what
can you tell me about it?” the Hunter asked.


“Plant?” Arudan looked puzzled. “When was I
reading about plants?”


“Just now.” The Hunter picked up the tablet that
had fallen from Arudan’s lap. “In here.”


 “In here?” Arudan’s forehead furrowed as he
stared down at the strange Serenii runes etched into the tablet. His lips began
to move, and within seconds, he was once again hunched over the stone,
oblivious to the world around him.


“Arudan,” the Hunter said in a firm
voice. He had to repeat it twice more before the man looked up.


“Who are you?” Arudan asked, and
suspicion mingled with a hint of fear in his black eyes. 


“He’s a friend of ours.” Taiana spoke up
from beside the Hunter. “Drayvin.”


“Drayvin, hmmm? I suppose greetings are in order.” Arudan
gave him a little nod—exactly as he’d done the last time they met.


“Drayvin wants to know something about
one of the plants you’re reading about,” Taiana said in that same patient tone.



“It’s called opia,” the Hunter told him.


“Ah, opia. Of course!” Arudan’s eyes sparkled. “Such a fascinating plant. So many uses, though it tastes a
bit odd if you eat it raw. Better to press it into a fine wine, perhaps with
winter strawberries and—”


“Arudan.” The Hunter spoke gently, but his tone
was firm. “Do you know where I can find it?” 


Arudan looked up. “Find what?” 


“Opia,” the Hunter said. He’d developed
a good deal of patience over months of traveling with Hailen, but he’d soon
reach its limits. “Where in Enarium can I find it?” 


“I don’t know.” Arudan shrugged. He
gestured at the pile of stone tablets strewn around the room. “I’m sure there’s
something in these writings that could tell you, though.”


“Maybe in here?” The Hunter lifted the tablet from the
man’s hands and held it up before his eyes. “Something about
where opia grows.” The more he
repeated it, the less likely it would slip from the man’s memory. 


“Hmmmmm. Perhaps.” The pale-skinned man stared down at the
runes, his brow furrowed in concentration. After a moment, his forehead
smoothed and a smile spread his face. “Here we are.”


He cleared his throat and read aloud. “Opia must be planted at the summer equinox,
for additional sunlight is required for the seed to take root in the earth.
Patience is required, and the fruit’s growth cannot be rushed, for opia will
only serve its purpose once it has come to full maturity. For faster maturation,
it is my recommendation that the plant is grown in sunlight amplified by a
mixture of sapphire and ghoulstone treated with weeping wintermoss.”


Arudan looked up at the Hunter with a
triumphant smile. “A fascinating manual, this, written by a
Serenii by the name of Yalleng, one charged with categorizing the plants
growing in the Terrace of the Sun and Moon.”


“Where is that?” the Hunter asked. “The Terrace of the Sun and Moon?”


“If only Master Keeper Nals could see
this, he’d weep tears of joy.” Arudan’s eyes grew unfocused, and he lost
himself in a private conversation with himself. “He always was fond of the
secrets of gardening. Said it calmed him, gave his mind a place to focus on the
greater problems of the world. Why, he would spend hours every day…”


The Hunter reached out to touch Arudan’s
bony shoulder, but Taiana’s hand stopped him. When he glanced at her, she
jerked her head toward the door. “Come. Let us leave him in peace.”


“But the opia—”


“I will tell you what you seek.” She
spoke in a quiet voice, and that strange expression had returned to her face.


Curiosity burned within the Hunter as he
followed Taiana out of Arudan’s room. She closed the door gently behind them, then turned to him.


“Remember when I said you had become a
gardener, caring for the Serenii gardens?”


The Hunter nodded. 


“The Terrace of the Sun and Moon is
where you spent your days.” She searched his face, looking for…what? A sign that he remembered? Did she hold out hope that some
of his memories of their time together remained buried deep within him? It
would be far easier to accept that his mind was affected in the same way
Arudan’s was than to admit that her turning him over to the Illusionist Clerics
had robbed him of everything they’d once shared. 


“Where is this Terrace?” the Hunter
asked. 


Her expression tightened, and the
searching look faded, replaced by resignation. “On the roof
of Hellsgate.”


The Hunter’s gut clenched. Garnos had
made it clear he wouldn’t be getting into Hellsgate, not with an army of
Elivasti watching for him. Of course, even if he somehow managed to get his
hands on the opia, he couldn’t be
certain it would kill Hailen as it had Daladar, the young Elivasti that had
died during the Expurgation in Kara-ket. 


He wanted to go back into the room—what
if those same tablets held an explanation of how to avoid the side effects of
the Expurgation?—but Taiana’s next words stopped him. 


“There will be time enough to save your Melechha.” Her voice held more power for
its quiet tone. “When we rescue him from the Sage, you will have a chance to
gather the opia to cleanse his mind.
But our daughter does not have that sort of time. The Withering is almost upon
us, and the Sage will seek to use the power of the Keeps. She must be our priority.”


The Hunter opened his mouth to argue,
but he stopped himself. He ached to get his hands on the opia that would cleanse Hailen of the Irrsinnon, yet was that the most important thing at the moment? The
Terrance of the Sun and Moon would still be standing when he defeated the Sage
and freed Hailen. With the Withering so close at hand, there was a very real
risk that the Sage could activate the Keep that housed Jaia—destroying the
world and killing his daughter in the process. Much as he hated to pause his quest to save Hailen, he couldn’t simply break
into Hellsgate. That meant waiting until the Sage and Hailen left the fortress.


Better
to help Taiana hunting Jaia than sit around waiting. 


“So be it.” The Hunter let out a long
breath. The “shadow of the Serenii”—the presence of Serenii magick that
thrummed through the entire city of Enarium—would hold Hailen’s madness at bay.
The moment the Sage showed his face, the Hunter and Taiana would free the boy.
Until then, he had another important task that required all his energy.


“Come, Az’nii.” He reached for her hand. “Let us go find our daughter.”
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The sun was fully visible over the
eastern horizon as the Hunter and Taiana exited the tunnel into the empty stone
building adjoining the one where they made their home. After scanning the
streets to ensure no Elivasti patrols were in sight, they slipped out of the
shadow of the four-story house and hurried in the direction of the nearest
Keep. 


The Hunter shot a glance at Taiana. What is she hiding from me? Everyone had
something to hide—he’d learned that all too well during his years as an
assassin—but he had wanted to believe that she, the woman that had been his
wife in a life long past, would share her secrets with him. Yet she still
hadn’t explained who the mysterious “Him”
was that had given her the mission to free the Bucelarii. He hoped she’d trust
him enough to tell him, but until then, he wasn’t certain how much he could
trust her.


And that realization set anger burning
in his gut. Perhaps he was expecting too much of her—too much had happened to
both of them to hope they’d be the same people they once were—yet he’d told her
everything, so why hadn’t she? What could
be so secretive or terrible that she’d hesitate to reveal it to me? 


He bit down on his anger as he followed
Taiana. There’ll be time for questions
once Hailen is safe. And Jaia.


The pointed tip of the blue-glowing
North Keep rose into the sky just a few blocks from their hiding place. When
they reached it, Taiana paused only long enough to ensure the streets were
empty before hurrying from concealment toward the front. The Keep appeared like
a single solid shard of sapphire thrust into the ground, at least seven or
eight floors tall. The only features in the glassy tower were a rectangular
pane of glass for the door and the same square, fist-sized transparent gemstone
that served as the locking mechanism.  


The Hunter drew Soulhunger and held it
up to the transparent gemstone. The square jewel flared bright blue and hummed
quietly for a moment, then the pane of glass slid open
without a sound. 


He couldn’t help marveling at the
ingenuity of the creation, and the fact that Soulhunger—the dagger that had
been the bane of his existence for so many years—was now the linchpin vital for
their success.


Once inside, Taiana motioned toward an
identical locking mechanism beside the door. The Hunter pressed Soulhunger to
the stone, and with a flash of blue light, the door closed. 


The interior of the Keep was vastly
different from the basement room he’d seen before. The center was hollow, with
two sets of wide stairs circling either side of the room and rising to the
upper levels. The Hunter counted eight floors, with a skylight of transparent
glass at the pinnacle of the structure. Over the last day and a half in
Enarium, he’d gotten used to the subtle vibrations running through the city,
much the way a sailor grew accustomed to the rocking of a ship on open water.
Yet within the Keep, the humming was louder, strong enough for him to feel it even
through the thick soles of his boots. 


The ground floor had three doors, and
the Hunter moved ahead of Taiana to open the nearest one using Soulhunger’s
gemstone. The glass door slid silently open to reveal two of the strange
casket-looking objects made of white stone and a blue gemstone lid.  


“Help me with this one,” Taiana said as
she strode toward the nearest one. 


The Chambers of Sustenance had no lock
to hold them closed, nor any locking mechanism that could be activated with
Soulhunger’s gemstone. Before the Hunter could question how the Serenii opened
them, Taiana solved the problem by driving the metallic tip spikestaff into the
crack beneath the lid and set about trying to prize the lid open. The Hunter
added his weight to the spikestaff and though the ash wood shaft bent, it held.
A few seconds of effort, and the lid popped open with a quiet hiss of escaping air.


The Hunter didn’t need to look inside to
know what he’d find. The reek of decay hung thick in the airtight Chamber,
tinged by smoke and the sharp tang that filled the air after lightning struck.
The corpse within had shriveled, its skin blackened where it was tethered to
those strange flexible tubes within. Whether it had been male or female, the
Hunter would never know. The poor soul had died too long ago for its features
to remain visible.


“Come on.” Taiana’s voice took on an
edge as she strode to the second Chamber. The Hunter helped her to pry the lid
open and tensed in expectation of the same foul smell. This Chamber was empty,
except for the coil of tubes in the cradle carved into the stone. 


Taiana’s shoulders tensed, her
expression growing hard. “There are more to examine.” Frustration, worry, and
dread mingled in her tone. Every empty Chamber meant she had failed to find
Jaia. Every desiccated corpse could mean she’d found the child too late.


The Hunter had chosen the northern room
on the ground floor, but there were rooms along the east and west wall of the
Keep as well. He did quick calculations and estimated they had another twenty
rooms to search before they reached the uppermost level—the eighth floor—of the
Keep. At this rate, they’d be lucky to get through the entire Keep in an hour.
That only left an additional twenty-one Keeps to search, plus the massive
Illumina in the heart of Enarium. They’d have to push their pace hard if they
wanted to search the entire city for their daughter before the Withering struck
at noon tomorrow. 


A part of him knew they would never do
it all in time—not with the Sage to hunt and Hailen to rescue—but he couldn’t
bear to say the words aloud. The tension in Taiana’s shoulders, the lines in
her face, and the pain in her expression increased with every Chamber they
searched. A glint of hope would flash in her eyes, only to be dashed at the
sight of an empty Chamber or, worse, a charred and withered corpse.  


“You said the Cambionari locked
Bucelarii in these Chambers, right?” the Hunter asked.


Taiana nodded. “That is where I found
Kalil, Cerran, and the others.”


“Do you know how many?” 


She shook her head. “Whenever the
Cambionari came to Enarium, I would lock myself away in our towertop room until
they left.”


A thought flashed through the Hunter’s
mind. Sir Danna had spoken of dragging the corpses of the Bucelarii they killed
to Enarium, and in his memories, he’d known of graves in the mountains beside
Khar’nath. Yet they hadn’t killed all
the Bucelarii—and Cerran and Kalil were proof. Some had to have been brought
back and locked away. The walls of his and Taiana’s room were transparent when
looking out, so perhaps…


“Did you ever see which Keeps they went
to?” he asked. “When they brought their prisoners—”


“Yes!” Her eyes went wide, as if she
hadn’t had the idea before. “Not all the time, but on a few of their visits, I
could see them moving through Enarium with their prisoners.”


“Prisoners that had to
be Bucelarii, right?”



Excitement sparkled in her eyes. “I know
I saw them going into the Northeast Keep on both the Base and Medial Echelons.
And the Eastern Keeps as well.” 


“The ones nearest
Hellsgate.” 


Her enthusiasm waned. “Yes.” 


“Then those are the Keeps we need to
search first,” the Hunter said. “Those are the ones most likely to house
Bucelarii.”


Taiana’s brow furrowed in thought. “A
good plan, except—”


“For the hordes of
Elivasti, right?” The
Hunter shrugged. “We’ll find a way to get past them and into the towers. It’s
the only way we get any sort of reinforcements to help us fight.”


“But let us finish searching this Keep
first. We’re already here, and we’ve only got two more floors to go.”


The Hunter nodded. “Lead the way.” 


North Keep’s sixth and seventh levels of
housed only empty chambers, which brought the Hunter a sense of relief. At
least he hadn’t found a child-sized corpse charred by magick and withered by
the ravages of time.


Taiana, however, didn’t seem as
relieved. If anything, her expression revealed frustration. 


“We’ll find her,” the Hunter said in a
voice that rang with confidence—far more than he felt at the moment. 


“I should have known we wouldn’t find
her here.” Taiana shook her head, and a mixture of sorrow and guilt flashed in
her eyes. “I should have remembered what our child’s prison looks like. I
should, yet I can remember nothing but the sound of Jaia’s cries and the glee
in the Warmaster’s demon eyes.”


“Take comfort in knowing the bastard
died a painful death.” The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. “Screaming in agony, Soulhunger draining his life.”


“You fed the demon’s blood to Thanal Eth’ Athaur?” Something
unreadable passed across her face.


The Hunter nodded. “Every demon I’ve
found across Einan. It was the easiest way to put them down.”


Her expression grew musing as she turned
toward the stairs to begin the descent toward the ground floor. 


“Wait, what about the eighth floor?” The
Hunter pointed to the stairs that ascended to the top level. “Aren’t there more
Chambers to search up there?” 


Taiana shook her head. “That is the
Keep’s control room. There are no Chambers there, simply the magical mechanisms
to activate the power of the Keep. They will not serve us, for they only
respond to the blood of the Serenii or their Elivasti descendants.”


Or Hailen’s blood.


Taiana turned and started down the
staircase without a backward glance.


The Hunter followed. “Did the Serenii
build these Keeps for the sole purpose of housing the Chambers of Sustenance?”
he asked. All twenty-one rooms had held one or two Chambers, but nothing
remotely resembling a bed, chairs, or any sort of furniture. 


“I do not know.” Taiana shook her head.
“Too much about the Serenii remains a mystery. But from what I have learned,
these were built initially to absorb power for the city. The Chambers of
Sustenance were a later addition.”


For a moment, the Hunter could have
sworn she was about to continue, but she’d cut herself off mid-sentence.


“So these towers gather the light of the
sun and transform it into magical energy?” he asked. “But what happens to all
that energy?”


Taiana shot a strange look over her
shoulder, then shook her head. “It is needed to
sustain life.”


Again, the Hunter found her behavior strange.
She answered his questions, but it felt like she only revealed part of the
truth. A reminder that she was hiding something from him.


His thoughts flashed back to the
conversation they’d had the first night he’d arrived. She had spoken of her
time trapped in the Chambers of Sustenance, how it had changed her. She had
also mentioned someone who would explain everything and make it clear. 


No
sense dancing around things any longer, the Hunter thought. Better
to come straight out and ask.


“You mentioned speaking to someone who
would explain it all,” the Hunter asked as he accompanied her down the stairs.
“When will I meet this person?” 


Taiana faltered for a heartbeat, her
foot freezing in midair above the step. “Soon,” she said. “Once we have found
our daughter, I will take you to him.”


The Hunter grabbed her arm and pulled
her around to face him. “Why not now?” His eyes
narrowed. “Why won’t you tell me who he is?” 


Her face twisted into a mask of sorrow.
“I can’t.”


“Why not?” the Hunter
growled.


After a moment, she let out a slow
breath. “Because you wouldn’t understand.”


“Why wouldn’t I understand?” Her
stonewalling fanned the flames of anger he’d been trying to control. 


She met his gaze, and beneath the
sorrow, steel sparkled in her black eyes. “Because you have
believed the lies.”


“What lies?” the Hunter demanded. 


“There’s too much to explain.” Taiana
pulled free of his grip and returned to descending the stairs. “And too little
time in which to do it.”


“Damn it, Taiana, stop
with this cryptic horse shite and tell me what the bloody hell is going on!”
The Hunter leapt around her and planted himself on the stair directly in front
of her. 


She stopped, and her expression grew
pleading. “Drayvin, I want to tell you. More than anything else, I want you to
understand everything. But we have to
find Jaia before the Withering.”


“Why?” The Hunter demanded. “Why is it
so important that we find our daughter before noon tomorrow? You know I want to
find her as much as you do, but can’t you see we have more important problems
to deal with? Like the Keeper-damned Sage and his Elivasti, and getting Hailen
out of his clutches before he uses the boy to activate the power of Enarium.”


“It is precisely because he has your Hailen that we need to find our daughter.” Her
voice rose to a shout, and an anger born of frustration and desperation
glittered in her eyes. “With the Melechha’s
blood, he has everything he needs to activate the power of Enarium and, in
doing so, turn every soul trapped within the Chambers of Sustenance to ash.”


The thought of his daughter being turned
into one of those blackened, withered corpses drove a dagger of horror into the
Hunter’s gut. 


Taiana gestured around her. “These Keeps
are designed to collect the light of the sun and transform it into magical
energy, which is stored in the bodies of those housed in the Chambers. But when
the Keep is activated, it draws that magical energy out of its hosts. The
draining will happen so quickly and with such force that it will suck all life
from those within the Chambers. Not even the body of a Bucelarii could survive
that. They were designed for the Serenii, after all.”


The Hunter pictured his daughter, barely
more than an infant when the Warmaster had ripped her from Taiana’s arms,
crumbling to ash as the Keeps tore the magical energy from her body. 


“No.” His fists clenched with such force
his hands trembled. “We will not permit that to happen.” 


“We must free all those within the
Chambers of Sustenance not only in this Keep, but in every other Keep in Enarium.” Taiana’s face creased into a frown.
“We’ll have to move quickly to get to them all before the Withering, but with
Soulhunger—”


“Even with Soulhunger, we’re not going
to have time.” The Hunter thrust a finger upward. “But if we destroy whatever
controls activate the power, we could stop the Sage from using the Keep at all.
Surely there has to be a way to--” 


“No!” Her voice held a burning intensity
he’d never seen in her before. “The Keeps must
remain functional.”


“Why?” the Hunter asked. His eyes narrowed.
“You don’t want the Sage to activate their power, but you don’t want their
power shut off. Why the bloody hell not?”


“Because Enarium has
to remain intact.”
Her eyes slid away from his. “The power of the city is vital.”


“For what?” Anger flared hot within the Hunter.
He’d had enough of her half-answers. “Why is it so important? You’ve seen what
happens to people locked away in those Chambers. Why would you want that to
continue? What is so important that you would risk the Sage using the power?” 


“I told you,” she said, and her
expression grew guarded. “It is something he must explain to you for himself.
He will make you understand.”


“This again?” The Hunter threw up his hands. “Who in
the fiery hell is this mystery man that you follow blindly, like a calf to the
slaughter?”


“It is no man.” She spoke in a quiet
voice. “I answer to the one below us all.”


Something in those words froze the
Hunter’s blood to ice. “No,” he breathed. He knew what she was about to say,
but he couldn’t bring himself to belief it.


Her face grew as hard as the stone
beneath their feet. “Yes. All of this is for Kharna.”


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Two 


 





 


Horror roiled in the Hunter’s gut. He’d
wanted to believe that even after all this time, they had similar goals. He
could understand her driving need to find their daughter, but this? 


It
can’t be!


Acid surged in the back of his throat.
“You’re serving the Devourer?” 


“Never!” Fire flashed in her eyes. “We’re
fighting to stop it!”


“But you just said—”


“Listen,” Taiana gripped his shoulder in
a strong hand. “The Devourer is death and destruction, the end of all things.”


“Which is precisely
why Kharna needs to be stopped.”


“No!” Taiana growled,
a gesture that reminded him a lot of himself. “Kharna is not the danger you
think he is. He is—”


“The Keeper-damned
Destroyer, the Devourer of Worlds!”
The Hunter’s voice rose to a furious shout. “After everything that has happened
to us because of him, how could you serve him? You know what will happen if he
returns to Einan.”


“The world will end.” Taiana spoke in a
flat, cold voice. “Total annihilation for our world.”


“Exactly!” The Hunter thrust a finger at her. “Yet
you are serving him, just like the Sage.”


Her face twisted into a snarl. “Never. The demon seeks to loosen his bonds.” 


“And you?” the Hunter demanded. “How do
you serve him?”


“I seek to ensure that he remains alive,
that he is fed.” 


“Which, one day, will
give him the strength needed to break free of his prison and return to Einan.”


Taiana shook her head. “No. This is what
I meant when I said that you believed the lies.”


“So tell me the truth, Taiana!” The
Hunter fixed her with a hard glare. “If what I know, what everyone in the world
knows, is a lie, give me the truth we are missing.”


“I want to!” she shouted, a desperate,
sorrowful cry. “More than anything, Drayvin, I want to tell you everything. But
it is too much for me to share. You will not understand unless he shows you.”


The Hunter stepped back, horrified. “You
want me to speak to Kharna?” His thoughts flashed to the night in the Serenii
tunnels beneath Voramis, when he felt an enormous heartbeat echoing in his
mind. It had been Kharna, sustained by the magick of Soulhunger and the other Im’tasi, the weapons of the Bucelarii,
all these years.


Taiana took a step toward him. “Yes. I
need you to know the truth so you can help me do what has to be done.”


“And what is that?” the Hunter growled,
his voice cold with rage. 


“The power of Enarium is sustaining him.
We cannot allow the Sage to turn that power to freeing him.”


Her words made no sense to the Hunter.
Everything he’d learned about Kharna—from the First and Third in Voramis, from
Queen Asalah in Al Hani, and the Sage in Kara-ket—had led him to believe the
Destroyer wanted to be freed from his eternal prison. He’d fought the urge to
kill with Soulhunger because of the fact that every life taken sent power to
Kharna. One day, the Devourer of Worlds would have enough to break free of his
shackles. 


The Sage sought to hasten that day by
using the power of Enarium. Taiana claimed to be at odds with the Sage, yet
planned to feed the Destroyer the very power he needed to shatter his bonds. 


Dread sent ice curling down his spine. As the Beggar God had been corrupted by the
seed of Kharna’s consciousness, has Taiana been corrupted by her communion with
the Devourer as well? He stared at her as if truly seeing her for the first
time. Everything she’s told me, was it all
just another attempt to manipulate me into helping her feed Kharna? 


His worst fear, the one he hadn’t dared
to put into thought, had come true. He’d dreamed of the woman before him for
years, yet now that he’d found her, she was a stranger. He didn’t know her any
more than he knew himself. He’d clung to his faint memories of her out of
desperation to find a sense of who he was, a sense of
identity. Now, that last fragment of hope shattered and turned to ash in his
hands. 


“No.” He had only strength enough for
the single word. Everything he’d endured over these last months, all the
suffering and hardship, the endless leagues of travel, it had all come down to
finding her. And now that he’d found her, he wanted nothing more than to flee. 


“Please, Drayvin.” She reached for him.
“Please, for the love we once shared and the sake of our child, trust me.”


“How?” Tears welled in his eyes and blurred
his vision as he retreated a step, out of her reach.


“Everything you know about Kharna is a
lie.” Taiana’s tone turned pleading. “You must speak to him yourself, and he
will show you the truth. You have to know the danger—”


“I know the danger.” He scrubbed the
moisture from his cheeks, but the tears refused to stop. “I wanted to trust
you, Taiana. So badly. You were all I had. Now…”


“You still have me!” She moved toward
him, and he backed down another step. “I swear, on my life, I would never do
anything to hurt you.”


“Like put a dagger in my chest and turn
me over to the Illusionist Clerics?”  


She flinched, as if he’d struck her. He
was surprised by the vehemence of the words. He understood the logic of her
actions and believed he’d forgiven her. Perhaps he’d simply pushed down the
anger, but never truly gotten past it. Now, the sting of that betrayal flared
to life, compounded by his fury at the discovery that she served the very god
he sought to thwart. His wife served his enemy, the enemy of all living things
on Einan. That made her his enemy as well. The thought made him want to
vomit.  


“Did I find out what you planned to do
all those years ago,” he asked in a quiet voice, “so you betrayed me, had my
memories erased?” 


“No!” Pain flashed in her eyes. “I told
you, I did that because I thought it was best for our child.”


Anger bubbled within his chest and
formed into hard, cold words. “Our child.” He
swallowed the lump in his throat and continued retreating down the staircase,
away from her. “The child I never had a chance to see, to hold in my arms. A
child whose life is now being drained to feed the god you serve.”


“Which is why you have
to help me find her!” Taiana followed him, trying to match the pace of
his descent. 


The Hunter turned and ran the last steps
down to the ground floor. He ripped Soulhunger from its sheath and pressed the
gemstone to the gemstone lock. As the door opened, he turned and hurled the
dagger at Taiana, who had raced down the stairs behind him. 


“Here! You want to find our child? Do
it!” 


She twisted aside, and the dagger
clattered off the stone wall beside her head. 


“For the sake of our child,” the Hunter
snarled, “I will give you Thanal Eth’
Athaur to open the Chambers. But know this, I will
not let you use the power of Enarium to feed the Devourer. If you try, I will
put you down, just as I will do to the Sage.”


“Please, Drayvin, you don’t understand—”


“I understand enough.” A bitter taste
filled his mouth. “You have your mission, and I have mine. Goodbye, Taiana. Do
not get in my way. Nothing will stop me.” 


He fled then.


“Drayvin!” Her cry echoed through the empty
streets of Enarium, but he ignored it. If he stopped, if he listened to her, he
knew he could not bring himself to do what needed to be done. He had crossed a
world to find her, and now, for the sake of that same world, he had to leave
her behind.


Tears streamed down his face as he raced
down the streets of Enarium. He’d wanted to trust her—more than anything else,
he’d wanted it—but he’d been a fool to believe he could. His years as an
assassin had taught him the danger of trusting. Trust only ever earned a man a
dagger in the back, often from the last person he expected. 


At that moment, he needed to get as far
away from her as he could. He needed to think. 


He ran until his legs ached and his
lungs burned, yet still he ran. He raced through the streets so fast the wind
whipped at his long, black hair and pulled back his hood. Sweat streamed down
his face, soaked into his tunic, dripped from his pumping arms. He ran until he
reached the high stone wall surrounding Enarium. A short distance away, a
staircase led from the street up to the top of the wall, and he pounded up it
as fast as he dared.


Atop the wall, the view of the Empty
Mountains surrounding the city was breathtaking. Hundreds of peaks rose as far
as he could see, like the grey and red spines of a great beast. It was a harsh
beauty, as rugged as it was barren, empty of human life. 


The Hunter slumped to the hard stone,
his back against the battlement, gasping for air. Chaos seethed like a tempest
in his mind.


How
could she? The very
thought made him sick. How could she
serve the god that caused so much death and destruction?


Such a strange
thought, coming from him.
For fifty years, he had earned a living by killing people. Not for noble
ideals, religious beliefs, or even for the sake of saving someone else. No, he
had killed for gold. For profit. For a comfortable
life filled with whatever pleasures and luxuries he’d wanted. He had been a
killer, never hesitating to spill blood. Before Voramis, he had been a soldier,
a warrior, a conqueror. 


How many had he killed over his long
life? A thousand. Five thousand?



Hundreds of thousands had died during
the War of Gods. Einan had been torn apart by the battle, the world scarred
forever. Oceans had swallowed entire continents and rifts gouged deep into the
bowels of the earth. He could never come close to matching the lives snuffed
out at the hands of Kharna, the Destroyer, Devourer of
Worlds.


The god Taiana served. “The one below us all”, she’d said. 


She knew the truth of Kharna, yet still
she served him. 


I
should have known. The
thought raced through his mind over and over. I should have seen.


His first real memory of her had ended
when she drove a dagger into his chest. She had been willing to sacrifice him
for the sake of their child, so how much more was she willing to sacrifice for
something else she believed in? Kharna had twisted her mind as he had so many
others. Perhaps she truly believed that she did the right thing. She would do
whatever it took, make whatever sacrifices were
necessary, for that goal.


No,
she wouldn’t sacrifice everything. 


Taiana hadn’t been willing to give up
their daughter. The search of the Keeps had been meant as a way to find more
Bucelarii to fight the Elivasti, but he had seen the truth—a truth, at least—in
her eyes: nothing mattered more to her than finding their daughter, not even
service to Kharna.


Was a part of the woman he’d once known
still in there, locked away in the mind the Devourer of Worlds had twisted to
his own ends? Could he reach that part of her, find a way to drag it out and
break Kharna’s hold on her mind? 


He reached into his robes and drew out
the faded silver pendant he’d taken from Bardin, the former Illusionist Cleric
that had befriended him in Malandria. The Illusionist Clerics had used their
rituals to erase his memory, to give him a clean slate, a chance at a new life
free of the mistakes of his past. They could do the same to her. They could
wipe away the hold Kharna had on her and bring back the Taiana he’d once loved.
There was a risk they would erase too much, leaving her with no memories of
what they’d once shared, but he’d take that risk. 


But that would have to wait. Right now,
he had more important matters to capture his attention. The Sage, Hailen, the
power of Enarium. He glanced to the north, toward the pillar of swirling
crimson dust that filled the sky. It had grown, darkened, like a storm cloud
that sought to drown the world in blood.


The Er’hato
Tashat would occur tomorrow at noon. That left him a little more than a day
to free Hailen. Even if he had to take on the army of the Elivasti alone,
without Soulhunger, so be it. Hailen was all that mattered now. He stood, and
though the ache of sorrow in his stomach hadn’t lightened, he felt his
determination renewed. 


He had taken the first step to descend
to the ground level, when something to the east caught his attention. He looked
up, and in the same moment felt the humming
beneath his feet intensify. 


On Enarium’s Base Echelon, the Eastern
Keep flared to life and a bright blue glow filled the air.


The Hunter’s gut tightened. Only one person could do that. 


The Sage had activated the power of the
Serenii.


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Three
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The Hunter recalled Taiana’s words. “When the Keep is activated, it draws that
magical energy out of its hosts. The draining will happen so quickly and with
such force that it will suck all life from those within the Chambers. Not even
the body of a Bucelarii could survive that.”  


With effort, he pushed aside the image
of living, breathing humans turned to charred corpses in the massive burst of
power required to activate the Keep. If any Bucelarii had been in the tower,
they were dead now. 


And what of Jaia? The thought nearly brought him to his
knees. Had his daughter, locked away by the Warmaster, been turned to ash as
well? He ached to return to Taiana, to join her in the hunt for Jaia. Every
instinct within him—the same instincts that had made him protect Farida, then
Hailen—shrieked at him that nothing could be more important than finding his
daughter.


Yet he could not sacrifice Hailen’s life
or put Einan in jeopardy, not even for Jaia’s sake. He could only tell himself
that freeing Hailen and killing the Sage before he activated the Keeps would be
the best way to save his daughter. He had no idea where she was, if she was
even still in the Chambers, but he had to cling to hope. Right now, he had
little else to keep him going.


Hope, and a burning desire to open the Sage’s
throat and watch the Abiarazi bleed out onto the white stone streets of
Enarium. 


Realization struck him. If the Sage activated the Keep, that means
he has left the safety of Hellsgate. The chance existed that he’d killed
one of his Blood Sentinels to use their blood, but the Sage was simply callous
with human lives, not wasteful. He wouldn’t kill one of his loyal servants if a
few drops of Hailen’s blood served his ends. 


Hailen
has to be there!


For the first time since arriving in
Enarium, he had a clear idea where he could find the boy. The Sage would be
surrounded by his Elivasti, but he was out in the open, vulnerable. The
Hunter’s spirits soared, and he rushed down the stairs to the street below.


The Northwest Keep rose on the Base
Echelon off to his right. He raced northeast, circumnavigating the city’s
lowest ring. His shoulders tightened with every step he drew closer to his
target. The Sage would undoubtedly flood the area with Elivasti, many armed
with Scorchslayers. There could be hundreds of purple-eyed warriors between him
and Hailen. Caution and haste, like oil and water, made a poor combination. 


Yet he couldn’t afford to go slow. If the Sage retreats into Hellsgate after
activating the Keep, I can’t follow him. I’ve got to get to Hailen before the Sage flees or, worse, activates
more towers. Not only for the boy’s sake, but for the Bucelarii in the
Chambers of Sustenance—perhaps Jaia’s as well. And, the more towers the Sage
activated, the closer he came to harnessing the power of Enarium.


The familiar sound of clattering armor
and boots pounding on stone reached him, and he threw himself down a side
street. He ducked into the shadow of a two-story white building just as a
company of ten Elivasti appeared around a corner two streets ahead of him. He
waited, heart thundering, teeth grinding in frustration, as they closed the
distance to him. Two of them looked in his direction, and he shrank deeper into
cover to evade their questing gazes. 


Watcher take them! He could ill-afford the delay. Every
moment spent hiding gave the Sage a chance to evade him. Yet he had to force
himself to be slow, deliberate. He’d be useless to Hailen if he ended up locked
in combat with an army of Elivasti, captured, or killed by a Scorchslayer. 


He counted to thirty, then
peered out from his hiding place. The last blue-armored warrior was
disappearing down the main avenue that ringed Enarium’s Base Echelon. Instead
of returning to the thoroughfare, he ran toward the narrower lane that ran
parallel to the wall. If he ran into another patrol here, he could always
double back toward the broad street.  


Less than five minutes later, he caught
a glimpse of blue armor up the road. This ten-man company wasn’t marching, but
instead stood guard at the bottom of a stone staircase that climbed to the
battlements of Enarium’s wall. A second company stood atop the wall, their
purple eyes scanning in all directions.


Keeper’s
teeth! 


The Hunter let out a curse and ducked
between two white-stone houses. The Elivasti on the wall would spot him on both
the wall-side lane and the main avenue. He’d have to move slower and with
greater caution, else risk being spotted.


Every moment of delay only increased his
frustration. Were it not for those accursed Scorchslayers—them, and the
knowledge that the Sage could retreat into Hellsgate at the first sign of
danger—he would have torn them all to shreds. His steel long sword, the weapon
he’d spent decades of his life training and fighting with, would carve a bloody
path through anyone between him and Hailen.


Yet he knew a direct confrontation would
only make matters worse right now. He’d risk a battle to get Hailen away from
the Sage, but only after he’d gotten the boy safely out of the demon’s reach would he go on an Elivasti-hunting rampage.
Hailen’s safety superseded all else.  


He ground his teeth in frustration and
forced himself to keep his pace slow. His eyes fixed on the glowing Eastern
Keep. It was closest to Hellsgate, so a logical first stop for the Sage. But where will he go next, Southeastern or
Northeastern Keep? Or, will he climb
to the Medial Echelon to activate the Eastern Keep on that level? Too many choices to predict. 


Between dodging patrols and avoiding the
gaze of the Elivasti stationed atop the wall, it took him fully half an hour to
reach the Base Echelon’s Northeastern Keep. His gut tightened as he approached,
but he saw no sign of the Sage, Hailen, or the Elivasti. He drew a deep breath
in through his nose, searching the air with his keen nostrils. Nothing but the
scent of suspended life that permeated Enarium greeted him.


He paused long enough to contemplate his
next move. Perhaps the Sage had gone to the Southeastern Keep,
still within proximity to retreat into Hellsgate should it prove necessary. Or,
had he climbed the hill to the Medial Echelon?


A moment later, the Southeastern Keep
began to glow. The humming grew almost loud enough for his keen ears to hear,
and the glassy gemstone structure brightened from a soft sapphire to a
brilliant pale-blue light. 


He had his answer. Got you, you bastard!


He spared a moment of pity for any poor
souls trapped within the tower and forced himself not
to think about whether or not Jaia had been locked within one of the Chambers
of Sustenance. Taiana would expend every shred of physical and mental energy
into trying to find their daughter. She’d doubtless try to analyze the Sage’s
movement patterns as he had. Perhaps she’d already gone to the Southeastern
Tower ahead of him and opened all the Chambers. 


He didn’t have time to worry about that.
The Sage and Hailen had to be his sole focus. 


The
question is, what’s the best way to reach them? If he crossed in front of Hellsgate,
the Elivasti guarding the front would spot him. His only hope lay in the longer
route: climbing the hill to the Medial Echelon and circumnavigating that level.



The steep incline brought back memories
of Malandria. Now that he thought about it, the entire city of Malandria had a
lot in common with Enarium. Though Malandria had five Echelons instead of
three, the tower that Lord Apus had claimed stood in the same location of the
city as the Illumina in the heart of Enarium. 


A strange thought struck him. Was Malandria built to be a second Enarium?


The sight of another troop of Elivasti
shoved the question from his mind, and he ducked out of sight between a pair of
four-story buildings made of white, red, and grey stone. When the patrol had
passed, he resumed his trek across Enarium, a greater sense of urgency nagging
in the back of his mind. Nearly ten minutes had passed since the Sage had
activated the Southeastern Keep. That meant the Hunter had less than twenty
minutes to reach the Southern Keep before it, too, came to life. Though the
Sage only required a few drops of Hailen’s blood, he knew the demon wouldn’t
hesitate to drain the boy dry if it served his purposes. 


The buildings here were taller, the
architectural ornamentation more elaborate. He had eyes for none of it. His
worry for Hailen mounted with every pounding of his pulse in his ears, every thump of his heart. 


He hesitated within sight of Second
Echelon’s Eastern Keep, but he saw no sign of Elivasti patrols. The sloping
hill hid him from view of the blue-armored men at the front gate, but any atop
the flat roof of Hellsgate would see him. He chafed at the delay, but he forced
himself to wait until the guards looked the other way. If anyone saw him, they
could raise the alarm and the Sage would be out of his reach again.


His gut tightened as the Southern Keep
flared to life on the Base Echelon. That made three Keeps in the space of an
hour. At this rate, the Sage could activate all twenty-four in half the time it
would take Taiana to search them. He had to
do something to slow the Abiarazi down.



He decided to take a chance and raced
around the Second Echelon. Luck was on his side, and he ran into no patrols
between him and the Southern Keep. 


His heart leapt as he caught sight of a
group of Elivasti filing from the front door of the tower. Twenty blue-armored
warriors flooded the street before the Southern Keep. All carried
Scorchslayers, with long spikestaffs strapped to their backs. They wore the
same blue breastplates and scale mail pauldrons as the rest of the Elivasti,
but two crossed red fists atop an intricate interlaced webbing of black lines
were emblazoned across their chests. 


A moment later, two figures appeared in
the doorway. One was tall, lean, with robes perfectly tailored to fit his
strong shoulders and slim waist. He had a long, angular face and clean-shaven
chin—the same face the Sage had worn when the Hunter first met him. 


The second was a child, barely reaching
the Sage’s waist. His cheeks were paler than usual, and his round cheeks seemed
to droop with the exhaustion that weighed on his chubby body. Tears streaked
Hailen’s face, and even from this distance, the Hunter could see the fear
sparkling in the boy’s violet eyes. 


Fury flared within the Hunter’s chest,
tinged by a sickening edge of guilt.
Hailen was only here because of him. He’d made the choice to take the boy from
the House of Need in Malandria, and again from the Elivasti on Kara-ket. When
Father Reverentus had offered the sanctuary of the Beggar Temple in Vothmot,
the Hunter had refused and dragged the boy into the Empty Mountains with him.


And how the Sage has him, all because of me.
He’d thought he acted
in the boy’s best interest, but how had that turned out? Were it not for his
choices, Hailen would be safe in the hands of the Beggar Priests, not the
captive of a demon, his blood being used to hasten the end of the world.


I
have to get him back! 


The Hunter’s instincts shrieked at him
to charge, to cut down everyone that stood between him and the Hailen. Utter
folly, he knew. The Sage and his Blood Sentinels would see him coming, and
their lightning bolts would tear him to shreds before he reached the Base
Echelon. 


He drew in a deep breath in an effort to
calm the simmering rage. Prudence
now, furious slaughter later.


The purple-eyed warriors formed a
defensive ring around the Sage—a column four men wide and two deep before and behind
him, with the remaining four flanking him in pairs. At the demon’s command,
they turned smartly and began an organized march along the road that led west,
toward the Southwestern Keep. The Abiarazi had to be activating the towers in
what the master watchsmiths of Praamis dubbed “clockwise”. Why, he didn’t know,
but didn’t care either. Right now, all that mattered was that the Sage was
vulnerable.


Vulnerable,
except for twenty Elivasti armed with Scorchslayers that can rip me to pieces. He almost regretted leaving behind the
suit of blue armor he’d taken from Setin. He’d have to hope his speed and
reflexes kept him out of the path of the lightning bolts. 


He ran down the road that descended to
the Echelon below, hoping the tromping boots of the Elivasti and the humming of
the Southern Keep would cover the sound of his footsteps. The Hunter could
almost feel power crackling through the air as he drew nearer the glowing Keep.
When he glanced around the corner, he found his targets had covered barely
twenty paces. Hailen’s plaintive cries drifted to the Hunter’s ears. 


Anger burned white hot in the Hunter’s
breast. He abandoned the shadows—the time for stealth had passed—and poured all
the speed he could muster into his legs. He didn’t bother with a shout of
rage—no sense alerting his enemies—but announced his presence with a whisper of
steel on leather as he ripped his long sword free. Surprise and ferocity would
be his only ally against a superior force.


One of the rearmost Elivasti turned at
the last moment. The man had a hard jaw, thick nose, and heavy eyebrows that
flew upward as he caught sight of the Hunter charging. He managed to open his
mouth before the Hunter’s long sword hacked through his neck. Blood misted in
the air, spraying over the Hunter as he charged past. 


He didn’t slow—like the charge of
cavalry, his effectiveness would diminish if he got bogged down by the mass of
men—but bulled through the ranks of Elivasti at full speed. He lashed out to
his left and right with his sword, slashing legs, necks, wrists, and any body
parts not covered by the heavy blue armor. Four of the eight rear guards fell,
three bleeding from deep gouges in their limbs, the last man’s head lolling on
his neck. He was within two steps of the Sage and Hailen when something struck
him hard from behind. 


The impact hurled him to the side, and
he crashed through the two Elivasti on the Sage’s right. Though he bore them to
the ground with him, they somehow managed to entangle his limbs for a second.


Long enough for two
Elivasti to point their Scorchslayers at him. A loud humming filled the air as blue
runes glowed along the length of the weapon aimed right at his head. 


He couldn’t dodge both. If even one hit
him, it would tear him apart. 


The Hunter tensed in expectation of
searing agony, but a dim part of his mind knew he’d never feel a thing. The
bolt would rip him to shreds before his brain could register the pain. 


White lightning split the air. 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Four
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The lightning bolt sizzled a finger’s
breadth from the Hunter’s face—close enough to singe his eyebrows—and punched
into the head of the Elivasti on his right. The man’s face exploded in a spray
of crimson gore that splattered the Hunter’s face. The taste of scorched copper
filled the Hunter’s mouth.


The Hunter’s jaw dropped as he saw the
two Elivasti that had fired at him. One staggered backward, a spikestaff buried
in his chest. The second stared stupidly at him, seeming unable to comprehend
why his right eye had suddenly gone dark. He fumbled at the wooden shaft of the
spikestaff that had pierced his face, then crumpled as
his brain shut down.


The Hunter didn’t understand either, but
didn’t bother to question why. He ripped his left arm free of the Elivasti
holding him and lashed out with his long sword. The tip opened the man’s throat
before he could dodge.


A shout of rage echoed to the Hunter’s
right, and the humming of the weapons filled the air. Even as the Hunter rolled
out of the path of a lightning bolt aimed at his chest, he caught a glimpse of
three figures in blue Elivasti armor running toward him. One was short with a
patchy beard, while the second had bright red hair and a long, braided beard to
match. 


Cerran gripped two spikestaffs in his
right hand, while he hurled a third with his left. The metal tip of the thrown
polearm punched through the blue armor of the Elivasti directly between the
Hunter and the Sage. Kalil moved far faster than the larger Bucelarii, throwing
himself into a forward dive to dodge a lightning bolt fired at his head. He rolled
to his feet and extended the spikestaff with a thrust any fencer would envy. An
Elivasti screamed as the sharp metal tip buried into his groin. 


The third figure, he’d recognize
anywhere. 


Taiana.


Taiana hit the front ranks of Elivasti
from the Hunter’s right, and they barely had time to raise their Scorchslayers
before she was among them. She wielded the spikestaff like a spear in her
right, with Soulhunger in her left. She drove the dagger into an Elivasti’s
thigh as she ducked a lightning bolt, then brought the staff whirling across in
a low blow that knocked the feet out from beneath two more blue-armored
warriors. 


Power raced through the Hunter as
Soulhunger drank deep. The world seemed to slow and the Hunter saw his chance.
With the Elivasti focused on the new threat, his path to the Sage was clear.
Yet he had to make a choice: kill the demon or save the boy.


It was no choice at all. He tossed the
sword to his left hand, tore the spikestaff from a fallen Elivasti, and wound
up to hurl it at the Abiarazi. The Sage would have to dodge, and in that split
second he’d be forced to release his grip on the boy. The Hunter could cover
the distance in a second and scoop up Hailen. Escaping with the boy would be
dicey, but he’d take that risk.


The demon moved far more quickly than
the Hunter anticipated. Before he’d even lifted the spikestaff, the Sage
snatched up Hailen and gripped him like a human shield. Only the Hunter’s
inhuman reflexes and decades of training prevented him from releasing the shaft
and impaling the boy. He forced his arm to throw high, and the spikestaff
sailed over the Sage’s head to clatter into a stone wall beyond.


Triumph shone in the Sage’s eyes. “Give
up and die, Hunter!” he shouted. “You cannot defeat me.”


“Watch me!” With a snarl, the Hunter
passed his sword back to his right hand and charged the Sage.


A humming off to his right warned him of
danger. He threw himself flat to the ground, and a bolt of lightning sizzled
through the air above his head. Before he could leap upright, more shouts and
cries echoed through the streets around him. The Hunter whirled to find twenty,
thirty Elivasti boiling from the streets and houses around them. All wielded
spikestaffs rather than Scorchslayers, but enough of the Blood Sentinels had
survived to prove a serious threat. 


“As you can see, I’ve been expecting
you!” The Sage threw back his head and laughed. “And here I thought I’d lure
just you out. How
considerate of you to bring your friends.”


Rage flooded the Hunter as he saw his
chances of rescuing Hailen and killing the Sage slip away. Abiarazi, even one
as outwardly weak as the Sage, had proven notoriously hard to kill. Even if it
took him ten seconds to bring down the demon, the surviving Elivasti would be
reinforced and they’d surround him, Taiana, Cerran, and Kalil. There was only
one way he’d walk away from this.


“Run!” he shouted. His eyes searched for
Taiana and found her ripping her spikestaff from the gut of an Elivasti. Blood
stained the weapon, spattered her face, and soaked the front of her tunic. 


The Hunter’s heart stopped as a Blood
Sentinel pointed a Scorchslayer at her back. He acted without
hesitation—secrets be damned, no matter who she served, she was still the woman
he’d loved his entire life. He crossed the distance to the Elivasti in two long
strides and drove his long sword through the back of the man’s head, just above
the collar of the armor. Instead of pulling the sword back to free it, he
simply pivoted and tore it through the side of man’s skull. The lightning bolt
sizzled harmlessly into the stone street as the Blood Sentinel sagged. 


He grasped Taiana’s arm just as the wave
of reinforcements arrived and dragged her out of the way of a spikestaff thrust
at her head. His long sword knocked aside another blow, and Taiana lashed out
with Soulhunger to deflect a strike that would have pierced the Hunter’s gut.
They fought as they ran, blocking and parrying rather than trying to bring down
the Elivasti. There were too many to kill but not too many to survive as long
as they didn’t stop moving. The purple-eyed warriors were hampered by their
longer polearms and the fact that they didn’t want to strike their comrades.
That alone saved the Hunter and Taiana’s lives.


They burst free of the crowd of Elivasti
and sprinted down the street in the direction the Sage had been marching when
he attacked them. The Hunter didn’t speak, simply ran. The shouts of the
Elivasti and the humming of the
Scorchslayers filled the air behind them, and the Hunter zigzagged to avoid
presenting an easy target. Lightning bolts crackled past his head, and he
grunted as one singed the back of his leg. He pushed down the pain and forced
himself to keep moving. If he stopped, he died.


“Kalil!” Taiana gasped as she ran. “Cerran!” 


The Hunter didn’t slow. “They had the
Elivasti armor. Either they made it out or they didn’t. We need to keep moving
if we’re going to get out of this. You can find them later.”


Though Taiana’s expression tightened,
she kept running beside him. She had to know he was right. Going back now would
only put her in danger as well. 


When they reached the Southwestern Keep,
the Hunter turned to sprint up the hill toward the Second Echelon. “Come on, we
can lose them this way.”


“No!” Taiana shook her head. She pointed
toward the glowing blue tower. “We know which way the Sage is activating the
Keeps, so we have to search them before he switches them on.”


“And what if he’s on his way here right
now?” the Hunter shouted. “No way you can fight your way out of a Keep against
so many of his Elivasti, Soulhunger or no.” 


“No.” She shook her head. “You know him
better than I do. Is he the sort of demon that would put his own life at risk
unless absolutely necessary?”


The Hunter thought back to the night one
of the Masters of Agony—actually an Elivasti in disguise—had made an attempt on
the Sage’s life. The demon had frozen in fear. He’d used the Elivasti to do his
dirty work, manipulated the Hunter into killing the Warmaster for him, then set Master Eldor to bring down the Hunter. 


“He’s a craven bastard,” the Hunter
growled. “He’ll retreat to the safety of Hellsgate, collect more of his Blood
Sentinels and Elivasti, then come back with a force three times the size.”


“That’s what I had hoped.” Taiana
gritted her teeth. “In my memories, I still have flashes of some of our
forefathers during the Great War. Many of them were great warriors and
generals, but many were content to let us do the fighting.” 


“The Sage is definitely the latter.”


“Good.” Taiana nodded. “Then we have a
few hours to search the Keeps we know he will activate next.” She fixed him
with a piercing gaze. “Together, Drayvin.”


The Hunter met her gaze. He wanted to go
with her—more than anything else, he wanted to remain beside her. Though her
mind had been tainted by Kharna’s evil, he had to hold out hope that he could
reach her, break her free of the Devourer’s hold.


But could he? Was she too far gone for
him to bring her back? 


“First tell me why you attacked the
Sage,” the Hunter said. “You could have gone on to the other Keeps and let me
face him alone.”


“Because you are my husband,” she
replied without hesitation. “Despite our differences in belief, we are bound
together forever. I would not let you face danger alone.”


“Even if it costs you
your life?” The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You could have died back there.”


“I could have.” She nodded.


“And if you fell, what would happen to
our daughter?” the Hunter demanded. “You are the only one who knows where she
is.”


“I have faith,” she said simply. 


“In Kharna?” The Hunter snorted. “What would the
Devourer of Worlds do for us puny mortals?”


“No.” She shook her head, and her
midnight eyes burned into his. “In you.”


The words, spoken in a quiet voice, had
enough power to shatter the Hunter’s world.


“You would do anything to protect this
boy, and I know you would do the same for our daughter.” She let out a long,
slow breath. “Just as I must do the same.”


Anger and frustration burned within the Hunter.
“I cannot help you! I must find a way to stop the Sage.”


“Helping me would do precisely that!” Taiana thrust a finger toward the Keep
behind her. “There could be more of our kind in there, warriors that could aid
us in our battle.”


“Even if every one of those damned Chambers
held a Bucelarii, that would only be twenty-four to
join our cause.” The Hunter shook his head. “Twenty-eight of
us against more than four hundred Elivasti. And you know as well as I
that the chances of finding that many Bucelarii in there are almost
nonexistent.”


“And yet I must try,” Taiana insisted. “If not for our kin, then for Jaia. I cannot fail her
again.”


In that moment, he saw the woman he had
dreamed of, the woman he had loved a lifetime ago—that he loved now. Even if Kharna had twisted her
mind, the Destroyer’s evil hadn’t fully taken hold. He wanted to help her, but
too much rested on his shoulders for him to turn aside from doing what needed
to be done.


“Then go.” The Hunter raised his hands.
“I will not stand in your way.”


“But you will not join me.” A statement, not a question.


“I, too, must do what needs to be done,”
the Hunter growled. “Even if I must do it alone.”


“What will you do?” Taiana asked. “Where
will you go?”


The Hunter pondered the question. Truth
be told, he had no idea what to do now. If the Sage had retreated into Hellsgate, he would be all but unreachable.
Surrounded by strong walls and an army of Elivasti, he could bide his time.
Activating the remaining twenty-one Keeps would take him no more than seven or
eight hours. If he marched his entire army out of Hellsgate before dawn, he
could complete his task before the Withering. And nothing the Hunter could do
would stop him. 


Not unless the Sage never left the safety of Hellsgate.


“Tell me how I can contact Garnos,” the
Hunter said. 


Taiana’s brow furrowed. “Why?” 


“You asked me to trust you before.” The
Hunter met her eyes. “Now I ask you to do the same. Trust
that I will do whatever it takes to stop the Sage from freeing Kharna from his
eternal prison.” At least they could both agree on that. 


“Garnos has the noon to sundown shift in
the Pit,” Taiana told him. “From the few conversations we’ve had, I understand
he likes to pass his free hours working beside his wife.”


“Where will I find her, then?” the
Hunter asked.


Taiana’s expression grew grim. “In the Terrace of the Sun and Moon. Atop
Hellsgate.” 


Keeper’s
teeth! The Hunter’s gut
tightened. Talk about bad to worse.


“What are you thinking, Drayvin?” Taiana
cocked her head. “That look in your eyes, that’s the one that says you’re about
to do something crazy and dangerous.”


The Hunter gave her a wry grin. “Crazy
dangerous sounds about right. I’m going to do what I’ve spent the last fifty
years doing. I’m going to assassinate the Sage in Hellsgate.”


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Five


 





 


The Hunter drew in a deep breath and
checked over his appearance one last time. He’d gone back to Taiana’s base for
the suit of blue Elivasti armor he now wore—a worthwhile investment of time,
he’d deemed. 


The face he wore belonged to the first
of the Blood Sentinels he’d killed in his desperate attempt on the Sage’s life.
The man had a thick nose, close-set eyes, a sloping forehead, and a jaw so
square it looked like it had been shaped by a mason’s ruler. The Hunter had
added a thick scar along the side of his face for good measure. Changing his
eyes to the right shade of violet had proven far more difficult than he’d
expected, but the real challenge had been adding three extra inches to the
breadth of his shoulders. Between his face and the Blood Sentinel armor, he
doubted he’d get many questions.


Unless, of course, he ran into someone who
recognized him as one of the guards that had fallen in battle today. He’d
contemplated using Setin’s face, but if the Elivasti were even slightly
organized, they would have noted that Setin hadn’t returned since leaving the
previous night. Add to that the fact that he’d fled Detrarch Honsul, and the
identity of Setin would be his back-up plan. 


Unfortunately, he had no idea what this
man sounded like or how he spoke. He’d have to take a stab at it and hope he
didn’t encounter any Elivasti that had known the man in life. 


He drew in a deep breath as he strode up
the street toward the front of Hellsgate. Moment of truth. He shifted his grip on his
Scorchslayer—the one he’d taken off the same guard that had worn the armor—and
leaned into a confident swagger. The sun setting to the west would cast him in
shadow, hiding his face even more. With his added breadth and his natural
height, plus the grizzled look on his strong features, he strode toward
Hellsgate’s front entrance as if he owned it.


The massive stone structure of Hellsgate
was even more impressive from up close. Thirty paces tall and easily five
hundred wide, it was more than large enough to house the thousand or so
Elivasti living there. The front gate matched the portal to Khar’nath, made of
the same steel-banded and spike-studded wood. Garnos had been right—the
fortress truly was impregnable. Even from this distance, he could see the walls
were as smooth as the glassy exterior of the Keeps. No way he’d
be able to scale the outside. 


Which meant going up
through the inside. 


He grunted a greeting to the company of
Elivasti that stood in front of the gate, but never slowed in his his
swaggering stride. 


“Where you been, Ryken?” asked one. His
breastplate bore the crossed white fists of a Detrarch. “Hunting the
black-eyes?” 


The Hunter snorted and nodded to the
man. 


The Detrarch raised an eyebrow. “Any
luck finding the bastards?” 


The Hunter shook his head, then shrugged
and grunted again. Over his years as an assassin, he’d learned that non-verbal
communication could be surprisingly versatile. One of his facades had never
spoken a single word but answered only in grunts and body language. That
persona, a Voramian sailor named Turit who worked the docks and kept an ear
open for any juicy bits of information, had been one of his most successful.
People had shared all manner of secrets, going so far as to call him “a good
listener”.  


These men, however, seemed less pleased
by his taciturnity. His keen ears picked up the muttered “arrogant Blood
Sentinel jackass” as he strode past the Elivasti and through the front gate.


The interior of Hellsgate was as grim as
the Hunter had expected. The walls, floor, and ceilings were made of the dark
grey stone shot through with veins of red, and not even the soft glow of the
torches and oil lamps hanging in their ornate stone sconces could drive back
the ominous feel in the massive fort. The absence of color and decorations made
it seem a far sterner, starker place than any hall, mansion, or castle he’d
visited.


The front gate opened onto a narrow hall
lined with arrow slots, with dozens of murder holes in the ceiling. The
corridor ran for five paces before it entered the great hall, a high-vaulted
chamber easily a hundred paces wide and fifty long. The room had been converted
into a dining area lined with wooden tables and benches, where dozens of
blue-armored Elivasti sat eating in silence. A somber mood hung over the entire
chamber. Even the children in the room seemed too afraid to make a sound. 


The meaty, spicy smell wafting through
the dining hall reminded the Hunter he hadn’t eaten in days. The lives consumed
by Soulhunger had driven away his hunger and thirst, but his body would need
sustenance soon.


But not now. 


For a moment, the Hunter found himself
at a loss for where to go. He could see no staircase leading up or down. 


He grabbed one of the smaller
blue-armored Elivasti walking past. “You seen Chault?”
He pitched his voice low and added a good deal of gravel to it, the same voice
he’d used when playing the terrifying character that met clients in the
darkened Room Four in the Rusted Dangle. 


“Chault?” The Elivasti’s brow
furrowed in confusion. “Who is—” He seemed to see the blood red fists
and black lines on the Hunter’s armor for the first time, and his skin went a
shade paler. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s likely on the fifth
floor, though I couldn’t tell you which room he’s in.”


The Hunter grunted and released the
man’s arm. He felt the Elivasti’s eyes burning into his back as he strode away,
but true to character, he didn’t glance back. If the Blood Sentinels were like
any of the elite units of mercenaries, soldiers, or guards he’d encountered,
they believed themselves a cut above the rest. They had earned their swagger,
through merit or violence. That dominating personality would make people do
what he wanted or give information without question. Not his favorite sort of character
to play, but certainly one of the most useful. 


He strode in the direction the man had
indicated, through the grand hall and into a chamber half its size beyond. This
room was lined from wall to wall with wooden racks, upon which sat hundreds of
Elivasti spikestaffs. No Scorchslayers, he noted. Perhaps the Blood Sentinels
didn’t trust the rest of their kin with the powerful weapons.


Stone staircases were set into the
northern and southern walls of this room. The Hunter chose the southern
staircase at random—like most fortresses, they would ascend to the higher
levels parallel to each other.  


The Elivasti he passed gave him a wide
berth. One look at his broad shoulders, scarred face,
and outthrust chest—bearing the crimson fists and black swirls of the Blood
Sentinels—and most simply flowed around him. He never gave way, never moved
aside, but strode up the stairs with enormous self-assurance and a scowl that
had made dockhands and Bloody Hand thugs blanch. 


He knew little about the layout of
Hellsgate, but he’d had enough experience with the Sage to know the demon would
room as close to his protectors as possible. If the Blood Sentinels had their
quarters on the fifth floor, that likely meant the Sage’s quarters were there
as well. 


Few people looked beyond the
Scorchslayer and armor that marked him as a Blood Sentinel. He adjusted his
armor and ran a hand along solid, cloth-wrapped outlines the Swordsman’s iron
daggers he’d tucked into the backplate of his blue armor made. He’d had to push
them in deep to hide them from view, but he could still reach their hilts. When
the time came to kill the Sage, he’d be ready.


He’d come to Hellsgate for two reasons. The Sage had to die, but
first he needed to reach the Terrace of the Sun and Moon. That was where he’d
find the opia to save Hailen from the
Irrsinnon. He’d come to Enarium to
cure the boy’s madness, and to do that, he needed the opia. 


According to the snatches Arudan had
read from the Serenii stone tablet, he’d find the opia in direct sunlight beneath a glass dome that encouraged it to
grow larger and reach maturity more quickly. How hard could it be to find a
glass dome, even in a garden as vast as the roof of Hellsgate? If he could find
Garnos, the process could be significantly expedited. After
all, who better than a gardener—Garnos’ wife—to lead him to the opia?


The first three floors he passed seemed
to be living quarters for most of the Elivasti. Someone had taken the time to
decorate, with colorful rugs, paintings, and more of the ornamental flourishes
that made a stone keep a suitable living space. The fourth floor was also
living quarters, but of a higher standard of cleanliness and affluence than the
lower levels. Perhaps this was where the Detrarchs and other officers of the
Elivasti lived. 


He paused at the fifth floor and stared
down the hall. Four Elivasti stood at a pair of double doors at the far end of
the corridor, Scorchslayers held at the ready. That had to be the Sage’s
chamber. The Hunter resisted the urge to charge down the hall, burst through
the doors into the room, and kill the Sage. Four Blood
Sentinels weren’t too many to go through, but the twenty doors between the
staircase and the far end of the hall meant at least a few score more lived on
this floor. Even with the ten or fifteen that had fallen in battle today, that still left a lot of them between him and any
chance of escape. 


Though he hated the idea of leaving
Hailen in the demon’s clutches for another minute, he turned away from the hall
and climbed the stairs to the sixth level of Hellsgate. He’d get the opia
first, then deal with the Sage on his way down. No
sense being trapped on the top floor with an army of Blood Sentinels seeking
vengeance over the Sage’s death.


Once again, he found himself preparing
for a mocking voice that never came. He knew what his inner demon would say: “Foolish Bucelarii, you’re going to get
yourself killed! All for the sake of the boy.” Alone,
without Soulhunger, surrounded by enemies, he couldn’t deny he’d put himself in
a situation that very likely would lead to death if he was discovered.


Yet it would all be worth it. With the
Sage dead, the Withering would come and go without threat of Kharna breaking
out of his eternal prison. Even if the Hunter couldn’t understand why Taiana
served Kharna—just the thought filled him with burning fury—at least they could
agree that Kharna could not be released. Once he’d dealt with the Sage, he
could turn his attention to Taiana.


And what exactly did that mean? His
inner demon would have mocked him for being a fool, and ridicule him for his
attempt to save someone who deserved death. To the voice in his mind, everyone
was better off killed.


The absence of the voice struck him as
bizarre. He’d thought that here, now, facing death on such a vast scale, the presence in his mind would be filling his head
with its demands for blood. It would have thrilled to see the Pit sucking the
life from the captives, and shouted with delight as he hacked through the
Elivasti guarding the Sage. 


Yet he had only silence. But why? The question had nagged at him since he’d arrived
in Enarium, but he hadn’t had time to give it much thought. It felt strange not
to have the voices pounding in his mind. With Soulhunger gone and the demon
fallen quiet, it almost felt…peaceful. Even surrounded by enemies and facing
the constant threat of death, the silence in his mind filled him with an odd
serenity.


Was this what normal people experienced? He had wrestled with the voices in his
head for so long he had no idea what to do without them. He welcomed the
change, yet it felt as foreign as solid ground after a month-long voyage across
the Frozen Sea. 


The staircase ended and the Hunter
stepped onto the uppermost level of Hellsgate. It took all his willpower to
keep the scowl plastered on his face, so surprised he was at the sight before
him. 


The entire top floor was an enormous
garden.


Lush greenery met his eyes everywhere he
looked. Ripe red tomatoes hung heavy on thick vines that climbed metal
trellises. The tang of oranges, grapefruits, lemons, and other citrus fruits
he’d never tasted filled the air as he passed five tall trees—trees, growing on the roof of a fortress!
Potatoes, carrots, turnips, and radishes grew alongside cabbage, lettuce,
cauliflower, and five different types of squashes. It seemed impossible, yet
somehow the Elivasti living here managed to raise enough food to survive—not
just survive, but feed all the people living within Enarium and Khar’nath.


No, there was no way this could be
Elivasti ingenuity. The Hunter had little understanding of agriculture, but
he’d never seen anything like the hanging pipes that fed water to the plants
growing in pots suspended above vast stone tanks. No human on Einan could have
contrived the intricate system of tubes, hoses, and channels that pulled water
from the pools to supply the trees, plants, vines, and bushes with nutrients
and moisture without the need for soil.


He strode through the gardens, taking in
the fresh scent of green life, the light mist hanging in the air, and the
coolness of the shade between plants. It was a thing of beauty atop the harsh,
ugly fortress of Hellsgate. An impossibility, like so
many other creations of the Serenii.


A little pang of homesickness coursed
through him as he passed a pair of Snowblossom trees. A memory of being in this
place echoed deep within his mind. He had sat there, on that stone bench, with
Taiana beside him and spoke of the future of their child. No wonder he had
loved visiting Maiden’s Fields in Voramis—their sweet scent was a reminder of
the past he’d shared, even if he couldn’t remember it. 


He shoved down on the emotions welling
in his gut. He’d have time for melancholy and reminiscence when Hailen was
safe. 


In the heart of the Terrace of the Sun
and Moon, a glass dome rose above the rest of the garden. Twenty paces long and
wide, it was easily twice his height and made of the same blue-colored glass as
the Keeps. 


The words Arudan had read from the stone
tablet came back to him. “For faster
maturation, it is my recommendation that the plant is grown in sunlight
amplified by a mixture of sapphire and ghoulstone treated with weeping
wintermoss.” 


The Hunter couldn’t take his eyes off it
as he approached. Within the dome, plants he’d never imagined could exist grew
in abundance. There, pale blue flowers with short stems grew beside tall white
orchids, purple roses, and lilies of a fiery orange. A hundred smells—some
familiar, most exotic—filled the dome. It was like stepping into a brand new
world.


And there, before his eyes, he found
what he sought. A dark green bush with small leaves, white buds, and dozens of
berries the same deep purple color as the Elivasti’s eyes.


He had found the opia.
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The Hunter’s jaw dropped. Keeper’s teeth! 


He couldn’t believe the vastness of the opia bushes before him. In Kara-ket, a single spindly bush had flowered, with
just one tiny berry for show. Yet here, the plants towered nearly twice the
Hunter’s height, their branches heavy with hundreds of rich, round fruits the
size of large wine grapes. Hundreds more tiny white buds dotted the green
leaves. 


No wonder the Warmaster had boasted that
he could get his hands on all the opia he
wanted. Here in Enarium, the berry grew in a greater abundance than the Hunter
had imagined possible. 


Relief washed over him like a drink of
cool water in the Advanat Desert. After his flight from Kara-ket, he’d
stubbornly clung to the hope that he would find the opia, the only thing that could cure Hailen’s madness, in Enarium.
Yet it had been little more than hope built on the flimsy foundation of the
Warmaster’s words. 


To find it here, and in abundance enough
to save Hailen a hundred times over, drained away the tension that had filled
him since his discovery that the berry could cure the boy. He wanted to laugh,
to bask in the triumph of finding what he’d traveled leagues to obtain, but
forced his face to retain the permanent scowl of the Blood Sentinel. He had to
remain in character a little longer.


He stepped into the dome and was
immediately struck by a solid wall of heat. The circular dome reminded him of
the glasshouses he’d seen on his visit to Icespire, across the Frozen Sea. Evidently,
someone had discovered what Yalleng the Serenii had known and written in his
stone tablet—that the amplification of the light or heat within the glass dome
sped up the growth of not just opia, but
all plants. Perhaps that was why the garden at the pinnacle of the Sage’s tower
in Kara-ket had flourished in such abundance despite the high altitude. 


“Can I help you?” came
a woman’s voice from behind him.


The Hunter ignored the question, as an
arrogant Blood Sentinel would. A moment later, a woman squeezed herself through
the doorway around his armored frame and came to stand in front of him.


“Can I help you?” she repeated, this
time with more than a hint of disapproval in her voice. 


The Hunter glared down at her. She
barely reached his chest, and she looked to be in her fourth or fifth decade of
life—which meant in the early hundreds, given her Elivasti heritage. Brown and
grey threaded her long, braided hair in equal measure, and the first lines of
age showed at the corners of her lips and mouth. She had a heart-shaped face
that must have been gorgeous in her youth, but now bore the beauty of a mature
woman tempered by hard years. Given everything that happened in Khar’nath, just
a short distance from her garden paradise, the years must have been hard
indeed.


“I’m surprised to see you up here.” She
spoke in a prim voice, one that reminded him of Graeme. “None of your kind ever
bothers with this place.” 


“My kind?” the Hunter growled, adding a
hint of irritation to his gravelly voice. 


“Blood Sentinels.” She rubbed her cheek with a gloved
hand, which left a smudge of soil on her light-colored skin. “Too
focused on death to care about life.” 


The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. “That
a problem?” 


She shrugged. “Not to me. Just don’t get
any ideas about picking the fruits from my garden. I’ve enough to worry about
without adding one more pest to the lot.”


The Hunter struggled to conceal a grin
at the woman’s brazenness. He stood close to twice her height, a Scorchslayer
in his hand, yet she spoke to him as if dressing down one of her gardening
drudges after a foolish mistake.


“And who’s to stop me if I do?” the
Hunter asked, curious to see how she’d react to anyone threatening her precious
garden. “What if I get it in my head to strip every fruit from every tree in
this place? What’ll you do then?”


“Just you try it!” Her heart-shaped face
creased into an angry scowl, and she shook her mud-covered trowel beneath his
nose. “All the armor in the world won’t stop me from shoving this so far up your—”


“Rothia, darling!” A familiar voice, edged with a hint of
fear, echoed behind the Hunter. Garnos hurried into view, a worried look on his
face. “Forgive my wife, Ryken. She didn’t mean anything by it.”


“What do you mean--?” Rothia began, but
Garnos cut her off with a glare.


“Darling,”
he said in a pointed tone, “didn’t you mention something about wanting help
gathering clippings from the Watcher’s Bloom? Now that the sun has set, it
seems the perfect time to be doing just that.”


Rothia shot a glare at Garnos, at the
Hunter, and a second helping of scorn for her husband. Muttering an insult that
made the corners of the Hunter’s mouth twitch, she turned and stalked away into
the garden. 


“You.” The Hunter grabbed Garnos’ arm as the
Elivasti Elder made to follow his wife. “Stay.”


Garnos blanched, but nodded. “Of course.”


“You know who I am?” the Hunter asked.


“O-Of course.” Garnos gave a little bow.
“You’re Ryken, Detrarch of the Blood Sentinels, second in command to Primarch
Dannus himself.”


Detrarch, eh? The Hunter chuckled inwardly. I definitely made the right choice of face.


“Seems a lot of people
don’t like me.” The
Hunter thrust his chin in the direction the diminutive woman had gone. “Your wife chief among them.”


Garnos’ face went paler. “Oh no,
Detrarch, she’s just—”


“Come with me.” The Hunter decided it
was time to end the charade and put the man out of his misery. He led Garnos to
one side, to a section of the garden where the opia bushes grew thick enough to conceal him. “Look into my eyes.”


Garnos hesitated, then
met his gaze. The Hunter gritted his teeth and exerted his will on his nose,
eyes, and mouth to return them to their normal shape. Garnos let out a gasp and
recoiled.


“Drayvin?” he hissed.


The Hunter nodded, then
with effort restored his face to the brutish, scowling features of the man
Ryken. 


“What are you doing here?” Garnos’ eyes
flashed. “And looking like that? How is that possible?”


“A gift from our ancestors,” the Hunter
said. “Much as your ancestors passed to you the Irrsinnon.”


Garnos’ eyes narrowed, then went wide. “Is that why you’re here?” His gaze darted
to the ripe purple growing on the bush beside them. “You want the opia for this boy of yours?”


The Hunter nodded. “It is the only way
to keep the madness at bay.”


Deep lines creased the Elivasti’s
forehead. “You know what will happen to him, do you not?”


“Are you talking about the side effects
of the Expurgation?” 


“What?” Garnos jerked backward as if
struck. “Great ancestors, so it’s true? The Sage is still practicing that
barbaric ritual?”


The Hunter frowned. He doesn’t know.


Garnos seemed not to notice his
expression. “I never believed the rumors from Kara-ket, always wrote them off
as nothing more than tales designed to terrify us into obedience.” He glanced
up at the Hunter. “It should never have
occurred!”


“So you don’t practice the Expurgation
here?” 


Garnos’ eyes flashed. “By
the ancestors, definitely not! How anyone could submit to that
antiquated practice is beyond inhuman.” His lip curled into a snarl. “So, of course our master would make full use
of it.”


A sliver of hope blossomed within the
Hunter. “Tell me everything.” He gripped Garnos’ shoulders. “How do you cure
the Irrsinnon here in Enarium?”


“As long as we remain in the city, there
is no need for it.” Garnos gave a dismissive wave. “The shadow of the Serenii,
our ancestors, protects us from the Irrsinnon.”



“And what of those who leave the city?”
the Hunter pressed. “How do you keep the madness from overtaking them?”


“With this.” Garnos gestured to the opia. “When our ancestors, the Serenii,
saw what happened to their descendants, they took pity on us and used their magick
to bring the opia into existence as a
cure for our ailment. One sip of the potion brewed from fruit and the Irrsinnon is forever banished.”


“Then what is the Expurgation?” 


Garnos bared his teeth. “A cruel
practice, conceived of by our master as a means of culling us and preventing
any Melechha from being born.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “But if, as
you say, the opia has no side
effects…”


Garnos tapped one of the ripe purple
berries. “This opia does not. The
original strain created by the Serenii.” A shadow passed over his eyes. “But
according to the tales my wife has heard from our brethren on Shana Laal, the
Sage grows his own tainted strain, one
bred to kill off any with the pure blood of our ancestors. The poison lies in
the seeds, so they say.”


“The Melechha.”


Garnos nodded. “The only true threat to
his power here in Enarium. A Melechha
with knowledge of how to activate the powers of Enarium could harness them
against him and destroy him completely. Alas, that knowledge is lost to us. All
that remains of our ancestors is the curse of madness and the traces of their
blood flowing through our veins.”


Anger mingled with horror in the
Hunter’s gut. He’d come so close to giving Hailen the opia in Kara-ket, which would have killed him as surely as a dagger
to the heart. All these weeks, agonizing over whether or not he’d made the
right decision. The fact that the Sage had captured Hailen and forced the
Hunter to pursue had, in the end, saved the boy’s life. 


“The Expurgation is precisely the sort
of depravity expected of our master.” Garnos’ face purpled with anger. “Starving our youths, forcing them to recite foul oaths to the
Devourer, killing them!” 


The Hunter had watched the Elivasti
youth—Daladar, his name was—die a horrible death because of the opia. A slight tremor had turned into
body-quaking spasms, discoloration, and ultimately suffocation. 


“If you know he’s capable of such
terribly cruelty, why don’t you rise up against him?” the Hunter asked.


“Our ancestors swore an oath—” Garnos
began.


“Curse your oath!” the Hunter snapped.
Master Eldor had said the same thing, and that oath had cost him his life. “You
are free of the madness of your ancestors, so why not liberate yourselves from
the burden of the vow sworn by those same ancestors? They were afraid of being
eliminated by the Serenii, thus sought safety in service to the Abiarazi. But—”


“Afraid?” Garnos’ brow
furrowed in confusion. “Why would we be afraid?”


The question took the Hunter aback. “The
Serenii wanted to kill you because they feared you would kill them,” he said. 


“Who told you that?” 


The Hunter opened his mouth to speak, then realization dawned. “The Sage.”



“Of course.” Garnos nodded. “The truth twisted to
his convenience.”


From the moment he’d set foot on Shana
Laal, the Sage had manipulated him, deceived him, used him. How much of what
the Abiarazi had said was true? The more he learned, the more he realized “truth”
was a concept the Sage found relative, a useful tool to bend people to his
will.


“Then what is the truth?” the Hunter
asked. “Why did your ancestors swear
to serve the Abiarazi?”


Garnos shook his head, and sorrow
twisted his features. “Because it was the only way to escape
our destiny.” 
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“Many of the legends of our past have
been lost to time,” Garnos continued, “but what we do know is that the Serenii chose to mix their bloodlines with that
of humans. Just as the Abiarazi produced half-human offspring—you, the
Bucelarii—some of Serenii chose to do the same. These Serenii were a select
minority, but there were enough that the Elivasti began to multiply quickly.”


The Hunter had heard this much from the
Sage. “But the question is why the
Serenii chose to mingle their lineage with the humans.” He gestured around him.
“Compare the grandeur of Enarium to any human city, and mankind is little
better than primitive savages.”


“That is precisely what the Serenii
believed at first.” Garnos nodded. “Yet over time, they came to see that the
humans had something to offer that all their magick and wisdom never could.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. 


“Emotion.” Garnos clenched a fist. “Passion.”


That took the Hunter aback. 


“The Serenii were creatures of logic,
driven by the search for understanding the world around them.” Garnos swept a
hand in a gesture that encompassed the entire city. “As you can see, their
wisdom is far beyond anything that even we, their descendants, or the Abiarazi
can comprehend. They ruled Einan completely, using the magick within its core
and their knowledge of nature to build the world of their choosing. But perhaps
they were too logical.”


“Too logical?” the Hunter asked. “That
doesn’t seem like a bad thing.” 


He’d seen what the emotions of mankind could
do. Passion, lust, greed, desire, hatred, and envy had driven men and women to
kill their parents, siblings, children, friends, and enemies. War existed
because humans sought what others had, or out of vengeance for past hurts,
wrongs real or perceived. No matter how logical mankind intended to be, they
were creatures driven by emotion—just as he was.  


In his rage over Farida’s death, he’d
butchered the Bloody Hand and Dark Heresiarchs. Out of his love for Hailen, he
had killed scores of desert raiders. He’d even cut down Master Eldor, the man
that had been as a father to him, for the sake of protecting the boy. Yes,
emotion could drive humans—even half-humans—to do terrible things.


“You say that,” Garnos replied with a
shake of his head, “yet logic alone can be a terrible curse.” He thrust a
finger toward the Terrace’s eastern wall, beyond which the Hunter knew lay Khar’nath.
“Imagine if you know beyond a shadow of doubt that killing one person would
save the entire world. What would you do?”


“Kill him,” the Hunter answered without
hesitation. 


“But what if that person was Taiana?”


The question struck the Hunter like a
physical blow. Would he be willing to kill his wife if it averted total
destruction? It was the same question he’d tried to avoid contemplating since
he discovered Taiana served Kharna. 


“I…don’t know,” he said after a long
moment. 


“But why?” Garnos asked. “You know that her death
would save the world, so logic dictates that she dies.”


The Hunter nodded. “Yes, it does,” he
said in a quiet voice.


Garnos tapped his armored chest. “Yet
the emotion within you makes you hesitate. Perhaps you would spare her, even if
it meant the world ended. Or, perhaps you would sacrifice her. The simple fact
that you question the decision proves that you are as much a creature of
emotion as logic. Emotion does not make you weak—without it, pure logic would
drive your actions, and pure logic is cold and cruel.”


A shadow passed across the Elivasti’s
face. “The Serenii were creatures of logic. Though they had emotions, they
sought to suppress them and act according to rationale alone. Thus, when they
saw how numerous the humans grew, how quickly they multiplied, they saw them
not as an innocent new race of creatures to be protected, but exploited as a
resource. Just as mankind has bred horses, the Serenii bred humans.”


Garnos’ words sent disgust rippling
through the Hunter. “To what end?” 


“To feed Khar’nath.” Garnos’ eyes went to the eastern wall
of the garden. “Khar’nath was created as a place of power, a complement to the
power gathered by the Keeps of Enarium. Alone, the energy collected by both the
Pit and the Keeps could transform the world. Together, the magick could prove
its destruction.”


The Hunter’s eyes went wide. “The
Serenii wanted to destroy the world?” Everything he’d learned about the ancient
race had indicated that they were builders, cultivators, not destroyers. Kharna
had been the outlier, and the Abiarazi had brought chaos and carnage to a world
of order and peace.


Garnos shook his head. “I did not say
that. I said the power was sufficient to destroy the world. What the Serenii
intended it for, we do not know. Until the last thousand years, our people have
had no written records or histories. Much of what we know has been passed down
through stories, doubtless distorted by time and retellings. But the one thing
all the stories made clear was that the Serenii bred us to feed Khar’nath.”


Revulsion shuddered down the Hunter’s
spine, and the memory of the old and infirm below being fed to the crystals lining
the Pit flashed through his mind. 


“The first Elivasti saw that as a
betrayal and fled the Serenii.” Garnos shook his head. “They wandered Einan,
but they could not escape the world ruled by their ancestors. The Irrsinnon claimed many, and many more
fell to starvation, thirst, or predators. Until they
encountered the Abiarazi.”


The Hunter found himself leaning
forward, eager to hear more of the story. 


“The Abiarazi convinced them to swear an
oath of loyalty,” Garnos continued, “pledging their service for all time if
they would shelter our Elivasti forefathers from the Serenii. The Abiarazi,
with their half-human offspring, had seen the value of such servants, and
welcomed us into their service.”


“That seems to have turned out well for
everyone.” The Hunter made no attempt to hide the sardonic bite to his words. 


Garnos scowled. “For years, the Abiarazi
honored their bargain and protected the Elivasti, until the day they returned
to conquer Enarium.” 


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “The
Abiarazi marched on Enarium? What of the curse of the Empty Mountains?”


“To my knowledge, the Serenii had not
yet placed the curse.” Garnos shook his head. “Too late, they realized the
Abiarazi had come for them, and though they used their most powerful spells,
they could not stop the Abiarazi from reaching the city walls.”


The Hunter’s mind raced. “So the demons
killed all the Serenii?” The ancient race had not been seen since the War of
Gods—a mass slaughter by the Abiarazi could explain their disappearance. 


Garnos hesitated. “This, the legends do
not say.” He let out a long breath. “I do not know what transpired that day,
what happened to the Serenii, or why we were permitted to remain in Enarium.
What I do know is that the Abiarazi saw the Keeps and Khar’nath as a power to
harness. They sought to use the only resource they had: us.” 


A sickening feeling rose in the Hunter’s
gut. “They fed you to the Pit?”


Garnos nodded. “At the beginning, they
only demanded we give our old, feeble, ill, and dying to Khar’nath. They called
it ‘a noble sacrifice’, one we could not refuse. Thus, our ancestors discovered
that they had sworn to a far crueler master than the Serenii. The Abiarazi are
driven by their appetites and desires, and you must know as well as any that it
can be far more terrible than pure logic.”


The Hunter had seen what the Abiarazi
did in the name of power, wealth, and bringing about the return of Kharna. The
First had killed Farida and the beggars living in the Hunter’s safe houses in
Voramis, all so the Hunter would slaughter the Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy
to gather the power needed to open a portal to the fiery hell. Toramin had
ruled Malandria through the fear his “Order of Midas” created through their
cruelty and ruthlessness. Queen Asalah had sacrificed Samia, the concubine that
she had claimed to love, simply as a cover-up for the death of the al-Malek.
The Sage had caused open war in Kara-ket for the sake of eliminating the
Warmaster. 


“But the Abiarazi were not content to
take our old and infirm.” Garnos’ face darkened. “Eventually, they demanded
that every tenth child born was to be given to Khar’nath. When that did not
provide the power they sought, they sought to take more of our lives. The
strong warriors, the maidens, the mothers, everyone they believed could feed
Khar’nath and provide the power they craved.”


“And you went along with that?” the
Hunter demanded.


“What choice did we have?” Garnos gave a
sad shake of his head. “The early Elivasti had bound themselves to the Abiarazi
by the demons’ cruel magick. Our only hope was to obey. We had no choice but to
watch our people die for the masters we had pledged to serve. Until the day we
were given that choice.”


“What choice?” 


Shame twisted Garnos’ face, and he
couldn’t meet the Hunter’s eyes. “The Abiarazi said that Khar’nath needed to be
fed, by human or Elivasti. So long as we kept the Pit supplied with blood, they
did not care where it came from. The Elivasti chose life, and thus…” He
swallowed hard and drew in a deep breath. “Thus began the suffering of the
humans of Enarium.”


The Hunter’s gut tightened. The merchant
in the Whispering Waste had spoken of “purple-eyed spirits” abducting children,
and he’d seen the Elivasti marching a group of weeping youngsters through
Enarium into Khar’nath.  


“You brought humans here to feed them to
the Pit.” 


“To my great shame,
yes.” Garnos gave a
slow nod, his shoulders slumping. “Humans live shorter lives, especially those
in the Pit, and they die faster than they breed. For four thousand years, my
people have been capturing humans from around Einan.”


The Hunter recoiled in horror. The way
Garnos had said “breed” sent a shiver of disgust through him. Humans bred
horses, dogs, and chickens to serve them. The Abiarazi, through their Elivasti
servants, bred humans to die. 


“Four millennia,” the Hunter breathed.
“There have to be hundreds of thousands of people in the Pit.”  


“At last count,” Garnos said in a quiet
voice, “six hundred eighty-four thousand.” He passed a hand over his face,
which had gone ashen, solemn. “Give or take the hundreds that die every day.” 


Hundreds that die every day.
Even though shame
flashed in Garnos’ eyes, the Elivasti spoke the words in the same
matter-of-fact tone that a shepherd spoke of his flock or a Reckoner spoke of
gold. 


“Do you not hear yourself?” the Hunter
demanded. Anger burned in his gut and he stabbed a finger at Garnos. “Hundreds of people dying every day because of your people!
How can you stand that?”


“I cannot.” Tears brimmed in Garnos’
eyes. “For the last eighty-five years, I have lived with the nightmare of what
I and my kin have done. I cannot erase those haggard, worn faces when I close
my eyes, and there is not enough wine or spirits on Einan to drown out my
shame.” A desperate light filled his eyes. “Yet I am but one man! One man
surrounded by too many others willing to go along. This is the way things have
always been in Enarium. It is all I and my people know. We serve the will of
our masters until the day death comes to claim us.”


“And you believe that excuses your inaction?”
The Hunter fought to stop his voice rising to a furious shout. “You follow
along because you cannot make change?”


“Once, in my youth, I believed it was
enough to treat the poor wretches in the Pit as humanely as I could.” Remorse
flashed in the Elivasti’s eyes. “I did not abuse or beat them as my brothers
did, and I tried to give them what comforts I could. Yet I have learned the
truth: it is not enough to do nothing. Alone, I cannot bring about change, but
I will not let my people continue to become the very thing they feared. This is
why I risk everything to help Taiana, to help you.”


Now the tears slipped down the man’s
cheek. “I would give anything, anything, for a brighter future, both for my
people and those souls trapped within Khar’nath. If I could set them free, I
would. But I am just one man. What can I do?”


The answer—both to Garnos’ question and
his problem—popped into the Hunter’s mind. The sheer audacity of it took his
breath away, but he could not deny it was the best plan they had. 


“And what if I told you I knew a way you
could change everything?” he asked. “Right now. Tonight.” 


A glimmer of brightness pierced the
despair in the Elivasti’s violet eyes. “Tell me,” he said in a quiet voice. 


The Hunter drew in a deep breath. “We’re
going to pull off a jailbreak.”
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Garnos jerked back, his eyes going wide.
“What?”


“You heard me.” The Hunter nodded.
“We’re going to empty out the Pit. Now. Tonight.” 


“Impossible!” Garnos shook his head.
“There’s no way even you can pull it off. There are too many for the four of
you to take out.”


“No, it’s going to be you and me.” The
Hunter gave him a wry grin. “The two of us.”


“Are you mad?” Garnos’ voice rose to a
shout. He swallowed and spoke in a quieter voice. “What you’re suggesting is—”


“Impossible, like you said.” The Hunter
chuckled. “If it were just you and me fighting alone.
But we won’t be alone.”


Garnos’ eyes narrowed. “Unless you have
an army hidden in the Empty Mountains, your plan will never work.”


“We already have one inside the city.” The Hunter thrust a
finger toward the east. “You said it yourself, there are six hundred
eighty-four thousand men, women, even children that will take up arms.”


The Elivasti’s jaw dropped, and he
simply stared at the Hunter for a long moment, as if unable to comprehend what
the Hunter was suggesting. 


“How many Elivasti do you have guarding
the Pit?” the Hunter asked.


Garnos blinked, started to speak,
swallowed, then managed to stammer out. “F-Forty or so at and around the gate. Another
thirty within the Pit.” 


“Seventy against
nearly seven hundred thousand?”
The Hunter’s face twisted into a cruel smile, the expression that best suited
the brutish features he wore. “I’d say the odds are weighted in our favor.” 


“B-But,” Garnos struggled with the
words, “the people in the Pit are—”


“Starved, abused,
tortured.” The
Hunter spoke in a low growl. “They have watched their friends and family being
fed to Khar’nath or being beaten to death by men like Setin.” He clenched his
fists. “Those with nothing to lose have nothing to fear.” 


“It is madness, yet perhaps…” Garnos’
brow furrowed as he digested the thought.


The Hunter, seeing the crack in the
man’s protests, drove the point home. “All we have to do is open the gate, and
they will do the rest. If you had a chance for freedom, wouldn’t you fight, no
matter how weak you were? Even if it meant you could die, would it not be worth
it for the sake of the rest of your people?” 


After a long moment, Garnos nodded. “I
would fight until my last breath.”


“Then this is your chance.” The Hunter
gripped the man’s shoulder. “For four thousand years, the Elivasti have
inflicted this horror upon the world. For five thousand, you have served the
will of the Abiarazi. Now is the time to break the chains that have held you
bound. This act will not erase the stain of your past, but perhaps it is a step
toward atonement.”


Long ago, he’d scoffed when Father
Reverentus offered him a chance to atone for the death of Brother Securus, the
Beggar Priest he’d been tricked into killing, and all the other lives he’d
claimed. He had accepted the priest’s mission to kill demons out of vengeance
for Farida and the beggars murdered by the First of the Bloody Hand. Yet, the
farther he’d come on his journey, the more appealing he found the idea of
redemption. Too many had died for his hands to ever truly be cleansed of blood,
but he could try to balance out the scales.


“You can make a difference,” the Hunter
continued. “You can put an end to the suffering you and your kind have caused for
millennia. Your service to the Abiarazi can end, right here, right now.”


“But our oaths—” Garnos began.


The Hunter cut him off with a slash of
his hand. “Were sworn out of fear. Fear can drive men
to do all manner of things, things they often regret for the rest of their
lives. But do not let that fear hold you back from standing up. As you said,
you are but one man amidst many. I have learned that one man, the right man,
can bring about great change if he is willing to risk everything.”


It sounded so strange to hear the words
coming from his mouth. They were the words spoken by the mighty heroes and
kings of legends when facing overwhelming odds or fighting an unstoppable evil.
He was no hero, his legend that of an assassin, an inexorable bringer of death.
Yet, in this situation, in this place, a killer was needed where heroes and
kings would falter. 


“Your oath to the Abiarazi is
meaningless,” he said, an edge to his words. “Once, the demons held dominion
over your kind. They held the threat of annihilation against you and used that
to twist you to their bidding. Yet you have seen the Sage, the man you call
master. He is as human as the men and women inside that pit. He surrendered the
last of his Abiarazi power to cross the Empty Mountains. He has no control over
you other than what you give him.”


Garnos’ expression grew pensive, a frown
twisting his lips.


The Hunter straightened. “I am
Bucelarii, descended from the Abiarazi, bred to serve and die in their name.
Yet I fight, because I have seen what will happen to this world if I do not.
You can do the same. Rise up and overthrow the masters that have held you
enslaved for millennia, just as I have. The time has come to push aside that
fear to do what you know is right. With your actions, you could bring about a
new day for the Elivasti. A day when you no longer call demons, Serenii, or
even the gods themselves masters. You have a choice, and with it, you determine
the future of your people.” He narrowed his eyes and held up his hand. “So tell
me, Garnos of the Elivasti, what do you choose?”


A long silence stretched on as Garnos
digested his words. Hesitation mingled with fear in the man’s expression, but a
hint of something else, something harder, shone in his violet eyes. Grim
determination slowly replaced the timidity, and his face cemented into a firm,
tight-lipped frown. 


“We fight.” Garnos clasped his hand, and
there was real strength there. “I choose hope.”


The Hunter returned the grip, and a
thrill of excitement coursed through him. It felt so strange to be in this
position. For thousands of years, he had wandered Einan, lost, aimless, like a
blade of grass blown in the wind. Those winds—call them fate, destiny, the
gods, or random chance, he didn’t care—had brought him to Enarium at this very
moment in time. So be it. He would do what he must. For
Hailen’s sake, for Taiana and his daughter, for the humans and Elivasti alike.



“I trust you have a plan of some sort?”
Garnos asked.


 “Open the gates, let
the people out.” The Hunter shrugged. “Seems straightforward
enough to me.”


Garnos scowled. “All that speech, and you don’t even—”


“Last night,” the Hunter cut him off,
“when I walked out of the Pit, I saw the windlass that opens the main gate. It
will take the two of us to get it open.”


Garnos held up a finger. “Then, don’t
forget the seventy guards holding the stairs and the gate. Plus, there are
always a handful moving around the causeway. We could be looking at a hundred
or more armed men to stop us from opening the gates.”


“Which is why we need
a distraction first.” The Hunter gave him a wry grin. “If the prisoners
attack from the inside, it will keep the guards occupied long enough for us to
deal with the ones within and throw the gate wide.”


Garnos shook his head. “Then that is
where your plan falls flat.” He sighed. “As you said, the people within the Pit
are beaten, starved, and abused. My fellow Elivasti have
contrived all manner of cruel torments to break their spirits and shatter their
will until nothing but hollow husks remain.”


The Hunter couldn’t argue with that. The
hollow-eyed, haunted looks on the faces of the people he’d seen within
Khar’nath had proven Garnos’ words true. They had been broken, yet perhaps not
beyond the point of repair. 


He drew in a deep breath. “I do not
believe all of them are truly husks. The inevitability of death can sap the
will from even the strongest heart, but a chance for life can provoke even the
weakest to action. Tell me, if it were Rothia in
there, or your children, what would you do if shown the promise of freedom?”


Garnos hesitated, then
nodded. “I desperately want to believe you are right.”


“Believe it, and they may, too.” The
Hunter gave him a wry grin. “Better a bit of faith than simply assuming our
plan is guaranteed to fail, right?”


Garnos snorted. “You certainly know how
to build a man’s confidence.”


The Hunter shrugged. “We all have our
skills. Mine all involve killing, and I’m very good at it.”


A smile tugged on the corners of Garnos’
lips. “So what now? How do we do this?” 


The Hunter shot a glance up at the sky.
The sun had fully set, but the deep, swirling red cloud to the north seemed to
glow with its own inner light—a furious, stygian brilliance that seemed even
more ominous in the darkness


“The Withering occurs at noon tomorrow,”
the Hunter said. “That gives us a few hours to put our plan into motion so we
can stop the Sage before he activates all the Keeps. What time does the guard
shift change?” 


Garnos frowned. “The
fourth hour of the morning, two hours before dawn.”


The Hunter clenched a fist. “Then we’ll
make our move at the third hour, when the guards are exhausted from a long
watch.”


“When you say ‘make our move’, what
precisely do you mean?” Garnos asked.


“Simple,” the Hunter said with a grin.
“Open the gate, and kill anyone who gets in our way.” 


 


* * *


 


“Rothia?” 


The gardener looked up as Garnos
approached. “Ah, Garnos, there you are. I thought you were going to help me
with these clippings.”


“I wanted to, dear,” Garnos replied in a
solemn voice, “but Detrarch Ryken needed to speak to me.”


Rothia shot a scowl at the Hunter, who
still wore the brutish features of the dead Blood Sentinel. “Well, enough
chitchat.” She thrust a finger toward a patch of pale blue flowers a few paces
from where she knelt in the dirt. “Get a clipping from that one, then bring it here so I can—”


“I’m afraid I won’t be able to, Rothia.”
Garnos shook his head. “The Detrarch needs me for something important.”


“But you’re off duty.” Rothia shook her
head, which set her grey-flecked braid whipping around her face. “You’ve
finished your shift for the day.”


“A special assignment,
dear.” Garnos knelt
beside her. “One only I can do.”


The woman’s eyebrows shot up and her
lips twisted into a frown. “Special assignment for a Blood
Sentinel? This can’t bode well.”


Garnos leaned forward and whispered in
her ear. Her face turned ashen, and she jerked back to stare him in the face.
“Why you?” she demanded, her voice hard. 


“Because it is the
right thing to do, my love.”
He lifted her mud-stained hands and pressed a kiss to them. “We have spoken of
this for so long, and now is the time to act.”


“But Garnos—”


He silenced her with a kiss. “I have
been a coward for far too long. No longer.”


She gripped his head in both of her
dirty hands. “You return to me, you hear?”


“As always, my darling, I obey in all
things.”


He gave her a long, slow kiss, filled
with a tenderness and passion that could only come from years spent in love.
When he pulled away, moisture seeped down her age-lined cheeks. He wiped a tear
away, kissed her forehead, then whispered something to
her. 


“I will see it done.” Rothia’s eyes went
to the Hunter, and for the first time he saw no disdain there, only concern.
“Anything happens to him, I’ll hunt you down and show
you the business end of my trowel.”


The Hunter’s lips twisted into a grin.
“Consider me sufficiently cautioned.” 


“Now, off with you.” She waved them
away, then turned so they wouldn’t see her wiping her
cheeks. “We’ve all got important things to be about.” Her back was stiff, her
shoulders rigid, but she didn’t turn to watch her husband walk away at the
Hunter’s side.


 “What
did you tell her?” the Hunter asked as they strode out of the glasshouse. 


“To gather those like us, those who hate
what we’re doing to those poor souls in the Pit, and bring them up here. Perhaps
there is a chance for some of us to survive the inevitable bloodshed.”


“A wise plan.” 


Once the prisoners within the Pit were
freed, they would seek vengeance on anyone who resembled their captors. In
helping the Hunter, Garnos had all but accepted that many—perhaps most or even all—of the Elivasti in Enarium would
die. Hopefully, Rothia could save a few up here on the roof garden.  


He shot a glance at Garnos. “You know
the part you must play, yes?” 


Garnos nodded. “I will be ready at your
signal.”


“Trust me,
you’ll know when it’s time to make your move.” A thought occurred to the
Hunter. “Are there any of your fellow guards that you think can be trusted to
help?”


The Elivasti’s brow furrowed. “Perhaps,”
he mused. “I will ponder on it as I prepare myself.”


“Good.” 


Garnos drew in a long breath, then gave the Hunter a nod. “See you on the other side,
Detrarch Ryken.”


“May the Watcher smile on us both.” The Hunter inclined his head. He watched the Elivasti
hurry through the garden and disappear from view. He knew what he asked of the
man, and what Garnos risked. 


A brave man. If only bravery would be enough to
survive what came next.


He cast a glance at the opia bushes still visible through the
walls of the glasshouse. He’d come here for the berry needed to cure Hailen,
but right now, he had to focus on stopping the Sage. If what Garnos says is true and there is a potion for the Irrsinnon, I
will return for it, once I have dealt with the demon and the threat of
destruction is passed. He’d have to trust that the effects of Enarium would
hold off the Irrsinnon a few hours longer. 


His eyes traveled toward the eastern
wall of the garden, which stood nearly twice his height. Beyond that wall, an
army awaited him. He just had to get down there and somehow convince broken men
with shattered spirits to do the impossible.


But
first, I’ve got to find Hailen. He
couldn’t risk the boy getting caught up in the bloodshed. 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The Hunter’s gut tightened as he glanced
down the corridor of the fifth floor of Hellsgate. It was empty, not a soul in
sight. The Elivasti posted outside the double doors to the Sage’s chambers had
disappeared, along with everyone else. The entire floor seemed to have emptied
out.


He drew in a deep breath through his
nose and grunted at the familiar scents on the air. Hailen’s clean, innocent
smell—a smell that reminded him of a cool breeze after a heavy downpour—was
accompanied by the odor of rot and decay that marked the Sage as an Abiarazi.
The scents had grown faint; the demon and the boy had passed through here no
less than half an hour earlier. Worse, they led downstairs.


The Hunter rushed down the stairs, his
armor clanking with every step. The fourth floor had been emptied as well, and
the third. He saw no one until he reached the second floor and ran into an
older Elivasti wearing simple clothes and carrying a bucket of water.


He seized the passing man. “Where did
they go?” 


The Elivasti shrank back. “Where did who
go, sir?” Fear set his voice quavering.


“Our master!” the Hunter barked. His face—still wearing Ryken’s features—twisted into a snarl as he
glared down at the man. “And the rest of the Blood
Sentinels?” 


 “I-I don’t know!” The man wilted beneath his
glare.


“Then point me to someone who does,” the
Hunter growled.


“A-Ask at the front g-gate,” the
Elivasti stammered. “Th-They ought to know.”


With a snarl, the Hunter released the
man and strode down the stairs. Though he ached to rush after the Sage, he had
to maintain his façade of Detrarch Ryken, at least while he remained in
Hellsgate. 


Eight blue-armored Elivasti stood
guarding the racks of weapons lining the chamber at the bottom of the stairs.
They snapped to attention as he approached.


“Where are they?” the Hunter roared. His
voice echoed off the stone ceiling and walls, and he fixed a baleful glare on
the two men.


“Where are who, Detrarch?” one of the
men managed to spit out. His companion’s face had gone pale.


“Our master! The boy. The rest of the Blood Sentinels?” 


“They left, not half an hour ago,
Detrarch.” The man exchanged a confused glance with his partner. “Didn’t you
get the order to march?”


The Hunter seized the Elivasti by the
front of his blue armor and lifted him off his feet. The man was a hand’s
breadth shorter than the Hunter.


“I’ll ask the questions here,” the
Hunter snapped.


“O-Of course, sir.” The Elivasti
swallowed and a bead of sweat sprang from his forehead.


The Hunter spoke in a low growl. “Where
did they go?” 


“To the Keeps, Detrarch,” the man said, a note of panic in his voice. 


“Did he have the boy with him?” 


The man’s head jerked up and down in a
terrified nod. “Y-Yes, sir.”


“Good. How many
others?”


“A-All the Blood Sentinels,” the man
stammered out. “P-Plus another hundred or so.”


The Hunter released the man, who barely
managed to keep himself from sagging on trembling knees. Without a word, he
turned on his heel and strode away, leaving a pair of wide-eyed Elivasti
standing at the front gate.


Fear for Hailen clenched in his gut, and
it took every shred of willpower to stay focused on his mission. He ached to go
after the boy, to take down the Sage while he was out in the open, but he
couldn’t hope to fight through an army of Blood Sentinels. To have any chance
of success, he needed an army of his own. 


He went over the directions Garnos had
given him to reach the entrance to Khar’nath. First, he’d have to go through
the interior of Hellsgate. Beyond the weapons chamber, he passed into a smithy,
where pounding hammers filled the air with a deafening clangor. A side door led
him through a series of narrow corridors that connected the smithy to the
various storage rooms where the metal and wood for making spikestaffs were
stored.


He put all the
swagger he could muster into his stride, and he fixed everyone he passed with a
baleful glare. Purple-eyed men and women scurried out of his way.


After the storage rooms, the Hunter
reached a door that exited Hellsgate and led into the broad tunnel toward the
huge gate barring entrance to Khar’nath. As he approached the gate, he shot a
glance into the barracks. Fifteen men lounged within, their spikestaffs leaned
against tables or the wall as they ate, drank, or gambled. Another fifteen
stood guard at the gate, just as Garnos had predicted.


The Elivasti guards snapped to attention
the moment they caught sight of his armor and Scorchslayer.


“Detrarch Ryken, sir!” A man whose armor
bore two crossed white fists saluted. “I thought you’d gone with the rest of
the Blood Sentinels.”


“I don’t give a damn what you thought,”
the Hunter snapped. “I just care that you get that gate open for me now.” 


The man’s thick black eyebrows knitted
together, and he ran a scarred hand over his bushy beard. “Detrarch—”


The Hunter hefted his Scorchslayer in a
casual grip and pointed it at the man’s head. “I trust the next words out of
your mouth will be the order to open the gate.”


The Elivasti cut off mid-sentence,
swallowed, and turned to the two men beside the wicket gate with a nod. “Open
it.”


The Hunter lowered the Scorchslayer.
“Never question our master’s orders.”


“Yes, sir,” the man
spat. “Sorry, sir.” His spine was rigid, his face a mask of
barely-restrained fury. 


The Elivasti seemed to function similar
to a company of mercenaries or soldiers, with a formal chain of command. To the
rank and file, especially those stuck guarding Khar’nath,
the Blood Sentinels would be the despised elites that believed themselves
better than everyone. They would obey but hate every minute of it.


A
pity Ryken is already dead, the
Hunter thought. This little charade would
have earned him a lot of enemies. 


He pushed through the wicket gate and
paused as the wave of stench assaulted his nostrils. He drew in a few deep
breaths to desensitize his sense of smell—better not to risk emptying his
stomach in front of the Elivasti. After a few moments of acclimation, the
Hunter sucked in a last breath of semi-fresh air and tromped down the stairs
toward the muddy ground of the Pit far below. He made sure his Blood Sentinel
armor clanked loud enough to draw the attention of the ten Elivasti stationed
at the bottom of the stairs. They turned, went rigid at the sight of the
crossed red fists painted onto his breastplate, and quickly hastened to form
neat ranks and snap a salute.


“What brings you to the Pit, Detrarch?”
asked one of the men. His breastplate bore a single clenched fist painted in
white—doubtless the equivalent of a sergeant or corporal.


“Our master’s orders,” the Hunter
growled. “He’s taken special interest in one of the prisoners. The woman
brought in two days ago.”


“She’s spirited, that filly,” one of the
men put in, and he exchanged a broad grin with another of the guards. “Though
it seems she’s learned the little lesson we taught her. She’s been keeping
quiet since yesterday.” 


“The Sage will have her screaming soon
enough.” The Hunter twisted his lip into a sneer. Ryken just had one of those
faces made for growling, glaring, and sneering. The miasma of stench emanating
from the Pit around him lent an authenticity to his expression of disgust and
disdain. “Point me to her,” he demanded.


“I’ll be happy to send a couple of my
men to accompany you, Detrarch,” the officer put in. “You never know when the
brutes will get restive.”


“Especially that one.” The same Elivasti spoke again. “Nearly
clawed out Polyn’s eyes, she did.”


The Hunter hefted his Scorchslayer.
“This’ll keep her docile enough. The Sage’d prefer her alive, but he didn’t say
anything about minding her dead either.” 



“Er, sorry, Detrarch.” The officer cleared his throat. “I’ll
have to keep that here. Your spikestaff, too.”


The Hunter loomed over the man, Ryken’s face a mask of fury. “Is that so?” he snarled.


The sergeant cowed slightly, but managed
to nod his head. “Yes, sir. Warmaster’s
orders. Can’t risk any of the natives getting their
hands on it and doing something foolish.”


The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “And how
would they do that? Or did you not know these can only be used by someone of Elivasti blood?” He sneered. “No, of
course you wouldn’t know that. Our master doesn’t trust you enough to give you
one of these. Instead, you get stuck down here.”


The sergeant’s expression froze, and
something dangerous flashed in his violet eyes. The Hunter knew he was pushing
the man too far. Time
to reel it back in a bit.


“But I will let you take this.” The Hunter drew his spikestaff and tossed
it to the officer. “Don’t want to risk any of these miserable wretches poking
you lot. Now, which of you is going to show me where to find this woman?”


“Engen, Iyadar,” the sergeant snapped. “With him.”


The man that had spoken and the one he’d
exchanged glances with stepped forward with nervous expression. “Yes, Heptarch.”


The Hunter turned and stepped into the
muck of the Pit without waiting for the two guards to follow. It was the sort
of confident thing an elite warrior would do, forcing the men under his command
to hurry to catch up. It quickly established which of them was dominant in the
situation. 


A moment later, the sound of boots
squelching through muck grew louder as the two Elivasti guardsmen pursued him.
They splashed past him, then slowed to match his pace.



The Hunter noted the comfortable way
they gripped their wooden truncheons, and how the hollow-eyed men and women
they passed flinched back from the two men. Clearly they,
like Setin and Ardem, had heaped all manner of abuse on the people in the Pit. 


A harsh smile spread the Hunter’s lips. Their time will come soon enough. 


He knew how to reach the shelter where
he’d left Kiara, but he couldn’t let the two Elivasti know. Though he chafed at
their slow pace, he had to force himself to pretend that he followed them. 


He cast a glance skyward. The moon hung
low over the peaks of the Empty Mountains, its entire right half turned red by
the boiling cloud. Time grew short—the Withering would be upon them far too
soon. 


“Our master doesn’t have all night,” the
Hunter barked. “He wants this one brought to him before we all die of old age.”


“Yes, sir, sorry,
sir!” The taller of
the two—who the Hunter arbitrarily decided looked more like an Iyadar—gulped
out. He shot a glance at his companion—the red-rimmed eyes and pockmarked eyes
fit the name Engen—and picked up the pace.


The Hunter followed them through the
decrepit shelters, and it took effort to maintain his haughty expression in the
face of such misery. The crossing took at least fifteen minutes, even at the
hurried pace. The squelching mud clung to his boots, making it difficult to
move quickly. The layer of muck grew thicker as they passed a particularly
malodorous stretch of heaped mud, offal, and human refuse. The
shit pit, where Setin and Ardem’s corpses lay rotting.  


His heart leapt as he caught sight of
the shelter where he’d left Kiara the previous day. The woman sat slumped
against a rickety wall, her eyes closed, a ragged
blanket covering her body. The bruises on her face had faded from a deep purple
to a mixture of yellows, browns, and blues. 


“There you a—” Iyadar started to say.


He never finished his words.


The Hunter drove his gauntleted fist
into the base of the man’s skull, and the force of the blow caved in the entire
back half of his head. His neck gave a loud crack
and gore trickled down his armor as he slumped.


The Hunter spun before Engen could
react. His fist caught Engen’s gaping jaw, and the man’s head snapped around.
He hit the muddy earth with a splash, face-down. The Hunter took two steps,
lifted his foot, and drove his heavy boot into the man’s head. Crimson and grey
matter joined the reeking muck.


A quiet gasp sounded behind the Hunter.
He turned to see Kiara staring wide-eyed at the two corpses on the floor, then
up at him.


He shifted his features back to his own
and smiled at Kiara. “I told you I’d be back.”


 


 












Chapter Thirty
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“Well, that’s one way to announce your
presence,” Kiara said. A hint of relief flashed through her eyes, and her
shoulders relaxed.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “Should I
send flowers next time? A nice fruit basket, perhaps?”


Kiara twitched aside the blanket to
reveal a dagger gripped in her left hand. “This feels appropriate, given our
surroundings.”


He extended a hand to her, and she
pulled herself to her feet. She was shorter than him, but she radiated
surprising strength, even covered in mud and wearing tattered clothing. 


“Remember when I said I’ll find a way to
get you out?” he asked. 


She nodded. “Remember when I said you’ve
got more important things to deal with, and that I’ll handle this?”


The Hunter grinned. “I’ve got a way to
do both at once.”


She raised an eyebrow. “What’ve you got
in mind?”


“First, we get rid of the bodies.” The
Hunter glanced down at the two Elivasti he’d just killed. 


“Ryat!” Kiara called. 


A moment later, the tall man he’d met
the previous day shuffled from the tent. To the Hunter’s surprise, he found a
hint of life in the man’s dull gaze. He still had the same vacant look as he’d
had the previous day, but now a spark of something—purpose, hope, life—shone in
his dark eyes.


“Got two more for the
shit pile.” Kiara
motioned to the bodies. 


“Aye,” Ryat said in a slow, heavy voice.
“I’ll see it taken care of.”


“Good.” Kiara nodded. “Strip their
armor, clothing, and weapons first, then dump them.
We’ll add their gear to our pile.”


“Pile?” the Hunter asked. 


Kiara grinned and jerked her head toward
the shelter. “This way.” 


She’d somehow managed to improve the
shelter, rigging up a series of blankets to offer cover from the elements and a
modicum of privacy. She had even expanded it by adding four extra poles she’d
scrounged up from Keeper-knew-where. 


A small pile of wood shavings lay heaped
on the muddy floor on one side of the room. Beside it, a filthy, tattered
blanket covered something that hadn’t been here the previous day. Kiara pulled
the blanket aside to reveal a pile of long, straight poles with sharpened tips.



The Hunter shot a glance at her. “You’ve
been busy, I see.”


Kiara shrugged. “You told me not to do
anything stupid with those daggers. I didn’t listen.” She grinned. “Ryat’s been
helping me, him and a few others. We’ve got close to fifty.”


The Hunter studied the makeshift spears.
They looked to have been made from the wooden poles holding up the shelter. “Keeper’s beard, Kiara! That’s brilliant.”


“I know.” She gave him a self-satisfied
grin. “We got busy the minute you left. I wasn’t going to wait until you
decided to grace us with your presence again”—her words had a teasing edge—“so
I figured I’d break myself out of this place. Me, and as many others as I could
convince to come along. The first problem to solve was the lack of weapons. As
you can see, we’ve got that covered.”


“I’ve got a way to get you out.” He
glanced around. “But it’s going to take all of them. We need everyone if we’re
going to defeat the Sage and his Elivasti.” 


Kiara’s expression grew grim. “I don’t
know, Hunter. I’ve spent the last day talking Ryat and a handful of others into
just helping me sharpen these sticks. I’ve got maybe twenty keeping watch on
the purple-eyes, keeping us covered so we can work without being caught. But
even if we had twice that number, we couldn’t fight our way free. Not with
wooden sticks and three sets of armor against fifty Elivasti.”


“Seventy.” The Hunter shook his head.
“There are thirty on watch outside the gate.”


Kiara swore, a
stream of curses that made even the Hunter’s ears burn. “I’ve seen what you can
do, Hunter, but I don’t think even you can carve your way out of this.”


“The vote of confidence is appreciated.”
The Hunter shot her a droll look, then his face grew
serious. “But you’re right. There are too many for me to take on alone, and
even with your twenty, that’s not enough. The Sage has Hailen, and he’s
surrounded by his Blood Sentinels and more than a hundred Elivasti. I can’t
stop him alone. Our only hope is to get everyone
in Khar’nath to fight with us.”


Kiara’s jaw dropped. For a long moment,
she stared at him in stunned silence. “The First always said you had an
impressive pair on you. But this dances right along the line of impossible.
You’ve seen for yourself how downtrodden these people are. Most have spent
their lives locked up, beaten and ground into the dust by their captors. We’re
talking years, Hunter. Decades. An entire life of suffering and
death. They’ve watched the Elivasti kill their parents, siblings, friends. That’s the sort of thing that breaks the spirit and
wears away at the will until nothing remains.”


The Hunter clenched a fist. “I can’t
believe that. Glass may shatter and steel may bend, but no man is broken beyond
repair.” He met her eyes. “When you told me the story of how Sir Danna found
you, you said you were ready to give up and die, yes?”


Shame flashed in her eyes. “Yes,” she
said in a quiet voice. 


“But what stopped you? What brought you
back from that edge?”


“She offered me a chance to atone.”


“She gave you a purpose,” the Hunter
said, nodding. “Something to keep you focused on, to push you forward.”


Kiara’s expression grew thoughtful.


“I almost gave up, you know.” The Hunter
had never said it aloud—he’d never had anyone to say it to. “I almost accepted
death as inevitable. I came within a heartbeat of welcoming it. Anything to put an end to my pain.”


Kiara seemed surprised. “Really? You?”


The Hunter nodded. “That night, before
we fought the First in the tunnels, I had battled the Third—a battle that very
nearly killed me—then got caught in a cave-in. I lay buried beneath the rubble,
my body shattered, too weak to move.”


Kiara’s brow furrowed. “It’s hard to
imagine that.”


“The thing that stopped me was the
knowledge that if I didn’t get up, if I didn’t keep fighting, the First would
be free hurt more people.” A lump rose to his throat with the return of the
painful memory. “As I lay there, I saw Farida’s face as clear as I’m seeing you
now. Not covered in blood as she lay dying, but the happy, bright-eyed girl I
had loved. She didn’t blame me for her death, didn’t use guilt to drive me on.
Instead, she…thanked me.” 


His voice cracked, and tears slid down
his cheeks. He had tried to push back this memory for so long, tried to avoid
the pain for fear it would overwhelm him. Yet, suddenly, he knew that he had to
face it. He had to feel that pain so he could understand the suffering of the
people around him. Not their physical suffering—not even the Warmaster’s
cruelest torments could compare with a lifetime locked in a hellhole like
this—but the emotional and mental anguish they endured every day of their
lives. 


He swallowed hard and wiped the tears
away. “She said that my life had meaning to at least one person.” He smiled,
and a wave of happiness surged in his chest. “I saved her life, and that was
excuse enough for me to keep living. So I could save more lives, lives like the
people trapped in this place.”


Kiara seemed at a loss for words. 


“For decades, I felt so alone,” the
Hunter continued. “No one knew the truth of who I was. Even those I called my
friends, even Farida, they never knew the truth.” His eyes met hers. “But you
know. Hailen knows. I am not alone. You are not alone.” He gestured around him.
“They are not alone.” 


The words pouring from his mouth
surprised the Hunter. He’d never been one for grand speeches, yet a change had
come over him, beginning back in Voramis the night he accepted the Beggar
Priests’ quest to kill the demon. 


For decades, he’d told himself he didn’t
care. He killed without hesitation, confident that all men and women deserved
death for some reason. Yet since leaving Voramis, he’d discovered that life
wasn’t truly as black and white as he’d wanted to believe. Some people truly
were worth saving. 


In saving Farida’s life that night so
long ago, he’d proven—both unconsciously to himself and to the Cambionari
watching him—that he had more humanity than he realized. Bardin had saved him
in Malandria and in doing so had led him to discover a truth about himself: he
was a protector of those who could not protect themselves. With Hailen, he’d
found a purpose beyond simple existence. The boy had given him something worth
fighting for, something worth dying for. Kiara, Taiana, Sir Danna, Evren,
Visibos, Rassek and Darillon, Master Eldor, and all the others in his life—they
had shown him the goodness that existed in the hearts of mankind. Goodness that
he could not ignore, could not turn away from.
Goodness he could not allow the Sage to destroy by returning Kharna to the
world.  


He had come a long way from the assassin
of Voramis, indeed. Everything he’d endured had brought him to Enarium, in time
for the Withering, putting him in the place where he was needed most. Made him
the man, the Bucelarii, he needed to be. 


“You and I will fight for them,” he told
Kiara in a firm, confident voice, “and in doing so, help them to fight for
themselves. We will show them to stand strong, together.”


“Together.” She nodded.


“Together.” A quiet voice echoed from
behind them.


The Hunter whirled to see Ryat standing
in the opening. He’d been so consumed by his conversation with Kiara he hadn’t
heard the man’s approach. How much did he
hear?


“You are right,” the tall man said. His
voice had lost its dull edge and new life sparkled in his dark eyes. “We are
neither glass nor iron. We are not broken beyond repair.”


He stepped into the shelter, and two
more men entered behind him. 


“For years,” Ryat said, “we have sat by
and done nothing as the Elivasti did their worst. We could do nothing. Their
cruelties are created to shatter our will and our minds, until only empty husks
remain.” He raised a clenched fist. “Yet we are more than husks. We are men.”


“And women.” A fourth figure, this one a
stocky, matronly woman with a child on her hip, stepped into the shelter. 


“You have strength in numbers,” the
Hunter said, as he turned to the people that had entered. Through the open
blanket, he saw more figures standing out. He strode from the tent and raised
his voice so all nearby could hear him. “Do you know how many enemies stand
between you and freedom?”


Few of the people in the shelters around
Kiara’s even bothered to look up, but one or two cast dull-eyed glances his
way.  


“Not thousands, not hundreds.” He shook
his head. “Seventy. Seventy Elivasti in solid armor, with
wooden clubs. They may look fearsome, but how many of you are there?”


A few more faces turned his way as Ryat,
Kiara, and the others emerged from the shelter behind him.


“Six hundred and
eighty-four thousand.”
He remained silent for a moment to let the words sink in. “Nearly seven hundred
thousand against seventy. If even one in a hundred of you fight, you still
outnumber them one hundred to one!”


“They may have weapons and armor,” Kiara
added her voice to his, “but they cannot stop us all. We are more powerful than
they are. We have the might to roll over them like a thunderstorm over the
mountains.”


Ryat stepped up beside him. “Think of
your families.” His voice rang out with surprising strength. “Your
children.”


All around, men and women looked down at
their emaciated, muck-covered infants, toddlers, infants, and youths.


“Is this the future you want for them?”
Ryat pressed. 


“What else is there?” someone called
from off to the Hunter’s right. 


“Freedom!” the Hunter shouted. He thrust
a finger to the west, toward the staircase leading out of the Pit. “A world
beyond these walls, a life without fear of being beaten, tormented, or fed to
the crystals. A life where you can choose
what you do.”


A few of the dull-eyed people exchanged
glances, and quiet whispers ran among the men and women in the surrounding
shelters. 


The Hunter raised his voice. “If you
fight, you may die. But if you stay, you will
die. A slow death, a death filled with the knowledge that you had a chance
for freedom and did not take it. Within this place, you have no hope, no
future, no life worth living. But out there, beyond
Hellsgate, there is a wide world filled with more marvels than you could
imagine. Wide open lands so vast you cannot see from one end to the other.
Cities filled with people of every shape, size, and skin color. An ocean bluer than the sky on the clearest day.”


“There is life!” Kiara shouted. “That alone is worth risking death.”


“It is worth the risk.” Ryat’s voice
carried to the surrounding shelters. “If nothing else, to
simply be free of this place. To step beyond the walls
of our prison.” He turned to the Hunter and Kiara. “I remember green
grass, tall trees, and colorful flowers. Before I was taken from my home and
brought here, I knew the meaning of living. I would have that again, at any
cost.”


The Hunter gripped the man’s hand.
“Fight with us, and you will have it.” He turned to the men and women that had
gathered around. “All of you! Join us in fighting for your freedom. The gates will be thrown open for you, but it is up
to you to clear the way. The Elivasti
have held you captive here for years. Decades. The
time has come for you to stand up and break free.” 


Excitement sparkled in a few eyes, and
the crowd of people surrounding them swelled. Ryat moved among them, talking in
a low voice, gripping the hands of men and women that had suddenly come to
life. 


The Hunter smiled at the sight. They had
a purpose once again, beyond simply existing—they had found a will to live. 


Kiara turned him with a grin. “Looks
like you have your army after all.”


 












Chapter Thirty-One


 





 


“Come with me,” the Hunter said. “I told
the guards at the front I had been sent by the Sage to bring you to him.
Evidently he’s taken a special interest in you.”


Kiara’s face twisted in disgust, but she
shook her heard. “No, my place is here.” She continued strapping on the suit of
blue armor they’d taken from Ardem, the first of the Elivasti the Hunter had
killed in the Pit. The armor hung a bit large on her well-proportioned frame,
but she wore it with confidence. The months riding beside and training with Sir
Danna had changed her. 


“Help me with this,” she insisted,
motioning to one of the leather straps on her blue breastplate. 


“I could use an extra hand at the gate.”
The Hunter stepped close to help her, and not even the mud on her skin could
fully conceal her unique scent of leather, steel, and lilies. “Once we get them
moving, nothing will stop—”


“Listen, we just gave this grand speech
about fighting, but you know as well as I that they need us to lead them.” Her
words echoed with the same stubbornness she’d used to order him to save Sir
Danna from the Stone Guardians. “They’re not going to be strong and fight on
their own. They need us. That means it has to be me, because you’re the only
one that can get that gate open.”


He grasped her shoulders and turned her
to face him. “You know how dangerous it’s going to be, leading them,” he said
in a voice pitched low for her ears. “Being at the front of the charge means
you’re the first to take a lightning bolt or a spikestaff to the chest.”


She placed a hand on his shoulders. “You
remember what I told you the night we met in the Iron Arms?”


The Hunter nodded. “Of
course.”


“That hasn’t changed.” Her jaw clenched,
and grim resolve shone in her dark eyes. “I don’t need protecting.”


“I’m not trying to protect you. I’d just like to keep you alive.”


“That’s the same damn thing!” Kiara’s
eyes flashed. 


The Hunter wanted to argue, but he’d
seen that stubborn look in her eyes enough times to know he’d have more luck
milking a rock than changing her mind. 


“If something happens, it happens,”
Kiara said with a shrug. “Truth be told, I’m rather fond of being alive myself,
so I’ll do everything I can to avoid getting killed. Sound fair?”


After a long moment, the Hunter sighed.
“Best I could ask for.”


Kiara reached up, gripped his collar,
and pulled his head down for a fierce kiss. A thrill coursed through his body
at the touch of their lips. 


After a long second, Kiara broke off and
shot him a wink. “For luck.” With that, she turned and
strode from the shelter.


It took the Hunter a moment to collect
himself. She never ceased to surprise him. 


When he emerged, he found a small band
of forty or fifty men, women, and youths gathered around the shelter. Their
tattered clothing hung from gaunt shoulders, but fire smoldered in their eyes.
They gripped the crude spears Kiara had improvised, along with rocks, uprooted
support beams, anything else remotely weapon-like they could get their hands
on.


Ryat stood at the head of the group,
wearing a suit of Elivasti armor, a wooden truncheon in his hand. His
expression grew grim as he saw the Hunter. “Get the gate open,” he said,
thrusting out a hand. “We’ll do the rest.”


The Hunter gripped his forearm. “Your
strength lies in numbers. This only works if you get enough people to join.”


“Already I have people spreading
throughout the Pit, whispering into the right ears. We’ll be ready.” Ryat gave
him a firm nod. “The cruelty of the Elivasti ends this day.”


“There may be some Elivasti that will
help us,” the Hunter told him. “Not many, but a few.”


“I can make no promises for the others,”
Ryat said, “but if I see any lending aid, I will not harm them.”


“That is all I can ask.” 


The Hunter knew how temperamental a mob
could be once something got its blood up. The moment these prisoners let loose
on their captors, their torturers, nothing short of a miracle would stop it
from turning into a massacre. He hated the thought that Elivasti innocents—the
children, people like Rothia simply trying to exist—would suffer, yet he had no
choice. Too much hung in the balance to hesitate.


“Then let us make our move.” He shot a
glance at Kiara.


“We’re right behind you.” She winked. “Watch
your own ass for once.”


With a grin, the Hunter turned and
strode toward the eastern edge of the Pit.


A marked change had come over the camp.
Thousands of pairs of faces turned to follow the Hunter’s movements, and his
keen ears picked up the whispers that spread through the camp like a brushfire
in a dry forest. Life shone in eyes that had been dull and empty an hour
earlier. Men, women, even children clenched their fists and bared their teeth.
A low hum began to build around him.


Yes, he did, indeed, have an army. 


He caught sight of a trio of
blue-armored Elivasti moving through the pitiful shelters a short distance in
front of him.


“Ho!” he called out. 


They turned to him, and confusion
twisted their faces. 


“Detrarch Ryken?” one of the men asked.
They stopped their roving patrol, turning toward him with questioning glances.
“What brings the Blood Sentinels to the Pit?”


“The Sage’s orders,” the Hunter called.
He didn’t speed up—no sense warning them anything was amiss—but his eyes
narrowed as he closed the distance at a steady pace. Five, four, three, two…


 He sprang into action too fast for the
foremost Elivasti to even cry out. His mailed fist crashed into the man’s face,
snapping his head back and lifting him from his feet. His heavy boot struck the
knee of the next Elivasti, and the man sagged with a cry. The third Elivasti
actually managed to raise his truncheon, but the Hunter simply drove the heavy
grip of his Scorchslayer into the man’s teeth. Blood spurted from mangled lips
as the guard staggered backward. The Hunter leapt toward him, seized his neck
in a powerful grip, and yanked hard. A loud snap
and the man sagged.


“What--?” the Elivasti with the
shattered knee began.


The Hunter cut him off with a kick to
the face and the man sprawled backward into the muck, unconscious. The Hunter
glanced behind him and caught a glimpse of Kiara, Ryat, and their band slipping
through the camp. Kiara gave him a nod—they’d finish off the Elivasti. Three
more suits of armor and truncheons could save three more lives, give the
prisoners an edge against their captors.


He moved on.


He didn’t slow as he strode toward the
eastern side of the Pit, to the stairs leading up to the gate and freedom
beyond. The single two-man patrol he came across died before they even realized
they were under attack. 


More and more captives watched his
passing with animated expressions on their once-lifeless faces. The sight of
their captors being killed lit a spark of hatred in their eyes. The Hunter met
their gazes, nodded, and raised a mailed fist as he strode past. Ryat’s army
would grow until it rolled over the Elivasti like a thunderstorm.


The time had come for him to play his
most important role.


He plastered a look of wide-eyed fear on
Ryken’s features, then sprinted the remaining distance
through the camp.


“Help!” he cried. “Help me.”


He slowed just as he reached the end of
the sea of shelters and staggered into view of the ten guards stationed at the
bottom of the stairs. 


“What happened?” the sergeant asked.


“The bitch attacked me!” the Hunter
snarled. He cradled his right arm to his chest. “She and two others knocked
Iyadar and Engen out with bloody stones and
tried to kill me.”


“Bloody hell!” The sergeant turned to his men. “You five, go deal with it. Show them what happens when they lay
a hand on one of our own.” 


“Aye, sir!” The five men saluted, then ran off in
the direction of Kiara’s shelter. 


“Do you need help, Detrarch Ryken?” 


The Hunter waved the sergeant away with
his left hand. “I’m fine!” he snapped. “Just keep your damned prisoners in
line. The Sage will hear of this at once!”


The sergeant paled, but managed to spit
out. “O-Of course, sir.”


The Hunter stumbled up the stairs as
fast as he could go without breaking the pretense of an injured man. By now,
the guards would have run into Kiara, Ryat, and the others. The rest of Ryat’s
people would be moving through the Pit, eliminating any Elivasti they found.
There would be hundreds, perhaps even thousands, surging toward this staircase
and the three remaining guards.


It was up to him to get that gate open.


He pounded a mailed fist on the wicket
gate. “Open up!” he shouted. 


A window in the gate slid open, and a
face appeared. “Detrarch Ryken?”


“Open this bloody door at once, or I’ll
tell the Sage…”


The sound of a bolt sliding home echoed
through the solid wood and the small door swung open.


 “You imbeciles!” he shouted as he stepped
through. “A handful of men got it in their heads to attack me and my escort. If
you don’t get down there now, we could very well have a full-scale riot on our
hands!” 


The Detrarch’s face paled and his eyes
flew wide. He whirled to the nearest Elivasti. “Bar the gate at once!” 


“No, you fools,” the Hunter snapped.
“Open the bloody thing, get down there, and help them control the situation.”


“But Detrarch Honsul said—” 


“I don’t give a rat-licker’s asshole
what he says!” The Hunter’s voice cracked like a whip, and the officer winced.
He tapped the crossed red fists on his breastplate. “Do you see this? This
means I am the one you answer to,
above anything your Detrarch tells you.”


“But, sir—”


“NOW!”
the Hunter roared at the top of his lungs. “Get down there and squash the
bastards like bugs, or I’ll report directly to the Sage about the monumental
fuck-up by…?”


The sergeant blanched. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” He
turned and snapped orders to his men, sending all fifteen through the postern
gate and down the stairs to reinforce the others. “Yerch, get the men in the
barracks here now. We’ll need them handy should things escalate.”


“Good.” The Hunter’s voice had a hard
edge. “Perhaps this can still be salvaged and the Sage does not need to hear
about it.”


Relief flashed in the man’s violet eyes.
“We’ll get it in hand, Detrarch.”


“Maybe you ought to see to it personally?”
The Hunter narrowed his eyes. “Unless you’d like me to
mention you to the Sage by name.”


“Of course, sir.” The Elivasti snapped a salute, then ducked through the wicket gate.


The Hunter whirled. “You!”
He stabbed a finger at one of the Elivasti standing by the windlass. “Is there
any way the prisoners can open this gate from within?”


The man gave a furious shake of his
head. “None, Detrarch.” He motioned to a metal locking
bar that stopped the wooden windlass from turning. “With this in place, not
even a giant could turn the wheel.”


“You are certain?” The Hunter frowned as
he came to stand beside the man, resting a hand on his shoulder.


“Absolutely, sir.” The man straightened. “The gates are
too heavy for even a hundred strong men to lift, and this is the only way they
open.”


“Perfect.” The Hunter turned a vicious
grin on the man. “You have my thanks.”


With that, his hand moved from the
Elivasti’s shoulder to the spikestaff on his back, ripped it from its holder,
and drove the spiked tip up into the back of his skull. 


The three remaining Elivasti stared at
the Hunter in stunned silence. For a moment, none of them moved.


“Well?” The Hunter fixed them with a
hard stare. “Aren’t any of you going
to try to kill me?”
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The Elivasti before the gate seemed
incapable of comprehending what had happened. A Blood Sentinel, the special
unit serving the Sage directly, had killed one of their own. 


The Hunter could see their minds
working, registering the bewildering information their eyes were sending to
their brains. He sighed. “I gave you a chance.”


He released his grip on the spikestaff,
and the Elivasti he’d killed sagged to the floor. His right hand, covered with
the blood that had gushed from the man’s skull, closed around the trigger
mechanism of the Scorchslayer. The gemstone set into its stock flared bright,
runes glowed along its wooden length, and a loud humming filled the air. A moment later, dazzling light split the
air in front of the Hunter as the weapon spat a bolt of lightning.


The crackling bolt leapt the distance to
the nearest Elivasti in a single heartbeat and slammed into his armor, lifting
him from his feet and hurling him backward into the gate. Flesh and bone
crashed against solid wood with such force that not even a thick casing of blue
armor could cushion the impact. The man clattered to the ground in a limp pile
of armor, never to rise again.


Damn! The Hunter stared down at the
Scorchslayer. This is bloody awesome.
He’d have to work on his aim, though. Not quite like firing a crossbow. More
kick, and it pulled higher.


The sight of the lightning bolt seemed
to snap the Elivasti from their shock. Anger pierced the surprise numbing their
brains, and they drew their spikestaffs to charge him.


“Now we’re talking!” The Hunter dropped
the Scorchslayer, picked up the spikestaff—still covered in the Elivasti
blood—and whirled it around his head. 


Both Elivasti reached him at the same
time and thrust their spikestaffs at him with the practical, brutal efficiency
of trained spearmen. Unfortunately, they faced a foe far deadlier than a
barbarian or desert raider.


The Hunter brought his spikestaff around
so fast it whistled as it sliced the air. The solid shaft cracked against his
enemies’ weapons with enough force to knock them wide. Before the Elivasti
could recover, the Hunter brought the reverse end of the staff whipping around.
The sharpened steel spike sliced through the throat of the first Elivasti, tore
through flesh, and continued traveling across to lay open the second guard’s
cheek to the bone.


The first man fell, blood gushing from
his lacerated neck. The second fell back with a cry and clapped a hand to his
cheek. His eyes never left his blood-soaked hand as the Hunter drove the spiked
tip of his staff through the man’s armor and into his chest. 


“Now, Garnos!” the Hunter shouted.


A blue-armored figure burst from the
shadows of the causeway and raced toward him. Sorrow shone in the man’s violet
eyes, a sharp contrast to the blood staining his hands.


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You take
care of reinforcements?”  


Garnos nodded. “The messenger never made
it, but the moment they hear the gate opening, they’re going to come running.”


“Then we’d better make our move
quickly.” The Hunter turned toward the windlass. “You know how to work this
thing?”


“I do.” 


Garnos grunted with the effort of
pulling the heavy steel locking bar free, then dropped it and set to work
rotating the thick handle of the wooden windlass. The Hunter bent to working
the crank beside him. Within moments, the first loud, angry grumble of the gate
thundered through the stone corridors as the massive construction began to rise
slowly.  


Shouts of alarm echoed from the barracks
behind them. 


“Faster!” the Hunter shouted. He whipped
the handle around as fast as he could, but the gate rose
only a finger’s breadth for every revolution. Sweat dripped down his forehead
from the exertion yet he did not slow. 


Loud thumps
sounded from the building, but no Elivasti spilled out. The Hunter shot
Garnos a questioning glance.


“I jammed the lock with a spikestaff tip,
but it won’t hold them for long,” Garnos said, his brow furrowed. 


“When it comes time to fight, can you
handle this alone?” 


Garnos hesitated. “I…think so.” 


The Hunter nodded. “Then I’ll hold them
off long enough for reinforcements arrive.”


“There won’t be any from this side.”
Sorrow flashed in Garnos’ eyes. “Too many of my brothers have given in to the
evil of our situation.”


The Hunter grunted as he cranked the
handle as fast as he could. “Then let’s hope Rothia got enough people to the
rooftop to weather the storm.”


The gate slowly rose from its resting
place with a racket of groaning chains and creaking wood, spilling dust built
up over centuries. Like a giant rising from an eternal slumber, the gate lifted
into the air. The Hunter cursed as he saw sharp spikes edging the bottom of the
gate. They were nearly as long as his legs, and sat in deep holes in the stone.
They’d have to raise the gate half the height of a man just to make enough room
for someone to slip beneath the spikes.


Shouts of alarm and screams of pain
echoed through the opening, nearly drowned out by the deep-throated roar of an
angry horde. The Elivasti below would be overwhelmed, and the first of Ryat and
Kiara’s mob would surge up the stairs. They just had to get the gate open and hold
it until then.


The Hunter’s gut tightened as the thumping from the barracks turned into a
loud crash, and the door burst open.
Blue-armored Elivasti spilled out with angry cries. Their eyes flew wide at the
sight of the opening gate.


“Traitors!” the man in the lead shouted
as he drew his spikestaff and charged.


“Garnos?” the Hunter asked. 


“Go!” Garnos said. “I’ve got this.”


The Hunter knelt, scooped up the
Scorchslayer with his left hand, and dipped his right hand in the blood pooling
beneath the nearest dead Elivasti. He pressed the trigger and felt the weapon
come alive as the gemstone consumed the blood. Gritting his teeth, he braced
himself against the recoil.


The Scorchslayer bucked violently in his
hands, and a bolt of lightning sizzled across the short distance to punch into
the chest of the foremost Elivasti. This time, the Hunter actually hit what
he’d aimed for. The force of the impact knocked the man backward to collide
with the Elivasti charging behind him. Six of the fifteen went down in a tangle
of limbs, clattering armor, and spikestaffs.


Without hesitation, the Hunter dipped
his hand in the blood again and pressed the trigger. For a long moment, nothing
happened. His heart stopped, then started beating when
the gemstone and runes brightened once more. The lightning bolt slammed into
another charging Elivasti. The man’s head exploded in a spray of blood, gore,
and bone.


But the Hunter wouldn’t have time for a
third shot. The Scorchslayer needed a few seconds to recharge, reload, or do
whatever it did when it tapped into the magick of Enarium. In that time, the
remaining Elivasti would reach him.


He slid the Scorchslayer along the
ground behind him to keep it out of the hands of his enemies, then stood and
hefted his spikestaffs. 


One
against fourteen, he
mused silently. This is going to be fun.


Instead of waiting for the charge, the
Hunter leapt forward with a blitz attack. His sudden movement caught the
nearest Elivasti by surprise, and his lightning-fast thrust drove into the
man’s gut before he could evade. The Hunter ripped the spike free, whirled the
staff once to block another attack, then slammed the
metal-shod end into the side of a second man’s head with bone-crushing force. 


Three charged him at once and more came
on behind them. The Hunter couldn’t press an advance, but he couldn’t retreat
either. He had to keep them from getting to Garnos. Kiara, Ryat, and the others
within the Pit needed that gate open.


He grunted in pain as a sharp steel tip
punched into the muscle of his left shoulder. The impact knocked him
off-balance, and he barely managed to evade another whirling staff as the spike
pulled free of his flesh. Twisting from one attack and leaping over another, he
spun his spikestaff in a blurring wall of wood and metal. 


“Kill them!” a voice shouted from behind
the three men facing the Hunter, but he had no time to see who it was. It took
all of his concentration to keep his enemies from punching holes in his armor
and flesh. He’d spent enough time training with polearms—spear, lance, halberd,
even the strange weapon the Shalandrans in the far south of Einan called a
glaive—to know which end went where, but he’d take a long sword and Soulhunger
any day.


At this moment, he had neither, and
wishing he had them wouldn’t help. He’d have to make do with the weapons at
hand. 


With a growl of rage, he whipped one
spiked end of the staff across and up in a diagonal motion that laid open a forearm, throat, and jaw. Two of the three
Elivasti fell back, while the third slumped to one knee, hand clapped on his
neck in a vain attempt to slow the gush of blood. The Hunter cracked the end of
his staff onto the forearm he’d wounded with enough force to crack bone. Before
the spikestaff fell from the Elivasti’s numb fingers, the Hunter bent and
attacked low to sweep the man’s feet out from beneath him.


But the movement exposed him to a
stabbing strike from the third man. The spike carved a line of fire along his
shoulder and down his back. It missed anything vital, but when the Hunter
straightened, the sharpened metal tip opened a second gash. The movement also
tore the weapon from the Elivasti’s hand, and he fell to a quick jab of the
Hunter’s spikestaff through his chest. 


The battle cries and roars of the horde
below grew louder, and the Hunter fancied he could hear bare feet slapping on
the stone stairs, feel a low rumbling in the ground beneath him. He just had to
hold for a few moments longer, keep the Elivasti off Garnos until Kiara and
Ryat reinforced him. 


The Elivasti seemed to sense this as well,
for they charged him in a tight-packed knot, their spikestaffs extended like
the spears of a Fehlan shield wall. The Hunter had an instant to react. He
couldn’t evade ten weapons aimed at his chest and midsection, couldn’t dodge to
the right or left. He had only one choice.


He leapt.


Faster than the Elivasti could react, he
took a single running step forward and threw himself into the air with all the
force of his inhuman muscles. He coiled his body into a tight ball to give him
as much height and spin as possible. His jump lifted him, armor and all, over
the chest-height spears, then he snapped his limbs
outward. His arms, legs, and torso crashed into the line of staff-wielding
Elivasti. His weight bore them to the ground with cries of pain.


Had the Hunter wielded Soulhunger and a
long sword, he could have made short work of the jumbled mass of bodies beneath
him. The spikestaffs, however, were too long and unwieldy for this sort of
work. Even gripping his staff as near one metal-shod end as possible, he only
had time to lash out with the spike twice before the Elivasti recovered enough
to fight back. He drove his elbow into the face of one man as he rolled off the
fallen guards. 


Horror surged in his chest as he saw a
lone Elivasti standing behind Garnos, spikestaff poised to drive into his back.
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The Hunter’s blood turned to ice. The
Elivasti must have evaded his desperate attack and gotten around him. The
Hunter had a single instant to act. Without hesitation, he hurled his spikestaff
at the blue-armored man standing over Garnos.


Too late. He knew it the moment his arm whipped
forward and his hand released the staff. The world seemed to slow as he watched
the spiked tip of the Elivasti’s weapon descending toward Garnos’ back.


Sharp metal punched through the blue
armor, and Garnos let out a cry of pain. An instant later, the Hunter’s
spikestaff drove through the side of the Elivasti’s head. The man crumpled to
one side, his head bounding off the stone wall beside Garnos. His lifeless hand,
still clutching his weapon, tore the spiked end free of Garnos’ back.


The Hunter had no time to see the
severity of Garnos’ wound, for in that moment, cold steel punched through his
side. He felt skin, muscle, and organs tear, and pain raced up his spine as the
spiked tip struck bone. His legs sagged for a moment, but he caught the shaft
of the spikestaff and used it to hold himself upright. The Elivasti tore the
weapon from his grasp with a yank, and the Hunter grunted at the pain of it
pulling free. Even as blood gushed from his side, the Hunter willed his body to
heal faster, at least the vital organs.  


Another spikestaff punctured his
shoulder, and the Hunter barely managed to evade a thrust at his head. He threw
himself backward, fists closed around the wooden shaft
of the weapon buried in his shoulder, and ripped it from his enemy’s grip.
Though the movement sent agony flaring through his still-bleeding side and
shoulder, he tugged the spike from his muscle and brought the weapon whipping
across in a one-handed blow to knock aside two quick attacks. 


He held his ground, whirling his staff
with all the speed he could muster. He pushed back against the pain, refused to
let it slow him. His body obeyed his commands and flesh re-knit as he imposed
his will on his wounds. 


Only eight Elivasti faced him, and they
could only come at him three or four at a time. They wielded their spikestaffs
like spears, but he kept his moving like a quarterstaff—like the Elivasti on
Kara-ket. He just had to hold them off a few moments longer. Garnos almost had
the gate open, and Kiara’s horde would be here at any moment. He just had to
hold—


And then they were there—Kiara and Ryat
in the blue armor they’d taken from the Elivasti he’d killed, men, women, even
youths and children in ragged, muck-stained clothing that hung from gaunt
shoulders. Once, the emaciated forms that had seemed so weak, so lifeless now
resembled a starving lion on the prowl. The angry mob roared in a voice that
screamed their hatred and fury as they surged toward the Elivasti that stood
between them and freedom. The Hunter fell back toward Garnos and the windlass
as the Elivasti were beaten, stabbed, and trampled to death.


Garnos sat slumped against the windlass,
his body locking it in position, holding the gate open. Blood pooled around his
legs and feet in such a vast quantity the Hunter knew his wound was fatal. 


“We did it.” Garnos gave him a weak
smile. Pain and loss of blood turned his face pale.


“You
did it,” the Hunter said, crouching beside the man. “You opened the gate. You
made the choice to save your people.”


“My people.” Garnos gave a bitter laugh. “How many
of my people do you think will survive this? There is no putting this beast
back in its cage.” 


“That is true.” The Hunter nodded. “But
there is hope. Hope that some will outlive the bloodshed. Rothia
and the others in the garden.”


Mention of his wife brought a worried
look to Garnos’ violet eyes. “She’ll be angry, Rothia will.” He shook his head
and chuckled wryly. “At me, but you won’t…walk away unscathed. You’ve no idea
what she can do…with that trowel of hers.” He seemed to be struggling with the
words now.


“I’ll be sure to keep my distance,
then.” The Hunter smiled through the lump rising in his throat. “She’d be
proud, though. You’ve given your children a chance for a better life. A life free of this horror, the stain on your people.”


“That’s all…a father...could want.” Garnos’
voice grew weaker as his lifeblood poured onto the ground around him. He
reached a bloodstained hand toward the Hunter. “Do you…have children?” 


The question surprised the Hunter, but
he nodded. “Yes.” He gripped the man’s bloodstained hand. “I do.”


Garnos smiled. “May their…future…be as
bright,” he said in a weak voice. “And may…you…be...free…”
The last word came out in a long, slow breath—his last. 


For a moment, the world faded around the
Hunter—the sounds of death, the roaring of the mob behind him, the screams of
fear ringing through Hellsgate. He knelt beside the age-worn Elivasti and
gripped the man’s bloodstained hand as Garnos’ head leaned back against the
wooden gate and the light faded from his violet eyes. 


The Hunter bowed his head. “May the Long
Keeper watch over you. Be at peace, Garnos of the
Elivasti.” 


In life, Garnos had had a hand in the
suffering of hundreds of thousands of people trapped in Khar’nath. In death,
perhaps his final actions would earn him redemption. It was all any man could
hope for.


A hand gripped the Hunter’s shoulder.
“Hunter!” Kiara’s voice snapped the Hunter back to reality. “Hunter, leave him.
We need to go!” 


The Hunter looked up into her dark,
worry-lined eyes. 


“Ryat has already gone ahead.” Kiara had
to shout to be heard above the din of the roaring mob. “But we need to get out
of here as well before someone mistakes us for an enemy.”


The Hunter glanced down at his armor,
then up at Kiara’s. Doubtless those following Ryat would recognize him and
Kiara, but the others—those that had joined as the revolt grew larger and
larger, like a snowball rolling down a mountain—wouldn’t know him on sight,
wouldn’t have heard of the blue-armored figures fighting on their side. 


With a nod, he climbed to his feet. The
pain of his still-healing wounds barely bothered him, but the burden of sorrow
weighed heavy on his shoulders. He cast a final glance at Garnos’ silent form
and empty eyes, bidding farewell to the man he’d known for two short days, then hurried after Kiara.


All around him, thousands of emaciated,
muck-covered figures in ragged clothing charged down the causeway and through the
doorways into Hellsgate. The beast had been let loose of its cage—no stopping
this now. 


As he and Kiara ran through the press of
people, the Hunter caught glimpses of blue-armored bodies littering the floor.
Some had skulls, limbs, and torsos crushed by crude clubs, while others bled
from wounds inflicted by Kiara’s crude spears. Many had simply been trampled by
the relentless wave of flesh and fury. Dozens of filthy, rawboned men and women
in worn and threadbare clothing had joined them in death. Yet the Hunter knew,
no matter how many the Elivasti brought down, they could not stop the death
marching toward them. 


Angry shouts followed the Hunter and
Kiara, and a few hands reached out in an attempt to slow or stop them. Kiara
had been right to fear the power of the mob—they had to break free of the
throng before things got ugly. 


He caught a glimpse of a tall,
blue-armored figure at the head of the mob, and he pushed toward Ryat.
Something struck him on the shoulder as he shoved through the bodies, but he
shrugged off the pain. 


“Ryat!” he shouted. “Ryat!”



The tall man didn’t hear him—he was too
busy bludgeoning an Elivasti to death with a wooden truncheon. All around him,
people swarmed over the few purple-eyed warriors that had been caught unaware
on the open street in front of Hellsgate. To the north, a group of two or three
hundred people battered at the fortress’ front gate. The wooden doors shuddered
and bent beneath the impact of so many bodies. No matter how many died trampled
in the press, enough would survive to break through. 


“Let’s go!” Kiara shouted. She thrust a
finger toward the empty streets to the south. “This way.”
The tide of vengeful humans was so consumed by their desire to crush the
Elivasti in their immediate path and break into Hellsgate they hadn’t yet
flooded the city.


The Hunter shoved his way through the
throng after her as fast as he could. He knew the city would soon be filled
with angry men and women looking for blood. He had to get Kiara someplace safe,
ditch the blue armor, and deal with the Sage. He had to trust that Taiana could
look out for herself.


The Sage. Anger flared bright in the Hunter’s gut.
Everything that had happened here in Enarium—from Taiana’s desperate hunt for
Jaia to the humans locked in the Pit—was because of the demons. He had already
eliminated the Warmaster, and the time had come to rid Einan of the Sage once
and for all.


The Elivasti in Hellsgate had said the
Sage was headed toward the Keeps, no doubt to activate their power in
anticipation of the Withering. He would have to hurry to visit the remaining
twenty-one if he was to—


The Hunter froze in place, dread turning
his limbs to lead. 


His eyes traveled across Enarium, and
everywhere he looked, the Keeps glowed a bright blue.
Not just the three activated the previous day. Not just the eight on the Base
Echelon. All twenty-four Keeps on all three Echelons of the city emanated
sapphire brilliance that lit up the pre-dawn sky. 


No!
Horror roiled within
the Hunter’s gut. Jaia!


Power hummed through the city, setting the ground trembling with the
force of its vibrations. The Hunter could almost feel it crackling through the
air. A sharp tang, like the smell after the Scorchslayer fired but magnified a
hundredfold, filled his nostrils. The glowing Keeps pushed back the pre-dawn
darkness, and it was as bright as noon on a cloudy day. 


The Sage had harnessed the power of
Enarium and, in doing so, could have killed his daughter. 


 












Chapter Thirty-Four


 





 


Fear thrummed in the back of his mind as
he stared at the now-energized Keeps. How many had Taiana managed to search?
Had the Sage and his Blood Sentinels caught her, or had she managed to get to
safety? Had she found their daughter?


A wave of horror washed over him, and an
image flashed through his mind: his child’s body turning to ash as her Chamber
of Sustenance consumed her life.


Please. He didn’t know who he spoke to—the gods
of Einan were a fabrication of the priests, and he’d never believed in them
anyway—but at that moment, it didn’t matter. He just needed someone, something,
to hear him. Please let my daughter be
alive! The thought that he’d never meet his child would crush him. 


He pushed against the image of death
with every shred of his willpower. He had to worry about the Sage first. And
about Hailen, the child he knew and
had sworn to protect. 


Is
Hailen still alive? The
question pounded against his skull with enough force to set his head aching. A
few drops of the boy’s blood would activate each Keep, but to power up all remaining
twenty-one? The Sage could simply have killed the boy and drained him to use
his blood. Everything he knew about the Sage told him the Abiarazi wouldn’t
hesitate to kill Hailen if necessary, but something about this wasn’t
right.  


He forced himself to focus on the
problem, to think logically. The Sage had left Hellsgate an hour or two after
sundown, well before midnight. He’d activated one Keep every half an hour the
previous day. Even factoring in the demon’s urgency, he couldn’t have visited
all of the Keeps in the few hours that had passed. The distances between each
Keep was simply too great for him to have turned on all twenty-one remaining
Keeps. 


So how had the demon done it? Only one
answer explained it. The
Blood Sentinels. 


A shudder of revulsion ran down the
Hunter’s spine. Garnos had told him the Blood Sentinels lived with the
knowledge that they would sacrifice themselves when the Blood Sun, the
Withering, arrived. While only a few drops of Hailen’s pure Melechha blood was required to activate
the Keeps, all of the Blood Sentinels’ watered-down Elivasti blood would be
needed. The Sage could have shared the knowledge of activating the Keeps, and
they could have done it without him needing to be present. Twenty-one Blood
Sentinels had died in service to their master’s schemes and taken the secret of
Enarium with them to their graves.


But
if the Blood Sentinels took care of the Keeps, where is the Sage? With the threat of the Hunter, Taiana,
and the other Bucelarii, the demon would have fortified himself in the place
where he would put his final plan into action. The fact that he’d abandoned
Hellsgate meant the fortress wasn’t his final destination.


There’s
only one place he’d go now. 


The Hunter’s eyes went toward the Illumina,
the massive tower at the heart of Enarium. It alone remained dark, its stone inert. Twenty-four shining towers sloped toward
that single structure, their tips like spotlights pointing him in the direction
he needed to go.


The Hunter glanced at Kiara. “I’ve got
to go there.” He pointed to the Illumina. “That’s where I’ll find the Sage, and
Hailen.”


“Then quit talking and let’s get going.”
Kiara made to stride past him, but the Hunter stepped in her way.


He shook his head. “I can’t let you do
this.” 


“You’re not letting me do anything,” she snapped and batted his hand aside.
“Haven’t you learned that by now?”


The Hunter threw up his hands. “You know
what I mean, Kiara. I’m going to be walking into the belly of the beast, right
into the middle of a pack of Elivasti to confront a demon face to face. I can’t
take you with me.”


“Why not?” Anger flashed in her eyes, and she
crossed her arms over her chest. “You think because I’m a w—”


“Because I can blend in with the enemy,
get through their lines unseen, but you can’t.” The Hunter gestured to his
features—the features of Ryken, the fallen Blood Sentinel. “One look in your
eyes and they’ll know you’re not one of them. They’ll cut you down without a
second thought.”


She scowled, but had no reply. The look
in her eyes told the Hunter she knew he spoke the truth.


“I’ve got to do this without you,” the
Hunter said. “You are one of the most capable women I have ever met, Kiara, but
this is one thing you can’t do.”


“You know we don’t like being told
‘can’t’, right?” Kiara growled. “Just makes us all the more determined to prove
you egotistical, phallocentric jackasses wrong.”


The Hunter couldn’t help a smile.
“Knowing you, that’s not even a little surprising. But this isn’t about you or
me, man or woman. This is about saving Hailen and stopping the Sage from
destroying the world.”


“So what do I do while you’re off
playing hero?” Kiara’s eyes darkened. “Sit around twiddling my thumbs like a
simpering noblewoman?” She sneered and imitated the snobbish mannerisms of a
Voramian lady at tea, extended pinky finger and all.


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “If you
want to do something, keep Ryat’s angry horde from murdering the Elivasti
trapped on Hellsgate’s rooftop garden.”


Kiara’s eyebrows rose. 


The Hunter quickly recounted his
conversation with Garnos and Rothia, and what the gardener had said about
trying to save as many people as possible. 


“You want me to protect those
purple-eyed bastards?” Kiara snarled. “The ones that locked
me and all those other people up in that gods-forsaken Pit?”


“And the opia,” he told her. “You can’t let the mob destroy it.


“The what?” Kiara’s brow wrinkled.


“The opia. Grape-sized purple berries growing in a
huge glass dome in the heart of the garden. Hailen needs it, as do all the
Elivasti here.” He fixed her with a hard stare. “If it’s destroyed, Hailen
dies, and any Elivasti that survive today are doomed.”


“Good!” Kiara snapped. “Einan would be
far better off without them.”


The Hunter shook his head. “They’re
people, just like you and me. People who chose the wrong master to serve, and
made the wrong choices—choices that hurt people.” He shot her a meaningful
look. “Sound familiar?”


Kiara’s scowl deepened.


The Hunter pressed on before she could
retort. “We’ve both done things we regret, Kiara. Things that
will haunt us for the rest of our lives. Perhaps we deserve death for
what we’ve done. Yet someone gave us a chance to live again. Call it the gods,
call it luck, call it whatever the bloody hell you want—we had a second chance,
a hope of redemption.”


He thrust a finger toward Hellsgate.
“The man that died back there, the one you found me kneeling beside, he was an
Elivasti, one of the ‘purple-eyed bastards’ that locked you and all those
others in the Pit. For eighty years, he worked as a Pit guard alongside all the
cruel men like Setin. But in the end, he gave his life to set you free. He
proved there was something within him worth saving.” 


Her expression softened. 


“If there is even a shred of decency
among the Elivasti, isn’t that something you’d want to protect?” the Hunter
asked. “Children like Hailen or Farida who never hurt anyone, but who were
simply born into this life. Men and women who have spent
their entire lives simply trying to survive in a world where they don’t
belong.” 


He searched her gaze. “Saving them does
more than give them a second chance; it proves that we are better than we were before. Me, an
assassin, and you, the Fourth of the Bloody Hand. For the sake of our
own humanity, Kiara, we have to hope
there is a bit of good in people. Because if there is good in them, there may
be a shred of good in us as well, no matter what we’ve done.”


The words sounded so foreign coming from
his mouth, yet he found himself actually believing them. 


“Please, Kiara,” the Hunter said in a
quiet voice. “Protect those people. Not for their sakes, but for yours. For ours. Let us be better.” 


For a long moment, Kiara said nothing
but simply held his gaze. Finally, she shook her head and threw up her hands.
“Damn, Hunter, you’re getting good at these rousing speeches. Who knew you’d be
as good with your words as you are with a blade?” 


Laughter bubbled from the Hunter’s
chest. It felt good to laugh, after everything he’d been through in the last
few days.


“I’ll do it,” Kiara said with a sigh.
“I’ll try my best to keep the mob at bay. For Hailen’s sake,
if nothing else.”


“Thank you!” The Hunter took her hands
in his and squeezed them hard. 


She returned the grip, meeting his eyes.
“You stay alive, you hear? You wind up dead, I’ll kick
your ass all the way back to Voramis.”


He nodded. “Deal.”
With a little smile, he turned and hurried down the street. When he glanced
back, she was watching him go. 


He let out a long breath as he turned to
climb the hill to the Second Echelon. She’d still be in danger—possibly more,
facing that violent mob—but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about her
getting killed as he fought his way through the Elivasti guarding the Sage. 


The first rays of golden sunlight
appeared over the eastern horizon. Day dawned bright, filling the sky with deep
browns and golds shot through with lines of fiery orange. The Hunter’s eyes
went to the billowing red cloud. It nearly filled the entire northern half of
the sky. He had only a few hours until noon—until the Blood Sun and the end of
the world. 


Urgency lent speed to his steps. His
armor clanked as he ran and the pounding of his boots on the white stone
streets echoed from the surrounding buildings. The city was empty, not a single
patrol in sight. His gut tightened as he realized why that was: any Elivasti
not in Hellsgate would be protecting the Sage.


His eyes fixed on the Illumina. He would
find the demon in the heart of Enarium, and Hailen with him, so that was where
he needed to go. 


Ice froze in his veins as he reached the
Prime Echelon. The uppermost level of Enarium was devoid of all stone
buildings, all constructions save for the eight Keeps and the massive tower at
its heart. On the broad stone square surrounding the Illumina, an army of
Elivasti, easily two or three hundred strong, blocked his path to the Sage.
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The Hunter ducked back down the slope
toward the Medial Echelon and out of sight of the army. The rising hill had
revealed them when only the top of his head had poked above the street level.
He crept upward and peered over the hill to study the forces arrayed between
him and his target.


The Illumina was easily fifty paces in
diameter, with massive open archways set into each of its eight mirrored
gemstone sides. It was a poorly defensible position, which likely explained why
the Sage had brought more than half his Elivasti to hold it. They ringed the
building in ranks five deep. The foremost ranks held long spikestaffs, and the
Blood Sentinels brought up the rear with their Scorchslayers. The Elivasti
scanned the streets with wariness written in their tense postures, the
white-knuckled grips on their weapons, and their ever-roving eyes. They
couldn’t know what was happening within Hellsgate, but likely the Sage had
warned them to be ready for anything. The Abiarazi knew the Hunter was in
Enarium, which only added to the ranks of enemies working against him. He
wouldn’t take any precautions this close to his endgame.


The Hunter glanced up at the sky. The
sun hung barely above the tops of the eastern mountains, so it couldn’t be
later than the seventh or eighth hour of the day. If the Withering took place
at noon, he had at least four hours to get into the Illumina, find the Sage,
and put an end to the Abiarazi before he could enact his plans. Easier said than done, of course. He had to get through that
army alone, then deal with whatever Blood Sentinels
the Sage had kept to guard his body.


Worse, the disguise of Detrarch Ryken
might not work. A handful of Blood Sentinels had survived his attempt on the
Sage, and Elivasti reinforcements had been present when Ryken fell. Explaining
his resurrection would prove no easy task. Even the slightest suspicion could
turn the Elivasti against him—unlikely he’d be able to fight his way out any more than he could fight in.


Good
thing I don’t need to fight.  


Over the years that he’d worn the
alchemical disguises, he’d discovered that people rarely paid attention to less
important details. A nobleman was far less likely to notice a hidden dagger
when gold coins sparkled before his eyes. A wary guard tended to find a beautiful
woman in scant clothing far more interesting than a ragged beggar. Soldiers
fearing for their lives would look at a man’s armor and weapons before they
examined his face too closely. 


The Hunter didn’t need to cut his way
through—he just needed to take the focus off of him.


Without hesitation, he slipped back down
the hill toward Hellsgate. The ascent had taken him fifteen minutes, but he
didn’t need to go far to find what he sought. The mob flooding out of the
underground causeway from Khar’nath hadn’t only stormed Hellsgate. Lean,
ragged, hard-eyed men and women surged through Enarium by the hundreds, perhaps
thousands. They moved with single-minded purpose: vengeance on their captors,
the purple-eyed warriors that had imprisoned and tormented them.


The Hunter gave them just what they
sought.


He shifted his face to Setin’s—few in
the Pit had known of the Elivasti’s death, but many would recognize the thick,
rounded cheeks and fleshy lips of their jailor. The universally-hated Setin
would be just the Elivasti to rouse the ire of the freed prisoners. The sight
of him would turn them from an aimless, wandering pack of men and women into an
angry mob out for vengeance.


“Oi!” He waved his arms to get the attention
of the mob climbing the hill to the Medial Echelon. “Get back in your prison
right now or, by the Sage, I’ll come down there and beat every one of you
senseless!”


Faces turned up toward him, expressions
darkened, and hatred flashed in dozens of eyes, then scores, then hundreds. Men
and women that had suffered a lifetime of abuse at Setin’s hands saw him
standing alone in the street, weaponless. They looked at each other, at him,
then back at each other. With a roar of rage, they raised crude spears,
makeshift clubs, and spikestaffs wrenched from fallen Elivasti and charged.


The Hunter waited for them to close the
distance—they needed to see the object of their hatred. The horde reached the
Medial Echelon, crossed the broad avenue, and swarmed up the hill toward him.
The Hunter retreated slowly, walking backward to keep an eye on the approaching
mass of men and women. He needed to be certain the throng had the numbers to
survive the inevitable clash with the Elivasti. He needed them whipped into a frenzy, for only a mindless, bloodthirsty mob would survive
what came next.


The stream of shouting, raging humans
didn’t slow. They seemed like an army of dragonfire ants marching toward a
threat, with the fury and numbers to match. He estimated their number to exceed
two thousand, then three, then five. And still they came on.


When they were within fifty paces of
him, the Hunter turned and jogged up the hill. The exhausted, starved humans
couldn’t match his full speed. Though the hill was steep, the fire of their
fury goaded them on. Like a starving greatcat stalking a lone stallion in the
vast expanse of the Advanat Desert, they hunted him. Just as
he needed them to. 


Just before he crested the hill to the
Prime Echelon, the Hunter shifted his features to Detrarch Ryken’s thick nose,
sloping forehead, and a square jaw. Enough of the Elivasti would recognize the
Blood Sentinel that they wouldn’t immediately be wary of him. The raging horde
behind them would push any questions from their minds.


Once he was certain he had the features
right, he poured more speed into his run. He pounded up the hill and across the
broad avenue that spanned the Prime Echelon, straight toward the army
surrounding the base of the Illumina.  


“Where is he?” the Hunter shouted in the
rough, brutish voice he’d settled on for the Ryken disguise. “Where is our
master?”


Eyes flew wide all along the Elivasti
line as they saw him—armor stained with blood, holes in his side and shoulder
where the spikestaffs had punched through the blue breastplate and pauldrons,
his hands empty of weapons. 


“Detrarch Ryken?” someone in the ranks
called out. “What’s going on?” The speaker was a sergeant in the second row of
the Elivasti line. The men before the officer parted as the Hunter pounded
toward them.


“The Sage! Where do I find him?” The Hunter didn’t
slow until he reached the sergeant. He grabbed the man’s gorget and shook him,
plastering a look of panic on his face. “The prisoners…he has to know!” 


“What about the prisoners?” the Elivasti
demanded. “What’s happened?”


The Hunter fairly screamed in the man’s
face. “Where is he?” 


At that moment, the first of the mob
crested the hill and spilled onto the First Echelon. All around the Hunter,
Elivasti gasped as more and more of the ragged, filthy men and women rushed
onto Enarium’s upper level. When the horde caught sight of the ranks of
Elivasti, they let out a howl of mingled rage and delight. They had found their
enemy. 


“By the gods!” Blood drained from the sergeant’s face.


“The Sage!” the Hunter shouted, shaking
the man again. “Where is he?” 


The Elivasti couldn’t seem to tear his
eyes away from the charging mob. “He is…above.” He thrust a distracted finger
toward the top of the Illumina behind him.


The Hunter released the man and pushed
through the ranks of Elivasti that stood between him and the nearest archway
into the Illumina. For what seemed an eternity, the only sound he heard was the
roaring of the freed prisoners. It took the Elivasti officers long seconds to
find their voices and begin issuing orders to prepare to meet the charge. None
of their training could have prepared them for this.


The Hunter cast a glance backward before
entering the Illumina. The front ranks of blue-armored warriors knelt, their
spikestaffs held like spears to meet a cavalry charge. Behind them, thirty
Blood Sentinels raised Scorchslayers and a loud humming filled the air as glowing blue runes sprang to life along
the stocks. A moment later, thirty bolts of lightning sizzled over the heads of
the kneeling Elivasti. 


The Hunter’s stomach clenched as the
lightning cracked into the heads, chest, and limbs of the charging men and
women. The ragged front of the line simply disintegrated in a mist of blood,
bone, and guts. People fell screaming and bleeding, only to be trampled to
death by those charging behind them. Others sagged without a sound, gaping
holes where their chests had been, nothing remaining of their heads. 


Five seconds after the first lightning
bolts struck the crowd, the second wave struck. Scores more men and women fell,
the arcing energy simply punching through them to drive through those following
on their heels. 


The Hunter’s gut churned, and acid
burned the back of his throat. Years spent killing people couldn’t prepare him
for carnage on such an immense scale. The pile of emaciated, rag-covered bodies
mounted as the Scorchslayers laid waste to flesh and bone. Casualties among the
horde numbered in the scores, then quickly mounted to
hundreds. 


But hundreds of deaths could not slow
the thousands of furious humans hell-bent on vengeance. The blue-armored
warriors standing before them had been the cause of their suffering for years,
decades. For every one that fell, fifty more pounded toward the ranks of the
Elivasti.


The Hunter turned away without a
backward glance. The outcome was inevitable. 


The interior of the Illumina was like
nothing the Hunter had ever seen. At its core was a massive pillar of blue
gemstone that disappeared into the floor and ceiling—almost as if the tower had
been built around it. The ground level was empty of any furnishings or
adornments, but simply bare stone floors and ceiling, with walls of the
mirrored gemstone that gave the Hunter full view of the carnage outside. Within the tower, the humming that permeated Enarium rose to an
almost tangible crescendo, setting the Hunter’s bones vibrating.  


The moment he stepped foot within,
something snapped deep within his
consciousness. He felt a presence invade his mind in a way the voice of his
demon or Soulhunger had never been able to. Before he could throw up a mental
wall to block it out, the presence drove through his defenses like a hurricane
through a haystack. It was powerful beyond belief, and it seemed to take
control of his body. 


His eyes flashed toward the stairway
leading to the second floor—he knew he had to go up to find the Sage and
Hailen—but his feet led him away, jerking like a marionette dancing on strings.
In vain, he fought to wrest control of his body from that presence. His efforts
had as much effect as trying to drown a fish. 


Instead, the immense force pulled him
toward a staircase that led downward. Down, down, down, deep into the bowels of
Enarium beneath the Illumina. Five floors, six, more. All the while the Hunter
fought in vain to break free.


The stairs ended in a room made entirely
of the black stone of the Dolmenrath.
Only two spots of color broke the obsidian gloom of the chamber: the gemstone
pillar at its heart, and a familiar bas-relief etching on the wall in front of
him. 


A figure lay atop a stone altar, held in
place by strong bonds, arms folded over his chest. Eleven radiant figures
surrounded it, reaching out their arms to send threads of power into the man
atop the altar. The same carving he’d seen in Kara-ket and again in the Vault
of Stars in Vothmot.  


Tendrils of ice crept down his spine. He
fought with every shred of strength, yet in that moment, he knew he could not
triumph. He fought the will of a god. 


His arms rose of their own accord, his
hands stretching out to touch the hands of the figure trapped upon the altar,
where a single large gemstone was set into one upturned palm. The instant his
fingers touched the stone, a voice echoed in his mind—a voice with enough power
to shatter worlds.


GREETINGS, LITTLE ONE.
IT HAS BEEN A WHILE SINCE LAST WE SPOKE.


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Six 
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The world around the Hunter went
black—not the blackness of an enclosed room plunged into darkness, but the
absolute emptiness of a void in which no light had ever existed. In this place,
there was no sight, no sound, no smell. Simply…nothing. 


He floated in the null. He couldn’t feel
his arms, his legs, even the pounding of his heart against his ribs. In this
place, only his mind existed.


His mind, and
the voice of a god.


IT
HAS BEEN AN EON SINCE LAST WE SPOKE. A HUNDRED GENERATIONS OF HUMANS HAVE COME
AND GONE. CIVILIZATIONS RISEN AND CRUMBLED TO DUST.
YET HERE YOU STAND, JUST AS YOU AGREED.


The Hunter found he could feel shocked
surprise in this place. “As I…agreed?” Confusion
surged within him. “We have…spoken before?”


A moment of silence passed, then the voice returned.


AHH,
I SEE THE FOLLOWERS OF MY BROTHER IRROTH HAVE TAKEN FROM YOUR MIND.


“Irroth,
your…brother?” Chaos
whirled in the Hunter’s thoughts. “Wait, do you mean the Illusionist?”


THE
PEOPLE OF THIS WORLD NAMED HIM SUCH, YES. A hint of amusement echoed in the god’s voice. TO THOSE OF US WHO KNEW HIM, WE FOUND HIM
FAR LESS CLEVER THAN YOU MORTALS BELIEVE. 


Those words struck him as so much more human than he’d expected from a god. 


SHALL
I FREE YOUR MEMORIES? SHALL I RETURN ALL THAT WAS LOCKED AWAY?


The Hunter hesitated. All his life, he’d
wanted to know what had been taken from him. In Al Hani, he’d learned the
Illusionist Clerics erased his memory every hundred years, as a means of giving
him a fresh start. He’d hated them for that, yet now he wasn’t sure how he felt.
He wanted a glimpse into his past, wanted to see all the important things that
had happened to him, yet he had no desire to end up like Arudan. Perhaps the
combination of a long life and intact memories could prove a greater curse than
not knowing. 


A WISE CHOICE. Was that a hint of approval in the god’s
voice? YOUR MIND, THOUGH IT SHARES MANY
THINGS IN COMMON WITH OURS, IS NOT SUITED FOR IMMORTALITY. CALL IT THE EFFECTS
OF HUMANITY, IF YOU WILL.


“Things in common…with
yours?” The Hunter struggled to digest that.
“How is that possible?”


THE
ANSWERS YOU SEEK MAY BEAR LITTLE RESEMBLENCE TO THE TRUTH YOU DESIRE. DO YOU
WISH TO SEE?


“See what?” 


SEE
WHAT WAS, WHAT IS, AND WHAT WILL BE.


“How can I know that anything you’re
telling me is the truth?” the Hunter asked. “You’re nothing more than a voice
in my mind, but how do I know you’re real? You could be just my imagination, or
an Abiarazi trick.” It was a feeble resistance, he knew, in the face of a god.


I
AM AS REAL AS YOU ARE. AS REAL AS THE GROUND BENEATH YOUR
FEET. 


With those words, sensation returned to
the Hunter’s limbs. The empty void hid any ground from view, but he could feel
his feet resting on solid stone.


AS
REAL AS THE BLOOD THAT PUMPS IN YOUR VEINS.


The thump,
thump of his heartbeat echoed in the Hunter’s ears. 


AS
REAL AS WHAT YOU FEEL FOR YOUR WIFE AND CHILD.


“Get out of my head!” the Hunter
snarled. “If you want to tell me something, do it properly, face to face, man
to man.”


Thunder rumbled in the Hunter’s mind
with enough force to set his head pounding. He cried out in pain, but he
realized the god wasn’t angry, but laughing. 


EVEN
AFTER ALL THESE YEARS, the
voice said, YOU HAVE NOT CHANGED.


Suddenly, light flared around the
Hunter, and the world filled with color and life. He gasped as he took in his
surroundings. Somehow, impossibly, he hovered high in the sky, with the clouds
beneath his feet and solid ground far, so terribly far below. 


A figure appeared beside him. Tall,
stately, the creature had pale grey skin, a sloped forehead,
oddly long skull, and a near-flat nose. Sharp canines protruded from its mouth,
but it had a far less bestial appearance than the Stone Guardians outside
Enarium. Indeed, it bore a strong resemblance to a human, though with two
joints in its elbows, knees, and fingers. Intelligence glittered in the violet
eyes it fixed on him. 


The Hunter’s gut clenched as he
recognized the creature: a Serenii, identical to the statue he’d seen in the
twin temples of Kara-ket. 


“You wish to see?” the figure asked.
He—that it was male, the Hunter had no doubt—spoke in a voice that no longer
threatened to shatter worlds, but it still echoed with the same gravitas and
ageless immutability.


“First, tell me who you are.” The Hunter
found himself surprised by his own stubbornness. He’d never believed the gods
existed, much less that he would meet one. Yet he would not accept what anyone
said—not man, demon, or deity—without a healthy dose of the cynicism that had
kept him alive all these years. “Who am I speaking to?” 


“To the men of Einan, I am known as
Kharna,” the Serenii-looking god spoke the words without inflection.


The Hunter drew in a sharp breath and
reached for a sword, Soulhunger, anything to defend himself. Dread coiled like
a serpent in his gut as he found himself clad in a simple belted robe, without
any weapons. Evidently, the god—Kharna—hadn’t bothered to bring anything sharp
or pointed into this vision. 


“Destroyer!” The Hunter backed away from the
grey-skinned creature, acid surging in his throat. “I will not hear your lies—”


The Hunter cried out as agony tore
through every fiber of his being. It felt as if he were torn apart and pieced
together a thousand times, yet all in the space of a single instant. The
torment passed as quickly as it came. The Serenii-looking figure hadn’t moved,
but a hint of something dangerous cracked through its long-suffering
expression.  


“Torture me all you want.” The Hunter
clenched his fist and steeled himself. “I will not give you what you desire.”


Something that could have been a smile
creased the Serenii’s too-thin lips. “And how do you know what I desire?”


“The same thing all beings desire,” the
Hunter snarled. “Freedom.”


“That is what all human beings desire,” Kharna said. “To know the truth, you must be
willing to listen.”


“And how can I know that it actually is
the truth?” The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “What’s to stop you from lying? Isn’t
that what you do?” 


“Deceit is a tool created by mortal
man.” Kharna’s eyes revealed no anger—they held no emotion. “But you are right
to question the truth. After all, truth is a matter of perspective, twisted by
the passage of time. Let me, therefore, offer you a
glimpse at reality. Fact, unadulterated and uncolored by opinion
or emotion. The only immutable truth.” 


With effort, the Hunter stopped himself
from spitting a retort. When in the presence of a god, he decided, perhaps it
was better to hold his tongue. “Show me.” 


Kharna swept an arm toward the landscape
far below. “Behold, the world of Einan as it once
was.”


A vast landscape stretched out beneath
him, and it seemed the Hunter could see the entire world at once—from the
jagged peaks of the Empty Mountains to the blue expanse of the Frozen Sea, with
all the rolling hills, wild forests, and rich grasslands between. Everything
was pristine, untamed, untouched by the hand of human or Serenii.


“Einan
was a masterpiece, fashioned by the hands of beings far wiser and older than
what you know as gods.” Kharna no longer spoke in a physical voice, but the
words echoed in the Hunter’s thoughts. “We
were simply placed here to be its guardians, its caretakers.”


The Hunter’s view narrowed in on tall,
grey-skinned creatures striding across the verdant landscape. Beasts of the
earth, air, and sea flocked to the newcomers, welcoming them as equals instead
of masters. The Serenii--somehow, he simply knew
what they were, perhaps Kharna’s consciousness filtering into his—made their
homes in the trees of the forests, the fast-flowing rivers, and the deep places
beneath the mountains.


“As
we learned more of this world’s wonders, we found ways to harness its power.”


Towers rose from the earth, taking the
shape of structures that bore strong resemblances to the Black Spire in
Praamis, Lord Apus’ tower in Malandria, the twin temples in Kara-ket, and many
more the likes of which he’d never seen, never even imagined. 


“The power of the sun and winds, the moon and stars, of gravity and
motion.”


The towers of the Serenii grew more
numerous until they dotted every corner of the vast landscape that was the
world of Einan. The sheer scope of it stole his breath—these creatures truly
had mastered the world.


“Time
beyond your imagining passed, and Einan knew only peace and prosperity. Serenii
lived in harmony with the other beings that shared our world—beasts of the
earth, fowls of the air, fish of the sea.”


Years seemed to flow by in the space of
a few seconds. Vast forests turned from green to red, yellow, and orange, lost
their leaves, then bloomed with new life. Grassy
landscapes turned to yellow deserts, ice-covered tundras, then once more to
verdant pastures. A hundred times, a thousand, more than the Hunter could
count. 


“Then
the Creators of our world gave us the gift of a new life: the life of man. Not
our equals, but above the beasts of land, ocean, and air. A beast created to bring
change to Einan.”  


New figures walked the earth, these
human. They ate fruit from the trees, then sharpened
stones into axes to cut down those trees for warmth and shelter. Men, women,
and children spread across the face of Einan, welcomed by the animals—animals
that served as clothing, food, companions, and servants.


“At
first, we did not understand the reason for this change. We sought to question
our Creators, but our entreaties fell on deaf ears. We could not know the
answer.”


The Hunter’s view narrowed in on one of
the towers, where a handful of the ancient Serenii watched the humans roaming
the land that had been their domain for time beyond time. 


“Despite
our incomprehension, we trusted the wisdom of our Creators, and thus we joined
hands with mankind in caring for this world.”


All across Einan, Serenii descended from
the lofty heights of their towers to meet with the humans. The Hunter felt the
benevolence of the Serenii, the instinctive fear of the humans. Slowly, the
fear faded and both races found harmony in sharing the world.  


“These
short-lived beings offered a fresh perspective on our world. We, in turn,
shared with them the secrets we had learned. Secrets what you humans call ‘magick’
but is, in fact, simply an understanding of the laws that govern our world and
how they can be manipulated.” 


The Hunter’s breath caught in his throat
as he watched a human woman shooting bright flames out of her hands, and a
young man lifted a boulder thrice his size without apparent effort. The Serenii
had taught the ancient humans their magick. Everyone on Einan knew the Serenii
had wielded tremendous power—enough to challenge the very gods, it was said.
Yet beyond mention of their “Creators”, Kharna had not yet spoken of anything
resembling the thirteen gods of Einan.


“And what about the gods?” the Hunter
asked. “The Master, the Swordsman, Derelana, all the others?”


“Patience,”
Kharna said, and that smile-like expression returned to his face. “Time passes not as we will it, but as it
wills.”


Again, the Hunter forced himself not to
retort. Evidently, men like Father Reverentus had inherited their knack for
being cryptic from the Serenii.


“Our
search for knowledge led us to explore the secrets not only of this world,” Kharna
continued, turning back to study the landscape below, “but worlds that exist parallel to ours.”


The Hunter didn’t bother pretending he
understood how that worked. He was fast reaching his limit for mind-boggling
revelations just by talking with Kharna, a god that was supposed to be locked in
an eternal prison deep within the bowels of Einan. 


“On
these parallel worlds, we discovered the existence of creatures similar to us.”
Kharna turned to the Hunter. ”In
human terms, you would call them ‘relatives’.”


The Hunter couldn’t help a disbelieving
snorting. The image of Serenii sitting around a family dinner with cousins,
uncles, aunts, and in-laws seemed almost too much to process.


“After
much debate, we concluded that it was in the best interest of our world to
establish contact with these creatures.” 


The Hunter’s view of the world centered
on the top of a massive, shining tower taller than the clouds. Thirteen Serenii
figures stood in a circle within the towertop, their hands joined and power
crackling between their bodies. The air in their midst solidified, twisted,
buckled, and split open with a deafening sound. A fiery hole rent reality and a
gateway into another existence opened in front of them. 


“We
welcomed them with open arms, sought to give them a home on our world. They
accepted our offer and came through
the gates we opened.” For the first time, Kharna’s voice echoed with
emotion: anger. “They called themselves
Abiarazi.”


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Seven


 





 


The Hunter’s breath caught in his
throat. Abiarazi? The demons are related to the Serenii? The
thought set his stomach roiling. 


His mind flashed back to the statues
he’d seen in Kara-ket. It seemed hard to believe the creature he’d seen
there—or the one standing before him—had anything in common with the bestial
Abiarazi he’d seen beneath Voramis or the Stone Guardians he’d fought on the
trail to Enarium. Yet, looking closer, he could see some similarities. They
were roughly the same size, nearly twice the Hunter’s height, and though the
Serenii lacked the demons’ brawn, they had similar multi-jointed limbs. There could be some familial resemblance
between the two, similar to the way wolves shared a species with the
puffy-haired, calf-height dogs popular among the nobility of Voramis. 


“We
soon learned that they shared more in common with the humans than with us.” Kharna
continued, seeming not to notice or simply ignoring the Hunter’s perplexity. “They, too, were creatures driven by their
passions, a stark contrast to our adherence to logic above all. They allowed
their desires to shape their moralities.” 


Turmoil gripped the once-peaceful land
of Einan as the creatures the Hunter knew as demons warred with each other. It
seemed the Abiarazi were divided into clans, each from a different part of
their world, and those clans battled for dominance, resources, or the sheer
pleasure of bloodshed. For the first time since its creation, blood and death
spread across the face of the world. 


“All
too soon, we discovered the truth of why they had accepted our offer to come to
our world. They fled in fear of the Devourer of Worlds.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “They were
afraid of you?” 


“No.”
Weariness echoed in Kharna’s voice. “They
were afraid of the Devourer. Devourer of Worlds, the
Beginning and End of All Things.” 



Once again, the Hunter’s vision narrowed
into the same towertop to watch the Serenii open a portal to another world. But
this time, the portal did not close. Tendrils of inky blackness, deeper than
the darkest night, slithered from the tear in reality. Through the gateway, the
Hunter could see something that defied his understanding. Swirling, changing, decaying. A void where light, breath,
and life died. 


“A
being of chaos, seeking to return the universe to its natural state of entropy
before the Creators imposed order upon it.” Was that fear in Kharna’s
violet eyes? “A being
far more powerful than even we could predict.” 


A single drip of the swirling blackness
fell onto the floor of the tower, and immediately the stone crumbled away into
nothingness. The drop kept eating down, down through the entire structure, and
tendrils of chaos seeped throughout the tower. Within heartbeats—it could have
been minutes, hours, or years in real time—the tower crumbled to nothingness.
The threads of chaos delved into the bowels of Einan itself, until only a gaping
void remained. 


The Hunter shuddered; he’d only seen one
such massive hole before. Had he just witnessed the creation of what the people
of Voramis knew as the Midden?


“Word
was sent throughout Einan, and the Serenii came from every corner of this world
to the one great Conclave, the uniting of minds to face the threat that
imperiled our very existence.” Kharna met his gaze, and a hint of fear
sparkled in the god’s eyes. “The Devourer
could not be reasoned with, could not be swayed from its singular purpose. It
sought only the end of order and a return to entropy.”


The vision changed and the Hunter found
himself in an enormous circular chamber cut into the heart of a mountain.
Seventy grey-skinned Serenii stood in silent communion, speaking directly to each
other’s minds just as Kharna spoke to him. 


“In
the end, we faced a simple choice: fight or flee. Logic dictated that
resistance would prove futile, and we who prided ourselves on logic fell prey to the most human emotion of all: fear. In our
fear, my people believed there was only one rational choice. They chose to
flee.”


“Flee?” The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “If
this Devourer was going to destroy all of Einan, where could you flee to?”


“Another
world,” Kharna replied. “A world untouched by intelligent hands, where the Serenii could start
over without threat of annihilation. Or so they thought.”


The Hunter cocked his head. “You say
‘they’. Does that mean you chose to stay?” 


Kharna brought the Hunter back to the
towertop chamber where he’d first seen the Serenii watching the humans. The
same thirteen stood in a circle, and the Hunter could feel the dread that
emanated from the immortal beings.


“My
brothers and I believed that fleeing would only prolong the inevitable. The
Devourer had followed the Abiarazi to this world, so what would prevent it from
following us to the next, and the next? No matter how far we fled, evidence
indicated that we would never truly outrun the End of All Things. After all,
there must be a beginning and an end. What is born must die eventually to give
way to new life. Even the Serenii
lifespan, though it is numbered in millions of what you humans call years, does
ultimately culminate with the decomposition of our physical forms.”


The Hunter sucked in a breath. He couldn’t
imagine a life lasting millions of years—hells, his own five thousand year
lifespan was far longer than anything he’d believed possible.  


“Yet,
perhaps logic alone did not influence our choice,” Kharna continued. “While many Serenii counseled isolationism,
we thirteen had spent time among the humans that shared our world. We saw their
joy and pain, their exhilaration and sorrow, their love and hate, their short
lives and inevitable deaths. In them, we came to learn that life could hold
more than just logic. They saw beauty in the world around them, while we saw
only knowledge to be gained. Through our interaction with them, we came to
understand that emotion held value—an inconstant, a variable that could never
truly be factored into our calculations, yet value nonetheless. I believe it
was that emotion that led us to make the choice to stay. To fight, to save the
humans that had taught us something a thousand thousand years of learning had
failed to teach.”


The world wheeled by beneath the
Hunter’s feet until he stood in the top of a tower. Sunlight streamed through
windows and walls made of transparent gemstone, but the seething, swirling
portal into chaos devoured the brilliance and filled the chamber with
shadow.  


“We
knew we had no chance to defeat the Devourer of Worlds, yet our calculations
and theorizing led us to believe we could perhaps stop it, close the way to prevent it from destroying our world. My brother
Deneen, the most impetuous of our kind, attempted to save the world on his
own.”


A Serenii strode toward the blackened
portal with confidence. He wore a necklace that looked like two crossed
daggers. The lengths of metal glowed bright blue as he reached into the bowels
of Einan to harness its power. Bright blue, red, green, and violet light
streamed from his hands and swirled toward the rift. The creature within
screamed, its tendrils retreating from the pulsing magick. 


“His
battle with the Devourer shook Einan to its foundation. The power he wielded
was truly terrible to behold, and the world was forever scarred.”


The Hunter found himself hovering above
the world, watching as it was torn apart. The single unified continent split
into six separate land masses—the largest he recognized as Einan, and the one
to the south as Fehl. Water swirled into the chasms to form oceans that divided
the lands. The sundering drove a massive crack through Einan, forming the
world-spanning canyon known as the Chasm of the Lost. Mountains thrust up from
the earth as the might of the Serenii magick and the unstoppable force of chaos
clashed. 


“Too
late, we sought to come to his aid.”  


Two more Serenii rushed into the
towertop—Kharna and another, this one female. The Hunter could feel the horror
radiating from the female Serenii, hear her cries of
misery as she watched the tall, confident Serenii dragged shrieking into the
portal into chaos. Tendrils of darkness seeped into the creature’s face,
turning his eyes an impossible, empty black. Chaos consumed him one cell at a
time until nothing remained of the grey-skinned giant—nothing but the necklace
that lay smoking and charred on the floor of the
towertop. 


“Deneen,
whom your people have dubbed the Swordsman, fell in battle with the Devourer.
Yet his death bought us a reprieve.”


A concussive force ripped from the
portal as the Serenii was consumed, and a tidal wave of magick washed across
the world. The rift began to shrink, the inky tendrils pushed back. Yet it did
not close fully. A hair-thin crack into chaos remained. 


“The
gate was not sealed, yet the Devourer could not enter our world fully. We had
time—how long, we did not know—to find another means to block it forever. Yet
we used what time we had to construct this place, Enarium, the city built to
kill the Devourer of Worlds.” 


Before the Hunter’s eyes, the city of
Enarium sprang to life around the massive tower at its center. The blue
gemstone Keeps seemed to rise from the ground, like sapphire quills sprouting
from the back of some monstrous being.


“Twenty-four
towers to harness the power of the Er’hato Tashat, to direct the energy into
one singular place to be used to seal the rift between our world and the world
of the Abiarazi, a world consumed by the Devourer.”


Humans labored beside the Serenii as
Enarium continued to grow. Years passed in the span of a few seconds, and the
city expanded outward. 


“But
as we built, we soon discovered that our power would not suffice to close the
way to the Devourer. We twelve alone would fail. In vain, we entreated our
brethren to join us, but they turned a deaf ear as they fled. We turned to the
Abiarazi, the ones we had saved, only to discover they had been tainted by the
touch of the Devourer.”


The scene flashed back to the warring
demons and narrowed in on them. Their eyes bore the same inky blackness the
Hunter had glimpsed through the rift.


“The
seeds of chaos had taken root in their minds and souls.” Kharna’s voice
took on a sorrowful note. “The Devourer
had twisted, inflamed, and tainted their passions and desires. Their physical
prowess far surpassed ours, and they used weapons of war where we sought peace
and reasonable discourse. Many of my brethren fell to their cruelty and
bloodlust. We twelve knew that we could not save the world from the Devourer
and fight the Abiarazi at the same time. Our only choice was to find a way to
win the war and use their power—power that, in many ways, rivaled our own—to
defeat the Devourer. Thus, we built Khar’nath.”


The Hunter hung in the air high above
Enarium, staring down at the massive crater he knew as Khar’nath. However, it
was empty, without the shelters and structures, without the prisoners. Simply a
deep pit with walls lined with glowing red crystals.


“We
could not fight them physically, yet the powers we wielded—powers you humans
call ‘magick’—gave us an advantage they could not defeat. They relied on the
strength of their arms and the passions burning within them, and we turned
those things against them.”


A single Serenii wielding a staff topped
with red-glowing crystals faced a horde of Abiarazi. The grey-skinned creature
made no move as the demons raced toward him, but just before they fell upon
him, his staff flared blindingly bright. The demons shrieked and tried to
retreat, but too late. The crystals drained their strength, and with it their
sanity. The Abiarazi grew more bestial, more savage, their primitive urges
amplified until they were the mindless monsters the Hunter had encountered
outside Enarium.


“The
Abiarazi learned to be wary of direct confrontation, so they sought a new way
to battle. Instead of fighting us themselves, they enslaved or conscripted
humans to fight beside them. Humans that shared the lust for
battle and blood, the desire for conquest and wealth.” 


Men in crude hide armor and carrying weapons
of wood, iron, and stone marched before the Abiarazi. A wild light shone in
their eyes, and they raced toward the field of battle, as eager for blood as
the demonic masters they followed. 


“We
had no desire to harm those the Creators had entrusted
into our care, but we could not let them destroy what we had built—built out of
a desire to save them. We sought aid from the humans we had brought into our
cities, those we had sheltered and with whom we shared the knowledge we had
gained.”


The Hunter watched as two Serenii spoke
to a gathering of primitive men and women. The people seemed in awe of them, as
if they were…


“Gods,
they called us,” Kharna continued. “They
revered us, worshipped us, and made sacrifices to us. We did not ask lightly,
yet logic dictated that we required their aid. Thus, man warred against man.
Bloodshed and death held Einan in a grip we could not break.”


The Serenii-led armies marched toward
the combined forces of Abiarazi and humans. They carried swords, spears, and
shields of steel, bronze, and metals the Hunter had never seen before. Some
carried weapons that resembled the Scorchslayers, weapons that harnessed the
power of Einan itself against the enemy. The Abiarazi commanded from the rear
and the Serenii watched from their high towers as men fought men, and rivers of
human blood stained the face of the world. 


“We
lent mankind what aid we could, yet we had our primary concern: to defeat the
Devourer. As we built Enarium, we came to understand the importance of the
humans. We needed them to win not only the war against the Abiarazi, but
against the Devourer as well. We were but twelve, yet humans numbered in the
hundreds of thousands. Though their lives were short, the force of their
emotions caused them to burn far brighter than any beast or creature on Einan.
The Abiarazi’s passions had led them to breed with the humans, both to satiate
their lusts and in a desire to populate their ranks with more soldiers to fight
for them. We did the same, for it was the logical choice. Though human blood
diluted our own, we believed the proliferation of mankind could multiply our
power sufficiently to defeat the Devourer.”


The battles continued to rage, drawing
closer and closer to the mountains. The human armies of the Serenii retreated
and the forces of the Abiarazi advanced.


“Then
came the moment when we could delay no longer. The Er’hato Tashat approached,
and with it, the power of our sun would be amplified a thousandfold. The time
had come for us to make the sacrifice for which we had prepared.” 


The sky turned a bright red, painting
the world a deep crimson. The human armies ceased their war in fear of what was
happening. They fell to their knees and beseeched their gods—Abiarazi and
Serenii—to protect them. 


“Our
offspring, those you call Elivasti, were far too few to turn the tide. Thus, we
had no choice but to use the Abiarazi and their offspring to aid us against the
Devourer.”


The Abiarazi suddenly froze where they
stood, their eyes going blank, as if their minds had been turned to ash. The
human armies fled in terror, but the demons could not move. At the command of
some invisible force, they moved in unison toward the open gates of Enarium.
Their offspring, the Bucelarii, strode beside them as they shuffled through the
city and descended into Khar’nath. 


“Deneen,
the one you call the Swordsman, was the strongest of us, with the ability to
harness the forces of nature to shape this world to his will. With his death,
it fell to me to serve as the shield against the Devourer.”


The Hunter’s jaw dropped as his vision
changed and he stood in the room beneath the Illumina. The creature he knew as
Kharna lay on an altar made of a single black stone. His arms were crossed over
his chest, his expression resigned yet resolute. Eleven figures stood around
his altar, their too-long, multi-jointed fingers moving with unhurried grace as
they tethered him to the same flexible, transparent tubes from the Chambers of
Sustenance. 


“Direct
confrontation with the Devourer would prove fatal, but if we could harness the
power of Enarium, our power, and that of the Abiarazi against the rift, there
was a chance we could seal it against the Devourer of Worlds.”


The Hunter watched as the eleven Serenii
connected Kharna to the tubes, and Kharna’s eyes met his before they closed. Sorrow
burned within those impossibly violet eyes, and the force of that emotion sent
a shiver down the Hunter’s spine. Then Kharna closed his eyes and the black
gemstone lid was closed. Runes glowed brilliant azure all
around the black stone room, so bright the Hunter had to shield his face.
When the light faded, the obsidian altar lowered into an opening in the floor.
Stone closed over the silent, still body of the Serenii and the floor sealed
itself above him until it was as flat and featureless as the rest of the room. 


“But
I was not the only one to make the sacrifice that day.”


The Hunter found himself following the
eleven remaining Serenii climbing the stairs to the top of the Illumina, where
eleven Chambers of Sustenance waited. Ten of the stately, grey-skinned figures
watched as the eleventh, one who appeared somehow older than the rest of the
timeless creatures, traced glowing runes in the air. 


Crimson light filled the air to the
east, and the Hunter felt a surge of power flooding from Khar’nath. He watched
in horror as lightning arced throughout the entire Pit, a thousand white-hot
threads of power crackling between the multitude of
crystals protruding from the wall. It was into this raging inferno of energy
that the entranced Abiarazi and their offspring marched. 


Horror froze the blood in the Hunter’s
veins. He was down there, somewhere, beside Taiana. He, like the rest of his
kind, marched to their deaths.
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Yet he hadn’t died. Something had
stopped the Bucelarii from dying that night.


As if Kharna read his thoughts—he very
likely had, given that the Hunter was somehow in the god’s vision—the Serenii’s
ageless, echoing voice continued.


“My
brothers sacrificed themselves that day. Their power flowed through me, amplified by the power of the Er’hato
Tashat and Khar’nath to seal the rift against the Devourer.”


The eleventh Serenii strode toward a low
stone altar covered with glowing blue runes and gemstones, inserted the two
halves of the Swordsman’s necklace into two slots, and twisted both in unison.
The Keeps around Enarium flared to life and, beyond the outer rim of the city,
the red crystal-lined walls of Khar’nath glowed with blinding brilliance. Power
streamed from the floor of the towertop room, surging toward the rift into
chaos. The light of the magick pushed back against the crack, sealing it slowly
closed like two sheets of metal forged by an invisible hammer.  


 “Yet it was not enough.” A note of sorrow
echoed in Kharna’s voice. “The rift could
not be sealed. Even as my father, the one you call the Master, prepared to join
us in our eternal struggle, the humans of Enarium came to him. They offered
their aid once again, to give of their lives to seal the rift. They, too, knew
the danger they faced from the Devourer of Worlds.”


Armor-clad humans climbed the steps of
the tower to the upper room to speak to the grey-skinned Serenii in front of
the altar. 


“My
father, in his wisdom, sealed a bargain with the humans—both
the Elivasti, those who shared our blood, and those we had taken into
our cities. Instead of using all the energy we’d gathered into Enarium in one
blast that might not suffice to seal the rift, we would instead channel it into
stabilizing and preventing the rift from expanding. We would shield the world
with our lives, until the day they could add their power to ours.” Kharna
thrust a long, many-jointed finger toward Khar’nath. “By our calculation, the power of one million human souls added to that
of the Abiarazi and our own would be enough.”


The Hunter let out a long, slow breath.
His mind boggled at the thought of a million people—that was more than the
populations of all of southern Einan combined. Yet a million
people dying all at once in that Pit?
A shudder ran down his spine.


Something Kharna said gave him pause.
“Wait, you said only the human, Abiarazi, and Serenii lives. What about the
Bucelarii?” 


According to the legends of the War of
Gods, Kharna had been the one to
plead with the other gods to save the Bucelarii from death. Many details of the
legends had been true—the Swordsman’s death, the defeat of the demons by the
Serenii “gods”, and more—albeit twisted by the passage of time. Was this
another aspect that held a grain of truth? 


“Did you truly save us?” the Hunter
asked, fixing the god with a hard look.  


“Yes.”
Kharna spoke in the Hunter’s head. “My
father was the one to speak to you, but it was I who determined the Bucelarii were best-suited to aiding our offspring, the Elivasti, in
the quest to save the world.”


A memory flashed before the Hunter’s
eyes, yet it was more than a memory. He was there, reliving the experience as
if it happened to him in that moment and not thousands of years before. 


A
voice, deeper than the ocean and wider than the empty sky, rumbled through his
thoughts, but he could not understand the words. Fear tinged its words—what
could make a being of such immense power fear so? 


The
knowledge of what he had to do sat like a mountain on his shoulders, but he had
no choice but to bear the burden. He and all those of his
kind. They alone could do what needed to be done. They alone could save
mankind.


The
words crystallized. “THE DEVOURER OF WORLDS COMES.”


The Hunter snapped out of the vivid
memory with a gasp, and he found his heart hammering as he struggled to digest
the information. “Why?” he managed to spit out after a long moment. 


“Humans
have short lives and shorter memories,” Kharna replied simply. “Being the emotional creatures they are, we
believed they had struck the bargain out of fear for their lives and their desire to serve their ‘gods’. We
could not trust the fate of this world into their hands. We needed those who
could do what needed to be done.”


Acid surged in the Hunter’s throat. “Us.” 


“You
slaughtered each other in the name of your forefathers.” Kharna’s voice
held no trace of emotion. “You showed
yourselves willing to do whatever was needed to survive, at any cost. Coupled
with your enhanced physiology and the ruthlessness you’d inherited from your
Abiarazi ancestors, that sort of logic made you the ideal choice.”


The Hunter’s jaw dropped. This
revelation about the Bucelarii hit him harder than anything he’d learned thus
far.


“To
our offspring, we entrusted the secrets of Enarium and the blood with which to
activate the power stored here. To you, we entrusted the Im’tasi stones that
would aid you in your quest.”


Stones like the one set in Soulhunger’s
pommel. Back in Voramis, the First of the Bloody Hand had told him the
gemstones were connected to Kharna, would feed him. Yet to hear it from the
god’s own lips sent a shudder of revulsion down his spine.


A long, straight-edged sword with a
glowing gemstone set into its hilt rippled into existence before Kharna’s
fingers. “Each of these weapons contained
a piece of the Im’tasi that linked me to the power gathered in Khar’nath. The
lives claimed are my sustenance in my struggle.” Kharna’s eyes pierced to
the core of the Hunter’s being. “With
each death, you have strengthened me in the fight against the Devourer of
Worlds.”


The Hunter stared at the blade hovering
above the god’s hand. He’d wrestled with guilt about killing, fearing he would
be the one to hasten the end of the world by freeing Kharna from his eternal
prison. He’d known he was feeding the god, yet this discovery…it changed
everything. 


“Before
my battle with the Devourer weakened me too greatly, I reached out to each
Bucelarii and spoke to them. I told them what was needed of them, showed them
the logic of what I asked. I knew I placed a great burden upon their shoulders,
yet they agreed. They, too, had inherited the emotions of the humans whose
blood flowed through their veins. Many of them were burdened by the knowledge
of what they had done in the name of survival and were willing to accept what
was asked of them. They sought to atone for the suffering they had caused. And
so, using the knowledge of my brother Irroth, my father implanted in your minds
a single thought, a subconscious imperative that drives all of your actions.”


“What…was it?” The Hunter found himself
afraid to know the answer.


“To
feed me, and to return to Enarium.” 


The words were spoken in such a plain,
matter-of-fact tone, yet to the Hunter, they held an enormous weight.  


All his life, he’d been aware of
something in the back of his mind. He’d heard Soulhunger pounding in his head,
until the dagger began to speak like a physical voice. The voice he’d called
his inner demon had manifested in Voramis, yet it had driven him onward in his
quest to find answers—answers it knew he would only find in Enarium. Both
voices had grown louder and more insistent the closer he drew to his ultimate
destination. They had been terrified when the Illusionist Cleric threatened to
erase his memories—memories that had set him down the path toward the Lost City
and Kharna. 


Realization hit him with the force of a
crashing waterfall. He’d wondered why the voices—dagger and demon both—had gone
silent since his arrival in Enarium. Could the voices have been this “subconscious
imperative” of which Kharna spoke? 


It seemed almost too impossible to even
consider, yet he forced himself to evaluate it. He’d seen street hypnotists
manipulating people’s minds to make them bark like dogs or cluck like chickens.
If the Illusionist Clerics had powers like that, including the power to erase
memories, was it so far-fetched to imagine that the Illusionist himself could do something as simple as
implanting a command? 


And what of the
voices? They had
seemed so real, somehow separate from his consciousness. He had found a way to
conceal his thoughts from the demon and erect a mental wall to hold it at bay.
Yet what if he’d never had the voice
of his demonic ancestor talking into his head? What if his mind had simply
translated the command into a voice that drove him to kill, to feed Kharna? The
voices of Soulhunger and his inner demon could have been his mind’s way of
putting the Serenii’s command into something he could understand—like the
dreams of a feverish man or the hallucinations of a Bonedust addict.


“Then why did the Illusionist Clerics
wipe our minds and erase the knowledge of what we had agreed to do?” the Hunter
asked in a quiet voice. “Why did the Cambionari, the ones supposed to serve you, hunt us down and kill us?”


“That
was one outcome we did not foresee.” Kharna said, with a hint of sorrow in
his voice. “Their memories were shorter
than we imagined. The minds of men were flawed, prone to loss. With the passage
of time and generations, the truths of the Devourer and the power of Enarium were
lost to the humans. But the memories of the suffering and death during what
they called the War of Gods remained. They saw the Bucelarii as the cause of
their pain, and thus sought vengeance.”


“If you knew what was happening, why
didn’t you stop it?” Once again, the familiar anger sparked in the Hunter’s
chest. Everything he’d endured, and Taiana and all the other Bucelarii along
with him, had been caused by the Abiarazi, but now it turned out the Serenii
bore the burden of blame as well. “If, as you said, we’re working for you, why
did you allow the humans to hunt us?”


“Allow?”
Confusion showed in the Serenii’s face. “You speak of us as if we are gods, that we
permitted this evil to happen. For millennia, your kind has asked that
question. We are not the Creators of this world. We do not control the humans.
Once, we influenced and guided, perhaps, yet we were never the ‘gods’ they
believed us to be. I do not guide the actions of mankind—mankind alone bears
the burden for that. Only humans can claim responsibility for the evil they
cause, as well as the good.”


With effort, the Hunter swallowed his
fury. He’d always thought of the gods as the creation of humans that needed
someone to blame for their problems. To find out this was true left him feeling
somehow…empty.


“We
did not discourage the humans from calling us ‘gods’ because logic dictated
that emotional beings required a moral compass to direct their actions.” Kharna’s
voice took on the flat tone once more. “By
having to answer to a superior being, even a divine one, humans can exist in a
society of rules. Without that higher power, everyone is simply a god unto
themselves and thus can act as they see fit. Even we, beings of supreme logic
and science, understood that there was a higher power that had entrusted us
with the care of this world. That duty informed our choices and enabled us to
see beyond our immediate desires. We chose to give that same gift to the
humans, to accept the mantle of divinity so they might live in a world where
logic and order tempers passion and appetite. Only in a world of balance could
peace exist. And in that balance, the power of the Devourer could never take
root.”


Again, Kharna’s words, so simple and
logical, shattered everything the Hunter had believed to be true. The Serenii
had been gods because people believed they were. Humans gave the Serenii power over
them and, in doing so, established the very thing that gave them a sense of
purpose, of order. 


How much evil had been perpetrated in
the name of the Thirteen? How many had died in the name of one god or another?
Yet how much good had also been brought into existence because of the Serenii
that allowed the humans to set them up as divine beings? How many lived and
thrived because of people following the “teachings” of the Beggar, the Bright
Lady, the Apprentice, or any of the others? Even if the gods didn’t truly
exist, what would Einan be like without them? 


To that, the Hunter could find no
answer.
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“The
ones you know as Cambionari were originally tasked to work beside the Bucelarii
and Elivasti,” Kharna said, and the vision before the Hunter shifted to
follow a group of armored humans traveling with purple-eyed Elivasti and
Bucelarii carrying the Im’tasi
weapons. “We had defeated the Abiarazi
but not eradicated them. To ensure the safety of Einan and to gather as much
power as possible to use against the Devourer, they were to be brought to
Enarium to be placed in the Chambers of Sustenance.”


The world flew beneath the Hunter’s
feet, and his view zoomed in on one of the Chambers of Sustenance. Within lay a
monstrous figure—a grotesque mixture of reptile and beast, with a spiked back,
leonine legs, and claw-tipped fingers—tethered to the stone by transparent
tubes. 


“Their
life force was to sustain me until Khar’nath and the power of the Er’hato
Tashat could gather the power required to seal the rift against the Devourer
once and for all.” 


“Good riddance,” the Hunter growled. The
demons had brought only misery and death to the world from the very beginning. 


“But
over time, when the hunt for the Abiarazi in hiding proved fruitless, the Cambionari turned their attention to those they deemed
a suitable replacement.”


Dread sat like a stone in the Hunter’s
gut. “The Bucelarii.” 


Acid surged in his throat as he watched a
handful of Cambionari wrestling with a struggling Bucelarii, dragging the woman
toward a Chamber of Sustenance to be locked away. 


“Eventually,
they lost sight of their true mission and began simply killing the Bucelarii
they found. Though they believed they were cleansing the world of the stain of
the Abiarazi, they were simply hastening the return of the Devourer.”


The return of the Devourer. The Hunter had seen that written in the
bas-relief image both in Kara-ket and the Vault of Stars.


“You didn’t think to leave any sort of
written instructions?” Again, anger flared in the Hunter’s chest. “Anything to
make it clear for the Bucelarii, Elivasti, and humans what they were fighting
for, what their real mission was!” 


“We
did.” A hint of frustration—yes, even gods could be frustrated—echoed in
Kharna’s voice. “But the knowledge of our
written language was lost. Too few had ever learned our language, and the
humans had only a crude system of writing at the time. They could not grasp the
complex principles necessary to use the power of Enarium.”


That certainly explained why the
Elivasti didn’t simply activate the city for themselves. They had lost the
knowledge. Only the Sage, and perhaps a few of the other Abiarazi still living,
knew anything about it.


“And let me guess, you want me to use
the power of Enarium to turn against the Devourer?” the Hunter asked. “You want
me to feed you.” 


“It
is necessary.” Kharna sounded tired; thousands of years of struggle against
chaos could take a toll on even a god. “To
keep out the Devourer, we must activate the Keeps and the power of Enarium to
close the rift.”


The Hunter’s brow furrowed. “And what of the people in Khar’nath? What happens to them?”
He had opened the gates, but it would take days
for the nearly seven hundred thousand people to escape the Pit. 


“Theirs
is a necessary sacrifice. Without them, this world will end.” 


And
there it is. The Hunter
had dreaded the truth, yet Kharna spoke the words in such an emotionless tone,
a god who sat above it all and watched the world suffer far below. This
creature before him—Serenii or divine being, it didn’t matter—expected him to
condemn hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children to death. 


“I
see your thoughts, little Bucelarii,” Kharna rumbled in his mind. “It is a question driven by emotion rather
than logic.”


“And logic tells you that it’s
acceptable to kill that many people?” the Hunter snapped.


Kharna replied without hesitation. “To save ten times the number,
yes. Even if it was only twice
or thrice the number, the rational thing to do would be to let the few die to
save the many.”


“Then you truly are as cruel as humans
think you are.” Fury burned within the Hunter. “Even if you are not the mad god
they claim you to be, you are no less responsible for the suffering of this
world with that perspective. How many humans would you sacrifice to save this
world? Will it ever be enough?”


“Perhaps
that is a question you had best ask yourself.” Kharna’s words held no
recrimination, but his gaze held a world of meaning. “How many would you sacrifice to save this Hailen you are so fond of?
How many to find your daughter, to protect the one you call your wife or the
human Kiara? What are your limits, Bucelarii?”


The Hunter opened his mouth to retort to
the first statement, but Kharna’s questions left him speechless. Even when he
believed that using Soulhunger could lead to the end of the world, he hadn’t
hesitated to use the dagger. Soulhunger had killed the First and Third,
Garanis, Queen Asalah, the Warmaster, and all the other threats to his life and
Hailen’s. He had killed without hesitation, all for what he deemed to be “the
right thing”.


So how was he any different than Kharna
in this? Or his bloodthirsty ancestors, the Abiarazi?
How was he any better?


The stately figure of Kharna fixed him
with that impenetrable Serenii gaze. “Life
must sustain life. The Pit takes the life out of people and gives it to keep
the world alive. We sacrificed ourselves to save Einan—why shouldn’t the humans
be willing to do the same?”


“If they chose to do it, that would be one thing.”
The Hunter clenched his fists. “But these people were forced into it. They were
ripped from their homes and families, hauled here in chains, and thrown into a
filthy prison. Or, worse, they were born here simply so they could die when the
time came. Perhaps that is the logical choice
in your mind, but I cannot believe it is the right one!”


“So
you would see the world end to spare a few lives of humans you have never met?
That is illogical.”


“Fine, then it’s bloody illogical,” the
Hunter snapped. “Yet you yourself gave in to human emotions when you chose to
stay behind and fight the Devourer of Worlds.” 


It still felt weird to think of Kharna
and the Destroyer as two separate entities—for as long as he could remember,
the god he spoke to now had been the greatest threat to Einan. Any doubts he’d
had at the beginning of the conversation with Kharna had been torn to shreds by
everything he’d seen and heard. Whether his vision had unlocked old memories or
revealed truths buried deep in his consciousness, he knew Kharna spoke the
truth. Yet his mind rebelled against much of the information he’d learned.
There was simply too much that ran contrary to everything he’d known—or
believed he’d known—his entire life.


With effort, he forced himself to push
on. “Emotion is not a weakness. It is what makes us strong, gives us something
to fight for when everything is hopeless. It is what lifts us up when we’re
past our breaking point and keeps us going when we are ready to collapse.”


As he spoke, images from his memories
passed before them, as if Kharna plucked them from his mind and brought them to
life. He relived moments he’d spent as Danther the tailor, sitting with Farida
and sharing sweetmeats and a smile. He watched scenes of him talking with
Hailen, listening to the boy chatter. More and more people flashed past: Master
Eldor, Kiara, Taiana, Old Nan, Bardin, Graeme, Visibos and Sir Danna, Evren,
Rassek and Darillon, and more. So many more. 


“You felt a bit of those human emotions
once, long ago,” the Hunter went on. “Perhaps you feel them even now. It is why
you still fight against the Devourer when a more logical being would have
simply yielded to the inevitable.”


Kharna actually seemed to grow pensive,
the earth-shattering presence in his mind falling silent. 


“Once, I thought the things I felt would
be my undoing. That moment when I held a dying child in my arms and realized I
could do nothing to save her, it would have been so easy to yield to the
numbness of logic. She was a child in a cruel world, and her human life would
only measure in a few decades at most.”


He tapped in to the emotions he’d felt
kneeling beside Farida’s body, and it burst from his chest with the force of a
crashing tidal wave. 


“I nearly crumbled beneath my pain, yet
I can see that it made me stronger.” The Hunter raised a clenched fist. “As I
healed from the pain, it prepared me for the next pain, and the next one. Where
logic might have crumbled, emotion kept me pushing onward.”


He thrust a finger at the figure of the
Serenii. “You say sacrificing all those people is the
logical thing, yet there has to be a part of you that knows the pain that will
cause.”


“And
still I can see no other way,” Kharna replied, and the voice echoed like a
thunderstorm in the Hunter’s head. “All
life comes at a cost. Matter is neither created nor destroyed, simply
rearranged within the same space. There must be death for life to exist.
Animals and plants die to feed other animals, plants, and humans. The Devourer
would seek to bring an end to all life, until only chaos and eternal
nothingness remains. It cost my brethren and I everything, and still we cannot
stop him. There is only one way.”


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “I
cannot believe that. There has to be
another way.”


“There
is not.” Kharna’s voice echoed with a note of finality. “If such an alternative existed, my brothers
and I would have found it by now.”


“Then I’ll find it,” the Hunter said.
The resolution in his own voice surprised him. “I will find a way to get enough
power without sacrificing a million human lives to save this world.”


“You
believe yourself wiser than the greatest minds of the Serenii?” Hubris, a
truly human emotion, echoed in Kharna’s voice. 



“Not even close. I have no chance of
matching your sheer logic. But I refuse to believe in the impossible—there is
always another way.” Years as an assassin had taught the Hunter that every
fortress had a flaw, every secure perimeter had a gap, every
solid steel door had a weak point. “A way that doesn’t
involve so many innocent lives being snuffed out. That is the sort of
thing the Sage and the Abiarazi would choose if it gave them what they wanted.
Perhaps you are more like them than you suspect.”


Anger rumbled in the Hunter’s mind with
enough force to set his head aching. The vision faded around the Hunter, and
once again he hung in the pitch black void.


THERE
IS NO OTHER WAY, the
world-shattering voice roared. IF YOU
WILL NOT DO WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE, I WILL FIND ANOTHER.


“Like the Sage?” the Hunter shouted into
the emptiness. “Are you controlling him as well by telling him that setting you
free will give him everything he wants?”


TIME
AND HATRED HAVE TWISTED THE ABIARAZI’S MIND. HE SEEKS TO FREE ME, BUT I MUST
REMAIN BOUND. 


“Then let me out of here so I can go
stop the bastard! I will put an end to him. Hells, I’ll feed him to your bloody
Khar’nath so his power adds to yours. Surely the life of a demon has a lot more
power than a few humans.” It was a desperate gamble, based on something Kharna
had said earlier.


THE
POWER OBTAINED FROM HIS DEATH IS NEARLY EQUAL TO THAT OF A SERENII. The god’s voice had quietened from
world-shattering to simply deafening. BUT ONLY IF HE IS PLACED INTO ONE OF THE CHAMBERS OF SUSTENANCE.


“Then that’s just what I’ll do.” Hope
surged within the Hunter. “I’ll lock him away for good, and you can use the
power of Enarium and his life force to close the rift.”


IT
WILL NOT BE ENOUGH! Kharna’s
voice echoed through the void all around the Hunter with enough force to set
his bones quaking. THERE MUST BE MORE.


“Then I’ll find more! But to do that, you
have to send me back to the world. Even now, the Sage is preparing to use the
power of Enarium to free you. If you want me to stop him, let me out of here.”


SO
BE IT, Kharna rumbled. BUT REMEMBER, LITTLE BUCELARII, LIFE MUST
SUSTAIN LIFE. THOUGH YOU WISH IT, THERE IS NO OTHER WAY.


The Hunter opened his mouth to retort,
when suddenly he found himself back in his body. Sensation returned to his
limbs, and he found himself too weak to stand. He sagged to the ground and
struck it hard enough to set his head ringing. The black stone walls and
ceiling whirled about violently.


“Drayvin, can you hear me?” 


The Hunter blinked, surprised at the
familiar voice that echoed from beside him. He squinted in an effort to clear
his head.


Taiana knelt beside him, her hands
gripping his. “Drayvin?”


“T-Taiana?” Forming the word proved difficult. His
mouth was dry, his throat parched. 


“Drayvin!” Relief shone in her eyes. “I’ve been
trying to rouse you for fully ten minutes.”


“T-Ten minutes?” The Hunter’s mind struggled to absorb
everything. He still felt he was floating in the void, talking with Kharna,
while at the same time lying on cold, hard stone. 


“You were just standing there, rigid as
a statue.” Her brow furrowed. “Did you…speak to him?”


The Hunter nodded. “I did.” He pushed
himself up onto his elbows, surprised to find his muscles drained, as if he’d
just fought the entire Elivasti army. “He told me everything.”


“Everything?” She raised an eyebrow.


“Yes.” He swallowed and sat up. “The truth of the Abiarazi, the Devourer, the Elivasti, us. Our mission. The reason we were given our weapons. Everything.”


“Then you know about Khar’nath,” she
said, and worry flashed in her eyes. “And you know that by setting the people
free, you’ve doomed the entire world.”


 


 












Chapter Forty


 





 


“That’s the same thing Kharna said.” The
Hunter’s jaw clenched. “But I refuse to believe that is the only way to put an
end to this. There has to be another
way. There always is.”


Taiana shook her head. “Nothing that will work now. The only option is to activate Enarium
and—”


“No!” His shout echoed off the obsidian
walls. “We are not going to sacrifice that many lives. I already told him that. I will keep my promise to
ensure that he is sustained to keep fighting the Devourer, but I will not let
anyone—not you, not the Sage, not bloody Kharna himself—kill all those people.”


A shadow passed across her black eyes,
and her expression hardened. Her hand twitched toward Soulhunger, but he caught
her fingers.


“Think about what you’re considering,
Taiana.” He fixed her with a hard gaze. “You’d really condemn hundreds of
thousands of people to death?” 


“To save the world!” Her voice turned pleading.


“What if one of them was Jaia?” the
Hunter asked.


She recoiled as if he’d struck her.
“What?”


“You heard me.” He leaned forward and
lowered his voice. “What if one of those people in the Pit
was our daughter? Would you consider it then?”


Her eyes widened a fraction, and she
drew in a sharp breath.


“I want to stop the Devourer of Worlds
as much as you do,” the Hunter said. “But I can’t imagine living in a world
where that kind of thing happens. There’s already enough sorrow and suffering
in the world for us to add any more. We have to find a way to stop that from happening. That starts
here. That starts with us refusing to sacrifice someone else’s life to save our
own.”


She frowned, her expression growing
pensive. “So what are you going to do?”


“First, I’m going to stop the Sage from
doing whatever the bloody hell he’s doing.” The Hunter climbed to his feet.
Though his knees trembled, he forced his legs to bear him upright. “Then we’re
going to lock him away in one of the Chambers of Sustenance so he can feed
Kharna.”


“And then what?” Taiana asked. “How do
we stop the Devourer and seal the rift?” 


The Hunter hesitated. “I don’t know. But
I’m going to figure it out.” He held out a hand. “We’ll figure it out.
Together.”


Easier said than done,
of course. He had no
understanding of Serenii magick, how to use Enarium, or what in the fiery hell
he could do to seal off a rift that not even the “gods” could close. Yet he
would find a way that didn’t involve massacring more than half a million
humans.


After a moment, she let out a long, slow
sigh and reached up for his hand. “Very well.” She
pulled herself to her feet to stare down at him. “But if we don’t find another
solution—”


He pressed a kiss to her lips. “You and
me against the world, right?” He stared into her eyes—those midnight black eyes
he knew so well. “Together, nothing can stop us.”


A little smile played at the corners of
her mouth. “Together.”


He turned to stride toward the steps,
but something stopped him. “Kharna said that if I couldn’t do what needed to be
done, he’d find another. He was talking about you, right?”


Taiana hesitated, then
nodded. “He was the one that released me from the Chamber of Sustenance where
the Warmaster locked me away.”


The Hunter’s eyes widened. “If he can do that, why hasn’t he done that to any of the other
Bucelarii in Enarium?”


“He is too weak. The battle with the
Devourer is destroying him. He used up what little of his power remained to set
me free so I could help him.”


“And why you?” the Hunter asked. “Did he
choose you in particular, or was it just a random chance?”


Taiana met his eyes. “He chose me
because of Jaia. Because he saw in my mind that I would do whatever it took to
find my daughter.”


Mention of Jaia sent a shiver of horror
down the Hunter’s spine. “The Keeps! Did you find her
in time?” 


Taiana shook her head, and tears rimmed
her eyes. The Hunter felt as if a giant’s axe had chopped his legs out from
beneath him. He had never known his daughter—never had a chance to hold her in
his arms, see her smile, watch her take her first steps—and now, thanks to the
Sage, he never would. 


Fury smoldered in the Hunter’s chest.
The Abiarazi would pay. He could not kill the Sage, but the demon would spend
an eternity locked away in the Chambers of Sustenance. Let’s just hope it’s a bloody painful eternity!


“We need to get to the top of the
Illumina and stop the Sage,” he said when he finally recovered enough from his
shock to speak. “He’s got Hailen with him.”


“And as many of his Blood Sentinels as survived the battle with the prisoners.”


The Hunter’s eyebrows rose. “What? The
battle’s over?” 


Taiana nodded. “An hour ago, the Sage
sealed the tower when the fight was turning against the Elivasti. None of them
survived.”


“An…hour ago?”
His eyes flew wide. How long was I
talking with Kharna?


“Kalil, Cerran, and I got as close as we
could, then made a break for the Elivasti lines. We were wearing the armor we
took from the Elivasti you killed. We were attacked by the prisoners, and I
barely managed to get through the chaos of battle to slip inside shortly before
the tower was sealed. I didn’t see what happened to Kalil and Cerran—they were
right behind me, but the melee was brutal.”


“What hour is it?” the Hunter asked.
“How much longer do we have until the Withering?” 


Taiana’s brow furrowed. “It’s nearly the
eleventh hour of the morning.”


Ice froze in the Hunter’s veins. He’d
been trapped speaking with Kharna for THREE
HOURS. Too much time had elapsed—the Sage could have already put his plan
into motion. At the very least, he’d have Blood Sentinels stationed between himself and the threat. 



But it didn’t matter how many enemies
stood in the way. The Sage had Hailen. In activating the Keeps, he had killed
the Hunter’s daughter. There weren’t enough Elivasti in Enarium to stop him
from reaching the demon.


“We’re going to the top,” the Hunter growled.
“Even if we have to fight every step of the way, we’re going to get to that
chamber and stop him.”


She nodded. “Let’s do it.” She drew
Soulhunger and stared down at the dagger with a sorrowful expression. “I tried,
Drayvin. I tried my hardest to get to her in time.”


The Hunter gripped her hand and squeezed
it hard. “I know you did.” 


She locked her fingers in his and looked
up, fire flashing in her eyes. “We’ll make the bastard pay for our baby girl.” 


“He will suffer,
this I swear.” The Hunter bared his teeth and took Soulhunger from her, hanging
the dagger on his belt. “Death is too kind a fate for him—eternal imprisonment
is a far better reward.”


She smiled, and it was as hard and cold
as his. Once again, he caught a glimpse of the woman he’d seen in his vision
upon arriving in Enarium. Taiana the soldier, the captain of a company of
Bucelarii, the fierce warrior he’d fallen in love with all those years ago. She
was the one he wanted fighting beside him.


The Hunter’s resolve hardened and grim
determination flooded him. He turned and raced up the stairs, leaving the black
stone chamber—the final resting place of a god—behind. Taiana’s boots pounded
in time with his own, her pace matching his. 


He slowed as they reached the ground
floor of the Illumina and peered out of the stairwell. Through the transparent
gemstone walls, he could see the horde of angry humans outside, pounding
fruitlessly on the walls and now-sealed doors of the tower. Ten blue-armored
figures blocked his path to the ascending stairway. Exhaustion lined their
faces and they leaned against the blue-glowing central column or sat on the
floor, drained from the battle and covered in blood—doubtless belonging to
friend and foe alike.


With a roar, the Hunter charged. He crossed
the distance to the nearest Elivasti in three steps and, before the man could
whirl around, drove Soulhunger into the man’s side. The blue-armored man cried
out as the gemstone in the dagger’s hilt flared bright, filling the ground
level with crimson light. The Hunter tore the blade free even as the fingers of
his right hand closed around the spikestaff on the dying man’s back. He spun,
whirled the staff once, and thrust it one-handed into another Elivasti’s face.
Soulhunger opened a third’s throat, spilling red blood on the pristine floor.


“Die, you bastards!” the Hunter snarled.



The fourth man actually managed to
half-raise his spikestaff before the Hunter slammed into him. The force of his
charge knocked the man backward, a long, ragged gash carved down his forearm.
The Hunter kicked the fallen man hard in the face—he’d bleed out long before he
regained consciousness. 


A shout of rage accompanied two cries of
pain to his right. He turned in time to see Taiana drive the metal-tipped end
of a spikestaff into an Elivasti’s chest. Behind her, a man sagged to the
ground with a shattered knee and crushed nose, while a second lay sprawled unconscious. Taiana spared a moment to drive
her heel down into the senseless man’s neck before laying into the next
Elivasti.


The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl as
he advanced on the next blue-armored warrior. The man managed two quick thrusts
of his spikestaff, which the Hunter deflected before bringing the metal-shod
end whirling around in a blow that crunched the side of his skull. Blood and
grey matter stained the spikestaff’s tip as the Hunter turned to bring down his
next opponent. 


And found himself with no one to kill.
Taiana had made short work of the remaining Elivasti, brutal in her efficiency.
Blood covered her hands and trickled from the spiked ends of the weapon she’d
ripped from a now-dead Elivasti.


The Hunter thrust his chin toward the
stairs. “We go up.”


She nodded. “Watch my back.”


The Hunter grabbed her arm. “I have
Soulhunger—” he began.


“The Sage killed my daughter.” Her
expression hardened and fury blazed bright in her eyes. “I will break every
bone in his body before we lock him away.”


The Hunter met her gaze. She could teach
a mountain a thing or two about stubbornness; nothing he did or said would dissuade
her. 


“I’ve got your back,” he said. His best
hope would be to watch her back and keep her alive. That meant keeping a level
head even though he wanted nothing more than to tear the Sage and his Blood
Sentinels to pieces with his bare hands. 


Taiana stalked up the stairs like a
desert greatcat hunting its prey. When they ran into their first four-man
company of Blood Sentinels halfway up to the first level, she didn’t hesitate
though all carried Scorchslayers. Before they could level on her, she closed
the distance and thrust her spikestaff with bone-crushing force into the first
man’s knee. The Hunter threw his spikestaff at the second man, and it punched
through his armor hard enough to send him staggering into the Elivasti behind
him. The lightning bolt flew up into the ceiling of the staircase as the two
collapsed. Taiana’s spikestaff drove in and pulled free of the man’s eye almost
too fast to see. 


The loud humming of a Scorchslayer echoed in the spiral staircase. The
Hunter threw himself flat to the ground just in time for the lightning to
sizzle through the air above his head. Taiana snapped the man’s wrist before he
could get off another shot, tore the Scorchslayer from his limp hand, and
pounded his teeth in with the butt end. When the man collapsed, she dipped two
fingers into his blood and pressed the weapon’s trigger. The Elivasti’s head
exploded in a spray of gore and bone.


“Taiana!” The Hunter seized his wife’s arm. “We
got lucky there, but we can’t count on luck. There will be more above us, and
they’ll know we’re coming now.”


“Good.” Her face twisted into an animal
snarl and she made to continue the ascent. “I want them all to know we’re
coming for them.”


The Hunter gripped her arm, stopping her
in her tracks. “Damn it, Taiana, wait!” 


She whirled on him, eyes flashing.


“Let me go first.” The Hunter raised
Soulhunger. “Kharna must be fed. These deaths ought to count for something.”


Fire blazed bright in Taiana’s eyes and,
for a moment, the Hunter thought she’d attack him. He knew the rage coursing
through her—an inferno burned in his own chest over the loss of his daughter,
worry for Hailen, and disgust at what the Elivasti had
done to the people in the Pit—yet he couldn’t allow it to take control of
either of them. No matter how much they wanted to tear him limb from limb and
stain the Illumina with his blood, Kharna needed the Sage alive. He had to stop
her from giving in to the blood rage.


After a long second, she drew in a
breath and nodded. “Go.”


The Hunter raced up the stairs as fast
as he dared. Through the transparent gemstone walls, he caught a glimpse of the
horde of freed prisoners outside the Illumina. Covered in the
blood of their captors, their eyes ablaze with hatred and fury. They
laid siege to the massive tower, but they would find the Serenii construction
far too strong. The spire would hold, at least long enough for him to deal with
the Sage.  


Another company of Elivasti waited at
the second level, this one ten-strong. Eight bore Scorchslayers and
breastplates emblazoned with crossed red fists, while two wielded only
spikestaffs. The Hunter dove beneath a volley of sizzling lightning bolts and
rolled to his feet just before the front rank. Soulhunger opened two throats
with a single slash, and Taiana’s lightning punched into a third’s chest hard
enough to hurl him backward. The man bowled over two of his companions and,
before they could recover, a second bolt plowed through their unarmored legs.
The stink of charred blood, the tang of lightning, and the screams of the men
echoed loud in the landing.


The Hunter didn’t slow, didn’t stop
moving long enough to give the Elivasti a target to aim at. He drove Soulhunger
into one man’s chest, then released his grip on the
dagger to bring the spikestaff whirling in an upward strike that carved a long
gash across an unarmored throat. He ducked a lightning bolt aimed at his head,
and a moment later another crackled in the opposite direction a hand’s breadth
from his shoulder. The man immediately to his right crashed backward, smoke
rising from his breastplate, and bowled over the man behind him.


Evidently the Elivasti blood only lasted
long enough for Taiana to get off two shots, for in a heartbeat she was beside
the Hunter, striking out with the spikestaff. Within the space of a minute, all
ten lay dead or dying on the landing. 


The Hunter’s heart hammered in his
chest, adrenaline coursing through his veins. He scanned the second floor for
any more threats, but found only silence and death.


Something beyond the corpses of the
fallen Elivasti caught his eye. An errant Scorchslayer bolt had punched a hole
through the door to his right—the only feature visible on this floor of the Illumina.
Through the aperture, the Hunter could see a faint blue glow within the
chamber. Curiosity burning, the Hunter pressed Soulhunger’s hilt to the
gemstone locking mechanism and the door slid open.


Two Chambers of Sustenance stood within,
the light of their blue gemstone lids filling the room with a gentle radiance.
A thick tube of that flexible material connected the Chambers to the thick
gemstone pillar in the heart of the room. The floors hummed with such force the Hunter could almost feel his teeth
rattling. 


A gasp sounded behind him. The Hunter
whirled, Soulhunger held ready for an attack. 


No Elivasti had appeared, but Taiana
stood pale-faced, her eyes wide, a hand to her mouth. 


The Hunter crossed to her in two steps.
“What is it? What’s the matter?”


Disbelief filled her eyes, and she
raised a hesitant finger toward the door. “There,” she breathed. “Jaia is in
there!” 
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The Hunter froze, the breath suddenly
sucked from his lungs. He turned back and found himself at a loss for words as
he stared through the open door into the room which held his child.


“You…are certain?” He struggled to form
the simple question. 


Taiana hesitated. “I-I think so.” 


Taiana strode past the Hunter, her brow
furrowing as her eyes fixed on the blue-glowing column. “I remember that. And
the humming, it sounded like this. Louder than in the Keeps.”
She turned back to the Hunter. “A room like this one.”


Her tone sent the Hunter’s heart
plummeting into his stomach. “But not this one.” 


Confusion sparkled in her eyes but,
after a long moment, she shook her head. “Not this one.”


The Hunter’s shoulders slumped. He’d all
but given up hope of seeing his child the moment he’d seen the Keeps activated.
Below, Taiana’s revelation that she hadn’t managed to reach all the Keeps
before the Sage’s Blood Sentinels powered them up had all but confirmed that
Jaia was gone. A child he had never known and would never see.


This new twist of fate proved far
crueler. Taiana had revived his hope only to shatter it a moment later.


“Come on.” Taiana’s voice took on a new
urgency. “She’s somewhere in the Illumina. We have to find her before the Sage
activates the power of Enarium.” Without hesitation, she turned and rushed from
the room.


“Taiana, wait!” the Hunter called, but
she didn’t hear him as she raced toward the spiral staircase. The Hunter
pounded after her—he couldn’t let her face the Blood Sentinels alone. Cries of
pain sent worry spiking through his gut. A heartbeat later, he caught up to his
wife and found her locked in a furious struggle with four blue-armored
Elivasti.


The Hunter took in the scene in an
instant. Taiana’s spikestaff was buried in one man’s throat, one hand clutching
the arm of a Blood Sentinel trying to bring his Scorchslayer to bear on her.
The two behind her held their rune-covered weapons ready for when one of their
comrades fell and gave them a clear shot at Taiana.


Without slowing, the Hunter flipped
Soulhunger in his hand, caught the blade, and whipped his arm forward. The
dagger hurled through the air and crashed into the unprotected face of one
Blood Sentinel. Cartilage crunched beneath Soulhunger’s heavy pommel and blood
spurted from the man’s nose. He fell back, crying out, his Scorchslayer
pointing away from Taiana’s head. 


But one Elivasti remained. The loud humming filled the stairwell as the blue
runes on his weapon flared to life. Acting on instinct, the Hunter seized the
collar of Taiana’s armor and shoved her forward, right into the struggling
Elivasti. They collapsed in a clattering pile of tangled limbs and heavy armor.
A moment later, lightning sizzled from the Scorchslayer’s tip and crackled a
hand’s breadth above her head. The Hunter leapt over Taiana’s prone form and
lashed out with a flying punch that caught the Elivasti square in the jaw. The
man’s head twisted and his neck gave a loud snap.


Before the body hit the stairs, the
Hunter whirled, scooped up Soulhunger, and drove it into the man with the
bleeding nose. Crimson light blossomed in the stairway and a finger of fire
etched another scar into the Hunter’s chest. Power flooded through him as the
dagger consumed the man’s life force. Yet there was no scream of delight, no
pounding intensity in the Hunter’s head. Soulhunger no longer cried in his
mind. The voices had fallen silent. 


Long ago, in a lifetime he couldn’t
recall, he had sworn to aid Kharna in protecting the world from the Devourer.
Soulhunger was the tool not to bring about the end of Einan, but to forestall
its destruction. He had forgotten—no, the Illusionist Clerics had ripped it
from his mind with the rest of his memories—but his conversation with Kharna
had restored that knowledge. He no longer needed the voice of the demon to
drive him to kill, or Soulhunger’s bloodlust pounding in his head. He knew what
he had to do. 


A hint of sorrow panged in his chest at
the thought. Those voices—Soulhunger, the dagger, and the part of him that kept
him in check, in touch with his humanity—had been a part of him for so long. Parts of him that made a whole. Without them, he would be
alone.


No,
not alone. Realization
pushed the sorrow away, replaced it with blossoming hope. His eyes sought out
the bloodstained, rage-twisted face and flashing eyes of his wife. He had found
Taiana after all these years. They could find their daughter and be reunited as
a family once more. Whatever came next, they would face it together. 


No
longer alone, he
repeated to himself. 


With a furious snarl, Taiana gave a
savage wrench that snapped her opponent’s neck like a twig breaking in a
hurricane. She released the man’s limp body and tore the Scorchslayer from his
hands. She dipped her fingers into the blood of the Elivasti she’d impaled, then leapt over the lifeless bodies.


“Taiana, wait.” The Hunter blocked her
way. “We need to be smart about this.”


“The time for thinking is over,
Drayvin.” Her teeth bared in a snarl and she reached
out to shove him aside. “Now is the time to act. The Withering is just minutes
away. Once the Sage activates the Illumina—”


“We won’t let him,” the Hunter said, his
voice firm. “But if we get ourselves killed fighting through the Blood
Sentinels, the Abiarazi wins and Jaia dies.”


His words seemed to strike home. The
fury blazing in her eyes didn’t abate, but at least she no longer tried to push
past him.


“Listen,” the Hunter continued, “according
to Garnos, the Sage had a hundred and twenty Blood Sentinels waiting for him in
Enarium. We killed three on the streets and took down another ten or fifteen
when we attacked him. How many do you think fell in the battle with the prisoners
before the Sage sealed the Illumina?”


The question seemed to penetrate her rage-driven
recklessness. “Forty, maybe fifty. The Elivasti
regulars took the worst of it, but when I pushed through the ranks, I could see
the humans were about to shatter the lines.”


“That’s nearly sixty Blood Sentinels we
no longer need to worry about. With the ones we’ve taken down here and below,
we’re facing less than fifty more before we reach the Sage.” 


“Good.” Taiana’s eyes flashed again, and
she tightened her grip on the Scorchslayer. “That won’t be enough to—”


“If there are ten on every landing and
four between each level all the way to the top of the Illumina,” the Hunter cut
her off, “that means there are far more than fifty. The tower is easily fifteen
stories high.”


“So what?” Taiana snapped. “There are hundreds of
the purple-eyed bastards for us to kill. More to feed Kharna
with!” 


The Hunter didn’t care how many men
stood between them and the Sage—he would bring down as many as it took to stop
the demon from letting loose the power of Enarium. But he needed Taiana to
fight with a level head. In these close quarters, facing overwhelming odds,
rage would get her killed. Get them both killed. 


“So either there are
more than fifty,” he continued, “or the Sage has to spread them out to hold off
any attackers. He’s smart enough to expect us to come for him, so he’s going to
make sure his Blood Sentinels are stationed in the places where they’ve the
best chance of bringing us down.”


Relief surged within him as the fire in
her eyes dimmed. He was getting through to her. The calculating, intelligent
commander had returned, though he had no doubt the furious mother searching for
her child simmered just beneath the surface.


“They’ll be ready for us,” Taiana said,
her expression pensive. 


“We got lucky with these three groups,
but we can’t trust our luck to hold.” The Hunter hefted Soulhunger. “We need to
fight smart to get through them.”


Taiana’s eyes searched his. “What do you
suggest?” 


“I’ll take the lead, use Soulhunger and
a spikestaff to bring them down. You come behind, and keep that Scorchslayer
ready to take down anyone who gets too close.”


“Why do you lead?” Taiana snapped. 


“Because I have Thanal Eth’ Athaur,” the Hunter replied without hesitation. “If I
get wounded, I can heal fast enough to keep fighting. “ He shot her a wry grin.
“Besides, you’re the better shot with those Scorchslayers than I am.” 


Taiana looked like she wanted to argue,
but seemed to think better of it. She swallowed whatever angry retort she was about
to unleash and nodded. “So be it.”


“Good.” Sheathing Soulhunger, the Hunter
bent and retrieved two spikestaffs from the dead Blood Sentinels. He couldn’t
fight two-handed and wield Soulhunger, but in these close quarters the longer
staves would put him at a disadvantage. He snapped the ash shafts of the
spikestaffs over his knee, then retrieved the halves.
Though they’d prove about as effective as a spiked club, they’d serve him well
enough.


He tucked three of the snapped halves in
his belt, passed the fourth to his right hand, and drew Soulhunger in his left.
Though he found himself wishing for his long sword—still back in the room he’d
shared with Taiana—he’d make do with what he had.


He turned to Taiana. “Watch my back.” 


She nodded. “Always.”


The Hunter went first, running up the
stairs at a fast enough pace to climb the levels
quickly yet not simply charging blindly around the winding staircase. As he
ran, he listened for any sounds of enemies awaiting him ahead.


His shoulders tightened as he heard the
low hum of a Scorchslayer powering up
on the second level above and ahead of him. Instead of rushing up the staircase
and charging the Blood Sentinels that would be waiting, he threw himself into a
low dive. Three lightning bolts crackled where his head and chest would have
been and struck the wall, where they were absorbed into the transparent
gemstone. He rolled to his feet and whipped his right hand forward, releasing
the spiked end of the snapped staff.


Even as it left his hand, he knew the
cast was poor. The weapon whirled once in the air and the snapped shaft cracked against a Blood Sentinel’s
forehead. Though the blow sent the man reeling backward, it had been meant to
kill. The Hunter tensed in expectation of more lightning bolts.


Yet instead of facing the ten Blood
Sentinels he’d expected, only four stood between him and the next staircase.
Taiana’s lightning bolt caught one in the head and sent blood and bone spraying
across his blue-armored companions. The two men cried out and swiped at their
eyes to clear away the gore. The Hunter crossed the distance in three steps and
drove Soulhunger through blue armor, chest, ribs, and into a beating heart. The
man shrieked in terror and agony as crimson light flooded the landing.


The Hunter moved before the dying
Elivasti fell. His right hand reached back to draw another halved spikestaff,
and he brought the weapon whipping around to smash into the bald head of a
second Elivasti. The man collapsed in a boneless heap beside the headless
corpse Taiana had brought down.


The loud humming echoed in the landing
once more, accompanied by bright blue light. The Hunter looked up to see a
Scorchslayer pointed directly at him. Only his inhuman reflexes saved him from
losing a cheek, jaw, and ear as he threw himself to his right. Pain seared
along the side of the Hunter’s face as the lightning bolt sizzled past.
Taiana’s answering bolt tore the man’s legs to pieces a moment later. The Blood
Sentinel collapsed, and the Hunter pulled Soulhunger free of the dead Elivasti’s
chest to finish off the fallen man. 


“Drayvin!” Taiana darted toward him, worry
flashing in her eyes. “How bad is it?”


The Hunter ran a hand along the left
side of his face and felt flesh gone numb from the searing heat of the
lightning bolt. “Not too bad.” His mouth struggled to form the words and his
cheek felt stiff. “I’ll heal.” Even as he said it, he willed his body to
restore the damaged flesh. He had enough energy to spare—Soulhunger would
sustain him just as it fed Kharna.


He tried to ignore the pain as he strode
toward the only door visible and pressed Soulhunger to the gemstone lock. The
door slid open to reveal a pair of Chambers tethered to the blue-glowing
pillar. Taiana pushed past him and strode into the room. After a moment of
hesitant study, she turned to him with a slow shake of her head.


“This…isn’t it.”


The Hunter ground his teeth. “We’ll find
her.” The words rang hollow, but he had to keep hoping. If he stopped believing
Jaia still lived, he would crumble beneath the sorrow. Right now, he needed to
be strong to put an end to the Sage. 


With Taiana at his back, he stalked up
the stairs, Soulhunger and halved spikestaffs at the ready. When his keen ears
warned him of enemies ahead, he paused only long enough to plan his attack. The
four Elivasti died in seconds beneath the Hunter’s furious onslaught. At the
next landing, again only four blue-armored figures faced him. They, too, fell
before they could fire their Scorchslayers twice.


The higher they climbed, the hotter the
fires of the Hunter’s rage burned. The Elivasti had no scent,
no smells to drown out the familiar fetid odor of rot and decay that marked the
Sage as Abiarazi. Entwined with that scent was Hailen’s clean, innocent
smell—like a grassy meadow after fresh rain. The two smells grew stronger with
every step upward. 


At every level, they spared a minute for
Taiana to check the rooms. She stepped over blue-armored corpses and splashed
through puddles of blood to stare through the open doors, then
turn to the Hunter with a sorrowful expression. Every new door brought a fresh
hope surging in the Hunter’s chest, only to have it dashed a moment later.


By the time they reached the fifteenth
floor, the Hunter felt ready to give up. He couldn’t endure the heartbreak any
longer. He couldn’t bear to feel the sorrow settle like a boulder in his gut,
to see the grief twisting Taiana’s face. His wife’s grief grew as her memories
failed her again and again. 


His own heart threatened to shatter. He
had given up hope of seeing Jaia alive when the Keeps flared to life, only to
discover that his daughter hadn’t been imprisoned within the Keeps, but here in
the Illumina. Yet every empty Chamber drove a dagger of sorrow deeper into his
gut. He had to be strong for Taiana, but he didn’t how much more he could
endure.  


This
is the last one. A
weight settled onto his shoulders as he pressed Soulhunger to the locking
mechanism and the door slid open. The
last time I will face the suffering.  


He could open the rest of the doors and
check the Chambers after they had dealt with the Sage—after he had time to
recover from the emotional turbulence. 


“Drayvin!” Taiana’s cry stopped his heart. Joy
mingled with relief in her voice. “I remember this place.”
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The Hunter dashed into the room beside her.
“You do?”


She turned to him, tears streaming.
“This is the place where the Warmaster ripped her from my arms, carried our
daughter to that Chamber of Sus…”


Her words trailed off, and horror
writhed through the Hunter’s gut as he followed her pointing finger. The
Chamber of Sustenance she indicated was open.


“No!” Taiana leapt across the room in a
single bound. She fumbled at the coiled tubes, desperation burning in her eyes.
“No, no, no!” 


The Hunter watched, horrified, as his
wife frantically pawed at the Chamber. Her voice had taken on an insane, wild
edge, and a tremor ran through her body. “No, no, no, no,” she muttered,
shaking her head over and over. 


Horror writhed in the Hunter’s gut, and
he felt the same sorrowful delirium threaten to overwhelm him. He’d come so
far, endured so much, only to find the Chamber empty, his daughter gone. 


Wait!
Realization dawned on
the Hunter, and the truth flooded his body with warmth. She’s gone!


“Taiana.” The Hunter sucked in a breath, and his
voice rose in a shout as he leapt across the room to seize his wife’s arm. “Taiana!”


She whirled on him, her eyes blazing.
“Where is she, Drayvin?” she screamed. “Where is my child?” Her fingers curled
into claws, and madness flashed in her gaze. 


“Taiana!” The Hunter shook the woman hard. “No,
you don’t understand. She’s—”


“My baby girl.” Taiana slumped, grabbing on to the
Hunter’s armor for support. “My poor, poor baby girl.
What have they done to you?” She sobbed into the Hunter’s chest.


“Taiana, don’t you see?” The Hunter
lifted his wife to her feet and cupped her face in his hands, laughter bubbling
from his throat. “Don’t you get it? She’s alive!” 


It took a moment for the Hunter’s words
to penetrate the muddle of emotions, but after a second Taiana’s tear-rimmed
eyes went wide. “A-Alive?”


“Yes!” The Hunter pointed to the Chamber
of Sustenance, a broad smile on his face. “Look at it. It’s the only open one
we’ve found in the entire city of Enarium. There’s only one thing it could
mean.”


“A-Alive.” The sorrow drained from her voice,
replaced by understanding. “Sh-She’s alive!” Her spine went rigid as she pushed
off the Hunter and turned to examine the Chamber. “But how?
How is this possible?”


“I don’t know,” the Hunter said, “but
it’s the only explanation I can think of.” He came to stand beside her and
stared down at the empty white stone base. “If this is the one where the Warmaster placed her—”


Taiana nodded. “I’m certain of it!” Her
fingers closed around the lip of the cradle with such force her knuckles went
white. “This is the room. This is the Chamber of Sustenance.”


“Then she got out. Somehow,
sometime. She’s alive!” The Hunter he wanted it to be the truth—more
than anything else, he wanted to find his child alive—but even if it wasn’t, it
was what Taiana needed at that moment. 


“But that’s…impossible.” Her brow
furrowed in disbelief. “The Chamber had to be opened from without.”


“You said Kharna woke you from sleep,”
the Hunter said. “How did you get out of your Chamber?”


“I fought my way out.” Taiana shuddered
as if at a painful memory. “I cut my hands nearly to ribbons, but I pounded at
the gemstone lid until I broke it enough to get through.”


The Hunter scanned the underside of the
open lid. No blood, no claw marks. “So maybe someone opened the Chamber and let
her out.”


“Who?” Taiana whirled on him. “Who would do
that?”


The Hunter shook his head. “I don’t
know. I don’t know when it happened,
either. It could have been yesterday or a thousand years ago.” He gripped her
hand in hers. “But our child is alive, Taiana.
She didn’t die in this Chamber like so many humans and Bucelarii before her.
She got out.”


“She got out,” Taiana repeated in a
whisper. “She got out.”


“Somewhere, out there in the great wide
world of Einan, we have a daughter.” Laughter bubbled from the Hunter’s throat
as he entwined his fingers with hers. “A beautiful daughter, with her mother’s
smile…”


“And her father’s eyes.” Taiana smiled, an expression of pure joy. “We have to find her,
Drayvin.”


“We will.” The Hunter whispered and
squeezed her hands. “We’ll find her even if we have to search every corner of
Einan. But first, we have to stop the Sage.”


Mention of the Sage seemed to snap
Taiana back to reality. She flinched, almost as if she’d forgotten their true
purpose for being here. 


“Kharna is counting on us,” the Hunter
told her. “All of Einan dies if he unleashes the power of Enarium.”


Her expression grew hard as the stone
beneath their feet. “Then let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.”


Hand still gripping hers, the Hunter
turned and strode from the room. It took all his effort to focus on the Sage
when he wanted nothing more than to bask in the knowledge that Jaia still
lived. She hadn’t died when the Sage
activated the Keeps. Somewhere, he had a daughter.


But Hailen was counting on him. Hailen, the boy that had become like a son to him. The
innocent child, trusting to his own detriment, seeming incapable of
understanding the world could mean him harm. If the Hunter didn’t save him,
Hailen would suffer at the Sage’s hands. The demon would use him until he no
longer served a purpose then discard him like refuse.


His daughter still lived, but the boy
needed him. 


I’m
coming for you, Hailen. 


Everything ended here, now. The Sage’s shadowy reign of Einan, his machinations to free Kharna
and destroy the world. The threat of the Devourer of
Worlds, if he could find a way. He’d found his past—with Taiana, with
the hope of one day seeing Jaia—now it was time to ensure he had a future.


He released Taiana’s hand and drew
Soulhunger. “It’s time to finish this.”


She nodded, tightened her grip on the
Scorchslayer, and dipped her fingers into the blood of a fallen Elivasti.
“Together.”


With his wife at his heels, the Hunter
charged up the staircase. 


He crashed through the next group of
Elivasti like a tornado, Soulhunger and his halved spikestaff carving
destruction through their ranks. The discovery that his daughter still lived
had filled him with renewed determination, and nothing could stop him. The next
four Blood Sentinels died in seconds, and then he was racing up the stairs
toward the next floor.


Though he had no idea how high the
Illumina went—the uppermost levels were above the clouds—he forced himself not
to think about how much farther he had left to climb. His eyes were drawn
toward the seething red pillar to the north. Already, the world had begun to
take on a reddish hue as the edges of the cloud reached the fiery sun. The
Withering would occur within a matter of minutes.


“We have to hurry!” the Hunter shouted,
and poured more speed into his steps. He leapt up the stairs two and three at a
time, barely slowing as he reached the landing and plowed through the Blood
Sentinels holding the floor. He bludgeoned one man to death with a single
vicious blow to the forehead, drove Soulhunger into a second’s open mouth, and
kicked the third’s knee hard enough to shatter bone. Taiana’s bolt punched into
the fourth Elivasti’s chest, hurling him backward to clatter against the wall.
The Hunter drove the spiked end of his spikestaff into the man’s eye until it
struck the back of his skull, ripped it free, and raced onward.


All around him, the Illumina began to
hum louder. The ground seemed to tremble beneath his feet with such force that
he feared he would lose his balance. He couldn’t afford to slow, yet the
vibrations coursing through the spire made fast progress difficult. He had to
cling to the wall to keep his feet as he pushed upward. 


He found the next group of Blood
Sentinels staggering and trying to remain upright as the floor shook beneath
them. The Hunter cut them down with quick, efficient strokes of Soulhunger’s
blade before they could so much as raise their Scorchslayers or put up a fight.


Once again, his eyes went to the north,
where the crimson pillar reached thick fingers into the sky. All but a fraction
of the sun was covered by the cloud. Red light filled the sky, bathing the
mountains a deep crimson.


The Hunter watched in horror as the red
light drew closer to the blue-glowing Keeps. The moment the two met, the
radiance emanating from the Keeps changed from a brilliant sapphire to a deep
violet—the same color as the Elivasti’s eyes. 


As the cloud of red engulfed the sun
completely, the glow of the Keeps changed one by one. From north to south, the
light changed to the same purple.  


The Withering had come. The Blood Sun
was upon them.


Triumphant laughter echoed through the
staircase from the floor above them. The Hunter’s heart leapt—he’d recognize
that laugh anywhere. Arrogant, vicious, infernal.


The Sage.


He leapt up the stairs onto the landing
and came face to face with ten Elivasti. Blood covered their armor, spattered
their face, and stained their hands—enough blood to fill a human body. 


The Hunter’s gut clenched. These Blood
Sentinels had been the ones to kill their brothers-in-arms to activate the Keeps
in service to the Sage. 


A fanatical light shone in their eyes,
and frenzied smiles split their faces as they caught sight of him. The Hunter
had met men like them before—they had trained their entire lives to sacrifice
their lives for the Sage, yet had been denied their glorious calling. They had
lived for the sole purpose of dying. 


He was more than happy to oblige.


A roar of rage ripped from his throat as
he charged them. Ten Scorchslayers pointed at his chest, and blue light flared
bright on the landing, mixing with the crimson light of the Blood Sun. 


Time slowed around the Hunter as he
raced toward the Elivasti. He could see the light of the runes growing brighter
as the Scorchslayer prepared to discharge their lightning at him. At the last
instant, he threw himself to his knees and bent backward. Ten crackling bolts
of energy whipped above his head, a few passing close enough to singe his hair.
His forward momentum sent him sliding toward the Blood Sentinels and, before
they could recover and correct their aim, the Hunter hit the foremost rank.


The spikestaff crashed into one
Elivasti’s knee, crushing bone. The man dropped with a scream, straight onto
Soulhunger’s blade. The Hunter tore the dagger from the man’s groin, spraying
blood, and whipped Soulhunger around to hamstring another Blood Sentinel. He
lashed out with the spikestaff in his right hand, which cracked into a guard’s
forearm. The Scorchslayer dropped from the Elivasti’s hand and clattered on the
floor.


The Hunter leapt to his feet, kicked the
Scorchslayer backward, and threw himself into the knot of men in one smooth
move. Like a whirlwind of wood, steel, and flesh, he laid into the Elivasti.
Their armor could resist a lightning bolt, but not the strength of a raging
Bucelarii. His bludgeoning attacks crushed skulls, splintered arm and leg
bones, and dented breastplates with enough force to shatter the chest beneath.
He never stopped moving, trusting Taiana to watch his back as he tore through
the Elivasti. 


The Scorchslayers could wreak devastation
on a distant foe, but they were next to useless in close quarters. Normal
warriors wouldn’t fire for fear of hitting comrades or allies. The Blood
Sentinels, however, loosed lightning bolts without hesitation. The loud humming of the weapons gave the Hunter
enough advanced warning to leap out of the path of the sizzling lightning. The
Elivasti caught in the crossfire weren’t so lucky. Four fell to errant fire
before the Hunter disarmed and killed them or Taiana’s bolts tore their
unprotected heads and legs to shreds.


And then there were no more. The Hunter
stood alone in a middle of ten blue-armored bodies—or what remained of them.
Blood covered him from head to toe, filled his mouth, seeped into his stolen
Elivasti armor, turned his hands slick. Not bothering
to wipe the crimson away, he turned and stalked up the stairs toward the
uppermost chamber.


Toward the Sage and
Hailen.  


 


 












Chapter Forty-Three


 





 


The Hunter stepped into a world of
crimson and black. The walls and floor were made of the same obsidian of the Dolmenrath, and the red light of the
Blood Sun made the towertop chamber seem more ominous. Yet it lacked the same
eerie malevolence he’d encountered in the standing stones across Einan. The
power running through this place, however, far surpassed anything he’d felt
when Hailen touched the standing stones in the Advanat, beneath Kara-ket, or
even outside Enarium. 


Through the broad windows, the Hunter
could see the ocean of white, fluffy clouds below him. It felt like the world
was upside down, with only the solid stone beneath his feet to ground him in
reality. That, and the massive pillar of crimson that
now obscured the sun and painted the world in bloody hues.  


For the first time, the Hunter realized
just how high up he was. The Illumina dominated the top of the hill upon which
Enarium had been built, and he was nearly twenty floors up—an
impossibility by even the latest Voramian and Praamian architectural standards.
He stood above the clouds, literally. Nothing but a thin pane of transparent
glass stopped him from plummeting to his death.


The Hunter immediately recognized the
room from Kharna’s vision. This was where the Swordsman had made his last
stand, where the Serenii—the ones the humans had called gods—sacrificed
themselves to seal the rift against the Devourer. 


His eyes were inevitably drawn to the
heart of the room. Tendrils of inky, swirling blackness clawed through the
portal, drinking up all light and filling the room with ever-shifting shadows.
The threads of chaos, the Devourer of Worlds, sought to consume the world and
destroy the very fabric of reality. Through the rift, the Hunter glimpsed
impossibility, a creature so vast and unimaginable that his mind recoiled from
the sight. A shudder ran down his spine, and with effort he tore his gaze from
the gaping rift into nothingness.


The tear in reality was enclosed—if such
universe-shattering chaos could be enclosed—within a pillar of what looked like
solid sapphires, the same pillar that ran all the way down through the base of the
Illumina. The roof was made of the same transparent gemstone, as if the light
of the sun could push back the seething darkness of chaos. The light of the Er’hato Tashat changed the glow of the
pillar from the usual blue to a deep purple. Pulses of violet light ran through
the column like a giant heartbeat, and the Hunter could feel it being pulled
downward. This, then, had to be what sustained Kharna—the power of the sun
added to the lives of those in the Chambers of Sustenance. 


A waist-high stone table stood beside
the central column, connected by those same transparent, flexible tubes. Yet
this was no ordinary table. Gemstones like those in the Keeps had been set into
the surface, and glowing runes shone along its entire length. It was exactly as
the Hunter had seen in his vision below. 


The Sage stood before the table, a
triumphant look in his eyes as he held Hailen’s hand pressed to one fist-sized
square of gemstone. Blood dripped from the boy’s fingernails onto the altar to
be soaked up by the stones, and the runes flared brighter, filling the air with
that violet light. 


Hailen’s gaze fell on the Hunter, and
his violet eyes, red-rimmed from fatigue and tears, brightened at the sight. “Hardwell!” 


“Don’t worry, Hailen,” the Hunter said
without taking his eyes from the Sage. “I’m here.”


The Sage’s head whipped around, and his
eyes narrowed as he, too, caught sight of the Hunter. “Damn you, Hunter!” In
that moment, he bore a strong resemblance to the bestial, battle-hardened
Abiarazi the Hunter had seen in his vision. “Once again, you prove yourself an
impossible thorn in my side. But no longer. You die
here!”


The Hunter grinned. “The First of the
Bloody Hand said the same thing. You’ll share his fate soon enough.” As he
spoke, his eyes scanned the towertop chamber. No Blood Sentinels were in
sight—no one stood between the Hunter and his prey.


“Ah, ah, ah!” The Sage snarled as the Hunter moved
closer. “One more step and I spill the boy’s blood all over the altar. You know
I need only a few drops, but I will not hesitate if you force my hand.”


The Hunter stopped, his jaw muscles
working. He didn’t dare look behind to see where Taiana was.  


“How fitting that you should be here at
the end!” The Sage spoke in a loud voice to be heard over the vibrations running
through the stones. “To watch me succeed where you, and all
the rest of our progeny, have failed.”


The Hunter shook his head. “We didn’t
fail. We did precisely what we promised the Serenii we would.”


“The Serenii?” The Sage’s face twisted into a snarl. “Those
weak-bodied, cowardly creatures were never a match for us. We slaughtered half
their race in a matter of hours, and we would have triumphed had not the gods
sided with them.” He threw back his head and laughed. “But look at the gods
now. Look at what I have done to them!” 


Eleven Chambers of Sustenance lined the
circular walls of the room. One Chamber had been opened and its occupant—the
withered husk of a too-tall, multi-jointed creature that had once been a
Serenii—lay discarded on the stone floor. 


“The gods could not stop me thousands of
years ago, and they will not stop me now!” the Sage crowed.  


The Hunter shook his head. “The gods
don’t exist. They never did. There was only—”


Fire flashed in the Sage’s midnight
eyes. “There is only Kharna! There is only the Destroyer and the power he
promises to those who serve him.” He thrust a finger toward the tear in
reality. “And once I restore him to this world, that power will be mine.”


Confusion whirled in the Hunter’s mind.
If the Sage had lived during the time men called the War of Gods, he ought to
remember the truth—of the Abiarazi’s arrival on Einan, of the Serenii battle
with the Devourer of Worlds, and the sacrifice they had made. Yet it seemed the
Sage remembered only a twisted version of the truth. 


The Hunter’s mind flashed to Arudan, and
suddenly the Sage’s words made sense. The
burden of a long life, Taiana had said. Just like the Bucelarii,
immortality had warped his mind. 


Stories became legend with the
retelling, and the Sage had spent the last five thousand years listening to
people speaking of the war between the gods and demons. Has he come to believe the stories as fact? If, as Kharna said, the
Devourer of Worlds had infected the demons’ minds with chaos,
that could have hastened the Sage’s mental decay. The cool, calculating
façade could cover a mind tainted by the Abiarazi’s inherent rage, bloodlust,
and desires and twisted by chaos.


The Hunter tensed as the Sage turned
toward the altar and tapped a glowing rune. He managed two quick steps before
the demon whirled back toward him, a slim hand closing around Hailen’s throat.
“I will not let you undo what I have worked two thousand years to achieve,
Hunter!”  


“Wait!” The Hunter skidded to a halt and
raised his hands. “Don’t harm the boy.”


Behind the Sage, Taiana crept along the
wall, ducking between the Chambers of Sustenance for cover. She had abandoned
her Scorchslayer—doubtless the Elivasti blood on her fingers had dried—but held
a spikestaff in a white-knuckled grip. 


The Hunter forced his eyes to remain
fixed on the Abiarazi. “I will come no closer, as long as you swear you will
let Hailen live.”


Disdain twisted the Sage’s face. “Once I
have the power of Enarium at my command, I will have no need of him. But if you
so much as twitch a muscle before the city is fully energized, I will tear his
still-beating heart from his chest. ”


Something about the Sage’s words gave
the Hunter pause. The Hunter had been so focused on finding and stopping the
demon before the Withering occurred that he hadn’t had time to think about what
happened if he failed. Now that the Er’hato
Tashat was upon them, he had no idea what happened next. Kharna hadn’t told
him how long Enarium would take to activate—it could be five seconds or five
hours before the power could be harnessed. 


He’s
stalling. The
Scorchslayers had required a second or two to activate, so how much more time
could an entire city require? Either way, the Sage had inadvertently revealed
the truth. He needs more time.


With every shred of speed he possessed,
the Hunter brought his right arm whipping up, back, and forward. His fingers
released their hold on the halved spikestaff and the weapon hurtled through the
air toward the demon. 


The Sage saw the attack coming and
instinctively dodged, but the Hunter hadn’t been trying to take him down. As
the demon moved, he released his hold on Hailen. In the same instant, Taiana
stepped from behind the empty Chambers of Sustenance and leveled her spikestaff
at the demon. The Sage caught the movement from the corner of his eye, and his
head whipped around to face the new threat.


That momentary distraction was exactly
what the Hunter wanted. He crossed the distance to the demon in three strides
and drove Soulhunger straight at the Sage’s chest. With his free right hand, he
reached for Hailen’s wrist. 


The Sage leapt backward, out of the path
of the darting dagger, but that sent him away from Hailen. The Hunter’s fingers
closed around the boy’s wrist and he hauled hard, pulling Hailen away from the
altar. He gathered the boy up and leapt backward before the Sage could
counterattack.


The Sage spat curses in the guttural
tongue of demons, his eyes fixed on the two of them. “I will feast on your
flesh and grind your bones to dust!”


Taiana stepped forward, her eyes like
two obsidian daggers. “Your curses hold no power here. We have spent a lifetime
apart. My daughter was ripped from my arms and imprisoned for thousands of
years. We have endured more than you could possibly imagine. Consider this
recompense for our suffering.”


“We should have slaughtered every one of
you!” The Sage’s eyes flashed, and his face twisted into a demonic rage. “We
should have devoured you in your cribs or torn you to shreds like we did to the
pathetic humans that spawned you.”


Anger ignited in the Hunter’s chest as
he held Hailen. The boy sobbed against him, clinging to him in desperation. The
Hunter had no idea what Hailen had endured over the last few days, and he had
no desire to leave the boy even for a moment. Yet he had to put an end to the
Sage. He couldn’t fight with the boy in his arms.


While the Sage was occupied snarling at
Taiana and heaping curses on the heads of all the Bucelarii, the Hunter strode
toward the nearest Chamber of Sustenance.


“Stay here!” he hissed at Hailen.


“Don’t leave me, Hardwell!” Hailen
sobbed, his arms locked tight around the Hunter’s neck. “Don’t let them take
me.”


“I won’t.” The Hunter clenched a fist.
“I swear it, Hailen. Stay here, out of sight, while I make sure the bad man
never harms you or anyone again.”


“I’m scared, Hardwell.” Tears streamed
down Hailen’s cheeks and his eyes darted to the gaping hole into chaos. 


The Hunter’s gut clenched. “I’m scared,
too. That thing in the pillar could destroy us all, which is why I have to stop
the Sage from bringing it here. But once he’s gone, no one will ever hurt you
again. No one will ever take you away from me.”


Hailen’s violet eyes met his. “You
promise?” 


Sorrow rose like a lump in the Hunter’s
throat. Taiana had gone to extremes to protect their daughter, only to have the
child ripped from her arms. The Hunter had wanted to protect Farida, but his
actions had gotten her killed. No child was safe in a world where cruelty,
violence, and chaos existed.


Yet he nodded and said, “I promise,”
without hesitation. He would do everything in his power to protect Hailen, no
matter what. 


Nodding, Hailen wiped his tears and
released the Hunter’s neck. 


“Get down behind this thing where no one
can see you,” the Hunter told him. “Cover your ears and close your eyes tight.”


Hailen obeyed. So trusting—it only added
to the Hunter’s sorrow. He had caused the boy so much pain, yet still Hailen
had faith in him. He would do whatever it took to live up to Hailen’s
expectations.


He slithered along the black stone wall,
trying to keep out of the Sage’s line of sight. If he could get around behind
the demon while he was distracted with Taiana, he could bring him down long
enough for the two of them to wrestle the Sage into the open Chamber of
Sustenance. 


When he finally risked a glance at the
Sage, horror froze him in place. The demon held the tip of a long, slim sword
to Taiana’s neck. Even from his angle, the Hunter could see the gemstone set in
the weapon’s hilt. With a snarl, the Sage slashed the tip across Taiana’s
throat.
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“No!” The shout burst from the Hunter’s
lips as blood gushed from the gash in Taiana’s neck. The blonde woman fell
backward, a hand clasped to her neck. 


The Hunter moved before the Sage could
pursue, leaping over the altar and lashing out with a flying kick at the
demon’s right wrist. The Sage whipped his hand back, then
brought the long sword swinging around to carve a long gash across the Hunter’s
forehead. 


The moment steel touched the Hunter’s
flesh, agony tore through his body. Pain flooded the Hunter—such torment he'd
never dreamed could exist—and ever fiber in his body burned. A horrifying chill,
the chill of impending death, sapped the strength from his muscles and filled
his world with torment. He’d felt pain like this only once before. The First of
the Bloody Hand cut him with a similar blade—a blade like Soulhunger, fashioned
with one of the Im’tasi stones from
Khar’nath. A weapon like those given to the Bucelarii by the
Serenii, not the Abiarazi, to aid them in their quest to sustain Kharna.


The Hunter gasped as the sword tore free
of his skin and the torment ended. He staggered backward,
stunned as much by the Sage’s ability with the blade as the fact that he
possessed such a weapon. On Kara-ket, he’d flinched from violence, even seemed
terrified by it. The Hunter had expected him to be that same scholarly schemer,
not a warrior like the Warmaster. Yet there was no mistaking the confidence in
the Sage’s stance or his grip on the slim rapier—the confidence of a man that
had spent a lifetime winning battles.


The Sage grinned. “Surprise!” he sang
out as he carved circles into the air in front of the Hunter’s face. “Looks
like you’re the fool that brought a knife to a sword fight.”


“Make that knives,” the Hunter growled. He
reached beneath his armor for the hilt of one the Swordsman’s blades. The skin
of his palms recoiled from the touch of iron, but he gritted his teeth and
forced his fingers to grip it. Right now, a bit of pain was well worth having a
second weapon. He’d have to be bloody fast to keep the Sage’s longer, lighter
blade away from him. Even the slightest wound would be agonizing, perhaps even
fatal. 


He cast a glance at Taiana. His wife lay
on the ground, her face pale from blood loss, yet the gush of blood had slowed
as her Bucelarii healing abilities repaired the damage. She would live, as long
as he kept the Sage focused on him.


The Sage stalked toward him, and the
Hunter retreated. He needed to get the Abiarazi away from the altar. He
couldn’t let the Sage activate the power of Enarium to free the Devourer. 


“You cannot stop me, Hunter,” the demon growled
as he stepped within arm’s reach of the rune-covered altar. “Not this close to
getting back all that was taken from me. I don’t need to kill you to access the
power of the gods.”


“Killing me is the only way you get that
power.” The Hunter slipped closer, moving on the balls of his feet, light as a
dancer. “The moment you lose focus, the moment your eyes so much as leave me,
Soulhunger will drink your blood.” 


The Sage’s gaze darted to the altar and
the darkened runes yet to flare to life. His brow furrowed and his lips twisted
into an irritated frown. “So be it. This shouldn’t take long.”


The Sage took a long step and lunged,
sword tip extended toward the Hunter with perfect execution. Yet the movement
was surprisingly slow for a demon. The Hunter saw it coming with enough time to
knock the slim blade aside with Soulhunger and bring the iron dagger whipping
around at the demon’s throat. The Sage barely managed to leap backward to evade
the blow.


The Hunter barked a mocking laugh. “The price of giving up your Abiarazi power. You became
human to enter Enarium, so now it’s time you feel what it really means to be
human.” He bared his teeth in a snarl. “Let’s start with pain.”


He rushed the Sage in a blitz attack,
his daggers swiping so fast his hands blurred. Only the Sage’s longer reach and
quick retreat saved the once-Abiarazi from being gutted. The Swordsman’s blade
carved a long furrow into the demon’s arm. The Sage let out a little cry of
pain, then leapt backward.


The Hunter stared at the wound, waiting
for the flesh to blacken from the iron’s poison. Blood welled up from the cut
bright crimson, untainted by rot. 


Another
side effect of being human,
he realized. The Sage was no longer susceptible to iron. However, the sharp
blade would kill him dead enough. A fair
trade, I’d say.


He had faced Abiarazi before and knew to
fear them. The demons were stronger than he, faster, some of them—like the
First, the Third, and the Warmaster—far more skilled in the ways of war.
This…thing before him, the human who wore the face of the Sage, was something
different. He had the skill of the Sage, yet lacked the speed, strength, and
stamina. With a grin, the Hunter attacked.


To his credit, the Sage fought with a
controlled precision that put the Warmaster’s furious rage to shame and far
surpassed even the First. His movements were economical, deliberate. The rapier
flashed with such speed that the Hunter couldn’t find an opening in his guard. He
couldn’t get too close—even a minor wound from that thirsty blade could kill
him—and he couldn’t simply hack the Sage to ribbons. He needed to somehow take
the demon down and lock him away in the Chamber of Sustenance to feed Kharna
without killing him.


Easier said than done.


He wielded Soulhunger in his right hand,
using the iron dagger as a main gauche to deflect the Sage’s lightning thrusts.
Though he managed to keep the long, slim rapier from touching him, he couldn’t
break through the Sage’s impenetrable defense. Anytime he stepped within
striking range of his daggers, the Sage used the edge of his rapier to cut at
the Hunter. Had it been a simple steel sword, the Hunter would have accepted a
dozen slashing wounds to get close enough to the Sage. But this Im’tasi weapon was anything but simple.


Frustration mounted within the Hunter as
the humming in the Illumina grew louder. The vibrations between his feet
changed to a tremor that threatened to knock him off balance. He and the Sage
both staggered as the pulsations in the violet-glowing gemstone pillar grew
more intense and set the towertop room swaying.


The Hunter pictured himself riding the
deck of a swaying ship—he’d always hated ships, which explained why he’d only
ever ventured across the Frozen Sea once. Only this time, instead of waves
crashing into a wooden vessel, he rode a swaying tower hundreds of paces tall. 


The Sage seemed equally disoriented by
the unpredictable movement of the Illumina. He wobbled and staggered, nearly
dropping his sword as he clung to the altar for support.


The Hunter saw his opening. The Sage’s
eyes had dropped from the Hunter to the glowing blue runes lighting up the
altar. His sword arm had lowered, his free hand gripping the stone lip. In that
instant of distraction, the Hunter sprang for the demon with all the force in
his legs. He leapt across the space in two great strides.


The Sage spotted him at the last
possible moment. His right arm came up, the point of his sword thrusting toward
the Hunter’s heart. Too late, the Hunter brought Soulhunger whipping across in
a cross-body block. The tip slid a finger’s breadth from his armpit, but the
sharp blade carved a line of fire into the unprotected underside of his arm.
Again, mind-shattering agony flooded him as the blade sought to consume his
life. 


But the Hunter’s momentum carried him
onward. He crashed into the Sage and bore the two of them to the ground. Even
as he fell, the Hunter reached out to grip the Sage’s right wrist. His fingers
closed around flesh and squeezed with every shred of strength. The demon—no, a human now—let out an agonized
shriek as the loud crack of bone
echoed in the Illumina’s uppermost chamber.


Steel clattered on obsidian as the
Sage’s sword fell from his fingers. He scuttled backward, crawling on his legs
and posterior like a one-legged crab, his shattered right hand clutched to his
chest.


“Your reign ends today,” the Hunter
snarled down at him. He kicked the fallen sword behind a Chamber of Sustenance,
out of the Sage’s reach. “No more innocents will suffer at your whims. The day
of the Abiarazi has come to an end.” 


The Sage’s eyes flashed. “Kill me and
you’ll never know what happened to your daughter!” 


The Hunter froze, the words tearing at
his heart. “You…know?” he managed to gasp out. 



“Of course I do.” The Sage nodded, and
the fear dimmed from his eyes, his expression growing smug. “Trust me, I know everything that occurs on Einan. You think one
little child could walk from Enarium without my knowledge?”


The Hunter studied the man, and it felt
as if he stared at a stranger. He had the same features as the Sage, yet he
seemed somehow…diminished. Perhaps, in giving up the last of his Abiarazi
blood, he’d given up the last of his power. He looked like a scared, desperate
man fighting to stay alive. A man that would lie—a very human trait—to save his own skin. 


Once, the Hunter had fallen prey to the
demon’s lies. He had been deceived, manipulated into fighting the Warmaster and
defeating the Sage’s bitterest rivals. Yet the Hunter that had fallen for the
Abiarazi’s deceit had been a lost, confused, searching Hunter. The Hunter who
stood here now had found his wife, had learned the truth of his past, had come to see his true place in the world. There was still
so much he didn’t know—like where in the
bloody hell his daughter was—and so much he had yet to learn. Yet he no longer
felt that same desperation that had driven him before. He had answers, he had the truth of himself. 


“No.” He shook his head. “You don’t know.”


“Of course I do!” the Sage snapped.
“Believe me when I say there is nothing—”


“That’s just it.” The Hunter pressed
Soulhunger’s razor-sharp edge against the demon’s throat. “I don’t believe you.
I don’t trust you. You’re lying again, just when you lied about wanting to
bring your family to be with you, or wanting to help me or Hailen. You lie like
most men breathe. So no, I won’t be listening to a Keeper-damned word you say.”


The Sage’s eyes widened, then narrowed,
and fire flashed. “You’re making a mista—”


The Hunter cut off the Sage’s words with
a fist to the face. The once-demon’s head snapped backward, blood sprayed, and
he sagged to the ground, unconscious. 


He stared down at the slim figure of the
Sage, with his perfectly manicured eyebrows, angular nose and chin, and
thin-lipped mouth. Hard to imagine he’d once been the most powerful creature on
Einan.


The Hunter seized the Sage’s collar and
dragged him toward the open Chamber of Sustenance. He lifted the unconscious
man from the floor and dropped him onto the stone cradle, then stopped. He had
no idea how to connect the Sage to whatever fed the power to Kharna.


But Taiana might know. She’d found a way
to disconnect the Bucelarii—perhaps she could understand how to reverse the
process and tether the Sage to the Chamber. 


He turned and rushed to Taiana’s side.
She had pushed herself upright, the pain faded from her expression. The wound
had healed enough that it no longer leaked crimson, but her face was still pale
from loss of blood.


“Drayvin, is it true?” She reached for
him, gripped his arms. “Does he know where our Jaia is?”


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “It’s
just another of his lies.” 


“How do you know?” Taiana fixed him with
a hard glare. 


“I don’t.” The Hunter spoke the words
with effort. “I want to believe that he knows something—more than anything,
Taiana, I want to know what happened
to our child—but the risk is too great. Kharna told me what will happen if the
power of Enarium is activated now. We can’t take that chance.”


“But Drayvin, our
child!” Her voice
was hard, determined. “We must find her.”


The Hunter gripped her hands with a strength to match hers. “We will. But after the danger to the world has
passed. After the Sage is sealed, his life force going
to feed Kharna.”


Taiana pulled back, anger flashing
across her face. 


“Besides, you said Kharna spoke in your
mind, right?” The Hunter reached for her again. “If the Sage truly does know, Kharna will get it from him.”


Hope sparkled in Taiana’s eyes. “You’re
right,” she breathed. “We will find out what he knows.”


“But first, we have to find a way to shut this down.” The Hunter turned to the
console. 


“Shut it down?” Taiana sounded confused.
“Didn’t Kharna tell you the power needed to be activated? Not to free him, but
to feed him.”


“And to do that,” came a new voice, “we’re
going to need the boy.” 


The smell of muddy leather, citrus oil,
hops, and pine oil flooded the Hunter’s nostrils, accompanied by the scent of Vothmot
kaffe, worn metal, smoke, and sandalwood. The Hunter whirled and found a tall
man with long, braided red hair, a bushy beard to match, and eyes the color of
midnight holding Hailen by the throat.
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“Step away from the altar,” Cerran
snapped. “We have come too far, suffered too much, to fail now.” 


The red-bearded Bucelarii wore the blue
breastplate of a Blood Sentinel, and blood covered him from head to toe. Kalil
stood behind him, clad in the same armor, equally gory. Both held spikestaffs,
but Cerran’s grip on Hailen’s throat was the true threat.


The Hunter’s eyes flashed toward the boy.
“Don’t be afraid, Hailen. I won’t let him hurt you.”


“I know.” The words were said in a quiet
voice filled with faith. Hailen trusted that the Hunter would protect him. 


Cerran tightened his grip on the boy’s
neck, making Hailen wince and squirm in his grasp. “I have no desire to hurt
the boy. If anything, we need him
alive and unharmed. His Melechha
blood will sustain Kharna and, coupled with the power of Khar’nath and the
Keeps, we can seal the rift once and for all.”


The Hunter’s blood ran cold. They want to lock Hailen in a Chamber, use
him to feed Kharna power? If they activated Enarium with Hailen in the
Chamber, could the boy survive?  


“No!” His growl reverberated through the
towertop chamber. “Kharna showed me the truth, reminded me that we all swore to
protect the world by sustaining him. But not like this. Not by sacrificing the
lives of the innocent.”


“What is the life of one innocent
compared to a thousand, or a hundred thousand such lives?” Cerran’s brow
furrowed as he stared down at Hailen. “With this boy’s blood and the lives of
those still remaining in Khar’nath, we could have enough to close the rift.”


“Could,” the Hunter snarled. “You would
gamble all those lives on something that might
work?” 


“Yes.” Cerran replied without
hesitation. “I spent four and a half millennia locked away to feed Kharna, the
bargain we all struck long ago. But I am free now. I will not be trapped in that empty existence for a moment longer, not if
there is another way. If this boy’s blood will suffice, I will gladly trade his
life for my freedom.”


“But don’t you see?” Anger burned in the
Hunter’s chest. “Long ago, we swore
ourselves to serve Kharna. We made a choice to sacrifice. But you cannot choose
for someone else. Saying you are willing to trade his life for your freedom is precisely what our forefathers would
have done. By your words, you prove you are no better than the Abiarazi that we
swore to hunt down.”


“I am nothing like our forefathers!” Cerran’s black eyes flashed. “I have
killed, but in the name of protecting this world, of upholding the oath we
swore to Kharna. But what of you, assassin?” His
tone was sharp, edged with vitriol. “You who killed for gold
and for pleasure. Of any of us, you are the one who bears the greatest
resemblance to the monsters that brought us into this world.”


Once, that accusation would have cut the
Hunter to the core of his being. He hated everything about the Abiarazi and
hated that their blood ran through his veins. Yet now he knew the truth about
the Abiarazi, about the Devourer’s taint in their minds. More than that, he
knew enough truth about himself to understand why he had done what he’d done.


“There is truth in your words,” he told
Cerran. “I am a killer, and I will not pretend my motives were pure. I killed
because I had no choice, I killed for gold, and I killed to protect those that
mattered. I killed because it was in my nature to do so and because I was good
at it…so very good.” 


He lifted Soulhunger. “I will never be
able to atone for all the lives I took. It doesn’t matter that their deaths
were in service of Kharna, for I did not do it to save the world. Yet now my
eyes have been opened. I have seen the truth, but still I cannot believe that
forcing others to die for our own sakes is the right choice. If we have the
power to sustain Kharna, then we are
the ones that should do so. We will be the ones to sacrifice—we cannot demand
others sacrifice in our place.”


Cerran’s face twisted into a snarl. “I
will never be imprisoned again. Not
after thousands of years. If you are so willing to throw your life away, so be
it! But I will do what needs to be done.”


The Hunter turned to Kalil. “And you?
Will you kill hundreds of thousands to save yourself?” 


The smaller Bucelarii hesitated for just
a moment, indecision warring in his midnight eyes. 


Hope surged within the Hunter. “We can
find another way.” He stepped toward the man. “There has to be another way to—”


“There is no other way.” Kalil’s
expression hardened, and he shook his head. “I, too,
have spent too long locked away from this world. I will not return to my
prison. If you are so keen to sustain Kharna, we will be happy to lock you
away.”


The Hunter’s gut tightened. Fire burned
through his chest, but it was a heat of sorrow rather than anger. For decades,
he had believed himself alone. When he discovered the truth of his heritage, he
had learned the Cambionari hunted his kind to extinction. Yet here, in Enarium,
he had found others like him. He was not the last of his race. Yet facing these
two, he knew he had no choice but to stop them, even if it meant killing them.
He could not let them harm Hailen or kill the people still within Khar’nath.


“Please,” he said in a quiet voice. “I
don’t want to do this, but I will stop you if I must.” 


Kalil stepped forward and raised his
spikestaff. “You can’t stop us. There are three of us against you.”


The Hunter arched an eyebrow. “Three?
Looks like there are only two of you against…” He trailed off, and dread sank
like a stone in his gut. He turned to Taiana in disbelief. “No.” 


Remorse filled her eyes, but she nodded.
“I’m sorry, Drayvin. I know how much the boy means to you, but it is the only
way to seal the rift and save this world. To save Jaia.”


Her voice, so quiet and sorrowful, hit
him like a blow to the gut. “Think of Jaia, Taiana. Think of what you would do
if her life was the only thing standing in the way of the end of the world.
Would you sacrifice her then?”


Tears sparkled in Taiana’s eyes. “I…”
She trailed off, at a loss for words.


“Enough of this!” Cerran snapped. “If you are too soft,
too deluded by your time among the humans to do what needs to be done, we will
not let you stand in the way of what we have worked thousands of years to
accomplish.”


A shudder ran down the Hunter’s spine.
Cerran’s words were an echo of what the Sage had just said. The black of the
Bucelarii’s eyes seemed amplified by the crimson light filling the black stone
chamber. 


The Hunter shook his head sadly and
raised Soulhunger and the iron dagger. “Then you leave me no choice.” He
stepped backward to place all three of the Bucelarii—the two men and the woman
that had been his wife—in his field of view. 


Kalil tensed, spikestaff held in a low
guard position. Taiana held no weapons, made no move. Cerran, however, began
sidling toward the altar, one huge hand clamped tight around Hailen’s neck.


The Hunter rushed Kalil, who tensed in
anticipation of the charge and prepared to thrust with the spikestaff. The
Hunter had no doubt the Bucelarii was fast—like all his kind, his speed far
surpassed that of the humans he’d faced. If he had been a soldier during the
War of Gods, he had the skill to fight. 


Yet none of that mattered. Kalil wielded
a weapon of steel, while the Hunter fought with a much more dangerous weapon:
determination. He had to stop Cerran from locking Hailen in the Chamber of
Sustenance. He would get past Kalil at any cost.


He brought Soulhunger up to knock aside
the thrusting spikestaff, then ducked beneath Kalil’s
return stroke. The whirling staff cracked into his left arm hard enough to make
it go numb, then he was inside Kalil’s guard and
driving Soulhunger toward the smaller man’s gut. Kalil twisted at the last
moment, and Soulhunger carved a long scrape across his blue breastplate. 


The Hunter dodged a vicious knee strike
aimed at his groin, only to have Kalil’s elbow crack into his chin. His head
snapped backward with enough force to send a twinge down his neck. The room
whirled for a moment, and before he could recover, Kalil darted backward,
gripped the spikestaff in two hands, and drove the metal tip through his
breastplate and straight into his heart. 


Pain blossomed in his chest, and dark
red warmth spilled down his torso. His heart hammered in his ears as life
pumped out through the wound. Yet the Hunter refused to fall, refused to let
the darkness take him. He forced his legs to remain upright, staggering forward
as the smaller Bucelarii tore the spike free. A numb chill spread through the
entire left side of his body, but enough sensation remained for him to feel
Soulhunger’s hilt grasped firmly in his hand. With all the speed he could
muster, he lashed out with the dagger. 


Soulhunger’s edge caught Kalil’s
forearm, and the razor-sharp steel opened a long, deep furrow that ran from
elbow to wrist. Kalil cried out in agony as the crimson gemstone flared to
life, consuming his blood. The spikestaff fell from his hands as the smaller
Bucelarii stumbled backward. The Hunter seized the momentary distraction and
drove his heavy boot into Kalil’s face. Cartilage crunched beneath the impact,
and crimson gushed from the Bucelarii’s shattered nose and split lip. Kalil
fell back, unconscious. Without hesitation, the Hunter drove Soulhunger into
his chest. 


Kalil screamed, and crimson light burned
bright in the towertop chamber. A finger of fire etched a line into the
Hunter’s chest as Soulhunger consumed the young man’s life force. Not even a
Bucelarii could recover from wounds inflicted by an Im’tasi blade, which consumed them to their very souls. Sorrow
washed over the Hunter in tandem with the flood of power. He had just killed
one of his own kind. One of the last of his kind. 


“Kalil!” Fury glimmered in Cerran’s eyes as he
watched the smaller Bucelarii collapse. “Take the boy!” He gave Hailen a shove
that sent the boy stumbling toward Taiana, then whipped out his own spikestaff
and came for the Hunter. 


The Hunter had a split second to whirl
before the charging Cerran was on him. The red-bearded man lacked Kalil’s
speed, but he more than made up for it with brute strength—strength that surpassed
the Hunter’s own. The metal-shod end of the spikestaff slammed into the
Hunter’s left arm with enough force to shatter bone, and the Swordsman’s iron
dagger clattered from his grip. The spiked tip drew a line of fire across the
Hunter’s forehead as it whirled past, then a second line across his right leg. 


The Hunter gave ground, gritting his
teeth against the pain in his broken left arm and lacerated leg. With
Soulhunger alone, the Hunter had no hope of fending off the far longer, heavier
weapon. Cerran could simply keep out of reach and bludgeon him senseless. He
had to find another weapon, something that could bring down the Bucelarii.


He dodged a vicious thrust aimed at his
gut and crashed into the altar. His back twinged, but when he caught himself,
his hand came away wet. Even as he ducked Cerran’s next attack, he realized
what it was. Hailen’s blood, dripped by the Sage onto the
stone surface. The blood of the Serenii.


The Hunter dove beneath a swiping attack
and grunted as the spiked tip tore a gash into his right shoulder. He rolled to
his feet and took two quick steps toward the Scorchslayer Taiana had dropped,
only to find himself face to face with Taiana herself. The woman had retrieved
the halved end of the spikestaff he’d hurled at the Sage and now held it to his
throat. A single twitch, he knew, and she would open his throat. Cerran would
be upon him before he could heal himself. It would be over—for him, for Hailen,
and all the people still trapped in the Pit far below.


“Please,” the Hunter whispered. His gaze
flashed to Hailen, then back to Taiana. “Think of Jaia.”


A single moment of hesitation, then
something seemed to click into place within her black eyes. Her shoulders
relaxed and the tension drained from her face.


“For Jaia,” she whispered, then pulled back the spikestaff to strike.
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The Hunter didn’t flinch as Taiana
whipped the halved spikestaff forward. But instead of driving it through his
chest, she hurled it past his head. Cerran’s cry echoed with more surprise than
pain.


“Traitor!” he snarled. Fury turned his
face the same flaming red of his hair and beard as he tugged the spikestaff
free of his shoulder and dropped it, dripping Bucelarii blood, onto the
obsidian floor. “After everything we worked for, you turn your back on us now?
You were the one who pulled us free of those Chambers, who recruited us to
Kharna’s mission.”


“I know.” Taiana nodded. She took a step
forward, placing herself between Hailen and Cerran. “I am willing”—she shot a
glance at the Hunter—“was willing to
sacrifice all of those people in Khar’nath to accomplish that mission, but
maybe Drayvin is right. What if there is a
better way?”


“If there was, don’t you think Kharna
would have found it by now?” Cerran’s eyes flashed. “He is a bloody Serenii,
Taiana. He’s smarter than all of us combined, and he’s had five thousand years
to think about it.”


“The Serenii are creatures of logic,”
the Hunter said. “They would look for the simplest, most rational solution to
achieving their goals.”


“Which is saving this whole damned world
from that!” Cerran jabbed a finger at the rift into chaos. “Surely that seems
like a fucking logical plan.”


The Hunter shook his head. “Logic alone
dictates that killing a million humans is justified if it saves others.”


“I’d bloody say it is!” Cerran snapped. He
flexed his shoulder, as if testing to see if the flesh had healed. 


“But what if one of those lives was your
child’s?” the Hunter persisted. 


“Never had a child!” Cerran’s eyes darkened. “Never had the
chance before the bloody Cambionari locked me away.”


“If you’d had one, you’d know.” Taiana
spoke in a quiet voice. “You’d know there’s nothing you wouldn’t do to protect
them. You’ll kill for them. Die for them.”


“What about condemning the world to
die?” Cerran shouted. “Is that worth the life of one child?”


The Hunter and Taiana exchanged glances,
and he saw resolution in her eyes. “We find another way,” she whispered. “For Jaia.”


“For Jaia.”


The humming in the tower grew louder, so
loud it rattled the Hunter’s bones and drowned out all sound in the Illumina.
The runes in the altar flared to an impossible, blinding brilliance, filling
the chamber with violet light. Cerran’s gaze darted toward the altar, and his
eyes narrowed as he caught sight of the blood—Hailen’s blood, not yet dried—on
the stone.


Time slowed as the Hunter saw the
red-bearded Bucelarii’s body coil like a spring. He knew what would happen if
Cerran activated Enarium—he’d seen it in his memories, the white lightning that
would rip the people still within the Pit to shreds and consume their life
force. It would add to the power of the Er’hato
Tashat gathered by the Keeps, but still it would not suffice to feed
Kharna. All those people would die for nothing, and the rift to the Devourer of
Worlds would remain open.


The Hunter poured every shred of
strength and speed into his muscles. He leapt toward Cerran even as the man
turned toward the altar. His outstretched arms wrapped around Cerran’s
midsection, and he drove his shoulder into the man’s gut with enough force to
knock the man away from the block of stone. The two of them crashed into the
blue gemstone pillar in the heart of the chamber.


The Hunter’s mind recoiled as he felt
the presence trapped within that pillar. The reality-shattering creature within
was nothing but seething fury, a single-minded hatred of all things living.
Life meant order, and order was the antithesis of the Destroyer. That cosmic
entity desired entropy above all. The end of all things.



A shudder ran down the Hunter’s spine.
Kharna and the other Serenii had sacrificed themselves to stop it, but it
hadn’t been enough. The Devourer of Worlds, the Beginning and End of All
Things, wanted more. 


He would give it more, but not Hailen. Not the innocent people in
the Pit. 


A sharp pain in his ribs snapped him
back to reality. He grunted as Cerran drove a fist into his breastplate again,
this time denting the metal. He twisted aside from the follow-up strike, then lashed out with an elbow. The bony point caught Cerran
just beneath the eye, tearing flesh and shattering bone. The red-bearded man’s
face swelled up, and the Hunter struck the same spot again. Cerran let out a
cry and shoved the Hunter hard.


The push flung the Hunter from atop the
man, but he managed to stumble to his feet. Before Cerran could recover, the
Hunter brought his foot swinging around. The tip of his heavy boot cracked into
the side of Cerran’s head. The Bucelarii sagged, unconscious.  


The Hunter stared down at the senseless
man, breathing hard. Agony flared in his chest—Cerran had to have cracked his
breastbone and at least one rib. Added to the injuries in his shoulder and leg,
his Bucelarii healing abilities would be reaching their limits. Yet he had a
moment of reprieve.


He turned to Taiana. “We need to get him
to a Chamber of Sustenance, need to lock him back up to sustain Kharna.”


Sorrow filled Taiana’s eyes, but she
nodded. “It is the only way.”


The Hunter crossed to her in two quick
strides and took her hand. “You know we made the right choice, stopping them.
We couldn’t let them kill the boy or the people below.”


“But what of Kharna?” Taiana asked. “He cannot fight the
Destroyer alone.”


“No, he can’t.” As the Hunter said it,
he knew what he had to do. “I will fight with him.”


Taiana’s eyes flew wide. “What?”


Peace washed over the Hunter as he met
her eyes. He had wandered Einan for five thousand years—how much of that time
had been spent lost, aimless, searching for a purpose? Yet now he had a
purpose. He had come to Enarium to find his wife, his child, and answers about
his past. He’d found all of that and more—he’d found a hope for his future. Not
a future spent as a killer-for-hire, but a fight that actually meant something.


“It is my turn to sustain Kharna.” With
those words, all trace of tension and anxiety drained from his body and mind.
“It is your turn to live life as it
was meant to.”


“No,” she breathed, horror filling her
black eyes. “You cannot mean…”


“I told Kharna I would find another
way.” A smile spread his lips, one filled with genuine happiness. “This is the
way. Adding my life force to that of the Sage and Cerran, Kharna can continue
the fight against the Devourer of Worlds until the next Withering.”


“But that’s five hundred years!” Taiana
said.


“Five hundred years for you to find
another way to sustain him.” The Hunter squeezed her hands. “You know what
needs to be done, and I have yet to meet anyone in the world—man, demon, or
god—more stubborn than you. You are the hope for the future of Einan. For the future of our daughter.”


“No, Drayvin.” She shook her head, and
tears streamed down her cheeks. “You cannot do this to me. I just got you
back!”  


The Hunter found his own cheeks wet.
“You’ll know right where to find me when the time comes.” He gave her a wry
smile. “I won’t be doing much traveling for the next centuries.”


“But Jaia needs you!” 


“No, she needs you.” The words tore at the Hunter’s heart, but he knew they were
right. “To her, I am a stranger, not even a faint memory. You are her mother.
Whatever has happened to her, whatever she has endured throughout her life
since being freed, she needs you to show her the way. Show her how to be
strong, how to survive, yet how to be as wonderful, caring, and brave as the woman
I fell in love with so long ago.”


“But I
need you,” Taiana whispered. 


“And I need you.” The Hunter pulled her close. “I have spent a lifetime
searching for you. If giving up a few hundred years of my life means I can
ensure there is still a world we can share, I will do it in a heartbeat.” 


He clung to her, basking in the moment
of peace before the inevitable. He had no desire to spend a moment apart, yet
he would give up everything for her. For Jaia. For Hailen. For people like Farida,
Bardin, Master Eldor, and Garnos. People who proved to him that mankind—for
all its flaws and faults, its vices and malice, its cruelties and
indignities—was worth saving. Not every man and woman, but enough of them. He
was no hero, but a killer, a fighter. He would fight the Devourer with every
shred of his strength until Taiana found another way to seal the rift. 


Triumphant laughter echoed behind
Taiana, and the humming in the towertop grew deafening. Crimson light blossomed
from the gemstone pillar in the heart of the room, filling the chamber with its
brilliance. 


A surge of power washed over them, knocking
them from their feet and hurling them to the ground. The Hunter instinctively
reached for Hailen and found the boy crouched behind one Chamber of Sustenance, eyes squeezed tightly shut and hands clapped
over his eyes. The coffin-like capsule had shielded him from the blast. 


The Hunter tried to push himself
upright, but the power washed over him with the force of a tidal wave pounding
against a rocky cliff. He could barely lift his head,
twist his body to see the Sage standing over the altar.


“Listen to that! There is no sound like
it in the entire world.” Elation sparkled in the Sage’s eyes—which had deepened
to solid black. Tendrils of inky, swirling darkness crept from his eyes,
running like spiderwebs around his face. The taint of the
Destroyer.


“You are too late,” crowed the Sage in a
voice far too resonant and powerful to have been formed by a mortal
throat. “My victory was fated from the moment these creatures entered this
pitiful world. Your struggles are futile, for you cannot triumph against fate!”


With every shred of strength, the Hunter
levered himself up to his elbows. The pulsing power threatened to knock him
down, but he leaned into them. He marched into that hurricane of magick,
stubborn, unyielding as ever. 


“There is no fate!” he shouted. “No
destiny. There is no grand purpose in life, no heroes
or villains. There are only choices. I choose to fight. I choose to defy you,
Devourer of Worlds!” 


The Sage turned to the Hunter, and the
Hunter recoiled at the sight of his eyes. It was no longer simply a black color
there, but seething, twisting chaos like was visible through the rift. “ORDER CANNOT TRIUMPH AGAINST CHAOS.” A
voice echoed through the Illumina with enough force to set the Hunter’s head
pounding. “ENTROPY IS THE WAY OF ALL THINGS.”



Harsh, booming laughter burst from the
Sage’s throat. “I WILL DEVOUR!” 


The Sage slammed his uninjured left hand
onto a gemstone, and blinding light slammed into the Hunter. 
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The Hunter blinked away the tears until
the world slowly swam into focus. The humming within the Illumina had grown
nearly deafening, and the power around him made it nearly impossible to stand.
Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to his hands and knees, then his feet.


His gut clenched as he saw the glow
emanating from the Chambers of Sustenance fade. The Sage had severed the
connection, and with it the power that sustained the Destroyer’s gemstone
prison. A loud crack echoed loud in
the room as fissures appeared in the pillar. The rift within widened as well,
the tendrils of chaos seeping outward, reaching dark, swirling fingers toward
freedom.


A hand gripped the Hunter’s his arm. He
turned to see Taiana. Her mouth moved but the deafening humming drowned out her
words. Grasping her wrist, he pulled her closer and placed his ear to her lips.


“We have to turn it back on!” Taiana
shouted. “The Illumina must remain active, or the Devourer gets free.”


“How?” the Hunter shouted back. 


Taiana thrust a finger at the console.
“There,” she mouthed. 


With a nod, the Hunter released his grip
on her and staggered upright. The pulsing waves of power slammed into his
chest, sending him stumbling backward, but he caught himself on a Chamber of
Sustenance. His eyes went to Hailen crouching beside the stone base. He had to
stop the Sage for the boy’s sake. For Jaia’s sake. For the sake of everyone in Einan.


Gritting his teeth, the Hunter drew in a
deep breath and pushed himself off the now-darkened Chamber of Sustenance. A
wave of magick struck him, but he leaned into it. The pulse was rhythmic, like
the beat of a giant heart. There was only a single second between each swell,
but that was enough. 


One step. Another. Two
steps forward, then a stumbling step backward. His eyes fixed on the Sage, the
look of triumph that stained the once-demon’s face. The sight sent anger
rushing through the Hunter and lent strength to his muscles.


If the Sage won, the world ended. The
moment the pillar shattered, the rift would be free to unleash its chaos. Life
as he knew it, and all existence on Einan, snuffed out by the Devourer of
Worlds. 


He roared into the wind, a bestial cry
drowned out by the throbbing power. Yet the rage spurred him onward. Two steps, three, five. 


The Sage’s eyes, twin orbs of swirling
chaos, fixed on him. “I WILL CONSUME!” 


“Like bloody hell you will!” The Hunter
gripped the edge of the altar, held tight as a wave of power washed over him,
then leapt. He pulled with all the force of his arms and pushed with every
shred of strength in his legs. In that single instant between magical pulses,
nothing held him back, nothing slowed him down. He was a creature of blood and
battle and death once more. He was the unstoppable Hunter surging toward his
prey.


He slammed into the Sage like a charging
horse, and he felt ribs snap beneath the impact. The Sage only laughed—an
inhuman, monstrous sound. Chaos swirled from his mouth and eyes, tendrils of
black reaching toward the Hunter.


The Devourer’s voice poured from the
Sage’s lips. “AS I WAS THE BEGINNING, SO
I AM THE END OF ALL THINGS.” 


The Hunter drove a fist into the demon’s
face, shattering bone. The Sage—or the Destroyer within him—didn’t flinch. His swirling
black eyes never left the Hunter. 


“I
AM INEXORABLE, INEVITABLE, INESCAPABLE.”


The Hunter reached for Soulhunger, but
hesitated. What happened if Soulhunger sucked up some of the Devourer’s power?
Would that weaken Kharna further? He couldn’t be sure, but couldn’t risk it. 


The Sage was no longer Abiarazi; he’d
given up the last of his demonic power to enter the Empty Mountains in search
of Enarium. Iron would no longer poison him as it once had. Yet he couldn’t be
killed like any normal human. He was…something else. A being
of flesh and bone and chaos incarnate. The taint of the Devourer of
Worlds would keep him alive until it consumed him. How in the bloody hell was
he to kill something unkillable? 


The eerie sound of shattering glass
filled the tower and sent a chill down the Hunter’s spine.


“FREE!”
roared the Devourer’s voice through the Sage’s lips.


Tendrils of seething blackness snaked
through the cracks and pushed against the pillar. Threads of chaos slid down
the smooth gemstone surface, and the rift in reality seemed to grow wider, the
gaping maw of a monster that would consume everything before it. Light, breath,
even life itself—all died before the power of the Devourer of Worlds.


The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. No such thing as unkillable. There was
only one way to destroy a being so twisted by chaos: chaos itself. The
Destroyer sought the end of all things—why should a mortal vessel be any
different, even if it contained threads of its essence?


Gripping the Sage’s robes, the Hunter
rose to his feet and hauled the once-demon into the air. “Escape this, you
bastard!” he growled.


With a mighty roar, he hurled the Sage’s
broken, bloodied body straight at the tendrils of chaos leaking through the
cracked gemstone. As the Sage crashed against the pillar, the tendrils pierced
his flesh and seized him like a thousand tiny arms. Black leaked into his
flesh, threaded his veins, and seeped from his eyes and ears. The sound of the
Sage’s shriek echoed through the Illumina as the Destroyer tore him to
shreds—not simply killed him, but unmade him,
turned him from a collection of flesh, bone, and life into that swirling
nothingness. 


The Hunter’s mind raced. It had taken
the rift mere seconds to unmake the Swordsman, so he had to act fast as it
consumed the Sage. He whirled toward the altar, his eyes scanning the glowing
runes and gemstones. 


A memory from his conversation with Kharna
flashed through his mind. 


The
eleventh Serenii strode toward a low stone altar covered with glowing blue
runes and gemstones, inserted the two halves of the Swordsman’s necklace into
two slots, and twisted both in unison. The Keeps around Enarium came to life
and, beyond the outer rim of the city, the red
crystal-lined walls of Khar’nath glowed with blinding brilliance. Power
streamed from the very floor of the towertop room, surging toward the rift into
chaos. The light of the magick pushed back against the crack, sealing it slowly
closed like two sheets of metal forged by an invisible hammer.  


The Hunter’s eyes flew wide. They
weren’t daggers. Though they bore the
shape of weapons, in truth they were keys!


Without hesitation, he sought the two
slots where he’d seen the Serenii inserting the twin daggers. His heart leapt
as he spotted them, two narrow grooves on either side of the altar. He slid the
first dagger, the one he held, into the aperture all the way down to its hilt.
The moment it thunked home, the tower
around him flared bright. 


Twenty-four beams of light shot up from
the Keeps around Enarium toward the tip of the Illumina. The gemstone windows
of the chamber seemed to amplify the shafts of violet radiance, concentrating
them into eight narrow points of immense power aimed directly at the gemstone
pillar and the seething rift into chaos. 


 “NOOOOO!!!!” The terrified shriek echoed behind him,
this one no longer the Sage’s voice, but the Devourer’s. “I WILL NOT BE BOUND. YOU CANNOT IMPRISON CHAOS!” 


“And yet,” the Hunter spat, “that’s
exactly what I’m going to do.” 


He tore the second dagger from its
sheath beneath his armor’s backplate and rammed it home in the second slot. The
loud thunk echoed through the
chamber, and a fresh surge of power washed over the Hunter. The obsidian floors
turned a bright white, and more light flooded the gemstone pillar, pushing back
against the black tendrils of chaos. The Devourer’s scream rang out in the
chamber again, yet the Hunter could see it retreating before the power. Like
steel forged by a smith’s hammer, the cracks in the pillar began to seal. 


Through a gap in the clouds, the Hunter
caught a glimpse of Enarium far below. His eyes fixed on Khar’nath, visible
behind Hellsgate, and found it glowing brilliant red. White bolts of lightning
crackled through the Pit.


Horror surged through him at the sight. The people! 


Even with the entire mob that attacked
Hellsgate and flooded Enarium, no way all six hundred and eighty-four thousand
men, women, and children could have escaped the Pit in that time. How many more
remained trapped within?


He reached for the second blade, the one
he’d inserted in the left slot. He had to pull it free, shut off Khar’nath
before it killed the humans there. He’d argued with a god, fought his wife, and
faced down a demon to prevent just that from happening. He couldn’t fail them
now.


“DO
NOT!” a voice echoed in his mind, one he recognized as that of Kharna. “THERE IS NOT ENOUGH TO SEAL THE RIFT, BUT IT
CAN BE DIMINISHED.”


“Not at the cost of those lives!” the
Hunter shouted back. 


“YOU
WOULD DOOM THE WORLD WITH YOUR ACTIONS!” Kharna boomed.


“Then upon my head, so be it!” 


With a mighty yank, the Hunter ripped
the dagger free of its slot. His eyes flashed to the Pit below, and relief washed
over him as the crackling white lightning ceased and the glow of the red Im’tasi crystals dimmed.


His relief died a moment later as the
threads of chaotic blackness began to press back against the light. The cracks
didn’t widen, but neither did they seal. The Hunter’s heart stopped. Enarium
had harnessed the power of the Er’hato
Tashat to seal the rift, but what happened when the Withering passed? With
nothing to stop the Destroyer, the world would end.


He had one choice. 


He lifted Soulhunger and turned the
point toward himself. “I give my life to save theirs!” he shouted.


“Drayvin, no!” Taiana cried. 


“Hardwell!” 


Hailen’s cry snapped the Hunter’s head
around, and he found the boy standing beside Taiana. Tears streamed from
Hailen’s violet eyes. 


“Hailen.” A lump rose to the Hunter’s throat, and
he found he couldn’t move. “Look away. Don’t watch this.”


“But Hardwell—”


“Listen to me, Hailen.” Tears streamed
down the Hunter’s face. “You gave me the greatest gift I could have ever asked
for. These last few months with you have been the happiest I can remember.”


His eyes went to Taiana. “Let me do
this.” His voice cracked, and it took him a moment to recover. “Let me save
you, save him, save them all.”


“Not like this,” Taiana begged. “There’s
no return, no awakening.”


“Then it’s up to you, my love.” A smile
touched his lips. “It’s up to you to make the world a better place and save it
in my stead. Tell our daughter…tell her I love her. And protect the boy. Give
him the opia and save his life.”


His wife nodded. “I will.”


Peace washed over him, and he prepared
himself for what he had to do. A life spent shedding blood and bringing
death—this was the best ending he could ask for. Atonement.


His gaze fixed on Hailen and Taiana. “I
love you. More than either of you could ever know.”


He was just about to close his eyes, to
plunge the dagger into his chest, when he caught a flicker of movement in the
corner of his vision. A figure, clad in blue armor, with
bright red hair and beard, charging Taiana from the side. Cerran, with a
long, slim sword gripped in his hand. 


The world slowed to a standstill in that
moment. Cerran had survived, recovered the Sage’s sword. A
weapon with an Im’tasi gemstone.
And he was going to use it on Taiana.


The Hunter’s body refused to respond.
For a heartbeat, could only watch helpless as the Bucelarii crossed the
distance to Taiana. The sharp tip of the sword was aimed right at her side. He
could almost feel it sliding through her ribs to pierce her heart, could feel
the agony searing through her as the gemstone consumed her life force.


He couldn’t let that happen.


His arm whipped up and forward. It felt
like he moved through mud, his body sluggish to respond to his commands, and he
poured every shred of his inhuman speed and strength into the throw. The moment
his fingers released their grip on Soulhunger’s hilt, he knew his aim was true.


The dagger hurtled across the room.
Steel flashed bright as it spun end over end, then buried itself in the side of
Cerran’s neck. The impact knocked the charging Bucelarii to one side, and the
red-haired man crashed into one of the now-glowing Chambers of Sustenance. 


Crimson light flared bright as Cerran’s
shriek of agony echoed in the chamber. A finger of fire traced a long, ragged
line down the Hunter’s chest, but he welcomed the pain. Even as power flooded
his body, he felt a sudden surge rush through the room. A blast of ruby
brilliance speared from the dying Bucelarii toward the gemstone pillar. The
booming voice of the Devourer of Worlds unleashed one last terrifying shriek as
it was pushed backward by the sealing fissures. 


With an audible snap, the pillar was whole again, the rift once more trapped in its
glowing gemstone prison. 


“D-Drayvin…” A quiet voice echoed behind
the Hunter. 


He turned in time to see Taiana crumple.
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The Hunter was moving before his mind
registered it. He crossed the space in two great steps and caught her body
before it hit the white-shining stone floor. His eyes went to the sword
protruding from her side. An inch of steel pierced her flesh, and the gemstone
set in the sword’s pommel leaked red light. 


The Hunter ripped it from her side and
hurled the blade across the room. With horror, he stared down at his wife’s
pale face.


“Taiana!” He shouted at her. “Taiana!”



She gave no response. Her head lolled on
her shoulders, and her body hung limp in his arms. The Hunter pressed his hand
to the wound in her side in a vain attempt to stanch the flow of blood. The
sword had cut into her kidneys—a fatal blow for any human. Yet he had to hope
she still lived, could heal herself.


“Speak to me, Taiana! Wake up.” He shook
her body. 


Silence.


“No!” A sob tore from his throat, and he
felt as if he would shatter into a million pieces. “No, Taiana!” 


He cradled her body in his arms, rocked
back and forth as tears streamed from his cheeks to splash on her pale face.
Great heaving sobs shook his shoulders. He held her tight, crushing her to his
chest, as if that would somehow bring her back. 


Hailen’s blood had saved him from iron,
yet nothing could save her from the Im’tasi
weapons. They had been crafted by the Serenii to consume life and feed it to
Kharna. Taiana had given her life to save the world. 


“It should have been me,” he wept. “It
should have been me.”


He pressed his face into her neck,
unwilling to let her go. He had spent a lifetime apart from her. How could they
have been reunited only to have her ripped away from him again? 


The Hunter threw back his head and
howled, a terrible roar that echoed off the chamber walls and drowned out the
pulsing waves of power thrumming through the Illumina.


“Kharna!” he shouted. “Damn it, Kharna!
I know you can hear me.”


A faint presence echoed in the back of
his mind—the god was weak, yet there. Kharna’s life force, which flowed through
the pillar, had not been enough to defeat the Devourer of Worlds, yet he had
survived this battle. 


“Save her,” the Hunter begged. “Save her
life, I will give you what you want. Bring her back to me and I will kill for
you!” 


Again, the pulse, faint yet present. He
had no idea whether it signaled acceptance or denial. 


The Hunter roared again and pressed a
hand to the wound. The flow of blood from her side hadn’t yet slowed.


His eyes flew wide as he stared at the
widening pool of crimson. If she still bled, it meant her heart still beat. He
pressed a bloodstained hand to her throat to feel for a pulse. 


Yes!
An ember of hope flared
to life within him. She was weak, a heartbeat away from death, but she still
lived.


“Tell me how to save her!” the Hunter
shouted into the empty air. “Tell me what to do!” 


The pulse in the Hunter’s mind pulled
his attention toward Hailen, who crouched beside him. No, not
toward Hailen, but beyond. To the empty Chamber of Sustenance.


The Hunter sprang to his feet, gathered
up Taiana’s body, and raced toward the Chamber. He ignored the withered husk on
the floor—what had once been a Serenii, what he’d called a god his entire
life—and placed her still form gently into the stone cradle. He gasped as the
coils of flexible tubing seemed to come alive like a serpent. They moved of
their own accord to slither around her head, her arms, her
chest. They settled into place, rendering her immobile,
and faint pulses of power ran through the conduit. He jerked backward as the
lid closed with a loud hiss, sealing Taiana inside the Chamber.


The Hunter whirled and raced toward the
altar, the last place he’d heard Kharna’s voice. “Will she live?” he demanded.
“Tell me, damn you!”


His eyes dropped to the altar, where he
saw a gemstone similar to the one that had connected him to Kharna in the
chamber far below. Without hesitation, he placed his hand to the stone.


The Hunter floated in the void—the void
within his mind, or the mind of Kharna, he knew. A total absence of sensation,
yet he could somehow feel the presence of the god—no, the Serenii.


“YOU
PROMISED ME AN ABIARAZI,” Kharna rumbled in his mind. 


“The Sage was no longer Abiarazi. He gave
up the last of his power to become human. It was the only way he could avoid
the curse you placed on the Empty Mountains.”


“THEN
THE WAR WITH THE DESTROYER WILL CONTINUE. AND I WILL CONTINUE TO GROW WEAKER.”


“There are more out there,” the Hunter
said. “More Abiarazi hiding around Einan. I will hunt
them down and bring them here to sustain you.”


The presence of the imprisoned Kharna
seemed to grow pensive.


“And I will bring people who deserve to die and feed them to
Khar’nath. I will bear the burden of keeping you alive, even if it means I have
to lock myself in a Chamber. All that matters is that you heal Taiana.”


“I
CANNOT HEAL HER.”


The words sent ice flooding through the
Hunter’s veins.


“BUT
THE POWER OF ENARIUM CAN SUSTAIN HER LIFE UNTIL SHE HAS RECOVERED ENOUGH FOR
HER BODY TO HEAL ITSELF.” 


Hope surged within the Hunter. “How long
will that take?”


“I
DO NOT KNOW,” Kharna replied. “DECADES,
PERHAPS EVEN CENTURIES. HER BODY WAS CHANGED BY HER TIME IN THE CHAMBERS. SHE
HAS BECOME MORE LIKE THE SERENII THAN THE REST OF YOUR KIND. AS THE POWER
GATHERED BY THE KEEPS IN ENARIUM AND THE DOLMENRATH AROUND THE WORLD FLOWS
THROUGH HER, THROUGH THIS SPIRE, HER BODY WILL RECOVER. IT WILL BE A SLOW
PROCESS, YET THESE CHANGES ARE WHAT MAKE HER BEST-SUITED TO SUSTAIN ME.”


A familiar burden of despair settled on
the Hunter’s shoulders, yet he forced himself not to yield to it. He had to
stay strong, for Taiana’s sake. 


“Can I…speak with her?” he asked. “If you are connected to her
mind as you are connected to mine...” 


Taiana’s face slowly faded into view,
ethereal yet unmistakably the woman he’d crossed a world to see. The same sharp cheekbones and full lips, framed by long golden
hair. The same eyes that had stared into his with such
love.  


“Drayvin, I feared I would never see you
again.” Her voice was faint, as if she spoke from a thousand leagues away. Yet
he could see her face clear as if she stood in front of him.


He reached out and took her hand—it felt
real enough, soft and strong, warm in his.


“I’m sorry,” he told her. “I’m sorry I
had to lock you away again.”


“You saved me.” A smile wreathed her
beautiful face. “It is better this way, better than you sacrificing yourself.”


“I would have done it.” His voice
cracked, and he clenched his jaw to stop the tears from flowing. “I’d rather be
the one lying in the Chamber.”


“But it is better this way,” she said.
Her voice held no recrimination, no anger, only acceptance. And all the love
he’d seen sparkling in her eyes. “You are the one best-suited to do what needs
to be done. You know this world far better than I. My place is here, for now.”


“I’ll come back for you,” the Hunter
said. “I promise I will.”


The vision of her pulled him close and
pressed a kiss to his lips. “You know where to find me when the Withering comes
again.”


“No!” the Hunter recoiled in horror.
“That’s five hundred years away. I can’t be without you for that long. I’ve
spent enough time without you already.”


“It is necessary,” she said, and the
commanding tone of her voice brooked no argument. “Kharna will heal me, and in
return I will sustain him.”


“Let me join you, then,” the Hunter
said. “We can be together—”


“You know what you need to do.” She
pushed him away firmly, yet tenderness shone in her eyes. “You need to prepare
the world for the next Withering. It is the only way to stop the Devourer once
and for all.”


“But five hundred years apart!” Sorrow
drove a knife into the Hunter’s chest. 


“You’ve been gone for five thousand
years already.” She smiled. “What’s a few hundred more?”


A lump rose to his throat. He couldn’t
imagine spending that much time apart, yet he knew he had no other choice.
Hailen needed him. Taiana needed him. Kharna needed him. He could not escape
this burden.


“I…” He drew in a deep breath and pushed
back against the emotions crashing over him. “I will miss you.”


“I’ll be with you.” She placed one hand
on his heart. “In here, in your memories, and in the knowledge that our
daughter is somewhere out there.”


“Somewhere,” the Hunter echoed.


“Find her, Drayvin,” Taiana gripped his
hands tightly. “Find her. For my sake, for yours, and, most
of all, for hers.”


“I will.” A lump swelled in the Hunter’s
throat. “I promise.”


Her face creased into a smile. “See you
in five hundred years, handsome.”


She paused for a moment, looking him in
the eyes. “I’ll be waiting.”


Her hands slipped from his as she
disappeared, and the Hunter once again found himself alone in the void.


“REMEMBER
THIS, LITTLE MORTAL,” Kharna’s voice rumbled in his mind. “THE MORE POWER YOU FEED ME, THE MORE POWER I
CAN SPARE TO AID IN HER RECOVERY. LIFE WILL SUSTAIN LIFE.”


“I will do it,” the Hunter said without
hesitation. “I swear.”


“AS YOU SWORE ONCE, LONG AGO, WHEN THERE WERE MORE OF YOU TO CARRY THE
BURDEN.”


”Then I will carry it alone,” the Hunter
said. “As I have done for so many years.”


“I,
TOO, CARRY MY BURDEN ALONE.” A wistful tone—could a god feel
loneliness?—echoed in the void. “I AM THE
LAST OF MY KIND.”


“What about the other Chambers?” the
Hunter asked. “There were Serenii bodies—”


“THEIR
MINDS FADED INTO NOTHINGNESS LONG AGO, AND THERE IS NO POWER ON THIS WORLD THAT
CAN BRING THAT BACK. THEIR BODIES ARE SUSTAINED BY THE POWER OF ENARIUM TO
SERVE AS A CONDUIT, YET THEY ARE EMPTY VESSELS. OF THE TWELVE THAT REMAINED TO
FACE THE DEVOURER, I ALONE SURVIVE TO FIGHT ON.”


“I will do what I can to aid you in that
fight. You will not battle the Destroyer alone!” 


“A BATTLE TOGETHER, WE THE
LAST OF OUR RACES. IT IS ONLY LOGICAL.” 


“Until next time,” the Hunter said.


The darkness faded around him and
snapped back to reality with a gasp. Once again, he stood in the highest
chamber of the Illumina. The red light of the Withering had faded, and the loud
humming within the tower had returned to its low, throbbing thrum. The Keeps
had returned to their usual dim glow. The world seemed normal once more.


Yet the Hunter knew nothing would ever
go back to anything close to “normal”. Everything he’d learned in the last few
days—hells, in the last few hours—had changed his life irreversibly. He could
never again be the Hunter, assassin of Voramis; or Hardwell, the nameless
traveler roaming Einan in search of his forgotten past. He couldn’t even be
Drayvin, the last of the living Bucelarii.


He was something different. What that
was, who he’d be, he still didn’t know. Only time would tell.


He turned to find Hailen staring up at
him. The Hunter picked the boy up. So small, so innocent, so
trusting. Hailen’s clasped his neck and the boy buried his face in the
Hunter’s chest. 


“Come, Hailen. It’s time for us to leave
this place.”


“Where are we going?” Hailen whispered.


The Hunter squeezed the boy tighter. “To save your life one last time.”


 


 












Chapter Forty-Nine


 





 


The Hunter paused only long enough to
retrieve the Swordsman’s daggers, Soulhunger—and, after a moment of thought,
the Sage’s sword—before leaving the towertop chamber. He refused to look at the
two Bucelarii corpses lying there. He’d had no desire to kill them, two of the
last of his kind still alive on Einan, but they’d left him no choice.


He descended the staircase toward the
bottom floor, but stopped before stepping onto the landing. Through the
transparent gemstone walls, he could see the mob of human prisoners laying
siege to the Illumina. In vain they attacked the tower with crude weapons and
spikestaffs taken from the dead Elivasti. His stomach clenched as he saw the
fury burning in their eyes, and he paused. No way could he fight through that
horde. His only hope lay in convincing them he was on their side.


Setting Hailen down, he stripped out of
the bloodstained, dented, and damaged blue Elivasti armor. He gathered the boy
into his arms and fixed him with a stern gaze. “Whatever you do, keep your eyes
closed.”


“Are you going to hurt people again?”


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “But
the people we’re going to see are angry at people with purple eyes.”


“Like mine?” Hailen’s eyes went wide.


The Hunter nodded. “Like yours. So you
need to keep your eyes closed real tight, no matter what, so they don’t think
you’re one of the bad men.”


“Okay.” Hailen screwed up his face and
pressed his eyes tightly closed. “Like this?”


The Hunter smiled. “Perfect.” He
adjusted his weapons—Soulhunger, the slim fencing sword, and the two iron
blades—and strode toward the nearest doorway.


He pressed Soulhunger to the gemstone
locking mechanism beside the door, and it slid open without a sound. A dozen
furious men and women spilled through the opening before he could take a step.
They charged toward him, hefting the weapons they’d taken from the dead
Elivasti, but paused when they saw Hailen in his arms.


“I am not the enemy you seek,” the
Hunter shouted. “The Elivasti and their master lie dead at my hand.”


“Who are you, then?” asked one man, a
short fellow with a scruffy beard drooping down to his waist.


“I am the one who opened the gate and
set you free.”


The freed prisoners turned to each
other, surprise etched into their expressions. After a moment, the same bearded
man spoke again.


“Prove it.” 


The Hunter pondered a moment, then a grin spread his face. “That shouldn’t be a problem.” 


He turned his focus inward to the flesh,
bone, and muscles of his face and exerted his will on his features. His nose
thickened, his eyes drew closer together, and his jaw and mouth took on a
heavy, brutish shape as he formed the face of Setin—a face they would all
recognize.


The men and women
before him gasped and fell back, though a few prepared to attack. A moment later, the Hunter shifted his
features to those of Ryken, the Blood Sentinel Detrarch he’d killed on the
streets. 


“So it’s true!” The scruffy-looking
man’s eyes were wide, shock mingling with his disbelief. “The Ghost-Faced Man
isn’t just a legend.”


The Hunter shook his head. “As real as you are.”


“You say you killed the Elivasti and
their master?” the man asked.


The Hunter nodded. “The Blood Sentinels’
bodies decorate the staircase even now.” He didn’t bother explaining why they
wouldn’t find the Sage’s corpse. He doubted they would believe the demon had
been ripped to shreds by the Devourer—fiery hell, until a few hours ago, he
wouldn’t have believed it either. “Where is Ryat?”


The men and women exchanged puzzled
glances. “Who?”


The Hunter opened his mouth to speak, then snapped it shut. This was no organized army with an
established chain of command. He faced a rabble with no leader, no coherence,
driven only by the single-minded desire to eliminate their enemy. 


“I need to get to Hellsgate,” he said
instead. “I need to find my friend. The woman that was
brought to the Pit a couple of days ago.” He had sent Kiara to protect
the Elivasti Rothia had brought to the rooftop garden. He had to ensure she had
survived—and that the opia had
survived as well.


The men and women parted to make way.
Forty or fifty of them had already rushed up the stairs, doubtless to verify
the Hunter’s claim that their enemy was dead, and more raced down to the lower
floors. The Hunter had no idea what they’d find—the Illumina, the heart of Enarium,
had to contain all manner of fascinating secrets—but right now none of that
mattered. Hailen and Kiara were his only concerns at the moment.


“I’ll come with,” said the
scruffy-bearded man. He glanced at the Hunter’s weapons. “You look like you can
handle yourself, but—”


The Hunter nodded. “I’d welcome the
escort.” With this man by his side, there was a much lower risk of being
attacked by the mob still roaming Enarium. 


“The strangest things have been
happening out here.” The man spoke in a conversational tone. “You catch any of
it?”


“What do you mean by strange things…?”
He raised an eyebrow.


“Name’s Athid.” 


“Some call me Hardwell.” 


“Hardwell.” Athid nodded. “Easier
than saying Ghost-Faced Man.” 


The Hunter kept his pace brisk as he
strode through Enarium toward Hellsgate. He pushed the anxiety from his
mind—Kiara could take care of herself, even against an angry mob of humans. 


“Anyway, as I said, strange things have been
happening all around the city. That red light filling the
sky, and the pillar of red dust over there.”


The Hunter glanced at the crimson cloud,
which now hung to the east of the sun. 


“Then them
bloody towers glowed, and it felt like an earthquake nearly shook the city to
its foundations.” Athid shook his head. “A few of the smaller buildings
collapsed, but…”


The Hunter stopped listening as Athid
continued recounting all the strange things that had occurred. He marveled at
how resilient at least this one human was. Years, perhaps even decades, trapped
in the Pit, hadn’t shattered his mind. These people would need time, but he had
to hope they one day would recover from a lifetime spent in Khar’nath. If not them, their children or children’s children.


The
beauty of a short life, he
thought with a wry grin, and even shorter
memories. 


The world had nearly come to an end this
day because humans long ago forgot the pledge they made to Kharna to aid him in
his battle against the Devourer of Worlds. Perhaps it would happen again as
time passed and the men, women, and children that had witnessed today’s events
died. It could take generations for this to be truly forgotten, yet one day,
there would be a time when the descendants of Athid and the other humans in
Enarium would no longer remember the suffering their forefathers had endured.
The slate would be cleansed and they could live free of the burden.


He could not say the same for himself.
He would do everything in his power to remember today’s events, no matter what.
Somehow, he would ensure that the bargain he’d made with Kharna existed—not only
in his mind, but with others. 


The thoughts faded from his mind as
Hellsgate came into view below him. The blue glow emanating from the Eastern
Keep had returned to normal, but there was nothing normal about the thousands
of people milling around in front of the massive grey and red fortress.
Palpable anger hung in the air—the men and women there were like caged hounds
waiting for the command from their master to attack. Yet they had no master, no
foe. A hint of their listlessness had returned in the absence of threat or
purpose.


With Athid by his side, the Hunter had
no problem pushing through the throng of filthy, emaciated bodies toward
Hellsgate. Questioning glances followed him, accompanied by whispers of “the
Ghost-Faced Man” encouraged by Athid’s words. 



The press of people was thick as he
forced his way into Hellsgate. Blood slicked the stone floor of the corridor
within, and hundreds of corpses littered the mess hall amidst piles of
shattered tables and chairs. Dozens more bodies—human and Elivasti alike—lay
broken and bloodied beside the now-empty racks that once held spikestaffs.


Emaciated men, women, and children in
ragged clothing surged through Hellsgate, and the fortress echoed with shouts
and screams. The Hunter had heard tales of armies pillaging villages and laying
waste to cities, but this was far worse than he could ever have imagined.  


The Hunter turned toward the stairs and
climbed as quickly as he could. Freed prisoners rushed past him, dragging
screaming Elivasti or breaking down doors to get at the valuables stored within
the chambers. This was madness, chaos, and death at its most terrible. And he had been the one to set them loose.


His heart leapt into his throat as he
reached the fourth floor. Angry shouts echoed from above, accompanied by a
rhythmic thud, thud of something
heavy striking wood.


He shoved his way through the crowd,
reached the fifth level—the level where the Sage and his Blood Sentinels had
quartered—then up toward the sixth. Hundreds of people crowded into the staircase,
and their cries of “Kill them all!” echoed from the stone walls in time with
the thud, thud. 


“Stop this!” the Hunter shouted at the
top of his lungs. “The time for bloodshed is over!” 


People turned toward him, their faces
twisted by hate and rage. Some actually moved to attack him, but Athid stepped
in their way. “This is the Ghost-Faced Man!” he cried, waving his hands to hold
them back. 


Sanity filtered through the fire of fury
burning in the eyes of the men and women in front of him. Whispers of
“Ghost-Faced Man” rippled through the crowd, up toward the ones wielding the
improvised battering ram—two wooden benches from the mess hall bound together
by strips of cloth. The thud, thud fell
quiet, and a thunderous silence gripped the people on the staircase. A hundred
pairs of eyes fixed on the Hunter.


He climbed the staircase, an island of
calm in the midst of the chaos and bloodlust. He glared at the men and women he
passed, his expression as hard as the stone walls. At the top of the stairs, a
thick steel-banded wooden gate barred his way to the Terrace of the Sun and
Moon. He could see the cracks in the wood and dents in the steel left by the
ram. The people would have gotten through in a matter of minutes. 


He paused at the doors and turned to face
the people below him. “No one else needs to die this day.”


“The Elivasti—”


“Have paid the price for their actions,”
the Hunter snapped. He glared at the men and women filling the staircase. “The
ones that held you prisoner lie dead—at my hands and at yours.”


“And what of their children?” one woman
shouted. “They deserve to suffer for the sins of their parents!” 


“That will not happen.” The Hunter
planted his feet and shot a stern gaze at the faces before him. “I will not
permit it.”


“Then we’ll cut you down with them!”
roared a pale-faced, balding fellow with a hollowed chest and ribs poking from
his ratty shirt. “You join them—”


“Do you know who this is?” Athid shouted
as he shoved his way through the crowd. “This is Ghost-Faced Man. He is the one
who released us.”


“I set you free so you could have a
chance at a new life. A life free of the torments inflicted upon you by those
who held you captive.” The Hunter’s jaw clenched. “But if you seek to do to
them what they did to you, you are simply continuing the cycle of violence and
evil.”


“They deserve it!” 


“Of course they do.” The Hunter nodded.
“But now is when you prove that you are better
than they are, that you can show mercy even to
those who do not deserve it.”


“Mercy!” snarled one man, a fellow with a
massive burn scar down the side of his face. “Do you think the one who did this deserves mercy?”


“No.” The Hunter shook his head. “Were
he here, I would be the first one to cut him down.”


Mutters of approval ran through the
crowd.


“But the ones you seek to kill here are not those men!” the Hunter
snarled. 


An idea flashed through the Hunter’s
mind. “Would you kill this boy?” he asked, gesturing to Hailen. “Could you cut
him down right here, right now?”


A few angry shouts echoed in the
stairway, but most of those he faced were shaking their heads.


“Look at him. Innocent,
helpless, weak. A child. How many of you have
sons and daughters the same age?” 


Men and women exchanged hesitant
glances. 


He knelt and set Hailen on the floor.
“Open your eyes, Hailen,” he whispered. 


“You told me not to.” Hailen’s answer
was equally quiet. “You didn’t want them to think I was one of the bad men.”
The boy refused to release his lock on the Hunter’s neck.


“I know.” The Hunter tilted the boy’s
face up to his. “But now I need you to. Doing it will save a lot of lives.”


“Really?” Hailen’s eyes popped open and flew
wide.


The Hunter nodded. “You’re going to be a
hero, Hailen.”


Please
let this work. He drew
in a deep breath, then turned Hailen to face the angry
mob.


Gasps echoed through the stairway, and
faces darkened as they caught sight of the unmistakable violet of Hailen’s
eyes.


The Hunter tensed, one hand hovering
near Soulhunger’s hilt. He would cut down anyone who laid a hand on Hailen, but
that would only spark more violence. Right now, he had to hope logic and reason
could appease the bloodthirst of those in front of him.


Help came in the form of Athid. “He’s
the same age as my Itar,” the scruffy-looking man said in a quiet voice. He
turned to the mob and pointed a finger at a woman with lanky hair and a long
scar across her forehead. “And your Lilyn.”


The woman nodded.


“Ryncha, your Delis is a year or so
older.” Athid indicated more of the people in the crowd. “And
Burina, Lusel, Atia, Vessan, and so many others.”


“He is a child,” the Hunter said. “Innocent of the crimes of his people. Look into his face
and see the truth in your hearts.”


The Hunter had to cling to hope. Mobs
could turn ravenous and violent at the drop of a hat, but cooler heads could
pull it back from the brink of chaos. If his words had convinced enough of them
to see reason—


“He’s right, and you know it.” A new
voice, this one familiar, echoed from below. The people parted for a tall,
blue-armored figure to get through. 


Relief filled the Hunter’s chest at the
sight of Ryat. He had been the one to galvanize the people in the Pit to
action—he’d be the closest thing to a leader this rabble would have.


The Hunter held his breath as Ryat came
to stand before Hailen, but the tall man simply knelt before the boy. “What’s
your name, son?”


“Hailen,” he replied in his bright,
cheerful voice. True to his nature, he continued chattering happily, as if
forgetting he faced a mob intent on butchering anyone who looked like him. “And
this is Hardwell. He’s my friend, and we’ve been traveling together across a
desert, through mountains—”


“Hailen,” Ryat said in a loud voice,
then turned and faced the crowd. “His name is Hailen. He is a child, just like
your children. It doesn’t matter what blood runs through his veins—he does not
deserve to suffer any more than yours do.”


The Hunter took a step down to stand
beside Ryat. “You have had your vengeance. Those who harmed you have received
just punishment. The time for destruction and death is passed.”


“Go,” Ryat said, his voice firm,
unwavering. “You are free, thanks to this man. Use the gift given. Find your
children, your loved ones. The future is yours to do with as you please.” 


A few of the men and women below seemed
unwilling to relinquish their hold on their anger, but most were nodding at
Ryat’s words. One by one, they filtered down the stairs until the Hunter, Ryat,
and Hailen stood alone in the stairway.


 












Chapter Fifty 
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Ryat whistled through his teeth, his
shoulders slumping. “Damn, for a moment there, I thought I’d arrived too late.
These are the ones you spoke of protecting, yes?”


The Hunter nodded. 


“Then consider us even.” He thrust out a
hand to the Hunter. “I’ve done what I could. Now it’s up to you to figure out
what comes next.”


The Hunter shook Ryat’s hand. “Something
tells me these people are going to need someone to lead them. You seem as good
a choice as any.”


Ryat’s brow furrowed. “I…I wouldn’t know
how.”


“You did a damned good job just now.”
The Hunter gave him a wry grin. “You spoke, they listened. Seems like the sort
of thing a leader does.” 


“I got lucky.” Ryat shrugged. “But where
am I supposed to lead them? What do we do? The Pit is all we’ve known our
entire lives. How do I feed all these people? What about homes and clothes?” 


“The city of Enarium is empty,” the
Hunter said. “The Serenii left long ago. It can be yours now. Surely there are
houses enough for your people.”


“And food?” Ryat asked.


The Hunter grinned. “That’s a much
simpler answer than you’d think.” 


He turned and banged on the wooden door.
“Kiara, can you hear me?”


A moment of silence, then a muffled
voice asked, “Hunter?”


“You sound surprised,” the Hunter called
back. “Like you were expecting me to end up dead.”


The sound of shifting rubble and grating
stones echoed through the heavy wooden gate. A moment later, the gate creaked
open to reveal a familiar face with full lips and dark eyes framed by raven
hair. 


“Well, to be fair,” said Kiara, “you were going to fight your way through a
demon and his Blood Sentinels.” Dried blood stained the right half of her face
from a cut in her forehead, and she had a split lip, black eye, and bloody
nose. 


The Hunter winced. “Yet it looks like you took a worse beating.”


“Funny.” She shot him a mocking glare.
“Not all of us are lucky to have special healing abilities.”


“You might want to get some,” the Hunter
said, grinning. “They’re bloody handy.”


“Ryat!” Kiara smiled at the sight of the
blue-armored man beside the Hunter. “You had me worried there.”


The tall man returned her smile. “If
thirty-five years in the Pit can’t kill me, there’s no way a few hundred
Elivasti could finish the job.” His smile faltered as his gaze rested on the
people behind her. 


Kiara glanced back, then
shook her head. “There are no soldiers up here. Only those
who could not protect themselves.” Her gaze shot to the Hunter. “Rothia
got a handful of people here before it all started.”


Mention of Rothia sent a pang of sorrow
through the Hunter’s chest. “Does she know?”


“About her husband?” Kiara nodded. 


The Hunter winced. Garnos had died
helping him open the gate for the prisoners to escape the Pit—a final act of
redemption after a life spent holding these people captive.


Ryat gasped as he stepped out of the
stairwell and got his first good look at the Terrace of the Sun and Moon. He seemed
at a loss for words as he took in the gardens.


The Hunter stepped up beside him,
Hailen’s hand in his. “This should be more than enough to feed your people.”


“Rothia’s not just going to let them
destroy her gardens,” Kiara said in a low voice. “She’s made it abundantly
clear that she’ll die before they lay a hand on her life’s work.”


“They won’t.” The Hunter fixed Ryat with
a stern gaze. “Enarium belongs to your people now, but you are not alone. There
are those who have nowhere else to go, no families waiting for them. This is
all they know. Yet they know more about this city than anyone alive. Who better than to help you start a new life here?”


Ryat’s eyes narrowed. “You expect us to
live with them? Forget everything their people have done to us?”


“Yes,” the Hunter said simply. “Unless
you plan to slaughter them all, it is the only way to move forward. You need
their help to live in Enarium or to find your way back down the mountains to
civilization. This is the only way you survive today.”


“And you think people will just go along
with it?” Ryat demanded, his eyes hard. “We managed to
stop them from breaking down the doors, but what’s to stop them from rushing up
here and slaughtering everyone?”


“You.” The Hunter tapped a finger on the man’s
chest. “You are the leader now. You make the tough choices for them, help them
see the reason. This is the first choice you will make, and the toughest. Starvation or coexistence?”


Ryat was silent for a long moment, but
finally he nodded. “So be it. I will do everything I can.”


“You are the one who led your people to
freedom,” the Hunter said. “I have no doubt people are whispering tales about
you and your heroics.”


“Ryat the conqueror!” Kiara’s eyes sparkled, and a little
smile played on her lips. “Ryat the liberator.”


The man scowled. “Surely you’re
mistaken.”


The Hunter grinned. “As someone who
knows a thing or two about fabricating a legend, trust me when I say it doesn’t
take a lot to get people telling stories.” He clapped a hand on the man’s
shoulder. “Everyone wants a hero. You will be that hero, and in return they
will follow you.”


Doubt filled Ryat’s eyes, but he seemed
willing to accept the Hunter’s words. 


The Hunter felt a tug on his pants, and
he looked down to find Hailen staring up at him. “Hardwell, can I go play with
them?” His chubby finger indicated a handful of young children—some barely more
than infants—running through the gardens.


He nodded. “Of course,
Hailen.”  


With a grin, the boy took off running as
fast as his little legs could carry him in pursuit of the other children.


The Hunter watched him go, sorrow
mingling with the joy and relief thrumming through him. Over the last months,
Hailen had suffered so much—more than any child ought to—yet it hadn’t driven
away the happy, innocent child he’d been when they’d met in the House of Need
in Malandria. Perhaps one day he’d even forget everything he’d endured on their
journey. The gift of a short life, indeed.


His eyes fell on the glass dome, and
hope blossomed within him as he strode through the gardens. Within the massive
bubble of transparent crystal, a handful of Elivasti—perhaps fifty children
with their mothers and a dozen white-haired men and women—sat on stone benches
or moved quietly among the plants.


Rothia sat on an old garden stool near the
entrance, sorrow twisting her face, her eyes vacant as she stared down at the
mud-covered trowel in her hands. She looked up at the Hunter’s approach. 


“It’s you,” she said in a heavy, dull
voice. 


The Hunter crouched in front of her.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. 


She nodded slowly. “You ought to be.” A
tear slipped down her weathered cheek. “He was a good man, my Garnos. Unlike the others. In the end, it’s always the good ones
that go first, isn’t it?”


The Hunter wanted to offer her words of
comfort, but he knew nothing he could say would give her what she sought: her
husband, alive.


“He saved all of them,” he managed at
last. “Men, women, children. Six
hundred and eighty-four thousand of them.”


Rothia lifted her eyes to meet his. “As
good as any of us could have hoped for, I suppose.”


The Hunter swallowed the lump in his
throat. He knew he would never forget
Garnos, the Elivasti that had sacrificed his life to redeem himself and his
people. As Rothia had said, one of the good ones.


“Rothia,” he said in a quiet voice,
“there are people that need your help. People who are hungry,
who will starve if you don’t keep this garden alive.”


She stared at him, uncomprehending. 


“The prisoners. Nearly seven hundred thousand mouths to
feed.”


She nodded. 


“They need you to teach them how to feed themselves,” the Hunter
pressed on. “You can turn the entire city into a garden,
grow enough food for everyone to thrive.”


Her expression grew pensive. “I’ve
always wanted to try planting crops in the rest of the city. Never had a chance
to—was always told we had enough here.”


“Now’s your chance,” the Hunter said.
“Enarium was once the greatest city on Einan, a thriving home for humans,
Serenii, and Elivasti alike. With your help, it could be again.”


A sad smile played at her lips. “Garnos
would have liked that.”


The Hunter nodded. “I have no doubt.”


A thought flashed into his mind, and he
had an image of a face—a pale face, hairless, with a high brow and squinting
eyes.


“I know someone who will be as
interested in cultivation as you.” Arudan had grown excited when he read the
Serenii tablets about farming. “Someone who can show you some
of the old Serenii methods of growing crops.”


Her eyes flew wide. “But those have been
lost to time!” She motioned at the glass dome. “It has taken all of our skill
to keep the Terrace of the Sun and Moon from withering.”


“Well, with my friend’s help, you’ll be
able to bring the entire city to life again.” 


Her expression grew animated, and the
Hunter could see the wheels turning in her mind. 

“Where do I find this friend of yours?”


 


* * *


 


The Hunter smiled as he watched Athid
help Arudan climb the last steps to the garden. The Bucelarii’s eyes went wide
at the sight of the myriad of plants growing in the Terrance of the Sun and
Moon, and excitement flashed across his pale face. 


“Is that him?” 


The Hunter turned to find Rothia beside
him, and he nodded. “He’s like me. A Bucelarii.”


Her brow furrowed. “He’s not going to be
any trouble, is he?” She shot him a scornful glance. “You haven’t exactly
brought peace and stability to our world.”


The Hunter smiled. It was good to see a
hint of the sharp-tongued Rothia return. “He’s happiest when he’s reading. I
doubt he’d want to do anything else.”


“Good.” Rothia nodded. “If those stone
tablets of his really do contain what
you say they do, we’ll keep him busy reading until his eyes fall out.”


A sweet scent drifted up to the Hunter’s
nostrils. It smelled like a mixture of grapes, blackberries, and blueberries,
but a deeper, richer tang. He glanced down at the steaming cup in Rothia’s
hand. “Is that…?”


“Yes.” She held out the cup to him. “It
will cure him of the Irrsinnon
without any side effects.”


Relief surged within the Hunter. “Thank
you,” he breathed. He’d come so far to find this cure for Hailen’s madness. With
it, the boy could escape the curse that had plagued the Elivasti for thousands
of years. 


He held the cup but made no move toward
Hailen. His eyes followed the boy as he played with the Elivasti children that
had survived the massacre. This was the closest Hailen had come to anything
approaching a normal childhood since leaving the Beggar Priests in Malandria. 


A smile touched his lips as he watched
the laughing, running children. From the way they played, it seemed impossible
to believe the world had nearly ended just a few hours earlier. Their smiles
looked so at odds with the grim, haunted expressions of their mothers and
grandmothers. They had no idea what had happened, and even when they found out,
the sorrow would pass. He envied that resilience of spirit. He wished he could
be free of the burdens—of guilt, responsibility, and loss—that rested on his
shoulders.


As Drayvin the Bucelarii, he had fought
to protect his family. As the Hunter, the assassin, he had carried the
knowledge that he alone could kill the Abiarazi and prevent them from
threatening the world. As Hardwell, he bore the burden of protecting Hailen
against any threat. 


So who was he now? Which version of
himself would he be now? None of them, yet all of them,
perhaps. 


He had a family—the wife and child he’d
just discovered, and the boy he’d cared for all these months. The threat of the
Abiarazi wasn’t truly ended, and there would always be more like Hailen that
needed his protection. 


The name he chose didn’t matter. He
could be the Hunter, Hardwell, Drayvin, Nasnaz the Great, or any of the myriad of
other names and faces he wore over his long life. The only things that mattered
were who he chose to be on the inside, and what he chose to do. 


Each of the men he’d been had carried
burdens. So be it. He would bear all those burdens if it meant a better future.
Not just for Hailen, or even for the humans in Enarium, but all of Einan. 


That alone made the suffering worth it. 


 












Epilogue
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Two
months later…


“Sir Danna Esgrimon, Knight of the Order
of Piety,” Kiara read aloud. “Faithful Servant. Steadfast Champion. Safe in the Long
Keeper’s arms.”


The Hunter nodded. “A
nice inscription. Worthy of her.” 


He and Kiara stood side by side at the
marked tombstone at the head of Sir Danna’s grave in Gleamwater, the village of
her birth. It didn’t matter that the grave contained only the knight’s
armor—her body lay at rest in a cairn high in the Empty Mountains, standing
guard at the gates of Enarium forever more. Her spirit, troubled these last
months by her rage at the Hunter, was at peace. 


And
that’s as good as any of us could hope for.


He glanced at the dark-haired woman
beside him. “You sure this is what she wanted? The House of Need in Malandria—”


“Was her home, but she wanted to be laid
beside her family, here.” 


On Kiara’s instructions, the Hunter had
dug Sir Danna’s grave in the shade of an apple tree that grew beside the Eanver
River, near the small farm once owned by her father. A thick carpet of grass
ran alongside the fast-flowing river, a gentle green that contrasted sharply
with the deep blue of the water. 


“She saved me.” Tears slipped down
Kiara’s cheeks as she crouched beside the headstone and closed her eyes. “I
wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her.”


“In a way,” the Hunter said in a quiet
voice, “neither would I.” He drew in a deep breath. “When we first met, she
told me she saw goodness in me, no matter what I believed to the contrary. I
suppose a part of me always wanted to prove those words right.”


“You did.” Kiara stood and turned to
him, fixing him with a piercing stare. “What you did in Enarium, saving all
those people, saving all of us…” She shook her head. “Don’t let anyone tell you
that you’re not good, Hunter. It may take a lot of hard looking to find it, but
buried down, deep down, it’s there.”


The Hunter raised an eyebrow, and she
gave a wry chuckle. They stood in silence for a long moment, bidding farewell
to the fallen Cambionari knight. Finally, they turned and strode away from the
bank of the Eanver River, back toward their cart. 


Evren looked up at their approach. “About bloody time! Hailen’s been goin’ on for the last ten
minutes about how hungry he is. If I have to listen to one more
minute of—”


“We’ll get something to eat at the inn, then we’ll get back on the road before noon.” The Hunter
glanced at Kiara. “Malandria’s half a day’s ride away.”


Hailen’s eyes brightened. “Yes, I want
to eat!” A smile broadened his face and he clapped his little hands. “Hardwell,
can I have some of that watered wine, like Evren gave me back in Nysl?” 


The Hunter glared at Evren, and the
thief threw up his hands in an innocent gesture. The scowl he shot at Hailen
proclaimed his guilt loudly. 


“We’ll see,” the Hunter said. “Maybe
I’ll give you Evren’s share and he can have plain water.”


“Now that’s not fair!” Evren’s voice
turned plaintive—a reminder of just how young he truly was. “He asked what it
tasted like, and I gave him a sip. It’s not my fault he scarpered the whole cup
and emptied it when I turned my back.”


“A few days of drinking nothing but
water will teach you to keep a closer eye on him.” The Hunter cocked an
eyebrow. “Or, at the very least, your wine.”


Evren rolled his eyes and muttered
something the Hunter chose not to hear. 


The Hunter reached into his cloak and
drew out a pair of silver drakes. “Evren, why don’t you run
ahead with Hailen to the inn and order us a meal?” 


A mischievous glint sparkled in the
thief’s eyes as he took the coins. The Hunter had no doubt the youth would
order and empty his cup of wine before they arrived. 


“Come on, Hailen.” Evren turned to the
younger boy with a smile. “Race you there!” 


Evren tore off up the street, Hailen
following along as fast as his chubby legs could carry him. 


The Hunter smiled as he watched them go.
The addition of Evren to their little party had done wonders for Hailen, and
had helped the young thief as well. He’d taken Hailen under his wing, almost
like an older brother, yet Hailen’s simple innocence had helped to bring down
the defensive walls Evren had erected. He would never truly be free of the
things that had been done to him, but perhaps he could find a way to move
forward. Hailen just had that sort of effect on people. 


“I know you don’t want to talk about
it,” Kiara said in a quiet voice, “but we’ve avoided the topic of Hailen long
enough.” 


The Hunter sighed. “There hasn’t been
one night since leaving Enarium where I didn’t question what the right choice
was.” He turned to face her. “When I first brought the boy with me, I told
myself it was for his own sake. I couldn’t leave him in the Beggar’s temple,
not after what I did to Moradiss and all the others. Then, I convinced myself
he could help me hunting demons. After the Advanat, it was all about finding
answers and curing the Irrsinnon.”


“You’ve watched him like a hawk.” Kiara
raised an eyebrow. “Has there been any hint of the madness at all?”


The Hunter shook his head. “Rothia was
as good as her word. That opia draught
worked its magick, and he’s been fine ever since. Which makes
the decision so much more difficult. I want to do what’s right for the
boy, but I don’t know what that is.”


“The life we’ve chosen isn’t fit for a
child, especially not one like Hailen.” Kiara leaned against the wagon and
folded her arms beneath her breasts. “You swore your oath to Kharna to hunt
down the Abiarazi and drag them back to Enarium to sustain him against the
Devourer. That has to be your
priority—Keeper’s teeth, the future of the whole bloody world
hangs in the balance.”


“I know. And there’s no way I can drag
Hailen around Einan as I do what needs to be done. I can’t let him grow up
watching me kill people, even in the name of saving the world.” The Hunter let
out a long breath. “Yet I can’t imagine my life without him in it. It’s only
been a few months...” 


Kiara shot him a smile. “But the
adorable little bastard’s grown on you, hasn’t he? Watcher help me, I can’t
imagine life without him either.” She shook her head, her expression
disbelieving. “These last weeks on the road have been some of the happiest in
my life. Can you believe that? Everything I’ve lived, and traveling with a
half-demon assassin, a former Lectern apprentice turned thief, and a kid who
doesn’t know how to stop talking has almost made me forget the shit I’ve seen
and done.” 


“He’s got that way about him.” The
Hunter turned to the northeast, toward where he knew Malandria waited. “So what
is the right thing to do here? Turn him over to the Beggar Priests, to a life
where he’ll be safe and protected? How could I not do that, knowing where my path leads? Yet how could I live
without him?”


Kiara sighed and slipped her hand into
his. “I wish I could give you an answer, truly. But this is one decision you
have to make on your own.” She stared up into his eyes, and there was no
revulsion or disgust as she saw his midnight eyes—the eyes that marked him the
offspring of demons, perhaps even tainted by the Destroyer. “Whatever you
decide, I stand with you.”


“Are you sure?” He turned toward her,
and his brow furrowed. “When I told you of the oath I swore to Kharna, I didn’t
mean for it to consume your life as
well as mine.” He spoke the words with effort. “You don’t have to help me.
You’ve still got a chance for a normal life.”


“Normal?” Kiara’s eyebrows shot up, and she gave
a bitter laugh. “My life was never anything close to normal. Normal doesn’t
lead to your becoming a Finger of the Bloody Hand. Normal doesn’t send you
across the world to chase down a demon.” She shrugged. “But normal be damned.
Sir Danna helped me find my purpose: hunting demons. Even if that means I have
to put up with you and your brooding, I’ll join you in
fulfilling that purpose.”


The Hunter scowled. “I don’t brood!”


Kiara rolled her eyes. “Hunter, you are
the champion brooder. No one, and I
mean no one, can match that look you get on your face when you’re thinking deep
thoughts.” She laughed and pointed. “Yes, that’s the face! Like those storm clouds
we ran into crossing the Whispering Waste, but way, way more serious.”


The Hunter’s frown deepened to a scowl.


Kiara laughed,
a high-pitched sound that echoed with genuine happiness. Then her expression
grew serious. “You can’t do this alone, Hunter. You can’t save the world by
yourself. You’re going to need help. Hells, I’m a bloody bad-ass and even I’m
not enough to help you do what needs to be done. We’re going to need an army.”


The Hunter nodded. “I know.”


He had an idea where to find one, too.
The Elivasti in Enarium had been all but wiped out, but at least a few hundred
had to have survived on Kara-ket. Perhaps he could convince them to join
him—after all, they had made the same vow to their ancestors the Serenii as the
Bucelarii had. With the Masters of Agony wiped out and the Abiarazi no longer
in control, the violet-eyed Elivasti had the chance to choose what their futures held.


But
what is an army without weapons?
Once again, he turned back to face Malandria; Malandria, where the Cambionari
vaults beneath the House of Need held dozens, perhaps even hundreds of the Im’tasi weapons
they’d taken from slain or captured Bucelarii. With Soulhunger and the Sage’s
sword, he had two—three, counting the sword he’d taken from the First of the
Bloody Hand and hidden atop the Palace of Justice. With all those weapons, we can sustain Kharna in his struggle against
the Devourer of Worlds.


People would die. On Einan, people
always died. Men, women, even children, lost to war, famine, pestilence,
violence, greed, and hatred. How many of them deserved better, deserved to
live?


Yet how many of them had earned their
reward? Criminals, murderers, rapists, even assassins like him.
Noblemen who used their wealth and influence to exploit the innocent and
less-fortunate? Kings that sent their soldiers off to wage a
war of spite or for profit. Soldiers that pillaged, looted, raped, and
despoiled everything in their paths? 


Yes, Einan was filled with people that
deserved death. The Hunter—and those like Kiara and Evren who joined
him—wouldn’t hesitate to kill them. Killing them would erase their stain upon
the world, and in the process, save all the others from the Devourer. 


The Hunter had gone hunting his past, and
in doing so had found his future. A future filled with blood and slaughter, to
be certain, yet one with more peace than he’d known during his years in
Voramis. The voices in his head had fallen silent. He no longer needed the
subconscious imperative to drive him to fulfill his mission. Though he had not
yet grown accustomed to the quiet echoing in his mind, he welcomed it. This was
what he had longed for all his life, even if he hadn’t known it.


Yet even with the voices gone, he wasn’t
alone. He had Kiara and Evren, who had decided to join him in his mission to
eradicate the Abiarazi and feed Kharna. Perhaps one day he would have others to
aid him as well.


His eyes fixed to the north, and his
mind traveled beyond Malandria, across the arid Advanat Desert, over the Empty
Mountains, to where he knew Taiana lay in the highest room in the Illumina. Her
presence had followed him through the five thousand years he’d roamed Einan,
had brought them together in Enarium in time to save the world. Five centuries
was a long time, but he would make use of that time. When the Er’hato Tashat came again, he would
ensure Kharna had enough power to seal the rift against the Devourer once and
for all.


Somehow. He had five hundred years to figure it
out. That was time enough to find a way to put an end to the threat—it had to
be—and to find his daughter. 


He glanced down at his left wrist.
Beneath his bracer, he wore the little blue cloth Taiana had used to swaddle
their daughter a lifetime ago. It bore Jaia’s scent: raspberries, fresh rain,
violets, and wild grass. Just as the knights of legend carried tokens to remind
them of their loved ones, he would carry that as a reminder that she was out
there. With Soulhunger’s help, he could use it to track her down.


What would he say when he found her? The
thought of that encounter left him nervous, but he would face it as he had
everything else in his life. Head on, charging straight forward, letting
nothing deter him. Even if he had to cross the Frozen Sea or swim down to the
sunken continent of Aegeos, he would find her.


His daughter. 


“Come,” he said, gripping Kiara’s hand
tighter. “Let’s get to the inn before Evren drinks his way through those
coins.”


“Or, Keeper forbid, Hailen does.” 


The sound of her laughter warmed the
Hunter’s heart. He still didn’t know how he felt about Kiara. He couldn’t deny
his attraction—on a physical, intellectual, even an emotional level—which had
begun when he met her long ago in The Iron Arms in Voramis. He would carry his
love for Taiana until he saw his wife’s face again, but his feelings would far
outlive Kiara’s short human lifespan. Perhaps, as he’d made space in his heart
for Farida, Bardin, Master Eldor, Hailen, and all the others, he had room for
her as well. One more part of his future that remained shrouded in uncertainty,
yet he had time enough to explore it. 


A
long life had its gifts as well as its burdens, I suppose. 


As he walked beside Kiara, he found his
free hand absentmindedly fingering the scars on his flesh. He still didn’t
fully understand why some of his scars disappeared and some remained—perhaps it
had something to do with his body repairing the scars when he shifted his form,
yet the deaths of the Abiarazi and Bucelarii imprinted on his mind remained
marked on his flesh. Either way, he found he no longer dreaded the scars.


They served as a reminder of the responsibility
he'd accepted. Every new mark proved that he’d helped to avert the end of the
world.


For the first time in his memory, the
Hunter had a true purpose. Not just survival or existence, but something to
live for. His story was far from ending; the future held something to fight
for, something to hope for. 


It was the best sort of future a man
like him—half-demon, half-human, outcast and killer—could ever want.










Afterword from the Author:


When I set about writing the Hero of Darkness series, I knew I
wanted the Hunter’s main story arc—from the discovery of demons in Voramis to
the revelations of the gods and Serenii and the real threat to Einan—to be concluded in six epic books.


I could not be happier with how the
story ended. 


It felt right for the Hunter to walk
away from his experiences changed, yet very much the same person in all certain
ways. He is still the same driven, determined, often
ruthless man who will not hesitate to kill those he believed deserves it. Yet,
by opening his heart to Farida, Bardin, Hailen, Kiara, Evren, and all the
others along his journey, he is a better man for it. 


So, when I typed “The End” on Darkblade
Savior, I knew his story wasn’t truly finished.


He learned the gods don’t exist, but
that they’re really Serenii.
How will that discovery shape not only his worldview, but that of the rest of
Einan?


He learned that there is an evil force
of chaos seeking to destroy the world. How can he stop it without sacrificing a million innocent
people?


He discovered that he swore an oath to
Kharna to help stop the Devourer of Worlds. How will he fulfill that oath?


He found his wife, only to lose her
again. How will that
affect him moving forward—both in his relationship with the humans around him
and his actions to be ready when she is freed from the Chamber of Sustenance in
500 years?


I could end the story on the hopeful
note—he’s determined to save the world, and he’s not doing it alone—but I don’t
feel ready to say goodbye to the character and his unique mission. 


So I won’t…


The Hunter’s journey WILL continue! 


Darkblade
Justice (Hero of Darkness Book 7)
continues the Hunter’s adventure and finally delivers a proper crossover with
Ilanna from the Queen
of Thieves series. 


It sets in motions the events that lead
into Heirs of Destiny, a series that
follows Evren, Hailen, and other characters both new and introduced in
the Queen of Thieves stories. After all, such strong young men deserve a tale
of their own, don’t they?


Darkblade
Justice will also show
a bit of what has happened after the
events of Darkblade Savior and the end of this journey from Voramis to Enarium.
From Darkblade Justice, begins a new phase in the Hunter’s life and mission to
save the world.










Darkblade Justice

(Hero of Darkness Book 7)


 





A tide of slain children.
A hunt for a faceless killer. A
clash of shadows and steel.


The Hunter of Voramis stalks a demon wearing human form. The
discovery of a child slaughtered in a bloody ritual sets him on a path to hunt
down the killers—and a collision course with the criminals that rule the
Praamian underworld: the Night Guild. 


Ilanna, Master of the
Night Guild, faces a
string of gruesome murders that threaten the peace of her city. The body count
is rising and a power-hungry Duke is eager to pin the blame on her and remove
the Guild from power. She vows to unmask the culprit before more innocents are
slain or, worse, her own followers wind up the next victims. 


An immortal assassin and a cunning thief. Both are determined to bring justice to
the slain at any cost. 


As long as they don’t kill each other
first…


An
epic clash ten books in the making! Worlds collide as the Hunter and Ilanna
face off in a battle for the city of Praamis. 


If you enjoy thrilling
murder mysteries and pulse-pounding sword and sorcery, you’ll LOVE Darkblade
Justice. Prepare for total immersion in the dark underground and grim streets
of Andy Peloquin’s epic fantasy world! 










More Books by Andy Peloquin


 


Queen
of Thieves


Book
1: Child of the Night Guild


Book 2: Thief of the Night
Guild


Book 3: Queen of the Night
Guild


 


Traitors’
Fate (Queen of Thieves/Hero of Darkness Crossover)


 


Hero
of Darkness


Book 1: Darkblade Assassin (May 29th)


Book 2: Darkblade Outcast
(June 5th)


Book 3: Darkblade Protector
(June 19th)


Book 4: Darkblade Seeker
(July 10th)


Book 5: Darkblade Slayer
(August 7th)


Book 6: Darkblade Savior
(September 4th)


Book 7: Darkblade Justice (October 2nd)


 


 


Different, Not Damaged: A Short
Story Collection










Try This Prequel Story!


[image: Life for a Life Cover]


 


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!










About the Author
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I am, first and
foremost, a storyteller and an artist--words are my palette. Fantasy is my
genre of choice, and I love to explore the darker side of human nature through
the filter of fantasy heroes, villains, and everything in between. I'm also a
freelance writer, a book lover, and a guy who just loves to meet new people and
spend hours talking about my fascination for the worlds I encounter in the pages
of fantasy novels.


Fantasy provides us
with an escape, a way to forget about our mundane problems and step into worlds
where anything is possible. It transcends age, gender, religion, race, or
lifestyle--it is our way of believing what cannot be, delving into the
unknowable, and discovering hidden truths about ourselves and our world in a
brand new way. Fiction at its very best!


 


Join my
Facebook Reader Group


for updates, LIVE readings, exclusive content, and
all-around fantasy fun.


Let's Get Social!


Be My Friend: https://www.facebook.com/andrew.peloquin.1


Facebook Author
Page: https://www.facebook.com/andyqpeloquin


Twitter: https://twitter.com/AndyPeloquin
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Gods of Einan


 


Kiro,
the Master: God of
virtue and nobility


Deralana,
Lady of Vengeance:
Goddess of warriors and vengeance


Garridos,
the Apprentice: God of
ventures and enterprise


The
Maiden: Goddess of
purity, devotion, and festivities


The
Illusionist: God of
coin, success, and madness


The
Bright Lady: Goddess of
healing


The
Swordsman: God of war,
heroism, and metal-smithing 


The
Mistress: Goddess of
trysts, secrets, and whispered truths 


The
Bloody Minstrel: God of
sickness, plague, and horrible music 


The
Watcher: God of the
night, god of justice and vengeance. Thieves and criminals know him as “the
Watcher in the Dark”.


The
Lonely Goddess: Goddess
of orphans and broken hearts 


The
Beggar God: God of
outcasts, the destitute, and the needy


The
Long Keeper: God of
death. 


 


Kharna,
the Destroyer, Breaker of Worlds: evil
god, seeks to destroy the world 


 










Darkblade Savior Characters


(in order of appearance/mention)


 


The
Hunter of Voramis/Hardwell/Drayvin: legendary
assassin, half-demon, wielder of Soulhunger (Chapter 1)


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
1)


Taiana:
the Hunter’s wife from
a lifetime and thousands of years ago, the woman he’s dreamed of and crossed a
continent to see (Chapter 1)


Neroth:
Bucelarii fighting with
Taiana in Enarium, slain by Elivasti wielding Scorchslayers (Chapter 1)


Kalil:
Bucelarii fighting with
Taiana in Enarium, young and naïve, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 1)


Hailen:
child cared for by the
Beggar Priests, innocent to an extreme, the Hunter’s ward, possesses mysterious
new abilities (Chapter 1) 


Kiara/Celicia: Fourth of the Bloody Hand, enemy
turned ally, protected Hailen from the Stone Guardians, helped the Hunter reach
the city of Enarium (Chapter 1—see Darkblade Assassin)


The
Sage: shadowy figure
mentioned by Toramin and Garanis in Darkblade Outcast, again
mentioned by Queen Asalah in Darkblade Protector,
demon, introduced in Darkblade
Seeker, devious as all hell, slain by the Devourer of Worlds (Chapter
2)


The
Warmaster: ruler of the
Masters of Agony, vicious bastard, delights in torture, psychopath, slain by
the Hunter in Darkblade
Seeker (Chapter 2)


Cerran:
Bucelarii fighting
beside Taiana, fiery red hair and beard, treacherous bastard, locked in the
Chambers of Sustenance by the Hunter (Chapter 3)


Father
Reverentus: high priest
of the Beggar God in Voramis, old, member of the Cambionari, not the Hunter’s
biggest fan (Chapter 4— see Darkblade Assassin and Darkblade Slayer)


Farida: Child saved by the Hunter (in Life for a Life), sold
flowers, slain by the demon in Darkblade Assassin
(Chapter 4)


Bardin:
former Illusionist
Cleric, homeless madman, very bald, slain by the demon Toramin in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
4)


Master
Eldor: former trainer
of the Hunter, Elivasti, well-respected, pawn of the Sage, slain by the Hunter
in Darkblade
Seeker (Chapter 4)


Arudan:
albino Bucelarii, bald,
former Secret Keeper, not fully right in the head (Chapter 5)


Graeme:
alchemist, lover of
erotic poems and romances, member of the information-collecting Hidden Circle,
the Hunter’s only “friend” in Voramis (Chapter 5—see Darkblade Assassin)


Jaia:
the Hunter and Taiana’s
daughter, locked away in the Chambers of Sustenance, very much alive somewhere
on Einan (Chapter 7)


Garnos:
Elivasti Elder  working with
Taiana against the Sage, an honorable man, slain by his own kind (Chapter 11)


Setin
and Ardem: Elivasti
guards in the Pit, vicious bastards, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 14)


Sir
Danna Esgrimon: Knight
of the Order of Piety in service to the Beggar God in Malandria, redhead,
Cambionari priest, seeking vengeance for the death of her apprentice, slain by
the Stone Guardians in Darkblade Slayer
(Chapter 14)


Ryat:
prisoner in the Pit,
spent his entire life in captivity, waiting to die, natural-born leader
(Chapter 14)


Ryken: Detrarch of the Blood Sentinenls,
slain, a suitable disguise to get the Hunter into the Pit (Chapter 26)


Toramin:
demon in human flesh,
murderer, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
27)


Rothia:
Garnos’ wife, chief
gardener of the Terrace of the Sun and Moon, skilled with a trowel,
sharp-tongued (Chapter 28)


Engen
and Iyadar: Elivasti
guards in the Pit, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 29)


Kharna:
not
a god, last of the
surviving Serenii, bound to the Illumina to defend Einan against the Devourer
of Worlds (Chapter 36)


Athid:
freed prisoner, the
Hunter’s escort through the mob (Chapter 49)


Evren:
pickpocket and clever
thief from Darkblade Slayer,
knows more about the Master’s Temple than he lets on, hiding dark secrets,
recruited to the Hunter’s mission of feeding Kharna (Epilogue)
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