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The
Hunter danced on empty air. Only his tenuous grasp on the cliff averted a
plunge to certain death. He clawed at the craggy precipice, desperate for a
handhold. His heart pounded a furious beat against his ribs. His right hand
quivered, his grip threatening to give way. Numb fingers felt for any crack or
seam in the stone, no matter how small.


There! He thrust two fingers into the crevice.
Sharp rock carved furrows into his flesh. Blood—his blood—trickled down the
cliff face, but he felt nothing. The cold and wind had stolen all feeling from
his hands hours ago. 


His
soft-soled boots found purchase on a narrow ledge. The Hunter clung to the rock
face, every muscle in his body trembling with fatigue and fear.


That was too close! 


He
swallowed the acid bubbling up from his throat and willed his stomach to stop
its terrified cavorting. He'd survived many deaths; he had no desire to find
out if a fall from this height could kill him. 


He
glanced over his shoulder. Somewhere down there, Hailen, the boy he'd rescued
in the Beggar Temple in Malandria, waited for him. The proprietor of the town's
smallest inn had been only too happy to care for Hailen; the pile of coins the
Hunter left guaranteed his eager compliance. But if he plummeted to his death,
what would happen to the boy?


The
sun hung low in the sky, the daylight fading fast. He had to find a place to camp for the night. He needed rest, out
of the biting, shrieking wind that whipped through the Yathi Mountains after
dark. The gale could rip him from the rock face and send him plummeting to the
valley hundreds of paces below.


Gritting
his teeth against the ache in his exhausted muscles, he continued the ascent. Of course the “Sage” would be at the top of
some impossibly high mountain. Bastard demon!


He
cursed the day he heard the name of the “Sage". That was the day Bardin,
the Malandrian beggar who'd become his friend, had died at the hands of the
demon Toramin. 


When
first he encountered the Demon of Voramis—masquerading as both the First of the
Bloody Hand and Lord Jahel of the Dark Heresy—he'd thought it ill fate. But after
meeting Toramin and Garanis, the Abiarazi wearing the form of an Illusionist
Cleric, he'd begun to fear the infestation was more widespread. Queen Asalah,
the demon queen of Al Hani, had confirmed his suspicions. All three demons had
spoken of the Sage's plans for Einan, and the role he had assigned them.


So
this Sage was the head of the snake, the marionette artist pulling strings
behind the scenes. His plans would lead to chaos and slaughter across Einan.
The Hunter could not allow that. 


True,
humans had shunned him, inflicted cruelties on him, and endeavored to eradicate
his kind. Yet a few individuals had proven mankind a cause worth championing.
Farida, who had been delighted to see him though he hid behind the disguise of
a pudgy tailor. Bardin, the half-mad Malandrian who had offered him, a total
stranger, shelter and food, crude as they might have been. Hailen, the
too-naïve boy unable to grasp the cruelties of the world, a child who saw
everyone as a friend. These, and others, had shown him the bright side of human
nature. He couldn't allow people like them—the weak, helpless, and innocent—to
suffer in the Abiarazi's bloodthirsty campaign to conquer Einan and return
Kharna, the Great Destroyer, to the world.


Which
is how he found himself clinging to a frozen cliff face, far too high above the
Hrandari Plains. If demons did this Sage's bidding, the Hunter had no choice
but to hunt him down and put an end to his machinations. Without the Sage to
give them commands, the other Abiarazi would prove much easier to eliminate.
Einan would be free of demons, permanently. 


But
finding the Sage meant scaling Shana Laal, the highest peak in the Yathi
mountain rage. Right now, the Hunter found himself regretting his decision. Is it too much to ask for a quiet lake or
forest?


He
kept up a steady stream of curses as he climbed, both to ward off the chill and
his trepidation. Atop Shana Laal, he would find Kara-ket, the twin temples
occupied by the Masters of Agony and… 


And who? Therein lay the source of his anxiety. 


Torturers,
he could face. He'd first encountered whispers of the Masters of Agony,
virtuosos of the sanguine arts, over a decade earlier. Even Lord Jahel, the
Demon of Voramis, had spoken of them with reverence. One particularly popular
tale—of questionable veracity, but impressive nonetheless—told of a victim
they'd kept alive for years. And that was after they'd severed his limbs and
flayed the flesh from his bones. 


The
Hunter had little doubt he could face the Masters of Agony. He spoke the language
of violence as fluently as any on Einan. But the torturers only held one of the temples. What would he find
in the other? In the absence of facts, his mind conjured images beyond the
bounds of reality. 


The
cliff crumbled beneath his right boot, and shards of stone tumbled free. The
Hunter's stomach churned as he watched the rocks disappear into the mists
below. 


One problem at a time. 


He
forced himself to keep climbing. He'd always loved the heights of the Palace of
Justice. He'd climbed the Black Spire in Praamis, stared across Malandria from
the pinnacle of Lord Apus' towering mansion, and gazed out over Al Hani from
atop the al-Malek’s enormous palace. But these heights were altogether
foreign—and terrifying.


A
shrieking filled the Hunter's mind, echoing the stinging wind. Damned demon! Can't you be silent?


The
voice—it had been a voice once; now, it mostly screamed and wailed
incoherently—belonged to his ancestor, the Abiarazi who had fathered him on
some human woman he couldn't remember. It refused to leave him in peace, but
only granted him brief periods of silence after he fed its demand for blood.


It's getting worse. 


He'd
killed the previous morning, before beginning his ascent of Shana Laal. He
hadn't bothered to learn the name of his victim, but the man had been found
guilty of molesting his young daughters. The Hrandari's strict code of
punishment sentenced him to hang. The Hunter had delivered the Watcher's
justice a day early. 


That death should have been enough to
keep the voice at bay for at least another day or two. It's coming
back too quickly.


The
weight of his gear—weapons, minimal supplies, and thin blanket—threatened to
drag him from the wall with every agonizing step. The straps of his pack gouged
into his shoulders. Blood trickled from myriad cuts in his fingers, rendering
the cliff walls slick. Though his flesh healed, every step upward brought new
wounds and added to the quiver in his muscles. The howling polar winds, the
screeching in his mind, and his exhaustion increased the Hunter's desperation. 


There has to be something around here! He scanned the rocks overhead. Some sort of cave, crevice, hollow…anything.


High
above, he caught a glimpse of an overhang. A patch of darkness beneath hinted
at a break in the sheer cliff face. He forced his tired body onward. Just a few
more steps, and he'd be able to rest. Even his inhuman stamina could reach a
breaking point. The monstrous Shana Laal seemed determined to push him to his
limits.


The
fading sunlight sparkled on the snow-covered cliff. Sunset bathed the mountains
in a soft glow, mixing violent hues of red and orange with gentler purples and
blues. Tired as he was, the Hunter had to stop and drink in the panorama. The
world spread out at his feet, disappearing into the horizon in every direction.
Awe wrestled with his terror at the immense height.


The
sun dipped beneath distant hills, and the final vestiges of daylight
disappeared. The moon, already high in the darkening sky, grew brighter as the
sunlight bade its last farewell. Shivering from the biting wind, the Hunter
pushed himself to climb faster. The false sunset granted him a few extra
minutes, but night would overtake him sooner than he'd like. 


The
temperature plummeted with the dying light. The wind tugged at the Hunter's
cloak with frosty fingers. The blood that dripped from his fingers froze into
patches of crimson ice, and an unreal cold sliced through his fur-lined cloak,
chilling him to the bone. 


The
Hunter gasped in relief as he pulled himself up onto the ledge beneath the
overhang. He lay on the hard, cold stone, panting. Every heartbeat sent a fresh
wave of pain through his limbs. The biting chill faded beneath the agony of
knotted muscles unclenching, and he labored for each breath in the thin, icy
air.


Groaning,
he pushed himself up to his elbows and studied his perch. A narrow ledge ran
beneath an outcropping of rock, disappearing around a corner. His heart sank.
He couldn't stay here. The cliff offered little protection from the wind and
snow. He had to find another place to spend the night.


He
eased himself out onto the ledge, wincing at the pain in his hands. Already
they had begun to heal, all but the deepest wounds closing. But the ache of
cold and fatigue remained. Muttering a curse, he clutched the stones and worked
his way around the cliff. He made slow progress, ever aware of the chill
seeping through his cloak. Sleet soaked into his long hair and dripped down his
neck. A shiver ran down his spine. Shana Laal took its toll in blood as the
sharp rocks carved fresh gashes in his frozen hands.


A
shout of triumph escaped his lips as he rounded the bend in the cliff. The
final rays of daylight shone on a hole that disappeared into darkness. A cave!


He
crouched at the entrance, keen eyes scanning the shadows. Thick, all-consuming
obscurity filled the cave. Instinct screamed at him to flee; who knew what lay
within. 


The
Hunter pushed the nagging worry aside. I'd
take a horde of bloodthirsty demons over that biting wind any day!


He
didn't bother with the heavy sword on his back. He doubted he'd have much room
to wield it. Besides, Soulhunger will
serve far better.


The
dagger slid from its sheath with a whisper of steel on leather. A quiet
presence throbbed in the back of his mind. Soulhunger, the dagger bequeathed to
him by his Abiarazi ancestors, had fed on the blood of the guilty Hrandari.
He'd silenced its demands, for now. The insistence would return—it always did. Now, if only that accursed demon would shut
up as well! 


After
a day of shrieking wind, the silence of the cave felt…eerie. The screeching in
his mind only made it worse. A primal terror set his heart hammering against
his ribs, twisting his stomach in knots. Tightening his grip on Soulhunger's
hilt, he drew in a deep breath, then another. The rush of blood in his ears
made it impossible to hear anything. 


He
crept deeper into the cave, clenching his fists to suppress the tremor in his
hands. I'm just exhausted, he told
himself. The Hunter is never afraid!


A
low rumble echoed through the cave. The Hunter froze, not daring to move. It
came again, and again. The steady, rhythmic sound was almost like…snoring? The scent of dried blood and
wet fur filled the cavern.


One
hand on the cave wall, he slithered forward, the soft soles of his boots making
no noise. Warmth emanated from the cavern ahead. The rumbling grew louder with
every step. 


His
heart sank as he realized the source of the sound. A Keeper-damned Yathi Brumal bear. He'd heard of the massive
omnivores that lived high in the Yathi Mountains. The tales had painted them as
sleeping giants, but woe to the unwary mountaineer who entered their demesnes. 


Crouching,
he pondered his next move. If he made no sound, he could retreat without
alerting the bear to his presence. He dreaded a night huddled at the mouth of
the cave, but at least he'd be out of the wind. A fight in the dark would be
terribly one-sided, and not in his favor.


He
shuffled away from the slumbering creature as quietly as he could, but his heel
struck a rock. He toppled backward and the crash of steel on stone reverberated
through the cave. He scrambled to his feet in a heartbeat, slipping the pack
from his shoulders, but the damage was done.


The
rumble turned to a low, dangerous growl, accompanied by the sound of massive
paws thudding toward him. Acting on instinct, the Hunter threw himself to the
side. His head slammed into the cave wall and the world whirled.


Enormous
claws slashed his face, carving deep furrows. The Hunter screamed in agony. Hot
blood gushed from the wound. He staggered beneath the impact of the blow,
waving Soulhunger blindly before him. A huge paw struck his hand, knocking the
dagger from his grip and snapping his wrist. Another scream burst from the
Hunter's lips.


With
his left hand, he fumbled for the long sword on his back. Before he could draw,
a massive furry body slammed into him, hurling him from his feet. He crashed
into stone and slumped to his hands and knees. A roar thundered through the
cave, and the scent of the predator filled his world. Something struck the side
of his head with the force of a charging horse, knocking him to the ground. An
immense weight pressed on his chest, and his ribs creaked. Agony raced through
every muscle in his body. His uninjured left hand was trapped beneath him; only
his right hand was free. Pain flared through his shattered wrist as the bone
healed, but not fast enough. He had seconds before the bear ripped him to
shreds. 


A
terrifying memory slammed into him. A
rust-colored bear emerged from its den, transformed into a slavering, snarling
thing of nightmare. Dark eyes locked on to the man, the creature's paw slapped
the ground. Mouth open, fangs bared, its pink mouth contrasted with blood-red
fur.


The bear's scent mixed lust and rage,
overpowering the man. Claws and fangs backed by prodigious strength sought his
flesh. He gripped a makeshift weapon in trembling fingers. Human eyes locked on
to beast's. Intelligence no longer burned in the bear's eyes; only maddening
need remained.


He
was trapped in the Chasm of the Lost once more. Sensations washed over him: the
reek of blood and lust, the brilliant shine of crimson rocks, the overwhelming
dread. 


Fear flashed through his mind. The
bloodbear towered over him and weighed four times as much, with strength enough
to tear limb from limb. He fled the death hunting him.


Now,
pinned to the ground by the enormous beast, escape was impossible. Death had
found him.


 












Chapter Two
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The
reek of blood and rotting meat permeated the Hunter's nostrils. Warm saliva
dripped onto his face. Ice coursing through his veins, he gathered his legs
beneath him and, with strength borne of terror and desperation, poured every
shred of his inhuman might into his muscles. The bear's bulk shifted. The
pressure lifted from his chest, and he sucked in a shuddering wheeze.


Twisting
his torso, he wrenched free his trapped left arm in the heartbeat before the
bear's weight crashed back down atop him. His breath whooshed from his lungs,
and he fought for air. His ribs creaked and buckled beneath the pressure. Agony
flared along his sides as bone snapped. He cried out, and the bear answered
with an ear-shattering roar.


His
left hand scrabbled in the darkness, searching for anything he could use as a
weapon. Panic welled up within him. The demon's terrified, incoherent shrieking
echoed in his head. Soulhunger throbbed in the back of his mind.


Soulhunger! The bear had knocked it from his grasp,
but it had to be somewhere nearby. 


His
fingers closed around something hard and round. He lashed out, and stone
cracked again the bear's skull. Sharp teeth ripped into his shoulder, tearing
flesh and crunching bone. The Hunter's cries echoed from the cavern walls,
growing louder as the bear mauled his face and torso. Blood spurted from a deep
gash in his neck, staining his clothes and turning the dust beneath him to mud.


His
questing left hand found the familiar leather grip. He closed his grip around
the hilt and slashed Soulhunger across the furry limb pinning him to the
ground. He gasped as the weight lifted from his chest and drew in a wheezing,
coughing breath. A heavy paw slammed into his head. Pinpricks of light swam in
the darkness; he couldn't focus, couldn't think.


He
acted on reflex. The dagger in his left hand carved wicked gashes into the bear's
flank and leg. When the creature retreated, the Hunter waved Soulhunger before
him, a pitiful shield against his massive foe. 


The
darkness pressed in around him, the air thick with dust and the tang of copper.
Terror turned his blood to ice. 


The
enormous furry bulk slammed him into the stone wall, sending waves of agony
shooting through his torso. But the animal instinct that had kept him alive for
so many years kicked in. He slammed Soulhunger point-first into the back of the
bear's head. He felt the moment the tip pierced the thick skull bone and sliced
through the soft, squishy mass of brain. 


The
bear's roar choked off into a groan. The Hunter drove the dagger deeper and
twisted, and warm wetness trickled down his arm. With a shudder, the massive
creature slumped against the wall. The crushing weight snapped the Hunter's
legs like dry twigs. He screamed as shards of bone sliced through his calves
and ground against the stone wall behind him. Acid surged in the back of his
throat and burst from his lips. He wrestled with the immense bulk, his breath
coming in shallow pants. Strength drained from his muscles as his blood leaked
onto the dusty stone floor. And still he wrestled, desperation driving him. 


This can't be how it ends! He'd come too far, endured too much to
die in the darkness.


Red
hot pokers burned in his legs. He screamed with the effort, every sinew
straining. He channeled his pain and rage into one final desperate heave. With
agonizing slowness, the bear's massive form rolled to the side.


The
Hunter collapsed atop shattered legs. He clung to the cool stone beneath him,
fighting to stay awake. 


Lips
pressed tight, he wriggled his torso around and grasped his right foot. An
animal howl burst from his throat as he pulled the leg back into position. The
reek of his vomit filled the cave, tainted with the scent of blood—Bucelarii
and bear alike. He slumped, sobbing with the torment.


Just…one…more! He had to set the bones before losing
consciousness. If not, they would heal crooked.


He
gripped his left foot and, with a roar, twisted it into place. A thousand
daggers stabbed into his leg, shadows swirled around him like a fog. He
welcomed it, and the pain faded away with his consciousness.


 


* * *


 


He
awoke to the stench of vomit, blood, and death. The darkness pressed in on him,
and a fist squeezed his chest. 


Need…light! 


For
one terrible moment, he was back in the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis. The
mountain had collapsed atop him, its inexorable weight squeezing the life from
him. His breath came in short, sharp gasps as panic overwhelmed him. 


He
crawled toward the mouth of the cave, dragging his throbbing legs, grunting at
the ache in his ribs, his wrist, his chest. A gentle breeze drifted down the
tunnel, bringing the scent of fresh snow. Biting cold filled the cavern, but
the Hunter didn't care. His mind screamed at him to escape the oppressive
gloom. 


He
all but threw himself onto the narrow ledge beyond, groaning his relief into
the icy night air that bit like daggers in his lungs. The pale moon hung low in
the sky, and the first glimpse of daylight glinted over the horizon. For what
seemed an eternity, he lay there, listening to the soft whispering currents of
air that had replaced the shrieking wind.


He
drew in a shuddering breath, then another, and pushed himself upright to
recline against the snow-covered rocks. Had he really been unconscious the
entire night? Closing his eyes, he basked in the sensations: cold, pain,
hunger. All reminders he still lived.


Barely. 


A
shiver ran down his spine, and it had little to do with the chill wind. The
creature's blood—and his own—still covered his hands, his chest, and face. Much
as he wanted to leave this place, he couldn't resume his climb. Not until he'd
recovered. His ribs and shoulders burned as the lacerated flesh re-knit. His
legs wouldn't support his weight yet, and his neck ached every time he moved
his head. He flexed his right hand, found the fingers slow to respond. 


His
mind raced. But how was that possible? Soulhunger should have restored him, yet
the dagger had failed. 


His
heart sank. It wasn't human. Only
human blood would sate Soulhunger's thirst. 


An
immense weight settled on his shoulders. He was trapped. He'd tried to fight
the voices—the dagger and the demon in his mind—to resist their demands for
death. In the end, no matter how hard he struggled, they always won. His
fingers traced the scars etched into his chest. They reminded him of his
failures: one scar for every soul consumed. He'd stopped counting long ago. 


Yet
he couldn't bring himself to cast Soulhunger away. As much as hated the dagger,
he needed it—almost as much as it needed him. He felt naked without it. It had
saved him from death more times than he could count. More than that; to
survive, to rid the world of the Abiarazi, he needed the terrible power it
offered. He would bear the burden of its terrible cost. The blade was part of
him, the only link to his forgotten past.


Not
his only link, not any more. Imperius, the insane Illusionist Cleric in Al
Hani, had done something to his mind. In attempting—and failing—to erase his
memories, the madman had unlocked a door deep in the Hunter's subconscious.
Fragmented images and scenes had returned in a trickle, tantalizing him with
the barest hints of truth. Most frustrating of all were the rare glimpses at
the mysterious woman who had haunted him for decades.


Her. He drew in a deep breath, as if hoping to catch a hint of
the smell that brought mixed sorrow and joy. It always comes back to Her.


For
as long as he could remember, he'd dreamed of Her. Vague hints that disappeared
like dust on the breeze. Then, in Voramis, he'd actually seen Her, clear as if
She stood before him. He'd clung to that image as he rode north, escaped the
Chasm of the Lost, and crossed the Advanat. Since leaving Voramis, his primary
thought had been to find Her.


Since
Al Hani, She had plagued his dreams. He saw Her as he slept, and awoke to a
wrenching pain in his heart. He relived the happy moments they'd spent
together, the sorrow in Her eyes as She bid him farewell, and the agony of Her
betrayal. She'd delivered him to the Illusionist Clerics, and they'd stolen his
memories. Memories of Her and of his past. He'd journeyed to find Her; She
would have answers for him.


His
desire to find Her outweighed everything. Well, almost everything. He'd put
aside his desire to find Her in order to rescue Hailen from the bandits. He
could do so again to put an end to the Sage. But once he had eliminated the
greatest threat to Einan—a threat no one but he knew existed—nothing would keep
him from traveling north to find Her. 


He
leaned over the ledge. Pinpricks of light dotted the landscape and faint sounds
drifted up from Kharan-cui, the settlement built in the shadow of Shana Laal. 


Try
as he might, he couldn't help worrying about Hailen. In every way, the boy
was…unique, unlike any other the Hunter had met. He lacked coordination and
strength, and fatigued more quickly than ordinary children. The differences
went beyond the physical, too. His innocence bordered on a dangerous extreme,
as if he couldn't understand that people meant him any harm. Upon their first
encounter, what seemed a lifetime ago, the boy had walked up to him, dauntless
and friendly amidst the abattoir of what had been his home. The Hunter had
killed the Beggar Priests that protected him, yet Hailen showed no sign of
fear. That was what had sparked the Hunter's desire to protect him. In the
ruthless, unforgiving world of Einan, the boy had no chance of survival. 


Hailen's
captivity at the hands of Il Seytani, the brutal bandit leader of the Sah'raa,
had changed him. He jumped at shadows, cried out in his sleep. He'd grown
withdrawn and sullen. Weeks of travel from Al Hani had taken a toll on the lad.
He'd spent a week in Kharan-cui, letting Hailen rest and recuperate while he
searched for someone he could leave the lad with. 


The
Hunter no longer deluded himself by believing he was best-suited to protect
Hailen. Il Seytani and the Advanat had taught him the truth. His presence only
placed the boy in greater danger. Because of him, Hailen had been captured by
bandits, locked in a cage, and come within a hair's breadth of dying. His fault. He wouldn't put the boy
through that again. He had to leave
Hailen in Kharan-cui, out of harm's way. The Hunter couldn't drag the boy into
his war against the Sage. 


The Sage. Thought of going to war against a man
powerful enough to command demons made even
him hesitate. Yet the Sage wasn't the only thing that drew him to Kara-ket.
In the twin temples atop the mountain he hoped to find answers about Hailen's
eyes. 


Fleeing
from bloodthirsty bandits, the Hunter had been forced to make a stand amidst a
ring of cursed standing stones. The "place of demons", as the bandits
called it, had somehow reacted to Hailen's presence. At the boy's touch, the
obsidian obelisks had unleashed a blast of power strong enough to hurl the
Hunter from his feet. 


Yet
in that same moment, the boy's eyes had changed—from an icy blue to a purple
nearly as dark as his own. He'd seen that color before. 


The
memory played in his mind. A face hovered
above him. Violet eyes stared down at him impassively. Another face appeared,
then more. They said nothing, only lifted him and carried him gently. Darkness.


Men
with purple eyes had saved him from death in the Chasm of the Lost and nursed
him back to health. But that wasn't the only place he'd encountered the
anomaly. In the Advanat Desert, he'd regained a fragment of his lost memories.
A middle-aged man with sun-darkened skin and violet eyes had trained him,
taught him the Way of the Hunt. 


Master Eldor, I called him. 


The
words came unbidden to his mind. "You
are one of the best to ever pass through the halls of Kara-ket. When you first
came, you had no memory of who you were or why you carried that weapon. Thanks
to the volumes in the Vault of Stars, you have learned more of your past."


The
Hunter hoped to find some trace of the man in the twin temples. He had no idea
how much time had elapsed since the day he'd seen in his memory, but perhaps
someone else with the same purple eyes could offer him answers about his past.
A slim hope, at best, but he had to risk it. He needed to learn what the change
meant for Hailen. He had to learn more about who he had been before he became
the Hunter of Voramis. 


But first, I have to deal with whatever
awaits me in Kara-ket. He
would do whatever it took to eliminate the man, or monster, who threatened all
of Einan. He'd prefer the quick and easy approach—Soulhunger would make short
work of the Abiarazi. But he'd paid the proprietor of the inn more than enough
to look after Hailen for weeks. 


He
had come to Kara-ket to kill the Sage, and, if possible, to learn of his plans
for Einan. His encounters with the demons in Voramis, Malandria, and Al Hani
made one thing clear: the Abiarazi and their minions hid in every city around
Einan. Surely the Sage would have information or written records that could
give the Hunter insight into his organization. The more the Hunter could
discover about the locations of the demons, the easier his efforts to track
them down and pick them off would prove.


He
had no illusions finding the information he sought would be that simple. He
couldn't outright kill the Sage, not until he had what he needed. If, as he
suspected, the Sage truly was an
Abiarazi, the Hunter's heritage as Bucelarii, offspring of demons, would work
in his favor. In the past, the Abiarazi had accepted him with open arms, even
offered him positions of power. He would play the willing vassal and worm his way
into the Sage's favor. When the time came, Soulhunger would drink Abiarazi
blood.


He
snorted. As if it's ever that easy with
demons! He'd narrowly survived his encounters with the Abiarazi in Voramis,
Malandria, and Aghzaret. His fingers crept from the jagged scars on his chest
to the silver pendant around his neck. He'd taken it from the body of his
friend, killed by Toramin, demon of Malandria. The smooth piece of metal served
as a reminder of what would happen to the innocent and helpless of Einan if he
failed. 


“So the clever Bucelarii decides to
confront the viper in his nest.” The
demon's mocking laughter echoed in his head. “You really do have a death wish.”


The
Hunter ignored the voice. At least it had ceased its shrieking long enough to
form coherent words, even insulting ones. The demon's descent into madness had
accelerated since Al Hani. Most days, he struggled to fight off its
unintelligible screaming and demands for death. His only peace came when he
killed to satiate its bloodlust, or when he stayed close to Hailen. Now, here
on the mountain, he was at the mercy of its insanity.


The
sun peered over the distant hills, driving back the night and splashing
glorious color across the sky. The Hunter reclined against the rock face and
closed his eyes. Sunrise did little to push back the chill, but he welcomed the
light. 


The
lands of the Hrandari—or Mori Khun, as they called themselves—stretched in an
endless sea of tall grass and gentle, rolling hills. The Mori Khun claimed
everything from the eastern edge of the Advanat to the towering Yathi
Mountains. On the six-week journey from Aghzaret to Kharan-cui, they'd
encountered just two small settlements. The Hunter hadn't understood the true
meaning of "in the middle of nowhere" until he spent a week in the
middle of the Hrandari steppes.


But there is no denying the raw beauty
of it. If only I had time to enjoy it.


He
climbed to his feet, ignoring the twinge in his legs. He flexed his right hand
and found the wrist moved easily. The ache in his neck had gone, and his ribs
no longer protested with every breath. 


Time to get climbing.


He
turned to the mouth of the cave, and a lump rose in his throat. His pack—with
his food, fortune, and equipment—lay beside the enormous carcass. He clenched
his fists and forced his feet to carry him into the darkness, where the reek of
blood and death hung thick in the air. He gave the bear's corpse a wide berth,
no easy task given that it occupied half the small cavern. The Hunter fought
back instinctive panic as he fumbled in the darkness for his pack and fur-lined
cloak. 


Donning
his gear, he crawled toward the exit. He gasped in relief as he stepped onto
the ledge. He welcomed the bright sunlight and the bite of the morning breeze. 


As
he chewed on his meager breakfast, a chunk of dried and salted meat washed down
with water, he contemplated his options. Continue his climb, or take a risk in
the darkened tunnels? The bear needed a supply of food and water, which meant
descending the mountain. Perhaps he could find a way to the mountain peak, and
he would be out of the wind and cold. 


But
in the tunnels, the chance of encountering another Brumal bear was too high.
And the idea of stumbling around in the darkness, trapped beneath a mountain
just waiting to collapse atop him, held little appeal. No, he would take his
chances with the icy face of Shana Laal. He preferred to see his path, even if
it came with the risk of falling to his death. 


With
one last thorough examination of his gear, he turned to the mountain. He'd have
to push himself to reach Kara-ket before nightfall. He had no desire to spend
another miserable night on the mountain. 


A
nagging worry echoed in the back of his mind, and he cast a glance at the town
of Kharan-cui far below. Be safe, lad.
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Every
muscle in the Hunter's body quivered from exhaustion, but he forced himself to
keep climbing. Though Shana Laal had pushed him to his limits of endurance, it
seemed he'd passed the worst of it. Sheer cliffs had given way to a steep slope,
one with plenty of handholds. The air, however, had grown thin, and the Hunter
gasped for each breath. He refused to stop. If he did, the fire in his arms and
legs would overwhelm him. Pushing his body kept his mind from worrying about
what awaited him in Kara-ket. 


Relief
flooded him as he scrambled up the final incline and onto the mountain's
summit. He fell to his knees on the hard stone, his limbs leaden. His heart
hammered against his ribs, and his lungs burned. He made no attempt to stand.
Shrugging out of his pack, he reclined against a large boulder. The throbbing
of his body—not yet fully healed from his encounter with the bear—settled to a
dull ache as he sucked in the icy air. 


He
glanced backward. The sight of the clouds below instead of above him seemed
terribly wrong. The unbroken field of fluffy white looked as if the world had
turned on its head. This high up, the wind buffeted him and whipped his cloak
into a flapping frenzy. Icy gusts tugged his hair free of its leather tie, and
he ground his teeth as it lashed at his face. He tugged his fur-lined robes
tighter about his body in an effort to ward off the stinging chill. 


The
mountain rose at a gentle incline for another few dozen paces, culminating in
jagged ridges that dipped and soared like the back of an immense white, grey,
and black beast of earth and stone. This high up, few plants could survive the
wind and snow. 


No sign of any twin temples, though. Doubt nagged at his mind. Those few
willing to give him answers had told him he would find Kara-ket atop Shana
Laal. But here he sat near the summit, with only dark, craggy rocks and clear
sky in sight. The Yathi Mountains stretched for leagues in every direction. The
sun had begun its descent toward the horizon; he had perhaps an hour or two
before sunset. He hadn't the time—or supplies, for that matter—to wander
aimlessly. 


But
he could afford a few minutes to recover. Already the tension in his cramped,
exhausted muscles had begun to fade. He filled his lungs, relishing the fresh,
clean scent of snow and stone. Up here, atop the highest peak in the Yathi
range, nothing polluted the purity of the air. 


A
familiar smell reached him. Iron! The
metallic tang twisted his stomach and set his senses on high alert. Pure iron,
the metal of the Swordsman himself, proved deadly to his kind. Steel lacked the
same effect—perhaps the carbon negated iron's poison. Unalloyed, the metal
could kill him; slowly, painfully, seeping into his blood and corrupting him
from inside out.


He
leapt to his feet, aches and pains forgotten, hand darting to his sword hilt.
The wind carried an odd whirring. Yet only snow-covered rocks met his questing
gaze. 


Where are you? A blur of motion caught his eye. There! 


Four
white and black-clad figures glided toward him, leaping between outcroppings
with predatory speed and grace. They whirled long, metal-tipped staves around
their heads, with bright tassels that produced the strange sound.


So this is the welcoming committee. The Hunter drew his sword with a hiss of
steel on leather. I'm definitely in the
right place. He slipped Soulhunger free but kept the dagger hidden in his
sleeve. 


Four on one. Not the worst odds I've
ever faced.


The
battle-rush washed away the last traces of the Hunter's fatigue, and his
muscles tensed in anticipation of an attack. The expected charge never came.
Instead, the approaching figures stopped just out of sword reach and spread out
in a semi-circle, their whirring staves a blur of motion. In unison, they
slammed metal-shod tips into the rocky ground. Sparks flew, and the crack echoed across the mountaintop.


The
Hunter dropped into a defensive stance, retreating a step to keep them within
his line of sight. Something about them struck as odd, but what?


The
figures stood silent as statues, holding their ground. One thrust a finger to
the cliff behind him. The message was clear: he was not welcome.


The
Hunter snorted. "Sure, I'll just climb back down now." His sarcastic
sneer turned to a growl. "Not bloody likely."


He
gripped his sword tighter, expecting them to enforce their command. They made
no move, but simply stood, staring. He found their taciturnity discomforting.
They wore flowing, hooded robes, cut in a style he'd never encountered before.
The garments clung to their frames, yet allowed for ample movement. Lines of
white and black swirled on their clothing, and masks with the same mottled
pattern hid their features. Only their dark eyes were visible through narrow
slits. They looked of a similar height and build—just shorter and leaner than he.
They wore no gloves despite the cold; strong hands gripped the heavy staves
with comfortable familiarity. Everything about them matched, down to the
colorful tassels on the staves.


"So
what now? We just stand here and watch each other freeze?"


A
crisp wind set their white and black cloaks fluttering, but none of the figures
moved a muscle. There was no mistaking the overt threat in their stances. 


"Strong
and silent types, are you?" The Hunter lowered his sword, and turned to
the figure on his far left. "What if we—" 


He
attacked mid-sentence—a good offense had always served him better than
defensive fighting. He leapt toward the robed figure on the far right and his
sword flicked toward the man's gut with the speed of a striking snake. Solid
wood struck steel, and knocked his sword wide. He threw himself backward a
heartbeat ahead of a flashing staff. The iron tip slammed into stone far too
close to his head, striking sparks. 


A
furious onslaught forced him backward, and he retreated from the whirring staff
that seemed to strike at him from every direction. The ornate white and black
whorls confused the Hunter's eyes and obscured the movements of its wearer. The
spinning tassel drew his attention, distracting him from the weapon's real
threat: the metal-shod tip.


A
blow to the gut doubled him over, and his breath whooshed from his lungs. The
staff crunched into his knee. He fell hard, and a sharp pain raced up his leg.
Rolling to one side, he leapt to his feet and, biting down against the torment
in his knee, hurled himself at his opponent. The staff whirred over his head as
he dropped low and lashed out with Soulhunger. He cursed as his blow, intended
to lay open the man's throat, clanged off metal. He slammed a fist into the
man's midsection, and his assailant fell back with a grunt. 


The
demon screamed in his mind, goading him to kill. Soulhunger begged for blood. Shut up, both of you! The force of their
cries set his head throbbing. You're
going to get me killed. He couldn't fight and keep the voices at bay. 


Before
the Hunter could press his advantage, a second masked figure darted forward,
and the whirling quarterstaff forced him back. A stabbing pain raced up his
injured leg, increasing with every shuffling step. He feigned retreat, then
threw himself into a lunge. Even as the staff whistled over his head, the tip
of his sword pierced the man's armor. Barely a scratch, but enough to make his
point.


He
retreated with a savage grin. "Not so tough, are you?" He held up his
sword with its crimson-stained point and raised an eyebrow at the two who
hadn't joined in. "You coming to the party next?"


They
attacked in perfect unison, weaving a deadly barrier of wood and iron. When one
struck high, the other darted in for a low blow. The Hunter ducked, dodged, and
twisted, letting instinct and years of training take over. He had no time to
think; he let his body react and trusted his inhuman speed to keep him alive.


His
sword fended off the flashing staves, yet still he retreated, skin crawling
from near-contact with the iron tips. He swore in frustration. He couldn't let
the metal tips touch him, yet found no opportunity to break through their
guards. It was as if they shared the same heartbeat. They fought with a skill
that far surpassed any opponent he'd faced. 


Suddenly
a stone turned under his foot, throwing him off balance and sending him
stumbling. As he flung his arms wide, a metal-shod staff drove toward his head.
Desperate, he threw himself to the side. Too late, he realized where he was. He
barely stopped himself from plunging off the cliff's edge. His heart leapt to
his throat as he glanced down at his heels, which hung over empty air. 


Gasping,
he ripped his gaze from the abyss. His two opponents stood just out of reach,
staves held at the ready. He didn't need to see their faces to read their
intentions. 


Think you can get rid of me that easily?
He tightened his grip
on his sword. I am the Hunter! 


Frustration
drowned out the pains in his gut and knee, and an animal roar tore from his
throat as he rushed the masked men. He brought his sword down in a wicked chop
that snapped the wooden staff. His blade struck the man square in the head with
enough force to crack chain links. Even as his opponent sagged, the Hunter
kicked out at the second figure. His boot collided with the man's head, sending
him staggering.


"Enough!"
One of the masked men shouted. The other three figures fell back in unison. 


The
Hunter studied his attackers, every muscle in his body tense, sword held in a
defensive position. 


"The
Sage is expecting you," the same man intoned. 


The
Hunter stiffened, eyes narrowing. How?



The
white and black-clad man gestured. "Follow us if you wish to speak to our
master." 


The
Hunter hesitated. He'd climbed the mountain to avoid the Sage's notice, only to find he was expected. Quite the unusual greeting party. 


"So
be it." He sheathed his sword. He'd come all this way to see the Sage; if
the men wanted to escort him there, he wouldn't stop them. 


Retrieving
his pack, he moved toward the four figures. He held his breath as he drew
within striking range. Moment of truth.


They
did not attack. With a curt motion to his companions, the foremost masked man
turned and strode up the mountain.


The
Hunter followed, keenly aware of the three surrounding him. His shoulders
tensed in nervous anticipation. He forced himself to keep his eyes away from
the iron tips of their staves. If they decided to attack, he wouldn't have time
to draw his sword. But he had no choice but to toss the dice and hope the odds
favored him. 


His
guides led him along a path that cut through the rock formations. Though it
rose in a gentle incline toward a pointed peak, his legs soon burned and he
struggled to breathe in the thin air. He winced as sharp rocks poked through
the soft soles of his climbing boots. The masked men, however, showed no sign
of fatigue.


The
crisp scent of fresh snow bit into his nostrils with every breath. Uncertainty
nagged in the back of his mind. These men were…odd. But why? What was it about
them? They talked, moved, and fought like ordinary men. He sniffed the air.
They didn't smell like demons. 


Watcher's teeth! Realization hit him. They have no smell at all! He drew in a
deep breath to confirm his suspicions. Every man, woman, and child on Einan had
a scent to mark them as unique. But not these men. 


His
mind raced. How in the frozen hell is
that possible? They stood an arm's length away, but he couldn't detect any
hint of odor—not even the smell of sweat or the blood staining their white
robes. 


He
cast a sidelong glance at his escorts. What
manner of men—or creatures—are they? 
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The
Hunter's jaw dropped as he crested the sloping ridge. Below and before him, nestled
in a broad caldera, stood the twin temples of Kara-ket.


The
temples—once home to the Adepts, the priests of the Swordsman, according to the
Hidden Circle alchemist in Al Hani—nestled in a natural bowl formed by the
peaks of the Yathi Mountains. The rocky slopes dropped away into vertical
cliffs, forming a wide stretch of flatland surrounding the twin towers. It
looked for all the world like a perfect island of peace and tranquility amidst
a roiling ocean of earth and stone. Yet the temples' construction stole the
Hunter’s breath. 


Two
enormous structures, carved into the face of the mountain itself, stood solemn
watch over the jagged ridges and valleys of the mountain range. The towers were
identical: from the unnatural perfection of their smooth, cylindrical design to
their breathtaking height, even to the bulbous dome squatting atop each tower. 


Even
from this distance, the Hunter could see they were enormous. He guessed at
least a thousand paces from one tower to the other, and close to four score stories
high. From this distance, the bridge that connected the towers three-quarters
of the way up looked frail and vulnerable, though it looked to have been built
with stones larger than he was tall. 


The
fading sunlight splashed a tapestry of bright colors across the mountains, but
the towers' color—a shade of blue-green he'd never encountered even in the
workshops of Voramis' most renowned artists—held his attention rapt. The
impossible hue of the stone stood in stark contrast to the dull grey, black, and
pristine white of snow-capped mountain peaks. The setting sun bathed the world
in an ethereal glow that both warmed the Hunter to his core but set his skin
prickling. Every step into this otherworldly sanctuary led deeper into danger.


His
guides descended the steep slope with confidence and grace. They seemed to
glide over the scree-covered decline, showing no sign of unsteadiness or
fatigue. He, however, had to place each foot with care. More than once, he
stepped on loose rocks and only his quick reflexes saved him. His face burned—from the cold, he told himself.


Yet
with every step toward the temple, in defiance of nature itself, the air grew
warmer. The mountain blocked the whipping wind and sheltered them from the
chill. The hidden valley resisted the snow and ice, providing a sanctuary for
plant and flowering life to flourish. Grass carpeted the floor, and here and
there stately evergreen trees dotted the expanse. 


A
rising peak hid the twin temples from view, but his escorts led him unerringly
through the maze of immense boulders. Though cracks and crevasses cut across
their path, the pace of his silent guards never slowed despite the treacherous
terrain. 


The
path led to a set of stairs carved into the stone of the mountain. The steps
snaked downward, disappearing among the crags hundreds of paces below.


The
Hunter winced at the fire in his legs and tried to control his labored
breathing. "More walking, eh?" 


Without
a word, one of the four masked figures motioned for him to continue.


Chatty lot, aren't they? 


He
soon lost count of the number of stairs. The straps of his pack dug into his
shoulders. The thin mountain air never quite filled his lungs, adding to the
ache of his muscles. The sky above darkened with the setting sun, and still
they descended. 


The
bluffs parted, and only an empty expanse of rocky terrain stood between the
Hunter and the temple. 


Such magnificence! From up close, the towers were even more
awe-inspiring. They dwarfed the Palace of Justice in Voramis and Lord Apus'
mammoth tower in Malandria. Only the Black Spire in Praamis approached the
daunting magnitude of the twin towers of Kara-ket. 


If Praamian legends are true, the Black
Spire was built by the Serenii. Perhaps the twin temples are also their
handiwork. 


Curiosity
and excitement warred with anticipation. He'd encountered the power of the
Serenii in the tunnels beneath Voramis, and again at the hands of Garanis, the
Illusionist Cleric-demon in Malandria. If the Serenii truly were the architects
behind the temples, what hidden secrets would they contain? Perhaps they held
the answers he sought. 


If
only he had the time to search. He had come here for a reason: to find Master
Eldor and eliminate the Sage. If he delayed, how many innocents would die at
the Sage's hands? The longer the Sage lived, the more suffering he would bring
on Einan. 


His
hand darted to his sword at a hissing sound. His eyes darted around, and he
nearly jumped as a gout of steam burst from the ground. A pillar of white rose
thrice his height and filled the air with humid warmth. 


He
stifled the urge to quicken his pace as they drew closer to the temples.
Already, the first stars twinkled in the sky. Yet his escorts seemed in no
hurry. They moved at an even pace up a tree-lined gravel path that led toward the
door set into the base of one of the twin temples.


The
door swung open as they approached. Two masked figures in matching white and
black robes stood at attention within the temple, long metal-tipped staves held
stiff at their sides. Without a word, they stepped aside to allow the Hunter
and his escorts to enter.


Stepping
into the temple felt like stepping into a world forgotten by time. The stone
walls looked as old as Einan itself, yet showed no sign of the wear so common
among the temples of Voramis. The House of Need in Malandria had reeked of
deliberate opulence, but despite the absence of lavish décor, the agelessness
of Kara-ket's bare marble floors and sturdy columns put it to shame. 


It
seemed as if the very stones of the temple amplified the flickering light of
the torches hanging from bronze wall sconces. Though darkness had all but
fallen outside, the interior of the temple was well lit. 


The
markings etched into the wall reinforced the solemnity of Kara-ket. The
intricate whorls and symbols matched those written in the stones beneath
Voramis and Malandria. The work of the Serenii.


The
guards led him through massive leaf-shaped archways and up a wide staircase. He
stifled a groan at thought of more climbing, but refused to let his silent
escorts see his fatigue. It took every shred of willpower to control his
breathing and ignore the ache in his legs. 


The
allure of those markings, at once familiar and alien, proved too much to resist.
His eyes traced the arcane symbols as he climbed. His curiosity burned, and he
wished he could read the stories written in those swirling lines and strange
shapes. 


For
a moment, a particular symbol looked almost…familiar. Impossible! The meaning played at the corners of his mind, yet
refused to coalesce. It has to be just a
trick of my mind. 


His
frustration mounted every time he thought he caught another glimpse into his
past, only to have the memory slip away. A
curse on all Illusionist Clerics and their damned meddling!


As
they climbed, the walls came to life with detailed carvings. The style of
sculpture was as esoteric as the symbols, and the two intermingled in a dance
of swirling lines and mystifying, half-understood images. They stirred something
deep within the Hunter. A glow formed in the pit of his stomach, and an odd
euphoria filled him. His fatigue melted away, his spirits lifted, as if an
invisible hand reached inside him and fanned some hidden flame to life.


Bloody hell! He tore his eyes from the carvings. The
warmth within him slowly dimmed, and his fatigue returned. He gripped his sword
hilt until his knuckles whitened. He would not let the temple's enchantments,
however subtle, to dissuade him from his true purpose.


The
stairs culminated in a flat landing, and at the far end stood a simple door,
flanked by two more white and black-robed figures. At their approach, the
guards swung open a door and motioned for them to pass.


Heavy
incense swirled from the room, and the Hunter's nostrils cringed at the smell
of cedarwood and musk. He had to shield his eyes as he entered. Alchemical
lamps hung around the room, bathing the spacious chamber in a soft glow. The
walls shimmered as if made of solid gold, with filaments of white and red
dancing among the yellow that looked far purer than anything produced by the
goldsmiths of Voramis. 


Furniture
carved with ornate representations of mythical beasts and images of battle
scenes decorated the chamber. The wood had a deep red tint, the mark of bloodwood.
The dining table alone cost more than a Voramian farmer earned in a lifetime.
The matching chairs, shelves, and armoires of the sitting room spoke of the
vast wealth of their owner. 


The
man himself sat cross-legged on cushions before a low table in the heart of the
room. Brow furrowed in concentration, he studied the Nizaa board spread out on
the table. He held up a slim finger, and the Hunter's silent escorts remained
unmoving until he made his move. 


When
he finally raised his head, a sly smile graced his lips. "Greetings,
Hunter." This, then, was the Sage. The man uncrossed his legs and rose in
one smooth, graceful motion. Perfectly-tailored robes clung to firm shoulders
that narrowed to a compact waist. He stood erect, head held high, studying the Hunter
with the confidence of a predator eyeing wounded prey. Something about the way
he stroked his angular, clean-shaven chin seemed unnatural.


Beneath
the cloying incense, a faint odor of rot and decay hung in the air. The stench
twisted the Hunter's stomach. And the
demon reveals himself. 


Of
course the Sage was an Abiarazi. Demons regarded humans as amusing playthings,
to be used and discarded at will. Though they hid their true forms beneath the
guise of mortality, they would never take orders from a "pitiful
human". Only an Abiarazi could rule their own. 


The
Hunter had come prepared to kill the creature; Soulhunger and the Swordsman's
iron blades—wrapped in cloth and tucked into his pack—would put an end to an
Abiarazi as surely as steel killed men. But right now, surrounded by armed men,
exhausted from his climb, the Hunter doubted he would survive an assassination
attempt. Even if he escaped and fled down the mountain, the Sage's minions
would pursue. He couldn't risk it; a desperate flight from Kharan-cui would put
Hailen in danger alongside him.


Better to bide my time until I can find
the right chance to strike. He
had to play things just right. 


"You are the Sage?" 


The
demon nodded. "I am." He twitched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow, and
intelligence burned in the midnight void of his eyes. "I must admit,
Hunter, you are the last person I expected to see. After what you did to stymie
my plans—"


The
Hunter shrugged. "I killed the creature that sought to hurt me. I make no
apologies for my actions."


The
Sage gave a jerky nod. "Nor should you. If anything, the fate of the
Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy attest to the fact that you are not a man to be
taken lightly."


The
Hunter kept his face impassive. Demons responded to strength; in order to earn
the Sage's acceptance—and eventually his trust—he had to prove himself as
ruthless as any Abiarazi. "Do not forget it." He twisted his lip into
a sneer. "But I am no man. You
dishonor me with the name."


"Not
a man, you say?" The curiosity in the Sage's obsidian eyes glittered
almost as bright as the oil that held his close-cropped hair plastered tightly
to his head.


The
Hunter drew back his hood. "Do you not recognize one of your own?"


"So
it's true!" the Sage breathed. "You should all be dead, but—" 


"Here
I stand," the Hunter said, his voice quiet. "The last of the
Bucelarii."


"After
all these years." The Sage turned his back on the Hunter. "We've
spent centuries searching for you and your kin. We'd never dared to hope…"


The
sudden emotion in the Sage's voice surprised the Hunter. He'd half-expected the
man—no, the demon—to order his men to
cut down the Hunter where he stood. But the Sage had reacted much as the other
demons had: they welcomed him. The First had offered the Hunter a chance to
rule Voramis by his side. Garanis and Apus, the demons in Malandria seemed
eager to work with him. Queen Asalah had wanted to turn over command of her
armies to him. They saw him as Bucelarii first; their offspring, a willing
servant. 


The
Hunter hid a smile. I can work with that.
He had to make the Sage believe he came in peace. He would play the submissive
Bucelarii, worm his way into the demon's confidence. Killing him will be much easier once he trusts me.


He
inclined his head. "Before he died, the First spoke your name with
reverence." He dropped his eyes, pretending hesitation. "Anyone who
could control the First of the Bloody Hand is a man worth my respect." 


A
smile broadened the Sage's angular face. "You do me honor, Bucelarii.
After all you have suffered at the hands of the accursed humans, you are a
welcome sight. One could even forgive your appearance…" He waved at the
Hunter's clothing. 


The
Hunter studied his torn, bloodstained robes. "The climb proved
more...difficult than I anticipated." 


"Indeed,
though I find myself wondering why you didn't simply ascend the Torturer's
Path." 


Those
who sought to contract the Masters of Agony knew to enter a particular tavern
in Kharan-cui. If their offering was accepted, they would be guided to the only
viable route to the twin temples, known as the Torturer's Path. The Hunter had
heard of the secret highway to the twin temples, but discarded it as a possible
ascent. An assassin rarely walked through the front door, and he hadn't the
coin to pay for the interview.


"Alas,
the First died before he could divulge the secrets of the journey to Kara-ket.
It required extensive research to find my way here." The Hunter gestured
to his escorts. "But if you knew I was coming, why set your lapdogs to
welcome me? I'm certain you know how to extend invitations that aren't accompanied by a skirmish."


A
smile played at the corners of the Sage's thin-lipped mouth. "Ah, you take
umbrage at my little test." He shrugged. "News of the stranger asking
for information on Kara-ket aroused my curiosity. When my men informed me you
were taking a less…conventional route, I was intrigued."


The
Hunter kept his expression impassive, but a worm of worry writhed in his gut.
If the Sage had known of his presence in Kharan-cui, could he know of Hailen?
He'd taken precautions to keep the boy's existence a secret—arriving in the
dead of night, sneaking in and out of his rooms after dark, and never being
seen in public in Hailen's company. He had to hope he'd done enough.


"So
you sent your men after me—" 


"Because
I had to know if you truly were the
Hunter of Voramis," the Sage said, "as I suspected. Few men on Einan
could face four of my Elivasti."


The
word sent a jolt coursing down his spine. When the violet-eyed people had
rescued him from the Chasm of the Lost, it was the single word they had spoken
as he departed. He hadn't known its meaning, until now. “Elivasti” was their name. 


He
bowed to his surprise. "I trust your curiosity is satisfied."


"To
say the least." The Sage strode forward, within arm's reach.


The
Hunter felt more than heard the men beside him tense, but the demon showed no
fear. 


"It
is good to know one of our offspring still lives." He placed a hand on the
Hunter's shoulder. "Better still to see him standing before me."


The
Hunter met the demon's midnight eyes. "I have traveled a long way to find
you, Sage. To find the one who can command Abiarazi across the face of
Einan." He stepped back. Appearing too eager would raise the Sage's
suspicions. "I came because I was told you could offer me answers."


"What
manner of answers?"


"About
my past. About the Bucelarii, and the Abiarazi."


"I
am certain I can provide the answers you seek." The Sage held his gaze
without blinking. "But after what you did in Voramis, you will understand
my hesitance to embrace you with open arms."


"Of
course." The Hunter suppressed a grin. He
doesn't know about Malandria or Al Hani. Tales of his destruction of the
Bloody Hand had spread across Einan like wildfire, but no one knew he had
departed Voramis. Anyone who'd known of his presence in Malandria or Aghzaret
was dead or too afraid of his wrath to speak. 


Perhaps he's not as well-informed as I
believed. But how long
until he learned the truth? Surely his minions and agents around Einan would
bring him the news. He couldn't wait to find out.


"Only
a fool would bring a stranger into his confidences, kin or no. My experiences
with our kind have left me equally reticent." He crossed his arms.
"But I can offer you something that would make a partnership worth your
while." 


"Indeed?"
Curiosity shone in the Sage's expression. "And what, pray tell, is
that?"


"Me."
The Hunter held out his hands. "You know who I am, what I do. I am
unmatched on Einan. After the demise of the Bloody Hand, the very mention of my
name carries a certain…potency. I am a weapon, to be wielded against your
enemies."


The
Sage's depthless eyes bored into the Hunter. "Why would you allow yourself
to be used? To my knowledge, your kind were ever a willful lot." 


"I
do not argue that." The Hunter gave a dismissive wave. "I do not come
as a servant in search of a master. I come as a warrior seeking an equal. I
call no one master, but if you can prove yourself a worthy partner, my skills
and my blade"—he drew Soulhunger—"are yours." 


The
four guards stiffened, but the Sage's slim hand flashed up. His predatory grin
held all the warmth of a snake. His eyes fixed on the dagger, and a sudden
desire filled his expression. 


The
Hunter sheathed the blade and folded his arms once more. 


Disappointment
crawled across the Sage's face, and his fingers twitched. "Very well.
Iriador!" As one, the white and black-clad guards snapped to attention.
"Show the Hunter to a room. One befitting his status as my guest of
honor."


The
man named bowed. "As you say, Great Master." 


The
Sage turned to the Hunter. "Rest, and I will come to you in the morning.
There is a great deal you can learn from me, if you are willing."


The
Hunter nodded. "Until the morrow."


With
that, he turned and strode from the room, surrounded by his silent escorts and
their iron-tipped weapons. 
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The
four white and black-clad guards led him down a single flight of stairs, then into
a narrow corridor. His soft-soled climbing boots whispered across the stone
floor. His escorts took him through a series of winding passages, as if trying
to confuse him. He had no doubt they would keep a guard stationed on his door.
Judging by the tension in their eyes and stiffness of their shoulders, they'd
have stationed one to hold a dagger at his throat had their master not made it
clear he was an honored guest. 


The
Hunter hid a smile. That was a lot easier
than I expected. Almost too easy. He'd played the Sage to perfection. He'd
learned that those who believed themselves great were ever eager to prove
themselves deserving of honor. If the Sage believed he could be turned into not
only a useful weapon, but perhaps an ally—or, better still, a vassal—he'd offer
the Hunter a great deal. 


Now,
he'd bought himself a few days to search Kara-ket before he had to kill the
Sage. He had to find information on the Sage's organization around Einan. He'd
also need to find a way to eliminate the Sage without alerting his minions. All
that and answers about his heritage
and his past. He had busy days ahead. 


Anticipation
quickened his pulse. He strode the halls of the Serenii; what manner of secrets
would he uncover about his past, about the Abiarazi?


As
he rounded a corner in the corridor, he came face to face with an enormous
statue. His heart lurched at the sight of the monster of luminous jade that
towered almost thrice his height. 


Long,
razor-sharp fangs protruded from its mouth and twisted its lips into a snarl.
Many-jointed arms hung to its knees, ending in too-long fingers tipped with
razor claws, and a serpentine tail curled around the thing's back. 


Keeper's teeth! 


A
spike of instinctive terror stabbed into his chest. He'd encountered such a
creature in the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis: an Abiarazi, summoned from the
fiery hell. Even after all this time, the demon's true form brought back the
memory of uncontrollable fear and panic. 


Clenching
his fists, he swallowed the acid in his throat and forced himself to look away
from the statue. He could only hope his escorts hadn't seen his reaction. They
showed no sign of discomfiture at the sculpture. He forced himself to match
their steady pace, and soon the monstrous creature disappeared around a bend in
the corridor. 


The
Hunter resisted the urge to cast one last glance over his shoulder. How are they so at ease with that…thing? 


One
of the guards—the Sage called him Iriador—pushed
open a door and motioned for the Hunter to enter. The Hunter slipped past his
silent escorts and into the room. 


Warmth
suffused the room, yet he saw no torches or lanterns. Instead, the glow seemed
to emanate from the very walls themselves. A simple bed occupied one side of
the chamber, and a wash-basin and bathtub stood in the opposite alcove. 


But
the Hunter's attention was drawn to the far end of the room. Instead of solid
stone walls, empty air met his gaze. The entire west-facing wall was an
enormous window of glass so fine as to be nearly invisible. The frosted and
stained-glass windows of Voramis and Praamis were clouded and dull. This was
something different. Through it, he could see the stars twinkling in the night
sky and the moon casting pale shadows over the jagged mountaintops as clear as
if he stood outside. The low-hanging clouds had parted, giving him a glimpse of
the endless Hrandari Plains stretching toward the horizon. He almost reached
out a hand to touch the night itself.


"All
your needs will be provided for, by the Sage's command." Iriador spoke in
a monotone, not moving from his place just within the doorway. 


The
Hunter deposited his pack on the bed. "Food. A bath. That is all I
require."


Iriador
nodded. "Food will be brought."


The
Hunter locked gazes with Iriador, and a jolt ran through his body. Purple eyes?


Iriador
turned and strode from the room, his companions following suit. The door swung
shut, leaving the Hunter alone with his racing thoughts. 


No scent. Purple eyes. What the hell are
these people? 


In
all his years living in Voramis, he hadn't once encountered violet-eyed men or
women in his journeys across the south of Einan. Yet since bringing down the
Bloody Hand and fleeing Voramis, he'd run into them twice in a few months. Was
it all a coincidence? No, there had to be more to these mysterious people. 


But
it could wait until the morrow. Tonight, he had only one thing on his mind: a
warm bath. He'd washed in a few inns along the road north, but a man could
never spend too much time soaking in a tub. He cast aside his ripped, stained
clothing and strode into the bathing alcove. A long, boat-shaped porcelain tub
ran the length of the room. When the Hunter gave an experimental tug on the
hanging chain, steaming water gushed from the metal spigot. 


The
Hunter slipped into the tub, groaning in delight. By the Watcher, that's good! Another tug on the chain shut off the
flow of water. Closing his eyes, he leaned back and let out a long, relaxed
sigh. I could get used to this.


He
relished the sensation of the dirt, grime, and blood sloughing off his body and
the way the heat prickled his skin. The silence of the room stretched out into
a blissful eternity.


Bloody hell! The Hunter jerked upright, splashing
water from the tub. Something had felt off since he entered the temple, but he
only now realized what. The voices.
They're gone!


For
weeks, the demon's presence had grown more insistent. Only Hailen's presence
had kept the shrieking, mocking, pleading voice at bay. Soulhunger's presence
throbbed weakly in the back of his head, but the shrieks and screeches that had
been his constant companion for months had fallen silent. 


How is this possible? His mind raced. The creature in his
thoughts only left him alone once he took a life, but he hadn't killed in days.
It should have returned to plague him with its incessant demands. Yet it was
simply…gone. It hadn't even spoken to him when he encountered the Sage.
Something about Kara-ket suppressed the creature. Within the temple, he had peace.



Relief
scoured away his weariness as he basked in the silence. He allowed his mind to
drift. As it often did, his thoughts filled with concern for Hailen. 


He's better off in Kharan-cui, he told himself. On the morning he'd
left, Hailen had cried and clung to his robes. The sorrow and fear in the boy's
eyes twisted his stomach. But he'd had no choice. Hailen would never survive
the climb. And I can't let the Sage use
him as leverage. 


The
Hunter had no illusions as to the demon's true nature. He didn’t buy the Sage's
friendly, welcoming exterior, not for a single moment. His encounters with the
Abiarazi in Voramis, Malandria, and Al Hani had taught him to be wary. 


Unconsciously,
his fingers traced the scars etched into his chest. He no longer counted, not
after what had happened in the Advanat. Three stood out from the rest—one for
each demon he had killed since leaving Voramis. They'd all shown their true
colors in the end. What they couldn't manipulate or dominate, they destroyed.
The Sage, he suspected, favored the subtler approach. 


So be it. He would allow himself to be used. He
could fake deference, all the while exploiting the demon for his own purposes.
Once the Sage's value ended…well, Soulhunger's thirst for blood never ceased. 


The
water seemed suddenly cold, sending a shiver down his spine. Climbing to his
feet, he stepped from the tub and padded on wet feet toward the window. The
moon hung at its zenith, casting weak light on the craggy peaks around
Kara-ket. For what seemed an eternity, he stood staring out across the Hrandari
Plains, basking in the silence, toying with the silver pendant at his throat.


A
yawn broke his peaceful reverie, and a wave of exhaustion crashed into him. The
bath had washed away the dirt, but his fatigue from the day's exertions
remained. The bed beckoned to him with an allure no soft-skinned companion
could match. He heeded the temptation.


The
simple straw-tick mattress felt like luxury after days of sleeping on hard
earth and stone. Woolen blankets covered sheets made of soft linen, and his
head sank into the feather bolster. The light leaking from the walls had dimmed
to a gentle golden glow that pulled him deeper into slumber. For the first time
in memory, he drifted in a soothing haze of warmth, silence, and comfort. The
glow slowly faded and died, and his eyelids drooped shut. 


 


* * *


 


Daylight
pounded at his closed eyes, dragging him from slumber. He wrestled with the
desire to continue sleeping. He hadn't rested this well in a long time…ever,
perhaps. For one delicious moment, he allowed himself to remain at peace.


Then
the memories from the previous day swept over him, and he leapt from bed. Fool! He muttered a silent curse. The
soothing calm of the temple had filled him with a languor, dulling his
resistance to its subtle enchantments. He would not be lulled again. 


His
eyes fell upon a platter of food on the floor beside the door, and a stab of
fear raced through him. 


Someone came in the night, and I didn't
hear him! The Sage could have had me killed while I slept.


But
he hadn't. His belongings remained undisturbed. Soulhunger and his long sword
lay amidst the clothing heaped on the floor. The cloth wrapping around the
Swordsman's iron daggers looked untouched. The silver platter was the only
thing to indicate anyone had entered while he slept. 


Interesting. A smug grin spread his lips. So the demon really does see me as a potential ally. Perfect! 


He
dug a fresh set of clothing from his pack and dressed quickly. The churning of
his stomach reminded him he hadn't eaten since the previous morning. He
examined the simple meal: cured meat and fish atop a bowl of the sticky white
rice that flourished on the Hrandari Plains, accompanied by a colorful
assortment of seeds and nuts. Better than the trail biscuits and jerky he'd
eaten during his travels. He devoured the food and took a long draught from the
pitcher beside the tray. The fermented grain-wine left an oddly sour taste in
his mouth. 


Hunger
satisfied, he buckled on his weapons and cloak and pulled open the door. Two
masked guards stood in the corridor. Their iron-tipped staves snapped together
to block his way.


"Move,"
the Hunter growled. 


The
white and black-clad men remained silent and still, their weapons unmoving. 


The
Hunter bared his teeth. "If you value your lives, step aside. I am the
Sage's guest—"


"The
Sage has commanded that you await him," one of the guards spoke in a deep,
rich voice. "In your chambers."


The
Hunter studied the two men. Iron-tipped staves or no, they couldn't stop him if
he truly wanted out. But killing them wouldn't win the Sage's confidence. With
a stony expression, he shut the door. 


The
Sage had suspicions about him; only a fool would take the word of a stranger arriving
on his doorstep, especially one extending the hand of friendship as he had. The
Hunter had expected the Sage to do something like this. No doubt the demon
wanted to keep a close eye on him, at least until he could evaluate the
Hunter's trustworthiness. Very well. He could be patient. His confinement gave
him a chance to plan his next move.


He
drew his sword and settled into an attack stance, moving through the forms with
controlled precision. The measured action calmed his mind and brought him focus.



The
Sage would undoubtedly dig deeper, to uncover the real reasons he, the
Bucelarii who had killed the First and the entire Bloody Hand, had come to
Kara-ket. The Hunter had rehearsed it in his head a hundred times as he crossed
the Hrandari Plains. He'd give the demon all the right answers; the Sage would
never suspect a thing until the Hunter drove Soulhunger into his heart. 
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Shirtless,
the Hunter thrust, slashed, and parried in the rhythmic pattern of his sword
forms. The thin mountain air burned his lungs, but he forced himself to finish.
Every movement flung droplets of sweat around the small room. He kept his
movements controlled, practicing combat in tight spaces. He was ready for the
Sage's next move. 


A
knock sounded on the door. Right on time.


He
ignored it, moving with fluid grace through a complex series of strikes. The
knock came again, more insistent. He remained silent until he finished the form
and sheathed his sword. 


"Who
goes?"


"It
is I, Hunter." The Sage's voice echoed through the wooden door. 


The
Hunter yanked the door open. "Do you imprison all your guests? Or am I a
special case?" 


The
Sage held up his hands. "Can you blame me? The appearance of a stranger on
my mountain—a Bucelarii, no less, and the one who destroyed the First of the
Bloody Hand—warrants a bit of caution."


"Yet
somehow you knew I was coming, had your men waiting for me. Certainly you must
know enough by now to make up your mind."


The
demon inclined his head. "A fair point." He stepped aside. "Now,
if you care to join me, we have a great deal to discuss."


"Permit
me a moment to change into fresh clothing, and I will join you."


"Very
well. I await you in the hall." The door clicked shut behind the Sage. 


Drying
himself with a cloth from the bathing alcove, the Hunter slipped on a fresh
tunic and adjusted Soulhunger's hidden sheath on his back. He left the baldric
and sword on his bed. No sense
antagonizing the Sage's men. A leather thong pulled his long, dark hair
back into a tight tail. Slinging the cloak over his shoulders, he stepped out
into the hallway.


The
Sage stood in the middle of a squad of purple-eyed guards. His impatience
disappeared at the sight of the Hunter. "Stay close, Hunter. The halls of
Kara-ket are vast and labyrinthine. I'd hate for you to lose your way."


The
Hunter nodded. "I follow your lead." 


A
smile tickled the Sage's lips as he turned and strode down the corridor. The
Hunter's longer legs matched the Sage's precise, clipped stride. The demon's
perfume—an earthy fragrance with heavy aromas of oak, verbena, and citrus—did
little to mask the Abiarazi's scent of rot and decay. Indeed, the addition of
the thick, sweet smells made the scent even more nauseating. 


"I
find myself returning to the question of why you have arrived, Hunter."
The demon didn't meet his eyes as they walked, but he radiated burning
curiosity. "Surely you had to know that your actions in Voramis would
have…consequences."


"I
would expect no less." The Hunter smiled. "If I were to operate as
normal, you would send more of your loyal followers to hunt me down. But my
coming here presents us both with an opportunity for a fresh start."


The
demon stopped and faced him, an eyebrow dancing toward his hairline. "You
do not fear that I will order my men to cut you down where you stand?"


"You
don't strike me as being that particular brand of foolish. You seem the sort
who can overlook past losses for the sake of future profits."


"Well
said." The Sage inclined his head and continued walking. "Tell me,
what led you to war against the Bloody Hand?"


The
Hunter expected this question. "They meddled in my business. After the
First tortured me, turned me over to the Heresiarchs, and tried to kill me, I could
not let such an affront go unanswered. The name of the Hunter must stand for
something, after all."


"But
to destroy them so completely, to kill every member of the Bloody Hand, surely
there had to be something personal to it."


The
Hunter's gut tightened. He'd hoped the demon wouldn't ask this question. He'd
pondered how to answer it without revealing the truth. "He killed those I
had sworn to protect. Not because they posed a threat to him, but to send me a
message." He clenched a fist. "He did not enjoy my response."


The
Sage gave a harsh chuckle. "I'm certain." His expression grew somber.
"You take your oaths seriously."


"I
do." The conversation was going in the perfect direction. "Once I
have vowed to protect or to serve, not even the gods themselves can sway
me."


A
simple statement, yet one he knew the Sage would understand. He could almost
see the eager light in the demon's eyes. 


"But
I do not swear to any man, or Abiarazi. First, I would know more about those
with whom I will align myself. As I told you last night, I have come to
Kara-ket for answers about my past, my heritage. What can you tell me about my
people?"


Confidence
echoed in the Sage's voice. "Everything." 


Rounding
the corridor, they came upon the stone monstrosity that had startled the Hunter
the previous night. Though bright daylight flooded the hall, the shadows seemed
to deepen around the jade sculpture. Was it just him, or did the corridor feel
suddenly chilly near the statue?


The
Sage stopped before the silent stone demon. "Beautiful, isn't it? Not a
bad likeness, if I say so myself." Pride filled his expression.


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "That is you?" 


The
Sage nodded, depthless eyes fixed on the jade creature. "Who else?"


The
Hunter studied the statue in silence. Such
hubris. "It looks ancient."


"Almost
as old as the temple itself." The Sage's unblinking eyes locked with the
Hunter's, his gaze intense. "Almost as old as I am."


"How
long have you lived here?"


"Since
the beginning. Since the War of Gods."


The
Hunter struggled to keep his jaw from dropping. "Truly?"


The
Sage nodded. "For thousands of years, I have held Kara-ket as a stronghold
for Abiarazi and Bucelarii alike. After the fall of the Great Destroyer, when
all my brothers scattered across the world, only I retained my power."


The
Hunter's mind raced. The alchemist in Al Hani had told him Kara-ket once housed
the Adepts, worshippers of the Swordsman. Yet the Sage claimed to have lived
here since the War of Gods. Had he once adopted the guise of a priest, like
Garanis in Malandria? 


Few
apart from him could recognize a demon. The Abiarazi masquerading as humans
could worm their way into every city and kingdom. As they no doubt had, on the
Sage's orders. 


"Tell
me of the Bucelarii." He'd come for answers. He doubted the Sage could
tell him much about his past; Master Eldor had the information he sought. But
he could learn a great deal about the history of his kind. More, he fully
intended to discover the Sage's plans for the demons hiding around Einan.


The
Sage folded his arms. "How much do you know?"


"I
know that the Abiarazi sired us during the War of Gods, that we were bred to
conquer this world for the Great Destroyer." 


The
guards tensed as he drew Soulhunger and spun it in his fingers. "I know
these weapons were given to us as a proof of our heritage, a way to feed the
Great Destroyer."


The
Sage's gaze followed the dagger's movements, greed glimmering in his eyes.


The
Hunter sheathed the blade. "I also know that after Kharna was defeated,
the gods themselves slaughtered us alongside you." Anger boiled within
him. He'd relived the memory of nearly being cast into a portal to the fiery
hells in Enarium, only saved from death by the Beggar God's pleas for mercy.
"I know the humans have hunted us since the War of Gods." 


"Indeed."
Spite burned in the Sage's obsidian eyes. "The cowards fear that which
they cannot control." 


"But
not only the priests of the Beggar have hunted us. The Illusionist Clerics have
had a hand in our suffering. They have taken my memories, my past. I seek to
reclaim what is lost."


The
Sage shook his head. "I know of what you speak. Long ago, I sent one of my
lieutenants to infiltrate the priesthood of the Illusionist. His knowledge of
their secret ways and rituals has proven useful." 


The
Hunter forced a surprised expression. "So you knew? And you did nothing? After what they did to us, over
and over?" He'd thought to pretend anger, but found a very real well of
rage smoldering in his chest. On more nights than he cared to admit, he woke in
a cold sweat, heart thundering. He couldn't escape the terror he'd felt at
being helpless against the dancing silver pendant that ripped his memory to
shreds. "They stole our memories, erased our very identities, and you
allowed it to happen?" 


"It
was too late." The Sage's voice grew quiet, and a weight seemed to settle
on his shoulders. "By the time I learned the truth, your kind had been
wiped from existence. In vain, I have scoured Einan for centuries. I believed
the accursed Beggar Priests had eradicated every last Bucelarii."


"Until
now," the Hunter growled. 


 "Until now. When the First sent word with
his suspicions about you, I so desperately wanted to believe it. But when the
Bloody Hand was destroyed…" 


"So
the First was your creature? He was
acting on your orders?" He knew as much, but he had to play innocent to
sell his ruse. The Sage couldn't know he'd put together the bits and pieces
he'd learned from the demons in Malandria and Al Hani. "You are the reason for—"


"Wait!"
The Sage fixed the Hunter with an unblinking stare. "I gave him orders on
how to use the Bloody Hand to rule Voramis from the shadows. In regards to you,
I instructed him to watch and wait."


The
Hunter barked a laugh. "The exact opposite of what he did! The bastard
manipulated me, tortured me, and tried to kill me." His fists clenched and
relaxed. 


"And
that is why I hold no anger against you for what you did," the Sage said.
"Believe me, had I known, I would have put a blade in him myself! Truth be
told, the First was never one to take orders. Even though he ruled the city of
Voramis in all but name, he wanted more than just one city. He wanted it all,
and thanks to his greed, he has set back my operations in Voramis by
generations!"


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. Even after the loss of his underlings in Voramis,
could the Sage still have plans for
the city? He tucked the tidbit aside for later contemplation. "So you had
no part in the First's actions?" 


The
Sage placed a hand over his heart. "By the Great Destroyer himself, I
swear I am innocent of his actions."


"And
Tane, the Third? Was he your creature as well?"


The
Sage sighed. "He was worse than the First, if you can believe it. Voramis
was the only city where his…unique brutality served a purpose." 


The
Hunter struggled to keep his lip from curling. He speaks of a bloodthirsty murderer the same way a blacksmith speaks
of a hammer. The Sage showed no sign of remorse, only frustration at a tool
that refused to serve his purposes. Just
another reminder of what the Abiarazi are truly like.


He
hardened his expression. "I will admit my experiences in Voramis have left
me somewhat soured with my ancestors. Yet the First spoke of you with respect,
surprising from one such as him. It has given me hope that not all Abiarazi are
equally disappointing." Flattery worked wonders when dealing with men of
power and means. 


Demon
or no, the Sage seemed as susceptible to ego stroking as any man. He turned to
the Hunter and gripped his shoulder. "And I intend to prove your hopes
correct. We have a great deal in common, the two of us. Together, I believe we
could do great things." He tapped his temple with one slim finger.
"Between my intellect and your skills with that blade of yours"—his
eyes darted to the Hunter's back—"there will be nothing to stop us."
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The
Hunter stepped back. "There is no us,
Sage. Not yet."


The
Sage's face darkened. "I am not a show hound to jump through hoops,
Hunter."


"Nor
am I." The Hunter crossed his arms. He walked a fine line. Overeagerness
would raise the Sage's suspicions, but so would overhesitance. "You sent
your Elivasti to test me. Let that be the last time. If we are to be allies, we
must begin to trust each other."


The
demon's face relaxed. "Agreed."


"As
I said, the Illusionist Clerics stole the memories of my ancestors as well as
my past. My opinion of the Abiarazi is tainted by my experiences with the First
and the Third. I hope you can prove that opinion wrong."


"I
fully intend to." The Sage's chin lifted, his expression disdainful.
"You cannot measure an entire race by the scum it produces."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Then tell me the truth of the Abiarazi. Tell me
of their history on Einan, beginning with the War of Gods."


"I
could tell you all," the Sage said with a sly grin, "but I prefer to
show you." He swept off down the hallway, never glancing back, as if
expecting the Hunter to fall in. Curiosity piqued, the Hunter followed. 


Without
a word, the Sage led him up a flight of stairs, down a single long corridor,
and into a high-ceilinged chamber. An air of ancient solemnity hung heavy in
the room. The walls emanated a soft, golden glow that bathed the Hunter with
soothing warmth and light. The radiance tugged at his mind, pulling him toward
the bas-relief images etched into the stone. 


"This,
Hunter, is the closest thing that exists to a recorded history of our
people." The Sage gave an expansive gesture that encompassed the entire
chamber. "But more than that, it is one of the few remaining histories of
Einan."


The
Hunter studied the bas-relief images etched into the stone walls. The intricate
details leapt out at him with a precision and mastery unmatched by the finest
of Voramis' master artisans. Beneath the exquisite contours of the landscapes,
creatures, and scenes displayed on the wall, the illegible script of the
Serenii flowed like a current that pulled his eye along and drew him into the
panorama.


The
Sage pressed one of the symbols, and it sank into the wall with a click. The walls' auric glow dimmed and
faded, then flared bright with a blue-green light. The Hunter gasped. The
images seemed to leap out at him, the scenes chillingly realistic, almost as if
someone had encased real life in turquoise amber.


"Breathtaking,
isn't it?"


The
Hunter met the Sage's gaze and nodded. 


"Hard
to believe they hid it here, away from the world."


The
first scene depicted creatures that could only be Serenii. Over-long fingers
sprouted from multi-jointed arms that hung to their knees. Their sloped skulls,
too-thin lips, and bestial canines were inhuman, yet not savage enough to be
Abiarazi—at least not like the statue he'd seen in the temple below.


The
Sage spoke in a solemn voice. "For eons, the Serenii were alone. They
explored every corner of the world—land and sea—but left much of it untouched.
They allowed nature to take its course on Einan. Creatures evolved, flourished,
and died out, and the Serenii refused to intervene. Their reverence for the
natural order made this world a paradise."


As
he spoke, the images stirred to life. The Serenii strode a young world filled
with fascinating, terrifying, and gargantuan creatures he'd never known
existed. He watched them tend to the land, care for the utopian world that was
theirs to rule. Their buildings rose all around him, constructions of breathtaking
size and complexity, cities rising from the dust of Einan. The scenes set his
head spinning; the Serenii science, art, and culture were far beyond his grasp.



"Then
came the day that the gods of Einan made their presence known."


A
cloud hovered over the landscape, casting rays of light onto Einan. Thirteen
figures sat in the heavens. The Hunter could only see vague features, but their
shape bore an uncanny resemblance to the Serenii below.


He
pointed to the wall. "Those are the gods?"


The
Sage nodded. 


The
Hunter struggled to take his eyes from the image. "How did they come to
be? Surely they didn't just appear out
of thin air."


"I…I
do not know." The words seemed to pain the Sage. He moved to stand beside
the Hunter and studied the inscription beneath the image. "Roughly
translated, the words say, 'Joined of earth and sky, power over all'." He
scratched his chin. "Perhaps they were formed from the very elements
themselves."


"Then
why did they reveal themselves then?
If they truly did create the world, why not establish their dominion from the
very beginning?"


The
Sage studied him with a curious expression. "I never pegged you for a
theologian, Hunter."


"I'm
not. I've never given the gods much thought, at least not before I found out
the truth about Soulhunger. And the truth about my heritage."


"Ah."
The Sage smiled. "Let us continue. The arrival of the Abiarazi is not far
down."


In
the next image, shorter, less bestial humanoids flowed across the face of
Einan. The depiction emanated tangible disdain for the men mingling with the
Serenii.


"The
advent of man," the Sage said. "Raised up from the apes by the gods
as playthings. Servants to the Serenii."


Hundreds
of primitive men toiled to erect the cities of the Serenii. The Hunter could
almost hear the cracking of whips, the creak of ropes, and the groans of
straining men. As the cities rose, the ranks of the humans swelled until they
outnumbered the Serenii.


The
Sage paused at the next carving, running a finger along the wall. "The War
of Gods. The mighty Kharna strives to rule."


A
stormcloud cast a shadow on Einan, boiling with rage and fury. Eleven bright
figures glowed on the opposite side of the image. Darkness and light battled in
the heavens with such violence the Hunter had to shield his eyes. 


The
images moved in time with the Hunter. The Serenii stood in an enormous city,
gathered around a pillar that gleamed with stygian light. A hole hovered over
their heads, and tendrils of blackness writhed from the gaping mouth. A chill
ran down the Hunter's spine. The hole opened wider and hordes of bestial
creatures spilled across Einan, standing between the Serenii and the dark void.



The
Hunter met the Sage's eyes. "The summoning of the Abiarazi." 


The
Sage nodded. "They drew us from our worlds to join the fight against the
gods." 


Einan
bled and died as the gods raged in the heavens. The ground seemed to shake
beneath the Hunter's feet. Mountains cracked and crumbled, and an enormous wave
washed across the land. A ragged tear that could only be the Chasm of the Lost
opened across the landscape. Cities collapsed, the works of the Serenii
destroyed. Screams of the dead and dying drifted to him from across time. 


One
city stood firm amidst the chaos—it could only be Enarium. Legions of demons
poured from the city, marching toward a battlefield strewn with the corpses of
humans. The bestial Abiarazi dragged the dead toward Enarium, no doubt to feast
on their fallen foes.


The
Sage gave him a vicious grin. "Those were great days, indeed. A time of
triumph and conquest."


His
smile turned to a scowl as he reached the next image. A single bright figure
faced the darkness over Einan: the Swordsman, confronting Kharna. The flesh of
the Sage's index finger shifted, his fingernail elongating, and he seemed to
struggle to keep his hand at his side.


A
smile played on the Hunter's lips. Dozens of marks marred the perfection of the
figure. The Abiarazi truly do hate the
Swordsman. With good reason. The god of war had ended their conquest of
Einan, though it had cost him his life. 


The
images shifted, and now a figure lay bound to a stone altar, surrounded by
eleven bright figures. It had to be the binding of Kharna. Yet somehow, the
bas-relief lacked the horror that had permeated the scenes of chaos and
destruction. Instead, it radiated a sense of urgency, of dire need. 


"Thus
was Kharna betrayed, bound, and stripped of his power." Anger filled the
Sage's voice. "The gods twisted his body into the form of the Beggar God
and condemned him to exist as a shadow of his former self." 


The
Hunter studied the image closely. He'd expected the mad god to rage against his
captors, yet Kharna's expression seemed…serene. His arms lay crossed over his
chest, an oddly peaceful pose for a prisoner.


"What
does the inscription say?" He pointed to the Serenii symbols beneath. 


The
Sage sneered. "Translated to the tongue of humans, it reads 'Entombed
against the return of the Devourer'."


A
detail drew his eye. A crack? A ragged
line carved across one corner of the bas-relief, slicing through the landscape.
I wonder how that happened. None of
the other images had suffered damage. He ran a finger over the line. Instead of
the jagged, sharp edges of broken stone, it felt smooth to the touch. Almost as if it belongs. 


That
couldn't be. The blemish looked so out of place amidst the perfection of the
carvings. An unformed thought nagged at the back of his mind. 


The
scene shifted. Kharna's bound body descended into darkness. Twelve bright
figures stood behind him, light streaming from their hands. 


The
Sage's jaw muscles tensed. "He lies in his prison to this day, waiting to
be freed. But not for much longer. He will soon be released, and the Twelve
will pay for their treachery!"


The
Hunter said nothing. He'd heard the story of the War of Gods before, but he'd
never imagined he could live them.
The carvings bore such vivid detail, as if he were there in person. Yet they
triggered a dissonance in his mind. Something about them was off, but he
couldn't figure out what.


He
moved forward, eager to see the next scene. Blank stone met his gaze.
"That's it?" He turned to the Sage. "It just ends there?"


The
Sage nodded. "I share your frustration, Hunter. I have often found myself
wondering what happened next."


"But
you were there. Surely you remember what occurred. What happened to the
Serenii? They couldn't have disappeared!"


The
Sage's brows drew together. "I…" He shook his head, as if wrestling
with a stubborn memory. His frown deepened. "I…don't know. After they
summoned us to Einan, I never saw them again. Though, in all truth, we were too
focused on our conquest to care about the Serenii. When the Destroyer fell,
those of us who could hide did. I concerned myself with staying alive." 


Chaos
whirled in his thoughts. If the Serenii were as powerful as the Sage believed,
they wouldn't disappear from one moment to the next. But what happened to them? 


For
a moment, the Sage seemed lost in thought, disoriented. 


The
Hunter seized the moment. "Where do you come from?"


The
Sage's head snapped up. "What?"


The
Hunter smiled inwardly. He'd caught the Sage off guard. "I know not all
Abiarazi are from what the humans call the 'fiery hell'." Queen Asalah,
the demon in Malandria, had come from a realm of ice and frozen wastelands.
"What was your home like?" 


The
Sage frowned. "I-I think that's enough for now." Without a word, he
strode from the room, leaving the Hunter alone with the blue-green scenes of
history.


 


 












Chapter Eight
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Two
Elivasti stood waiting when the Hunter emerged from the room. They flanked him
as he strode down the corridor. 


"I
assume the Sage ordered you to keep an eye on me?"


The
purple-eyed guards said nothing. Their black and white masks hid their
expressions, but they couldn't conceal the tension in their postures or how
tightly they gripped their weapons.


"I
hope he didn't insist you use the privies with me. Not that I'd mind your help
wiping my arse, but it might be uncomfortable for you two."


Silence
met his challenge.


The
Hunter gave them a smirk to hide his irritation. He'd expected the Sage to have
him watched, but that didn't mean he had to like it. The guards would make
getting information difficult. He'd have to lose his shadows if he intended to
find out more about the Sage's plans. That first meant finding the Sage's
chambers and office; he doubted the Elivasti would be helpful enough to point
him in the right direction.


For
now, he'd play along. It was too soon to test the limits of the Sage's welcome.



The
guards never said a word as he returned to his room and pointedly shut the door
in their faces. He gave his gear a quick examination; no one had tampered with
his bags or removed anything. His plain, utilitarian sword rested in its sheath
against the wall, and the cloth wrapping the Swordsman's iron blades remained
untouched. 


Satisfied,
he strode to the window. The Hunter would never grow weary of the view from
atop Shana Laal. Sharp snow-capped peaks cut a jagged path across the crystal
blue sky. Lazy puffs of white drifted between them and the hazy green of the
Hrandari Plains that stretched toward the horizon. 


He,
however, focused his attention on the window. A moment's examination revealed
that it wouldn't open. The material—transparent as glass but far more
durable—ran in an unbroken pane that covered the aperture, leaving no crack or
seam for him to work at. 


So much for getting out this way. 


The
Sage had no doubt chosen this room specifically
for its limited access. With one way in and out, through his Elivasti
guards, the Hunter was effectively trapped.


He
glanced at the sky. The sun would reach its zenith in an hour. He had no desire
to waste the rest of his day confined to his rooms, even if that meant putting
up with his Elivasti shadows. He'd use the time to explore the temples and the
mountaintop upon which they sat. 


The
Elivasti outside his door fell in beside him as he strode through the corridors
and down the main stairs. He was surprised to see the Sage standing before the
enormous jade statue, his brows furrowed in contemplation. 


The
demon looked up at the Hunter's approach. "Ah, Hunter, you must forgive my
abrupt departure. With my mind focused on the future, I often forget about the
past—and the pain the memories bring."


"Count
yourself fortunate, then. At least you have
memories."


The
Sage inclined his head. "You have my word that I will do whatever I can to
help in your quest for answers."


"Everything
I've seen of these temples has aroused my curiosity. Tell me about Kara-ket.
What do you know of its secrets?"


The
Sage fixed him with his intense gaze. "Believe me when I say I know
everything about this place, Hunter. I walked these halls with the great
Serenii themselves, when mankind was still in its infancy."


Excitement
set the Hunter's skin tingling. "The Serenii? So they did build the temple?"


"Indeed."
The Sage pointed to the symbols etched into the walls. "Those markings are
a recorded history of the Serenii, carved into undying stone."


The
Hunter's pulse quickened. Here was a chance to discover the truth about the
Serenii, the oldest race on Einan, now forever lost to history. "Can you
read it? What does it say?"


Irritation
flashed across the Sage's face. "Of course I can read it!" He gave a
disdainful snort. "I, alone of all my brethren, was blessed to receive the
tutelage of the Serenii. The secrets they taught me…" He shivered with
delight. "The power they wielded rivalled the gods themselves."


"What
happened?"


The
Sage's head whipped around. "What?"


"What
happened to the power? If you learned the secrets of the Serenii, why not
simply rule Einan as they did."


The
Sage's gaze burned. "They took it." His lip curled in disgust.
"The cowards fled this world after the War of Gods, taking their power
with them."


The
intensity in the demon's obsidian eyes sent a shiver down the Hunter's spine.
Suppressing a grimace, he turned back to the jade statue and waited for the
Sage to continue. 


"There
is very little on Einan left of the Serenii. But what there is…" The Sage's
voice echoed with desire. "It is enough to serve our purposes."


"The
Great Destroyer," the Hunter said in a slow voice.


"He
must be reborn. Only he can restore me—restore us—to our full might and
glory."


And there it is. The truth of the
matter. Every Abiarazi
he'd encountered had the same goal: to return Kharna, the Great Destroyer,
Devourer of Worlds, to Einan. They dreamed of a world of war and death, where
they could roam free in their true forms and wreak bloody havoc on the weaker
humans. The Hunter had seen their ideal world—whether in a vision or memory, he
didn't know—but he had no desire to see it restored. 


This was why he had come to Kara-ket. Soulhunger throbbed in
the back his mind, eager for blood. The dagger would put an end to the Sage and
his plans. He could cut off the head of the snake and throw the demons' plans
into chaos. With the Sage dead, he could hunt down every Abiarazi on Einan.


But
not yet. It would be rash to eliminate such a vital resource before extracting
every drop of information. He could stay his hand a few more days and use that
time to learn as much as possible from the demon and his violet-eyed servants.
He'd study the layout of the twin temples—both
temples. He needed to find the Sage's quarters and come up with a plan to
eliminate the demon without alerting his guards. Then, he had to find a quiet
escape route to flee Shana Laal after the deed was done. He would be prudent
and bide his time. He had a week before he had
to return to Kharan-cui. The innkeeper's memory would grow shorter as the
pile of coins dwindled.


He
turned to the Sage. "How long do you intend to have me guarded?" 


The
Sage held up his hands. "You chafe under the watchful eye of my Elivasti.
I understand your desire for freedom, and I assure you it is only
temporary." The Sage gave him a thin smile and a shrug. "Provided you
prove yourself a man I can trust."


"Trust
is a two-edged blade. It must be given to be received."


"Well
said." The Sage nodded. "I know enough about you to see you are not a
man to be trifled with. I would show you something."


The
Hunter followed him down a short corridor and into an open gallery. A crisp
breeze tugged at his hair, but the air held none of the chill he'd expected
this high up. In the light of day, the deep brown stone of the pillars,
banisters, and tiled floor glowed with a timeless luster the finest marble in
Praamis could never match. 


But
the true treasure was the view of the world spreading out from the Yathi
Mountains. The Hunter stood at the enormous window, drinking in the emerald
Hrandari Plains visible through the holes in the cloud line. Here and there,
jagged Yathi Mountain peaks thrust snow-capped fingers through the puffy white.



The
Sage stood at the railing beside him. "Beautiful, is it not?"


"Truly,
I've never seen anything like it. Not even the perfect blue of the Frozen Sea
compares."


"To
be able to trust me, you must understand what drives me. Why I do what I
do." He motioned to the world spread out before him. "This is the reminder of what I am striving
for." His unblinking stare unnerved the Hunter. "I have lived for
thousands of years, and I've seen the truth of humanity. Mankind is filled with
violence and hate. If left alone, they would destroy themselves and this
beautiful world in the process. I cannot allow such perfection to be ravaged,
thus I endeavor to bring peace to this world. My actions are all in the best
interest of Einan."


But not for its people. Queen Asalah, the demon monarch of Al
Hani, had said much the same. The Abiarazi cared little for human life, yet had
created a paradise of flora amidst the desert. Perhaps the Sage, too, believes that his slice of the world will be
spared when the Great Destroyer returns.


The
Hunter knew better. He'd witnessed the horrors Kharna and his demon hordes
perpetrated upon the land of Einan and its occupants. Men torn to bloody
ribbons by fangs and claws. Women and children devoured in an endless orgy of
wanton carnage and gluttony. Cities burned to the ground, lands turned to ash.
For every demon like the Sage, there were hundreds more like the First who
cared nothing for the world. They sought to rule a world devoid of human life.


And that is why he cannot
be allowed to live. Up here in his mountaintop fortress, he has not seen the
truth of humankind.


Through
the decades spent as the legendary assassin of Voramis, the Hunter had seen men
and women indulge in every vice, debauchment, and depravity under the sun.
Humans had done things that twisted his stomach and made him sick. Yet he had
also encountered the other side of the coin, people who made him believe that
humanity, despite its flaws, deserved saving. 


He
half-expected the voice in his mind to protest. Yet no mocking insults or
snarled demands echoed in his head. A weak throbbing far in the back of his
mind was his only reply. Something about the temple suppressed the demon's
presence, kept it locked away. A part of him dreaded his return to Kharan-cui,
when he would once again depend on Hailen's presence to hold the insistent
demands for death at bay. 


He
pushed the worry aside. One problem at a
time. He had the Sage believing he was slowly being won over. His plan to
worm his way into the demon's confidences was succeeding better than expected.


"I
can respect your desire to work for the good of this world." He turned to
the Sage and held out a hand. "'Tis a far nobler goal than lining your
pockets with gold or seeking to rule men." 


"And
I would have you join me, Bucelarii." The Sage clasped his forearm.
"There is much we can do together, you and I."


The
Hunter held the demon's gaze, keeping all traces of his true feelings from his
expression. "Of that, I have no doubt." 


 












Chapter Nine
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The
Hunter's stomach chose that moment to growl. 


"Forgive
my poor manners." The Sage chuckled. "I'd forgotten you humans need
to eat more often." He snapped his fingers and an Elivasti stepped onto
the gallery. "Bring us food and drink."


The
silent warrior bowed and re-entered the temple. Moments later, two servants
rushed from within. One bore a platter heaped with food—roasted game hens, a
brace of wildfowl, toasted seeds and grains, and an assortment of exotic
fruits. The other carried a sweating silver pitcher and two cups of shimmering
crystal. With a deep bow, she handed a goblet to the Sage. 


He
took a sip and swished the wine in his mouth. "Ahh, the fruits of Nysl are
ever a delight." He held the wine up to the window. "See the way the
light plays through the wine, showing the clarity and color?"


The
Hunter sipped the vintage. During his years as the legendary assassin of
Voramis, he'd adopted scores of disguises to hide his true identity as he
mingled among the high and low-born of Voramis. One such disguise, a wealthy
Praamian fop by the name of “Lord Anglion”, had attended wine samplings among
the nobility of Praamis and Voramis. The arrogant lords loved to make loud
pronouncements on the wine's "legs" and "body". He'd
thought it all pompous absurdity. So long as the wine tasted more like fruit
than vinegar, he would drink it. 


"It's
good."


"Good?"
The Sage snorted. "My dear Hunter, this is a Flitan Rosado, the finest
wine sold in Nysl—indeed, anywhere on Einan!" He swirled the wine in his
glass. "The Nyslians do not allow a single bottle of Flitan to leave their
city. I have procured this wine at great cost."


The
Hunter took another sip. "I prefer Voramian Snowblossom, if it's all the
same."


The
Sage shook his head. "I suppose there's no accounting for taste." He
ripped a leg from the wildfowl and picked at it with delicate bites. 


The
Hunter followed suit with more gusto. He sipped the wine—no sense offending his
host further—but dug into the meat, seeds, and grains like a man on a mission. 


The
Sage smiled. "Eat your fill. I will have more brought if you'd like."


The
Hunter shook his head. "No need." He swallowed the mouthful of
wildfowl and washed it down with the wine. "That will suffice."
Though his stomach had ceased its growling, he could have emptied the tray. But
he couldn't let a full belly slow him down. He had no idea what to expect next.


"What
say you to a walk?" The Sage emptied his goblet and replaced it on the
tray. "I've found the humans' way of 'taking a constitutional' a truly
pleasant habit." 


The
Hunter shrugged. He'd planned to explore the temples anyway—this way, he didn't
have to go through the laborious effort of ditching his minders.


The
Sage dropped his voice. "Perhaps we should visit your quarters to retrieve
your weapons? Unless you believe Soulhunger will suffice."


"You
believe I will need my sword?" The Hunter's brow twitched.


"In
Kara-ket, you never know what lies around the next corner." An ominous
look clouded the Sage's midnight eyes. "It is wise to be armed, even in
the midst of allies."


As
he followed the demon from the gallery, the Hunter felt suddenly naked without
his sword. The shadows of the temple corridors seemed oppressive. 


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter checked the sword on his belt one last time before stepping from his
room. The familiar weight comforted him, but his eyes darted around for any
hint of threat. Despite the Sage's calmness, the Hunter could sense his unease.



Icy
feet danced down his spine, and he reflexively reached for Soulhunger. The
solid feel of the dagger's hilt did little to ease the foreboding that settled
like a weight on his shoulders. The Sage never spoke as they descended the
grand staircase. Though their Elivasti escort seemed at ease, the Hunter's
tension increased with every step. What
danger lurks in these halls that could instill fear in an Abiarazi?


The
staircase gave way to a landing, which ended in a set of double doors. Two
white and black-clad guards flanked the doorway, arms crossed over their
chests, iron-tipped staves leaning against the wall. Both bowed at the Sage's
approach and, without a word, swung open the enormous doors. 


The
moment the Hunter's foot passed the temple threshold, a scream slammed into his
mind with physical force. The voice of his inner demon pierced his thoughts and
tore at his consciousness, driving thousands of spikes into his brain. He fell
to one knee, pounding at his head, fueling every shred of willpower into biting
back a cry.


“You thought you could hide from me?” White-hot rage flooded his thoughts. “You cannot escape me. I AM you!”


No, you're not! He tried to push back, but the demon's
scream shredded his mind. 


“I will not be silenced!” 


Acid
surged in his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut. You have been sated, Demon! His clenched fists trembled, his
knuckles white. I killed for you—


“Days ago! Give
me more. I must have more!” The howling in his head rose to a terrible
intensity, and a scream burst from his lips.


"Hunter?"
The Sage's voice came as if from across a vast distance. "What's
wrong?"


The
Hunter struggled against the demanding presence. He forced himself to his feet,
though it seemed molten lead permeated every muscle. "It…is…nothing…"



"You
expect me to believe that?"


Wildfire
raged through his brain, consuming all thought. "You…couldn’t…help!" 


"I've
encountered many of you Bucelarii before." The Sage crossed his arms.
"The voice drives you to kill and will not leave you in peace until you
do."


The
Hunter nodded, though his head felt ready to explode from the building
pressure. 


"Listen
to me, Hunter." The Sage's calm, quiet tone cut through the pounding in his
head. "To fight it, you must remember you
are in control of your mind. Believe you have the power to silence it, and use
that conviction to drive it back."


The
Hunter's jaw ached from clenching so tightly, but he tried to do as the Sage
instructed. You are nothing. I am in
control.


"Slow,
deep breaths." A slim hand gripped his shoulder. "As you exhale, push the voice from your mind." 


The
demon's presence fought back, refusing to give ground. “There is only one way to silence me. Give me what I desire!”


You do not command me! 


"Picture
yourself building a wall in your mind, your will as the bricks. Use it to
contain the thing within." 


“You will not drive me out!” his inner demon screamed. “You need me. Without me, you are nothing.”


The
Hunter's fingers dug furrows in the grass. It
is you who needs me, not the other
way around. He envisioned a wall, and built it higher with every ragged
breath. The demon hurled its fury against the solid structure to no avail. 


One
frenzied heartbeat at a time, he forced the presence back. If you want me to give you what you desire, Leave. Me. In. PEACE!


With
a final surge of willpower, he set the final brick in place. Something snapped.
The burning torment in his mind retreated, and silence filled his head. He drew
in a shuddering breath, his legs sagging.


The
voice had gone. For now. He'd won,
but how long would the peace last? In the end, the demon always returned.
Without Hailen's presence to keep it at bay, he had to give the voice what it
wanted, and soon. 


"Better?"
The Sage still gripped his shoulder.


The
Hunter nodded. "Th-Thank you." 


The
Sage dismissed it with a wave. "You asked for proof you could trust me. I
hope you are beginning to see how an alliance would benefit both of us."


"I
am." The Hunter forced a grin. "Clearly, there is a great deal I
could learn from you." 


"More
than you can possibly imagine." 


Arrogance, it seems, is another of the
Sage's weaknesses. 


The
Sage thrust his chin toward the rocky path that led away from the temple.
"Walk with me, Hunter. I have something I believe a warrior such as you
will find fascinating." 


The
Hunter fell into step beside the Sage, his curiosity piqued. 


"There
is a great deal about Kara-ket that you have yet to learn. I expect you will
want to explore, and you may. In the company of my men, of course. At least for
the time being." He gave the Hunter a meaningful look. "Though I'm
certain you will soon discover that some places are better left alone."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Like what?"


"No doubt you are familiar with the
Masters of Agony." The Hunter nodded. "This temple"—he pointed to the one from which they had just
emerged—"belongs to me and my vassals. That
temple"—his finger thrust toward the other towering spire—"is home
to the Masters of Agony and their lord, the Warmaster."


The
Warmaster? Garanis had
spoken the name in Malandria, as had Queen Asalah in Al Hani. 


"Tell me about him."


The Sage's expression soured. "You
will hear no kind words pass these lips. I believe it is best you meet him for
yourself."


The path cut through a manicured lawn—an
impossibility at this altitude—toward a set of stairs carved into the
mountainside. Pillars of steam rose from vents set into the ground, the cliff
face, and the base of the temple. 


The Sage eyed him with a grin.
"Wondrous, is it not?"


"Indeed." The Hunter held out
his arms. "We are surrounded by snow-capped peaks, yet the air is as warm
as a Voramian spring."


The Sage nodded. "A marvel of the
Serenii. No magick, however, but ingenuity." His slim finger indicated a
hole in the ground. "Those vents bring warm air from deep underground. The
very stones of the temple let off heat that drives back the chill, and the high
cliffs"—he gestured to sheer rock faces encircling the temples—"keep
out the wind." He shook his head. "Every time I think how much was
lost to us when the Serenii disappeared…"


They ascended the stairs in silence.
Within minutes, the Hunter's legs burned, and he gasped in the thin mountain
air. The Sage seemed unaffected by the altitude, but thankfully he ignored the
Hunter's struggle. 


As they climbed, a new sound reached the
Hunter: shouts and cheers. It grew louder with every painful heartbeat. The
stairs opened onto a high plateau that stretched dozens of paces in every
direction. 


Hundreds of figures clad in scarlet
robes formed a loose square around a clearing where two warriors fought. The
clacking of their wooden practice
swords echoed off the cliffs around them. One—clad in the simple white and
black robes of the Sage's men—gave way before his opponent, the largest man the
Hunter had ever seen.


The giant—he stood at least a head
taller than the Hunter—wore nothing but a pair of breeches and heavy boots.
Sweat glistened on his bald head and dripped from his heavy, protruding brow.
His sword looked like a dagger in his enormous hands. "Is that the best
you can do?" His booming voice rang over the tumult. 


The Sage inclined his head toward the
figure. "Behold, the Warmaster." 


The Hunter went rigid. Bloody, twisted hell! He couldn't take
his eyes from the enormous man. Though the crisp air stung the Hunter's
nostrils, there was no mistaking the foul odor of rot and decay. Dread twisted
a knife in the Hunter's gut. Watcher's
teeth! He'd come to Kara-ket to eliminate the Sage. The discovery that the
Sage was Abiarazi complicated his plans, but could he kill two demons? This is going to
make things damned hard!


Despite his hulking size, the Warmaster
moved with fluid grace. His massive shoulders bunched as he battered at his
opponent's sword, sending the warrior staggering. Before his opponent could
recover, he cut the man's legs out from under him and smacked the wooden tip
into the side of the white and black-clad warrior's neck.


"Yield, Daemos." His lips
pulled back into a snarl, revealing teeth that shone white against the
bristling black beard flowing down his hairy barrel chest and musclebound
torso.


The fallen man gasped, "I yield,
Warmaster!"


With a nod, the giant lowered his sword
and extended a massive hand to help Daemos stand. He turned to the crowd.
"Where was Daemos' first mistake?"


"Facing you, I believe." An
acerbic smile played at the corner of the Sage's lips.


The Warmaster whirled. "Who
dares?" His eyes fell on the Sage, and a scowl deepened his face.
"What do you want?" 


The Sage held up his hands. "I have
come to observe. I may not be a warrior, yet I am still capable of recognizing
a master artisan." 


"So be it." The Warmaster's
grimace mutated into a forced smile. "And what have we here? Is this the
intruder your men captured yesterday?"


"Captured?" The Hunter crossed his arms. "I came for an
audience with the Sage. These men were kind enough to escort me to my
destination."


The Warmaster snorted. "Bold words
from one so small." He cracked his knuckles and turned to the Sage.
"Keep your pet on a leash before his barking lands him in trouble."


The Hunter stiffened. "I am no
man's pet. I am the Hunter of Voramis."


The
hulking man narrowed his eyes. "Is that name supposed to mean something,
little man?" The last words vibrated with menace. The thick bands of
muscle on his forearms rippled as his fists clenched. 


"It
should." The Hunter met his gaze with no hesitation. "They were the
last words to pass the lips of the First of the Bloody Hand."


The
huge man's face darkened, and he turned to the Sage. "What? Is he the one who—?"


"Indeed." The Sage inclined
his head. 


"And I am Bucelarii." Out of
the corner of his eye, the Hunter caught the Sage's wince. No doubt the demon
had expected to keep that to himself. 


The Warmaster's eyes widened.
"Impossible!" He drew in a deep breath, sniffing the air. "It
can't be."


"And yet it is." He locked
gazes with the giant, glaring defiance. 


"Excuse the interruption,
Warmaster." The Sage gave a magnanimous wave. "Carry on."


"Thank you for your
permission," the Warmaster growled, voice heavy with sarcasm. He turned
his back on the Sage and addressed his men. "As I was saying, who wants to
tell me where Daemos made his mistake?"


A voice rose from the crowd.
"Facing you head-on, Warmaster!" 


The huge warrior nodded. "Continue,
Erianus."


Erianus, a rangy man with short-cropped
hair and a scar across his forehead, stepped out of the small cluster of black
and white-robed men in the sea of scarlet. "When facing an opponent of
superior size and strength, one must avoid direct confrontation."


"Very good." The Warmaster
beckoned. "Let us see if you can learn from Daemos' failures."


Erianus retrieved the wooden sword from
Daemos and strode into the ring. Though he barely reached the Warmaster's
shoulder, he showed no sign of fear. With a salute of the practice blade, he
attacked. Erianus moved with skill and speed far superior to Daemos', yet
within the space of a minute, he found himself on the ground, the Warmaster's
sword at his throat.


"Next!" the huge demon roared.



The crowd of black and white-robed
Elivasti shifted, and another challenger stepped forward. This one, a pudgy,
pale-faced redhead, lumbered toward the Warmaster, then lunged with a quick-step
attack that pushed the giant back. He almost slipped through the Warmaster's
guard, but the demon held him off. The sound of his wheezing soon filled the
clearing. As he tired, his movements grew labored and lethargic. The
Warmaster's wooden sword cracked him on the head.


The Hunter turned to the Sage.
"Where you have the brains, he clearly possesses the brawn."


The Sage nodded and spoke in a low
voice. "Once, long ago, the Warmaster served as general in the legion of
the Abiarazi. Even among our kind, he was one to be feared. For his
ruthlessness, if nothing else."


The Hunter didn't miss the
poorly-concealed derision in the Sage's voice. "All brawn, then?"


The Sage gave the Hunter a smug grin. 


"Bucelarii!" The Warmaster's
voice thundered toward him. "What say we show these men the true skill of
a warrior?"


Exactly
what I didn't want to happen. The
Hunter had no desire to face the giant, nor any need to obey the Warmaster's
command. 


"Another time, perhaps."


"Afraid, are you?" The giant roared
with laughter, echoed by the warriors. 


The Sage's expression had tightened, his
face pinched. 


The Hunter cursed inwardly. The Abiarazi
valued strength and ruthlessness above all else, and he'd already shown a hint
of weakness when his inner voice nearly overwhelmed him. He couldn't run from
the confrontation if he wanted to gain the Sage's trust. He had no choice but
to oblige.


"Very well. Let us give these men a
show they will remember." He took the proffered wooden sword and strode
onto the field of battle.


 












Chapter Ten 
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A
grim smile spread on the Warmaster's face. "Well, Bucelarii," he said
in a low voice. "You may have killed the First, but let's find out how
long you survive against a true warrior."


Without
hesitation, the Hunter attacked. His blade darted toward the Warmaster's torso,
but wood clacked on wood as the demon turned his blow aside. He ducked beneath
a strike aimed at his head, and his low slash nearly slapped against the
Warmaster's knee, but the giant leapt backward just in time. 


Better to let him win, he thought. No sense making an enemy out of him. Not yet. Grinning, the Hunter
advanced. 


He
let loose with a flurry of unpredictable blows that struck at the Warmaster
from all sides. The giant's eyes narrowed, as if searching for a rhythm in the
attacks. The Hunter settled into a cadence meant to bait the hulking demon.
Just as the Warmaster readied for a counterattack, the Hunter danced backward,
and the wild swipe went wide. 


"My
compliments to your blademaster, Bucelarii." The Warmaster raised the
wooden sword in salute. "He clearly taught you well."


The
Hunter spread his arms wide and swept a courtly bow. He welcomed the break in
combat. Despite his inhuman stamina, his heart raced in an attempt to pump the
meager oxygen through his body. He doubted he could survive more than a few
minutes of sparring without collapsing, so thin was the air of the mountaintop.


He
circled the Warmaster, eyes glued on the giant's hips and torso. The demon's
enormous shoulders bunched, and the Hunter deflected a powerful overhand
stroke. The Warmaster followed it up with a lightning combination of thrusts
and cuts that pushed the Hunter back. The staccato clack, clack of their swords rang out in the clearing.


The
Warmaster moved with speed that seemed an odd match for his immense strength.
His tree-trunk arms whipped the practice blade around with effortless ease. His
feet kept perfect pace with the Hunter's shuffling steps, and he pursued his
opponent with dogged determination. His amusement gave way to frustration as
the Hunter evaded his attacks. 


As
the demon transitioned from a series of cuts into a quick lunge, the Hunter
lowered his arm. The tip of the Warmaster's blade slipped into his guard and
tapped the Hunter's ribs. Cheers and shouts of "Hail, Warmaster!"
rose from the crowd around them. 


The
Hunter nodded. "A well-fought match, mighty Warmaster."


The
Warmaster growled. "You think me a fool? You dropped your sword just
enough to let me through."


The
Hunter shook his head. "I don't know what you're—"


"Fight
me like a Bucelarii, not like a man!" Anger flashed in the demon's eyes.
"Unless you do not believe yourself my equal."


The
Hunter pitched his voice low. "Only a fool would seek to best a commander
before his men. I simply show you the respect you are due." 


The
Warmaster snarled, "You dishonor me and turn my field of training into a
mummer's farce!" He balled his massive fists. "Now prove yourself
worthy of your heritage, or I will cast you from this mountaintop myself."


The
Hunter sighed. What choice do I have? If
he made an enemy of the Warmaster now, he'd find it far more difficult to kill
the hulking demon when the time came. I'll
have to make this look good.


"Very
well." Saluting the demon with his wooden sword, he dropped into a low
stance.


The
Warmaster's eyes narrowed, and he gripped his blade tighter. As the demon
shifted his weight to his rear foot, the Hunter lunged. The Warmaster twisted
aside, but the blade ruffled his beard. 


A
bellow of laughter burst from the giant demon's throat. "Much better! Now
you prove yourself a worthy adversary."


His
attacks came from all sides, but the Hunter leapt out of reach of the long
blade. The Warmaster's pursuit forced him to keep retreating. He danced out of
reach of the giant's sword, but found himself hard-pressed to evade and parry
the attacks. 


Time to take the fight to him.


He
dove forward, and the Warmaster's blade whistled a finger's breadth from his
head. Rolling to his feet, he spun and struck at the giant's knees. His sword clacked against the Warmaster's wooden
blade. He dropped beneath the demon's counterattack, twisted out of the path of
a thrust, and leapt out of reach. 


He
staggered. I can't keep this up much
longer. The thin air scorched his lungs and turned his limbs to lead. 


The
Warmaster showed no sign of fatigue. "I am impressed, Bucelarii. And
believe me when I say I do not impress easily. You have proven yourself worthy
to join my host."


The
Hunter struggled to control his breathing. "I…thank you for…the
honor." Rejecting the demon's offer would only antagonize it. "I
will…consider it carefully."


"Good.
I can offer you far more than that snake ever
could." His eyes darted toward the Sage. "But first, let us finish
this."


The
Warmaster's lunge caught the Hunter off guard, and he barely managed to turn
the blow aside. He countered with a high chop that whistled over the demon's
head. A flurry of thrusts forced the Hunter backward. As the Warmaster
advanced, his foot caught on a depression in the field and he staggered. Before
he could recover, the Hunter tapped his wooden blade against the Warmaster's
ribs. 


A
gasp rose from the crowd. The Warmaster himself looked stunned. 


The
Hunter saluted and bowed. "An honor, great Warmaster." He hid his
relief. The Mistress’ luck had been with him; he'd never have defeated the huge
demon otherwise. 


The
giant's face flushed. "Again." His gaze darted to the assembled
warriors. 


The
Hunter shook his head. "I fear the mountain air has taken its toll
on—"


"I
said we go again!" Anger
smoldered in the Warmaster's eyes, and a vivid red suffused his cheeks and
neck. "We are at a draw. Another match is required to break the
deadlock."


The
Hunter studied the enormous demon. Only a
fool would say no. His pride has been wounded, so he needs a chance to save
face. With a salute, he dropped into a defensive stance.


The
Warmaster stalked toward him, his movements cautious, eyes wary. His sword
flicked out, and the Hunter deflected the blow. The Warmaster knocked aside his
counter and answered with a thrust. The wooden swords clacked as they exchanged light blows, each testing the other's
guard. When the Warmaster failed to break through the Hunter's defenses, he
retreated.


The
Hunter circled the larger demon, sword held in a loose grip, muscles tense in
expectation of an attack. His lungs begged for air, but he refused to show any
sign of weakness. 


The
Warmaster's lightning-fast lunge caught the Hunter off guard, but his speed and
training saved him. His wooden sword turned the blow aside as he twisted his
torso. The Warmaster's blade tugged at his tunic, ripping the cloth.


Too close. The force of the blow would have
shattered a rib, effectively ending the fight. 


Frustration
and anger burned in the Warmaster's eyes. The wooden sword creaked in his
white-knuckled grip. He rushed the Hunter, sword sweeping toward his throat.


"Enough!"
The Hunter leapt backward. He had to stop the fight before the demon, maddened
by his frustration, seriously injured him. "I yield. It is over."


The
Warmaster stalked forward. "No!"


The
Hunter stepped back, shaking his head. "We have fought as you commanded.
Let it be done."


The
Warmaster's features shuddered in a sickening wave of flesh and bone.
"Fight on!" His roar echoed from the mountaintop. "You do not
walk away from this fight before I
decree it!"


The
Hunter tossed the wooden sword aside. "I have had enough. You do not
command me." He turned his back on the Warmaster and strode toward the
edge of the clearing.


The
Sage stood from his seat. "It is over, Warmaster. The Bucelarii has
yielded."


"Coward!"
The Warmaster screamed—a savage sound of hate and rage. Heavy footsteps
thundered toward the Hunter. 


Damn it! He launched himself to the side. The
Warmaster's wooden blade ruffled his cloak and passed dangerously close to his
head. Rolling to his feet, he scrambled toward his discarded blade and wrapped
his fingers around the hilt. He spun and raised the sword just in time. The
Warmaster's practice blade smashed into his with jarring force. 


"Enough!"



The
Warmaster ignored his shouts. Teeth bared in an animal snarl, eyes blazing with
hate and rage, he unleashed blow after blow, each packed with enough power to drive
through the Hunter's guard. His massive arms wielded the light practice blade
with terrible efficacy. 


The
Hunter ducked, spun, and twisted, avoiding contact whenever possible. When
forced to block, the impact sent a jolt down his arm. He summoned every trick
of skill and cunning in a desperate effort to avoid the demon's blows. If he
let even one through, it would shatter bone. 


And
still the Warmaster came, implacable as a whirlwind, with speed to rival—even
surpass—the Hunter's. Step by step, the Hunter retreated before the terrible
onslaught. His shoulders, arms, and wrists smarted from the battering, and he
felt the wooden fibers of his practice sword weakening beneath the hammering
blows.


The
Warmaster drove his boot into his chest, and the Hunter staggered. Bellowing,
the huge demon brought his wooden sword down in an overhand chop. Instinct
kicking in, the Hunter raised his practice sword to block, and the wooden
weapon shattered. 


The
Warmaster's blade struck his head with terrible force. Darkness filled his
vision, and the world spun around him. Something slammed into his midsection,
knocking the air from his lungs. He clasped the foot, but it ripped from his
grasp and smashed into him again. His ribs gave way with an audible snap, driving the breath from his lungs,
and the force hurled him backwards. He fell hard, ears ringing, mouth tasting
of dirt and blood. 


The
wall he'd constructed in his mind shattered. “Foolish Bucelarii!” The demon's voice stabbed into his thoughts,
and mocking laughter echoed his head. “See
what happens when you challenge the might of the Abiarazi? When will you learn
your place?”


The
Hunter shook his head and pushed himself up. It's not over yet! Despite his bravado, he could barely bring
himself to stand. Every bone in his body ached; his limbs felt leaden, too
heavy to move. But the Warmaster refused to let him yield. He had to fight
until the end, even if that meant taking a pounding. 


"Stay
down, boy." A quiet voice spoke from behind him. "You're only making
things worse."


The
Hunter whirled. Shock jolted through him. That
face! 


The
man stood before him, arms folded across his chest, clad in the black and white
robes of the Elivasti. Deep lines wrinkled his sun-darkened face, but the
Hunter would recognize those violet eyes and the serene expression anywhere. 


Reality
faded as the memory took over. "I
have taught you to master the voices in your mind, but there may come a day
when you will forget what you have learned. But if you keep these words forever
locked in your memory and repeat them with every kill, they will serve as a
link to the things that keep your humanity intact."


It can't be! He stumbled backward. It was. Master Eldor?


A
roar echoed behind him. "None can stand before the Warmaster!" 


The
Hunter whirled, his movements clumsy and slow. He lifted his practice blade,
but too late saw the shattered stump of wood in his hand. Time slowed to a
crawl as the Warmaster's sword carved a terrible path toward his face.


Pain
exploded in his head. 
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The smell of jasmine and honey blended
with the rich aroma of cinnamon and the fresh tang of berries. She lay back on
a mountain of plush velvet cushions, smiling at him as he ran a hand over Her
swollen belly.


"Hello, little one. Can you hear
me?"


She pushed his head away. "Of
course not, silly man." 


"You don't know that. Look! He's
kicking." The flesh of Her stomach wiggled. "He likes the sound of my
voice."


"What if it's a 'she'?" Her
brows furrowed in mock severity. "What then?"


He nuzzled Her neck. "Then 'she'
will be as beautiful as her mother."


She grinned. "Gods forbid she looks
like her father." 


He took Her hand, marveling at the
strength in Her grip, the confidence in Her eyes. She was the perfect match for
him in every way. 


"Boy or girl, it matters not. The
child will be loved. And protected."


Her face fell, and tears sparkled in Her
eyes. "But not by you." She kissed him. Her lips—soft as silk—tasted
sweet on his. "My love." His heart skipped a beat at the sound of Her
velvety voice. "This must be goodbye."


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


Lines of worry creased Her forehead.
"It will mean death for both of us if ever we meet. It cannot be."


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


"But the Beggar's servants will
find us!" 


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


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


He recoiled. "You would bid me leave?
Are you so afraid that you will put an end to what we share? What we have
created?" 


"I have no choice." She
pressed him to the bed, gentle yet firm. He yielded. "They have left us no
choice at all."


"But—"


"Hush." She touched a finger
to his lips. 


"I will not allow it, Az’nii."
He kissed the finger. "They will not tear us apart." 


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


Steel glinted in the candlelight. Sorrow
twisted Her face as the dagger plunged toward his heart.


Agony. Silence. Darkness. 


 


* * * 


 


The
Hunter bolted upright, clutching at the agony in his chest. A phantom pain from
his distant past. 


The
memory had returned as he crossed the Advanat Desert in the company of Sirkar
Jeroen and his crew. Over and over, he’d relived the moment She plunged the
dagger into his breast, delivered him to the Illusionist Clerics. He’d wrestled
with the sting of her betrayal in the weeks since.


But
now he’d learned something new about Her. About himself. 


I have a child. He clung to the dream like a drowning
man clung to a lifeboat. The image of Her smiling face and rounded belly remained
fixed in his mind. His heart twisted, and acid burned in his gut. I'm a father. 


He
still couldn’t understand Her actions, but he had to face a new question: did
the child live? He had no idea how much time had elapsed since he'd seen Her
last: centuries, for certain. Perhaps millennia. He'd lived for thousands of
years, since the War of Gods. When had he met Her? And when had they had a
child? 


The
door opened, and the Sage strode into the room. "You're awake."


The
Hunter, lost in sea of emotions churning within him, stared at the demon,
uncomprehending. 


The
Sage lowered himself to the floor beside the Hunter's bed. 


Bed? The Hunter's eyes focused on the features of the unfamiliar
room: a plush bed, bloodwood armoire, and intricate Serenii carvings etched
into the softly-glowing walls. A slight evening chill drifted in through the
bay windows opened onto a balcony. Evening?


"Where…?"



The
Sage raised an eyebrow. "I see you're not yet fully recovered."


"Recovered?
What are you talking about?" He couldn't recall climbing into bed. The
last thing he remembered, he'd been walking the halls of Kara-ket with the
Sage. 


"The
Warmaster's blow took more out of you than I expected."


"W-Warmaster?"
The memories returned in a flood. The
sparring grounds. The Warmaster. Master Eldor! 


He
threw off the covers and made to stand, a wave of nausea washed over him. Damned demon! He squeezed his eyes shut
to stop the room spinning. 


"Easy."
The Sage's hand pressed him backward. "Don't get up yet. Given the
injuries, I'm certain it must still be difficult to accelerate your body's
natural healing."


The
odd phrasing caught the Hunter by surprise. Was it a slip of the tongue? No,
the Sage had never spoken idle words. "Accelerate?" 


Astonishment
flashed in the Sage's empty eyes. "Surely the Illusionist's priests
haven't taken everything from you?" He shook his head. "The
injustice!" 


The
Hunter nodded. The memory of being strapped to the Illusionist Cleric's table
still sent a chill down his spine. He'd come so close to losing everything. 


The
Sage stroked his chin. "Have you rediscovered your ability to change the
shape of your body?"


"Yes."
Queen Asalah—or the Abiarazi that wore her face and perfect body—had taught him
how. "Though I have yet to master it." 


The
Sage dismissed it with a wave. "No matter. It is enough that you know. You
impose your will on your body, forcing it to change, yes?" His features
swam, shifting between a half-dozen faces in as many heartbeats.


The
Hunter flinched at the gruesome wave of flesh and muscle. "Yes."


The
face of the Sage returned. "Good. Healing your body is the same. Command
your flesh to be whole. Instead of shifting the shape of your bones and
muscles, will your body to mend itself. Give it a try."


The
Hunter closed his eyes and, with a deep breath, turned his thoughts inward. He
tried to focus on the sensations running through him. The throbbing in his
head, the nausea churning in his stomach, the ache of his sore muscles—these
sensations intensified with every heartbeat. 


Yet
with the increase in sensations came an enhanced awareness of his body. He
could feel the blood pulsing in his veins, the contracting and relaxing of his
muscles, the beat of his heart. He focused on the bone, flesh, and nerves in
his head, building them back up piece by piece. 


He
fell back with a gasp, exhaustion snapping his concentration. Whatever he'd
done had worked, somewhat. The pain in his head had dimmed to a dull ache, but
at least he could sit upright without swooning. The room's pirouetting had
slowed. "How long was I unconscious?"


"Most
of the night. The Warmaster's blow shattered your nose and jaw, nearly caved in
your skull. There was blood…everywhere." 


Rage
flickered hot in the Hunter's chest. "That bastard! Next time I see him
I'll—"


"Easy,
Hunter." The Sage held up a restraining hand. "I'd caution restraint
when it comes to dealing with the Warmaster. As you saw, he is quick to anger,
and woe to the man—or Bucelarii—who
is the object of his fury."


A
knock sounded at the door, and the Sage turned. "Speaking of…"


The
Warmaster's hulking frame filled the door. Unlike the Sage, he wore no perfume,
made no attempt to mask his unearthly reek. 


The
Hunter sat up in bed, instantly aware of the fact he wore only a simple pair of
breeches. He searched the room for Soulhunger, his sword, anything.


"Be
at ease, Bucelarii," the Warmaster rumbled. "I have come to explain
my actions." 


The
Hunter crossed his arms. "Speak." This
ought to be good. 


The
Warmaster clasped his hands behind his back. "I acted rashly, out of
anger."


The
Hunter snorted. "And that is your apology?" 


The
Warmaster stiffened, massive hands flexing. "I am sorry that you were
hurt, and I regret that my anger got the best of me." His face showed no
remorse, no emotion at all. Cold fire burned in the depthless void of his eyes,
and he stood rigid, his back ramrod straight. 


The
Hunter suppressed a sneer. With all the
sincerity of a wolf apologizing to a stag. He took a deep breath and
struggled to rein in his fury. Had he faced any normal man, he would have leapt
from the bed and snapped the bastard’s neck. He’d have to make an exception in
this case. He couldn’t afford to antagonize the enormous, powerful warrior—one
whose skill, strength, and speed surpassed even his own. Not yet. 


The
Hunter clenched his jaw. "I…accept." 


The
Warmaster's expression relaxed, and he nodded. "Allow me to make amends
for your injuries. Let me hold a feast in your honor tomorrow night." His
eyes darted to the Sage. "I can offer you certain…entertainments you will
not find elsewhere." 


The
Sage made no attempt to hide his scorn. 


The
Hunter spoke before the Sage could. "So be it. We will attend your
feast."


The
Warmaster's eyes blazed at the mention of the word “we”, but he managed a stiff
bow. "Until then, Bucelarii." His gaze avoided the Sage as he strode
from the room.


The
Sage curled a lip at the closing door. "Vicious bastard!" He pitched
his voice low so only the Hunter could hear. "You have no idea how many of
my men have died at his hands. 'Necessary training', he calls it." He
rattled off a string of vitriol in a language that jarred the Hunter's ears. 


The
Hunter closed his eyes and leaned back against the headboard. He was more tired
than he cared to admit, and his efforts to heal himself had sapped his energy
further. 


"Though,
I must admit I find his apology—such as it was—something new." The Sage
gave a wry grin. "Clearly, he wants something from you badly enough he’s
willing to pretend humility."


The
Hunter nodded. Of course he does. But so
do you. 


"I
trust your new accommodations are satisfactory?"


"They
are." The Hunter opened his eyes to meet the Sage's inquiring gaze.
"Though I find myself wondering why I’ve been moved." 


"I
told you I wanted you somewhere I could keep an eye on you, to be certain you
could be trusted. The way you handled yourself with the Warmaster—let’s just
say, if you’d wanted me dead, I would
be." The Sage folded his hands delicately in his lap. "Here, there
are fewer…restrictions on your movement." 


The
Hunter suppressed his scorn. So there
won't be guards posted outside my door. 


"On
the practice field," the Sage said, his face a mask of perfect calm,
"he tried to entice you to join him, didn't he?"


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. The Sage couldn't possibly have heard the
conversation. "He did." 


"And?"
The Sage fixed him with a piercing stare. "What did you say?"


"I told him I wouldn't." The
lie came easy. "Why else do you think he got so angry?"


"Indeed." The Sage toyed with
the hem of his robe. "A step closer to trusting each other, I
believe."


"I hope so," the Hunter said,
adding a hint of earnestness to his voice. "Now, if you will forgive me, I
desire rest."


The Sage bowed. "Foolish me, of
course!" He stood. "Healing can sap your energy far faster than any
exertion. After all, you are forcing your body's internal functions to work at
an accelerated pace."


"Thank you for understanding."



"If you feel up to it, I would have
you join me for dinner this evening." The demon gave the Hunter an
inquiring look. "I, too, have questions to ask of you."


The Hunter nodded. "Of
course."


"Excellent!" The Sage beamed.
"I will send an escort the second hour after dark." He held up a hand
at the Hunter's scowl. "Not a guard, mind you. Someone to show you the way
through the halls of Kara-ket."


"I will be ready."


With a half-bow, the Sage strode from
the room. 


The moment he was alone, the Hunter
leapt from his bed. His exhaustion had been a pretense; he'd wanted to be rid
of the demon, and he needed time to explore his chamber and to ponder the
latest setback.


Besides the bed, the room held a simple
four-tiered shelf, an oaken set of drawers, and a chest of the same. His gear
lay in the bottom of the chest, still untouched by whichever of the Sage's
servants had transported them. Opening the drawers, the Hunter found a
collection of tunics, robes, britches, and more formal outfits of a
surprisingly costly and stylish cut. 


Next to the shelf stood a door that led
to an even larger and grander bathing chamber than the one in his previous
room. The copper tub had ample space for him to stretch to his full length.
Fresh towels lay in a neat pile beside the tub, and an ivory basin sat atop an
ebony washstand. 


A picture window dominated the far end
of the room, stretching from wall to wall. One of the windows swung outward,
leading onto a balcony overlooking the Yathi Mountains. The Hunter peered over
the railing; he was at least ten stories above the ground floor. 


His gaze was drawn down, toward the base
of the cliff upon which Kara-ket sat. An entire city spread out far below in
the shadow of the twin temples. His curiosity burned; he resolved to ask about
the settlement.


For now, he contented himself to study
the exterior of the temple. The elements had worn away the stone, providing him
modest hand and footholds. He could escape his purple-eyed escort this way,
though it would be no easy climb. 


Returning inside, he settled into a
comfortable sitting position on the bed and drew out Soulhunger and his
whetstone. He ran the stone across the edge of the blade. The familiar sound
and grinding helped him to think.


The
Warmaster complicates things. Dealing with one demon was going to be hard
enough, but two? And such a formidable one that that?


What the Sage had in brains, the
Warmaster more than made up for in brawn and skill. The Hunter had gotten lucky
on the training field. Had he faced the Warmaster with bared steel, the demon
would have hacked him to pieces.


That made his task of eliminating the
demons that much harder. He doubted he'd survive a direct confrontation with
the huge Warmaster. His skill, strength, and speed wouldn't help him win a
fight with this particular demon.


He had to attack the problem from a
different angle. He couldn't defeat the huge Abiarazi one-on-one, but perhaps
he had no need to. There was little love lost between the Sage and the
Warmaster; it wouldn't take much to pull the two into open conflict. If the
Sage's Elivasti could eliminate the huge demon for him, he'd only have one
Abiarazi to kill.


Which begged the question: why use the
Sage against the Warmaster? The Warmaster outclassed the smaller demon
physically. It wouldn't be a contest if the two ever faced in battle.


But the Abiarazi who ruled Einan from the
shadows would never be drawn into a
physical battle. He'd have others do the killing—and the dying—for him. The
Warmaster could kill hundreds with his bare hands; the Sage could kill
thousands by crafting a war in a kingdom halfway across the world.


No, the Sage was clearly the better
choice in this endeavor. The demon would also be easier for the Hunter to kill.
If he could win the Sage's trust, he could maneuver into the right position
when the time came. 


When would
the time come? Three days had passed since he’d left Hailen in Kharan-cui.
He could afford another two or three days before the innkeeper noticed the
supply of gold running low. 


Three
days to start a war between two demons. He snorted. That
ought to be easy.


He'd need those three days to find out
the Sage's plans for Einan. The invitation to dinner had come at the perfect
time. He would take the chance to scope out the demon's chambers. Surely the
Abiarazi kept his most sensitive information close at hand. 


If nothing else, he could continue
plying the Sage with questions. The more he asked, the greater the chance the
Sage would inadvertently reveal a nugget of information the Hunter could use.
Already he'd learned much about the temples of Kara-ket, the history of the
Serenii and the Abiarazi, and the Sage's disdain for the Warmaster. It would
prove challenging, but he was confident he could get what he wanted from the
Sage in time.


He could almost hear his inner demon's
mocking, “And if not? What then, oh
mighty Hunter?” 


What then? As long as the demons were
dead, he'd be content. He had managed to find demons on his own in Malandria
and Al Hani. He could do so again. The task would be long and arduous, but he
had immortality on his side. 


Of course, there was the matter of the
purple-eyed man from the training field. The same man he'd seen in his
memories.


Master
Eldor.


He had to find the man, but where? He
couldn't come out and ask the Sage—no sense revealing any personal connection
that could be used as a weakness. He'd have to ask the Sage about the Elivasti
in general, then use the information the Sage gave him to track down the man
he'd known so many years ago. 


Setting
aside Soulhunger and the whetstone, he went into the bathroom and set the tub
to fill. He had a long few days ahead; he'd take advantage of this particular
luxury one last time. 
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The
Hunter was ready when the knock sounded at his door. Two black and white-masked
Elivasti awaited him. Beckoning for the Hunter to follow, the silent escorts marched
through the halls of Kara-ket. 


The
Hunter kept his posture relaxed, but his eyes darted in every direction,
scoping out every dark corner and connecting passage of the temple. The long,
straight halls would prove challenging to slip through undetected, though the
occasional statue provided some cover. If
only the walls didn't glow so brightly, he thought. The soft brilliance
emanating from the stone drove back the shadows of night.


The
Elivasti led him up a set of stairs and down a long hall, toward an ornate
door. Counting his steps, the Hunter realized they were almost directly above
his room. Was the placement a coincidence? Knowing the Sage, it couldn't be.


"Come,"
sounded the calm, assured voice of the Sage when the Hunter knocked. A servant
swung the door open, and the Hunter entered the Sage's chambers.


Once
again, he couldn’t help marveling at the wealth in the Abiarazi's room. The
bloodwood furniture alone cost more than many of the richest Voramian nobles
would see in a lifetime. The crimson-colored wood lent an air of mystique and
wonder to the lavish quarters, further enhanced by the glowing walls.


The
Sage sat at a dining table, a crystal goblet of wine in his slim fingers.
"Ah, Hunter. Just in time for dinner." His face broke into a smile.
"I see your clothing is a good fit."


The
Hunter glanced down at the formal outfit he'd selected from the robes sitting
on his shelf: a long black jacket over a simple blue shirt, with black pants
and boots to complete the ensemble. The cut was fashionable—a tad too much for his tastes—of the style
worn in the noble courts of Voramis. The Sage wore similar garments, but the
exquisitely tailored silk reeked of opulence to match the rest of the room.


"Thank
you." He gave a stiff bow. "For the clothes."


The
Sage gave a dismissive wave. "You wear them well, though judging by your
expression, you'd be more comfortable in a plain vest and trousers."


The
Hunter shrugged. "I've had cause to dress up from time to time, but never
by choice." He stretched his arms. "Too tight to swing a sword
in."


"Of
course." The demon motioned to a chair across from him. "Join me. All
is in readiness."


As
the Hunter sat, the Sage snapped his fingers and three servants appeared
through a door at the far end of the room. Delicious aromas of roast wildfowl,
spicy broth, and fresh bread rose from their trays. A fourth entered bearing a
crystal goblet for the Hunter, which he filled from the pitcher in his other
hand. 


The
Hunter sipped the chilled wine. If nothing else, the demon had good taste in
liquor. He picked at the meal, eating just enough to satisfy propriety without
filling up. 


His
gaze roved the room, taking in every detail. An open doorway at the far end of
the room revealed a plush sitting space, shelves filled with books, and thick
sofas. He studied the closed door to his left; perhaps it led to the Sage's
office. As far as he could tell, there was only one way in and out of the
demon's room. He'd never get in unnoticed, not with the Elivasti guarding the
Sage's door. He'd have to find a way in when the demon was away. 


"There
is no danger here."


The
Sage's words caught him off guard. His head snapped back to the demon, who gave
him a knowing smile.


"You
have the look of a caged animal. The way your eyes never stop moving, always
drinking in your surroundings as if you are on an eternal quest for answers. It
is like you are seeing everything for the first time."


The
Hunter remained silent, pondering his next move. The demon was clearly more
insightful than he'd expected. A lie is
always more convincing when wrapped around a grain of truth.


"Assassins
learn to be wary no matter where they are. Even in the company of
friends."


The
Sage's smile grew at the word. "Indeed?"


"A
man once told me, 'The outstretched hand of friendship often distracts from a
hidden dagger'."


"Ah,
of course." The Sage nodded. "When one has spent a lifetime
mistrusting others, it can be difficult to let your guard down. But you have my
word, no one will leap out at the shadows to murder you." He chuckled.
"Not tonight, at least."


The
Hunter pretended to find this amusing and returned the Sage's chortle.
"Tell me, the city built into the base of the temple, who lives
there?"


The
Sage sipped at his wine. "The Elivasti." 


"All of them?" 


The
Sage shook his head. "Those who live here on Shana Laal." He didn't
expound.


The
Hunter pondered that for a moment. He'd met the purple-eyed people in the Chasm
of the Lost. Were there more spread
around Einan? 


"And
what do they do, the Elivasti?" He thrust his chin at the closed door.
"Aside from serve as your honor guard and greeting party." 


The
Sage pursed his lips. "They live lives of peace and plenty, in return for
service to me." His expression deepened to a scowl. "And the
Warmaster."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "They serve both
of you? How is that possible, given your…" Open hostility seemed the appropriate term, but he finished with,
"…mutual distaste?" 


The
Sage sighed. "The Elivasti are sworn to serve the Abiarazi. They have been
for generations, since the days their ancestors betrayed them and tried to
murder them."


"Ancestors?"
The Hunter's eyes narrowed. Surely he
can't mean…


"The
Serenii." 


The
demon's matter-of-fact tone contrasted with the gravity of the revelation. The
Serenii had died out or departed Einan thousands of years before. And yet the
Sage had an army of their descendants serving him.


"And
how did you convince the descendants of the Serenii to serve you?"


"We
did not convince them." An aristocratic hauteur crossed the Sage's face.
"They sought us out."


The
Hunter reached for his wine and sat back. "This is a story I must hear." 


"As
you wish." The Sage reclined in his chair, his eyes taking on a faraway
look. "The history of the Elivasti goes back to the War of Gods, to the
days when the Serenii still strode the earth. What many today do not know is
that most of the Serenii were isolationists, preferring to keep themselves
apart from the weak, young human race. However, some—a handful of outliers, in
truth—actively sought to integrate the two races. For the good of Einan, they
claimed. They allowed their bloodlines to mix with that of humans. Thus, the
Elivasti were created."


The
Hunter wanted to protest. It sounded absurd—the Serenii, mating with humans?
Yet his existence proved anything was possible. He held his tongue as the Sage
spoke. 


"When
it was discovered what these renegade Serenii had done, they were destroyed by
their brothers. But they had bred in secret for hundreds of years, and their
offspring numbered in the thousands. Try as they might, the isolationists could
not eliminate all of the Elivasti. The surviving few fled to the only place
they could find safety from the wrath of their ancestors."


"The
Abiarazi." 


The
Sage nodded. "They swore themselves in service to us in exchange for
safety. Not even the Serenii dared challenge the might of the Abiarazi
horde." His eyes glazed over, taking on a faraway look. "You should
have seen us, Hunter. Tens of thousands of the mightiest warriors ever to tread
Einari soil. A truly breathtaking force. We would have conquered this
realm!"


"Until
the gods intervened, of course."


The
Sage scowled, clearly displeased at the reminder. 


The
Hunter grinned inwardly. "But I thought the Abiarazi went into hiding to
escape the notice of the gods."


"So
we did. We gave up our power so we might live." He stared down at his
hands. "Even if it meant we had to occupy these weak, pitiful forms."


"If
you hate the guise of mankind, why remain hidden? Why not reveal yourselves as
Abiarazi and conquer Einan by brute force? Surely that is easier than clever
schemes and subterfuge."


"It
would be, but that would risk the ire of the gods. We have escaped their notice
thus far, but what will happen when we throw off our guises? Who can protect us
from them?"


Whatever they are, the demons are no
fools. During the War
of Gods, the Abiarazi horde had served Kharna. Without the Destroyer to protect
them, the demons—well, most of them—had
been cast out of Einan. 


He
opened his mouth to ask a question, but the Sage held up a hand. "There is
much I wish to tell you of my plans for Einan, but not yet. Soon, you have my
word."


The
Hunter wanted to push the issue. He needed to know more about not only the
demons in Kara-ket, but the Abiarazi around Einan. But if he pressed, he could
raise the Sage's suspicions. "Very well. Let us return to the story of the
Elivasti. You say they pledged themselves to your service during the height of
your power. Yet it seems they still serve you, despite your…reduced state."



"And
why wouldn't they?" The Sage smirked. "Every generation of Elivasti
has honored the oath sworn by their ancestors. For millennia, I have gathered
the Elivasti to my side, to serve as my eyes and ears throughout Einan. I
cannot leave Kara-ket, but they can traverse the land and carry out my
will."


That has to be how he communicates with
his agents. The Sage
could only be in one place at a time, but with a veritable army of willing
servants, he could control operations around Einan.


"And
all the Elivasti around Einan are
yours?"


The
Sage nodded. "I have scoured this world for thousands of years. Every
Elivasti has returned to my service. Though many believe they serve my
lieutenants, with no knowledge that the commands they follow come from
me." He fixed the Hunter with his unnerving stare. 


The
Hunter's mind drifted him back to the Chasm of the Lost. Once again, he lay in
an Elivasti bed, bleeding from dozens of wounds inflicted by a maddened bloodbear.
He'd come far too close to the Long Keeper's embrace. The silent men and women
with violet eyes had brought him back from the brink of death. 


The
Sage had said he'd suspected the
Hunter was Bucelarii. So if the Elivasti served the Sage, why hadn't they
brought him to Kara-ket directly? Surely they would have delivered news of his
leaving Voramis and traveling north. Something didn't add up. Perhaps the
Sage's control over the Elivasti wasn't as complete as he believed. He tucked
that nugget away for later contemplation.


"So
these Elivasti, are they like me? Did they inherit the strength of their
forefathers?" And their weaknesses. 


"The
first generation of Elivasti had a great deal in common with their ancestors,
the Serenii. But over time, they proved themselves inferior to the Bucelarii.
They lacked the sorcerous abilities of the Serenii—and the intelligence."
The Sage's mouth twisted. "Now, generations later, the blood of the
Serenii has been diluted. For all their long lifespan—two hundred years or
so—they're little more than mere humans." 


Two hundred years! The memory of Master Eldor had come from
his recent past. Yet the fragmented images he remembered only frustrated him
more. Would his memory ever return in full, or had the Illusionist Clerics'
arts condemned him to only remember bits and pieces?


The
Sage seemed not to notice his distraction. "They may have none of the
power of their ancestors, but we have turned them into the finest warriors on
Einan."


"Their
training with the Warmaster seems...brutal."


"Perhaps,"
the Sage said, shrugging, "but effective nonetheless. You have faced them.
Do you doubt their skill?"


"I
do not. With a hundred thousand such, you could conquer the world."


"As
you say." A smile played at the corner of the Sage's mouth. "Sadly,
there are fewer than ten thousand."


Ten thousand? The city below Kara-ket looked like it
could hold perhaps a thousand at most. So
where are the rest of them? He suppressed a shiver at the thought of ten
thousand purple-eyed warriors hiding among the people of Einan, prepared to
flood Einan at the Sage's command. 


"Truly
a mighty host." The Hunter leaned forward. "Which begs the question:
why wait? Einan could be yours."


The
Sage shook his head. "If only it were that easy. There are many factors at
play, things you cannot see unless you are the one pulling the strings."


The
Hunter snorted inwardly. Of course there
is. You just don't want to admit you are too afraid of the gods to act. The
Abiarazi may have once been mighty warriors, but every one he'd encountered
preferred to operate in the shadows. 


The
Sage seemed eager to change topics. "Did you know the name 'Elivasti'
means 'wanderer' in the ancient tongue of the Serenii? The Serenii disappeared
from Einan long ago, and it is said the Elivasti roamed the world in search of
their forefathers."


The
Hunter's eyebrows shot up. "Is that so?" His words came out
strangled.


Sir
Danna, the Cambionari he'd encountered on the road to Malandria, had asked him
his horse's name. The name “Elivast” had slipped from his tongue without
thinking. Had it come from a memory buried deep in his mind? 


Visibos,
the apprentice Cambionari, had reacted strangely when he spoke the name. If the
Beggar Priests knew the truth of the Bucelarii, did they know about the Elivasti
as well? 


"If
you would like to explore the city of the Elivasti," the Sage was saying,
"I would be pleased to send someone to escort you tomorrow."


The
Hunter stiffened. "And here I thought you were starting to trust me."


The
Sage waved him off. "You misunderstand my intentions, Bucelarii. I am
sending you a guide to show you around. Unless you would prefer to get lost in
the camp of the Elivasti?" 


The
Hunter scowled. "Very well."


"I
promise you it is for your benefit alone. You have free rein of my temple,
unwatched, unescorted." He held out a hand. "As befits an ally."


The
Hunter hesitated a moment, then clasped the demon's hand. The Sage's grip
belied his slight frame. "Then you have my thanks. And I will take you up
on your offer to explore Kara-ket. The works of the Serenii are truly
wondrous." 


The
Sage locked gazes with him. "More than you could possibly imagine." 


The
Hunter held back a shudder. For a moment, the Sage unsettled him more than any
Abiarazi he'd encountered. Something about the ferocity of his unblinking stare
made him feel as if the demon sought to pierce to the core of his being. Those
dark, empty eyes that met his held only glittering ice. 
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The
Sage's intensity disappeared and his confident grin returned. "What say
you to a game of Nizaa?" He snapped his fingers and held up his goblet.
"Do you play?"


The Hunter wanted to refuse and excuse
himself. I didn't come here to play
games. He needed time to explore the temple, learn his way around, if he
was to be ready when the moment came to eliminate the Warmaster and the Sage.
He had no problem with the Sage thinking him rude, but he had a reason to stay.
The more the demon talked, the greater the chance he unwittingly revealed
something important. 


He inclined his head. "After such a
generous feast, I can hardly decline the request."


The Sage chuckled. "I had hoped
you'd say that."


One of the Sage's silent servants
entered and set a Nizaa board atop the table between them. The board was made
of solid bloodwood enameled with a diamond finish that sparkled in the soft
light. Gold and silver shone from the individual squares. Delicate threads of
platinum, entwined in complex patterns, glittered around the edge.


The demon produced a pair of boxes and
held one out to the Hunter. 


The Hunter hesitated before taking the
box. "Some, though it has been some time since last I sat before a Nizaa
board. And certainly none this magnificent." He ran a finger over the metallic
figures. Though they showed wear from frequent use, the intricate features
remained visible. 


The Sage grinned. "You prove
yourself a man—forgive me, a Bucelarii—of
many talents." He opened his box, revealing pieces painstakingly cast from
red and white gold. "Did you know that Nizaa is descended from a game
played by the Serenii? Though the version of the game we know only a few
centuries old, it originated among the ancient people. Indeed, the very name,
'Nizaa', means 'defeat' in the tongue of the Serenii."


The Hunter couldn't mask his surprise.
He'd known Nizaa was old, but dating back to the Serenii? 


"I find the game a fascinating
one." The Sage stroked his pieces as he arrayed them on his side of the
board. "On the face of it, it is a simple game of matching wits and
tactics. But I find that it reveals a measure of one's character." With
that unnerving smile, he leaned forward and spoke in a voice of hushed
reverence. "It is a dance, a gamble, a battle, all rolled into one. I can
learn a great deal about my opponent by the way he plays." 


The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Is
that so?" 


The Sage's thin lips stretched into an
amused smile. "Come. Your armies will not position themselves."


The Hunter drew his own pieces from the
box. First, twelve larger, ornate figures depicting the gods of Einan—all
except the Long Keeper. Each had a unique range of movement and served a
different function. Next came eight small pieces, the Serfs. 


The board, eight squares wide and
fourteen long, contained silver spaces for the "valley" running down
the center, and gold for the "mountain" and "stronghold" on
the right and left of each player's hemisphere. He began to place his
pieces—the twelve gods on the two closest rows, and the eight serfs occupying
the next two rows. 


The
Sage tapped his side of the board. "Notice the difference between your
configuration and mine. You set your stronger pieces—the Watcher, the Mistress,
the Swordsman, and the Lady of Vengeance—at the forefront of your battle lines.
You place the more strategic pieces—the Bright Lady, the Illusionist, and the
Maiden—to guard your flanks, with the weakest ones—the Master, Beggar, and
Lonely Goddess—at the heart of your defense, protected from my attacks. You
play an offensive game, but with a solid defense—proving yourself adept." 


The
Hunter shrugged. Graeme, the alchemist from Voramis, had introduced him to the
game. By either innate skill or beginner's luck, he'd defeated his fat friend
every time. This setup of the pieces seemed…right, though why, he couldn't say.


"But
now examine my side." The Sage spun the board to give the Hunter a closer
look. "Instead of keeping the Beggar and Lonely Goddess in close proximity
to each other, I have separated them, where they are more powerful. The Maiden
and the Apprentice lead the serfs into battle, with the Swordsman and the
Bloody Minstrel for support. The Lady of Vengeance and the Illusionist guard
the flanks. Instead of the direct game of strength, I prefer the route of
cunning and strategy." 


The
Hunter found himself drawn into the Sage's explanation. He'd only ever played
Nizaa to pass the time, but the demon had clearly invested time into learning
the game's intricacies.


The
Sage inclined his head. "Challenger opens." 


The
Hunter moved his first piece, the Swordsman. Its range of movement spanned the
entire board, making it the most versatile—and thus, most useful—piece in the
game.


"Interesting."
Without hesitation, the Sage moved one of his serfs forward. Serfs, the weakest
pieces in the game, could move only a single space.


The
Hunter countered by moving a serf toward the squares marking the mouth of the
"valley" that ran through the center of the board. This would provide
the Hunter an advantage. Nizaa could be won in one of two ways: eliminate the
Master from the board, or defeat all of the opposing player's serfs. In the
valley, the serfs would be safe from the more powerful pieces belonging to the
gods. To defeat him, the Sage would have to attack the valley with his own
serfs.


"Clever,"
the Sage said, rubbing his hands together. "Always search for the position
that provides an advantage." He advanced another serf, this time toward
the "stronghold" on his side of the board. 


The
"valley" prevented the gods from crossing from one side of the board
to the other. Short of circumventing the valley, the only way of moving the
gods' pieces across hemispheres was to use the "stronghold" or
"mountain". But if a serf held one of the two squares of either high
ground, it could eliminate a god piece. Holding a mountain or stronghold
offered a unique advantage, one both players sought to exploit early in the
opening. These prime positions could mean the difference between a win and a
loss in the mid- and end-game. 


The
Hunter tapped his lips. What now? He imitated
the Sage's play and moved his serf to seize the vantage point. 


"Adaptable,
I see." The Sage leaned on the table, steepling his fingers as he eyed the
Hunter. 


Keeping
his expression blank, the Hunter waited for the Sage to make his move. You have no idea how right you truly are. He
met the burning, unblinking gaze, and resisted the urge to cringe. For a
heartbeat, it was as if the demon knew what he was thinking. 


The
moment passed, and a grin tickled the corner of the Sage's lips as he advanced
his Watcher. "Now, let's see what happens when faced with a real
threat." 


The
Hunter studied the board, searching for a move. 


"Tell
me of yourself, Hunter." The Sage fixed him with that unblinking stare.
"I would hear your story."


"Not
much to tell," the Hunter said as he pushed a serf forward.


The
Sage's answering move came without hesitation. "A man in your line of work
must be careful what they reveal and to whom. But surely after all I have told
you of the Abiarazi, Kara-ket, the Serenii, and the Elivasti, there is trust
enough for you to share a few details of your life. Thus far, all you have told
me is of your suffering at the hands of the First."


The
Hunter pondered his words carefully. He had a very fine line to walk. In an
attempt to buy himself time, he tapped a piece as if considering a move. 


"Well,"
he said in a slow voice, "what would you have me tell you?" Better to let him reveal what truly
interests him. If he's anything like the others, he'll want to know about
Soulhunger. Every Abiarazi he'd encountered had lusted after his blade,
Thanal Eth’ Athaur, the emblem of his Bucelarii heritage. They all craved the
power it offered—the power to feed Kharna, the Great Destroyer, the souls of
men and return him to life. 


"You
say your memory has holes, correct?" The Hunter nodded. "Then tell me
what you do remember. Start from the
beginning. Tell me how you became the Hunter of Voramis. No doubt that is a
fascinating story."


The
Sage's interest caught him off guard. No one had ever asked him that question
before. 


The
Hunter hunched his shoulders, as if reliving a painful memory. "How does
anyone fall into that line of work? Necessity, I suppose."


The
Sage ate and drank in silence, his burning gaze fixed on the Hunter's face. 


"When
I first arrived in Voramis…fifty or so years ago…I found myself without a
copper bit to my name, Soulhunger my only possession." This much of his
story was true; now came the lies. "As I walked through the city, I was
set upon by thieves. They made the mistake of trying to take Soulhunger from
me." He flexed his hands. "They didn't expect my…resistance." 


The
Sage's face remained expressionless, but he leaned forward. "It is the way
of the world. Kill or be killed." His slim fingers toyed with the stem of
his crystal goblet.


"Indeed."
The Hunter took a deep breath. "But as Soulhunger drank, I was overwhelmed
by the rush of power. Like a tidal wave dragging me on its surges. Oh, such
power…" He trailed off, letting a grin tug at his lips. 


"I
have felt it," the Sage breathed, his dark eyes filled with longing.
"A sensation unlike any other."


"And
the voice in my head, the voice of Thanal Eth’ Athaur, its screams joined the
cries of the men whose souls it consumed. Their deaths sated its demands, and
it fell silent." 


Careful, he told himself. Make sure he only sees the side of you he wants to see. The amount of truth in his story surprised him. He had felt the urge to kill, had become an assassin as a means of
earning a living. Yet he hadn't been attacked, but acted to save another's
life. The demon would want to see his ruthless, bloodthirsty side. He would
play on that. 


"Days
later, when it returned, it begged for more. Try as I might, I could not resist
the dagger's pleas, or the allure of power. It only made sense to profit as I
satisfied my urges." 


The
Sage gave a crisp nod. "A gift like that should never go to waste." 


"As
you say." The Hunter's lips twitched. He's
buying it. He drew in a deep breath. "It took a few years to make my
mark on the city of Voramis. Once I eliminated my competition—a handful of
amateurs operating outside the Bloody Hand—it was simply a matter of building a
network of people who would refer clients to me. After a few high-profile
killings and a great deal of rumor, the Hunter of Voramis was born." 


"And
the name 'the Hunter'? Where did it come from?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "To be honest, I cannot say. In the beginning, I had no
name. I killed without caring what people called me. But after I tracked down a
particularly difficult target who had escaped across the Frozen Sea, my client
spread rumors of a 'ruthless hunter'. From there, the name 'the Hunter'
stuck."


"Fascinating."
The Sage emptied his cup and held it out to the servant.


"Eventually,
I gained a reputation as the only assassin bold enough to take on the nobles of
Voramis and Praamis—something not even the Bloody Hand dared."


The
Sage shook his head. "My orders to the First were clear: rule from the
shadows, but avoid direct confrontation with the king and the
Heresiarchs." His lips twisted into a wry smile. "Who knew he would
be clever enough to place himself as head of both the Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy? He may have been a
terrible lieutenant, but Urn-krh-zil was
never a fool."


The
Hunter forced his fists to remain unclenched. The demon masquerading as Lord
Jahel and the First had slaughtered the only people in Voramis that had
mattered to him. He could summon only vitriol for the memory of the creature
he'd slain in the Serenii tunnels.


"Until,
of course, he made the mistake of harming those under your protection."


The
Hunter tilted his head. "I did not start the war with the Bloody
Hand."


"You
certainly finished it." The Sage's expression grew sharp. "Tell
me." Those empty eyes pierced the Hunter to the core. "What happened?
Who did you lose?"


The
Hunter's jaw tightened. "People who trusted me to protect them." He
ignored the blood trickling from his lacerated fingers. He'd phrased his answer
with a purpose. Abiarazi could never comprehend love; they saw sentiment as
weakness. But even a demon would understand and respect loyalty to one's
vassals or dependents. "People who didn't deserve what was done to
them."


Easy, he told himself as heat surged in his veins. This is all a farce. He had to get his
very real emotions in check. He could not show the Sage any weakness to
exploit.


"If
it is any comfort, that is the reason I did not send a squad of Elivasti to
throw you off the cliff the moment you stepped foot on Shana Laal."


The
Hunter's eyes narrowed, his grip on his chair tightening. 


The
Sage ran a slim finger around the rim of his glass. "Your actions were the
natural reaction to what was done to you. Furthermore, had the First heeded my
instructions to leave you alone, you would never have come here. An outcome for
which I am truly pleased, even if it did cost me two lieutenants and an entire
organization dedicated to my cause." He stroked his upper lip. "I
believe I have come out better for the trade. You could be of invaluable service
to me—to all Abiarazi."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "And what cause is that?" He nudged a serf
forward to eliminate one of the Sage's. He had to be as cautious with his words
as each move on the Nizaa board. He couldn't appear too eager, but he didn't
have time to waste. "For all that you have told me of our kind, you have
told me very little of yourself. Or the cause
you would have me join."


The
Sage's brow furrowed. "Why, the only cause to which all Abiarazi and Bucelarii are sworn. To restore Kharna to Einan and
bring about his eternal reign!" Zeal flashed in the demon's eyes. "I
believe with your help, and that of Thanal Eth’ Athaur, we can do the
impossible."


"How?"
The Hunter tried to sound nonchalant. "How can you possibly hope for just
the two of us to break him free of the prison to which he was condemned by the
gods themselves?"


The
Sage held up a hand. "In due time. You have honored me by telling me the
truth, and I will return the favor. But not yet. Not until I'm certain I can
trust you." 


"Of
course." The Hunter suppressed his impatience. "One can never be too
cautious." 


They
fell into silent play for a few minutes. The Hunter was keenly aware of the
Sage's eyes on him, but he ignored the demon's scrutiny. 


"The
Warmaster, he reminds me a great deal of the First of the Bloody Hand." He
grinned inwardly at the Sage's barely perceptible stiffening. Good to know I can catch him off guard. 


"Why
is that?" An eager tone crept into the demon's voice. 


The
Hunter kept his gaze on the Nizaa board. "His ruthlessness, the way he
responds when thwarted." 


The
demon's posture relaxed. "I agree. Their temperaments were shaped by the
fiery world from which they came. They do not hesitate, do not back down."



"A
trait that can be as much a flaw as a strength." The Hunter met the
demon's eyes now. "One I find repellent, after the events of
Voramis."


A
smile played on the Sage's lips. "You'll hear no argument from me, Hunter.
For all the Warmaster's uses, his combustible nature has proven a detriment on
more than one occasion."


"So
why not sever the partnership?" The Hunter posed the question casually,
but excitement surged within him. If he could goad the Sage into action,
perhaps the demon's army could take care of the Warmaster for him. "Surely
with the army of the Elivasti on your side, it wouldn't prove too
difficult."


The
Sage's face hardened. "If only it were that simple."


When
the demon offered no further explanation, the Hunter considered pressing the
issue. Why wouldn't the Sage send his men after his rival? 


His mind worked at the problem, but he
couldn't figure it out. His distraction cost him pieces he could ill-afford to
lose. Within a quarter hour of play, only three of his eight serfs remained, as
did his Bright Lady, Swordsman, Beggar God, and the Master. The Sage had twice
as many serfs, and his gods outnumbered the Hunter's. His only hope lay in a
stalemate. Little chance of that! 


He waved to the Sage with the other.
"Your move, I believe."


The Sage pushed his Bloody Minstrel into
a square adjacent to the Swordsman. The Hunter had to move the Swordsman; if he
didn't, the Bloody Minstrel's "aura of disease" would claim the piece
before his next turn. But moving the piece would give up the advantage of the
stronghold and expose it to the Sage's Mistress. The Mistress could only move
twice in the game, but could traverse the entire board in a single bound. He
had one choice. 


He reached for the carved figurine of a
female warrior wielding a spear. "Derelana returns to the board."


The Sage stroked his chin. "Clever.
Though you have used up your Bright Lady's ability." 


The Bright Lady, goddess of healing,
could restore one god to the board per game. The Hunter had held off on the
move, saving it for a moment of desperation. Like right now.


The Sage retrieved the Hunter's
Swordsman and placed it beside his captured pieces. "Disease claims all in
the end." After a moment of contemplation, he advanced a serf toward the
Hunter's pieces in the valley. "And now, you have the Beggar God to do
with as you please."


The Hunter nodded. He moved his Beggar
God across the board, capturing the Sage's Maiden. 


"Curious, isn't it?" The Sage
thrust his chin at the piece. "The Beggar is the weakest piece, but remove
the Swordsman from the board, and it becomes the most powerful."


"Perhaps those who created the game
knew the truth."


Many Einari considered the Beggar God an
outcast among the gods. In Voramis, the Hunter had learned the truth: within
the Beggar God remained a shred of Kharna, the Great Destroyer. The gods,
desiring to humble the schismatic Kharna, had transformed the shell of his
flesh into the twisted, broken Beggar God. Yet they had only been able to defeat the Destroyer after the Swordsman had sacrificed himself. It can't be a coincidence.


"An intriguing thought." The
Sage tapped the bloodwood board with a manicured fingernail. "Yet even the
mightiest have a weakness." He captured the Hunter's piece with his
Watcher—a stern-looking man carrying a dagger in one hand and a set of balances
in the other. "No matter how powerful the god or the man"—he gave the Hunter a meaningful look —"there is
always a vulnerability."


The Hunter narrowed his eyes. What's he driving at? Is this another test?
Then realization dawned. Of course.


He met the Sage’s gaze. "Perhaps,"
he said, "even a warrior as mighty as the Warmaster has a weakness to be
exploited."


"Perceptive as ever, Hunter."
A sly smile broadened the Sage's face. "We are clearly of a mind, you and
I. Perhaps an opportunity will present itself soon. Or, better still, we may
just create such an opening to
exploit."
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"Nizaa,"
the Hunter growled and toppled his Master. 


A
grin broadened the Sage's lips. "A well-fought battle, Hunter."


"Against
a far superior opponent." The Hunter drained his goblet and held it out
for the servant to refill. The chill of the wine did little to dull the heat in
his face. He'd never mastered the art of losing with grace. "And with that
resounding defeat, I must depart." 


"I
seem to have kept you far longer than either of us anticipated." The Sage
glanced at an ornate golden water clock sitting atop a bloodwood side table.
"The sun will rise in a few hours, and you look exhausted."


The
demon wasn't wrong. The Hunter's head ached, and his eyes were heavy with
sleep. Each encounter with the Sage took a toll on him. The guise he now
wore—his own face, flesh, and mind—was proving the most difficult of all. He
had to measure every word, every gesture, even every thought with care. His
earlier battle with the Warmaster had sapped his strength. He wanted nothing
more than to pass the remaining night hours asleep in his plush bed.


Unfortunately,
he had no hope of that. He'd resolved to explore the Sage's temple in the quiet
hours, hopefully when fewer Elivasti strode the halls. A sleepless night
awaited him. 


He
bowed to the Sage. "My thanks for the fine meal, and the…enlightening
conversation."


"One
I hope we will soon continue." The Sage gave him a meaningful look.
"Tomorrow, perhaps?"


The
Hunter nodded. "If time and my exploration of the Elivasti city permits, I
would welcome a chance to have my vengeance on you." He motioned to the
Nizaa board. "You will find me a quick study."


"I
truly hope that is the case. There is much for you to learn in these
halls." He fixed the Hunter with that eerie, unblinking stare. "Much
I could teach you, given the chance."


"Until
the morrow, then." With a bow, the Hunter departed. 


Two
of the four Elivasti guarding the Sage's door fell into step beside him. He said
nothing, but kept a brisk pace as he strode through the halls and down the
stairs. The shorter guards trotted to match his speed, yet never spoke a word
of complaint. 


Reaching
the door to his room, he gave his escort a cheerful wave and a mocking kiss.
"Goodnight, lads. Keep a sharp eye out to make certain this door doesn't
grow legs and run off, eh?"


The
purple-eyed Elivasti took up silent vigil at his door, masks hiding their
expressions. 


The
Hunter knew he shouldn’t taunt them—they were only doing their job, after
all—but the ridicule masked his frustration. With them stationed outside his
rooms, he had little chance of slipping out unseen. Not through the front door,
at any rate.


Thankfully, they have no idea anyone is
foolish enough to take the other way out.


He
stripped off the formal outfit and slipped into his usual clothing—a simple
tunic and breeches, leather vest, harness, and heavy cloak with all its hidden
pockets—with a sigh. He was only too glad to be free of the heeled shoes; how
anyone could stand all that clacking, he'd never understand. He'd take his
soft-soled boots any day.


The
window opened without a sound, and he stepped onto the balcony. The moment he
left the temple, the demon’s voice filled his head with its demands. Long seconds
passed as the Hunter wrestled it into submission, silence. He shivered as he
peered over the banister of the balcony outside his room. Moonlight shone on
the unbroken sea of clouds that blanketed the lands of the Hrandari far, far below. 


Keeper's icy teats! That's a long way
down!


He'd
climbed to the highest points of the Black Spire in Praamis, Voramis' Palace of
Justice, and the Palace of the al-Malek in Aghzaret. Yet somehow, the temple's
height seemed far more terrifying. Nothing but a few dozen paces of rock
separated the base of the temple from an endless plunge down the mountainside. 


Ignoring
the instinctive fear twisting in his gut, he pulled himself onto the railing.
His toes hung over empty air; solid ground lay hundreds of very long paces below.
His fingertips felt along the wall for a hold. Finding purchase, he swung his
foot out in search of footing. His soft-toed boots allowed him to dig his toes
into a gap between two enormous stone blocks. 


Taking
a deep breath, he transferred his weight to his left foot. For a gut-wrenching
moment, he had an image of the masonry crumbling, sending him plummeting to the
rocky ground. A plunge from this height could prove fatal, even to him.


His
perch held. 


He
let out a long breath. He had to cover a few dozen paces horizontally, followed
by a vertical climb up to the stone bridge. With no light to see, it would
prove challenging. 


Thankfully,
weather had worn away at the stone of the ancient Serenii temple. Water had
burrowed into cracks in the masonry and frozen, creating gaps large enough to
serve as handholds. Finding toeholds proved more challenging. His arms soon
ached from supporting his weight, but he forced himself to continue. The Sage's
rooms should be directly above his. He had only a few paces to climb up and he
could peer in through the broad windows of the antechamber where they'd spent
the evening.


The
demon still sat at the table, Nizaa board set before him, his fingers steepled
and brow furrowed in concentration.


Damn! 


The
Hunter looked to his right and left. A short distance from his left hand, the
exterior of the temple gave way to a balcony similar to his. If it opened onto
the Sage's rooms, perhaps it would provide him an entrance the Elivasti guards
would never suspect. 


Gritting
his teeth against the fire in his arms, the Hunter clung to the temple like a
spider on a wall. The traverse was no easy task—he'd learned that horizontal
climbs always looked easy, but they were significantly more difficult than
vertical. Even a vertical descent was easier. 


Gasping
for breath, the thin mountain air burning in his lungs, he slipped over the
railing onto the Sage's balcony and peered through the closed picture windows.
The soft glow emanating from the walls revealed a bedchamber: an enormous four-posted
bloodwood bed frame, ornate side tables, a plush chaise lounge beside the
window, and a deep shag rug of what could only be Ghandian silk.


But
nowhere did the Hunter see anything that could contain documents or information
of value. Scrolls lay next to a neat pile books on one of the bedside tables,
but the Hunter doubted the Sage would leave anything important in plain sight.
If the room held hidden compartments or doors, he hadn't the skill to find
them. 


His
heart sank. Well, so much for that plan.
With the Sage next door, he'd be an idiot to try to search the room. He needed
to find an opportunity when the demon was away.


But when will that be? Perhaps he could find a time tomorrow
when the Sage left his chambers, but the demon would no doubt return in the
afternoon to prepare for the Warmaster's party.


The party!


The
Warmaster expected him to come, but surely he could find an excuse to leave
before the Sage did. He'd need no more than half an hour to search the demon's
rooms thoroughly. 


So be it. It wasn't the perfect plan—he'd have to
endure an evening in the company of the brutish Abiarazi, no doubt with the
Sage watching his every move and judging his every word—but if it lured the
Sage away from his chambers, it would have to do.


The
glow in the Sage's bedroom flared suddenly bright as the door opened. Heart
thundering, the Hunter ducked out of sight. Just in time. The Sage appeared at
the window, hands clasped behind his back, staring out into the starry night.


The
Hunter held his breath. His dark cloak blended with the shadows of the balcony,
but if the Sage opened the window and stepped out…


He
tensed as the handle rattled. His hand darted toward Soulhunger, which hung on
his belt. No way he could talk his way out of this; better to eliminate the
demon now, even if it meant he didn't get all the answers he'd come for.


But
the window never opened. The Sage disappeared from view. The Hunter's heart
hammered against his ribs as he waited, still and silent. He didn't dare move for
fear the Sage would see him.


After
long minutes, the light within the Sage's rooms dimmed to a muted glow. The
Hunter wasted no time in slipping over the railing and scrambling back down the
stone face of Kara-ket. He leapt onto his balcony, rushed inside, closed the
window behind him, and slumped against the wall.


Keeper's teeth, that was too bloody
close!


He
sat there, his muscles aching, his pulse racing. If the Sage had seen him…


It
didn't matter. The Sage hadn't seen
him. Better still, he'd gotten away clean after
finding a back way into the demon's rooms. He doubted the Sage would
station Elivasti in his bedchambers. No human would try to climb in through the
windows, so the Sage had no reason to expect a Bucelarii to do so either. 


And, thanks to the Warmaster, I have the
perfect way to get the Sage away from his rooms. 


Stripping
down to his breeches, he poked his head out of his door. The two Elivasti
hadn't moved. 


"Any
chance one of you lads would fetch me a pitcher of wine, or a glass of water?"
He cleared his throat with a theatrical cough. "The mountain air has left
me feeling parched."


The
masked guards didn't blink.


He
sighed and shook his head. "Very well. Had to ask. Until tomorrow!" 


The
Hunter closed the door firmly behind him. Yes,
no way I'm getting out that way. Not without the Elivasti reporting my
movements to the Sage. 


For
tonight, he had no choice but to bide his time. His search for the Sage's plans
would resume tomorrow—after he got a good look inside the Warmaster's temple,
of course. He needed to learn the lay of things in order to plan how best to
kill them.


He
climbed into the plush bed with an eagerness that surprised him. His muscles
ached from the day's exertions, and the prospect of sleep held a great deal of
appeal. 


He
would take advantage of his confinement to rest. At first light, he would be
ready for his search for Master Eldor in the city of the Elivasti. 


 












Chapter Fifteen


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


The
Hunter eyed the masked Elivasti at his side. Some company he is. 


The
man had stood waiting outside his door that morning. He'd fallen into step
beside the Hunter and led him through twisting corridors and down stairs
without a word. 


Dread
twisted the Hunter's stomach at the sight of the double doors. Within the
Serenii temple, he had peace from the demon's strident demands. Once outside,
the shrieks and screams would return in full force. He took a deep breath and
steeled his mind against the torment.


But
instead of leading him through the doors, the Elivasti turned down a side hall
and down another set of stairs. The Hunter counted fifteen flights of stairs
before they reached the bottom. The dull stone of the walls, ceilings, and
floors lacked the ornateness of the upper levels. The torches on the wall
seemed one gasp away from suffocation, and he'd been in chillier icehouses. 


He
was only too glad to see the door at the end of the tunnel. A pair of white and
black-clad guards stood beside the entrance, their postures alert, eyes wary.
Without a word, they lifted the bar and swung open the steel-banded door. 


The
shrieking voice slammed into the Hunter with staggering force. What the demon
lacked in coherence it made up for in intensity and volume. Tears streamed from
his eyes as the screams shredded his thoughts. He pictured himself fighting off
a formless, shapeless monstrosity, pushing it back one stroke at a time. Brick
by brick, he poured his will into the imaginary wall meant to encircle that
hideous presence, until the screams retreated to a faint wail in the back of
his mind. 


He
drew in a deep, shaky breath. His head pounded with the effort; a shooting pain
set his eyelids twitching. But he could manage the voice…for now.


Straightening,
he turned to his escort. The cloth mask hid the Elivasti's face, but an
unmistakable curiosity burned in his violet eyes. 


The
Hunter steeled his expression. "Lead on."


The
Elivasti strode down the dirt path, and the Hunter followed. He drank in the
panoramic view: the craggy mountaintops, the field of white clouds that obscured
the Hrandari Plains, the perfect blue sky. And, above all, the city of the
Elivasti.


The
order and symmetry put the architects of Voramis to shame. Instead of a chaotic
mess of buildings in all shapes and sizes, row after row of square houses spread
out from the base of the temples. Some had a second floor, but there was a
determined uniformity in the tightly-packed construction. The structures, while
by no means approaching the wealth of Upper Voramis, appeared sturdy and
well-built.


Narrow
streets divided the houses into neat cubes with a precision any mathematician
would envy. Here and there, swaths of green mingled among the flat roofs and
white limestone walls. The water that flowed through the gutters looked clean
enough to drink. The city lacked the "lived in" quality that had made
Voramis seem almost alive. And there was something missing, but he couldn't put
his finger on what. 


Then
it hit him. The smell! He drew in a
deep breath. An Elivasti walked not two paces away, but to the Hunter's nose he
was invisible. The odors of wet earth and fire smoke hung over the city, but it
was devoid of the myriad scents that marked every human as unique. 


One
feature stood out among the perfection: a wall, carved from the dark stone of
Shana Laal, encircled a large portion of the city. It cut through the ordered
streets with a brutality that spoke of afterthought rather than careful
planning. 


The
Hunter pushed his curiosity to the back of his mind. He doubted his laconic
companion would offer more than a grunt. Instead, he focused on making a mental
map of their path through the city. A steady stream of Elivasti ebbed and
flowed around them. Few paused for more than a moment of polite gawking. They
wore simple, practical clothing, but they looked well-fed and with no sign of
the disease or hunger that plagued Lower Voramis. Men and women moved about
their business at an unhurried pace. Compared to the towns and cities the
Hunter had visited, the Elivasti led calm lives.


What a curious dichotomy. They serve demons,
yet they live better than most of Einan. 


Guilt
nagged at the Hunter as he thought of Hailen in Kharan-cui. Alone, among
strangers, and in an unfamiliar place. He'd had no choice—Hailen would never
survive the climb, and the Hunter couldn't risk the Sage or Warmaster using him
as leverage—but he didn't have to like it. 


I have to end this soon. I can't leave
him alone much longer. 


A
part of him wondered if returning to the boy would be any better. He'd come so
close to leaving Hailen at the nearest House of Need. The Beggar Priests would
care for him, protect him from the threats he couldn't understand existed. But
what happened in the desert had changed his mind. Hailen's blood activating the
standing stones. Healing him from the iron. His eyes turning the same shade of
purple as the Elivasti walking beside him. He couldn't leave the boy now, not
until he understood whatever change had come over him. 


He
had come to Kara-ket in the hopes of finding the purple-eyed man from his
memories, and the Mistress' luck had smiled on him. Master Eldor's presence at
the training grounds raised his hopes; the man had to be able to provide
answers about his past. Surely the Elivasti who had trained him would remember
him. He would know what had happened to Hailen, even provide a cure. 


But
first he had to find the man. 


He
could ask his silent guide, but didn't risk the Sage discovering his
association with the man. Right now, with Hailen safely in Kharan-cui, the
demon had nothing to use as leverage against the Hunter, no weaknesses to
exploit. A connection to Master Eldor could—and, knowing the Abiarazi, would—be
exploited. 


No,
his encounter with the man had to appear random, at least to the Sage's minion.
But perhaps he could narrow the search.


If
his memories served, Master Eldor had schooled him in combat decades ago. The
Elivasti's flowing fighting style couldn't have come from the Warmaster; the
Abiarazi fought with the practical brutality of his kind. Perhaps the old
Elivasti still had a hand in training the warriors. It was as good a place to
start as any.


The
Hunter turned to his guide. "Where do your warriors train?"


The
Elivasti eyed him in stony silence. 


"The
Sage said you were to guide me wherever I wish to go." The Hunter crossed
his arms. "Wherever." 


The
mask hid the man's expression, but the tension in his shoulders and his
too-relaxed grip on his iron-tipped staff gave away his true feelings. After a
long moment, he set off east. Their path led along the base of the mountain,
where the temple hid the sun from view and the air had a crispy bite to it.
Only the pillars of steam and heat emanating from the holes in the ground kept
the chill at bay.


Within
minutes, the Hunter's keen ears detected a familiar sound: the shouting of
instructors and the clack of wooden
weapons. Around the next corner, they came upon the Elivasti training field.


Ten
rows of warriors—fewer than two hundred in all—occupied the expanse of green,
arrayed with the same symmetry as the houses around them. As one, they moved to
the shouted commands of four grey-haired men that strode up and down the lines.
A solitary figure stood at the head of the field, a birch rod held in the hands
clasped behind his ramrod-straight back. 


Master Eldor. The Hunter's pace quickened. His hunch
had proven correct. Apprehension warred with his excitement. There stood a man
who could offer answers about his forgotten past. But what if he didn't like
what he discovered?


Mockery
radiated from the demon's presence in the back of his mind. He could almost hear
its snide comments, its taunts at his weakness.


As
he approached, he couldn't help marveling at the precision of the warriors'
movements. Even the young Elivasti in the front rows kicked, punched, stepped,
and struck with a coordination and fluidity any Warrior Priest or Legionnaire
in Voramis would envy. Each action was controlled, graceful. They wore no
masks, only simple white and black tunics and breeches. Though sweat trickled
down their red faces, their expressions revealed none of the strain of exertion.


He
turned to his guide. "I wish to stay and watch a while. I know my way
back."


The
Elivasti hesitated only a moment before bowing. The Hunter guessed the Sage had
given his "guide" instructions to observe his movements and
interactions. Unobtrusively, of course. Refusing the outright dismissal would
reveal the truth. 


He
came to stand beside Master Eldor. He racked his brain; what could he say to
the man he'd known a lifetime ago?


Master
Eldor glanced at him. "Welcome, honored guest of the Sage." 


The
Hunter was taken aback by the formality in his words. The Elivasti's expression
revealed no recognition; indeed, his eyes had grown as blank and hard as the
stone cliffs. Disappointment tingled in the Hunter's stomach. 


Now what? He couldn't come out and say,
"Don't you recognize me? I think you trained me I-don't-know-how-many
years ago." So how could he bring up the subject of his history with the
old Elivasti?


"No
one but me stands around." 


It
took the Hunter a moment to realize Master Eldor was speaking to him.


"You're
welcome to leave, but if you stay, you train."


The
Hunter's jaw dropped. That sharp, commanding tone was so familiar, he almost
obeyed it out of habit. He had to stop himself from moving forward.


"I
won't repeat myself again, boy." Master Eldor turned a glare on him.
"Get in line," he growled in a voice that carried across the training
field. 


The
Hunter's cheeks burned as all eyes turned to him. He had half a mind to call
out the old man here and—


"Do
it," Master Eldor hissed under his breath. "It's the only way."


Every
shred of the Hunter's self-control went into keeping his expression impassive. Only way to what?


"Now!"
Master Eldor snapped in a loud voice, and the birch rod thwacked against his leg. "I won't repeat myself."


The
Hunter found himself shedding his cloak, tunic, and harness. 


Master
Eldor strode around him, his face a mask of displeasure. "Faster!"
When his back was turned to the ranks of training warriors, he whispered.
"I know why you've come, but now's not the time. It's not safe to talk
here. Train, and we'll talk later." 


Curiosity
burned through the Hunter's surprise. Master Eldor did recognize him! But why the façade? 


"In
line!" the old Elivasti shouted. 


The
Hunter darted out of reach of the snapping birch cane and took his place
between two Elivasti youths in the front row. 


"We
have an honored guest today!" Master Eldor spoke for all to hear.
"The Sage has welcomed him into Kara-ket. It's up to us to give him a
traditional Shana Laal welcome, eh, lads?"


Something
about the twinkle in the old Elivasti's eyes and the dark chuckles of the men
around him gave the Hunter a sneaking suspicion he would not enjoy his reception here.
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"Enough!"



The
Hunter groaned in relief at Master Eldor's command. He sagged to one knee,
gasping for breath. His body had begun adapting to the thin mountain air, but
the old Elivasti had pushed him to the limits of his endurance. His "Shana
Laal welcome" consisted of a ten-bout sparring match against well-trained
men that had no doubt spent their lives at the high altitude. He would have
been hard-pressed even in the lowlands. 


At
least Master Eldor had let him face his opponents with a wooden sword and dirk
instead of the long staves the Elivasti wielded. He had never mastered the
quarterstaff. His ribs, shoulders, legs, and head ached from the battering he'd
taken at the hands of the purple-eyed warriors. 


"Good
enough," was all the approval he received from Master Eldor. 


One
of the grey-haired men—the Elivasti version of drill sergeants, it
seemed—pulled him to his feet and handed him a gourd of water. "Rest on
your feet. Don't want your muscles to seize up on you." 


The
Hunter drained the water in a long draught. The fifteen men he'd fought, sometimes
facing two or three at a time, looked no worse for the wear. They had rejoined
their ranks and stood at attention, eyes fixed on Master Eldor.


The
old Elivasti strode before the assembled men, hands clasped behind his back. He
stopped at one—a man the Hunter had seen fighting the Warmaster. "You're
getting better, Erianus."


Erianus bowed. "Thank you, Master
Eldor."


"You
still leave your knees undefended, though." He tapped the man's thigh with
his birch cane. "And there's a hole in your guard wide enough for Hanarra
to ram his cock through."


Erianus reddened, much to the delight of
the assembled crowd. One warrior—a pudgy, pale-faced redhead—laughed louder
than the rest. Hanarra, no doubt. 


Master Eldor flicked his cane toward the
man's face. "And you, remember this: a third leg won't help you move any
faster." 


Hanarra flinched, the tip of Master
Eldor's stick a finger's breadth from his nose. 


Master Eldor lowered the cane.
"Tomorrow, report to Angen for speed drills."


The warrior's face fell, but he bowed.
"Yes, Master Eldor."


Down the line the old Elivasti went,
giving an occasional word of instruction, encouragement, or criticism. Finally,
he nodded to one of the drill sergeants. 


"Dismissed!" the man shouted
in a voice that echoed off the mountainside. 


As one, the neat ranks collapsed into a
group of nearly two hundred exhausted men trudging their way off the training
field. A few actually nodded as they passed the Hunter, including the men he'd
faced. The grudging respect of warriors. 


Once again, he was surprised at their
utter lack of scent. Not even the smell of sweat or the odor of men hard at
work. How is it possible? 


"And you." Master Eldor's
voice held a sharp edge, his purple eyes fixed on the Hunter. "You show
promise, but have far too many bad habits that require special training to deal with.
Follow me." 


Without a backward glance, the Elivasti
strode away from the training field. The Hunter scrambled to gather his gear
and hurried after the old man. 


"Master El—"


"Not yet," Master Eldor said
in a low voice. His pace never slowed. "There are eyes and ears
everywhere." 


The
Hunter held his tongue as the Elivasti led him through the neat, clean streets
of the city. They stood before the only two-story building on the street. The
sign of an anvil and hammer hung over the entrance, and the thick, sticky smoke
seeping through the open windows stung the Hunter's nostrils. 


Master
Eldor pushed open the door and strode into the smithy without hesitation.
Entering the smithy felt like stepping through a portal into a fiery hell, one
that reeked of scorched metal. Vents in the walls belched thick clouds of
steam, and the humidity and unfamiliar pungent odor of the room made it feel
oppressive and cramped. The Hunter's lungs burned from the iron shavings
floating in the air. 


A
broad-shouldered man in a soot-stained apron glanced over his shoulder.
"This had better be good." He stopped as his eyes fell on Master
Eldor. "Oh, it's you."


"Belros,"
the old Elivasti nodded. "We have company."


The
big smith wiped his blackened hands on a filthy rag and thrust one toward the
Hunter. "Welcome." His teeth shone white against his ash-covered
face. 


The
Hunter returned the smith's grip. "Thank you." 


Master
Eldor gestured toward a door in the rear of the smithy. "Don't let us
interrupt your work, Belros. We'll be in the courtyard." The old Elivasti
pushed past the smith. "Through here."


With
a nod to Belros, the Hunter followed Master Eldor into a high-walled courtyard
on the far side of the smithy. Sunlight glinted off the weapons—swords,
daggers, spears, axes, flails, polearms, and scores more the Hunter had never
seen before—sitting on shelves and racks around the space. 


"What
is this place?" 


Master
Eldor lifted a sword from a rack and tossed it to the Hunter. "Belros
likes to call it his 'proving ground'. Here, the weapons are tested for flaws
or weaknesses."


The
Hunter studied the watered steel glinting in the sunlight. It weighed less than
he expected for such a sturdy, well-crafted blade. Though it lacked the curved
edge he favored, the sword balanced perfectly in his grip. It would be worth a small fortune in Voramis.


"Truly
the work of a master smith." 


"I'm
certain Belros would be pleased to hear that. He allows me the privilege of being
the first to handle his creations." He smiled. "I consider it my
private training ground. The perfect place to keep these old bones from
rusting—and providing extra schooling to particularly promising pupils." He gave the Hunter a meaningful look.
"Which you always were." 


The
Hunter's heart leapt. “So you…you know who I am? You remember me?" 


"Truth
be, I almost didn't recognize you." Master Eldor eyed him from head to
toe, studying him as a master sculptor examined a block of uncut marble.
"You've changed your face again, though why you chose this particular look
I'll never know."


The
Hunter blinked. "M-my face?" 


Master
Eldor waved a finger at him. "Thicker eyebrows, longer nose, wider
mouth—features common to southern Einan. Last time I saw you, you looked more
like a northerner. Stronger, harder features. Though I'll admit age has been
far kinder to you than to some of us."


The
Hunter stared, mouth agape. His brain refused to form coherent sentences. This
man—this Elivasti—spoke as if they
were old friends, yet the Hunter had only one memory of the man. He hadn't
changed much. The wagon-rut lines on his weathered face had deepened. His
salt-and-pepper beard hung down to his chest, and his hair had more grey than
black. But he was the same Master Eldor, with those same violet eyes. 


"I
know that look." Master Eldor's lips twitched. "You've come with
questions, the same sort that plagued you when last we spoke."


The
Hunter swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry, and nodded. 


"Ask,
and I will give what answers I can." 


A
hundred questions raced through the Hunter's mind, each fighting to escape his
mouth. "Who am I?"


Master
Eldor chuckled. "I fear you've come to the wrong man for answers to such
existential questions. I am only a warrior who—"


"That's
not what I meant." The Hunter
rolled his eyes. "You remember me from…long ago." He had no idea how
many years had passed since he'd last seen the Elivasti. At least four or five
decades, given how long he'd lived in Voramis. "Tell me what you remember
of me. What was my name?" 


The
old Elivasti's brow furrowed. "I never knew."


The
Hunter started. "What?" His
mind raced. "Never?" 


Master
Eldor shook his head. "When you stumbled into my camp, you had nothing—no
memory, no name, no belongings. Except for that dagger of yours. That blade was
a true masterpiece." He narrowed his eyes. "Do you still have
it?"


The
Hunter stiffened. Don't tell me he wants
it as well. No matter where he went, someone always craved the dagger—or,
more accurately, the power it offered. 


"Easy,
lad." Master Eldor held up his hands. "A warrior's curiosity, nothing
more." 


The
Hunter hesitated. From what little he could remember, he had trusted Master
Eldor once, long ago. But the ragged gaps in his memory left him uncertain. He
met the Elivasti's gaze. The violet eyes stared back at him with no hint of
guile or deceit. Casting a wary glance around, he drew Soulhunger from its
hidden sheath and held it out to Master Eldor.


"Breathtaking!"
Master Eldor spoke in a reverent whisper. "What I wouldn't give to spend a
day studying under its creator." 


"You
say I stumbled into your camp with nothing else?"


The
Elivasti shook his head. "Wearing nothing but rags, really. You were
half-mad, unable to remember anything—no name, no memory, nothing." 


The
Hunter's heart sank. He'd desperately hoped to find out about the past the
Illusionist Clerics had taken from him. The words of Imperius, the mad priest,
echoed in his mind. "Your mistakes,
your choices, live for thousands of years. With your memories erased, you are
reborn. We offer you a clean slate, a chance to make of yourself a new, better
creature."


He
had stood beside the Abiarazi in the War of Gods, knelt before the fiery portal
into hell on the day the gods cleansed Einan. That had been thousands of years ago. How many
lifetimes had he lost to the priests of the Illusionist? He'd hoped Master
Eldor could offer him answers about himself. Disappointment sat like a boulder
in his gut. 


"You
were like a child," Master Eldor continued, unaware of the Hunter's inner
turmoil, "a blank canvas, eager to learn everything of the world around
you. Yet you would fly into a rage at the slightest provocation. There was a
burning anger within you, and it fell to me to teach you control."


"So
you trained me, just like you train the Elivasti."


The
old man nodded. "When you first took up the sword, you hacked and slashed
with all the control of a wildebeest sliding down an icy cliff. You were all
brute force, with a total lack of skill and precision. It took me nearly a year
to train away all of your bad habits." His face hardened. "Judging by
your battle with the Warmaster, you've forgotten most of my lessons."


The
Hunter digested the information. "How long? How long did you train
me?"


Master
Eldor frowned in concentration. "Five years or so, I believe."


Five years. A glimmer of hope rekindled in the
Hunter. 


"While
you lived with us, you learned almost everything I could teach you. You almost
seemed happy, content in your place. It was a simple existence."


The
Hunter's chest tightened. "What happened? Why did I leave?"


The
lines on Master Eldor's face deepened. "I don't know. One morning, you
were just…gone." Sorrow darkened his eyes. "You never left word as to
why you left or where you went."


The
Hunter lowered his sword and faced the Elivasti. "Did you ever try to find
me?"


"I
couldn't. Our contact with the outside world is limited." He motioned to
the mountain around him. "Kara-ket isn't the most accessible place."


"So
I was here?" The Hunter's eyes
darted to the twin temples, as if staring at them would bring back a lost
memory. "I've been here before?"


Master
Eldor nodded. "We came across you on our return from a mission for the
Sage. We brought you with us, and I trained you in this very yard." His
forehead wrinkled. "You truly remember none of this?"


The
Hunter shook his head. "The Illusionist Clerics, they…tampered with my
mind. My memories only stretch fifty years into the past."


"What?"
Master Eldor's eyebrow shot up. "How?"


A
twinge of panic ran through the Hunter as he remembered his encounter with
Imperius, the Illusionist Cleric he'd killed in Al Hani. The mad priest had
intended to carry out the ritual that erased his memories. He'd escaped—barely.
"Suffice it to say, those accursed clerics stole my past. I have but a
single memory of you."


"And
what is that memory?" 


The
Hunter took a deep breath. "You, teaching me the ritual words, and the Way
of the Hunt." 


He
heard Master Eldor's voice from long ago. "It
is the only thing that separates you from the thugs and murderers that fill
this world. It is what separates you from your kind as well."


 "The Way of the Hunt." He repeated
the words slowly, savoring each. "I'd forgotten about that."


"You
said it would be the link to my humanity," the Hunter said in a quiet
voice. "That it would protect me from the world around me, to bind me to
the part of me that is human."


The
old man's brow furrowed. "And after all this time, after everything that
has happened to you, you still remember it?" Something indecipherable
glimmered in his eyes. Was that hope?


The
Hunter nodded. "It is one of the few things that have remained with me all
this time."


Master
Eldor looked at him, expression morose. "You are fortunate to have little
recollection of your past. There are things better left forgotten…" His
shoulders hunched, and he turned away. "Perhaps you would be wise to end
your search for answers now. The torment of memory is much greater than you
realize."


The
Hunter knew the feeling all too well. He had his share of painful memories.
They haunted him, like unyielding phantasms that refused to leave him in peace.
He saw their faces every time he closed his eyes. He, too, had once believed he
would be better off forgetting everything. But when confronted with the
possibility of having his past erased, he could not. He needed his memories, no
matter how agonizing. They were as much a part of him as Soulhunger, his need
to kill, or his demon blood. The memories were worth the pain—they served as
his only link to who he truly was. 


Master
Eldor's shoulders had a new stoop to them. The lines on his face had deepened,
and he looked a decade older. 


The torment of memory, indeed.
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The
Hunter would never stop his search
into his past. Every new discovery led him one step closer to the thing that
mattered most to him: an answer to the identity of the mystery woman that
plagued his dreams. 


Thoughts
of Her, the mysterious woman who plagued his dreams, brought back the familiar longing,
twisting in his heart. She had been with him for decades, a memory forever out
of his reach. Yet since Voramis, hints about Her had returned. He couldn't
forget that She'd driven a dagger into his chest, but his latest memory had
given him a broader glimpse into his past. She had been with child. His child. 


He
had left Voramis in search of Her. Though he had been waylaid before—first in
Malandria hunting down Soulhunger, in Al Hani to rescue Hailen, and now here in
Kara-ket to deal with the Sage and Warmaster. 


But
the detour had brought him to the one person who might be able to help him
remember who She was.


"Master
Eldor, in the years I spent among the Elivasti, did I ever mention a
woman?"


The
Elivasti turned to him, surprise written on his face. "What's that?"


The
Hunter hesitated, unsure of what to say. "In my memories…there is a woman.
I don't know who She is, but I know in my gut that She is important. In all our
time together, I never spoke of anyone?"


Master
Eldor stroked his beard. "Not that I recall. You bedded your fair share of
Elivasti, but as far as I know, you never grew attached."


The
Hunter's heart sank. For a moment, he'd dared to hope Master Eldor could help
him solve the mystery of the woman from his dreams. Another dead end.


The
old Elivasti shook his head. "I'm sorry. I know that's not what you wanted
to hear." He searched the Hunter's eyes. "Is that all that brings you
to Kara-ket? The search for answers into your past?" 


Something
about the way he emphasized all piqued
the Hunter's curiosity. The Elivasti studied him with an oddly intense
scrutiny, as if sizing him up for…what? What was he expecting the Hunter to
say? Did the old man expect him to reveal his murderous intentions? 


"I've
come to learn more of the Abiarazi you call master."


"I
see." Master Eldor's brow furrowed. "And what have you learned?"


"A
great deal." The Hunter met the Elivasti's piercing gaze. "The Sage
has told me much of my people. And of yours."


The
purple eyes widened a fraction. "What did he tell you of us?"


"That
your ancestors swore to serve the Elivasti, an oath upheld to this day." 


"Even
if we have no desire to obey the will of our fathers before us." The
single sentence, spoken in a quiet voice, spoke volumes. 


"A
sentiment shared by many sworn to a master they have no desire to serve."
Tension filled the training ground, unspoken words and hidden meanings swirling
around them. "Or to men unworthy of the power they wield."


Master
Eldor nodded. "Alas, too often we find ourselves trapped in a position
from which there is no escape without outside aid."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. He wasn't certain if he could trust Master
Eldor—experience had taught him to be wary of everyone, especially those
closest to you—but something about the look in the Elivasti's eyes prompted him
to ask, "And if a solution was to present itself?" 


Master
Eldor's jaw tightened. "Perhaps the situation would prove
less…entangling." 


They
locked eyes for a long moment, a strange sort of comprehension passing between
them. The brief exchange had revealed a great deal about Master Eldor without a
single incriminating word spoken.


"Of
course, an offspring of the Abiarazi might find himself equally indebted to
those in power." Master Eldor tightened his grip on the sword hilt.
"Unable to resist commands from one they consider 'master'."


The
Hunter growled. "I call no man—or
demon—master." His grip on his own sword tightened. "I will have
what I came for, and may the Keeper have mercy on those who stand in my
way." 


The
tension in the old Elivasti's posture relaxed. "Good." The lines in
his face faded, and he smiled. "Perhaps there is something more we can
offer each other." He held up a hand to stifle the Hunter's question.
"Now is not the time for such things. Later, perhaps."


He
replaced his sword on the rack. When the Hunter made to do likewise, the old
Elivasti stopped him. "Keep it. It's better than that hunk of metal you
carry on your back."


"Are
you certain?" 


The
Elivasti nodded. "It has sat on these shelves for over two decades. I had
planned to pass it to my son, but…" He swallowed, and pain filled his
eyes. "Call it the parting gift I intended to give you all those years
ago."


The
Hunter could find no words.


"And,
you may have recourse to use it sooner than you'd expect." Ominous words
hanging in the air, Master Eldor strode toward the smithy door. "Come now,
Hunter. I believe it is time to give you a tour of the city. I have something I
expect you will find of great interest."


Curiosity
burning, the Hunter followed the old man into the noisy smithy. Belros paid
them no heed as they passed through, his attention focused on pounding a
glowing bar of metal. The Hunter coughed, his lungs burning, and was only too
glad when the door clicked shut
behind them and they strode through the fresh, open air once more.


As
they walked, the Hunter studied the perfect square houses bordering the street.
The unified precision of the buildings went against everything he knew about
cities. Much of Lower Voramis was little more than a sprawling mess of
ramshackle huts, crumbling warehouses, and buildings covered with more dirt
than paint. Yet here, the houses looked as fresh and new as those of Upper
Voramis. 


But
it was more than that. Something about them seemed…off. Perhaps it was the way
the Elivasti walked in and out of their homes without closing doors or windows.



"How
is it possible no one is concerned about theft? The houses are so vulnerable,
so open and unguarded! Were I a thief, I could walk in and take whatever I
pleased." 


Master
Eldor smiled. "There is no crime among the Elivasti. The Sage provides
everything we could ask for; we have no need to steal from each other."


The
Hunter stifled a disbelieving snort. In his years as an assassin, he'd seen
what humans were capable of. Within every one existed malice, greed, and other
base urges. How could anyone, even the descendants of the Serenii, claim to be
free of such desires? 


"Where
are we going?"


"There
is something you must see for yourself," was all the old Elivasti would
say on the matter. 


A
trio of passing Elivasti greeted Master Eldor with a bow. "How goes the
lowlander's training?" The Hunter recognized the man as an opponent he'd
faced on the training field.


"Slowly."
Master Eldor shook his head. "Too many bad habits to unlearn. I fear he
will require a good many private lessons before he can match any of my truly
gifted pupils. But, as our master's honored guest, it's up to me to whip him
into shape." 


The
men laughed and bade them farewell. The Hunter's cheeks burned. He'd held his
own in the sparring matches; Master Eldor's words stung in a way no sword wound
ever had. Anger burning in his chest, he bid the men farewell and stalked after
the old Elivasti.


When
they had put distance between themselves and the retreating men, Master Eldor
spoke in a low voice. "Some truths are best kept hidden, young Hunter.
Trust me on this."


Once
again, the cryptic words inflamed the Hunter's curiosity, replacing his anger.
The old Elivasti was leading up to something, but what?


"How
much did the Sage tell you of the Elivasti? Beyond our heritage and our oaths
to serve the Abiarazi?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "Not much more. I was hoping you could tell me
more." 


If
Hailen truly belonged to the purple-eyed descendants of the Serenii, he had to
find out more about them. Anything to help him make sense of what had happened
in the Advanat. He couldn't come out and ask directly about the transformation
that had come over Hailen, but he needed to learn if there was a cure. 


Master
Eldor pointed ahead. "Perhaps you will find what you seek here."


The
Hunter's gaze fell on the enormous wall that cut through the city of the
Elivasti. As they approached, he realized the sheer enormity of the structure.
Though it only stood a dozen paces high, it stretched at least a league from
end to end. Cut from the dark stone of Shana Laal, it had been polished to a
glass-smooth finish. 


"Impressive.
Though it seems an odd thing to have atop a mountain."


Master
Eldor shrugged. "It was here when my forefathers arrived. Built by the
Serenii, so they say. We simply make use of their creation."


"For
what?"


"You
will see." 


A
few paces away, a gatehouse guarded the single massive gate set into the wall.
But Master Eldor turned toward a staircase carved into the stone. "This
way." 


 The Hunter raised an eyebrow.


"It
will be easier to explain what you need to know from up there." He
motioned for the Hunter to ascend first.


The
Hunter stifled the urge to ask questions he doubted Master Eldor would answer.
Not yet, at least. 


He
basked in the view from atop the wall. There was no green or blue—only harsh
whites, blacks, and browns. A landscape of craggy mountaintops jutted hundreds
of angular fingers into the distance. Rocky cliffs plunged out of sight, and
crevasses carved their way through solid stone. It was a jagged beauty, rough
and unkempt, yet breathtaking nonetheless.


More
houses dotted the landscape within the enclosure. Yet compared to the precise
symmetry of the dwellings without, these looked crude, barbaric even. Little
more than caves that had been hewn from the stone of the mountain. The handful
of men and women that wandered through the camp seemed somehow dirtier and more
ragged than the people they'd passed in the narrow, orderly streets.


Shouts
and laughter drifted around a corner, accompanied a moment later by a group of
dirty children chasing a ball down a muddy alley. 


Suddenly,
the Hunter realized what had struck him as odd about the city. He hadn't seen
any children! 


In
Voramis, the youth of Lower Voramis had played in the streets, sold goods in
the marketplace, and clamored for alms in the Beggar's Quarter. He'd
encountered far too many of the light-fingered children of the Night Guild in
Praamis. Malandria, Aghzaret, everywhere else he'd visited, it had always been
the same.


But
not here. In the city of the Elivasti, no children ran through the streets or
hid behind their mother's skirts at a stranger's approach. All of them lived
within the walled-off enclosure. 


The
Hunter turned to Master Eldor. "Why are they all here?" 


Anguish
glinted in the Elivasti's eyes. "Because it is the only way to protect
them from the Irrsinnon." 


Memories
cascaded over the Hunter. The young man
writhed in his grip, screaming incoherence into the night. 


"The Irrsinnon has taken him."
Anguish lined Master Eldor's sun-darkened face as he wrestled with the
dark-haired youth's wildly waving arm. "Hold him tight until it passes. We
cannot let him hurt himself."


Together they wrestled the young man to
the ground. He wanted to cover his ears against the shrieks of terror that
echoed across the mountain, but he dared not release the twitching, jerking
arm. 


The
memory dissipated as quickly as it had come, and the Hunter staggered, caught
himself on the parapet. Master Eldor, staring off into the distance, didn't
notice. 


Horror
filled the Hunter. "What insanity is this?!"


Master
Eldor leaned on the parapet, shoulders hunched. "Not all of the gifts
passed on to us by our forebears were favorable." He spoke in a quiet
voice. "For all our strength and our long lives, there is a curse upon the
Elivasti—one dating back to the great Serenii themselves. We are doomed to
madness, unless we remain within the shadow of the Serenii."


The
Hunter turned to Master Eldor, his eyes wide. "What does that mean?"


Master
Eldor nodded toward the twin temples of Kara-ket. "The Serenii artifacts.
We must remain in close proximity to them, else the madness overtakes us."
He motioned at the camp below. "It comes upon us while we are still young,
though every child experiences it at a different age. The madness seizes some
while they suckle their mother's teat, while others do not show any signs until
they reach maturity. We do not know what brings it on, but there is no escaping
it. In the end, the Irrsinnon takes
us all."


The
Hunter studied the Elivasti. "You don't look mad."


Master
Eldor gave a harsh chuckle. "And that is, in large part, thanks to these
monuments left by the Serenii. When we are near them, our madness is kept at
bay. This is why so many of the Elivasti remain here in Kara-ket, within the
shadow of our ancestors. Within this wall"—he patted the stone
parapet—"we are safe."


The
Hunter's mind raced. "But what about the others? Those who leave Kara-ket
to carry out the Sage's orders." He'd encountered Elivasti in the Chasm of
the Lost. Surely there were no Serenii
monuments there. "And you. You live outside the wall. Why are you not
mad?"


"There
is a fruit—opia, it is called, the 'fruit
of the gods'. It has the power to cure the madness." 


"How?"


Master
Eldor shrugged. "I do not know. All I know is that it works." 


"So
the children remain there until they are given the opia? Until they can be cured?"


"Indeed.
They must go through the Expurgation, but for it to work, their madness must
have manifested." 


"How
can you know?" 


Master
Eldor tapped his orbital bone. "The eyes. The color…changes."


The
Hunter stiffened. "To purple?" 


Master
Eldor nodded. "The change marks the onset of the Irrsinnon. The madness only gets worse with time."


A
chill ran down the Hunter's spine. No! That
day, in the Advanat Desert, Hailen's eyes had changed. No longer icy blue, they
matched the violet of Master Eldor's. And the young man from his memory. The Elivasti aren't born that way. Does that
mean… 


"How
long?" The Hunter's fists clenched. "How long before they…?" He
couldn't bring himself to say the words. 


"For
some, days. For others, months or even years." The Elivasti shook his
head. "Each one is different. But we will not risk our young." He
pointed to the enclosure. "Which is why they stay in there."


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "And you don't see a problem with that? Children isolated from the world around them,
away from their families?"


"We
do what we must." Master Eldor's eyes filled with sorrow. "Is this
not better than losing them to the madness?"


Dread
closed a steely grip around the Hunter's heart. The memory of the writhing,
shrieking youth sent a shiver down his spine. In the weeks since the Advanat,
Hailen had changed. The unfocused look in his eyes, the frequent jerk, as if
surprised by something the Hunter couldn't see. More than once, he thought he'd
caught the boy mumbling to himself. Hailen was odd, sure enough, but he'd never
come close to mad. 


Until
the Advanat. Until those accursed standing stones. The Hunter had told himself
it was the lingering effects of his captivity—the gods knew the boy had
suffered enough for a lifetime at the hands of Il Seytani—but Master Eldor's
words reinforced what he knew to be true. The change went beyond the color of
his eyes.


Would
Hailen succumb to the Irrsinnon, too? Would he find the boy screaming and
thrashing about, as he had the youth from his memory? He didn't think he could
endure it. 


So how do I help him? How do I keep the
madness at bay? He had
no desire to bring Hailen here, within the Sage's grasp. Even if that meant the
boy was vulnerable to the Irrsinnon?
He had one choice.


"Tell
me, Master Eldor, why do you not cure all of them at once? Why subject them
to…this?" He waved at the enclosure.


"The
opia fruit is rare. It blooms in one
place only." The Elivasti pointed to the peak of the Sage's tower.
"Up there. The bush yields a handful of fruits once every year. Just
enough for a fraction of those within the enclosure."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. It seemed too much of a coincidence. Control the fruit, control the Elivasti.
Surely even the dullest Abiarazi could understand that simple logic. 


"Would
it not be better to simple take the
opia?"


Master
Eldor's jaw set. "It would go against our oaths. We cannot raise a hand
against the Abiarazi."


"Oaths
be damned!" the Hunter snarled. "These are your children. Why do you
not do what you must to protect them?" 


He'd
come to Kara-ket not just for the truth of his own past, but to find answers
about Hailen. If the opia was a cure
that would drive back the madness, he would fight an army of demons to get it.


"It
is not so simple as that." Master Eldor squared his shoulders. "The
Elivasti must keep the oaths of our
fathers, and their fathers before them. Though it rankles to see our young
suffer so, we cannot destroy their futures by breaking the blood pacts sworn to
the Abiarazi. To do so would bring doom upon their heads." He clenched his
fists. "We do what is best for them, no matter how much it pains us."


Disgust
churned in the Hunter's gut. He had come to Kara-ket to find a way to save
Hailen. If the Sage had the salvation he sought, not even Kharna himself would
stop the Hunter from getting his hands on it. He would risk a great deal to
keep the boy safe. 


His
gaze fell on the laughing, shouting children kicking a ragged ball around the
enclosure. The sight of their shining eyes and broad, dirt-stained grins sent a
stab of worry through the Hunter. 


He
forced it aside. Easy, he told
himself. At least Hailen is safe in
Kharan-cui. He will be—


The
thought died half-formed. Behind the crowd of playing youngsters, a slim, frail
form struggled to keep up. Though he had the same dark hair as the other
Elivasti children, his weak chin, round cheeks, and pale skin sent waves of
horror racing through the Hunter.


Hailen?!
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No, it can't be! The Hunter's heart thudded a panicked
beat. Hailen is down in Kharan-cui.


He
leaned over the parapet, squinting at the boy. He wanted to deny it, but the
familiar features—the ones that had reminded him of Farida the first time he'd
laid eyes on the boy back in Malandria—grew more distinct as the lad huffed and
puffed after the Elivasti children.


Ice
trickled through his veins. It is him.
He'd left Hailen safely at the bottom of Shana Laal, yet here he was, trapped
in the enclosure with the other Elivasti children. His mind conjured terrible
images of the boy being dragged up the mountainside in the unrelenting grasp of
the Sage—or, worse still, the Warmaster. But why? And how, for that matter? He hadn't said anything to reveal
Hailen's existence; how had the demons known about him?


The
demon flooded his mind with images of torment. It shrieked and screamed,
seeking to fan his anger into a fiery rage. The Hunter's knuckles whitened as
he dug his fingers into the stone parapet. There was only one reason for
Hailen's presence: leverage. With Hailen safely ensconced with the Elivasti,
the Abiarazi believed they could make the Hunter do their bidding.


Not if I have any say about it.


He
wrestled back the urge to draw his sword, charge down the stairs, and fight his
way into the enclosure. To do so would show his hand, point out his greatest vulnerability,
not to mention set him at odds with the Elivasti—and their master.


"Do
nothing rash, Hunter." Master Eldor gripped his right arm. "For his
sake, you must think carefully before you make your next move."


The
Hunter whirled on the Elivasti. "You would threaten me with—"


"I
make no threat." Master Eldor's voice was quiet but hard as stone. "I
was not the one to put him there." 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "Who, then?" 


"Who
do you think?" Master Eldor pointed toward the Sage's tower. 


"You
know this for certain?" 


Master
Eldor nodded. "I know the men who brought him from Kharan-cui yesterday
morning. They were sent by the Sage before you had ever stepped foot on Shana
Laal."


The
Hunter's blood turned to ice. Before I
stepped foot on the mountain? All the time he'd believed Hailen was safe,
the boy had been here among the Elivasti. "Bastard!" He slammed a
fist into the stone wall. 


"Do
not let your anger cloud your thinking, Hunter. That is precisely what the Sage
wants." Master Eldor gripped his shoulder. "Ponder your next move
carefully. My advice is to leave the boy there."


"Why?"
the Hunter snarled. His heart hammered against his ribs, and his hand trembled
with barely-restrained fury. "He is not one of your Elivasti children to
lock away in a cage."


"But
he is." Master Eldor gestured to his eyes. "He bears the mark of our
race." 


The
Hunter could find no words. He'd come to Kara-ket hoping to find a way to cure
whatever had happened to Hailen. If he truly was Elivasti as Master Eldor
believed, he had fallen prey to the madness of the Serenii's descendants.


"If
you take him away, he will share the same fate as the rest of us. The Irrsinnon will come upon him and there
will be no hope for him." Sorrow clouded the Elivasti's purple eyes.
"Death would be a kinder fate." 


"But
if I can get the opia from the Sage's
tower, it will cure him, yes?" 


"It
would, but there is no way to get it." Master Eldor shook his head.
"The garden is always guarded, and there is only one way in and out.
Through the Sage's rooms."


The
Hunter clenched his fist. "Then I will demand
he gives it to me. He won't refuse me." He gripped his sword hilt.
"One way or another, I will have it."


"And
give him leverage over you? The Bucelarii have no need of the opia. If you go
to him and demand it, it will reveal that you know he has your boy." The
old Elivasti met his gaze, steel in his expression. "Right now, the Sage
believes you unaware of the child's presence on the mountain. He is saving that
particular revelation until such a time as he can use it against you. The
moment he realizes you know, he can use it against you. He must not
realize!" 


The
Hunter swallowed the anger surging within him and forced his mind to analyze
Master Eldor's words. They held truth. If the Sage had been the one to bring
the boy, he would want to use him to "convince" the Hunter. He
wouldn't hesitate to put Hailen in danger if he believed it cowed the Hunter
into compliance. 


"So
what, then? I just leave him in there?"


Master
Eldor nodded. "For now. It is the safest place for him. There, the Irrsinnon will not take him, and I will
be at hand to keep watch on him."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "You?"


"I
have a few Elivasti I am certain I can trust to mind their tongues. I will set
them to watch the gate. We will have a chance to reunite you with your boy
without the Sage knowing."


"Why
help me?" The Hunter's innate cynicism of human nature pricked in the back
of his mind. No one helped anyone out of decency or goodness. Everyone had an
angle, everyone wanted something. "What do you get out of it?"


Master
Eldor's eyes fell away. "You are in a…unique position. Perhaps your
experiences with the Abiarazi—both in the past and now—will show you the truth
of your ancestors. The time may come when you will be forced to make a choice.
It is my hope you choose what is right."


Again with the cryptic talk. The Hunter had a suspicion as to the
underlying meaning of Master Eldor's words, but it would remain just that until
the Elivasti revealed more. 


For
now, he had enough to worry about. Hailen's presence on Shana Laal complicated
matters immensely. He couldn't just kill the demons and flee the mountains as
he'd planned. Even if he managed to eliminate both the Sage and the Warmaster
before the Elivasti murdered him, he couldn't flee the mountain with Hailen in
tow. Now he had to find a way to deal with the demons and escape without putting the boy in further
danger.


"I
must go," the Hunter said in a voice as cold as the ice-capped peaks. 


"Yes,
I believe you have a feast to prepare for." Master Eldor gripped his arm.
"Do not do anything to set you at odds with the Sage. He holds your boy's
life in his hands."


"I
need no reminders," the Hunter growled, fists clenching.


"The
boy will be safe. And, if you return tomorrow to 'continue your training', I
will make certain you have a chance to see him."


The
Hunter studied the old Elivasti's face. He saw no sign of deceit or treachery. 


"As
I said before, there is much you must un-learn if you are to become the warrior
you were when last we met. I expect my offer for private training has already
reached the Sage's ears." He cast a wary glance around. "Very little
that happens escapes our master's notice."


Of course. The Elivasti's behavior on the training
field and again in the streets made sense. It provided a cover story, gave the
Hunter a valid reason to come down to the city of the Elivasti without
revealing his connection to either Master Eldor or Hailen. 


He
inclined his head. "So be it."


"Come
to the forge at first light," Master Eldor said, his voice somber.
"If we are to train, we must do it properly."


The
Hunter stifled a groan. After the rigors of training, he had an evening in the
company of demons and a night spent exploring the Sage's tower to look forward
to. He'd have little chance for sleep tonight. 


But
if it brought him one step closer to eliminating the Sage and the Warmaster, he
would gladly do it. 


He
bowed to the old Elivasti. "Until tomorrow, Master Eldor."


 


* * *


 


The
long climb to his rooms in the Sage's tower only aggravated the Hunter's fury.
Every muscle ached, and the climb from the city of the Elivasti hadn't done him
any good. Though his body had begun to adapt to the altitude—the marvel of his
accelerated healing—he longed to rest before the Warmaster's feast tonight. 


The
thought of seeing the Sage sent anger stabbing through him. He removed his
sword—the gift from Master Eldor—and set it aside. Best he leave the weapon for
fear the temptation to run the Sage through overwhelmed him. It would take
every shred of self-control to keep his hands away from Soulhunger.


The bastard! By bringing Hailen to Kara-ket, the Sage
had put the boy in danger. He wouldn't hesitate to order Hailen's death or
torment to coerce the Hunter. That put the Hunter at a disadvantage. He
couldn't take overt actions against the Sage for fear of what the demon would
do to the boy. His impossible task had just gotten that much harder. 


Beneath
his anger at the Sage, guilt tugged at his heart. He'd left Hailen in
Kharan-cui to keep him out of the demon's clutches, but what had that
accomplished? Once again, his actions had endangered the boy. First, with Marin
in Sirkar Jeroen's caravan, then at the hands of Il Seytani in the Advanat. The
boy had endured much as they crossed the Advanat Desert and the Hrandari
Plains. And now, he found himself in the clutches of the Sage. 


Had
he really been right to take Hailen from the House of Need in Malandria? Was he
a fool for bringing the boy with him? There was a time he'd told himself it was
because he could use Hailen to hunt demons. He knew better now. He needed the
boy. Hailen's presence drove back the voices in his head, granting him a
reprieve from the endless torment of his thoughts. Yet that need only put the
boy in greater danger at every turn. 


The Sage wants to use him as leverage
against me? They'll find me far less compliant than they expected. The last person who had held a dagger
to the boy's throat lay dead in the Advanat Desert.


With
a growl of frustration, he stalked toward the shelf and dragged out one of the
formal outfits provided by the Sage. The clothes were uncomfortable and
restricted his movement, but at least they fit. 


Studying
himself in the mirror, he smoothed his face into a bland expression. Master Eldor was right. I can't let the Sage
know that I've discovered his treachery. Doing so would only put Hailen in more
danger.


He
hated to see the boy penned up in the enclosure, but at least he was with other
Elivasti children. With Master Eldor to keep an eye on him, he'd be as safe
there as anywhere on the mountain.


He
balled his fists. I swear you will not be
there long, Hailen. I will find the opia and cure the Irrsinnon. 


Just
one more task to accomplish tonight. After learning as much as he could of the
Warmaster's temple and scoping out the Sage's rooms, he'd climb to the top of
the tower in search of the opia. He wouldn't allow this new wrinkle to stop him
from carrying out his mission. Hailen's presence only delayed the inevitable. 


The
Sage and the Warmaster would die. 
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With
a wordless snarl, the Hunter gave up on trying to fasten the button at the neck
of his jacket. He hated the fancy, stifling garment, but it was the best of many
evils. He had chosen the simplest of the outfits: a dark blue knee-length
jacket with ivory buttons, a simple white tunic, and brown breeches that tucked
into the tops of his soft-soled boots.


The
Hunter tugged at the constricting seam of the jacket's shoulder. Scowling, he
reached for the half-cloak that accompanied the outfit. It lacked a hood, but
the draping folds of cloth hid Soulhunger—and a few secreted daggers—from view.



He
cast one last glance at himself in the mirror. Dark stubble covered his cheeks
and chin, but he could go a few more days without shaving. 


Think of this as just one more disguise, he told himself. Instead of an
alchemical mask and feather-glass lenses, he wore his own face. You're infiltrating the parties of Upper
Voramis, mingling with the lords and ladies. Only this time, he dined with
two demons warring for his loyalty. He'd prefer a kingdom's worth of ruffles
and neck collars. 


The
hall outside his door was empty, not a single purple-eyed guard in sight. He'd
half-expected a gaggle of the demon's spies—masked as an honor guard, of
course. He smiled. Perhaps the Sage is
beginning to trust me. 


He
descended the main staircase, but instead of leaving the main exit, he turned
onto a secondary staircase that led toward the inner side of the temple. Beyond
the open double doors, the light of flickering torches illuminated a gravel
walkway that could only lead to the Warmaster's tower. 


The
Hunter hesitated a moment. His stomach tightened in anticipation. Taking a deep
breath, he steeled himself for the assault on his mind and stepped outside the
temple. 


The
voice of his inner demon slammed into his mind with jarring force. Soulhunger
added its insistent demands to the whirlwind of incoherent screams that tugged
at his consciousness. A week had elapsed since his last kill, and the force of
the dagger's insistence set his head pounding. 


But
he was ready. He pictured an impregnable wall in his mind and pushed back
against the voice, wielding his force of will as a shield. His inner demon
fought for control, but he would not yield to the agonizing shrieking. He held
the barrier firmly in place until the voice quietened to a chaotic din in the
far back of his thoughts. 


He
strode down the torchlit walkway, his steps confident and his face a picture of
calm. But his eyes never stopped moving, roving the shadows in search of
assassins. He hadn't lived this long by being careless. And, if he was to break
into the Warmaster's temple and slay the demon, he had to find a way to enter
unseen.


The
Hrandari Plains had more concealment than the unbroken expanse of grass
surrounding the base of the temples. An occasional tree or bush jutted leafy
branches into the night air, but they stood hundreds of paces away from the
walkway. Not even the Hunter would have attempted to cross that open terrain. Looks like I'll have to find another way to
get at the temple. And its occupant.


Odd
how comforting those familiar thought patterns felt. He'd loved the thrill of
stealing unseen into the mansions of Voramis or moving around the city
undetected by the Heresiarchs, the Bloody Hand, or his prey. The killing had
been a part of the job—a part he carried out with ruthless efficiency—but he
truly reveled in the challenge of surprising his victims in the places they
felt safest. It held a sort of cruel humor, one he found appropriate. 


He
allowed his mind to go through the motions of studying the temples through the
eyes of an assassin. The torches and alchemical lamps set up along the gravel
walkway leading to the Warmaster's temple would make it difficult to approach
the huge double doors unseen, but the temple itself provided plenty of shadows
to slip through. Besides, every building had a back way in. 


His
eyes followed the unnaturally straight line of the temple walls upward. He'd
counted thirty-two floors in the Sage's temple—twenty-six rising into the sky,
and six descending into the heart of the mountain. Darkness hid the domes atop
the towers. The blue-green façade of the temple seemed to reflect the light of
the waning moon. 


Truly, the Serenii were masters of their
craft. 


He
drew in a deep breath. The evening breeze—uncannily warm, despite the fact they
stood atop Shana Laal—carried the scents of crisp snow, hard mountain stone,
and the reek of the demon beside him. The Sage had applied oils of sandalwood,
citrus, and basil, yet the Hunter's sensitive nostrils detected the stench that
marked him as an Abiarazi. 


A
trio of cloth-masked Elivasti stood at the double doors leading into the
Warmaster's temple. They straightened at his approach and stepped aside to
allow him to enter.


The
demon's presence battered the barrier in his mind, sending a spike of pain into
his right eye. Taking a deep breath, he pushed it back, reinforced the wall. He
couldn't be distracted by the screaming, shrieking voice. Not with the Sage and
the Warmaster in the same room. Just a
few more steps. Once inside the temple, he would have peace. 


The
moment he entered, he knew something was wrong. Instead of falling silent, the
voices in his head grew louder, stronger, more insistent. The demon's voice
rose to a wailing crescendo. He struggled to maintain the wall he had erected
in his mind, bent every shred of willpower to holding back the voices.


He
failed.


The
mental barrier shattered, and the demon's piercing screams tore at his
thoughts. Agony flooded his mind. The shrieking seemed to echo off the very
stones of the temple, slicing through his mind with terrible intensity. He
pounded his head with his fists, desperate to silence the voice. He could not
hold it back, try as he might. His head felt a heartbeat from bursting into a
thousand pieces. It was as if they tore at his very sanity. 


Stumbling
backward, he fell to his knees and retched in the grass beside the temple
entrance. Immediately, the chaos in his mind diminished. The demon's shrieks no
longer threatened to shatter his mind, and Soulhunger's insistence dwindled to
a more manageable intensity.


Watcher have mercy! He remained on his hands and knees,
gasping for breath. What in the frozen
hell was that?


Acid
surging in the back of his throat, he forced himself to his feet.


He
turned his thoughts inward. Demon, heed
me. 


The
incoherent screams coalesced into a semblance of lucidity. “What do you want?” The presence in his mind radiated searing
hatred and anger. “Too long my demands
have gone unheeded.”


What will it take for you to leave me in
peace? What must I do to end the torment?


“You know what I desire.” An overwhelming desire for death seized
him. “We had an understanding, you and I,
and yet you continue to resist your true nature. The torment is of your own
making!”


Then I will offer you a bargain. Death. The Hunter clenched his fists. Before the night is out, I will give you
what you desire. But I cannot do so if you continue.


“Why would I not take control of you, as
I did in the temple of the Beggar in Malandria?” A tremor ran through the Hunter's hands,
and a red haze tinged his vision. “You
could not stop me, and I would have the death I crave!”


What would that accomplish? You would
kill all in your path, but to do so would bring the demons' wrath upon us.
There are too many of them.


The
demon's presence radiated disdain. “Coward!”



It is prudence. The Hunter pushed back against the
voice. The time will come when I will need
you. But now I must remain cautious. I
must remain in control, and I cannot have you assailing my mind. Give me peace,
and you will have what you crave. 


Mocking
laughter filled his mind. “Still you
fight? In the end, Bucelarii, I always win! The blood of the Abiarazi—my
blood—runs through your veins. It is what you are.”


Do we have a deal?


“We do.” The throbbing behind his eyes retreated,
fading to a dull ache. “But if you do not
keep your end of the bargain, Hunter...”


Yes, torment and agony, I understand. He had no other choice. He needed to
learn more about the Warmaster and his temple. 


Soulhunger's
insistence remained in the forefront of his mind. Too much time had elapsed
since he'd satiated the dagger's need for blood. Soon enough, Soulhunger. 


Ignoring
the curiosity in the Elivasti's eyes, the Hunter strode into the Warmaster's
temple. He hesitated only a moment before stepping through the doorway.


The
throbbing in his head grew to an agonizing intensity. Even though the voices
remained silent, the temple seemed to amplify their very presences. It felt as
if something had swollen in his brain, pulsing in time with the beat of his
heart. He tightened his jaw against the pain. He had survived fire and frost,
deserts and canyons, man and Abiarazi alike. He would live through this.


Once
again, it felt as if he stepped into another world. The building radiated a
timelessness that put the opulence of Voramian mansions to shame. He reached
out a hand as if to touch the power of the Serenii that flowed through the very
stones of the temple. No human hands
could have built this. 


Yet
as he rested a hand on the wall, a chill ran through him. The air within the
temple felt heavier, the gloom more oppressive. The temple seemed to swallow
the light of the torches and alchemical lamps. Fingers of shadow splayed across
the floors and ceilings. Even the echo of their boots on the staircase held an
eerie reverberation that grated on the Hunter's ears.


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. Pleasant place,
isn't it?


His
eyes were drawn to the symbols and images carved into the walls. The swirling
lines formed figures his mind couldn't grasp, yet something within him stirred
to life. Blood rushed in his ears, a red haze tinged the edges of his vision. His
fingers twitched toward Soulhunger. He wanted to draw the dagger and kill the
Sage, the guards, everyone in this accursed place. The flames of his hatred and
rage burned bright. He needed death, and he wouldn't stop until—


No! He tore his eyes from the carvings, balled his fists to
fight back the heat roiling in his chest. He couldn't allow the sorcery of the
images—a dark, terrible power—to overwhelm him.


Yet
even as he climbed, he couldn't help but stare at the carvings. The images
filled his mind with vivid scenes of carnage. Steel clashed, and blood hung
thick in the air as warriors hacked at each other. Men screamed and died on a
field of battle, the wounded crying out for their gods, their friends, their
mothers. Women shrieked over the corpses of their fallen husbands. Children
stared empty-eyed amidst the wreckage of their homes, the lifeless bodies of
their parents. Fire consumed all in its path. Humans and creatures turned to
ash in the crackling fingers of death. 


"Bucelarii!"
The deep, booming voice snapped him back to the present. He looked up to see
the Warmaster strode down the hall, arms spread in greeting. 


"You
have arrived." The Abiarazi's face creased into a sneer. "And without
that snake squirming in your
shadow."


"Warmaster."
The Hunter bowed to hide his disgust. Yesterday, the Warmaster had beaten him
for the sheer pleasure of it, and now he greeted him like an old comrade. 


"Come,
come!" The Warmaster ushered him down the hall toward a massive set of
double doors. "Tonight we feast in your honor." A wild light filled
his eyes. "You have my word, it will be a night you will never
forget."
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The
Hunter stepped through the double doors and into a carnival of debauchery.


An
overwhelming array of scents assaulted his nostrils. The stench of unwashed
bodies set his head spinning. The reek of dried wine, beer, and other
unfamiliar spirits hung thick in the air. Aromas of sizzling meat wafted toward
him, mixed with the tang of exotic spices and herbs. But the metallic odor of
blood—fresh-spilled and ancient—permeated everything.


Deafening
cheers echoed through the circular, high-vaulted chamber. A crowd of
scarlet-clad men—at least two hundred strong—sat on raised stone benches running
along the walls. They shouted, jeered, and hurled insults at one another, yet
their eyes never left the two figures locked in combat in the pit at the heart
of the room. 


The
man wore nothing but a loincloth and leather harness. He carried a long, leaf-bladed
spear tipped with a heavy metal ball at the butt end. Though blood trickled
from deep gashes in his muscle-bound chest and arms, his dark eyes showed no
sign of fear or hesitation. He held his spear in a loose, comfortable grip, his
face a mask of calm confidence. 


The
desert greatcat snarled and circled him with wary tension in its haunches. The
hypercarnivore moved with the power and grace of an apex predator. The black
fur around its shoulders and haunches glistened wetly. A large slash across the
beast's jaw dripped blood, revealing long, sharp canine teeth.


A Hrandari beast pit. Humans pitted against animals, only one
would leave alive. Many of the victors—man and beast alike—died of wounds or
infections. The sport was forbidden throughout the south of Einan.


"Glorious,
isn't it?" the Warmaster shouted over the roar of the crowd. He pointed to
the spear-wielding warrior. "Commodus has survived over forty fights in
the beast pit. He has defeated every manner of foe from mountain gorillas to
cave bears." 


The
scars crisscrossing Commodus' body bore testament to the man's battles. 


The
voices in his mind pounded with eager anticipation. Soulhunger twitched in its
sheath; the blade had the scent of blood, and it thirsted. The demon's lust for
death set his head throbbing. He couldn't hold them back much longer. He had to find someone to kill.


He
allowed the Warmaster to steer him toward the dining table. A pile of fresh
bread sat beside a large pot of savory grain gruel. Boiled vegetables, fresh
fruits, and brightly-colored extoci berries
filled two massive silver platters. The smell of mutton and goat set his
stomach rumbling. Roast pigs sat beside haunches of beef and half-eaten chicken
carcasses. After a day of training with Master Eldor, he welcomed the feast. He
piled his trencher high.


"Come.
You are to have the place of honor!" The Warmaster led him toward a
massive throne at the rear of the hall. Gargoyles leered at him from atop the
crest, and serpents writhed down the sides to end in gaping, fanged maws at the
armrest. Plush velvet lined the bloodwood frames.  


The
Warmaster dropped into his throne and motioned for the Hunter to sit in the
smaller, less ornate chair beside him. "You dine at my right hand this
night." He grinned. "Just in time, too. The fight is almost
over."


The
Hunter returned his attention to the beast pit. The desert greatcat moved with
a limp, favoring its right forepaw. Commodus advanced, spear at the ready. He
darted forward and lashed out with the spear. The steel blade carved a line
across the greatcat's forehead. Howling its pain and rage, the beast attacked.
Commodus ducked beneath the blind leap and drove his spear up and into the
greatcat's belly. The cheering rose to a deafening pitch as a torrent of blood
bathed the crouching warrior. Before the beast recovered, Commodus drove his
spear into the base of its skull. The greatcat's mighty muscles spasmed once,
then it lay still. 


The
Hunter glanced at his host. The Warmaster leaned forward in his chair, an eager
gleam in his eyes. He leapt to his feet at the beast's death, shouting and
applauding with the rest of the crowd. 


The
blood-soaked warrior strode around the beast pit, spear raised in triumph. 


"Commodus!
Commodus!" The chant echoed in the enormous room. 


The
Hunter hid his disgust. Savages, one and
all. He'd killed when needed, but the thought of seeking out such sport—if
one could call brutality such—turned his stomach.


“Hypocrite!” The demon's voice set his head
throbbing. “You seek to spill the blood
of your own kind. How are you any better than they?”


The
Hunter gritted his teeth. I do not do it
for pleasure. I do it because I must.


“Do not pretend with me, Hunter. I am
you. I know too well the thrill of the hunt, of the kill.”


The
wooden armrests creaked in the Hunter's grip. I hunt those who deserve it. Not beasts who have done nothing more than
try to survive.


“Tell yourself what you must.” Mockery filled his thoughts. “In the end, you know the truth.”


Much
as he wanted to, he couldn't deny the truth of the demon's words. He had killed
many—far too many, perhaps—humans and Abiarazi alike. Yet he refused to believe
he was anything like these bloodthirsty sadists. 


The
Warmaster turned to him. "What a glorious triumph!" He pounded a fist
on the arm of his chair. "But if you think that is a spectacle, wait until
you see what comes next." 


The
Hunter plastered a grin on his face, but held his tongue. His desire to be
elsewhere warred with his need to learn more about the Warmaster. He had to
find weaknesses he could exploit when the time came. 


Hiding
a grimace, he emptied his goblet. 


The
Warmaster roared for a servant to bring him wine. He extended a silver tankard
to the Hunter. "Come, Bucelarii. Let us toast!"


The
Hunter accepted the glass. 


"To
bygones," the Warmaster said with a sly grin. "Warriors like us, we
are men of passion. No doubt you, too, have raised your sword in anger. But
tonight, we put that behind us."


"To
bygones, then." The Hunter drank deep of the rich ale. 


The
Warmaster gulped from his tankard greedily, beer dripping down his chin and
bristling beard. "Ahh!" He smacked his lips. "Nothing like a
drink after a good fight. Though I'd say I prefer what follows the drinking,
eh?" He leered at a scantily-clad servant girl passing in front of his
throne.


The
Hunter followed his gaze. Women dressed in sheer outfits moved among the
crowd—of mostly men, he realized—surrounding the beast pit. He found his eyes
drawn to their bare flesh. He hadn't felt a woman's touch for far too long. 


He
ripped his eyes away from the women and focused on the crowd. The reek of
bodily fluids turned his stomach. "Who are all these people?" 


"My
Masters of Agony."


They
seemed to come from every corner of Einan. Pale-haired Voramians sat beside
dark-eyed Praamians and swarthy men of Al Hani. Men with the stocky build of
Malandrians jostled with rangy Drashi and diminutive Nyslians. A few even had
the tow-colored hair and fiery red cheeks of men from across the Frozen Sea. 


They look so…normal. But what had he expected? A group of
cannibalistic maniacs? Anyone—even the most ordinary-looking man—could be a
bloodthirsty monster. These simply refused to hide their bestial nature beneath
the polish of courtly manners or priesthood.


"I
didn't expect so many of them."


"There
are more around Einan, believe me. These are just the Masters in residence and
the apprentices still in training."


"How
many are there?"


"Enough."
The Warmaster's gaze seemed to pierce the Hunter, as if searching for
something. "It is good you have come. Your presence gives us something to
celebrate."


The
Hunter nodded. "I, too, am glad to have found Kara-ket." For a number of reasons.


"It's
a pity you are locked up with that stuffy scholar, the Sage." He puffed up
his chest. "He cannot offer you the delights I can. He is not like us. He
plays games and reads books, but I can see you crave a life of action, of
excitement. I can promise you battle, death, and glory!" He slammed his
tankard onto the arm of his chair, and beer sloshed on his clothing. 


The
Hunter shrugged. "I call his temple home, but only for now. I have sworn
no oaths." 


The
Warmaster's eyes darted around the room. "Come." He stood abruptly.
"I would talk in private, away from prying eyes and ears." 


The
huge demon swaggered through a nearby door. His massive frame filled the narrow
tunnel beyond. A chill breeze greeted the Hunter as he stepped onto a balcony.
He leaned against the railing, staring up at the twinkling stars, basking in
the wind that whipped at his hair and clothes.


The
Warmaster stood stiffly beside him. "Let me speak plain, Hunter. I believe
the Sage intends to use you."


The
Hunter kept his expression carefully blank. "Truly? He has been nothing
but congenial since my arrival." He fixed the Warmaster with a stern gaze.
"You, on the other hand…"


The
Warmaster's eyes shifted away. "I have already explained myself. Your
actions…" He dismissed it with a wave. "It is in the past. But it is your future I wish to discuss."


The
Hunter crossed his arms. "I'm listening."


"I
have seen the way the Sage looks at you. Wheels within his mind, turning,
turning, calculating. He seeks the best angle to use you, to beguile you into
doing his will. Perhaps he has already convinced you. If, as you say, he has
been nothing but congenial, the manipulation has already begun. He seeks to
ensnare you with clever words. Then he will sink a dagger into your back like
the accursed snake he is."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Are you certain?"


The
Warmaster snorted. "You think you're the first 'ally' he has used and
discarded? Trust me when I say he has left a trail of broken bodies in his
wake. He is not to be trusted." 


The
Hunter said nothing. 


"But
I can offer you so much more! I am his superior in every way." The
Warmaster held up a huge fist. "He believes he has Einan in his grasp, but
he is a fool. He relies on the Elivasti, but I have my Masters of Agony, an
army far stronger. Together, they are a force that cannot be defeated. The day
is coming when I will rule all of Einan.
He will not stop me from conquering, as we were meant to."


The
demon turned to him, his gaze piercing. "I recognize what you truly are,
Bucelarii. The Sage calls himself Abiarazi, but he hides in the shadows,
fearful as a mouse." He slammed his palm onto the stone railing. "He
dishonors us with his cowardice. You, on the other hand, I have seen the fires
of war burning in your eyes. You may have the blood of the pathetic humans in your veins, but our blood—the
blood of greatness—courses through you. The song of battle sings in your bones,
as it does in mine." He pounded his chest. "The Sage has turned deaf
ears to the tune. He is a disgrace to the Abiarazi name."


 The Warmaster spread his arms wide. "Look
around you, Hunter. Look at that view."


The
Hunter turned and studied the Hrandari landscape below. 


"Everything
you see once belonged to the Abiarazi, and it will once again. But not if that
viper is in charge. Because of him, we skulk atop a mountain instead of
conquering Einan as we should. We have an army at our disposal, yet we hide?
Would you swear your loyalty to a coward?"


"You
forget about the Elivasti's curse."


The
Warmaster spat. "I forget nothing! They are our vassals, sworn to our
service. Whether they live or die matters not." 


I'm sure they'd disagree with you. 


The
demon gave a dismissive wave. "So
what if a thousand—nay, ten thousand—fall to the madness? We have more than
enough to conquer this pitiful continent. My
army is enough to crush any stronghold, overcome any fastness. Humans will
join our ranks in droves just to avoid being slaughtered. They will bolster our
numbers until we wash over this pathetic world in a wave of death and
destruction. If only that cowardly Sth-za-krkl
were dead."


"And
that is where I come in." The Hunter's words came out cold and cruel.


The
Warmaster gave a stiff nod. "Indeed." He stabbed a finger into the
Hunter's chest. "You are the key
to all of this. Once the Sage is gone, I will be free to conquer. We will do as we please."


"Why
not just kill him yourself?"


The
huge demon shook his head. "If only it were that simple. If I strike him
down, the Elivasti still loyal to him would rebel. But your actions will be
much easier to explain away. You can claim it was your hatred of the Sage or, failing
that, an act of vengeance, settling the score of your father or some such. No
doubt the Sage's men will seek to take their anger out on you, but they will
heed my command. I have given this a great deal of thought, and it will
work."


The
Hunter screwed up his face in contemplation. "And what is my reward? Aside
from a thousand Elivasti out for my blood?"


"That
is why my plan is so perfect! The Elivasti are sworn to serve me. Before they
can have your head, they will be firmly under my control. They cannot act
against my commands. And if I order them not to raise a hand against you, they
will do nothing."


"And
what's to stop you from betraying
me?"


Anger
flashed in the Warmaster's eyes. "Because that is not my way! I am no
snake, slithering in the grass and striking my enemies in the back." His
huge hands twitched, his face flushing. "I am the greatest warrior that
has ever lived. Believe me when I say I do not need to strike from the shadows.
I am an Abiarazi of honor."


The
Hunter nodded. "It sounds simple enough. But you still have not told me
what I gain from the bargain."


"Glory!"
Maddened lust filled the Warmaster's expression. "The thrill of battle.
The feel of your enemy's blood hot on your face. The song of death pounding in
your ears." He licked his lips. "You were destined for greatness. The
Bucelarii were created to fight alongside us. I offer you the chance to fulfill
your destiny." 


 












Chapter Twenty-One
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The
Hunter stifled his loathing. The Abiarazi were so predictable. They sought
power, to rule, at any cost. Even if it meant killing their own kind, they
would never hesitate. They seemed unable to comprehend that the Bucelarii—their
own offspring—had any desire other than blood and death. That hubris was the
weakness he sought. 


He
could pretend to go along with the Warmaster, and the demon would believe him
an ally. But that would turn the Sage against him. From what he had seen of the
two, the Warmaster, for all his strength and skill, was a far less dangerous
opponent. The Sage's cunning and guile made him the greater threat. 


So what now? His mind raced. If I agree with the Warmaster, the Sage becomes my enemy. But I can't
afford to make the Warmaster my enemy. 


How
could he play this? What could he say to placate the Warmaster, but without
betraying the Sage?


The
sound of a nervous cough saved him from having to answer. 


The
Warmaster whirled. "What?" he roared.


A
scarlet-robed Master of Agony cringed at the fury in the huge demon's voice.
"F-Forgive me, Warmaster, but you asked to be informed the moment he arrived."


The
Warmaster's scowl deepened. "He is here."


The
man gave a jerky nod. "Even now, he is climbing the stairs."


"Go."
The Warmaster waved him away. "I will be there when he enters the main
chamber."


The
Master fled without a backward glance.


The
Warmaster's face creased into a sneer. "So the serpent finally shows his
face." 


Just in time, too, the Hunter thought. The Warmaster had
all but revealed his plans for the Sage. With his next breath, he would have
demanded the Hunter choose a side. Now, the Hunter had time to think of what to
say when the Warmaster inevitably pressed the issue. 


"You
have given me a great deal to think about," he said in a slow voice.
"I will reflect on your words throughout the evening and have an answer
for you before I depart."


The
Warmaster's face creased into a confident smile. "Good." He clapped a
hand on the Hunter's shoulder. "We are much alike, you and I. We are
warriors, not cowards and backstabbers like the Sage." He spat the name as an insult. "We would
accomplish great things together."


The
Hunter mirrored the demon's grin. "Of that I have no doubt."


The
Warmaster knocked back the contents of his goblet and slammed it onto the stone
railing. "Let us enter. From the sound of things, the main event is soon
to take place." The scowl returned. "And our honored guest will be arriving at any moment."


The
Hunter followed the Warmaster back into the temple. The massive Abiarazi
swaggered up the steps and to his throne. 


The
Sage appeared through the doorway. Not a wrinkle showed in the fabric of the
Sage's bespoke clothing, not a fold of cloth looked out of place. Hints of
white ruffled lace sprouted from the neck and wrists of his crimson suit
jacket. Golden clasps held his jacket closed over a pair of black pants, and
his dark leather boots glistened with a fresh polish. 


He
approached the dais and inclined his head. "Warmaster." 


"Sage,"
the huge demon growled. 


"By
all appearances, a wonderful celebration, Warmaster. Perhaps a bit excessive,
but a great honor to our guest." He raised his goblet in salute to the
Hunter, but his voice held a biting chill.


The
Hunter nodded, his face a careful mask of neutrality. Disgust writhed in his
gut. The Sage pretended friendship, all the while holding Hailen hostage. But
he couldn't let the demon know that he'd discovered the boy's presence on Shana
Laal, even though he wanted nothing more than to plunge Soulhunger into his
smirking face. 


"Thank
you." Venom dripped from the Warmaster's words. "It is no less than
the Bucelarii deserves."


The
Abiarazi fixed each other with intense, unblinking stares. They locked in a
wordless struggle, like two behemoths fighting for dominance. The Sage's
Elivasti guards radiated a nervous tension that grew with every heartbeat,
every roar echoing from the Masters of Agony filling the room.


"Allow
me to have a chair brought for your comfort." The Warmaster snapped his
fingers and a scarlet-robed Master rushed from the room. He returned a moment
later carrying a stool, which he set beside the Warmaster's ornate throne. 


"My
thanks." For all the Sage's outward civility, his tone could have frozen
sunlight. With elegant poise, he strode up the step and perched lightly on the
stool, sipping from the goblet brought by one of his Elivasti. 


The
Sage's cool response caught the Warmaster off guard. After a moment, he roared
for another tankard and settled into his throne, his bland expression revealing
his irritation that the Sage hadn't taken his bait. 


When
the Warmaster buried his face in a huge tankard, the Sage glanced over. His
unblinking eyes locked with the Hunter's, as if to say "See the manner of creature you are dealing
with?"


The
Hunter nodded and sipped at his ale. This
is proving easier than I expected. Both wanted him to kill the other, and
both believed they offered him exactly what he wanted. It wouldn't take much to
tip them over the edge into open hostility. He just had to find the right way
to pit them against each other. 


His
inner demon chose that moment to remind him—painfully—of its presence. “When will you deliver on your promise?” The
temple intensified the voice. 


Soon. The Hunter bit back a cry. It felt as if a spike had been
driven into his brain. I have to find a
victim first.


The
pressure mounted until his skull threatened to explode. He dropped his tankard
and slammed a fist into his forehead in a fruitless attempt to stifle the
torment that swelled to a crescendo of agony. 


Soulhunger's
voice added to the chaos. Feed me!


The
inner voice radiated impatience. “Keep
your end of the bargain, Bucelarii.” The pain receded to a pounding ache
behind his eyes. He squeezed his eyelids shut, taking long, deep breaths to
still the churning in his stomach.


"What's
this?" The Warmaster's voice boomed above the din. "Sleeping, at your
own celebration?"


The
Hunter cracked an eyelid. The massive demon leaned forward in his chair, eyes
narrowed, his face a mask of outrage.


Fury
flooded the Hunter. Look at what you've
done! The Abiarazi abhorred anything that remotely resembled weakness. If
they believed the Hunter flawed or feeble, they wouldn't hesitate to do away
with him. 


“I will do much worse if you do not
honor your bargain!”


Then leave me in peace so I can do what
must be done.


His
inner demon radiated sullen anger, but the throbbing dwindled to a tolerable
nuisance. The Hunter sat upright, opening his eyes, mind racing. He had to
mollify the Warmaster, ease his suspicions. Only
one way to do that.


He
clenched and relaxed his hand, as if fighting an urge to grip a weapon.
"Not sleeping. Fighting back the urge to slaughter every pitiful human in
the room."


The
Warmaster started. "What?"


The
Hunter bared his teeth. "If too much time elapses between kills, the need
for blood grows difficult to ignore. I control myself out of respect for my
host."


For
a moment, the Warmaster's stunned expression remained. Slowly, suspicion gave
way to bemused approval. He raised his tankard. "Then you have my
thanks." He slapped the Hunter's back. "But if you are in control
once more, there is a fight you must watch!"


The
huge demon turned to the crowd and raised his hands. Instantly, the room fell
silent as all eyes locked on the Warmaster.


"My
brothers, is this not a truly glorious spectacle?"


A
deafening cheer rose from the scarlet-robed throng. 


The
Warmaster held up his hands again. "Tonight is a night of revelry and
jubilation. For now, after centuries of fruitless search, we are honored to
once more count a true son of the Abiarazi among our numbers." He clapped
a huge hand on the Hunter's shoulder. 


The
shout reverberated from the temple's stone walls.


The
demon turned to the Hunter. "We dedicate our festivities to you, in
celebration of your return. Your presence does us great honor, and this is our
way of welcoming you to Kara-ket." He waved for a serving girl to bring
another tankard of ale. He raised his own mug. "To the future!"


The
Masters of Agony shouted in response. "The future!"


The
Warmaster drained his tankard in a single draught, and his Masters of Agony did
likewise.


"And
now," the Warmaster roared, "let us proceed with the battle we have
all been waiting for!"


The
crowd cheered and whooped, banging their glasses against their benches and
shouting, "Gallidus! Gallidus!"


From
the door of the beast pit strode a man. Twice the size of Commodus, he looked
more beast than human. Coarse, dark hair covered his unclothed body. His
clipped beard contrasted sharply with his long dreadlocks. His musculature
rivaled the Warmaster's, with arms as thick as the Hunter's legs. He gripped an
enormous spiked mace in stubby fingers as if it weighed nothing. 


"Gallidus!
Gallidus!" 


The
warrior raised his arms, and a deafening cheer reverberated through the room. 


The
Warmaster shouted in the Hunter's ear. "He is one of the best to ever
enter the pits. While he cannot compare to me, his skill puts many of my best
warriors to shame." An ingratiating smile spread his lips. "Though
I'd dare say you would hold your own."


An
ear-splitting cheer rattled the room as a massive, shaggy form lumber into the
walled circle. Long, sharp claws tipped its enormous paws, and yellowed teeth
protruded from jaws large enough to close around a man's head. Its beady black
eyes took in the shouting crowd and the naked warrior before it. Opening its
mouth, it let loose a roar that drowned out the cheers. 


A cave bear.


An
involuntary shudder ran down his spine. For a moment, he relived the terror of
fighting the bear in the darkness. He had
barely escaped with his life, yet this Gallidus fought the creature for sport. 


He's either suicidal or a fool. Gallidus laughed and bared his teeth, an
answering growl rumbling from his massive chest. Eyes narrowed, he circled,
hurling insults at the creature. Probably
a bit of both.


The
cave bear rose to its hind legs, towering head and shoulders over Gallidus, and
swatted at the fighter with massive forepaws. Gallidus ducked beneath a wild
blow and rammed the head of his spiked mace into the bear's belly. Enraged, the
bear dropped its head and lunged at Gallidus. Gallidus leapt aside, barely
avoiding the snapping jaws. The bear flattened its ears and slammed its
prodigious bulk into Gallidus, hurling the fighter from his feet to crash into
the pit wall. 


The
Warmaster banged his tankard against the arm of his chair. "Now this is what I call a spectacle!"
He dashed back his ale and shouted for a scantily-clad serving girl to bring
him another. He downed the fresh mug in a single pull and let out a mighty
belch. Laughter rippled through the crowd. 


A
quiet snort sounded beside the Hunter. The Sage had taken a seat opposite the
Warmaster, to the Hunter's right, his expression a study in disinterest.


Gallidus
leapt to his feet before the bear charged again, rolled under a swiping paw,
and backpedaled. Dropping to all fours, the cave bear lumbered after him.
Gallidus gave way before the bear, clearly favoring his right leg. He retreated
until he stood with his back to the pit wall. 


The
huge beast charged again, head lowered, fangs bared. Gallidus dove to one side,
and the bear's skull slammed into the pit wall with a terrible thump. Even as the beast shook its head,
Gallidus leapt onto its back and brought the mace down hard atop its skull. An
audible crack echoed through the
chamber. 


Letting
out a terrible roar, the bear tried to swipe at the man clinging to its back,
but Gallidus wrapped his tree-trunk legs around the bear's neck and swung the
mace again. The spikes drove deep into the bear's flesh. Blood sprayed from a
deep wound in its shaggy head, and the massive creature staggered. With a howl
of triumph, Gallidus brought the mace down one final time. The gut-wrenching crunch sounded loud in the silent room
as he buried the weapon in the animal's brain. 


For
one long heartbeat, everything was still. Gallidus sat atop his lifeless
throne, and the crowd held their breath. 


A
deafening cheer burst from the Masters of Agony. Cries of "Gallidus!
Gallidus!" swelled to thunder as the fighter stood and raised his
weapon—flecked with blood and bits of brain. Crimson droplets fell into his
open mouth and covered his face and chest. The crowd only cheered louder. 


The
Warmaster turned to the Hunter. Delight burned in his eyes. "See? Did I
not tell you he is a fighter to be feared?" He stood, waving his arms
wildly. "I wager that none in this room could defeat him. Not even the
best of the Elivasti is a match for him!" Harsh laughter burst from his
lips, and he added his voice to the cries of victory. 


The
Hunter knew what he had to do. He had the perfect opportunity to satisfy his
inner demon's demands and escalate
the Abiarazi's mutual enmity. 


He
stood and spoke in a confident voice that carried over the din. "I will
take that wager."
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The
Warmaster choked on his ale. "What?" 


The
Hunter met the Abiarazi's surprise with glacial calm. "Your man faced the
cave bear armed with a mace. In the Chasm of the Lost, I faced a raging
bloodbear with nothing more than a bone club." He held out his arms.
"I am not impressed."


Years
as an assassin had trained the Hunter to fight only when necessary. He had no
reason to wish Gallidus dead. But this fight would solve two problems at once:
silence the voices in his head before they drove him mad, and ingratiate him
further with the Sage. If it meant killing a man who made sport of animals, he
wouldn't lose a moment's sleep.


For
the briefest moment, the Warmaster's veneer cracked, revealing the demon
beneath. His mouth hung open, his jaw working soundlessly. A vein on his
forehead throbbed as outrage mingled with his incredulity.


"What
say you, Warmaster?" The Sage spoke in a quiet voice. Standing, he placed
a hand on the Hunter's shoulder. "Are you prepared to stand by your
words?" 


The
Warmaster's eyes narrowed. The Hunter knew exactly what ran through the demon's
mind. He'd caught the Warmaster off guard, and the Sage's taunt only made
things worse. The huge Abiarazi couldn't back down now. 


A
smile—clearly forced—wreathed the huge demon's face. "Of course I stand by
my words." He turned to the Hunter. "But surely you, a Bucelarii,
wouldn't want to waste your skill on a mere beast pit fighter. I wouldn't
expect you to face off with a man like Gallidus."


He
shrugged. "You said 'none in this room could defeat him'. Well, here I
am." He stood taller, meeting the Warmaster's eyes. "So, what do you
say?"


A
sly smile touched the Sage's lips. "I'll wager the Hunter can best your
man."


Wheels
clicked behind the Warmaster's eyes. He could cry "unfair"—after all,
he knew the Hunter could only be killed with iron. But if he backed down, he
would lose face in front of the Sage. Indeed, in front of his Masters of Agony.
During their brief exchange, all conversation in the chamber had died, and all
eyes locked on the three figures on the dais. 


The
Hunter gestured to the pit fighter. "Your man Gallidus is twice my size,
and we have seen his skill firsthand." He dropped his voice so only the
two Abiarazi could hear. "Surely you aren't afraid of being the loser?" 


The
barb sank home. The Warmaster drew himself up, his face reddening. "I am
the Warmaster, greatest general of the Abiarazi horde! I have never suffered a
defeat—not at the hand of my fellow, the Serenii, or the gods themselves. I
fear nothing!"


The
Sage nodded, his face a mask of serenity. "Yes, but you are not the one in
the pit." His expression turned smug. "Do you trust your assessment
of your pit fighter against my
Bucelarii?"


A
dagger twisted in the Hunter's gut. Keeper's
icy breath! The Warmaster's gaze darted to him, and rage burned in those
midnight eyes. The Sage had just claimed the Hunter as his. That one word had the potential to destroy the modicum of
trust the Warmaster had in him. 


"I
stand for myself." The Hunter crossed his arms. "You wish for sport?
Then I will give you a battle such has not been witnessed on Einan for
centuries. I will show you what happens when a Bucelarii steps into the ring. I
will prove myself worthy." 


Worthy
of what, he left unspoken. He hoped both the Warmaster and the Sage would hear
what he wanted them to: that he was proving himself worthy of their plans for him. 


"Unless,
of course, you wish to send one of your Masters of Agony into the pit." 


"My
Masters fear nothing!" the Warmaster roared. Half-hearted cheers and shouts
echoed around him. Clearly none of the scarlet-clad torturers wanted to be
selected to face Gallidus.


He
turned to the Sage. "Or one of your Elivasti?" 


"Yes!"
Delight shone in the Warmaster's eyes. "Your minions cannot defeat me, but
perhaps they stand a chance against a brute like Gallidus."


The
Sage's expression remained unreadable. "Thank you, but I am content to
watch the Bucelarii best your man." He patted the enormous Abiarazi's arm.
"Besides, it's nothing more than a friendly wager, Warmaster. No need to
take it so personally." He returned to his seat, the barest hint of a
smile teasing the corners of his mouth.


The
Warmaster stood staring after the Sage, mouth agape, fists balled in
barely-restrained rage. The Hunter said nothing. One wrong word, and the demon
would snap. 


After
a moment, the Warmaster seemed to regain control. He turned to the crowd and
raised his arms. "Heed me! We have a challenger." He placed an
enormous hand on the Hunter's shoulder. "One of us believes himself worthy
to face the champion of Hrandari. What say you? Should we permit him to throw
his life away?"


The
crowd roared in delight, and the room swelled with their cheers and cries for
blood. 


The
Warmaster's smile failed to reach his eyes. "One last chance, Bucelarii. I
can still call it off."


The
Hunter met the Warmaster's icy gaze without hesitation. "Only a coward
runs from battle." His eyes indicated the Sage, who sat on his stool
sipping delicately from his goblet. "And would you call a coward
'ally'?" 


Surprise
filled the Warmaster's eyes. He studied the Hunter a long moment, as if trying
to figure out his play. 


The
Hunter clenched a fist. "We are warriors. Only the strong survive." 


The
Warmaster nodded. "Might is power." He straightened and raised his
voice so all in the chamber could hear. "Gallidus, what have you to say to
the man who challenges your dominance?"


Gallidus
rose from his seat atop the dead cave bear. His eyes went to the Hunter, then
back to the leg of roast lamb a servant had brought him. He sank his teeth into
the meat, ripped a chunk loose, and spat it into the sand.


The
crowd's approval set the walls trembling. Gallidus stared at the Hunter, a
feral light in his eyes. The bloody juice running down his mouth and trickling
into his thick chest hair made him appear more bestial than human. 


The
Warmaster added his booming laughter to the din. "You have your
answer." He thrust a finger at the beast pit. "Your adversary
awaits."


With
deliberate slowness, the Hunter removed his jacket, leather belt, and the
baldric holding Soulhunger's sheath. The Warmaster's fingers twitched as he
stared at the dagger, and even a hint of lust peered through the Sage's calm
demeanor. Ignoring the demons, he added his tunic to the top of the pile and
strode shirtless, unarmed toward the beast pit. 


Gallidus
hurled away the hunk of meat he had been devouring and howled at the Hunter's
approach. The man's scent—an overpowering mixture of unwashed man, bloody meat,
and the fungal infection common among the sailors that stumbled out of the more
odious houses of ill-repute in Lower Voramis—nearly made the Hunter gag as he
dropped into the walled pit. 


That stench will kill me before I get
within striking range. He'd
have to avoid the man's armpits, and definitely
stay well away from Gallidus' scant loincloth.


The
spiked mace looked small in the fighter's hands, though the ball had to be at
least the size of the Hunter's head. 


Gallidus
stalked toward the Hunter with bared teeth and wary eyes. The fight with the
cave bear had showed the Hunter a good deal about the huge fighter. Gallidus
lacked the Hunter's speed, but he used his immense strength to devastating
effect. The steel weapon wouldn't kill the Hunter, but it would pulverize bone.



He
raised his voice so all in the room could hear. "Look at him! The mighty
Gallidus, so terrified of a man half his size he has to carry that great big
bloody weapon!" 


The
scarlet-robed Masters of Agony booed and jeered. Gallidus hurled the weapon
away, and the crowd's derision turned to delighted cheers and shouts of
approval. 


The
Hunter swept a deep bow to the enormous man. He hid a smile. Perfect. By taking away his weapon, the
Hunter had eliminated his greatest strength. And exposed his weaknesses: the
slight limp in his right leg, the stiffness when his arms rose above his head,
the tightening of his jaw every time he twisted to the left. Gallidus had
survived every fight thus far, but not unscathed. 


Still,
the Hunter had no illusions that the fight would be easy. Gallidus towered
almost a full head over him, with long arms, a massive barrel chest, and
shoulders broad enough to build a house on. 


The
Hunter clenched his fists. Let's get this
over with. 


He
held his ground as Gallidus stalked toward him, a low growling in his throat.
The huge pit fighter broke into a run and leapt through the air. His arm cocked
for a devastating flying punch. The Hunter scornfully slipped aside, and
Gallidus flew past to collide with the pit wall.


The
crowd cheered and whistled, but the Hunter paid them no heed. He had eyes only
for his enormous opponent. He won't make
it that easy again. 


Gallidus
came on again, slower and with more caution. His massive hands flexed, as if
aching to wrap around the Hunter's throat. At his sudden intake of breath, the
Hunter danced backward, out of reach of the massive man's lunge.


He's fast, I'll give him that. A predatory grin spread his face. Unfortunately for him, not fast enough.


He
ducked beneath a clumsy swipe and slammed his fist into Gallidus' gut. Pain
flashed through his hand. Striking the big man's stomach felt like hitting a
wall of steel, and had about as much effect. 


Gallidus'
face creased into a massive grin, and he spread his arms wide. "Is that
all, little man?" His voice came out slurred and barely coherent, as if he
snarled more than spoke. 


The
Hunter refused to be goaded into foolish action. Taunt away, big man. There's only one way this can end.


He
circled Gallidus, moving on the balls of his feet. When the fighter rushed him,
he twisted beneath the grasping arms and drove a knee into the bigger man's
thigh. Gallidus stumbled past with a sharp intake of breath—the only sign the
Hunter's attack had any effect.


Damn! The Hunter danced out of reach. He'd attacked Gallidus'
injured knee, but it didn't slow the fighter. 


Gallidus
charged, arms spread wide. Back against the wall, the Hunter had only one way
to escape his grasp: forward.


Pushing
off the pit wall, he leapt high into the air. He brought his knee up into
Gallidus' face. An audible thump
sounded as bone slammed into flesh. Cartilage bent and cracked, and blood
sprayed from the big man's nose. 


The
crowd's shouts and jeers swelled to a roar as Gallidus stumbled backward, groaning,
hands clasped to his dripping nose. The Masters of Agony seemed shocked that
their champion could face defeat at the hands of a smaller, weaker newcomer.
Cries of "The mace!" echoed through the room. 


Both
the Hunter's and Gallidus' eyes darted to the spiked weapon at the far end of
the pit. 


Can't let him get his hands on it. 


He
spat. "What's the matter, Gallidus? Afraid?"


The
taunt worked. Instead of lunging for his mace, the brute charged. The Hunter
managed to duck under the grasping hands, but the charge had been a clever
ploy. Gallidus pulled up short and drove his foot into the Hunter's side. Ribs
bent beneath the impact, and the Hunter's breath whooshed from his lungs. He
staggered backward, sucking at air.


The
jeers turned to cries of encouragement as Gallidus wrapped enormous fingers
around his throat, and his muscles bunched as he lifted the Hunter from the
ground.


The
Hunter struck at the man's elbow, but the arms holding him were hard as iron.
His body cried out for air, and the strength of the grip on his neck crushed
his windpipe. 


In
desperation, he kicked off the wall, swung a leg over the big man's arm, and
brought his heel down atop Gallidus' head. The pit fighter's knees wobbled, and
the Hunter's weight dragged them both to the sand. Knees across the big man's
chest and neck, the Hunter thrust his hips upward to trap Gallidus in an arm
bar. With enough force, he could shatter the man's elbow.


The
Hunter heaved on the huge forearm, throwing all his inhuman strength into the
effort. Gallidus' enormous biceps coiled like a snake, but slowly the arm
straightened. Bellowing, the fighter slowly pushed up to his feet. The Hunter's
eyes widened as he felt himself being lifted bodily and slammed into the ground
with bone-jarring force. He gasped with shock, and his vision wobbled. 


Gallidus
ripped his arm free of the Hunter's grasp and lashed out with a kick. Something
snapped beneath the force of the blow, and the Hunter curled around the pain in
his left side. He rolled out of the way of another vicious kick and struck out.
The blow, intended to strike the fighter's injured knee, rebounded off the
muscle of Gallidus' thigh and drove into his rock hard stomach. It did little
more than knock the man back, but it was enough for the Hunter to leap to his
feet.


Keeper take it! He winced at the agony lancing his side.
Gallidus' kick had broken at least one rib and bruised another. The injuries
would heal in minutes, but the fight could be over before then.


I can't lose. Not now! He'd invested far too much time and
effort into gaining the Sage's confidence. He'd even made progress with the
Warmaster, gaining a measure of the huge demon's trust. To survive in Kara-ket
long enough to get the opia—and
secure Hailen's freedom—he had to win this fight. 


He
returned his attention to Gallidus just in time to meet the fighter's charge.
He retreated from the man's wild swings until his back struck the pit wall.
With nowhere else to go, he slid between Gallidus' legs and kicked his heel up
into the man's groin. Gallidus roared in pain, and his knees wobbled. Without
hesitation, the Hunter drove his elbow into the base of the big man's skull.


Gallidus
dropped like a pole-axed bull. His enormous body hit the ground with a dull thump that echoed in the chamber, which
had fallen deathly silent. The Hunter leapt astride the big man, seized his
right arm, and wrenched the huge shoulder free of its socket with a sickening pop. 


The
pit fighter came to with a scream. He tried to struggle upward, but the Hunter
kicked his hand out from beneath him. Driving his knee into Gallidus' spine, he
wrestled the man's other arm upward into an arm lock. Gallidus tried to break
free, but the Hunter's weight held him pinned. 


The
demon shouted in his thoughts. “Kill
him!” Desire flooded his mind, and Soulhunger's pounding voice joined in
the tumult. 


The
Hunter raised his head and met the Sage's eyes. Before the Warmaster could stop
him, the Sage ripped Soulhunger from its sheath and tossed the blade into the pit.
The Hunter's fingers closed around the dagger's hilt. 


"What
say you, Masters?" The Hunter raised Soulhunger above his head and
shouted. "In the beast pit, only one leaves alive!" 


The
Warmaster's face was a mask of fury, but he said nothing. The crowd cried for
death. They would not be denied. 


Without
taking his eyes from the demons on the dais, the Hunter drove Soulhunger into
Gallidus' side. He felt the moment the tip of the blade entered Gallidus'
heart. The man's terrified, agonized screams added to the tumult of the
chamber. Soulhunger's gemstone flared to life, staining everything with crimson
light. 


The
Hunter threw back his head and roared in triumph as power washed over him. A
finger of fire etched a new scar into his chest, but he welcomed the pain. The
death made him feel alive!


The
crowd's cheering faded into the background as his gaze fell on the two
Abiarazi. Hatred, rage, lust, and pride flashed across the Warmaster's face.
His features writhed in that brilliant ruby glare. For all his anger at losing
to the Sage, he reveled in the blood and death. His fingers twitched as if in
remembrance of that rush of power. 


The
Sage, too, leaned forward. He sat with his mouth open and eyes closed, a faint
smile teasing the corners of his mouth. He clearly enjoyed the death as much as
the Warmaster. 


The
sight sent a shudder of revulsion down the Hunter's spine. He killed because he
had no choice— Gallidus had died to silence the voices in his mind and to gain
the demons' trust—or as an act of vengeance. But to the demons, death was a
pleasure. They sought to bring about wholesale carnage and destruction—and they
would enjoy every moment of it. 
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The
Hunter lounged in his chair beside the Warmaster's throne, sipping at the goblet
of chilled wine an attendant had brought him. He hadn't bothered to wipe his
hands clean of Gallidus' blood. The chamber rang with the din of revelry, but a
welcome silence filled the Hunter's head. He'd held up his end of the bargain.
Dagger and demon gave him peace. For now.


His
eyelids drooped, heavy with the languor that followed every kill. Though he
wanted nothing more than to give in, to yield to the warm, soothing fatigue,
the Hunter pushed back against the torpor. Rest would have to wait. He needed his wits about him. 


He'd
fought to prove his strength to the demons—and silence the voices in his head.
As expected, the Warmaster slumped in his throne, a cloud of rage in his
midnight eyes as he bellowed for a servant to refill his empty tankard. 


I have to play this carefully. I can't
afford to have him as an enemy, not yet. He had to stay in the huge demon's graces for a few more
hours. Long enough to leave the temple alive. 


How can I make this work? He studied the Warmaster. He looks ready to kill someone.


The
Hunter leaned over and pitched his voice low so only the Warmaster could hear.
"Your man fought well. A mighty foe, for a human." He allowed disdain to edge his words. 


The
Warmaster's eyes flashed. He fixed the Hunter with an angry glare, a grunt his
only reply. 


"I
trust I've demonstrated my value as an ally?" 


The
Abiarazi's eyebrows rose skyward. "You killed my prized fighter, yet have
the gall to pretend you are a comrade?" he growled. 


The
Hunter met his gaze evenly. "Our kind values strength above all
else." A cold, hard smile spread his face. "Surely the aid of a Bucelarii is worth the life of one
man."


The
big demon's scowl softened slightly. "Perhaps." 


"Then
let us drink to strong allies." The Hunter tapped his tankard against the
Warmaster's and drank deep. 


"Allies."
The Warmaster followed suit. 


 The Hunter leaned closer to the Abiarazi.
"But remember this: I am no man's servant. I stand as equals, by your
side, or not at all." 


The
Warmaster fixed him with his intense glare. "You said nothing when he
called you his man."


The
Hunter snorted. "The Sage could call me a 'pretty princess', but do you
see a crown on my head?"


A
smile tugged at the Warmaster's lips.


"Come
now, Warmaster. You said it yourself: we are warriors, men of passion and
blood. Did you truly think I would take orders from one such as the Sage?"


The
Warmaster rounded on him, fury in his obsidian eyes. "Then why side with
him? Why remain in his accursed temple? Look around you." His gesture
encompassed the beast pit, the Masters of Agony, the carved images on the
chamber walls. "I have so much more to offer you."


"I
do not doubt it." The Hunter forced a wide grin. "I remain in his
temple because he is in possession of something important."


"What's
that?" The Warmaster's unblinking eyes met his. 


The
Hunter lowered his voice. "Opia."
The lie was as good as any. He needed the fruit—which only grew at the top of
the Sage's tower—-from the curse of the Irrsinnon.


"Is
that it?" The Warmaster threw back his head, his laughter booming through
the room. All eyes turned to him, but at the Abiarazi's glare, the Masters of
Agony returned to their hushed conversations. 


He
held out his tankard. "Taste this. 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. The Abiarazi's face showed no deceit—anger, lust that
bordered on blind desire, and arrogance aplenty, but no deceit. He took the
tankard. "What is it?" He'd never encountered a rich, heady scent to
match. Not even the finest vintages of Nysl held such fragrance, such
complexity.


The
Warmaster's voice rumbled deep in his chest. "Precisely what you
seek."


The
Hunter's eyebrows shot up as fire raced down his throat, setting him coughing.
"Keeper's teeth!" Heat spread through his chest to his stomach. Just
the small mouthful set his head spinning.


The
Warmaster smiled. "Opia.
Distilled by my own hand."


"But
how did you get it? Isn't it rarer than any fruit on Einan?"


"It
is." The demon gave a sly smile. "Yet I have my ways…" 


If he has enough opia to make alcohol,
surely he can give me some for Hailen.


"Do
you have more?" 


"Not
yet. But soon."


The
Hunter leaned closer. "If I needed some, how soon could you get it for
me?"


The
Warmaster's brow furrowed. "A week, ten days at the outside. But why would
you need—"


"Call
it a favor for a new friend. Give me the opia,
and you will have my blade at your service." 


The
Hunter met the Warmaster's gaze, his face as hard as the stone of Shana Laal.
If all went as planned, he'd have the fruit from the Sage's tower by night's
end. He would be long gone before the week ended, and Einan would be rid of two
more Abiarazi. 


"You
shall have it." The Warmaster nodded. "In this, as in everything
else, you will find I am an Abiarazi of my word." The demon's cold, dead
expression sent a chill down the Hunter's spine.


He
forced a nod. "A week, then."


"So
you will leave the Sage's accursed temple and join me?" The Warmaster
fixed him with that eerie, piercing gaze. 


"Would
it not be wiser for me to remain close to the Sage?" The Hunter dropped
his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "All the easier to put a dagger in
him when the time is right."


The
Warmaster struggled to keep the glee from his face. "Perhaps you are
right." He gripped the arm of his throne. "And, perhaps the time to
make our move will come sooner than you expect."


The
Hunter inclined his head. "I will be ready." He stood. "But at
the moment, I hear the undeniable call of nature." He grinned. "It
turns out a Bucelarii can drink more
wine than his bladder can handle."


The
Warmaster chuckled and gave a dismissive wave. "That is a command even I cannot ignore." 


With
a nod, the Hunter strode down the stairs and toward the double doors into the
main chamber. As he went, he sought out the Sage. The smaller Abiarazi stood at
the far end of the room, wine goblet in his hand, eyes fixed on him. The Hunter
gave him a small nod and a wink. The tension in the Sage's posture relaxed and
he turned his attention to the roaring, shouting Masters of Agony.


The
Hunter pushed through the crowd of scarlet-clad men, doing his best to ignore
the reek of wine, blood, sweat, urine, vomit, and a hundred other scents
assaulting him from all sides. He was only too glad to burst free of the mass
of people and exit the double doors into the temple corridors.


Two
masked Elivasti stood at attention outside the grand chamber, but they paid him
little attention as he strode down a side corridor. He ducked out of sight
around the first corner. The sounds of revelry echoed through the halls,
growing fainter as he hurried away from the main room. 


As
he suspected, the layout of the Warmaster's temple mirrored that of the Sage's
temple. He simply had to follow the path in reverse—turning left instead of
right—and he would reach a staircase leading to the upper floors.


Rounding
a bend in the passages, the Hunter came face to face with an enormous statue.
Made of solid onyx instead of jade, the creature bore a striking resemblance to
the Abiarazi in the Sage's temple. Biarticulate arms hung down to the
creature's knees. Long, lean ropes of muscle gave the creature a predatory
appearance. 


Yet
for its similarities, the silent figure seemed almost…human. Save for the
too-many-jointed appendages and over-large canines, it had more in common with
men than demons. The unnaturally elongated fingers lacked the razor claws of
the Abiarazi. 


A
chill ran down the Hunter's spine. What
in the fiery hell is this thing? Another
type of Abiarazi?


It
couldn't be. It had a high, sloping forehead and its dark, glittering eyes
seemed to turn toward him. Instead of the primal, bestial appearance of the
demon statue, this bore a fierce intelligence that belied its monstrous figure.


Though
he turned away from the statue to climb the stairs to the upper floors of the
temple, the statue's features haunted him. He couldn't shake the image from his
mind. Something about the alien figure seemed oddly familiar. It didn't bring
the same dread he felt when he saw the demons. Instead, it evoked a feeling
approaching awe. 


He
reached the top floor and hurried down the corridor toward the place where the
Warmaster's chambers should be. The ornate bloodwood door at the end of the
hall told him he'd found the right place. 


He
tested the door. Unlocked. Pushing it open, he peered into the darkness beyond.
The overpowering reek of the Warmaster twisted his stomach. Taking a deep
breath, he slithered into the room and shut the door behind him.


Moonlight
leaked through a massive skylight, and the stone walls brightened as he
entered. The faint illumination revealed a chamber the size of the main hall
below. Where the Sage's rooms were divided into sections, the Warmaster's room
was one vast open space. An enormous bed occupied one wall, and a rack of
swords, spears, shields, and other weapons—most too large for the Hunter to
wield—decorated another. At the far end stood a throne lined with velvet and
covered in furs.


But
the Hunter only had eyes for the table beside the throne. A map of Einan had
been spread atop the table, and pieces representing armies sat arrayed in
military formations. The Hunter had no idea how many men the Warmaster was
planning with, but it had to be in the thousands. It would take an army at
least twenty to thirty thousand strong to invade the cities of the Twelve
Kingdoms, the Hrandari Plains, and as far south as Drash.


Bloody hell! He had found the Warmaster's plans for
the conquest of Einan. 


He
hovered over the table, struggling to comprehend the strategy. The Warmaster
was no tactician—his methods of conquest relied on overwhelming odds. The
Hunter guessed he would take command from the front. He was a one-demon army,
after all. 


So why hasn't he made his move? From what he'd seen, the Warmaster had
the patience of a charging bull. 


The
only thing he could think of was that his army was incomplete. The Elivasti
numbered fewer than a thousand, and he would only gain total control of them
once he'd eliminated the Sage. That left the Masters of Agony. At least five
hundred men stood clustered in the grand chamber below. Given the size of the
temple, it could hold easily ten or twenty times that number. The Warmaster had
to be turning his torturers into an army loyal only to him.


The
demon's words sprang into his mind. The Warmaster had promised he'd have opia within the next seven to ten days.
Someone was bringing him the fruit—and with it, more men to add to his ranks? 


The
thought of the huge Abiarazi leading an army sent fear rippling through him.
The demon would be unstoppable, bringing bloodshed, chaos, and destruction to
the world such as had not been seen since the War of Gods. None of the divided,
isolated kingdoms could stand before him. Cities would fall before him or
surrender to prevent annihilation. Every new conquest would add to his legions.
Within a decade, the Warmaster would hold Einan in his demonic grip. Hundreds
of thousands would die, and Kharna would be restored. 


A
shudder ran down the Hunter's spine. Against
such might, what hope is there for our world? 


There
was only one way to save Einan: the Warmaster had die before he marshalled his army. 


 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Four


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


Keeper's teeth! The Hunter clenched his fists. Can't anything just be easy?


No
matter where he went, he found himself drawn into conflicts he had no part of. From
the Bloody Hand in Voramis to the Order of Midas in Malandria to Il Seytani's
desire to destabilize Al Hani, he always ended up embroiled in something. He'd
come to Kara-ket to kill one demon; now, he not only had to deal with two, but he had less than a week before
the Warmaster unleashed a reign of terror on the world. 


A
knot forming in his stomach, the Hunter slipped through the dimly lit room
toward the door. He couldn't risk the Warmaster finding him in here, and he had
to get to the other temple before the Sage decided he'd endured the Warmaster's
company long enough.


He
had just reached for the handle when it clicked
open. He had an instant to react; he leapt behind the inward-swinging door
and pressed himself into the shadows. Heart thundering, Soulhunger gripped
tight, he held his breath. 


A
stooped figure in the dull garb of a servant shuffled into the room. Metal and
wooden dinnerware rattled as the old man set down his heavy tray and went to
work bringing order to the chaos of the Warmaster's quarters. 


The
Hunter quickly ran over his options. He knew what the voice in his head wanted
him to do, and though he had no desire to kill the servant, he couldn't risk
discovery. The Warmaster must never learn
he had come. If it came down to it…


He
froze at the clatter of metal on stone. Peering from behind the door, he saw
the servant kneeling to fumble for a plate that had fallen and rolled under the
bed. Here was his chance! Without a sound, he slithered around the door and out
into the corridor.


The
long, straight hall provided him with few places to hide. Anyone passing would
spot him leaving the Warmaster's rooms. He'd be faced with questions he didn't
know how to answer. But he had to hope the topmost level would be deserted as
long as the Warmaster remained below. If he could just reach the staircase
unnoticed, he'd have a chance to slip out. 


His
heart leapt at the sight of the staircase. He all but dashed down three flights
of stairs, only slowing when he reached the landing upon which stood the
odd-looking statue. He pretended to be absorbed in studying the figure until he
could catch his breath and regain his composure. Then, with the calm confidence
of a nobleman in the comfort of his own mansion, he strode down the corridors
that led back to the main chamber.


The
festivities continued unabated—of anything, the revelry had only grown more
raucous in his absence. The sounds of a bawdy drinking song had joined the din
of the cheering, shouting Masters of Agony. 


The
Hunter peered into the room. Men and women swirled in a chaotic mass of bodies.
He had no desire to enter that maelstrom. His eyes went to the dais, where the
Warmaster remained seated on his throne, massive tankard in hand. The demon
seemed blissfully unconcerned by the Hunter's absence.


That's one sorted. 


His
heart leapt as he saw the Sage hovering beside a table laden with roast meats
and wildfowl. The smaller Abiarazi ate sparingly, his movements precise and
elegant. His eyes roved the crowd, never stopping. 


Is he searching for me? 


The
Hunter had read displeasure and suspicion in the Sage's midnight eyes and cool
demeanor. The Sage distrusted the Warmaster, and the sight of the Hunter in the
larger demon's company had no doubt triggered misgivings. 


Thankfully,
the Hunter had expected this. The next time he saw the Sage, he had a simple
reasoning the demon ought to appreciate. 


But
he could worry about the Sage's delicate sensibilities later. Right now, he had
to return to the Sage's temple and get into his office. The Elivasti guards
would never let him in unaccompanied. Thankfully, he didn't need the guards'
permission.


 


* * *


 


With
an exaggerated yawn, the Hunter saluted the trio of white and black-masked men
guarding the entrance to the Sage's temple. He affected a limp, wincing every
other step. After the pounding he'd taken on the training field earlier, the
Elivasti should have no trouble buying his act of retiring early. 


The
moment he was out of the guards' sight, he dashed up the stairs two at a time.
He doubted the Sage would remain entertained much longer. He had very little
time to get into the demon's rooms.


No time for dawdling.


Gallidus'
death had done more than buy him a short reprieve from the demon's shrieking,
pleading, demanding voice. As Soulhunger siphoned the man's life force—sending
it to feed Kharna, the Destroyer—it flooded the Hunter with power, washing away
fatigue, aches, pains, hunger, and thirst. The Hunter hadn't felt this
invigorated since the Advanat, when he killed dozens of Il Seytani's bandit raiders.



He
slowed as he reached his floor, once more adopting his shambling pretense of an
exhausted, beaten man desperate for a few hours of rest. Thankfully, the
corridors were empty, and no guards stood outside his room. With one final
theatrical, ear-splitting yawn for any hidden watchers or listeners, he
slouched into his room and pressed the door shut behind him.


That ought to fool them. 


He
had no doubt the guards below would tell the Sage of his return. He doubted the
demon would check on him—certainly not in person—but he might decide to send a
servant. Using the guise of "taking his clothes to wash" or
"bringing food and drink for the morning", of course. He just had to
be certain he had finished his search of the Sage's chambers and the towertop
before that happened.


Slipping
out of the formal outfit—"stupid, stuffy clothes," he muttered,
accompanied by a few other choice curses—he shrugged into a dark grey tunic and
breeches. His sword remained beside his bed, but he kept Soulhunger in its
sheath at his back. With a heavy cloak to complete the ensemble, he opened the
door and strode onto the balcony. 


He
took a deep breath of the bracing wind and forced himself not to look down. He
couldn't help his concern for Hailen, somewhere in the Elivasti city below. His
mission tonight would require focus. 


The
climb to the Sage's rooms a single floor above took him less than five minutes.
He dropped onto the balcony and tested the door. Latched. Drawing a slim-bladed
throwing dagger from a hidden sheath in his cloak, he slid it between the
window frame and casement and lifted the latch. The door swung open on silent
hinges.


The
walls in the Sage's room brightened as he entered the plush bedroom. He stole
over to the demon's bed—doing his best to ignore the reek of incense and
cloying perfume that hung like a cloud—and gave the scrolls on the bedside
table a quick examination. The poetry proved spectacularly uninteresting. 


Whoever wrote this ought to be drawn and
quartered. He was no
wordsmith, but he'd encountered better-composed verses from the mouths of
drunken minstrels in the dockside bars in Voramis. 


Gliding
around the enormous bed, the Hunter moved toward the door to the sitting room.
Pushing the door open a crack, he peered out, half-expecting to see one of the
Sage's servants awaiting the demon's return. 


Empty. 


Relieved,
he padded into the room and studied the books sitting on the shelves. The tomes
were in pristine condition, but the titles declared them to be works of fiction
rather than volumes of value. No, the Sage wouldn't keep anything important out
in public.


That
left just one place: the door that had remained closed both times he'd visited
the Sage. Testing the handle, he found it unlocked. Hope surged in his chest.
What would he find beyond that door?


The
glowing walls illuminated a lounge chair in the middle of the room, a pipe
stand sitting on the low table beside it, and shelves lining the walls from
floor to ceiling. No drawers, chests, or anywhere the Sage could hide anything
larger than a book. 


The
Hunter eyed the shelves. There has to be
more than a thousand books in here! He hadn't seen so many volumes in one
place since the House of Need in Malandria. Not
a raindrop's chance in the Advanat I'll get lucky enough to find what I'm
looking for. 


Truth
be told, he had no idea what he was
looking for. He only knew time was running out before the Sage returned and
he'd learned nothing of value. Still, he'd come this far. He wouldn't leave
just yet. He walked along the rows of books, studying the titles etched in
golden filament into the cloth and leather spines. Works on alchemical lore sat
nestled between medical reference books, collections of children's tales, and
political and philosophical treatises. If nothing else, the Sage had an
eclectic reading palate. 


Opposite
the door, upon the shelf sat a game of Nizaa that had to be as old as Shana
Laal itself. The pieces were little more than carved stones, the board made of
black and white marble. It should have been out of place in the Sage's room, an
ancient trophy amidst a sea of wealth and modern luxuries. Yet, knowing the
demon's fondness for the game, it seemed somehow fitting. Perhaps it had been
the Sage's first Nizaa set. What it lacked in monetary worth—unlike the
jeweled, gem-encrusted bloodwood set he played with now—it made up for in
sentimental value. 


Shrugging
at the oddity, he continued his search of the bookshelves. Nothing seemed out
of place. The Sage's chaotic organizational system made it impossible for the
Hunter to find a disruption in the pattern. Every moment he spent searching the
room increased his chances of getting caught. Short of the Mistress' luck
dropping something into his lap, he had little hope of finding anything of
value.


Finally
he'd had enough. He'd spent close to half an hour searching the little library
in vain. He had to get out of the Sage's rooms before the demon returned. With
a frustrated grunt and a final hopeless glance at the bookshelves, he pulled
the door shut and slipped toward the Sage's bedroom and the balcony. 


Damn! He cursed. With his fortuitous discovery of the Warmaster's
plans, he'd almost dared to hope the Mistress' luck would smile on him. Now, he
had to flee the Sage's rooms empty-handed and none the wiser. Worse, he'd
actually have to work to get the Sage to trust him enough to reveal his plans.
That would take time—longer than a week, certainly. 


But
at least there was one problem he
could solve tonight. He knew where to find the opia he needed to cure Hailen. A short climb would bring him to the
domed top of the tower. All he had to do was find a way in, locate the opia,
and…


Keeper's teeth! He'd forgotten to ask Master Eldor what
the opia looked like. Clenching his fists, he considered what to do next. Once
again, even if he gained access, he had no idea how to find what he sought.            Yet another frustrating waste of
time.


No, not a total waste, he told himself. Decades as an assassin
had taught him to learn as much about his targets as possible before going in
for the kill. Meticulous preparation had saved his life more times than he
could count.


Biting
back an irritated growl, he swung out onto the temple wall and began the
ascent. The weather-worn stones provided him with ample hand and footholds.
With the power of his latest kill still coursing in his veins, not even the
chill wind or the thin air could slow him down. 


He
reached the top of the tower and clambered onto the narrow ledge that ran
around the dome. The faint light of the moon and stars shone on the opaque
glass of the gently curving roof of the temple. Heart sinking, he moved along
the circumference, searching for any break in the dome. His calves soon ached
from the exertion of maneuvering on his toes, so precautious was his perch. 


As
he feared, the roof was, impossibly, a single unbroken piece of glass. It had
no iron, steel, or wooden frame to support it, no beams to strengthen what
should have been a delicate material. Just one enormous, impenetrable bubble. 


Cursing,
he leaned on the dome and contemplated his next move. The sun would rise in
three hours, and Master Eldor would be expecting him at the smithy to commence
his training. If he returned to his rooms now, he could bathe and change before
heading down to the Elivasti city.


Sighing,
he crouched and began the descent toward his balcony. He'd have to swing wide
to avoid the Sage's rooms in case the demon had returned. He had pushed his
luck enough for one night—better to be prudent and find another way to get at
the Sage's secrets and the opia. 
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The
first rays of sunlight were brightening the horizon as the Hunter knocked on
the door to the smithy. 


Master
Eldor greeted him with a frown. "You're late." 


The
Hunter pointed to the rising sun. "You said dawn."


The
old Elivasti crossed his arms. "Which actually means be here before first light." He spoke in
the tone of a long-suffering adult addressing a child screaming for sweets.
"I see you've forgotten a lot more of my lessons than I expected. Time to
remedy that." 


The
Hunter felt an odd tightening in his gut as he crossed through the silent
smithy and into the training yard. If yesterday's training was any indication,
he would not enjoy the hours spent
with Master Eldor. 


Master
Eldor's hand flashed out, seizing a sword from the racks. Whirling, he charged
the Hunter, bringing his blade in a swift downward chop intended to cleave the
Hunter's sword arm. 


Acting
on instinct, the Hunter leapt to one side. He cleared his sword from its sheath
in time to deflect the Elivasti's next blow, barely. 


"What
in the bloody hell?" He gaped.


The
old Elivasti's eyes had taken on a fiery intensity. "Just a little
reminder that carelessness will get even the most skilled warrior killed."
He whirled the sword, weaving a blurring wall of steel around his body.


The
Hunter darted in with a low thrust. Master Eldor slapped it aside with a
derisive chuckle, knocking his sword wide, and the Elivasti's blade smacked
against the Hunter's side. "Humiliating!"


Growling,
the Hunter feinted high, turning his blade at the last moment to dart toward
Master Eldor's stomach. His sword struck air as the Elivast twisted aside. The
movement left him overextended, but he recovered just in time to block Master
Eldor's lazy backhand. He ducked beneath a lightning slash and kicked out at
his opponent's knee. Master Eldor's foot struck his hip, blocking the kick and
sending him staggering. Something slammed into the back of his knees, and he
crashed to the floor. Before he could move, the tip of Master Eldor's blade
rested against his throat. 


"When
you came to me all those years ago, you fought like a savage brute. I thought I
cured you of your bad habits, but perhaps my lessons were not…severe
enough."


The
Hunter slapped the blade aside, rolled out of the way of a low thrust, and
leapt to his feet. He slashed wildly at Master Eldor's head in anticipation of
the feint. The Elivasti didn't move, and contempt showed on the weather-beaten
face as the Hunter's sword passed within a finger's breadth of his nose. 


Master
Eldor tsked. "Sloppy. From what I hear, you took far too much punishment
from that brute Gallidus. Once we sharpen your skills with the blade, we'll
work on your empty-handed combat."


The
blade whipped at him with impossible speed, forcing him backward to avoid being
carved to pieces. The thin mountain air set his lungs aflame, but Master Eldor
showed no sign of easing up. Instead, he pressed harder, and the Hunter could
only bat at the blade whirring at him from every direction. High strikes, overhead
chops, lightning thrusts, and low cuts hammered at his guard. The Elivasti
followed him with sure-footed grace, moving far too fast for any human. 


A
vicious thrust at his midsection caught him off guard, and Master Eldor slapped
his sword wide. The flat of the Elivasti's blade slapped him across the cheek,
sending him staggering. The Hunter touched his stinging face. His hand came
away clean. 


Adjusting
his grip on his sword, he launched himself into a fresh assault. Master Eldor
gave no ground, but instead advanced to meet the Hunter's onslaught. The Hunter
grinned at the tactic—he'd used it more than once to catch his enemy off guard.
Yet the movement served its purpose. He had to retreat to avoid getting his
long sword entangled in the Elivasti's guard. Even as he gave ground, he
couldn't help marveling at the ruthless efficiency of Master Eldor's movements.
The man transitioned between attacks with the grace of trickling water. He
seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at once.


Filling
his lungs with the thin air, the Hunter pushed his body to the limits of its
endurance. He poured every bit of speed into his strikes. Master Eldor turned
aside each one with a bored expression that infuriated the Hunter. Digging in
his heels, he lunged at Master Eldor, arms extended to wrap around his
opponent's waist. Master Eldor flowed to the side, and the Hunter threw himself
into a roll. He spun, blade striking high. The Elivasti slipped beneath the
stroke and hooked his foot around the Hunter's ankle. His shoulder slammed into
the Hunter's chest, hurling him to the ground. 


The
Hunter's sword clattered from his hand as the back of his head struck stone. 


Master
Eldor's blade rested against his throat once more. "You were once my
finest student. Time and neglect have dulled your edge." The sword moved
away. "If you lose to an old man, what good are you, Bucelarii?" The last word came out as a taunt.


The
Hunter growled and climbed to his feet. His cheeks burned with shame. Even with
the blood of Abiarazi flowing in his veins, he couldn't defeat an old man. 


"But,
as Master Belros will tell you, a sword's edge can be restored, as can your
skill. All it takes is a hard enough grindstone." 


The
Hunter wanted to retort, but what could he say that wouldn't sound petty? Clearly, I could learn a few things from
him. So, swallowing his anger and humiliation, he straightened. "Where
do we start?"


A
smile played on the old man's lips. "From the beginning. Thankfully, you
haven't forgotten all the sword form I taught you." The Elivasti strode to
a nearby rack and seized a slim wooden cane. "Begin with the most
basic."


The
Hunter settled into the form, a series of basic strikes that favored power over
speed. His sword flashed in precise, controlled movement.


"Ahh,
the Woodsman. A good place to start." Master Eldor circled him, tutting.
"Lower your guard at your own peril." The wooden cane cracked against
the Hunter's arm. "Elbows higher, and step
into the movement."


The
Hunter adjusted his posture and repeated the form, his cheeks burning. The old
Elivasti's commanding tone made him—him, the
assassin of Voramis, the legend that had men pissing their breeches in
fear!—feel like a dull pupil. He didn't relish the sensation. 


"Good."
Master Eldor nodded. "Again."


"What?" The Hunter turned, and the
wooden cane cracked against his thigh.


"The
time for questions will come later. While you train, you speak only when
addressed. Do you understand?"


The
Hunter nodded, lips pressed tight. He repeated the sequence as instructed.


"Again."
Master Eldor circled him like a hawk tailed its prey, eyes narrowed. He barked
out monosyllabic instructions and corrections of the Hunter's posture and
movements. 


The
Hunter had a sudden flash of déjà vu. He once more stood in a training ground,
one much like this. Master Eldor—a much younger Master Eldor, with a darker
beard and face devoid of age lines—snapped commands. Once again, the wooden
cane left welts on his flesh. 


Shock
at the memory nearly made him stumble, and the stick cracked against his leg.
The Hunter growled and forced his arm higher. He'd endured the torments of
Master Eldor's training before; he would do so again if it provided him an
excuse to come down to the Elivasti city and visit Hailen without the Sage's
knowledge. And the more he honed his skill, the greater the chance he'd survive
his encounters with the Warmaster, the Sage, and—he hoped it wouldn’t come to
it, but he'd learned always to prepare for the worst—the Masters of Agony and
the Elivasti. Demons always proved
harder to kill than he anticipated. 


When
he had finally performed the Woodsman to the old Elivasti's satisfaction, he
moved on to the next, a form Master Eldor called the Stonemason. 


Master
Eldor circled again, stick held at the ready. "Foot forward." The
cane slapped into the Hunter's calf. "Head up, knees bent." 


The
Hunter drew in a deep breath and focused on the motions of the more complex
form. 


The
next few hours passed in a blur of exhaustion, Master Eldor's monosyllabic
barked commands, and the stinging bite of the cane. By the time the sun had
risen high in the sky, the Hunter's muscles ached and his lungs burned from the
exertion. He was only too glad when the Elivasti called a halt to the training.
He slumped onto a nearby bench.


Master
Eldor stood over him, disapproval in his eyes. "You've grown lazy, young
Bucelarii. You rely too much on your body's accelerated healing. It's almost
like you want to get chopped to
ribbons."


The
Hunter growled. "Why else do you think I'm coming to you, old man? You
want to keep whinging, or are you going to show me how it's done?"


Master
Eldor's eyes narrowed. "Is that what you want?"


Ignoring
the tremble in his legs, the Hunter forced himself to stand. "Aye. Put
down that accursed cane and face me with steel in your hands." He grinned.
"Unless you're too decrepit to fight."


With
a chuckle, Master Eldor leaned the cane against the stone wall and drew a
sword. "Watch your tongue, boy."


He
darted toward the Hunter with speed that belied his age. Steel rang on steel as
Master Eldor's sword struck from all directions. Though the Hunter's speed
surpassed Master Eldor's, the Elivasti moved with precision that only came from
experience. His strikes held power, each blow intentional. He forced the Hunter
back, attacking first low then high with fluid grace. The bright steel blade
flowed like water. The Hunter leapt backward, grunting as the sword sliced his
thigh.


"Decrepit,
am I?" Grim humor showed in the Elivasti's eyes. 


The
Hunter retreated. He had to put distance between himself and Master Eldor, give
his body time to heal. The Elivasti launched himself forward. His sword wove a
wall of metal around the Hunter, who struggled to keep up. Before the flow of
blood from his leg had ceased, Master Eldor's blade had opened wounds in his
arms, neck, face, and abdomen. The stinging cuts distracted him, allowing
Master Eldor to step inside his guard and hurl him to the ground.


The
Elivasti leaned on his sword, breathing hard. "Learned your lesson
yet?"


The
Hunter laughed and raised a hand. "I yield, old man."


Master
Eldor grinned. "If you're not too busy bleeding, perhaps you'd like to dry
off." He threw the Hunter a towel.


The
Hunter was too busy trying to catch his breath to retort. He closed his eyes
and leaned his head against the wall.


"I
would offer to continue your lessons, but I expect that the Sage will expect
your presence. After last night's events…"


The
Hunter's eyes snapped open. How much does
he know? 


Master
Eldor gave him a sly smile. "Your battle with Gallidus has been on every
Elivasti's lips. From what I hear, the Warmaster was less than pleased at its
outcome." 


The
Hunter shrugged. "He knew the rules of the beast pit." He had no
reason to excuse his actions. They had been necessary—both to silence the voice
of his inner demon and to prove his strength to the Abiarazi. 


"The
Sage's mood has been…mercurial since returning last night. It might be wise to
pay him a visit and set his mind at ease." He gave the Hunter a meaningful
look. "With whatever version of truth suits you best."


The
Hunter nodded. "But first, I want to see the boy."


Master
Eldor's face hardened. "To do so right now would be folly."


The
Hunter leapt to his feet. "You said—"


"I
know what I said." Master Eldor cut him off with a chop of his hand.
"But if you were to enter the enclosure, the Sage's men standing guard at
the gates would alert him of your presence. They are his loyal men, his eyes
and ears in our city."


The
Hunter clenched his fists. 


"But,"
Master Eldor persisted, "the men tasked with guarding the enclosure
tonight are men I know I can trust to keep their mouths shut and their eyes
blind. Were you to return under the cover of darkness, I believe we could sneak
you in without discovery. Though there is still a risk."


"Then
bring him here." The Hunter folded his arms. "Here we have total
privacy. Provided you can rely on Master Belros' discretion."


Master
Eldor gave a dismissive wave. "I trust him as much as any man." He
frowned and stroked his beard. "Bringing the boy here would be a simple
matter, but it brings its own peril. If the Irrsinnon
should come upon him while he is away from the enclosure, we could do nothing
to save him."


The
Hunter's gut clenched. He had no desire to put Hailen in danger, but he needed
to see the boy, speak to him, reassure him that he was doing everything in his
power to cure him. 


"Is
it truly so risky? Surely he would be safe for a short time."


Master
Eldor's forehead wrinkled. "Perhaps…" After a moment's silence, he
gave a long sigh. "We will try it your way. Return after dark and your boy
will be waiting for you."


The
Hunter's shoulders relaxed. "Thank you!" For too long, he'd pushed
aside his worries for the boy—he had to focus on the mission, he'd told himself.
But he found himself impatient for nightfall when he could once again see
Hailen's smile, hear the high, piping chirrup of his laughter.


"Just
one problem: how do I get here unseen?" Short of climbing down the
temple's exterior, he had no way to leave the temple without the Sage's
knowledge. The Abiarazi had Elivasti stationed at every entrance and exit.


Master
Eldor winked. "Easily solved. At the final hour before midnight, be in
your rooms. I will send someone to show you an alternate route to take. One away from watching eyes." 


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow, but Master Eldor's face revealed nothing. "Very
well." He stood and extended a hand to the old Elivasti. "You have my
thanks, Master Eldor. For the instruction and for the assistance." 


Master
Eldor gripped his hand with strength that belied his wrinkled face and slim
frame. "For an old friend, it is nothing." 


Fire
suffused the Hunter's cheeks and spread through his chest. At that moment, he
didn't care what drove Master Eldor to help him—and the cynical part of him knew the old Elivasti had something he
wanted from the Hunter. But another part of the Hunter, a smaller, quieter part
he tried to ignore, leapt at the man's words. He'd never had many friends, yet
here was someone who seemed to welcome him. It felt odd…and wonderful. 


"Until
tonight, young Hunter."
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The
Hunter hesitated at the door to the Sage's chamber. He'd come to face the demon
head-on before the inevitable anger and suspicion could take root in his mind,
but he wasn't looking forward to the coming interaction.


Taking
a deep breath to steel his nerves, he knocked. A servant opened the door and
ushered him into the sitting room, where the Sage sat hunched over his low
table. He held up a finger without taking his eyes from the Nizaa board. 


Every
bone in the Hunter's body ached to snap that finger. The reek of rot twisted
his stomach, fanning the flames of his rage. He wanted to wrap his hands around
the demon's neck and squeeze until the Sage begged for his life, but he
swallowed his anger. Killing the Sage wouldn't help him rescue Hailen. 


"I
trust you enjoyed last night's entertainment?" he asked. 


The
Sage's head rose, the unblinking eyes fixing on the Hunter in silence. 


The
Hunter grinned. "You're welcome, by the way."


"You
believe I owe you some sort of gratitude?" The Sage raised a delicately
sculpted eyebrow. 


"After
a fashion." The Hunter shrugged. "I believed you'd appreciate
anything that weakened the Warmaster's position. The defeat of his prized
fighter will be the talk of Shana Laal. The story will pass from Elivasti to
Elivasti and Master to Master. All will hear of how the Warmaster's champion
was bested." He inclined his head. "And more than a few in the
chamber heard you call me 'your Bucelarii'."


A
hint of smugness cracked the Sage's icy expression. "Though you made it
abundantly clear that you fought for yourself." 


"The
prudent choice, and for the Warmaster's benefit." The Hunter met the
demon's midnight eyes calmly. "He had just finished offering me a place by
his side. It seemed such an arrangement could benefit our plans."


The
Sage frowned at the word. "Our?"


"Only
a blind man would miss the enmity between you and the Warmaster. When last we
spoke, you seemed interested in…solving that particular problem." The
Hunter lowered his voice. "A problem I, too, desire to see resolved."


The
Abiarazi pursed his lips, but triumph glinted in his eyes. "Indeed? Surely
a man of action would find some kinship with one such as the Warmaster. He
is—in his mind, at least—the greatest warrior alive."


"Last
night, after the fight with Gallidus, as I was exploring his temple, I saw what
he plans for Einan." The Hunter threw this out casually, but was rewarded
with a sudden rigidity in the Sage's expression. "His goals to return
Kharna to this world may align with ours"—he had no desire to see the
Destroyer resurrected, but the Sage didn't need to know that—"but his
methods are destined to fail. He lacks the foresight and cunning required to
conquer this world." 


The
Sage's expression brightened. "A sentiment I share." He waved for the
Hunter to sit across from him, and all resistance faded from his posture.
"He has opposed my methods for far too long. It is good to know he will
not be a problem much longer."


The
Hunter nodded. "Though there are certain obstacles that must be
overcome."


"Such
as?" The demon leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. 


"Access,
for one. Surprise. Facing the Warmaster in a fair fight would
prove...complicated at best. Then there is the matter of his Masters of Agony.
There have to be at least two thousand—"


The
Sage's expression darkened. "Closer to four." 


The
Hunter winced. "No small army. Even were you to rally the Elivasti against
him, you have fewer than a thousand you can trust."


Something
dangerous flashed in the demon's eyes at that, and his lips pressed into a
tighter line. "Formidable obstacles, I must admit. But perhaps there is a
way…" He trailed off with a pensive expression.


The
Hunter sat back in the comfortable armchair. He was in no hurry. Master Eldor's
man would come for him an hour before midnight; the sun had just begun its
descent toward the horizon. The Sage was about to hand him a way to eliminate
one of his two problems. 


"Tomorrow
night," the Sage said in a slow voice, "is the Expurgation, the
cleansing ritual of the Elivasti."


"Cleansing?"
The Hunter forced his expression and posture to remain nonchalant, but his
interest burned bright. 


"From
the Irrsinnon. The curse of the
Elivasti, passed down from their ancestors." The Sage eyed him. "I
assumed the subject would have come up during your training with Master Eldor,
or your exploration of the Elivasti city."


The
Hunter nodded. "It did. An unfortunate fate for anyone who shares the
curse." Inside, excitement seethed like a raging torrent. Could this Expurgation be the solution to
Hailen's problem? He had to find out more, but he couldn't seem too eager.
"And how does this ritual help us deal with the Warmaster?"


"The
Warmaster and I will descend to the camp of the Elivasti for the ritual. It
must be conducted within the Dolmenrath."
The Hunter's confusion at the unfamiliar word must have shown, for the Sage
clarified, "The standing stones within the wall."


The
Hunter's gut tightened. He had no desire to be anywhere near those stones. He'd
nearly died in the Dolmenrath in the
Chasm of the Lost, and his final stand in the Advanat Desert had been within
those obsidian monoliths. They reeked of the same ancient rot and decay
emanating from the Sage, magnified a hundredfold. 


"The
Warmaster will not dare bring his Masters of Agony into the Elivasti city.
Thus, he will have a handful of Elivasti for a guard."


The
Hunter leaned forward. "And those Elivasti—"


"The
Warmaster's loyal followers, to a man." His expression soured. "Their
service extends beyond their oath to the Abiarazi; they would die for him
without question or hesitation."


"How
many will there be?" 


The
Sage frowned. "No more than a dozen. A larger force would imply the
Warmaster fears a threat from within the Elivasti camp. He dares not alienate
the Elivasti who serve both of us with equal devotion."


A dozen Elivasti. Not great odds,
especially given those iron-tipped staves.


"Perhaps
while all eyes are on the Expurgation, you might have a chance to—"


"From
close range? In the middle of a horde of Elivasti? No bloody way." The
Hunter crossed his arms. "They'd cut me down before I took three steps. At
long range, perhaps, but from up close I've a snowflake's chance in the Advanat
of surviving."


The
Sage's expression darkened. "You are certain?" 


The
Hunter gave an emphatic nod. "That is not the way." He leaned back
with a sly grin. "But if I could find an unguarded way into the Warmaster's
temple, I believe it would work."


"What
do you have in mind?" 


"Last
night, when I excused myself from the party, I managed to get into the
Warmaster's private rooms." He smiled at the Sage's surprise. "All I
need is entry into the temple—unnoticed by the Warmaster's Elivasti and the
Masters of Agony—and a scarlet robe."


"How
soon could you do it?" Eagerness shone in the demon's eyes. "Perhaps
tomorrow night when the Warmaster is away."


The
Hunter shook his head. "I need more time." Before he could make any
move against the demons, he had to figure out how to free Hailen from the
enclosure. He'd use the Expurgation ritual as the perfect cover to explore the
walled section of the Elivasti city. "Four days. Five at most." He
couldn't afford much more than that. The Warmaster's army would be arriving all
too soon. "But first I have to find a way in."


"Give
me three days, and I will have your way in." The Sage's expression grew
smug. "My Elivasti will see to it."


The
Hunter nodded. "That should work." Perhaps Master Eldor's alternative route would provide an
escape route from the Sage's temple after he'd eliminated the Abiarazi. The
Warmaster would have to die first, but the Sage wouldn't outlive him long. 


"And
I trust your lessons with Master Eldor will prepare you for the task." The
Sage beamed. "I'm given to understand he has taken special interest in
you, even begun training you personally. A high honor."


"So
I hear." The Hunter's jaw clamped so hard his muscles protested.


The
Sage gave him a wry grin. "Embrace the opportunity, Hunter. Listen and
learn well. I am told Master Eldor was once counted as one of the Elivasti's
finest warriors. Age—that fickle mistress that plagues mortals but leaves you
and I untouched—has not impaired his abilities. It is why he is responsible for
training all my loyal Elivasti." He took a sip of his wine. "Alas, if
only I could count all the Elivasti
as such."


The
Hunter inclined his head, puzzled. 


The
Sage glanced around furtively, then stood and strode over to the wall.
"Come, Hunter. I would talk somewhere I am certain there are no listening
ears." He fumbled behind the ornate tapestry for a moment, then something clicked and the stone rumbled to one
side, revealing a stone spiral staircase. He grinned. "The Serenii were
ever fond of their hidden passages."


The
Sage preceded the Hunter up the stairs. They needed no light, for the walls
brightened as they ascended the staircase to a trapdoor. 


The
Hunter struggled to conceal his eagerness. The Sage was about to take him to
the one place he needed to go: into the garden. He made a mental note of where
the Sage had touched the wall. He needed only to return when the Sage was away
from his chambers and he could get the opia
for Hailen. 


The
Sage pushed open the trapdoor, and dazzling light spilled down the stairway.
The Hunter stepped into a world of glorious color and life. 


Late
afternoon sunlight streamed through the glass-domed ceiling and walls. An
explosion of fragrances filled his nostrils, the scent of a thousand flowers
and plants. He recognized a few, but many were as foreign to him as the tower
itself. Hues of green and brown dominated, but patches of red, white, yellow,
and fiery orange dotted the immense room. The breadth of vegetation here
rivaled that of the Queen's Gardens in Aghzaret. 


Wonder
momentarily replaced the Hunter's anger. "How is this even possible?"
Such a paradise could not exist atop the highest peak in the Yathi Mountains,
and yet here it was.


"The
glass dome captures the sun's light, and the steam rising from the vents brings
in water. But how such a variety of plant life flourishes here…" The Sage
shrugged. "The magick of the Serenii." His tone held quiet reverence.


Such magick, indeed! He had stood atop the glass dome last night,
but its opacity had blocked the gardens from his view. But looking out now, the
glass was as clear as the finest crystal.


The
Sage led the Hunter through the maze of plants, toward a small clearing in the
heart of the greenhouse. There, a single bush bloomed—a pathetic thing, with
small, sparse leaves and a handful of white buds. One diminutive berry hung
from a spindly branch that barely reached the Hunter's waist.


How can something so pathetic hold so
much power? It didn't
matter. 


The
Sage gestured at the solitary fruit. "Do you know what this is?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Opia. The fruit
of the gods." Precisely what he needed to cure Hailen. 


The
Sage held up a finger. "The only fruit to ripen before next spring. The
last of its kind for a whole year. And the only thing that can save the
Elivasti from their madness." He searched the Hunter's expression.
"It is because of this that they plan to betray me." 
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The
Sage scowled. "The Warmaster has whispered in their ears, promising them
control of the tower." He motioned around. "Control of the gardens,
and the opia that blooms here."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Surely they would not betray you. They cannot.
From what Master Eldor has told me, their oaths forbid them from raising a hand
against you."


"That
is so, but you cannot be so naïve to believe that they would break their
ancestors' vow if it served their purposes." The Sage shook his head.
"You have lived among the humans for centuries, Hunter. You have seen the
worst that mankind has to offer. Liars, thieves, murderers, swindlers,
oathbreakers. For all the Serenii blood coursing through their veins, the
Elivasti are fully human."


The
Hunter couldn't dispute the Sage's words. He had seen the depths to which men
and women stooped. He had earned a fortune carrying out petty revenge on a
business, romantic, or familial rival because his clients were too cowardly or
afraid to get their hands dirty. Even children, if pushed too far, could snap
and perpetrate horrors upon their fellows. 


For
thousands of years, the Elivasti had suffered the curse of their blood. The
city below had been built to hold thousands, but the Hunter had seen only
several hundred Elivasti. The Sage controlled the opia, the only thing that
kept them from descending into the madness passed down to them by the Serenii.
Was it any surprise they rebelled against the demons' control? 


In
a way, they were in the same boat as he. The Abiarazi had bred the Bucelarii to
be their loyal servants, their shock troops in the war on Einan. He had sworn
no oaths, but he was as much a prisoner to his demonic heritage as they were to
the Serenii. The voice in his mind and Soulhunger on his belt were the chains
that tied him to the Abiarazi.


Yet
he sought to free himself from their control. He had come to Kara-ket to
eliminate the greatest threat to Einan. Now he had to deal with two demons, both mighty in their own
way. Perhaps he could find new allies in the Elivasti scheming to do away with
the Sage. 


But
he couldn't let the Sage see this thought. Instead, he spat.
"Traitors!" He shook a clenched fist. "There are few things I
despise more than a man that fails to uphold his word. If I was you, I would
execute them in a public spectacle. Show them what happens when they break the
vows of their ancestors." 


That should be sufficiently bloodthirsty
to convince him. 


The
Sage pursed his lips. "I would do precisely that, but alas the oath that
binds their loyalty also forbids me from raising a hand against them. We cannot
directly cause harm to come to the Elivasti, else our pledge is broken. They
would turn upon the oathbreaker, and there are thousands of them."


Something
in the demon's midnight eyes made his intentions clear. "No Abiarazi may raise a hand against them,
yes?"


The
Sage nodded. 


"But
if someone else were to find the traitors and eliminate them, there would be no
outcry against you."


"Precisely."


"Which
doesn't solve the problem of several hundred Elivasti out for my head."
The Hunter held his palms up. "Just as with the death of the Warmaster,
what would stop them from avenging the murder of their own?"


"They
will do as I command. If I order them to leave you alone, they will have no
choice but to obey."


The
Warmaster had given him the same answer. Both were fully confident in the
loyalty of the Elivasti. The fact that there were traitors in the ranks
indicated the confidence could be misplaced. 


"If
you believe they will heed your commands, why not order the traitors to reveal themselves?"


The
Sage huffed. "Do you truly believe any man prepared to break the oath
passed down through generations would be so honorable? The traitors will wait
until they can make their move against me." He gave the Hunter a pointed
look. "Which is where you come in. I would have you hunt them down."


"We
just went over this. If I kill—"


"Root
them out, Hunter." The Sage balled his slim fingers into a tight fist.
"Find out who is plotting against me, who the Warmaster has turned against
me. Bring me their names. I will do the rest."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "If you cannot harm them…"


The
Sage gave a dismissive wave. "There are many ways for problems of this
nature to be dealt with." His expression hardened. "I cannot allow
such dissension in my ranks. Already the Warmaster commands the loyalty of too
many Elivasti, as well as his Masters of Agony. My eyes and ears around Einan
whisper of bands of men from every nation moving toward the Hrandari Plains.
Soon he will make his move. When that time comes, I will need every loyal
servant I can muster. And ally."


The
Hunter noticed how hastily the Sage amended that last sentence. He held out a
hand. "I will be by your side." Close
enough to put Soulhunger in your back.


The
Sage gripped his forearm. "You will be rewarded, Hunter." He motioned
to the opia. "This will be
yours."


"Mine?"
The Hunter wrinkled his brow in mock confusion. "What would I need it
for?"


"Why,
for your boy, of course!"


Blood
turned to ice in the Hunter's veins. Every muscle went rigid, every sense on
high alert. It took all his self-control to keep his hands by his side when he
wanted nothing more than to draw Soulhunger. 


His
heart sank. He knows. Of course he
knew. Master Eldor had all but told him the Sage had spies everywhere. 


The
demon's expression grew unreadable. "When I heard Master Eldor brought you
to the enclosure, I assumed you wanted to see your boy. Hailen, was it?"


The
Hunter's gut twisted to hear the name coming from the demon's lips. 


"I
must admit, this is not quite the reaction I expected from you." The Sage
gave a petulant sigh. "I expected a bit more gratitude after I saved
him."


"Saved
him?" The Hunter struggled to maintain a calm composure. "He was
perfectly safe where he was."


The
Sage inclined his head. "He would have been, had the Warmaster not learned
of his existence." 


The
mention of the other demon added to the waves of anxiety and fear rolling
through the Hunter. "The Warmaster," he said in a flat, hard voice.


"Oh,
did I fail to mention that?" A self-satisfied grin spread the Sage's lips.
"The Warmaster sent his men to bring the boy here."


Watcher's teeth! The thought of Hailen in the massive
Abiarazi's clutches sent a shiver down his spine. He spoke in a strangled
voice. "Why?" 


"Isn't
it obvious? If he has the boy, he can get you to do whatever he wants."


The
Hunter's mind raced. "But how did he find out?" 


"I
control an entire world. Abiarazi heed my word. Kings and princes die at my
behest. A legion of Elivasti carry out my bidding across Einan. Is it so
difficult to believe I would know everything that takes place in a small
village at the base of Shana Laal? I knew the moment you entered Kharan-cui,
and the moment you began your ill-advised ascent of the mountain."


"That
doesn't explain how the Warmaster discovered
him."


The
Sage grimaced. "The company of Elivasti who brought me the news also
delivered it to him before I could intercept it. After your encounter with him,
I suspected he would send his minions to fetch the lad. I had his men watched,
and when they traveled down the Torturer's Path, I sent my own Elivasti ahead
to retrieve your boy first." He held up a hand. "But you need have no
fear. In the enclosure, he is safely out of the Warmaster's reach. My trusted
Elivasti guard the gate. So long as he remains there, he will come to no
harm."


The
Hunter studied the demon's bland expression. Isn't that convenient? Safely out of the Warmaster's reach, but firmly
in your control. 


The
Sage was too calculating to do something like this as a gesture of goodwill. He hadn't done it to earn the
Hunter's trust, that much was certain. 


"You
claim the Warmaster intends to use him as leverage, yet will you not do the
same?"


"Much
as it pains me, I can understand your reticence and mistrust." The Sage
shook his head. "The way you have been treated by humankind has made you
suspicious."


It has nothing to do with humans. Of
anything, my interactions with your
kind have taught me to be wary.


The
Sage fixed him with a burning gaze. "But he will be safe, you have my word.
You must believe that I have only your best interests at heart!" 


After
a long moment of fighting down his true feelings, the Hunter forced himself to
nod. "I believe you will keep your word." Provided I do exactly what you say, of course. He held out his
hand. "But only if you swear before mighty Kharna himself."


The
Abiarazi placed a hand over his heart and intoned in a solemn voice, "I
swear by the Destroyer of Worlds, my soul to forfeit, that I will not allow the
Warmaster or his minions to harm a hair on your boy's head." 


The
Hunter pretended satisfaction. "Good." The convenient wording of the
vow gave him no illusions as to the demon's true nature. The Sage wouldn't
hesitate to use Hailen against him; he had taken away the Warmaster's
bargaining chip and kept it for himself. But he allowed none of this to show on
his face. 


The
Sage placed a hand on the Hunter’s shoulder. "As allies, we must trust
each other. It is difficult for me as well." He sighed. "But I find
myself forced to place my life in your hands. I must rely on you to root out
the treason in my ranks before the Warmaster destroys us all."


"And
the opia? You will only give it to me after
I find the traitors?"


"Of
course not!" The Sage actually seemed offended. "I would not use your
boy's health to hold you hostage."


As you are with the Elivasti? Aloud, he asked, "So when can I
have it?"


The
Sage held up a slim finger. "One week. That is when the fruit ripens, and
its effects will cure your boy."


One week. A chill ran down the Hunter's spine. The
Warmaster's army arrived in a week. The Sage would have the means to compel the
Hunter's loyalty until then. A
coincidence?


"So
be it." He met the Sage's gaze without hesitation. 


"Soon
enough, Hunter, your boy will have what he needs. One week and he will be
whole. Until then, he will be safe. I will send word to my men to allow you to
enter and visit with him first thing tomorrow. But for his sake, he must remain
within the enclosure. The Irrsinnon,
you see…"


The
Hunter nodded. "I understand. And thank you."


A
ghost of a smile played on the Sage's lips. "Of course." He bowed.
"I trust you would do the same were our positions reversed." 


The
Hunter released his grip. "Answer me this: For someone who knew I was
coming, you seemed more than a little surprised to see me."


The
Sage gave him a sly smile. "The discovery you were a Bucelarii came as a
shock. Your presence, not even a little."


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "If you knew I was coming, why let me climb the
mountain? Why not send your men to bring me to you?"


The
Sage shrugged. "It was a test. I had to gauge your abilities, your
resourcefulness, and your will to survive."


"That
test," the Hunter spat,
"almost got me killed!"


"And
your death would have been proof of your weakness. A weak man—or Bucelarii—is
worthless to me." The Sage turned to the Hunter, excitement in his empty
eyes. "But you lived! You survived the attempt, and destiny has reunited
us. Abiarazi and Bucelarii. Working side by side, we will be unstoppable. You,
my right hand of death, carrying out my will across Einan. It will be glorious
indeed."


 The Hunter hid his disgust. "And what of
the Warmaster? What would he say to all this?"


The
Sage scowled. "The arrogant churl believes himself my equal, simply
because he commands the Elivasti." His obsidian eyes blazed, and his lip
curled. "Now that I have you, he has outlived his usefulness. But until we
can do away with him, rest safely in the knowledge that I have saved your boy from death." 


"And
I will not forget it." 


The
Sage bowed, and his expression brightened. "Now, I find myself in need of
some refreshing wine and food. Will you join me? If I remember correctly, you
promised our next game of Nizaa would prove more challenging." He
chuckled. 


The
Hunter nodded. "I would be honored." 


"Good.
Then let us adjourn to my chambers." 


The
demon strode down the garden path, the Hunter a step behind. Before he closed
the trapdoor, he cast one last glance over his shoulder. In the middle of the
marvelous Serenii garden, bathed in the light of the setting sun, he caught a
glimpse of the tiny opia fruit—the
fruit that would soon save Hailen's life.
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The
Hunter stared at the board, mind racing. An hour of cautious play, and neither
he nor the Sage had gained a clear advantage. Both held advantageous positions,
with a roughly even number of pieces. After a moment of hesitation, he moved
his Watcher three spaces to capture the Sage's Apprentice. The piece—a fat man
clutching a heavy purse—joined the others in the bloodwood box. 


"Too
clever by half." The Sage stroked his narrow, clean-shaven chin. 


The
Hunter grinned and folded his arms across his chest. "Didn't see that
coming, did you?"


With
an answering smile, the Sage moved his Swordsman—a powerful warrior wielding an
enormous broadsword—to the space occupied by the Hunter's Bloody Minstrel. The
Hunter's heart sank as the Sage deposited the piece—a troubadour leaking blood
from his eyes, ears, and mouth—beside a half-dozen of the Hunter's captured
serfs. 


Damn it! He ground his teeth in frustration. His
strategy relied on the Bloody Minstrel, and its elimination had effectively
crippled his offense. He studied his opponent. The Sage returned his scrutiny
with a blank, unblinking stare. He's not
an easy one to read.


Impatience
pinged within him. The sun had only set an hour before; he had at least another
four hours until Master Eldor's man would come for him. It seemed every second
dragged. He wanted nothing more than to leave, but if he didn't complete the
game of Nizaa, the Sage might grow suspicious. He had to keep up appearances. 


Finally,
after another interminable hour, the game finally concluded—with the Hunter's
loss, inevitably. 


"A
well-fought battle, Hunter." The Sage gave him an approving smile.


The
Hunter nodded. "Next time, Sage." He thumbed one of the pieces.
"That trick you played with the Beggar Priest will only work the
once."


The
Sage's smile grew sly. "Perhaps, but you will find I have many more."
He chuckled. "Not much else to do up here, isolated from the world
below."


Was
that a hint of wistfulness in the demon's voice? 


Yawning,
the Hunter stood and stretched. "Now, if you will excuse me, I find the
call of my bed too strong to ignore." He winced at the pop of his spine. "Master Eldor
expects me at first light once more."


"Good."
The Sage folded his slim fingers. "The more the Elivasti accept your
presence, the less wary they will grow."


"I
will do my best to overhear everything of importance." With a short bow to
the Sage, the Hunter took his leave. 


He
returned to his rooms at a slow pace, his feet as heavy as his eyelids. His
fatigue hadn't been an act. Master Eldor hadn't gone easy on him that morning.
Perhaps he could take a quick rest while he waited. Just close his eyes for a
few moments.


Who am I kidding? There's no way I'll be
able to sleep. Apprehension
and excitement warred within him. Master Eldor's man would show him the way to
slip in and out of the temple unseen—a way that he could use when it came time
to eliminate the Sage. He knew as much of the temple's interior layout as he
could learn. He would be ready to make his move soon.


The
thought of killing the demons brought its own nervousness—after all, the Abiarazi
were notoriously difficult to kill, even for him—but the true source of his
anxiety was Hailen. He had to be certain the boy was safe. Or as safe as
possible, given that both the Warmaster and the Sage knew of his existence. 


His
fists clenched at that thought. The Sage had claimed he'd saved Hailen from the
Warmaster, but the Hunter had no doubt the demon would use the boy. And he
could only trust Master Eldor so far. If the Sage gave a direct command, Master
Eldor would have no choice but to obey. 


Which
meant he had to find a way to keep
the boy safe. The question of how nagged at him as he settled into a
cross-legged position, Soulhunger and whetstone in his lap.


Solutions
evaded him. Up here on Kara-ket, he was surrounded by enemies, with no one he
could fully trust. That was no different than usual. He'd been alone since he
could remember. He had to find a way to protect Hailen himself. 


His
frustration mounted with every stroke of the whetstone on the blade. The
action, usually so calming, grated on his nerves. After a few minutes, he'd had
enough. He hurled the stone away, sending it skittering across the floor to clink against the glass window. 


Keeper's teeth! What the hell am I
supposed to do? 


He
couldn't keep Hailen with him—he'd never be able to kill the two demons with
the boy at his side. So what, then? Leave him in the enclosure? Master Eldor
had said it would keep the Irrsinnon
at bay, but he would still be within the Sage's reach. 


Only until I get the opia and take him
away from here. The
fruit would ripen within a week, but that would be too late. The Warmaster's
army would have arrived. So he had to eliminate the larger demon before then.
He would try to find another way into the Warmaster's temple. If all else
failed, the Sage had promised to get him access. 


Which
left the question of what the Sage would do when the Warmaster was dead.
Without the other Abiarazi to keep him in check, what would he do? Continue to
rule from the shadows and slowly conquer Einan using his puppets and figureheads,
or go the route of invasion? He still had to find out the Sage's intentions. By
agreeing to help root out the traitors among the Elivasti, he hoped he'd bought
the demon's trust. Now he had to use that trust to convince the Sage to divulge
his plans.


The
Sage saw him as a tool to use against the Warmaster. When he no longer needed
the Hunter, would he do as Queen Asalah of Al Hani had and discard him? From
what he'd seen of the Abiarazi, that was the more likely scenario. The moment
the Hunter's liability outweighed his value, the Sage would order his death.


He'd
kill the Sage first. If possible, in the middle of the chaos brought on by the
Warmaster's death. The Masters of Agony would be in an uproar, lost and
leaderless. The Sage would have to send the Elivasti to maintain order. If he
could catch the demon alone, without his guards and their iron-tipped staves,
he stood a chance of eliminating him. 


Too
many things needed to fall into place for the plan to work. He didn't like it,
but he didn't have much choice. The Sage pulled all the strings on Shana Laal,
and the Hunter had to make his moves without catching the demon's attention.
Thankfully, he didn't have to deal with the Warmaster, too—the larger Abiarazi
believed he was looking for an opportunity to kill the Sage. Which he was.


He
scooted toward the wall and leaned his head back, closing his eyes. The soft
glow of the room drove back his anxiety. Tonight, a few pieces would fall into
place. Best of all, he'd see Hailen. The thought of the boy's smile, his bright
and cheerful laughter, and the way his eyes lit up filled the Hunter with
warmth. It was an odd sensation. Though he'd only been apart from Hailen for a
few days, he actually…missed him.


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter's eyelids snapped open as a soft tapping sounded at his door. It took
him a moment to realize what was happening. He'd fallen asleep waiting for
Master Eldor's man.


He
leapt to his feet, ignoring the twinges in his lower back and legs. Retrieving
Soulhunger from the bed, he padded to the door and pulled it open a crack. 


A
cloth-masked Elivasti stood outside. "Master Eldor sent me," the man
whispered, his violet eyes darting up and down the hall. "Let's go." 


The
Hunter slipped Soulhunger into its sheath and slid out of his room, pressing
the door shut silently behind him. With a nod, the Elivasti turned and hurried
down the hallway on silent feet. The Hunter followed a step behind.


The
Elivasti led him toward the main staircase, down one floor, and toward the jade
statue. The Hunter stared up at the eerie, unblinking eyes as they passed. No
matter how many times he saw the creature—an Abiarazi in its true form, if the
Sage could be believed—it still sent a chill down his spine. He shuddered to
think of what would happen if he ever had to face an Abiarazi in this form
again. Even the hulking Warmaster seemed puny and pathetic by comparison.


His
guide paused at the statue, casting furtive glances in all directions. No sign
of anyone else strolling the halls at this late hour. Satisfied, the Elivasti
reached around the sculpture, his hand disappearing into a small hollow between
the creature's serpentine tails and the spines jutting from its back. A quiet click sounded. A moment later, the
enormous jade figure rumbled to one side.


The
Hunter gaped. The Serenii and their
secret tunnels, indeed. 


The
Elivasti motioned for him to enter first. Once inside, the man pressed a stone
embossed with one of the arcane symbols of the Serenii and the statue slid back
into place.


They
stood on a landing, with a staircase a short distance away. The stairs
continued upward, disappearing around a bend—no doubt to the top of the tower, or at least the Sage's rooms—but
the Elivasti led them down. They moved in silence, with only their steady
breathing and the soft glow of the walls for companions. 


They
descended for at least five minutes before they reached a break in the
staircase. The Hunter caught a glimpse of bare stone walls and a wooden door,
but the Elivasti didn't pause. Three more landings they passed, each with the
same plain hall leading toward a simple door. The Hunter ached to find out what
lay beyond. His guide never stopped, leading them eternally down, down, down.


The
Hunter lost count of the number of stairs. They had a long way to go—not only the distance from his rooms near the top of
the tower, but down into the earth to the city of the Elivasti built into the
shadow of the temple. Kara-ket stood atop a cliff at least thirty paces tall. 


Thankfully,
the meal and rest had driven back his fatigue. He smiled at the sound of his
guide's breathing; at least he wasn't the only
one working hard.


The
Elivasti stopped at the eighth landing down. The Hunter stifled a relieved sigh
and followed the man down the simple stone corridor toward the wooden door.
Beyond, they entered another identical corridor, which ran for a hundred paces.
When the Elivasti pressed on the stone to open the door, the Hunter was greeted
with a gust of chill night air.


He
stepped into darkness broken only by the light of a faint moon and the stars.
He instantly regretted leaving his cloak in his room; the wind had a nasty bite
that sent a shiver down his spine. But when the Elivasti turned to glance at
him, he only nodded and motioned for the man to lead the way.


After
the soft glow of the staircase, the city of the Elivasti seemed ominously dark.
Even the poorest sections of Lower Voramis had had some illumination—if not the
oil lanterns installed by King Gavian, at the very least the occasional flicker
of candlelight, torchlight, or the fires over which huddled beggars. Here,
however, it seemed as if all life died with the descending sun. Not a glimmer
of light shone through the windows and doors of the Elivasti homes.


His
guide seemed unbothered by the darkness. He slipped through the deserted
streets with a steady stride, gliding from shadow to shadow. Clearly he was not
taking any chances of being spotted tonight. 


The
Hunter had no problem with the secrecy. He'd spent most of his life in gloom,
under cover of night. He was             going
for a secret meeting in a city filled with dangers—save for the total absence
of odors that made Voramis so distinctive, he could be right at home.


The
reek of metal reached him before the smithy came into view. Master Belros'
hammers had fallen silent, but it was as if the eternal plume of smoke rising
from the chimney coated the houses around it with a permanent layer of metal
shavings. 


Instead
of leading him toward the front, the Elivasti slid around the side of the house
and tapped on a cellar door. After a moment's pause, he tapped again, a
rhythmic code repeated from within. When the wooden doors opened, Master
Belros' heavy face appeared, etched in the light of the dark lantern in his
hand.


"Come
in, come in," he whispered and hustled them down the steps into a simple
earthen room. 


The
Hunter's eyes widened at the sight of hundreds of swords, spears, and
metal-tipped staves stored in racks along the hard-packed dirt walls. They had
enough weapons stockpiled here for a small army. 


All
thoughts fled as he caught sight of Master Eldor—and the small figure standing
beside him. 


"Hailen!"
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Hailen's
violet eyes lit up, a smile widening his face. "Hardwell!" He rushed toward
the Hunter and threw his arms around his waist. 


The
Hunter returned the gesture, albeit awkwardly, but quickly pulled free of the
boy. Prolonged contact with the Hunter caused Hailen's nails to bleed. He had
no idea why, but it was something that set the boy apart from the other
Elivasti. Just one more way Hailen was unusual, even among his own kind. Sort of like me. 


Either
way, the Hunter didn't want to do anything to draw more attention to the boy. 


"How
are you?" He crouched, placing his face on level with the boy's. "Are
they feeding you well here?"


Hailen
nodded. "They are." His face scrunched up. "I like it here
better than with Master Uqio. He was always busy, and he never let me leave my
room to play."


"Is
that so?" The Hunter had paid good coin for Master Uqio to care for the
boy. "But what about Irrana? Where was she?" The innkeeper's daughter
was only a year or two older than Hailen.


Hailen's
face fell. "He wasn't nice to her. He yelled at her, and hit her once. I
thought he was going to hit me, too."


Heat
surged in the Hunter's chest. Perhaps I
owe Master Uqio a visit once I'm done here. 


The
boy brightened. "But here I get to play all day, and Goodie Eriath brings
us all treats. I like her. She's nice."


"I'm
glad to hear it." The Hunter swallowed a sudden lump in his throat. The
pain surprised him. He'd only left Kharan-cui a few days ago, so why did he
feel like he hadn't seen the boy in ages. What was it about Hailen that made
him feel…lighter? It had nothing to do with the silence in his mind. Being near
Hailen made things better. Ridiculous! He, the Hunter of Voramis,
killer-for-hire, slayer of demons, had become reliant on this child for his
happiness. 


He
glanced around the cellar. Master Eldor, Master Belros, and the masked Elivasti
had retreated to the far end of the small earthen room to give them what little
privacy they could. 


The
Hunter found himself uncertain of what to say. He wasn't accustomed to the
emotions roiling within him, much less expressing them in front of an audience.
He was just glad to have the old Hailen back. The withdrawn, sullen, distant
child had gone, replaced by the boy he'd known before the Advanat Desert and
the change.


"Hunter."
Master Eldor spoke in a low voice. "We must take him back."


The
Hunter stiffened. "Already? Surely we have a few minutes to—"


"No.
The longer he is away from the enclosure, the greater the danger." The old
Elivasti's face filled with concern. "The Irrsinnon could take him at any time."


The
Hunter's heart sank. He didn't want to let Hailen go, but dared not put him at
risk. He pulled the boy into a quick, tight hug. "It's time for you to
return, but I promise I will visit you tomorrow."


Hailen
nodded, but his smile had disappeared. His eyes had taken on a distant,
unfocused look, his face muscles slack and expressionless. The Hunter had seen
this on the road to Kharan-cui—he'd chalked it up to the mental and emotional
scars of the boy's captivity at Il Seytani's hands, but the truth was so much
worse.


"Hailen?"
He gripped the boy's shoulders and shook him. "Can you hear me?"


Hailen's
violet eyes rolled back, showing the whites. His legs sagged and he collapsed
into the Hunter's arms.


"Hailen!"



A
piercing scream tore from Hailen's throat, sending a shiver down the Hunter's
spine. His arms and legs convulsed. He writhed on the cellar's earthen floor.


The
Hunter seized Hailen's arms, and Master Eldor grappled with his legs. 


The
huge blacksmith clamped down on the boy's chest. "Turn him onto his
side." White foam dribbled from Hailen's mouth, cutting off his shrieks. 


Horror
surged within the Hunter. In his memories, he'd seen a young man in the grip of
the Irrsinnon. To see Hailen
suffering so tore at his heart. "Help him!" 


Master
Eldor shook his head. "While the Irrsinnon
has him in its grip, there is nothing we can do. But it will pass." His
jaw muscles worked. "It will pass."


"When?"
The Hunter struggled to keep a hold on the boy's flailing arms. "How
long?"


The
old Elivasti said nothing, not meeting the Hunter's eyes. 


For
what seemed an eternity, they wrestled with Hailen's jerking, writhing body.
The masked Elivasti joined the effort, holding the boy down until the
convulsion slowed and stopped altogether. 


The
Hunter swallowed the acid rising to his throat. He stared down at the silent,
still figure, so small and helpless. What had Hailen done to deserve such a
fate? Worse, what could he do to forestall it?


"Take
him back!" he said in a hoarse voice. "Please."


Master
Eldor nodded. "Dasim will see to it."


The
masked Elivasti stepped forward.


The
Hunter interposed himself, hand dropping to Soulhunger's hilt. 


"He
can be trusted," Master Eldor said, resting a hand on the Hunter's arm. 


"How
can I trust a man who hides himself?" The Hunter glanced down at Hailen. 


The
man raised his mask, revealing a hard, scarred face, a square jaw, broad nose,
and the violet eyes that marked him as Elivasti. "I will care for him as I
would my own." 


The
Hunter searched Dasim's face. He removed his hand from Soulhunger and, with a
nod, crouched to lift Hailen into his arms. The boy weighed so little—he'd
hardly eaten during the weeks of travel from Al Hani. He seemed so frail, so
fragile, he dared not let him go. But he had to. Hailen had to return to the
enclosure, where he'd be safe from the Irrsinnon.



He
passed the unconscious boy to Dasim. "If anything happens to him…" 


Dasim
nodded. "He will wake in his own bed."


The
Hunter's eyes followed the Elivasti up the stairs and out the cellar door,
never leaving the limp form nestled in Dasim's arms. A weight settled onto his
shoulders. He'd always known Hailen was different. But since the Advanat and
the standing stones, he'd caught himself stealing glances at Hailen, trying to
catch sight of those unsettling violet eyes. Master Eldor's explanation of the Irrsinnon had connected the dots. What
he'd seen now reinforced the truth he hadn't wanted to accept. 


Swallowing
the lump in his throat, he turned to Master Eldor. "So he truly is Elivasti?" 


Master
Eldor nodded. "The eyes don't lie. But it's more than that. He's weaker
than other children, isn't he?" 


The
Hunter nodded. Hailen fatigued more quickly, and he lacked strength and
coordination. 


"The
Serenii curse," the old Elivasti said, shaking his head. "Our
ancestors were a people given to the pursuit of knowledge and sorcerous might,
never the martial disciplines. Our children still bear the mark of their
weakness—in mind and body." 


"But
your Elivasti aren't weak!" the Hunter insisted. "Or, at least the
ones on the training field yesterday weren't."


Master
Eldor chuckled. "The opia cleanses
our minds, but it strengthens our bodies as well. As long as we do not stray
too far from the shadow of the Serenii for too long, we are indistinguishable
from humans in all ways but one."


"The
eyes."


"Precisely."
He placed a hand on the Hunter's shoulder. "I am sorry you had to witness
that. I had hoped to spare you—"


"No."
The Hunter's fists clenched. "It was necessary." The horror of seeing
Hailen suffering reinforced the importance of his actions. He had to get the opia to cure the boy.


Sorrow
lined the old Elivasti's face. "Take comfort in the knowledge that he will
have no memory of what happened when he wakes. But it is best he remains in the
enclosure for now."


"So
be it. The Sage has given me permission to visit him."


Master
Eldor stiffened. "You told him?"


"No."
The Hunter was aware of Master Belros trying to look casual as he slid toward a
rack of swords. "He told me."


The
Elivasti's eyes narrowed. "He what?"


"According
to him, the Warmaster had sent men to bring the boy from Kharan-cui, so he sent
his men to grab the boy first. To keep him from the Warmaster's clutches, of
course." He made no attempt to mask his sarcasm.


Master
Eldor relaxed, and Master Belros' hand stopped inching toward a sword hilt. 


"And
you believe him?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "He promised the boy would be safe." He gave a harsh
chuckle. "The 'so long as you do what I ask' went unspoken." 


Master
Eldor's expression grew unreadable. "It is his way. A game of feints and
ruses, drawing you deeper into his web until there is no escape. But I believe
that with a few more days of training, we'll have you ready to do what you came
here to do."


The
Hunter stiffened. He forced himself not to react, but Master Eldor chuckled.


"You're
not as enigmatic as you might believe, lad. Especially not for an old man who's
spent his life learning to read people. Warriors who fail to understand their
enemies rarely live long enough to grow old." He clapped the Hunter on the
back. "Or their friends."


The
sudden hammering of the Hunter's heart had nothing to do with his training.
Could Master Eldor really know why he had come? If so, what would he do? One
word to the Sage could put an end to the Hunter's plans now. 


But
if Master Eldor intended to betray him, why had he encouraged the Hunter to
keep his knowledge of Hailen's presence a secret? The last time they'd spoken,
the old Elivasti had hinted at desires that ran in line with the Hunter's own. 


"From
what I hear of your experiences in Voramis, you've no cause to love the
Abiarazi." Master Eldor spoke in a slow, cautious tone, his voice quietly
dangerous. "And now he has your boy."


The
Hunter gave a noncommittal grunt. 


"Perhaps
you are inclined to do something about
the problem." Master Eldor's expression was searching, with no hint of
deceit in his gaze. 


"And,
for argument's sake, if I had come to Kara-ket for more than just answers about
my past, would not your oath to the Sage put you in a difficult position?
Knowing what you know."


Master
Eldor frowned. "Our oath has its…limitations. Our fathers swore to serve all Abiarazi, regardless of our personal
opinion. We must follow their commands without question or hesitation. We carry
out their will on Einan. And, most important, we cannot raise a hand against them
or harm them in any way. Directly."



The
Hunter raised an eyebrow at the emphasis on the last word.


"But
we cannot shield the Abiarazi from all harm. We live in a dangerous world of
violence and chaos. If someone else killed our masters, we would not be in
violation of our oaths." Master Eldor stroked his salt-and-pepper beard. 


"Would
it not contravene that oath if you help the
one trying to kill your masters?"


"Certainly!"
A smile played on Master Eldor's lips. "We could not possibly lend our aid
to anyone seeking to do the Abiarazi harm. But there is no reason we cannot
train our master's honored guest, or offer him a comfortable, secure route to
make his exploration of our humble city more enjoyable. What he does with that
knowledge is beyond our control."


Pieces
fell into place. The secret route in and out of the Sage's temple. The
clandestine meeting after dark in a cellar filled with racks of weapons. 


He
laughed. Oh, such delicious irony! 


Master
Eldor raised an eyebrow. "What's so amusing?" 


"Earlier
today, the Sage asked me to root out the Elivasti traitors plotting against
him. I believe I just found them." 


 












Chapter Thirty
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The
air in the room grew suddenly tense. Master Belros' huge fist closed around a
sword hilt. Master Eldor coiled like a greatcat prepared to pounce, studying
him through narrowed eyes. 


The
Hunter made no move toward a weapon. "Odd thing is, he told me the
Warmaster was the one behind the conspiracy. From your words, it seems quite
clear that you're not fond of either of
the Abiarazi sitting in their temples." 


"The
Warmaster?" Master Belros snorted. "I'd just as soon kiss a viper as
serve him."


Master
Eldor's expression made his sentiments toward the larger demon plain. "The
Sage is ever clever with his words. He deals in half-truths, twisting things to
suit his will."


"As
I expected." The Hunter crossed his arms. "Which is precisely why I
said nothing to him about our meeting tonight."


Both
Elivasti relaxed a fraction. 


"And
why he'll be glad to know I had a wonderful night of rest in my bed." He gave a theatrical yawn. "The temple really
does help a fellow sleep." 


Master
Eldor nodded, the tension in his face draining away. 


Master
Belros, however, didn't lower his sword. "You say you came here for the
Sage, and you expect us to believe you won't tell him everything the minute you
get out of here?"


Master
Eldor placed a hand on the huge blacksmith's arm. "Trust me, Belros. He
has as much reason to distrust us as we do him."


"So
why should we trust him?" Master
Belros stepped forward, his bulk menacing in the cramped cellar. "Why not
just run him through and bury the body? No one'll ever find it."


The
Hunter stared up into the smith's violet eyes without concern. "Because
that sword will hurt, but not much more." He lowered his voice. "And
because, before you've put a foot of steel in me, Soulhunger will devour your
very soul."


Master
Belros stared down at his chest, where the Hunter pressed Soulhunger's tip with
just enough force to emphasize his threat. 


"I
watched you train, boy," Master Belros snarled. "You're good, but not
good enough to take the both of us. I'll gladly die to keep this a secret. Are
you willing to die for your master?"


"Belros,
peace!" Master Eldor's voice cracked like a whip. 


The
smith glanced at the blademaster. Master Eldor spoke in a cold, quiet voice.
"You're threatening the only person in Shana Laal capable of dealing with
our problems. Both of them."


The
Hunter smiled. "Look around you, Belros. You've enough steel to arm your
men, but steel won't do much to slow to the Warmaster or Sage. To eliminate
them, you need iron." He snorted. "And not the little bit banding the
tips of your staves." That much iron could kill him, flooding his body with the poison, but not the demons.
"You need swords and spears, something with an edge that you can stick into them." 


The
Swordsman's blades, made of purest iron, lay wrapped in his pack in his rooms.
They would kill a demon as surely as Soulhunger, but only when used together.
One to slow the Abiarazi's natural healing, the other to sever their heads or
pierce their hearts. 


"The
Sage controls the flow of iron into Kara-ket," Master Belros snarled. 


Master
Eldor stepped closer. "We stockpiled these weapons to protect against the
Masters of Agony. But you're right." He shook his head. "We can't do it. You can."


Master
Belros relented under Master Eldor's glare. He backed off but didn't replace
the sword in its rack. 


"Like
you, I have a very personal reason
for wanting to kill off every last Abiarazi on Einan." The Hunter sheathed
Soulhunger. "You want to be free of your servitude. So do I."


Master
Belros growled. "I don't see chains on your wrists."


"The
bonds of blood are no less enslaving than steel manacles."


"Bonds
of blood?" Master Belros rumbled. "What are you—?"


"The
eyes, Belros," Master Eldor said, his voice quiet. "They mark him
much as our eyes do."


"Yours
belong to the Serenii, while mine are the heritage of a much crueler
progenitor." The Hunter returned the smith's glare with equal force.
"The only difference is that I'm in
a position where I actually intend to do something about it. I'm bound by no
oaths, though the demons would have me in their thrall. I serve no master—not
man, Abiarazi, or god."


Master
Belros said nothing, his gaze fixed firmly on the Hunter.


"Enough
now, Belros," Master Eldor spoke in an exasperated tone. "Put that
sword away before you do something foolish and we're cleaning your blood off
the cellar floor."


The
Hunter couldn't help a grin. His training with Master Eldor had taught him
respect for the lithe, lean blademaster. The huge blacksmith would be another
matter entirely. Belros moved with the power and force of his heavy
musculature, but without iron, he'd be no match for the Hunter's speed. 


Master
Eldor watched as Master Belros replaced the sword on its rack, then turned back
to the Hunter. "You say you intend to do something about our masters. You
know, by the terms of our oaths, we are sworn to stop you."


"Perhaps,
but only if you know what I intend to
do. Surely you can't be blamed if your men are caught off guard by a wily
assassin who puts a dagger into the Sage before they can stop him."


Master
Eldor inclined his head. "Our oaths demand us to protect and serve, but we
are blameless so long as we do not break faith."


"Though
judging by the looks of this room, you were preparing for something." The Hunter glanced at the rows of weapons on the
shelves. "You might not be able to take up arms directly, but even the most
downtrodden of slave will seek an opportunity to throw off their
shackles."


Master
Eldor's expression grew grim. "You are right." He sat heavily on an
overturned bucket. "The Sage keeps a close watch on the weapons produced
in Master Belros' forge. It is only after years of subterfuge that we are able
to stockpile even this many. Barely enough to arm a quarter of the Elivasti in
residence here."


"But
against what eventuality? What was the plan?" 


The
old Elivasti shook his head. "No plan. Just a hope." His face looked suddenly a decade older, the lines worn
deeper. "For millennia, the Elivasti have been forced to serve the
Abiarazi. We are the messengers of their wanton cruelty, delivering death and
destruction in their name. Once, we feared being destroyed by the Serenii
wishing to wipe away what they considered to be a stain on their world. We
chose the lesser of two evils. If only our ancestors had known the truth of
what they did."


When
Master Eldor looked up, tears shone in his eyes. "We have watched our
children suffer the Irrsinnon because
the Abiarazi control the only two strongholds on Einan where the opia grows."


Two? The Hunter wanted to ask, but Master Eldor plowed on.


"With
every life taken, every drop of blood spilled in the name of the Abiarazi's
power on this world, our shame grew. There are those among us who have had
enough. We see past the Sage's empty promises, the Warmaster's boasts that we
will conquer the world. Some of us have had our lust for battle and glory
tempered by age and hard experience. We can see the truth of what the demons
offer: not glorious death, but simply…death. The Elivasti would vanish from
Einan as our ancestors did."


"And
we'll be damned if we let that happens!" Master Belros clenched a huge
fist. 


Master
Eldor nodded. "Our oaths prevent us from turning on our masters, but they
do not stop us from preparing for the day when someone else stands up to
them." The old Elivasti stood and strode toward the Hunter. "The day
when you stand up to them."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "It almost sounds like you've been expecting me.
Like some messiah to free you from captivity." He snarled. "I'm no
savior."


"No,
you're an assassin." Master
Eldor gave him a cold smile. "A killer. More than that, a killer of
demons." 


This
caught the Hunter by surprise. How do
they know that? 


"Oh
yes," Master Eldor said, nodding. "We know of what you did in Voramis
to the Bloody Hand and their Abiarazi masters. We serve as the Sage's eyes and
ears around Einan, ever lurking in the shadows, carrying out our master's
bidding. We knew whose hand wielded the blade of destruction."


A
sense of unease filled the Hunter. This was how the Sage knew of his actions in
Voramis. But how much more do they know?
About Malandria, or Al Hani?


"You
escaped us when you fled Voramis. It was only by good fortune—both ours and
yours—that our brothers and sisters found you wandering the Chasm of the Lost.
They saved you from death in the hope that you would be the one to free us from
our bondage." Master Eldor gave him a wry grin. "As you say, an
assassin, and who better to kill a demon?"


The
Hunter had pondered what seemed an impossible encounter with the Elivasti in
the Chasm of the Lost. He would have died had they not treated his wounds and
given him food and shelter. But they hadn't spoken until the day he departed,
and only then given him one word: Elivasti. It meant nothing to him at the
time, but the word had helped to unlock the memory of Master Eldor and
Kara-ket. A coincidence? 


"But
that was months ago. As you said, you've been stockpiling these weapons for
years."


Master
Eldor shrugged. "You are right in that. We've had decades to prepare. Only
we didn't know who we were preparing for." He gripped the Hunter's
shoulder. "Now we do."


 "These weapons would be very handy if you
were in a position to use them."
The Hunter slipped out of Master Eldor's grip. "Unfortunately, that little
oath of yours prevents you from raising a hand against the demons."


The
Elivasti inclined his head. "Indeed, but there is nothing in our oath that
prevents us from wiping out the Masters of Agony. The Warmaster will never tire
of his games of torment, but he has set his sights on Einan. He is turning his
men into warriors as well as torturers. When the day comes that he unleashes
them upon this world, I shudder to think of what will happen to those poor
souls unfortunate to fall into their hands."


The
Hunter had seen the depictions of wartime cruelties: men impaled on stakes,
flayed and crucified, or chained to posts and tortured to death. The Warmaster
would bring untold horrors to Einan in the name of conquest.


"Without
the Masters of Agony, the Warmaster is just one Abiarazi. Formidable in his own
right, but not impossible to eliminate. Not for the legendary assassin of
Voramis."


The
Hunter snorted. "Flattering words, but about as useful as a flaccid cock
in a knife fight."


Master
Belros stifled a chuckle. Master Eldor didn't seem amused. "I have
dedicated my life to training the Elivasti, making them into a fighting force
capable of surviving terrible odds."


"And
let me guess, you want me to lead them into battle?" The Hunter rolled his
eyes. "I've heard this pitch before."


"You?"
Master Eldor looked pained. "Keeper forfend! You're an assassin, not a
commander of men."


The
Hunter actually found himself about to protest. In a former life, he had been
Nasnaz the Great, mightiest general and conqueror of Al Hani. He caught
himself. He had no desire to lead armies—he wanted nothing more than to find
his mystery woman and keep Hailen safe. His quest to eradicate the demons was
simply him doing what had to be done.


"We
don't want to be an army. We want to
be our own people, to live free, with no man or demon to tell us what to
do." Master Eldor's jaw tightened. "We've had enough of masters for an
eternity. Without the Abiarazi, we would have the lives we were created to. But
for that to happen, the Abiarazi must be eliminated."


"Which
is where I come in."


"Precisely."
Master Eldor nodded. "You take care of the Abiarazi and free us from our
oaths, and we'll deal with the Masters of Agony. Kara-ket will be our home. We
will live in the shadow of our ancestors, in control of the opia, free to live our lives." 


“But
does your oath not bind you to any  Abiarazi?” The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. “Surely
there are more hidden around Einan. When your current masters lie dead, what is
to prevent you from serving the others?”


“We
are bound,” Master Eldor replied in a somber voice, “yet there may be a way
out. It could take us years to find another master to serve. Months, perhaps,
just to plan our strategy for locating their hiding places around Einan. But in
that time, if someone were to eliminate all the Abiarazi…” He trailed off, his
meaning written plain on his face.


 “You ask a great deal, Master Eldor.” Hunting
down all the demons in Einan would take far longer than just a few months.
Bloody hell, he wasn’t sure he could do it in just a few years, either.  


The
old man nodded. “I know. Yet I must ask, for the sake of my people. For far too
long, we have lived in captivity, enslaved by the oaths made by our ancestors.”
He met the Hunter's gaze, determination burning in his eyes, and extended a
hand. "So what say you, Hunter? Will you help to set us free?" 
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The
Hunter wrestled with Master Eldor's question as he slipped through the shadows.
He was no savior; he was a paid killer, someone who eliminated the scum of
Einan in exchange for gold. The hope shining in the Elivasti's eyes laid too
heavy a burden on his shoulder. 


“It is not your concern,” whispered the voice of his inner demon.
“You have not come here to save a
forgotten race. You are the bringer of death, not life.”


The
Hunter ground his teeth. He couldn't argue with that voice. It knew him too
well. It had seen what he was capable of—twisted hell, it had driven him to the
edge of his sanity, where he'd found only violence and bloodshed. 


Yet
he understood, even empathized, with the plight of the Elivasti. He, too,
strove to break free of the chains placed upon him by his ancestors. The blood
of the Abiarazi made him an outcast, kept the world at arm's length. If anyone
discovered the truth, they would fear and revile him. Thus, he was forced to
hide even from those like Farida and Hailen. 


The
Elivasti had saved his life. At the very least, he owed them for that. The fact
that their plans lined up with his gave him another reason to consider their
entreaty.


Though
Master Belros had balked, Master Eldor acquiesced when he'd asked for a night
to think about it. But with every step, the outcome of his decision grew
clearer in his mind. He knew what Father Reverentus, the old Beggar Priest from
Voramis, would tell him to do. The "right" thing, of course. 


So be it. The Hunter clenched his fists. I will help them.


But
he would demand something in return: Hailen's safety. Master Eldor would have
to swear that they would protect Hailen from the Sage insofar as their oaths
permitted. 


His
stomach twisted at the memory of Hailen writhing and screaming on the floor.
He'd seen the faraway look before, but never the horrible spasms that had
gripped the boy now. He hated the feeling of helplessness that had gripped him.
He could do nothing but wait until the madness passed. He had only one choice:
give the boy the opia to save him from the madness.


Which
left him facing another dilemma. The Elivasti needed the opia as much as he. If the Sage was to be believed, the last fruit
would bloom before the week's end. When that was gone, how long until the next
blossoming? Would the Elivasti allow him to take the promised fruit to save
Hailen, or would they demand it for their own? He could not fight them all, but
he dared not leave Kara-ket without it. 


Dasim's
quiet grunt dragged him from his thoughts. "Here." He pressed on one
of the symbols, and the section of stone wall rumbled to the side. "You
can find your way?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Eighth landing up."


"Good."
Dasim stepped aside. 


Without
a word, the Hunter entered the hidden staircase and depressed the same symbol
Dasim had used to open the door. The section of stone rumbled shut behind him,
leaving him alone in the corridor with nothing but the softly glowing walls for
company.


The
Hunter padded through the dim passage, through the wooden door, and started up
the staircase. He climbed slowly, his mind working at the puzzle of what to do.


He'd
come to Kara-ket for answers about his past and found a few with Master Eldor.
He had found the opia to cure Hailen,
though he wouldn't be able to use it until it ripened in a week. The Sage had
revealed much about the Abiarazi and the Bucelarii. He had yet to learn the
Sage's plans for Einan, but that was the final task before he could eliminate
the demons. 


An
excited eagerness filled him. Soon enough, he'd be leaving Kara-ket and resuming
his journey northward. His journey to find Her, the mystery woman from his
dreams. No, not his dreams. His memories. Fragmented they might be, but they
were glimpses into his forgotten past. She had carried his child. Did the child
still live? A boy like Hailen, or a girl like Farida? He had to find Her, had
to once again smell Her scent of jasmine, honey, cinnamon, and berries. The
image of Her face twisted a knife of sorrow and longing in his heart. 


But
first he had to deal with the demons. The Sage wanted him to kill the
Warmaster, and the Warmaster expected him to eliminate the Sage. The Elivasti
hoped he would deal with both Abiarazi and free them from their servitude.


The
Sage would help him get into the Warmaster's temple. He could make up some
excuse for creeping in. A moment of inattention would be enough for him to put
Soulhunger in the Warmaster's back. The Masters of Agony with their steel
weapons couldn't stop him. He had only the Elivasti to fear. Perhaps Master
Eldor could find a way to clear the Warmaster's black and white-masked guards
long enough for him to do the deed. 


But
how to kill the Sage? He never went anywhere outside his rooms without a guard.
That meant the Hunter would have to climb the temple's exterior and slip into
the demon's bedchamber while he slept. If he was quiet and fast enough, the
Sage would never see him coming. 


A lot of ifs. He snorted. Too many. 


Years
as an assassin had taught him to keep his jobs as simple as possible. The more
balls he juggled, the higher the risk of dropping one. That led to capture,
torture, and death. He had no desire to repeat his experiences with the First
of the Bloody Hand and Lord Jahel. Unfortunately, he found himself in
circumstances where elaborate and complex plans were his only solution.


So be it. The Warmaster dies first, then
the Sage. Tomorrow he'd
begin putting the final pieces of his plan into motion, with Master Eldor's
help. Tonight, he wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and rest. Between
his morning training, the afternoon spent with the Sage, and the events of the
evening, he needed peace. 


This bloody climb isn't helping much! 


He'd
ascended close to two hundred stairs, and his legs and lungs burned from the
effort. He still had three landings to go until—


A
familiar scent froze him in his tracks: the odor of ancient rot and decay. The
smell of Abiarazi. He took a deep breath through his nostrils. No denying it,
the scent hung thick in the low staircase. It was faint—a few hours old,
perhaps—but he would never mistake it for any other odor. It always brought him
pain and misery.


He
followed his nose, sniffing the air as he went. Down a single flight of stairs
to one of the identical landings. The scent ended at the plain wooden door. 


The
Sage knew about these secret passages, then. And he used them. But for what?
What lay behind the door? 


Excitement
surged within the Hunter. He'd searched the Sage's rooms for any hint of the
demon's plans and found nothing. An Abiarazi as clever as the Sage wouldn't
hide anything important in plain sight. But in these secret passages,
supposedly known only by the Sage and the Serenii who had built the temples
long ago, the demon would trust his secrets would remain undiscovered. 


He
had to get through the door! If only I
knew how to pick a Keeper-damned lock. 


He'd
faced his fair share of locked doors, but always found a way through or around.
Now, however, he had neither. The sturdy bloodwood would survive a battering
ram, and he had no idea how to find a way around. 


Damn it! He drove a fist into the door. Once
again, so close only to be foiled. 


No. He regained control of himself. I still have time. 


The
Sage wanted to make use of him, and he had convinced the demon he was a
potential ally. He would take advantage of that, manipulate the Sage into
revealing his plans. He had a few days until he made his move against the
Warmaster. He would spend that time working on the Sage. That would mean
spending less time with Master Eldor—and fewer visits to Hailen—but if it
hastened the demon's demise, so be it. 


The
Hunter hastened up the stairs, his vigor and determination renewed. By the time
he reached the eighth landing, sweat dripped down his forehead and soaked his
tunic. Controlling his breathing, he pressed the symbol to open the door and
peered out from behind the jade sculpture. Silent, empty hallways met his gaze.
He hurried out into the corridors, triggered the closing mechanism, and slipped
on silent feet back to his room. 


 


* * *


 


Sleep
proved elusive. Dreams of torment and suffering plagued the Hunter. Hailen's
face floated before his eyes—not the smiling boy, but the wailing, screaming
child writhing on the floor. When he pushed it away, memories of the Advanat
Desert replaced them. 


Il Seytani's dagger carved a thin line of
red into Hailen's throat, but his grip on the boy loosened. Hailen staggered
and fell against the obsidian stone of the monolith. His hand—still stained
with his blood—pressed against the smooth black surface. 


Something hummed beneath their feet. The
air around them thickened, and the stench of decay grew deeper, permeating
every fiber of the Hunter's being. His arms and legs moved as if through mud.
His brain refused to form coherent thoughts. Throbbing tension mounted in his
head. His lungs burned; his chest buckled, as if bone would snap beneath the
strain. The shrieking in his mind reached a mind-numbing crescendo. The early
morning light retreated, and the world grew dim. 


The pressure snapped with concussive
force. A wave of heat and power slammed into the Hunter, lifting him from his
feet and hurling him through the air. Hard stone struck his back. The impact
knocked the air from his lungs. His grip loosened, and his weapons flew from
his hands.


The
Hunter shuddered despite the room's gentle warmth. His fingers sought the
smooth metal of Bardin's pendant. Moonlight streamed into the window, but his
unseeing eyes stared unfocused into the darkness. The things he'd learned that
day left his thoughts a jumble. 


Master
Eldor's words from the previous day rang in his ears. "We do not know what brings it on, but there is no escaping it. In
the end, the Irrsinnon takes us all."


Hailen
was Elivasti. More than that, he faced the curse of the Serenii like the rest of
his people. But what had brought it on? Had the stones triggered the Irrsinnon, or was it nothing more than
coincidence? 


Once
again, he cursed himself for a selfish fool. He'd taken the boy from his safe
home in Malandria, all so he could find peace from the voices in his mind. The
blame for all the horrors the lad had suffered lay on his shoulders. 


He
had no way to undo it now. He couldn't return Hailen to the home he once knew.
It no longer existed. He'd killed Father Pietus, Lord Knight Moradiss, and the
other Cambionari in the House of Need. With the looming threat of the Irrsinnon, the Hunter couldn't deposit
the boy with the nearest Beggar Priest and hope for the best. He had to live
with his choices. 


But
could he? What if something happened to Hailen, all because of him? He knew
what he would do. I will rain fiery
torment upon anyone who harms him. He is under my protection. I will not fail
him. Not as he had failed so many others.


He
toyed with the silver pendant as the familiar faces swam in his vision. Old
Nan. Farida. Bardin. New faces had joined the multitude: Eileen, Darrell, and
the other children dragged away from Sirkar Jeroen's caravan. He'd arrived too
late to save them from whatever horrific fate Il Seytani had condemned them. 


Guilt
twisted like a dagger in his stomach. He bit back the roiling emotions that
threatened to burst from his chest. He wanted to pound his head against the
wall, if only it would banish those lifeless faces and empty, accusing eyes. 


For
long, agonizing hours, the Hunter wrestled with doubt, guilt, and worry. He
lost. 


 


* * *


 


Sunrise
found him pounding at the door to Master Belros' smithy. 


Master
Eldor appeared, his eyes narrowing at sight of the Hunter. 


"I'm
in." The Hunter extended a hand. "I will help you. But first you must
promise me that you'll help keep the boy safe."


The
old Elivasti gripped his forearm. "Upon the memory of my son, I
swear." Sadness flashed in his eyes. "No harm will come to your
boy."


"Good."
The Hunter nodded. "Now let's prepare to kill a demon."
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Teeth
bared in a snarl, the Hunter hacked and thrust at an invisible enemy. Sweat
poured down his body, soaked through his tunic. The voice in his mind hammered
against the mental barrier he had erected. It fought to break free; it would if
he didn't concentrate on maintaining his defenses. A life spent fighting the
presence within him was no life at all. His hatred of the voices, the demons,
and frustration at his inability to protect Hailen drove him beyond exhaustion.


His
muscles begged for mercy, but he refused to stop. He channeled his anger,
annoyance at himself, and guilt into the fluid dance of war. After a sleepless
night, he welcomed the outlet for everything he'd bottled up for so long. 


Master
Eldor stood watching, hands clasped behind his back. He nodded as the Hunter
completed his sword form. "Better, though the tension in your shoulders is
slowing you down."


The
Hunter winced at a throbbing in his side. His body had slowly begun acclimating
to the thin air of the mountaintop. Resting his hands on his knees, he took
deep breaths to drive away the cramp.


"Enough
for now." Master Eldor threw the Hunter a cloth. "You've been at this
since sunrise." 


The
Hunter wiped his perspiration-soaked face and glanced at the sun. It approached
its zenith, well past noon. He wanted to continue—he felt like a tightly coiled
spring yearning to be released. But his body ached from the exertion. Master
Eldor had pushed him hard. He had no complaints. Fatigue dulled the whirling chaos
in his mind, drove back the insistent voices. 


"Very
well." He sheathed his sword. 


Master
Eldor quirked an eyebrow. "You well, lad? I've seen dead men looking
better than you."


"Didn't
sleep."


"Ah."
Master Eldor nodded sagely. "Been there myself. Every year it seems I
sleep less. Though that doesn't necessarily mean I want to greet your ugly mug
first thing in the morning." A grin played on his lips.


The
Hunter gave a half-smile. He'd fled his room before the sun peeked over the horizon.
Sunrise had found him fighting a foe only he could see. 


"You
seem a bit…driven today. I'm guessing that has more to do with that boy of
yours." 


"He
was supposed to be safe," the Hunter said, his voice tight, "far away
from here." 


Master
Eldor tilted his head, a curious expression on his face. "Why wouldn't you bring him here? If he's
Elivasti, there is no safer place for him." Sorrow filled his eyes.
"After last night, I expected you'd agree."


"How
was I supposed to know that would happen to him?" the Hunter snarled.
"I can't even remember my own Keeper-damned name, much less the truth of
some secret race of people descended from the ancient Serenii."


"True."
Master Eldor turned up his palms. "But he's here now. That's what best for
him."


 "Is it?" The Hunter whirled, eyes
blazing. "He's locked in that enclosure, surrounded by the men loyal to
the Sage. What's to stop the damned demon from ordering his death? Thanks to
that bloody oath of yours, you'd have to obey."


The
old Elivasti's eyes dropped. "Surely it won't come to that."


"Not
if I keep up the pretense of serving the Sage like a loyal lapdog. Which means
pretending to root out traitors among the Elivasti. He's going to expect
results, and soon. Names, Master
Eldor. He'll want names."


"Stall
him." Master Eldor's expression grew grim, fierce. "Delay him for a
few more days, just long enough for us to figure out how to get you access to
him."


"And
what if he decides I'm not working fast enough and orders Hailen's death? The
Sage now has leverage to make me do whatever he wants." 


Master
Eldor shook his head. "That's not his way. He doesn't strong-arm you to
force you to do what he wants." He grimaced. "Though, I wouldn't put
it past the Warmaster to try that tactic."


"That's
what the Sage said. He said he saved
the boy by bringing him here, before the Warmaster's men got to him."


"If
that's true, why are you so angry?"


The
Hunter balled his fists. "Because I'm
supposed to be protecting him!" His heart thundered against his ribs.
"Anything bad that happens to him, that's on my head! I took him from his
home, dragged him halfway across the world, and now he ends up in the clutches
of the Abiarazi."


"Of
course." Master Eldor shook his head. "Guilt can eat you alive,
Hunter. But only if you let it."


The
Hunter rolled his eyes. "Please, spare me the lecture." 


"No
lecture. Just a simple truth: the boy is with you because it was meant to
be."


"Destiny?
I've heard enough about 'fate' and 'destiny' to last a lifetime. I don't buy
that my life is pre-ordained by some master plan of the gods."


"No,
I'm not talking about destiny." Master Eldor scratched his chin. "You
say you took him from his home. Why?"


"I…"


Why indeed? He'd deluded himself into thinking it
was to protect the boy. Truth be told, he'd done it because he needed Hailen,
needed the peace that came when he was near him. 


Master
Eldor held up a hand. "Your reasons are your own, but can you truly say
you intended to put the boy in harm's
way?"


"Never!"
He'd tried his best to keep Hailen safe, but the life of an assassin had its
share of dangers—dangers that only multiplied when one was Bucelarii, offspring
of the Abiarazi. "But he's suffered enough for a lifetime, all because of
me."


"Perhaps."
Master Eldor shrugged. "You may be the reason he's suffered. Or, perhaps
your taking him has spared him from another form of suffering, one you can't
possibly imagine."


The
Hunter pondered the Elivasti's words. Garanis, the demon masquerading as an Illusionist
Cleric in Malandria, had intended to raid the Cambionari vault and claim the
power for himself—or for the Sage. The demon's death had put an end to that
plan, or at least set it back. He had saved Hailen's life that night, but what
had come of taking the boy with him?


When
Il Seytani had captured Hailen, the bandit chieftain had forced the Hunter to
travel to Al Hani to kill the al-Malek. There, the Hunter had encountered the
demon Queen Asalah, who'd told him of Kara-ket. When the Illusionist Cleric
tried to wipe his mind, concern for Hailen had driven him to escape. Hailen had
saved his life in the Advanat Desert. 


Yet, in the end, all that only benefits me.
The boy isn't better off for my presence, but I am better off for his.


He
shook his head. "Since meeting me, the boy's life has been fraught with
pain, loss, and suffering."


"Be
that as it may, what's to say his life would have been otherwise had the two of
you never crossed paths?" A hint of kindness brightened Master Eldor's
violet eyes. "Life is filled with suffering; there is no escape. The only
way to survive is to have the right people by your side." 


The
Hunter locked gazes with the Elivasti. For the briefest of moments, a hint of
the man from the Hunter's memories appeared. Gone was the hardness around the
eyes and the weight of age. The wise, kind-hearted teacher stared back at him
with sympathy. The worry for Hailen's safety remained, but the burden of guilt
lightened. If only a little. 


"I
will do everything I can to protect him. But the sooner you kill the demons,
the sooner he will be safe."


"If
only it were that simple. The Sage isn't exactly the trusting sort. He never
goes anywhere alone, always in the company of at least two Elivasti." The
Hunter shook his head. "Can you convince them to leave him unguarded long
enough for me to deal with him?"


Master
Eldor's face fell. "Alas, the men guarding the Sage serve him with
unwavering loyalty. They live in the temple, close at hand to carry out the
Sage's bidding. Worse, they're young and hot-headed, and have a zeal for
conquest. They believe the Sage will not only protect them, but lead them to
glory."


The
Hunter snorted. "I'd expect the Warmaster to amass that sort of following,
but the Sage?" 


"He
is far more dangerous than the Warmaster. His back-up plans have back-up plans,
and he is the sort to carefully consider each move before making it."


The
Hunter had seen as much playing Nizaa with the Sage. 


"He
has given his loyal cadre of Elivasti anything and everything they could ask
for. In their eagerness for power and prestige—as is ever the way of the
young—they have devoted themselves to him." He leaned closer and dropped
his voice to an ominous whisper. "You must be careful who you trust. One
wrong word of our plans to anyone, and it could spell the end of all we've
worked hard to achieve."


The
Hunter rolled his eyes. "This isn't my first conspiracy, Master
Eldor." 


The
old Elivasti chuckled. "No, it wouldn't be." His expression grew
somber. "But never before have the stakes been so high."


The understatement of the millennia
there. Hailen's life
hung in the balance. The future of an entire race of people depended on him.
And if that wasn't enough, there was the matter of the Warmaster's plans to
conquer Einan. Keeper alone knew what the Sage intended. Yes, indeed, the stakes are Keeper-damned high. 


"So
how soon will you be ready? The Sage will get me access to the Warmaster's
temple in the next day or two. Once he gets what he wants, we won't have much
time. I've a feeling my potential as a threat will quickly loom larger than my
value as an ally." 


Master
Eldor frowned. "A day or two, hmmm." He scratched his beard, a habit
the Hunter noticed he indulged in when deep in thought. "Not a lot of time
to work with."


The
Hunter was less than thrilled with Master Eldor and Master Belros' plan. It
hinged on their ability to change the guard rotation to put men they knew they
could rely on beside the Sage. As soon as they did, they would send word. The
guards would make themselves scarce hopefully long enough for the Hunter to
kill the Sage. 


"Make
it three days, then. As soon as the Warmaster is dead, things in Kara-ket are
going to get tense. The Masters of Agony will be leaderless, and the Sage will
have to do something to prevent chaos and bloodshed."


"His
loyal cadre will be spread thin trying to keep things under control, and he'll
have to rely on the rest of the Elivasti to maintain order." Master Eldor
nodded. "We should be able to make a hole in his guard long enough for you
to slip through."


"Which
doesn't solve the problem of how to keep the Sage's trusted Elivasti from
hunting me down." The Hunter grimaced. He couldn't flee with Hailen, but
he couldn't leave the boy trapped on the mountain. The solution of how to
escape after the Sage's death hadn't yet presented itself. 


"If
you can escape the temple and come here, we can protect you. And your
boy." Master Eldor's expression grew grim. "I believe Master Belros,
myself, and the other elders of the Elivasti can convince them to see a way to
peace. Even the most headstrong youths can understand the value of
freedom." 


"And
if they won't be dissuaded?" The Hunter crossed his arms. "If they
decide that their oaths to the Sage continue beyond his death?"


Master
Eldor looked away. "Pray to whatever god you worship it doesn't come to
that. I have no desire to see Elivasti blood spilled by Elivasti." 


Of course you don't, the Hunter thought, but are you willing to let it happen for the sake of the Elivasti? In
the grip of Sage or the Warmaster, they had little hope for a future beyond
servitude, carnage, and death. 
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Master
Eldor's gaze returned to the Hunter, his expression dark. "I think we've
had enough training for one day. There's much to prepare for tonight."


The
Hunter nodded and replaced his wooden practice blade on the rack. Midday had
passed hours ago; the Expurgation ritual would be held at sundown. He wouldn't
have time to return to his room for a change of clothes, but at least he'd have
a chance to see Hailen before the Sage and Warmaster arrived for the ceremony. 


"Mind
if I accompany you to visit your boy? I have a few people to check in on."


The
Hunter nodded. "As you wish."


The
two left the forge, moving through the narrow streets without hurry. 


The
Hunter glanced over at the violet-eyed Elivasti walking beside him. "I
must ask you something, and I need you to be honest."


The
Elivasti raised an eyebrow. "I've no reason to lie to you, lad."


"Did
you know Hailen was here? The Sage told me the day after they brought
him."


Master
Eldor's fingers teased the hem of his sleeve. "I knew, though I had no
idea he was yours."


The
Hunter pondered his words. "Had you known, would you have told me, even if
the Sage commanded you to be silent?"


The
Elivasti's expression grew strained. "You're asking if I would break my
oath to serve the Abiarazi?"


"No.
I'm asking if you'd have told me."


Master
Eldor fell silent, his face pensive. "In all truth, lad, I don't
know." His eyes remained fixed on the rutted street. "It is a difficult
question."


"I
understand." The Elivasti's hesitation spoke volumes. He'd sworn himself
to the demons; he would not break his oath easily. 


Despite
his initial hesitations, he found himself liking Master Eldor more and more.
The old Elivasti was a harsh tutor and tough as cured bloodbear-hide, but he
knew his way around a sword. In the last two days of training, the Hunter had
noticed a marked improvement in his movements. The sword seemed to move easier,
with more fluidity and grace. Master Eldor still insisted he moved like a
wooden dummy dancing on marionette strings, but it lacked the vehemence of the
previous day. 


Yet
more than that, he'd grown more comfortable in the Elivasti's presence. Master
Eldor was something familiar, a tenuous link to a former life. Perhaps spending
time with the man would trigger more memories. He would do anything to find out
more about his forgotten past. He could remember only two faces: Master
Eldor's…and Hers.


As
ever, thoughts of his mystery woman drew his eyes northward. The memory of Her
called to him. She was somewhere out there, waiting for him. He could feel the
tug on his heart, just as he heard Soulhunger's voice in his mind. He ached to
leave Kara-ket and travel to find Her. Yet he couldn't until he'd dealt with
the Sage and the Warmaster and cured Hailen.


Just a few more days, he reminded himself. Provided I survive what's to come.


They
walked without a word, Master Eldor seeming lost in contemplation. 


The
Hunter broke the uncomfortable silence. "So, am I getting any better? Or
have I forgotten too many of your lessons?"


Master
Eldor tilted his hand back and forth. "I've seen worse." 


The
Hunter chuckled. "High praise, indeed."


Master
Eldor shrugged. "At least you're good for something. It's been years since
I was truly able to let loose on an opponent without fear of carving him to
shreds. Your healing makes you a good training dummy."


"Bastard!"
The Hunter's voice rose in mock outrage. "I'll—"


"Do
nothing, unless you want your boy to see you getting beaten into the mud. We're
here."


The
Elivasti guarding the enclosure straightened at Master Eldor's approach. One
rapped on the small wooden door set into the large gate, and it swung open.


Master
Eldor motioned for him to enter. The Hunter ducked beneath the low door
frame—sized to the shorter Elivasti. Beyond the wall, it seemed as if he'd
stepped into a brand new world, one which lacked the order and precision of the
city outside. Ramshackle stone huts jutted from the mountainside with no
discernible organization. Muddy run-off seeped through the streets—if one could
call rutted dirt paths “streets”—and trickled into the houses. A thick coat of
dust and grime colored everything an indifferent brown.


The
city of the Elivasti had been a quiet place, but the enclosure echoed with the
shouts and laughter of children. A handful of youngsters ran past, waving
wooden swords and yelling in words only they understood. Mud caked their
elbows, knees, and faces, and food stained their mouths. The walled zone was an
oasis of mayhem amidst a desert of tranquility. 


Master
Eldor called a greeting to the passing children, and turned to the Hunter with
a broad smile. "They may be dirty, but look at those smiles. They're as
happy as children can be. Within these walls, they face no harm from the
outside world. Until the opia is
harvested, they laugh, play, and live life in the way only a child can." 


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "And their parents?"


Master
Eldor shrugged. "Some—those too old or frail to wield a blade in service
to the Sage—occupy the houses within the walls and spend their days caring for
the children. The young and strong, the warriors, the skilled workers, they
live in the city beyond. Though it means they are apart from their loved ones,
it is a sacrifice we are willing to make, for their sakes."


The
Elivasti's words felt like a taunt. Master Eldor undoubtedly intended no
offense, but it left the Hunter wondering. Would
Hailen be better off here? The boy would be with children of his own kind,
protected from his own naïve nature. 


A
group of children came careening around a corner, and the Hunter was surprised
to see Hailen in the lead. He ran without signs of weariness, laughing and
shouting among youngsters his own age. The sight brought a smile to the
Hunter's lips even as a burden settled on his shoulders. The question burned in
his mind. Would I be willing to make such
a sacrifice if it meant keeping the boy safe? 


Hailen
brightened to see the Hunter and raced toward them, breathless with excitement.
Before the Hunter could say a word of greeting, Hailen launched into a
recounting of the marvels of hide-and-seek. 


The
Hunter had no desire to interrupt him. He searched the boy's face but found no
trace of what he'd seen last night. At
least the Irrsinnon has not scarred him.


Yet.
Worry settled like a stone in the Hunter's gut. If he failed in his attempts on
the Warmaster and the Sage, he would be forced to flee before he had the opia.
What would he do? Could he leave Hailen in Master Eldor's care? The boy's life
with the Hunter had been filled with pain and hardship. Would he be better off
among his own kind? 


"So,
Hardwell? Can I?" 


Hailen's
voice pierced the Hunter's maudlin thoughts. "Sorry, what was that?" 


A
frown appeared on Hailen's face. "Train, with the other boys. I want to
learn to fight, too!"


Master
Eldor chuckled. "That's the spirit, lad!" 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes at the old Elivasti. "What's he talking
about?"


"Every
day, I spend an hour teaching the young ones here the way of sword and
spear." Master Eldor held up his hands. "Trust me, he'll come to no
harm. Their training is a way to acclimate them to the life they'll face
outside these walls."


The
Hunter had no desire to expose Hailen to any more violence. The boy had
suffered enough for one lifetime. But how could he say no? Not with that
expression of eager delight. And learning to fight could serve him well. The
world had proven perilous for the innocent child; he'd need to know how to
defend himself. 


"Very
well," he said, "but be careful!"


Hailen
threw his arms around the Hunter's waist. "Oh, thank you Hardwell!"


Warmth
flooded the Hunter, and he patted the boy's head. "Enough now, lad." 


Hailen
disentangled himself. "I have to go now, but will you come back
tomorrow?" Excitement shone in his violet eyes. "Maybe you can come
and watch me train."


The
Hunter smiled. "I'd love nothing more." He turned to Master Eldor to
speak, but something in the distance drew his attention and turned his blood to
ice. 


At
the far side of the enclosure, abutting the base of the mountain upon which the
temples sat, four obsidian monoliths stood stark against the grey stone of the
mountain. The Hunter drew in a sharp breath, and the stench of rot, ancient and
timeless, drifted toward him. 


What in the twisted hell are those doing
here? 


When
the boy had touched the standing stones in the Advanat Desert, he had
unleashed…something terrible. That was when his eyes had changed their color.
The Irrsinnon had come upon him at
that moment. 


I have to get Hailen out of here!


He
couldn't leave Hailen this close to the standing stones. He wouldn't risk
Hailen's presence setting off whatever power lay within the stones. 


No, not his presence. His blood. The power had only activated when
Hailen pressed a bloody hand to the stone.


It
always came back to the boy's blood. When Hailen touched the Hunter—or any
demon—blood dripped from his fingertips. When the Hunter lay dying from the effects
of iron, the boy's blood had saved him. There's
something there, something important. But what?


He
had to find a way to get Hailen out of the enclosure, and soon. He cast a
glance over his shoulder. Master Eldor stood a few paces away, talking with a
handful of older children. 


The
Hunter dropped his voice to a whisper. "Listen to me, Hailen. See those
stones?" He thrust his chin at the towering obelisks standing at the base
of the temple.


Hailen
nodded. 


"I
need you to promise me that you'll stay far away from them. Remember what
happened in the desert?"


Hailen's
eyes went wide. "You mean—?"


"Yes."
The Hunter couldn't let Hailen say it aloud. "We can't let that happen
again. So you have to stay away. Do you understand?"


Hailen's
expression turned somber, and he nodded. "I understand, Hardwell." A
hint of worry flashed behind his eyes. "But what if the others want to
play around there?"


The
Hunter shook his head. "You can't. It's…" What could he tell the boy?
How could he make Hailen understand the danger the stones posed? "Just
trust me, please." 


Hailen
nodded. "I will."


He
pulled the boy into a quick hug. His nostrils filled with the boy's unique
scent. Beneath the dirt and grime of an unwashed child was the fresh, innocent
smell the Hunter knew so well. He had no other words to describe the odor. All
he knew is that it made him want to keep the boy safe from harm. 


He
broke off the embrace. With a wave, Hailen turned and scampered up the street.
"See you tomorrow!"


As
the children raced away—followed by a portly, red-faced woman the Hunter
guessed to be Goodie Eriath—the Hunter came to a sudden realization. The children all have their own scent!


The
crowd of Elivasti youths brought myriad aromas, each one unique and easily
identified by the Hunter's sensitive nostrils. Yet Master Eldor, an arm's
length away, had no scent at all. 


He'd
puzzled over the curiosity before. Hailen had the same violet eyes, the same
weakness of the other Elivasti. From what Master Eldor had told him, he had
even begun to show the first hints of the madness. He hadn't understood why
Hailen had a smell when none of the Elivasti he'd encountered did.


Yet
the children of the Elivasti did. So why not the adults? 


And
why did the voices only fall silent
when he was near Hailen? He'd spent the last two days in close proximity to
Master Eldor, but the demon hadn't given up its shrieking. Soulhunger’s demands
for death hadn't quietened. 


But
he faced an even greater predicament. The opia would ripen in a few days, and
the Hunter could give it to the boy. But then what? Once the boy had been given
the opia and his madness cured, did
the Hunter dare leave Kara-ket? Would the Elivasti allow him to take the boy?
Would Hailen want to go with him, now that he had found his own kind? Could the
Hunter face life alone, without Hailen's presence to drive back the voices in
his mind? Did he want to? Though only
a few months had elapsed since he took the boy from the Beggar Temple in
Malandria, it felt like a lifetime. Hailen had given him purpose; did he dare
leave that behind?


His
mind raced. It didn't make sense. Master Eldor's hand on his shoulder snapped
him from his thoughts. "Everything all right?" 


The
Hunter turned to Master Eldor. "Sorry," he grunted. He'd had come to
Kara-ket for answers and found only more questions.


"Deep
thoughts?" 


The
Hunter nodded. 


"Troubling
ones, by the looks of it."


The
Hunter rolled his shoulders. "Worried for the boy."


"I
understand that. I remember the day I left my own son in the enclosure."


"Where
is he now?" 


Master
Eldor's expression turned stony. "Gone." 


The
Hunter didn't push. The old Elivasti seemed disinclined to say more. Instead,
he thrust a finger toward the standing stones. "Tell me this, what in the
Watcher's name are those accursed things doing here?" 


"What?"
He squinted in the direction of the Hunter's pointing finger. "Oh, the
Dolmenrath?"


"Whatever
you call them! Why are they here?" 


"Why
wouldn't they be?" Master Eldor's brow wrinkled in confusion. "The Serenii
put them here when they built the temples." 


Serenii? The Hunter's heart thundered. But I thought they were used by the demons.



Visibos,
apprentice to Sir Danna, the Cambionari knight, had said the stones served as a
focus for the power of the Abiarazi. The balding man insisted the demons used them to invade Einan, yet
could the Cambionari apprentice be mistaken? 


If that's true, they're nothing like any
of the other Serenii artifacts. The
Serenii built graceful elegance and masterpieces of architecture. Their
handiwork—the Black Spire in Praamis, the Bridge of Ilyerrion, the tunnels
beneath Voramis and Malandria, even the twin temples of Kara-ket
themselves—were beautiful creations that defied the very laws of nature. 


The
obelisks, however, reeked of death and destruction. He'd encountered those
standing stones in the Chasm of the Lost, and again in the Advanat. Il
Seytani's men had called them "a place of evil". Even bloodbears,
among the most vicious creatures on Einan, avoided the monoliths. The black
obelisks seemed to emanate an aura of menace and malevolence that made the
Hunter shiver despite the midday warmth.


But
Master Eldor seemed undisturbed by their presence. "They are, in large
part, a reason we arrived in Kara-ket in the first place, so many centuries
ago." 


The
Hunter's head snapped around, his eyes narrowing. "Explain."


"They
are spread throughout Einan, hidden in places where no human would dare to
travel. But we dare, for it is our only hope, the only way to escape the
madness. The Dolmenrath were built by our forefathers, and they extend the
shadow of the Serenii across the land."


"So
you travel between these Dolmenrath? They serve as a 'safe haven'?"


Master
Eldor nodded. "Indeed. We have scoured every corner of Einan in search of the
Dolmenrath. That is how we discovered the twin temples, one of the greatest
creations of the Serenii."


"So
you stayed, not out of loyalty to the Abiarazi, but because it is the only way
to live?"


"At
the beginning, yes. Those who came before me took up residence in Kara-ket in
order to survive. But when the Sage came, he proved himself worthy of our
service. He has given us purpose. Because of him, we flourish when our very
heritage has turned against us. We are safe in a world where we are unwelcome simply
because we are not human."


The
Hunter knew that sentiment all too well. He'd hidden his true identity from the
people of Voramis. Oh, he'd told himself it was out of a desire to avoid
reprisals for his work as an assassin, but deep down, he knew it had been a
lie. Even when he had no idea who—or what—he was, he'd always known he was an
outsider. Hiding his identity had made it easier for him to blend in.


"So
to you, those stones aren't harmful?"


Master
Eldor raised an eyebrow. "Why would they be?" 


The
Hunter hesitated. If he doesn't know what
the stones can do, should I tell him? 


"I've
heard stories, is all," he said lamely. 


He
hated lying to Master Eldor, but he couldn't risk the Sage finding out the
truth about Hailen's blood. Together with the Dolmenrath, it offered a power he
wouldn't let the demon get his hands on.
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An
elegant fragrance—citrus, verbena, and oak—drifted toward him. A heartbeat
later, the reek of rot and decay assaulted his nostrils, setting his stomach
churning. 


Speak of demons and they appear.


The
Hunter turned, his eyes traveling to the top of the wall. The Sage leaned on
the parapet, eyes fixed on the Hunter and Master Eldor. 


Master
Eldor followed his gaze and swept a deep bow to the Abiarazi. "He'll want
to talk to you, lad," he said from his prone position. "Be wary what
you tell him." When he straightened, his face had grown inscrutable, the
sorrow fading from his eyes. 


The
Hunter steeled his expression and, with a respectful nod for the Sage, strode
toward the gate. The Elivasti at the entrance let him out without question. He
turned his steps to a nearby set of stairs, climbed, and came to stand beside
the demon.


"Sage."


"Hunter."
The Sage raised an eyebrow. "Anything to report?" 


The
Hunter shook his head. "Whispers and shared glances, but nothing
concrete." He leaned on the parapet. "It'll take more than a day to
gain their trust." 


"You
and Master Eldor seem to have bonded." 


The
Hunter groaned. "You came right after
the tongue-lashing he gave me. I missed a particularly important thrust in
training." 


"Ahh."
The Sage nodded. "I have heard of Eldor's…draconian regimen. A necessary
evil, given that his Elivasti face off against the Warmaster."


"Why
is that?" The Hunter turned to regard the Abiarazi. "From what I
hear, the Warmaster isn't particularly concerned about teaching." 


The
Sage grimaced. "You've no idea how many Elivasti I've lost to that brute.
All part of the training, he says, but it's odd how many of the ones who
sustain the worst injuries are the ones I can trust."


"Seems
a waste, one you'd be better off avoiding."


"If
only," the Sage said, sighing. "Remember that they serve all Abiarazi. They must obey his
commands. Which means if he insists that he test their mettle, they have no
choice but to face him across the training field at least once."


"Has
anyone bested him?" 


"Not
even close." The Sage shook his head. "Though I would give all the
fabled wealth of the lost city of Rach-chan-neth to pit him against Master
Eldor in his prime. Now that would
have been a battle for the ages."


The
Hunter nodded. Even at his advanced age, Master Eldor moved with the grace and
speed of a greatcat, striking each blow with power and precision that seemed
impossible from such a slim frame.


"Come,
Hunter. Walk with me." The Sage gestured toward the smooth walkway atop
the wall. "From the lofty heights, one can so easily forget what it's like
to live down here. Were it not for the Expurgation, I believe I would never
visit the home of my Elivasti."


The
Hunter didn't buy the Sage's pretense. The demon didn't care how his servants
lived—all that mattered was that they served him. The ritual of the Expurgation
commanded his presence here tonight, nothing more. 


"How
go our plans?" The Hunter inclined his head toward the Warmaster's temple.



"Slowly,"
the Sage admitted with an uncharacteristic wince. "I have my men looking
for a weakness in the Warmaster's ranks, but I fear they are not finding it.
Short of a direct confrontation, we are having little success clearing a path
for you to attack him when he is vulnerable."


The
Hunter clenched his jaw. His plan hinged on eliminating the Warmaster without killing any Elivasti. He had no
qualms about killing Masters of Agony, but he doubted Master Eldor could talk
down Elivasti hell-bent on revenge for the death of their own. 


"But
do not despair, Hunter. We will find
the right time to make our move." The Sage fixed him with that intense
glare. "What will you say to him tonight?"


The
question caught the Hunter off guard. He hadn't given much thought to it. 


"If,
as you told me, he is expecting you to find a chance to eliminate me, he will
be expecting to hear from you. No doubt he will try to get you alone while I am
busy with the ritual."


"No
doubt." The Hunter gave the Sage a wry grin. "And I will tell him
precisely what he expects."


The
Sage cocked an eyebrow. "Which is?" 


"That
I have wormed my way into your good graces and you are sharing with me every
detail of your plans. By the week's end, I will have gained your implicit
trust, and you will believe I am your best friend."


The
Sage chuckled. "He'll be pleased to hear that."


"Then,
when he inevitably asks when I intend to make a move, I will give him a
convincing reason why I have to delay a few days. Something about increased
security or some such."


"Good,
good." The Sage stroked his angular chin. "Do you think it'll
work?"


"He
won't be happy about it, but I think I can placate him for a little while
longer." The Hunter fixed the Sage with a pointed stare. "But not much longer."


"My
men will not fail me." 


Silence
passed between them as they strode the wall. The Hunter was keenly aware of the
Sage's eyes fixed on him with that unblinking stare. "What?"


"I
find myself wondering why you choose to side with me rather than him. Surely a
warrior like you must have recognized a kindred spirit in him."


The
Sage's words felt like a slap. "Because both wield a sword?" The Sage
nodded. "If that were the case, I would consider the Cambionari among my
friends."


The
Sage winced.


The
Hunter sneered. "I tell you this, Sage, the Warmaster may have the skill
of a warrior, but he has the temperament of a bloodbear in heat! He is a
savage, mad in his lust for power. While I am by no means a man of peace, I
understand that there are times when a hot head is more dangerous to oneself
than one's enemy." 


A
grin tugged on the Sage's lips. The Hunter stifled the urge to ram his fist
into the demon's smug face. You, too, are
a monster, Demon. You just hide it better. He steeled his expression. It
wouldn't do to let the demon see his true feelings. 


The
Sage nodded. "I believe you speak the truth." He stopped suddenly and
turned to the Hunter. "Tell me, what do you think of Kara-ket?"


The
mercurial shift in conversation surprised the Hunter. He studied the
Warmaster's temple, which rose thousands of paces overhead. Sunlight glinted
off the cool green-blue exterior, accentuating the perfection of sleek curves
and towering magnificence.


"A
masterpiece of architecture," he said, truthfully. "In all my
travels, I've only seen one building to compare—the Black Spire of
Praamis."


The
Sage nodded. "I have heard of the Black Spire, though I haven't had the
good fortune to lay eyes upon it myself. The Serenii truly were masters of
their craft. But did you know that this temple was once a brilliant
white?"


The
Hunter said nothing. Clearly the Sage was working up to a point.


The
Abiarazi's gesture encompassed the pristine blue sky. "They were intended
to be a place for the Serenii to study the heavens. Only the most perfect white
stone was used in the construction, brought here from all across Einan. Looking
at it now, you'd hardly believe it."


The
Hunter studied the temple once more. Not a speck of white showed among the sea
of cerulean stone. "As you say." 


"Therein
lies my point. All of the greatest Serenii architects—the very hands that had
constructed Enarium—collaborated to build Kara-ket. But one Serenii, a
botanist, warned them that building atop Shana Laal would have dire
consequences. Of course, the Serenii, in their self-important grandeur, ignored
their companion. The construction of Kara-ket proceeded as planned. The temples
were erected, and a truly spectacular creation they were, indeed."


"But?"


The
Sage chuckled. "The botanist was right. Atop Shana Laal, there grew a
species of moss found nowhere else on Einan. That moss spread across the
surface of the temple almost overnight, and the Serenii could do nothing to
stop it. In fact, they had to brick up all of the entrances to the temples in order
to stop the moss from spreading inside."


"The
Serenii spent centuries trying to figure out how to eliminate the moss. But, by
the time they did, the stones were stained. Thus, the pristine white temple of
the Serenii was forever marred…forever changed to this. Kara-ket was
abandoned by all but the botanist who had warned against the project."


The
Hunter scratched his chin. He'd faced arrogant enemies many times. None had
lived long enough to regret their overconfidence. 


"An
object lesson, then." The Hunter pointed to the Warmaster's temple.
"Just as the arrogance of the Serenii proved their downfall, the same is
true of the Warmaster. His hubris will be his doom."


The
Sage gave him a wintry smile. "Correct. And the doom of every Elivasti
that follows him. Thus, for the sake of the people I—and all Abiarazi—have
sworn to protect, I must remove him. And there above us lies the plan for doing
so." He pointed. "See there."


The
Hunter followed the demon's finger. A bridge connected the uppermost levels of
the twin towers. Though it looked frail from his vantage, if it was built from
the same stone as the temple, it would hold an army. 


"That is your plan? Surely he has men
guarding the door!"


"No.
The Warmaster is too confident of his strength. He fears no assassin, not when
his temple is filled with Elivasti and Masters of Agony. He locks the door, but
never sets a guard. It would be a simple matter to have one of my Elivasti slip
into the Warmaster's temple and open the door for you. You could enter unnoticed.
From there, it is only a few flights of stairs to the Warmaster's quarters. I
leave it to you to decide the best way to put an end to him once and for
all."


The
Hunter studied the bridge. "How do I access it?"


"Through
my private chambers. There is a reason I took up residence there. Long have I
had this plan in mind. The only thing stopping us is the Warmaster's paranoia.
Only those Elivasti he truly trusts are allowed in his temple. It is proving
difficult to get my men in the position to open the door. "


The
Hunter studied the bridge and grunted acknowledgement. It would be the perfect
way to gain access to the Warmaster's chambers without having to climb twenty
floors. "I will be ready."


Savage
glee flashed in the Sage's eyes, and he gripped the Hunter's shoulder with
surprising strength. "You will not regret it, Hunter. When the Warmaster
has been eliminated, there will be no stopping us. We will rule Einan, and you
will command my armies as you were born to."


The
Hunter plastered excitement on his face, but inside he felt only disgust. The
burden of responsibility had just grown heavier. If he didn't eliminate both
demons, the whole of Einan would suffer as a result. 


He
snorted inwardly. The Hunter of Voramis,
a Watcher-damned savior. Bugger me with a cactus, who'd have ever thought it? 
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Something
the Sage said sparked an idea. "You say I am to command your armies?"
A similar offer had been extended by Queen Asalah in Al Hani, so it didn't take
the Hunter by surprise. "But what will I command them to do? This is the
first you've spoken of your intentions beyond the Warmaster's death."


"Ahh,"
the Sage said, nodding. "And you wish to know my plans."


The
Hunter shrugged. "If I am to share in the conquest, would it not be best
that I know how it will happen?
Perhaps I may even have something of value to add." He gave the Sage a
sardonic grin. "Beyond my ability to swing a blade." 


The
Sage had given him the perfect opening. He had an excuse to come out and ask
directly about the demon's plans for Einan. 


"Of
course." The Sage inclined his head. "I fully intended to share all
the details with you when the time was right." He lowered his voice.
"And trust me, it will come sooner than expected."


The
Hunter fought to hide his excitement. If he could get the Sage to divulge
information on his spies and envoys around Einan, it would make his job of
hunting them all down significantly easier. It was the final missing piece to
complete his mission to Kara-ket. 


The
Sage straightened. "But now is not that time. We are here for the
Expurgation, the cleansing of the Elivasti. I believe you will want to witness
this firsthand."


The
Hunter nodded. He needed to learn as much about the ceremony as possible if he
was to find a way to cure Hailen.


Horns
blared nearby, filling the air with a deep rumbling akin to the roll of
thunder. 


The
Sage's eyes snapped to the sky. "Sunset approaches, and the ceremony must
commence shortly. I must depart and prepare for my role in tonight's
rites."


"Of
course." The Hunter gave a short bow. "And I must find the Warmaster
and give him my report."


The
Sage sneered. "Get the unpleasant tasks out of the way first, eh?"


"Always."



"I
will seek you out after the ritual is concluded. Perhaps we will have a chance
to speak further on important matters. But first, a word of caution. I'd advise
against saying anything about your boy."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Why?"


"The
Warmaster believes his men were unable to locate the lad." The demon fixed
him with that intense, unblinking stare. "He has no idea your boy hides
among the Elivasti in the enclosure. If he discovered the boy is here…"


The
Hunter's muscles drew taut. He'd almost forgotten. "He would seek to use
him against me." Though he wouldn't trust the Sage as far as he could
throw a cave bear, at least the demon's intervention had prevented the
Warmaster from capturing Hailen and using the boy as leverage. Keeping the
Warmaster unaware of Hailen's presence meant keeping the boy safe a while
longer.


"Precisely.
For that reason, let him believe the boy has somehow slipped through his
fingers. It will be safer for him."


"So
be it." 


"Until
later, Hunter." With a nod, the Sage turned and hurried away. 


The
Hunter watched the demon go, and the tension in his shoulders and neck
diminished with the retreating reek of rot and decay. Every conversation with
the Sage felt like dancing along the edge of a sword. A single misstep would
prove fatal.


But
he'd learned a great deal from this encounter. The Sage had plans to conquer
Einan, though no doubt less ferocious than the Warmaster's. The fact that the
demon had offered him command of his army could indicate the Sage meant to keep
him alive longer. Or, it could be nothing but a ruse to keep him placated,
unexpecting of the dagger that would surely find a way into his back. Either
way, he would play the loyal ally. If it convinced the Sage to reveal his
plans, he'd act the part. 


First,
he had another role to play for the Warmaster. He had no desire to see the huge
demon, much less speak with him. After discovering the demon's intentions to
capture Hailen, the Hunter didn't know if he could maintain the pretense of
cordiality. 


Not much I can do to get out of it. 


Below,
a crowd of Elivasti had gathered in the enclosure, surrounding the Dolmenrath.
The Hunter's stomach tightened at the sight of the four obsidian stones. They
brought nothing but painful memories.


A
second horn blast interrupted his thoughts. At that moment, the mass of
Elivasti parted, making way for the enormous figure that swaggered through the
enclosure. The Warmaster had arrived.


The
Hunter hurried along the wall and descended the stairs, pushing his way through
the mass of odorless Elivasti bodies and into the enclosure. The crush of
people grew thicker as he approached the standing stones. Head and shoulders
taller than the Elivasti, he could see a clear space with two great chairs and
a third smaller chair. The Warmaster had settled his bulk into one, his
enormous tankard in one hand and a lamb of leg in the other. A pair of
scarlet-robed Masters of Agony hovered at his shoulders. The multitude of
glares directed at them made perfectly clear that they were not welcome at this
ceremony.


The
Masters' hands darted toward their sword hilts when the Hunter broke free of
the crowd and strode toward the Warmaster. The huge demon waved them back.
"He is our guest tonight." 


The
Hunter bowed. "Warmaster." 


"Hunter."
A curt nod, and the Abiarazi gestured to the smaller chair. "Join
us." 


"Thank
you." Taking a seat, the Hunter leaned to one side, pretending to busy
himself adjusting his boot laces, and pitched his voice for the Warmaster's
ears only. "All is proceeding as planned. Already the Sage has begun to
take me into his confidences."


"Good,"
the Warmaster rumbled from behind his enormous tankard. "You snuck out
like a thief the other night. Were it not for the Sage's presence, I would have
believed you departed with him."


"I
took advantage of your party to explore his chambers. Finding a way to kill him
won't be easy, not with his Elivasti protectors."


 "When will it be done?" 


"Three
days. Four at most." The day after he
intended to kill the Warmaster. 


The
huge demon bristled. "Why the delay? Surely you—"


"I
intend to survive this particular
task." The Hunter's voice held steel. "I've found an escape route
that will take me to safety, hidden from the Sage's guards. But he is never
unaccompanied. I have to find a way to get him away from his protectors, which,
as I'm certain you know, is no easy task."


The
Warmaster grunted. "I grow impatient, Hunter."


"As
do I. You think I enjoy chafing under
his control, a virtual prisoner in his temple? If I had my way, the job would
have been done long ago." Genuine anger seeped into his voice. Fury
rippled in his chest, at both demons.
Every day spent here meant further delays in his search for the woman. Now that
he had found what answers Kara-ket had to offer, he ached to be on his way.
"But I will not rush it. Not when it could mean my death." He folded
his arms. "I did not live this long by being hasty."


A
scowl creased the Warmaster's face, but he said nothing, instead burying his
face in his tankard.


The
Hunter straightened in his chair, settling back and forcing himself to appear
relaxed. Inside, every muscle was coiled tight like an artificer's spring. 


The
horn blared again, accompanied by the boom,
boom, boom of a drum. A reverent silence fell over the crowd of Elivasti. 


The
mass of bodies shifted and cleared a path to the Dolmenrath. The Sage strode
toward them, head held high, wearing hooded robes of a black so impossibly deep
they seemed to absorb the fading daylight. As one, the Elivasti knelt before
their master.


The
Sage strode into the circle of standing stones and turned to face the Elivasti.
"For too long, the Elivasti have suffered under the burden of their
ancestors, the Irrsinnon, curse of
the Elivasti. Tonight we celebrate the freedom offered by the Expurgation, the
ritual of cleansing." He thrust a finger toward the rear of the crowd.
"Behold your children!"


The
drums boomed, faint at first, then swelling to thunder, accompanied by a
sonorous chanting. The mass of Elivasti turned.


Through
the enclosure gates strode six figures in the white and black masks of the
Elivasti. Ropes bound their hands behind their backs, but they marched with
spines straight and heads held high. The patterns of their cloaks seemed to
swirl in the light of sunset, ever shifting and changing like the faces of the Abiarazi.
The ringing drums filled the night
with an ominous, oppressing atmosphere.


The
Sage's voice carried over the solemn tattoo. "For weeks, they have readied
themselves for the ritual, steeling their hearts, minds, and bodies to face the
judgement of the mighty Kharna himself." 


The
figures strode into the circle of standing stones, forming a line before the
Sage. With one final throbbing pulse, the drum fell silent. A deathly stillness
hung over the crowd, as if every heart stopped beating in unison and the
Elivasti held their breaths in expectation. 


The
Sage drew back his hood. "For thousands of years, the Elivasti have
honored the oaths sworn by their forefathers." His voice seemed to fill
the enclosure, echoing with inhuman power. "Tonight, you are given the
same opportunity offered to your ancestors the day they turned their backs on
the Serenii and pledged loyalty to the Abiarazi. Are there any present who
would so pledge?"


The
six Elivasti stepped forward without hesitation.


"Let
all coverings be removed. Tonight, these six bare their faces before the mighty
Kharna."


Six
Elivasti men broke from the crowd and strode toward the Dolmenrath. They
removed the white and black masks, the patterned robes, the simple tunics
beneath, until the six Elivasti stood shirtless and barefoot, clad only in
breeches. All male, they were little more than youths. From the Hunter's
vantage point, he caught a hint of something unusual: a scent. Six different
odors, unique to each figure, drifted on the breeze. 


As
one, the youths turned their violet eyes and clean-shaven faces to the Sage.


"For
thirteen days, you have prepared your bodies, minds, and hearts for
Expurgation. You have taken a vow of silence, and no food has passed your lips.
Let the first words from your mouth declare your intentions for all to
hear."


As
one, the six young men knelt, and their voices rang out with strength and
conviction. "I swear to honor the oaths of my father, and his father
before him, and his father before him. I vow to follow your commands without
question, without hesitation. I pledge my life in service to the Abiarazi, from
this moment until my last breath." 


An
arrogant smile twisted the Sage's lips. He closed his eyes, drinking in the
exaltation of the Elivasti. "You have given your oaths to the Abiarazi,
but there is still one more to whom you must swear fealty."


When
the Elivasti spoke, it was in the guttural language of the Abiarazi. The words
sounded harsh and unnatural coming from the throats of the young men. 


The
words seemed to reverberate from the cliffs themselves, as if the stone
amplified the inhuman sounds. 


A
shudder ran down the Hunter's spine. The last time he'd heard the words spoken,
Garanis, the demon in Malandria, had used them to conjure some unknown magick.
What was the purpose of these words?


The
air around him thickened, pressing in around him. An unnatural heat rushed over
him. A weight pressed in around the Hunter, and he couldn't breathe, couldn't
think. Blood pounded in his ears with such intensity it felt his head would
explode. 


The
demon's voice filled his mind with cries of delight. Soulhunger added its voice
to the chaos, its throbbing rising to a thunderous cadence that set every fiber
in the Hunter's body vibrating in time with the chanting. His heart hammered a
frantic rhythm against his ribs. 


"What…are
they…saying?" His words came out in a strangled gasp.


The
Warmaster's empty eyes seemed to look through him. His lips moved, the words
coming out in a whisper. "My blood, my soul, my death, to you I swear,
until the Devourer of Worlds takes all." 


Daggers
twisted in the Hunter's stomach. They're
offering themselves to Kharna. 


The
mention of "Devourer" brought to mind the image he'd seen carved into
the stone walls. The way Kharna had laid peacefully seemed so at odds with the
mad god of legend. And that odd fissure carved into the walls…something about
it seemed off. But what? 


Pushing
it to the back of his mind, he returned his attention to the ritual. Sage
stepped toward the kneeling Elivasti. Reaching in his robe, he drew out six
small objects. In the fading light, the deep purple opia fruit looked as black as the demon's empty eyes. 


The
Abiarazi held up one of the fruits. "The gift of the gods." His gaze
fell on the youth before him. "You have sworn yourself to the mighty
Kharna, and to the Abiarazi, his right hand of destruction. Receive his
blessing, and may he grant you the strength of the worthy."


The
Elivasti opened his mouth, and the Sage placed the opia fruit on his tongue. He moved down the line, repeating his
solemn words. Once all six had received the opia,
he returned to his place and stood facing them, arms folded.


Silence
hung like a thick shroud over the room, and the very walls seemed to tremble
with the tension. 


The
Sage turned his face upward and closed his eyes. "Oh invincible Kharna,
Destroyer of Worlds, hear us and accept our offerings. Place your hand upon the
unworthy, and pass over the deserving." 


Nothing
happened.


The
Hunter leaned forward, eyes fixed on the kneeling figures. Is it working? The opia fruit
was intended to cure the Irrsinnon, the
madness that plagued the Elivasti. If it
works for them, surely it will work for Hailen, too!


One
of the figures twitched. Slight at first, a movement of his shoulders, then the
tremor spread to his arms. His hands, bound behind his back, trembled, the
fingers opening and closing in spasms. The Elivasti's eyes widened and his
mouth fell open, but no sound came forth. Veins stood out on the youth's neck,
and his face reddened. He struggled against his bonds, but the ropes held him
fast. 


Twisted hell!


The
young Elivasti fought to draw breath, but his face turned a sickly shade of
greenish-purple. He doubled over as his stomach heaved. Nothing came out. He
fell forward, his body shuddering and jerking violently. 


For
a long, agonizing moment, the youth lay on the floor, every muscle in his body
seizing up. Then, with a final spasm, he lay still. 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Six


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


Keeper's bloody stool! Shock coursed through the Hunter. The
Sage had said the opia would cure the
Elivasti, not kill them. 


He
looked around, but no one seemed remotely surprised by the young man's death.
The Sage's eyes remained closed. The Warmaster took another pull at his massive
tankard. Pain showed on the faces of the Elivasti, but none voiced complaint or
protest. The Masters of Agony flanking the Warmaster stared at the corpse with
the dispassion of a butcher studying a slaughtered calf.


His
gaze darted back to the remaining five youths. They knelt in silence, with no
sign of fear, hesitation, even sorrow. Their faces had grown dull, listless,
and they stared up at the Sage with vacant eyes.


Another
realization hit him: they had no scent! His nostrils detected only the reek of
Abiarazi and the unwashed odors of the Masters of Agony. The Expurgation hadn't
only cleansed them of madness; it had taken away the smells that marked them as
unique.


The
Sage opened his eyes and took in the corpse beside the kneeling Elivasti.
"Mighty Kharna has spoken! He has chosen his worthy. Praise to the Great
Destroyer!" His words thundered across the enclosure. 


The
Elivasti took up the cry. "Praise to the Great Destroyer!" Hundreds
of voices joined in the chorus, and the chanting swelled to a bone-jarring
roar.


At
some unspoken signal, the five kneeling Elivasti climbed to their feet. Men and
women surged toward them, embracing them, covering them with warm robes,
pressing food into their hands. The youths reacted with stiff, jerky movements,
like the mechanical toys of the Illusionist Clerics. Their glassy eyes and
leaden expressions showed nothing as they were led away like docile cattle.


Bloody, rotting hell! The Hunter sat back in his chair, his
mind racing. Dread sat like a boulder in his gut. 


The
Sage had promised the Expurgation would save Hailen from the madness of the
Elivasti. But after what he'd just witnessed, doubt tore his plans to ragged
pieces. His eyes locked on the corpse in the center of the Dolmenrath. Would
Hailen suffer the same fate? If there was a chance, however small, could he let
the boy go through with the ritual?


If
he didn’t, the Irrsinnon would
overwhelm Hailen. During their journey from the Advanat, more times than he
wanted to contemplate, the Hunter had caught the boy seemingly lost in thought,
eyes staring vacant. His happy, friendly demeanor had developed an edge far too
hard for one so young. He shuddered as the memory of Hailen's screaming,
writhing figure flashed through his mind. He couldn't let the Irrsinnon take Hailen.


The
Sage's approach interrupted his thoughts. The Abiarazi strode toward the
cleared space and sat in his chair. 


The
Warmaster raised his goblet in salute. "A moving ceremony, as
always." He made no attempt to hide his scorn.


"Thank
you, Warmaster." The Sage dipped his head. "The Elivasti deserve no
less. After all, they have served us faithfully
for so many years." 


The
Warmaster's expression slipped, and the anger in his eyes could have melted
steel. The Sage met his glare with a confidence as cold as the snow-capped
peaks of Shana Laal. 


The
Hunter studied the two. Demons they might both be, but they had about as much
in common as snow and sand. The Warmaster was a creature of fire: passionate,
quick to anger, a force of nature impossible to control. The Sage was a thing
of ice: restrained, patient, perfectly calm but under the surface an inexorable
monolith that would crush anything in its path. 


If they ever put aside their differences
and joined forces, Keeper have mercy on Einan.


But,
as he'd seen before, their predatory nature proved their undoing. They were
never content with their existence, but always sought more power, more control.
They believed themselves the rightful rulers of Einan and would stop at nothing
to claim it. Their alliances—little more than fractious ceasefires—rarely
lasted long. They wouldn't hesitate to stab each other in the back if it gained
them a modicum of dominance. The Abiarazi may wear the flesh of humans, but
they had more in common with the sharks he'd encountered in the Frozen Sea.
Lone predators, at the top of their food chain, but vulnerable when facing an
enemy unafraid of their superior might. 


The
Sage and Warmaster feared each other, and were ever suspicious of the threat
posed by the other. That fear prevented them from truly trusting anyone. No
creature of land, sea, or sky survived long without companions.


He'd
learned that on his journey from Voramis to Malandria. Though it had cost him
dearly, he'd come to understand the value of having others in his life. Bardin
had saved him from starvation and given him shelter to recuperate. Graden,
Kellen, Bristan, and the others of Sirkar Jeroen's caravan had shown him what
it meant to have people to rely on. Even naïve, helpless Hailen had been the
only thing to keep him from death in the Advanat. 


He
had given up much for Hailen's sake. He had put aside his desires to find his
woman in the north to rescue the boy from Il Seytani. He was trapped in
Kara-ket because he needed to free Hailen from the Serenii curse. But the boy
was worth it all. The way his face brightened at the sight of the Hunter, the
sound of his high, piping laughter—these things were worth more than all the
power in the world.


So how the hell am I going to help the
boy? Give him the opia and risk death, or deny him the fruit and let the
Irrsinnon claim him? 


The
staring match between the two demons ended abruptly as the Sage stood with a
dramatic yawn. "With the ceremonies done, I see no reason to remain
here." His eyes turned to the Hunter. "If you are prepared to
depart…"


The
Hunter opened his mouth, but the Warmaster spoke first. "You call him like
a dog, expecting him to heel?" An edge of barely-repressed fury made his
words tight, sharp. "He is not your lackey, and does not require your
permission."


"Of
course." The Sage's face took on a mask of icy calm. "Your pardon,
Hunter. I did not mean to—"


 "He does not care what you meant to do, Sage." The Warmaster spat the last
word as he stood, looming over the smaller Abiarazi, anger burning in his eyes.
He dropped his voice to a harsh whisper. "You strut around this place like
you are its ruler, but you forget yourself." He swayed under the effects
of the opia.


The
Sage met the Warmaster's fury with a self-possessed smile. "Of course. How…presumptuous
of me." The chill in his slow, measured words could have frozen steam. 


The
Warmaster's lip curled into a sneer, and he dismissed the Sage with an
imperious wave. "Don't let me keep you from leaving."


The
Sage bowed to the Warmaster and turned to the Hunter. "Will you accompany
me, Hunter?"


Once
again, the Sage had trapped the Hunter in an untenable situation. The two
demons were locked in a battle of wills, and he had become the unwitting pawn.
Anything he said would make it appear as if he chose one over the other. He had
to convince both he was on their
side.


The
Hunter, keenly aware of the Warmaster's eyes boring into him, shook his head.
"Allow me a few moments and I will follow."


The
Sage's expression remained inscrutable, but he bowed. "So be it."
Without a backward glance, he swept through the near-empty enclosure toward the
gate.


The
Hunter turned to the Warmaster. "I, too, will be taking my leave." He
stood with a theatrical grimace. "A day of training takes its toll upon
even the mightiest of warriors." 


A
hint of annoyance flickered in the Warmaster's empty eyes. 


"And,"
the Hunter said, dropping his voice, "we must keep up appearances, do we
not? He will expect me to be his loyal lackey. A role I detest, but necessary
if I am to be in place at the right time." 


With
a nod, the Warmaster leaned back in his massive chair. "I expect results
soon, Hunter."


The
Hunter bowed. "You will have them." Turning his back on the demon, he
strode at an unhurried pace through the enclosure, insides churning. 


The
minute he exited the gate, he hurried to catch up to the Sage a few paces
ahead. 


A
cold smile wreathed the Abiarazi's face as he fell in step. "He believed
your ruse?"


"He
did." The anger he'd been holding back threatened to bubble to the
surface. Blood rushed in his ears, and a sudden desire to ram Soulhunger into
the Sage's smug face nearly overwhelmed him. The demon had promised him the opia to cure Hailen, but hadn't thought
to tell him of the potential consequences. That minor detail could have gotten Hailen killed!


But
he couldn't let the Sage see how rattled he was. He took that rage—that
churning, blazing fire in his gut—and squeezed it into a tiny spark deep
within. Unleashing his fury would feel good, but it wouldn't serve his purposes.
It wouldn't help Hailen get out of that enclosure alive, sanity intact.


"You
never told me the opia would affect
them so." The Hunter's words sounded calm, like the hush of nature before
a storm.


The
Sage shrugged "It happens to so few
of the Elivasti. Perhaps one in fifty or sixty. But they were—"
Understanding dawned in the Sage's eyes. "You worry for the boy." 


The
Hunter forced himself to shrug. "He is under my charge." The Sage
hadn't asked how a boy—an Elivasti boy—came
to be traveling with an assassin, and a Bucelarii. The Hunter hadn't
volunteered the information. "That is the sort of information I would find
useful." His voice held an icier edge than he'd intended. 


The
Sage held up his hands. "You're right." He shook his head. "I
didn't think to tell you because it is so uncommon." His expression grew
earnest. "But you have to believe I had no intention of hiding anything from you. A…misjudgment,
nothing more!" 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "One in fifty, you say?"


"It
is the way of things." The Sage gave a theatrical sigh. "The almighty
Kharna seeks only the strong to serve him. If an Elivasti is too weak to be
useful, the Destroyer reveals it to us in a very…visible way."


The
Hunter turned for fear the revulsion that twisted his stomach would show in his
eyes. He'd taken countless lives, but his was a practical ruthlessness. It bore
no resemblance to the Abiarazi's callous disregard for life—human, Elivasti, or
otherwise. 


But
his disgust for the demons did little to help him decide whether or not to
subject Hailen to the opia.
Frustration mixed with his anger. He'd never felt so impotent as he did now,
facing a problem he couldn't solve by killing. He wanted nothing more than to
flee, to escape this accursed mountaintop, the demons, and the burden of
Hailen's condition. He needed peace and quiet to think this matter over. 


"I
should have told you, Hunter." The Sage spoke in a quiet voice. "But
I didn't want to concern you. It's so rare…" 


"Yes,
you should have." His words came tight, clipped. "Why does it
happen?"


The
Sage shrugged. "The Serenii knew the secrets of this world, but they have
long been lost to us. But the opia works.
The Elivasti are proof of it! A few lives lost are a small price to pay."
He held up a hand. "But were I in your position…"


The
Hunter strode up the stairs that led to the Sage's tower. He made no complaint
as the Abiarazi kept pace with him, an escort of masked Elivasti flanking them.
They walked in silence. With every step, the Hunter's anger faded, giving way
to confused frustration.


The
returning voice of his inner demon set his head pounding, and Soulhunger added
to the cacophony in his mind. His fists clenched as he tried to ignore the
throbbing ache developing behind his eyes. He felt tired—so tired.


Either
give Hailen the opia and risk death, or do nothing and risk madness. He was
trapped in an impossible situation.


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Seven
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The
Hunter lost the battle to sleep for the second night in a row. Specks of dust danced
in the bright daylight. The sun had risen hours before, yet he lacked the
energy to roll out of bed. The smell of stale sweat filled his nostrils.
Kicking off the suffocating blankets, he tried to find a comfortable position
in the bed. The silence in his mind—so calm and peaceful when Hailen was
near—felt eerie. He wished the numbness in his arms and legs would spread to
his racing mind. He needed sleep. Even Bardin's silver pendant failed to soothe
him.


Despite
the heaviness in his body, images and thoughts whirled through his mind like
leaves carried by a gale. He'd wrestled with the dilemma of the opia all night long. The thought of
subjecting Hailen to the potentially fatal Expurgation twisted his stomach, but
the alternative held no more appeal. He levered himself upright. Perhaps if he
saw the boy, talked to him, it would help make up his mind.


Dressing
quickly, he buckled on his sword belt and strode from the room. He would stop
by the enclosure to see Hailen, then visit Master Eldor for a few hours of
training. Physical exertion had always helped him muddle through problems in
the past. 


The
demon's voice echoed in his head as he exited the Sage's temple. Despite
himself, he almost welcomed its presence. The struggle to remain sane gave him
something to focus on, to take his mind off the problem of Hailen.


Few
Elivasti paid him attention as he strode through the narrow streets of their
city. His presence no longer a novelty, only a handful even looked up at his
passage. None called out a greeting. After the commotion of cities like
Malandria, Voramis, and Aghzaret, he found the subdued mood of the Elivasti
unusual. That, and the utter lack of smells. His sensitive nostrils should
detect the unique scents of the hundreds of men and women around him, but the
city seemed devoid of odors. Only the aromas of cooking food and the unfamiliar
pungence of the steam greeted him.


Another reminder of how odd these people
are.


Everything
about the Elivasti seemed inhuman—which they truly were. Descendants of the
Serenii, they had as much in common with mankind as he did.


The
Elivasti guards stationed at the enclosure swung open the gate at his approach.
He caught a glimpse of Hailen playing with a handful of children. The boy
laughed and chattered away, without a care in the world.


The
Hunter's feet refused to move. He couldn't bring himself to enter the
enclosure. What could he say to the boy? Could he tell him about the Irrsinnon and how it would slowly drive
him mad? Would Hailen understand the risks of the Expurgation? He turned away
from the gate. I will not ruin his
happiness. Not until I must.


A
weight settled on his shoulders. He'd thought seeing Hailen would solve the
problem, but it only made things worse. Anything he did would put the boy's
life at risk. How could he decide which of the two terrible fates Hailen should
endure? He wanted nothing more than to spare the boy further hardship, but
either outcome meant suffering.


He
needed something to clear his mind, to distract him from the dilemma. Perhaps
Master Eldor could offer advice.


When
the old Elivasti opened the door to the smithy, he seemed to have aged a decade
overnight. "I've been expecting you." He stepped aside to let the
Hunter enter. 


The
air in the smithy seemed less oppressive than it had days earlier. The holes in
the ground glowed brightly, and that same pungent odor hung thick in the room
though no steam wafted from the fissures. 


"How
can you stand that smell?" 


Master
Eldor shrugged. "Living up here, you get used to it." He strode past
the Hunter and out into the practice yard. "I've heard that they delve
many leagues beneath the surface. Some say the heart of Einan itself."


A
memory flashed through the Hunter's mind. He once again stood in the Serenii
tunnels beneath Voramis, bound to the midnight obelisk. 


He could once again feel the blood
draining from the weapon, absorbed by an immense force. He tasted the
almost-tangible power flowing around him; sensed it being pulled far, far down,
reaching tendrils deep into the core of the earth.


An enormous heartbeat echoed in his
mind, thumping with enough force to shatter mountains. 


He
shuddered. He'd never forget that feeling of terror mixed with overwhelming
awe. The heart of the Destroyer. 


When
they entered the training ring, Master Eldor turned to him. "Judging by
the pain in your eyes, you were at the Expurgation last night. You saw what
happened to young Daladar."


Daladar. So that was his name. At least someone remembers him. The Sage and the Warmaster had shown no remorse or
sorrow at the youth's death. 


"It
happens, you know." Mournful resignation echoed in Master Eldor's voice.
"Far more often than we'd like."


"And
that doesn't bother you?"


"Of
course it does!" Master Eldor's eyes glowed with anger. "You think we
want to see our children die?"


"Then
why carry on with the Expurgation? If the opia—"


"What
choice do we have? The opia is our
only option. Without it, we would be confined to those few places on Einan
touched by the Serenii." Shadows of memory darkened his face. "Before
we came here, we lost far too many of our young to the Irrsinnon."


The
image of the shrieking, screaming youth flashed through his mind. "A fate
far worse than death."


"Indeed.
But now, thanks to the Expurgation, we can roam free."


"At
what cost?"


"A
steep one." Master Eldor shook his head. "Make no mistake, each and
every one of us knows the price. But if we are to give our children a better
future, we have no other choice."


The
Hunter snorted. "A better future? As slaves to the Abiarazi?"


Master
Eldor's face grew as hard as Shana Laal. "Never slaves!" he snarled.
"Servants, but perhaps not for much longer." 


What's the difference? From where the Hunter stood, there was
none. "You serve those monstrous creatures, carrying out their wills. But
at the cost of how many lives?" 


"We
do what we must to stay alive in a world where we do not belong. Surely you can
understand that."


Master
Eldor's words pierced the Hunter to the core. The Elivasti—this one, at least—served the Abiarazi out of
expedience. They honored the oaths sworn by their ancestors, but loyalty only
partially factored into the decision. The Elivasti served because it was the
only way to keep their children alive, intact. The Hunter could understand
that. He did, indeed, know what was required to survive.


A
silence fell between them, stretching out for long minutes. When the Hunter
spoke, it was in a quiet, strained voice. "What would you do?" 


Master
Eldor stroked his neat salt-and-pepper beard. "The opia?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Death or madness, which would you choose? Which did you choose?" 


Eyes
filling with pain, Master Eldor's turned away from the Hunter to lean on the
stone beside him. For a long moment, he remained silent. When he faced the
Hunter once more, tears glimmered in his violet eyes, and he spoke in a quiet
voice. "To give your boy the opia would
mean his death. It is no choice at all." 


The
Hunter's eyes widened. "Is that what happened to your son?"


Master
Eldor flinched, as if the mention of his son struck him a physical blow, and
gave a slow nod. 


"Tell
me about him." 


The
Elivasti gave him a sad smile. "He was a lot like you. Cocksure, arrogant,
skilled. He would have made a worthy warrior, indeed." His shoulders
slumped, and he pressed two fingers to his eyes. 


"What
happened to him?"


"The
Expurgation. He was found…unworthy." Master Eldor swallowed, his eyes
sliding away. "The opia…"


The
Hunter rested a hand on the Elivasti's shoulder. Silence passed between them.
After a moment, Master Eldor raised his eyes to meet the Hunter's gaze.
"Though it happened long ago—"


"It
feels like just yesterday," the Hunter finished. "The torment of
memory is a heavy burden, indeed." He carried his own burdens. Farida.
Bardin. The children taken by Il Seytani's bandits. They all weighed on his
shoulders, reminders of why he had to protect Hailen. 


"So
you'd counsel against giving the opia to
the boy?"


"The
decision must be yours. Were he mine, I know what I would do. Leave him in the
enclosure, where he is safe in the shadow of the Serenii."


And in a place where the Sage or the
Warmaster could easily get at him, use him as leverage against me. He couldn't let that happen. Hailen had
suffered enough for a lifetime. But if he
can't stay here, where can I take him? And
will he survive the journey?


The
madness had seized Hailen after an hour or so away from the enclosure. What
would happen when the Hunter took him from Kara-ket? Did he dare? He couldn't
stomach the thought of seeing the boy succumb to the Irrsinnon.


Master
Eldor gripped his shoulder. "I'm sorry I cannot give you the answer you
seek. This is a choice you must make for yourself." He stepped toward the
racks and drew two wooden practice blades. "But I can prepare you for the other impossible task you face."


The
Hunter caught the sword Master Eldor tossed him and stared at it for a long
moment, then growled. "So be it."


"Fair
warning," the old Elivasti said in a humorless voice, "I've been
taking it easy on you the last few days. Now things get tough."


The
Hunter's eyes widened. That was easy? All
thoughts outside combat faded as Master Eldor attacked. 


 


* * *


 


"Sloppy!"
The cane snapped against the Hunter's shoulders. "You drop your elbows,
and your strikes lose power and your defense weakens. Raise those arms." 


The
Hunter grimaced as the rod smacked the underside of his arms. His body quivered
with exhaustion. He'd spent the better part of the day training, and Master
Eldor had pushed him to his limits. Though the pain of his wounds had gone, the
burning ache of fatigue coursed through his muscles. And still Master Eldor's
drills continued.


The
Elivasti's voice rang out in the walled yard. "Advance, advance, retreat,
block, parry and thrust, retreat, hold. Again, elbows higher!"


Ignoring
the fire in his shoulders, the Hunter raised his sword and repeated the form.
The length of steel had never weighed so much. He moved on leaden feet, sweat
streaming down his face. 


Master
Eldor tutted. "All those hours I spent teaching you, wasted! You fight
like a bull in heat—charging forward, striking with less precision than a
blind, fingerless archer."


"Enough!"
The Hunter's lungs burned, and every muscle ached. His sodden tunic clung to
his body. He'd repeated the form—one Master Eldor called the Sailmaster—for
what felt like an eternity. 


"You
think you're done, Hunter?" The cane snapped against his lower back.
"Straighten up, or you'll practice until the sun sets."


The
Hunter blew out his breath and tried to ignore the pain in his arms and legs.
His knees trembled, but if he sagged, Master Eldor would make him start all
over again. He'd suffered torment at the hands of men who delighted in torture
and bloodshed, but they paled in comparison to the sting of Master Eldor's cane
and his sharp, scolding tongue.


"Keep
your back straight!" The stick cracked against his chest. Master Eldor
pointed to the hourglass sitting atop the water barrel. "You do not move
until the sands run out."


The
Hunter locked his gaze on the grains of sand trickling from the upper bulb,
heart hammering against his ribs hard enough to snap bone. The level dropped
with such terrible slowness, he thought his legs would explode from the effort
of holding the half-crouched stance. 


"Time!"



With
a gasp that bordered on a sob, the Hunter slumped. Somehow, Master Eldor had
managed to push even his inhuman stamina beyond its limits. He lay there, too
exhausted to move. 


Daylight
and Shana Laal faded as a sudden rush of memories took over. 


He lay in bed, too exhausted to move.
The day of training had taken its toll on him. Yet he forced himself to rise.
He rummaged in the darkened tent until his hands closed on his pack. Slinging
it over his shoulder, he stepped from the tent.


A cool midnight breeze washed over him.
He shivered and pulled his pilfered cloak tighter. No fires burned in camp this
night, no guards stood on watch. The Elivasti feared no attack; none knew they
were even camped here. 


Anger flared bright in the Hunter's
chest at the sight of Master Eldor's tent. He pushed aside his sorrow; he had
no time to feel remorse for leaving the Elivasti camp. Not after what had
happened to—


"Get
up!" Master Eldor's voice snapped him back to reality. The Elivasti stood
over him, hand outstretched. "The last thing you want is for your legs to
seize up."


Blinking
away the ragged threads of memory, the Hunter took the proffered hand and, with
a groan, pulled himself to his feet. His eyes locked with Master Eldor's. For a
moment, he hovered between two worlds—the world where he stood atop Kara-ket,
and the one where he slipped from the Elivasti camp like a thief in the night. 


Master
Eldor released his hand. "Good, now walk it off."


Though
his muscles protested, the Hunter limped around the training ring. Chaos
seethed in his mind. Though they were from the world long forgotten, the
emotions—disgust, fury, hatred—curling like a stone in his gut were all too
real. 


What happened all those years ago? What
made me hate him so?


He
couldn't look at Master Eldor, not yet. Not until the rage within him abated. 


"Enough
for one day, lad." Master Eldor placed his cane on the weapons rack.


"Thank
the gods!" The Hunter spoke through gritted teeth. The torture had ended,
but those conflicting, churning feelings, wherever they came from, dissipated
slowly. "You keep calling me 'lad'. You realize I'm far older than you,
right?"


Master
Eldor shrugged. "Old habits. Just like your old habit of shuffling your
front foot forward before a lunge." He tsked. "We'll have to practice
that one tomorrow."


The
Hunter grimaced. "Practice, you
call it? You'd give the Masters of Agony a run for their money." 


"I
proudly accept your compliment." Master Eldor grinned and bowed.
"Now, it's time for you to go."


"Oh?"
The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "I have somewhere to be?"


"Unless
you want your legs to seize and stiffen, you've got to move around for at least
a quarter hour." Master Eldor's expression grew somber, and the heartless,
commanding teacher gave way to the concerned Elivasti. "Besides, I think
it's time you paid your boy a visit."


The
Hunter started. He'd come here to take his mind off his dilemma over Hailen's
fate, and it had worked. For the last four hours, he'd thought of nothing but
the precision of his movements, the fire in his muscles and lungs, and the
stinging crack of Master Eldor's
cane. The weight of his decision settled on his shoulders once more. 


"You're
right." He set his practice blade on its rack and bowed to Master Eldor.
"Until tomorrow." 


"Tomorrow."
Master Eldor nodded. "One day closer to making our move."


Mind
racing, he strode from the training yard, through the smithy, and into the
streets beyond. He'd thought the exertion would clarify the matter in his mind,
illuminate the right course to take. He was wrong. The burden of anxiety only
felt all the more overwhelming for the weariness of his body. 


The
sight of the enormous wall set the Hunter's stomach cavorting. Once again, he
couldn't bring himself to enter, but instead climbed the stairs and leaned on
the parapet overlooking the enclosure. 


The
reek of rot and decay wafted toward him, and his gaze darted to the obsidian
obelisks at the far end of the enclosure. The very air around the stones seemed
heavy with gloom.


I can't leave Hailen here. Not so close
to those stones. After
what happened in the Advanat, he couldn't let Hailen get close to the
monoliths. But that meant removing him from the enclosure, from Kara-ket
itself. Once out of the shadow of the Serenii, Hailen would once again be at
the mercy of the Irrsinnon. He
couldn't let the boy deteriorate into madness. But was subjecting him to the opia any better?


He
leaned on the parapet, scanning the enclosure in search of the familiar figure.
Hailen chased a pack of older boys. 


Look at him. Laughing, playing, happy. The boy showed no sign of his usual
fatigue. His cheeks held a flush of color the Hunter had never seen. He has come to life up here. And I'm going
to take that all away from him. 


It
was not a matter of “if”, but “when” the Hunter would leave Kara-ket. Once he'd
killed the Abiarazi, he'd resume his journey north. But that meant removing
Hailen from the enclosure, where he was, for the moment, safe. He knew so
little of the Elivasti curse. Where on Einan would he find a safe haven for
Hailen?


Try
as he might, he couldn't convince himself Hailen was better off with him.


 












Chapter Thirty-Eight
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"You
seem distracted." 


The
Hunter's head snapped up to regard the Sage, who sat across the Nizaa board,
staring at him with a curious expression. Without thinking, he pushed a random
piece forward. 


Tsking,
the Sage captured the piece. "Keep playing like that, and you'll be out in
three moves."


The
Hunter couldn't bring himself to care about the game. He'd spent the last hour
in sullen silence, brooding on his impossible decision. Staring at the Sage's
smug face didn't help his mood.


He
leaned back in his chair and sighed. "Best we call it, then."


Disappointment
crossed the Sage's face. "Perhaps some wine?"


The
Hunter nodded. He'd barely picked at the bread, cheese, fruits, and nuts arrayed
on the table beside them. Wine could help to shut off his anxiety, and he
needed to be free of his worries over Hailen more than he needed a clear head
to play Nizaa.


As
he sipped the sweet chilled wine brought by the Sage's servant, he took in his
surroundings. The bright afternoon sunlight magnified the opulence of the
demon's sitting room, giving the crimson bloodwood a deeper, richer hue.
Everywhere he turned, the golden walls reflected the sun's brilliance.


He
turned his attention to his host and found the Sage staring at him with a
curious expression. 


"What?"


The
Sage pursed his lips. "I find it…unusual for one of your kind—our kind—to care so much for an
Elivasti. They are our vassals, yet I can sense the bond you have formed with
the boy." Longing filled the Sage's midnight eyes. "Almost makes me
miss…" 


He
trailed off, turning away for a moment. When he turned back, the pain and
sorrow had gone, replaced by a blank, expressionless mask. "Tell me, how
goes the training with Master Eldor?"


"Well."
The Hunter forced himself not to stiffen. Does
he know? He had spies all through the Elivasti city; had one of them
overheard their plans to kill the Abiarazi? 


The
Sage leaned forward and, eyes darting around furtively, dropped his voice.
"We move on the Warmaster tomorrow night."


The
Hunter's gut clenched. He'd known he would face the enormous demon from the
first moment he laid eyes on him, but that knowledge didn't eliminate the
unease. The Warmaster wouldn't go down without a fight. 


He
motioned to Soulhunger, hanging on his belt. "We will be ready." 


A
sharp smile creased the Sage's face. "Excellent." Excitement shone in
his eyes. "By this time next week, the conquest of Einan will be underway,
with you at the head of my army. With
the Warmaster out of the way, the Elivasti—and any Masters of Agony who prefer
cooperation over death—are mine to command. Forgive me, ours," he amended. "Between my planning and strategy and
your martial skills, nothing can stop us. If we so desire, we can conquer Einan."


The
Hunter's heart sank. He'd hoped the Sage's plans differed from the en masse
invasion the Warmaster had in mind. As long as the demon operated within the
shadows, his power would be limited to his network—no doubt extensive, but
nowhere near as formidable as an army of Elivasti and Masters of Agony. But now
the Sage spoke of conquest. If he didn't eliminate both demons before they
could unleash their forces, the world would suffer. 


"But
what of the Irrsinnon?" the
Hunter stalled. "Surely the Elivasti would not risk their young."


"Ahh,
but I have a plan for that!" The Sage's gaze bored into him. He hesitated
for a moment before speaking. "I have asked a great deal from you. As you
have trusted me, so I will trust you." The demon's eyes darted to Soulhunger,
hanging on the Hunter's belt. "It all comes down to the weapons of the
Bucelarii."


The
Hunter's hand darted instinctively to Soulhunger's hilt.


"Easy,
Hunter." The Sage held up a restraining hand. "I don't mean your weapon. I mean the thousands collected
by the Cambionari." 


The
Hunter's mind raced. In all his dealings with the Cambionari, he'd never
pondered what had happened to the Bucelarii they killed, or their weapons—the
proof of their Abiarazi heritage.


"Where
are they? Surely the Beggar Priests had them destroyed!" 


"So
I believed, but it turns out I was wrong." Elation tinged the Sage's
words. "According to one of my lieutenants, they reside in the vaults of
the Beggar Priests in Malandria."


The
Hunter's eyes flew wide. Thousands of
Soulhungers. He'd stood in the enormous room not two months ago. To think,
he'd been so close to all that remained of his kind and never realized it.
"How is that possible?"


The
Sage shook his head. "I do not know. But his last message was filled with
hope. He said he was close to discovering the location of the vaults."


A
dread chill seeped into Hunter's veins. "And did he?" 


"I
haven't heard from Garanis for almost three months now." 


The
Sage's frustrated expression filled the Hunter with relief. If they'd found the entrance…


"But
I sent a detachment of Elivasti to the City of a Thousand Spires. They are due
to return by week's end."


The
Hunter's sliver of hope shattered. Will
they discover that I was the one who
killed Garanis? That morsel of information would jeopardize his efforts to
win the Sage's trust. 


The
throbbing in his mind gave him an idea. He spoke in a slow voice. "What if
there was a way I could find the
vault?" 


The
Sage's eyebrows shot up. "What? How?" 


The
Hunter plastered a thoughtful expression and counted out the seconds. He had to
make the lie just right. 


"Soulhunger."
He rested a hand on the dagger's hilt. "What if it could lead me to the other Bucelarii blades?"


The
Sage scratched his chin. "Intriguing." His eyes took on a faraway
look. "Perhaps they could call to each other, draw the Bucelarii together
once more." 


"Even
if I can find them, how will the Bucelarii weapons drive back the Irrsinnon?"


The
Sage barely glanced at him. He spoke in an offhand tone, as if his thoughts lay
elsewhere. "The gemstones are the handiwork of the Serenii. Their presence
protects the Elivasti."


Hope
fluttered to life in the Hunter's chest. Can
it really be that simple? He stared down at Soulhunger, and the transparent
jewel set into its hilt. In The Numeniad,
the ancient scribe Eshendun had spoken of the Serenii ritual known as the
“Lament of the Fallen”. Though it didn't explain how, it had said the demons
imbued gemstones with their souls. 


None
of it mattered at that moment. If the
gemstones can help the Elivasti, it means they can help Hailen as well. Was
it truly that simple? Could keeping Hailen near one of the gemstones keep the Irrsinnon at bay? 


If
so, why had the madness seized Hailen? He'd had Soulhunger tucked into his
belt; why hadn't it worked then? 


Master
Eldor's words had made the decision clear: he wouldn't subject Hailen to the opia. He'd been uncertain of what to
do—he wouldn't gamble with Hailen's sanity, but he couldn't remain on Shana
Laal once he killed the Abiarazi. 


But
the Sage had just given him a solution. He didn't need the opia, the Expurgation, or the damned Abiarazi. He had Soulhunger.
So long as Hailen stayed near the dagger, it would keep the Irrsinnon at bay. The Sage's desire for
the Bucelarii weapons would be the instrument of his own downfall. 


The
Hunter suppressed a tight, ugly little smile. He wouldn't have to fight an army
of Elivasti. Not when he had the bridge connecting the two temples.


The
Sage intended it to be his access to kill the Warmaster, but it would come in
equally handy for eliminating the Sage. If the Mistress' luck smiled on him, he
could deal with both of them in one night. 


Better
still, it gave him an alternate escape route. If, for some reason, he couldn't
get down through the secret passage behind the jade statue, he could climb down
the rough exterior, drop into the enclosure, and free Hailen. His walk with the
Sage had led him to within spitting distance of the temple's foundation. Over
thousands of years, wind, rain, snow, and sun had worn away the stone,
rendering it rough. It would be a tough climb, but nothing like the ascent of
Shana Laal.


The
demons' loyal Elivasti would never think to search for him in their own city.
He and Hailen could be at Master Eldor's—or, if the Sage's belief about the
gemstones held true, long gone—by the time they realized what he'd done.


Excitement
sent a tingle down his spine. Could it
work? He had to get down to the enclosure
and test the theory. Though it would put Hailen at risk, it was a small price
to pay for the boy's freedom. 


He
forced his expression to remain on the morose side of neutral. He couldn't let
the Sage know what he'd done by divulging this particular tidbit. He'd
eliminated the only leverage he had over the Hunter. 


"Come,"
he said, keeping his voice sullen, "I grow weary of defeat. At the
Warmaster's hand on the training field, every day with Master Eldor, and you at
Nizaa." He reclaimed his captured pieces from the Sage's side of the board
and set about arranging them. "I believe it's time that I triumph for once."


The
Sage chuckled. "I'll say this much for the Bucelarii, you certainly
inherited our tenacity." He gave the Hunter a sly grin. "Let's see if
that stubborn nature does you any good against a superior opponent."


 


* * *


 


Every
shred of willpower went into keeping calm as the Hunter bid farewell to the
Sage. The sun had set hours earlier, giving the Hunter an excuse to slip away
after losing—barely—the game of Nizaa. After all, he'd reasoned, Master Eldor
would be expecting him before sunrise.



The
moment he rounded the corner, out of sight of the four Elivasti guarding the
Sage's rooms, he picked up his pace. Excitement coursed within him. Even though
he'd have to wait an hour or so until movement in the temple died down, he had
to be ready. A quick journey through the secret passage behind the jade
Abiarazi would bring him to the Elivasti city, where Master Eldor would help
him sneak Hailen out of the enclosure to test his theory.


He'd
given it a great deal of thought in the long periods of inactivity while the
Sage studied the board, deep in contemplation of his next Nizaa move. He'd had
Soulhunger with him that night in the cellar, but it had been in its sheath at
his back. Perhaps the solution lay in proximity to the gemstone. When he was
close to Hailen, the boy's presence kept the voices at bay. The Sage's temple
had a similar effect. When he moved away, the effect ceased. 


So
maybe the gemstone needed to be very close
to Hailen. Direct contact, even. Or, given how the Dolmenrath had reacted to Hailen's blood, a single drop could
activate its effects. He would test all
the potential solutions until he found the one that worked.


And
it had to be tonight. If it worked, he'd need tomorrow to plan his escape route
after his attack on the Warmaster—and the Sage. He would keep up appearances
for the sake of the demons' spies in the Elivasti city, but when the time came,
he would be ready. He had no need to wait for the opia to ripen—he had Soulhunger. 


Slipping
into his rooms, he gave his belongings a cursory examination—a habit he'd
developed over months spent on the road, sleeping in taverns and inns along the
caravan routes north. Finding nothing amiss, he donned simple clothing: dark
grey tunic, breeches, and cloak, along with his soft-soled boots. His sword
hung in its sheath beside the door, and the Swordsman's twin iron daggers
remained safely wrapped in his pack. Only Soulhunger would accompany him
tonight. Bardin's pendant lay on his bed; no sense risking anyone catching a
glimpse of silver in the moonlight. 


He
waited as long as he could, relaxing on the bed and trying in vain to meditate.
Finally his excitement got the best of him. He would delay no longer.


His
soft-soled boots made no sound in the empty corridors. He moved as quickly as
he dared, hugging the walls, every muscle tense. Once, he had to dart into a
side passage to avoid a troop of Elivasti patrolling the halls. His heart beat
a rapid tattoo as he waited for them to move on. Without a scent to mark them
by, he had to rely solely on his eyes and ears. After a few anxious minutes, he
peered around the corner and found the way clear.


He
slipped down the flights of stairs toward the floor with the jade statue, the
tension in his shoulders increasing with every step. The scent of rot and decay
grew stronger as he descended. Gut twisting, he peered out of the stairwell.
The Sage swept imperiously down the hall, a pair of Elivasti flanking him.
Straight toward the statue he strode.


The
Hunter darted out of sight as the Sage and his guards looked up and down the
halls. A low rumbling sounded, repeated a few moments later. When he looked again,
the passage was empty, the jade statue firmly in place.


Damn it! He clenched his fists. He didn't dare
risk taking the secret passage now. He'd have a hard time explaining his
presence if he encountered the Sage on the way up or down. With only Soulhunger,
he couldn't take on both staff-wielding Elivasti and the demon. And if he killed the Sage now, he would have a much
harder time trying to eliminate the Warmaster.


Now what? He couldn't go down that way, and the
front door wasn't an option. The Elivasti would no doubt report his movements
to the Sage. But he had to reach
Hailen tonight.


An
idea began to form in his mind. The Hunter's balcony lay just one floor below
the Sage's chambers. He could traverse the distance by clinging to the temple
exterior, just as he'd climbed to the towertop a few nights earlier.


Without
hesitation, he darted back up the stairs and returned to his rooms, taking all
the necessary precautions to remain undetected. Once he'd locked the door
securely behind him, he hurried onto the balcony and clambered onto the
railing. The ascent to the Sage's quarters proved no less difficult than it had
before, but he managed it without incident. 


Now comes the fun part. 


The
traverse—moving horizontally along the temple's exterior—would be more
challenging. A vertical climb involved primarily the leg muscles to push
upward, with the hands to provide stability. Horizontal movement required a
"crossing through" of the limbs, requiring greater strength,
coordination, and dexterity. He had only a few dozen paces to traverse, but it
seemed like it took hours. His muscles ached from the exertion. 


Finally
he reached the corner of the temple and, pressing himself against the façade,
shuffled around toward the bridge. With relief, he hauled himself over the
railing and dropped into a low crouch to rest his arms and aching legs.


At least I don't have to worry about the
Sage spotting me. With
the demon in the secret passage, the Hunter could make the crossing unseen from
the Sage's temple.


His
eyes darted to the door at the near end of the bridge, and he struggled to
control his breathing. He couldn't let the Sage discover his presence. Paranoid bastard that he is, he won't be
thrilled to know I'm doing this behind his back. The demon would no doubt cry
of betrayal. Not that he'd be far wrong, but the Hunter had no desire to arouse
the Sage's suspicions sooner than necessary. 


Pulling
his dark cloak tighter, he slipped along the bridge. A sliver of moon hung in
the night sky. Together with the twinkling stars, it provided enough light to
see where he placed his feet—barely. Blue-green moss rendered the stones slick.
Sections of the stone bridge had crumbled. He edged carefully around the
yawning holes in the bridge. Best to avoid a painful death. 


His
gaze roamed across the face of the Warmaster's temple. No torches or lamps hung
in view. With only the faint moonlight, he had little doubt he could reach the
temple unseen by anyone below. Just to be safe, however, he kept as close to
the center of the bridge as possible. It was more than wide enough to hide him
from watching eyes. His dark grey cloak blended with the shadows of the bridge.
As long as there were no vantage points above the level of the bridge, he would
cross without anyone knowing he was there. Still, he kept his hand hovering
near the hilt of Soulhunger for safety.


Every
step along the bridge only increased his anxiety. The stones under his feet
seemed to hum with a life of their own. Subtle vibrations shivered up his spine
and tapped into something primal, animalistic in the deep recesses of his mind.
It was as if the temples pulsed with the magick of the Serenii, pulling him
along on their current with inexorable, irresistible force. 


Heart
thundering, he darted into the shadow of the Warmaster's temple and flattened
himself against the wall. Had anyone seen or heard him? He remained motionless
for a full minute, but only the whistling of the chill mountain wind greeted
his ears. 


The
climb from his balcony up to the bridge had taken the better part of half an
hour. Time to see how hard the descent
will be.


He
slipped over the railing and felt along the wall until he found purchase. He
couldn't resist the urge to glance at the enclosure far below. Keeper's icy teats! That's a long way down! 


Descending
a sheer wall always proved more difficult, especially with only a sliver of
moon to light his way. But the stone was in a similar condition to the masonry
of the Sage's tower, and he found ample foot and handholds. Within the space of
a few minutes, he'd climbed a full floor and a half below the level of the
bridge.


The
same rain, snow, and sun that had worn cracks into the temple face weakened the
masonry. His heart leapt in his throat as stone crumbled in his grip and he
jerked his fingers free of the handhold before it gave way. The wind tugged at
his cloak, threatening to pull him free of his perch. Muscles quivering, he
forced himself to remain motionless, clinging to the temple face like a dark
spider. 


Stupid, stupid! He snarled a silent curse. The icy wind
tugged at his cloak and stole all feeling from his fingers. Exertion set the
muscles in his forearms trembling. 


Yet
he had no choice. He had to continue, for Hailen's sake. 


“You should have left him in Malandria!” The demon's voice pierced his mind and
set his head throbbing. “He will only
slow you down.”


The
Hunter ignored the voice. He'd had this argument far too many times; the demon
never seemed to understand how important Hailen was to him.


“And why is that? Why is this boy, an
Elivasti, so important to you?”


If nothing else, it's because he shuts you up!


Hailen's
presence gave him a peace not even killing could bring. While the voices would
quiet after he took a life, they returned all too soon. Lethargy would creep
over him, draining his body and soul and leaving him unable to move, even to
think. But Hailen helped to push back the languor that followed every kill. The
boy had given him purpose.


“Which is how you find yourself here,
clinging to this wall like a fool, a heartbeat from death.”


As
if to reinforce the demon's protests, another section of masonry crumbled. The
Hunter's grip slipped free. For one heart-stopping moment, he hung from the
fingertips of his left hand, his feet dangling in the air. Acid surged in his throat.
His right hand flailed at the stone, scrabbling desperately for purchase.


He
dug his fingers into a tiny crack, and the leather of his boots creaked as he
jammed a single toe into a hole far too small for comfort. He clung to the
wall, heart hammering against his ribs. Mocking laughter rattled in his mind.
His head pounded as the demon's howls turned to incoherent shrieks and screams.



Do you want me to die? He squeezed his eyes shut against the
pain. Is that your master plan?


The
chaos dwindled to an irritating muddle. “If
you're foolish enough to go through with this plan, you'll get us both killed!”


What choice do I have? The Hunter glanced down. He had to reach Hailen tonight. He had to
know if Soulhunger's gemstone would keep the madness at bay without the need
for the opia. 


“He will be the death of you, Hunter!” The demon's rage tore into his mind with
razor claws. “We nearly died in the
Advanat, and again climbing this accursed mountain!” 


It led us to the Abiarazi. Surely that
pleases you.


“Not if you intend to treat them as you
have every other Abiarazi you've encountered.” The hideous, deformed faces of the
First, the Third, Toramin, Garanis, and Queen Asalah flashed before his mind's
eye. 


I did what I had to. You can't fault me
for trying to survive.


“And now? Who will you choose? Which of
the two will you serve?”


I am the Hunter. I am servant to
none—neither man nor demon! 


Contempt
flooded his thoughts. “Well then,
stubborn Bucelarii, who will you choose to join, as ally if not vassal?”


In
the months since leaving Malandria, he'd come to understand the truth: the
demon's voice was simply one more part of his mind, as separate from him as
Soulhunger's insistent demands. Though it required a supreme effort of
concentration, he could conceal his thoughts and intentions in the part of his
mind that belonged to him alone. It left him exhausted, but it was the only way
to remain sane. 


We shall have to see what happens. The demon would never give him peace if
it knew his every thought. It lusted for blood and death at any cost; it would
tear his mind to shreds if it knew what he intended to do. 


“Do not take too long to decide, Hunter.
We Abiarazi are not known for our patience.”


The
Hunter snorted. Don't I know it! He'd
endured the demon's demands for blood for far too long. The shrieks and screams
had risen to such overwhelming intensity that his head felt ready to explode. 


Downward
he climbed, thirty, forty, sixty paces. Fire burned in his muscles but he
refused to pause in his descent. For Hailen's sake, he couldn't. 


But
a few paces below, the temple façade grew smooth, the stone less worn. The
flexible toes of his soft-soled boots could find no purchase. No! He fought to wrestle back the panic
surging within him. I have to keep going.



With
every moment he spent searching for a way down, his fatigue grew until pain
screamed in his fingers and forearms. He traversed first to the right, then to
the left, in vain. The stone was as smooth as glass.


The
demon's laughter filled his mind. “Fool
and failure!” it mocked.


The
Hunter's heart sank. He had failed,
at least in this one thing. He couldn't get to Hailen, not this way. With a
stone settling in his gut, he returned the way he had come. 


His
mind raced. How can I get to him now? Perhaps
the Sage had finished his business and returned to his rooms. His presence
would make it more challenging for the Hunter to cross the bridge unseen, but
at least the secret passage would be empty. If he hurried, he still had time to
reach the Elivasti city where, hopefully, Master Eldor could help him.


The
climb back up seemed to take twice as long as the descent. Blood seeped from
gashes in his fingers, and his shoulders, arms, and legs ached from the effort.
The mockery of his inner demon reverberated so loudly it set his head
throbbing. 


As
he pulled himself up over the lip of the railing, a sound reached him, so faint
he thought it was nothing but the wind in his ears. But it came again—the
near-silent click of a key turning in
a lock.


His
boots hadn't touched stone before light bathed the bridge. A moment later, the
scent of men—reeking of dried blood, old wine, urine, and vomit—slammed into
him. The rush of heavy feet echoed loud in the near-silent night.


He'd
slipped Soulhunger free of its sheath a moment before caught sight of his
opponents. A half-dozen men in the scarlet robes of Masters of Agony stampeded
from the Warmaster's temple. The stench of iron flooded the Hunter's nostrils
as his eyes fixed on the metal-tipped staves.


"Get
him!" 


The
rush of battle drove back the Hunter's exhaustion. He leapt forward before they
could coordinate their attack, anger surging within him. He could take out his
frustration on the Masters of Agony. Keeper
knows they deserve it! 


He
lashed out with Soulhunger, and the metallic tang of blood thickened the night
air. Two men fell, clutching their throats in a vain attempt to stanch the gush
of crimson. 


Ducking
beneath a swinging staff, the Hunter barreled into the man who stood between him
and freedom. The torturer fell with a cry. Yet in the heartbeat before
Soulhunger slipped between the fallen man's ribs, the man wrapped his arms and
legs around the Hunter. He died with a piercing scream, but that delay cost the
Hunter. More Masters of Agony raced from within the temple. By the time the
Hunter disentangled himself and climbed to his feet, a full score of
staff-wielding men had surrounded him. A handful more held torches and
lanterns. 


Keeper's teeth! He edged backward against the stone
railing, eying the metal-tipped staves warily. Can't let those get close. He'd left his sword in his room. The
Masters of Agony were little more than thugs, but there were too many to fight
with Soulhunger alone. 


"Hold!"
He spoke with as much authority as he could muster. "Do you know who I am?
What I am?" It had worked with
the Elivasti. Perhaps it would cow the Masters of Agony as well. 


One
of the men sneered. "Course we do! Why else d'you think we're here?" 


"Then
tell me what you want, and no more of you need die this night." He stepped
forward, and the Masters of Agony before him flinched. 


One,
a wiry southerner with hands far too large for his diminutive size, stepped
forward and raised his staff. "We've orders from the Warmaster his'self.
Nothing you says'll change that." He thrust an over-large finger at the
Hunter. "At him, lads!" 


A
full ten men rushed him from all sides, staves whirling. He tried to ram his
way through, Soulhunger thinning their ranks, but a wall of Masters pressed in
around him. A staff slammed into his hand, crunching bone. Soulhunger fell from
his shattered fingers. More blows hammered at his knees, his back, his face.
The onslaught didn't stop once he hit the ground. 


He
cried out as the iron tips touched exposed flesh. The metal's poison slowed his
movements, spreading numbness through him until it felt as if he fought in a
quagmire. And still they beat him. 


Agony
coursed through every cell of his body. Shadows pressed in around him, blurring
the edges of his vision. He couldn’t see, couldn't breathe! 


Something
struck him between the eyes, and the world went dark.


 












Chapter Thirty-Nine
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She looked up as he strode into the
garden, a beatific smile wreathing Her perfect face. 


Happiness swelled in his chest. "How
do you feel, Az'nii?"


She looked down at Her growing belly.
"Tired. Nauseous. Happy."


He knelt beside Her and placed a hand
against Her stomach. "The little one grows stronger every day. It won't be
long now."


Worry flashed in Her eyes for the
briefest moment. "Yes." The smile returned. "It's time we chose
a name."


"Already?" He took a seat
beside Her. "He—or she—is months away from seeing this world."


She shook Her head. "No." Her
voice held surprising force. "It must be now." The lines of Her
forehead had deepened. She sat with a rigidity that spoke of anxiety.


"What's the matter, Az'nii? What
could possibly be causing you worry here, in the most beautiful garden in all
of Enarium?" 


Her smile looked strained.
"Nothing. I am just tired. The little one has been keeping me up at
night."


He nodded. "I've felt you tossing
and turning. But what is the cause of your concern?"


She met his eyes. "I worry about
the future—our future." She stroked Her belly. "I worry what will
happen if the little one grows up without a father…"


"Hush, Az'nii." He wrapped his
arms around Her, and She sank into his embrace. "There is nothing to fear.
We are safe within Enarium."


"That's what the others believed,
but look what happened to them! They—"


 


Icy
water ripped the Hunter from his dreams—no, his memories—with a jerk. The shock
pushed back the darkness, giving way to the fire in his veins.


Panic
tightened his chest. The iron!


His
throat tightened, cutting off his oxygen, and his heart thumped a somnolent
rhythm. The metal's poison was doing its terrible work. He tried to move, but
something held his arms in place. He was too weak to struggle against the
bonds. 


A
huge, bearded face hovered above him. The Warmaster held a finger to his lips.
"Shh! No more screaming." A savage leer twisted his lips. "Not
yet, at least. There'll be plenty of time for that. But first…"


The
Hunter felt something placed in his hand. Soulhunger.



Beside
him a man knelt, bound, shirtless, his face a mask of bruises, a vacant expression
in his eyes. The Warmaster's huge hand closed around the Hunter's numb fingers,
which had blackened from the iron's poison, and drove Soulhunger into the
prisoner's bony chest. Crimson light flared from Soulhunger's gem. A spasm of
terror contorted the man's face. His screams of agony echoed too loud in the
room, as if the stone walls amplified the horror. 


A
blistering wave of power pulsed through the Hunter's veins, pushing back the
iron, and sensation returned to his blackened limbs. He convulsed as his throat
opened, his arms and legs twitched with the energy coursing through them. With
the return of life came pain—shattered bones, torn and lacerated muscles,
bruises beyond count. Every nerve added its voice to the symphony of suffering
that rose to a terrible crescendo. 


With
a jerk, the Warmaster ripped the blade free. The massive Abiarazi studied the
slumping corpse with a dispassionate eye, then turned to the Hunter. "I
couldn't have you dying on me, could I? We've so much to discuss!"


The
Hunter realized he lay spread-eagled atop a table. He tried to sit up, but
steel manacles held him fast. The thick metal band crushing his ribs prevented
him from drawing full breath. 


"Where
am I?" He glared at the Warmaster. "What in the…frozen hell am I…doing
here?" 


The
Warmaster's vicious smile broadened. "Why, you're in my personal
sanctuary, of course!"


Eyes
of carved stone leered down at him from the high-vaulted ceiling. The
indecipherable symbols and images etched into the walls seemed alive with sanguine
desire. An oppressive heat filled the chamber. The reek of blood—fresh and
dried—hung in the air, coupled with the stench of ordure, urine, and vomit.
Shrieks and cries echoed from behind him. Voices begged and wept for mercy,
cried in torment, and sang with the terrible pitch of anguish. The sound of
sizzling flesh and the scent of charred meat drifted toward the Hunter. 


"I've
had you brought here to answer a few of my questions. And not a moment too
soon. The iron would have killed you, were it not for Gillidan here." He
gestured to the corpse on the floor. "I always knew I kept him around for
a reason. Other than the joy of tormenting him, of course." 


The
Hunter glanced at the corpse. Scars covered the man's bare chest, back, and
sides where knives, whips, hot irons, and other tools too terrible to
contemplate had carved chunks from his flesh. His death was the closest thing to mercy he's encountered in a long
time. 


He
returned his glare to the Warmaster. "You have questions? Ask, but release
me…at once."


The
huge demon snarled. "I am in command here, Hunter, not you." His
massive fingers toyed with a stiletto. "You'd do well to remember
that." 


With
deliberate slowness, he pushed the blade into the soft tissue of the Hunter's
right elbow. The Hunter clenched his jaw to stifle a scream. 


"Excellent!"
Delight brightened the Warmaster's face. "I can see this is going to be a very enjoyable experience."


"What
do you want?" the Hunter spoke through gritted teeth. 


The
Warmaster turned to a nearby table, upon which sat a silver tray. "I want
you to tell me what the Sage is planning." He ran his fingers across the
bright steel implements of torture. "I know the cowardly bastard is up to
something. It's why he sent you, isn't it?"


"What
are you talking about?"


"My
man saw you crossing the bridge. There's only one way to get onto the
bridge—from the Sage's rooms. It's simple logic." 


The
Warmaster slid another stiletto into the Hunter's left elbow. Twin pulses of
lightning shot up and down his arms, but he refused to cry out. 


"Or,"
he said, gasping, "could it be that I was coming to see you without the
Sage knowing?"


"Oh?"
The Warmaster paused in his perusal of his tools and turned to the Hunter. 


"Yes!"
The Hunter winced as pain spiked his mind. The shrieking of his inner demon
grew louder with every heartbeat. "I didn't want the Sage to know I was
coming here. I climbed along the outside of the temple to get to the
bridge."


The
Warmaster shook his head. "Not even a fool would do that. It's too high
to—"


"I
climbed the face of Shana Laal itself! You think the temple's height would stop
me?"


"Perhaps."
The Warmaster folded his arms across his barrel chest. "It sounds logical.
Totally plausible, in fact." Fire filled his eyes; his expression
transformed to one of utter hatred. "But that's what he'd tell you to say, isn't it? You think you're cleverer than me,
too? You think I'm so foolish as to believe your pathetic lies?"


The
huge Abiarazi seized a blade and slashed the Hunter's throat. The Hunter's arms
jerked as he instinctively tried to clap his hands to the gushing wound, but
the manacles held him fast. He coughed and heaved in a desperate attempt to
breathe. 


The
Warmaster's enraged face hovered above him. "I am no fool,
Bucelarii." His fetid breath twisted the Hunter's stomach. "Do not
lie to me again. I doubt even you could re-grow a severed arm." He leaned
on the dagger in the Hunter's right arm, driving it deeper.


A
strangled, half-choking cry burst from the Hunter's bloodstained lips. His
throat had healed enough to allow him to draw a few faint breaths. Twin veins
of molten steel ran up his arms as the Warmaster ripped the daggers free. Warm
wetness trickled from the wounds, dripping along his sides and soaking into his
breeches. The scent of fresh blood joined the miasma of foul odors tainting the
room.


"Now,
let's try this again." All trace of emotion had fled the Warmaster's face,
and he spoke in a flat monotone. "Tell me why the Sage sent you. What is
he planning?"


"He…didn't…send
me." The Hunter spat each word "He doesn't even know I'm here."


"I
told you not to lie to me." The demon reached for a blade with a curved,
jagged edge.


"Wait!"
Desperation edged the Hunter's words. "I'm telling you the truth!"


The
Warmaster shrugged. "We'll see, won't we?" He pressed the blade
against the Hunter's chest.


"Why
are you doing this?" The Hunter's voice rose to a shout. "I am one of
your kind!"


Harsh
laughter rang out, but the smile never reached the Warmaster's midnight eyes.
"You may be one of us, but blood is nothing in the face of treachery!"


The
Hunter's mind raced. The demon had to know about the First and the Third, but
no one could know he'd killed the demons in Malandria and Al Hani. 


"What
are you talking about?" He swallowed a mouthful of bloody saliva.
"What treachery?" 


"The
other night, I gave you a chance to join me. I believed you when you said you
were remaining with the Sage to find a way to eliminate him. So logical."
His face twisted into a snarl. "When I encountered the stink of Bucelarii
in my chambers, I told myself it was a mistake. 'Surely he wouldn’t accept my
offer then stab me in the back on the same night!' I insisted. The moment I saw
you with the Sage at the Expurgation, I knew I was right. You took me for a
fool. Then I hear you are sneaking around my bridge, and I get to thinking. Why
would he be doing that? Surely he could find a way to slip free of the Sage's
watchers and enter my domain through the front door."


The
Warmaster leaned closer, his voice dropping low. "You played me, just like
he would. You're just like him:
conniving, deceitful, treacherous. Not a warrior, like I thought. Nothing but
an assassin, a murderer for hire, the sort of lowlife he would use. The moment you chose the Sage, you sealed your
fate!"


"But
I—"


The
Warmaster's fist slammed into the Hunter's jaw. "But nothing! You are the
Sage's creature, and every word out of your mouth is a lie. Killing you would
deprive him of a valuable tool." His face hovered close to the Hunter's,
and he spoke in a low, guttural whisper. "But once you are broken, I will
make you mine. You will be my tool,
to use as I see fit."


Cold
dread seeped into the Hunter's veins. He'd survived torture before, but this
promised to be far worse. The Masters of Agony were renowned for their ability
to inflict such terrible torments that even the strongest of men sought the
relief of insanity and suicide. And now, he was to suffer at the hands of the
Abiarazi who commanded them, who no doubt had taught them everything they knew.
Even his inhuman constitution would eventually fail beneath the torments.


An
image of Hailen played in his mind, replaced a moment later by his memory of
Her. The swell of life in Her belly, the warmth in Her smile as She reached for
him. Her presence pulsed in the back of his mind. He clung to it, used those
images to drive back the beginnings of fear. 


He
would survive the Warmaster's worst. For Hailen. For Her. He had a reason to
live: to free Hailen from the enclosure and the curse of the Irrsinnon. To find that woman who
brought a swell of emotion to his chest every time he saw Her face. If what
he'd seen in his memories was true…


"Look
at that, not a drop of blood!" The Warmaster poked at the Hunter's arms.
The pain had faded as his body repaired the injured flesh. "It's been
thousands of years since I was fortunate enough to practice on one of my kind.
The way we heal…" He closed his eyes, and an almost orgasmic shiver ran
down his spine. "It makes the art all the more enjoyable!" 


Men
wearing the scarlet robes of the Masters of Agony entered the room. One pushed
a wheeled cart, where row upon row of steel implements—hammers, saws, drills,
knives, needles, and dozens more the Hunter didn't recognize—glinted in the
lamplight. The torturers watched him with eager, hungry eyes, like predators
studying their prey.


The
Hunter opened his mouth to speak, but the Warmaster shook his head. "Don't
waste your breath on words. You'll need it for screaming." With a
horrible, gleeful grin, he reached for the first tool.
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"Well,
wasn't that a pleasant warm-up?"


The
Hunter drew in a gasping, shuddering breath. His throat was raw from screaming
for what seemed an eternity. He'd held out as long as he could, but the Warmaster's
sharp instruments had done their terrible work. He bled from half a hundred
tiny wounds and punctures. Pain drowned out everything—every thought, feeling,
and sensation. Even the voices in his head faded before the fire racing through
his arms, legs, and torso as his body struggled to heal itself. Yet that only
added to his torment. The Warmaster had left his tools embedded in the Hunter's
flesh. The agony of the tools being ripped free was far worse. 


The
Warmaster licked the Hunter's blood from his fingers. "Ohh, that's
good." He closed his eyes. "Haven't tasted anything that delicious in
thousands of years."


The
Hunter shivered, the movement sending another surge of heat through him.
"What…do you…want from me?"


The
Warmaster gave a dismissive wave. "For now, nothing. You need to rest and
recover. We have a long day ahead of us."


Fear
turned the Hunter's blood to ice. The First had had him tortured to incite him
to violence, but even that torment had come to an end. The Warmaster, however,
did it for the sheer thrill. 


It
didn't matter if the demon never used iron. The Hunter would break. It could
take days, weeks, or even months, but he would break in the end.


His
attempt to reason with the Warmaster had as much effect as trying to bring down
Shana Laal with a wooden spoon. The Abiarazi had ignored the Hunter's
entreaties, insisting they were nothing more than the Sage's lies. Indeed, he'd
grown more annoyed with every attempt. The more the Hunter tried to reach him
with logic, the worse the torture had grown. 


The
Hunter had one last ploy. "You're making a mistake," he gasped.
"I'm the only thing feeding your god." He bit back a cry. "Every
time I kill, Soulhunger sends him power. Surely you know this!"


The
Warmaster eyed him, face hard and impassive as the walls.


"So,
if you stop me from killing, you're cutting off what he needs to survive. How
could you do that to your god?"


The
Warmaster snorted. "He's not my god."
The demon's cold eyes met his. "The Great Destroyer? The one who summoned
us to this world in the first place?" He sneered. "I did not ask to be brought here. The Destroyer
ripped me from my home of fire, a place where I was regarded by all—friends and
enemies alike—as the mightiest of warriors. I was trapped on this pitiful
world, just one more soldier in a war I had no desire to fight."


The
Hunter stared at the demon, speechless.


The
Warmaster's eyes blazed. "You think I want to bring back the Destroyer so
I can be his faithful servant once more? Never!" He slammed a massive fist
into table, crunching wood. "For far too long, I have served the Sage. I
have bided my time, held my tongue as that vile slug pretends to be my equal.
There was a time I would have crushed his skull for so much as looking at me.
And he thinks himself superior!"


He
leaned over the Hunter, his face dangerously close. "I have grown weary of
his pomposity and arrogance. The day is not far off when I will do what I
should have long ago." He mimicked crushing something in his hand.
"The bastard may have numbers on his side, but I have faced a thousand
thousand humans before. Their blood watered the ground of the Valley of Tears.
The cries of their widows and orphans reached the ears of the gods
themselves!"


"But
what did the gods do? Nothing!" He shook his head. "So enmeshed were
they in their own war that they turned their back on their creations. Even the
mighty Kharna himself ignored us when we called on him for aid. He turned a
deaf ear when we faced the wrath of the gods. When my brothers were slaughtered
and I was forced to hide like a coward, he did nothing."


The
Warmaster straightened, fury in every line of his face. "So, you ask me if
I care about the mighty Destroyer." He spat. "I care nothing for him
or any of the other gods. He can rot in his eternal prison, for he has
abandoned me to the same."


The
Hunter's mind raced. To the Warmaster, power came from strength. He believed himself the true power on
Einan, the demon who deserved to rule. "Then why let the Sage live this
long? Why haven't you killed him yet?"


The
Warmaster scowled. "No doubt for the same reason he hasn't made his move
against me."


"The
Elivasti." They'd sworn their service to the Abiarazi. Brother would face
brother should the Sage and the Warmaster ever go to war. "Your army would
be annihilated. Your plans to conquer would fail."


The
Warmaster gave a grudging nod. "But that is a problem you will soon solve
for me."


This,
then, was the true reason the Warmaster held him captive. He sought to break
the Hunter, physically and mentally, and use him as a weapon against the Sage.
Just as the Sage had intended to use the Hunter against him.


"Then
let me go, and I will gladly put a dagger in the Sage's back. It's why I came
to Kara-ket in the first place."


Hesitation
flashed across the Warmaster's face. 


"Look
into my eyes, and you will see that I'm speaking the truth. You must believe
me!"


The
Warmaster met his eyes, and the hesitation fled. A grim smile touched his lips.
"Bravo! I applaud the effort. For a moment, you almost had me believing
you." His smile turned mocking. "But I am no fool. Every time you
move your lips, the Sage's words tumble out. You truly are his creature, as
vile and treacherous as he. It will give me great pleasure to make you
suffer."


He
turned to one of the Masters of Agony. "Gag him."


Hands
gripped the Hunter's head. He fought his restraints, but the metal manacles
held firm. One of the scarlet-robed
figures advanced, a knotted length of cloth in his hands. The Hunter squeezed his
jaw tight. The Masters of Agony tried to wrestle the gag into his mouth, to no
avail. With a sneer, the Warmaster wrapped one massive hand around the Hunter's
neck and squeezed.


Fury
coursed through the Hunter, and he glared at the Warmaster with every ounce of
hatred he could summon. The demon's impassive eyes locked on to his. For long
moments, a war of wills raged between them. The Hunter refused to open his
mouth even as the Warmaster squeezed the life from him.


Darkness
pressed in on the Hunter. His lungs cried out for air. Stubborn determination
fought the instinct to survive. Survival won. His jaw dropped open, and the gag
was shoved into his mouth. He drew in a deep, shuddering breath as the
Warmaster released his throat. 


The
Warmaster leered down at him. "See? Works every time. Even with the most
stubborn of subjects."


The
Hunter wanted to spit a curse at the demon, were it not for the gag. 


"Now
that we've warmed up our subject, it's time for the main event!" The
Warmaster addressed the Masters of Agony. "Turn him around. Let him see
what is to come."


The
table turned, and the Hunter's eyes fell on a gruesome assortment of tables,
chairs, shelves, and racks. The metal spikes, leather restraints, and dried
bloodstains bespoke the twisted purpose of the devices.


The
Warmaster strode to the first, an innocuous looking chair. "This is a
device created by our very own Master Sha-Yun'Ti. We call it the Hrandari
chair. Simply strap a victim in and—" He pushed, and the chair back folded
backward. "Severe damage to the limbs, spine, and neck. It can cripple a
man for life." He gave the Hunter a cruel smile. "Though, that's the
point, isn't it? He'd be getting off easy in this one, not like with the Seat
of Penance."


He
strode to another chair, this one a heavy wooden one studded with thousands of
tiny spikes. The leather restraints would press a victim's arms and legs
against the spikes. "A beauty, isn't she? It's even better when you place
it over one of the steam vents. The spikes get hot enough to cauterize the
wounds even as they sink into flesh."


The
next instrument was all too familiar. "The iron horse. A favorite in Al
Hani, I hear." The donkey-like apparatus had an iron blade upon which the
victim was seated, with weights strapped to their legs. Gravity and the weights
would pull on the sufferer until the blade carved through his body.


A
breaking wheel occupied an entire section of the chamber. The Hunter had
watched public executions in the islands far to the south, beyond the Frozen
Sea. Victims of the wheel were stretched to the breaking point, beaten with
clubs to shatter their bones, and stretched again. Death came slowly,
painfully.


The
Warmaster described the wicked-looking implements on a nearby shelf—giving them
names like Head Crusher, Knee Splitter, Heretic's Fork, Pear of Anguish, Caiman
Clamp, and Torturer's Boot. The Hunter recognized a few, but the sheer number
of tools was truly terrifying. For a moment, disgust overwhelmed his fear; only
an Abiarazi could have conceived so many different ways to bring pain to
another being.


The
Abiarazi turned to him with a wicked gleam in his eyes. "No doubt you're
wondering why I'm showing you all of this. Simple: anticipation makes the heart
grow fonder." He licked his lips. "You will wonder what comes next,
which of these I will choose to use on you. Will it be the wheel, or perhaps
the boot? Can you survive the agony of the iron horse, only to succumb to the
Seat of Penance? That question will play in your mind day after day, week after
week. It will consume every part of you until it has stolen your strength. It
will reduce you to a weakling, too terrified to close his eyes for fear of what
will come next."


He
laughed, a vicious, cruel sound. "And even that will not be the end! The
torment will continue until you are so broken you will remember nothing. Your
mind will be shattered, your body crushed and mangled, and you will have
nothing left." His huge bearded face loomed close. "On that day, you
will become my tool. You will belong to me, body, heart, and soul. Not out of
loyalty, but for fear that you will be returned here." 


The
reek of suffering washed over the Hunter. He smelled the acrid stench of his
own panic mixing with the miasma of scents in the Warmaster's torture chamber.
The demon's howls of despair slammed into his mind with agonizing intensity.
His limbs trembled as the terrible realization gripped him: there was no
escape.


"Good."
The Warmaster's icy eyes locked on to his. "I can see the defeat in your
eyes. You have accepted the inevitable. A wonderful first step along your
journey."


With
a vicious grin, he reached for a knife and held it up to catch the torchlight.
"We have a long way to go, you and I." Delight filled the Warmaster's
eyes. "Let us begin."


The
heavy cloth gag failed to completely muffle the Hunter's screams.
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The
Warmaster took his time, his razor slicing the Hunter's flesh with the delicate
precision of a master carver. The knife sliced a wide circle around the
Hunter's torso, and his shrieks reached a new intensity as the demon ripped
back the skin to reveal organs. 


The
Hunter's body struggled to repair itself, but the Warmaster's blade opened too
many wounds to heal. Blood soaked the wooden table as the Warmaster did his
terrible work. The Hunter's throat grew ragged. Delirious, he swam in and out
of consciousness. Yet every time darkness promised him deliverance, the
Warmaster would wait for his flesh to mend before continuing the agonizing
carving of his organs. The cruel demon refused to let him succumb to blood
loss, even going so far as to give him a bite of food or sip of water to speed
up his replenishment.             


Then
the Abiarazi started on his chest. The knife bit deep, and the Warmaster's
thick fingers peeled back skin to reveal glistening bone. A hint of madness
tinged the delight in his eyes as he ripped the Hunter apart. He moved with the
precision of a master artist; the Hunter's flesh and bone his grisly canvas. 


The
Hunter's screaming quietened as the Warmaster placed the blade on the table,
but the demon only traded sharp steel for hammer and chisel. The Warmaster
moved without hesitation, yet seemed to linger, to savor each fresh torment.
Every tap of the mallet sent shuddering waves of fire radiating along first the
Hunter's right side, then his left. Each crack
felt like a blow to his soul. His mind threatened to collapse beneath the
unremittent suffering. 


Covered
head to toe in blood, the Warmaster described every new torture with the
clinical detachment of a physicker dissecting a corpse. The Hunter clung to the
sound of the Warmaster's voice, using it to pull him away from the agony
washing over him in mind-shattering torrents. The sensations wracking every
fiber of his being would have rendered him unconscious long ago had the Warmaster
permitted it. 


The
Hunter drifted in a haze of suffering. A numbing chill spread through his arms
and legs. His vocal cords had given out long ago, but that hadn't stopped his shrieks
of anguish. A dim part of his mind realized the torture had stopped. He
couldn't feel his chest or torso, couldn't feel anything except the burning in
his throat. 


A
face hovered above him. The Hunter stared up with unseeing, confused eyes. A
thick, oppressive fog dulled his mind. This was the person responsible for his
suffering.


"I
must admit that I'm impressed, Hunter."


His
sluggish mind struggled to form cohesive thoughts. He's talking to me. The pain drowned out all thought, all feeling
beyond the crackling of his healing nerves.


"You've
proven yourself capable of enduring a surprising amount of suffering. Some of
the greatest Abiarazi warriors from my world have died from less. You truly are
a credit to your kind."


The
Hunter's mouth, parched from hours of screaming, worked soundlessly. 


The
demon waved a dismissive hand. "Don't bother protesting your innocence.
You've been screaming it for the last few hours, but I'm just not convinced you're telling the truth. Not
yet, at least."


A
pitiful wheezing escaped the Hunter's lips. Please,
let it be over! 


"Don't
worry. You'll have plenty of time to think in the Coffin." The Warmaster
patted the Hunter's shoulder. 


The
Hunter gave a weak cry. His body had healed to the point that every twitch,
every movement sent fire searing through him. 


"Give
him a bit of food and water first." The Warmaster spoke to an unseen
figure behind the Hunter. "Help him recover for tomorrow."


The
Hunter's shrieks rose anew as the table beneath him moved. A thousand red hot needles
stabbed into his chest, stomach, shoulders, and arms. A chill gripped his legs;
all sensation ended at his knees and elbows. 


Cool
water trickled over his bloodstained face. He gulped at the liquid with the
desperation of a man finding an oasis amidst the Advanat. A few mouthfuls
trickled down his ragged, parched throat. He wept at the sensation—the only
relief from what seemed an eternity of suffering. A wooden spoon was placed
against his lips, and a few drops of something warm and salty dripped into his
mouth. It took him a moment to realize he tasted not his blood, but broth.


"Enough."
The Warmaster waved the spoon-bearer away. "Just enough to keep him alive
in the Iron Coffin."


Icy
fingers of dread gripped the Hunter's heart as the reek of iron reached his
sensitive nostrils. He struggled against his bonds. In his weakened state, it
had as much effect as a child attempting to move a mountain. 


Strong
hands seized his arms as his manacles were unlocked. Two scarlet-robed men
lifted him from the table, sagging mass of torn flesh, and dragged him toward a
set of wooden stairs leading up to a metal cage. 


"Conserve
your strength, Hunter!" The Warmaster's voice drowned out the cries
echoing in the chamber. "It's going to be a long night." 


The
Masters of Agony only laughed at his pathetic attempts to resist and wrestled
him into the cage. Pain stabbed into his healing ribs as one of the torturers
lifted his hands and wrapped his fingers around the steel bar above his head.
The door swung shut with an ominous clang,
followed by the sound of a closing padlock.


The
stench of iron nearly overwhelmed the Hunter. A wooden plank beneath his feet
and the steel bar overhead were the only parts of his cage not made of the
poisonous metal. A finger's breadth separated his bare shoulders from the bars
around him. The low roof, no higher than his chin, forced him to hunch. He
gasped for air; the position of his arms pressed his ribs against his lungs. 


He
met the Warmaster's gaze. Maniacal glee filled the demon's unnerving black
eyes, and he rubbed his hands with delight. "Listen to me, Hunter. Believe
me when I say there is no hope of escape or survival. The sooner you break, the
sooner all of this stops."


The
Hunter gripped the steel bar tighter. He could feel his resistance waning. How
much longer could he hold out? 


"I
warn you, Hunter: defiance will only bring more pain. Yield or die." He
waved at the Hunter's cage. "Trust me, I know exactly how to end your
suffering"—a vicious grin spread his face—"one way or another."
With a leer, the Warmaster turned and strode from the chamber. 


One
of the Masters of Agony disappeared behind the Hunter's cage. The cage suddenly
shifted beneath his feet, swinging free as its supports were removed. The
Hunter's back struck the iron bars. Flesh sizzled and crackled from contact
with the metal. He jerked forward, and cried out again as his chest touched the
cage. Blackness slowly seeped into his torso until he could pull himself
upright. The pendulum motion of the cage made it almost impossible to hold
himself still. The tension in his still-healing body sent agony stampeding
through him.


Closing
his eyes, the Hunter turned his attention inward. Too many sensations roiled
within him, burning, stabbing, slicing, throbbing, shrieking at the torments
he'd endured. They intensified as he pushed his consciousness deeper in an
effort to direct blood, muscle, and bone to heal.


Can't! He gritted his teeth, fighting a wave of
dizziness. Loss of blood left him weak, the pain too much to push through. He
couldn't focus on healing his shredded body. 


“Give up!” The demon's screams echoed in his
thoughts. “Stop fighting. Let him break
you, and it will all be over.”


The
urge to accept defeat nearly paralyzed the Hunter. A part of him wanted to stop
fighting. The Warmaster's torment had taken a toll on his mind as well as his
body. The ache in his head compounded his suffering. He only had to yield to
the inevitable and the pain would end…eventually. By then, he would be so
broken it wouldn't matter. He could find peace in insanity.


No. The Warmaster's tools dissected his body but they had not
touched his soul. Do your worst,
Warmaster! I will NOT break. 


 


* * *


 


"Morning,
sunshine!" Icy water accompanied the mocking words. 


The
Hunter had no strength to respond. Every shred of willpower went into keeping
his trembling legs from collapsing. How many hours had he spent trapped in this
diminutive world of iron? He wished he could close his eyes, could let sleep
wash over him, but he dared not. Anytime he'd found himself drifting off,
someone had given the cage a shove, setting it swinging once more. Though every
fiber of his being shrieked, he couldn't relax for even a second. In his utter
exhaustion, he couldn't remember why the bars of his cage were dangerous.
Instinct alone kept him standing.


He
forced his eyelids open. Exhaustion intensified every sensation coursing
through his battered body. His spine protested at the awkward, hunched
position. He wheezed and tried to ignore the slow suffocation as his ribs
constricted his lungs. 


The
fire in his legs—drained by too many hours fighting to hold him upright—had
faded long ago, along with all sensation. The muscles of his stomach and back
ached from the perpetual tension. His heart pounded a sluggish beat, barely
keeping him alive.


But
he was alive. That was what mattered.
The Iron Coffin was meant to break him, not kill him. 


Two
faces floated in his delirious thoughts. Hailen's smile drove back the
numbness, and the perfection of the woman he knew only as Az'nii—not Her true name, but the only one he had for Her: "my
heart" in the tongue of the Serenii—kept him standing even when his
muscles screamed at him to lie down and die. He held them before him like a
shield, his protection against the madness that sought to claim his mind.
Because of them, he clung to the steel bar and fought to continue drawing one
ragged breath after another. 


"Rough
night?" The Master of Agony—a round, balding man with a patchy beard and
pudgy hands—cackled as he fumbled at the cage's padlock. "You'll love what the master has planned for you
today."


"Shut
up, Garn." Another torturer stood at the base of the steps, a pair of
steel manacles in his hands. "Didn't your mother ever teach you any sort
of manners?" A dim part of the Hunter's mind recognized the man's accent
as Praamian.


"Oh,
get stuffed, Rhian!" Garn leered at the Hunter through the bars, speaking
with the rough inflection of a Malandrian. "He's barely standing. Listen
to that wheezing. He's 'bout as dangerous as a wet mouse."


The
grizzled Rhian growled. "Looks can be deceiving, Garn. Now stop fiddling
about up there and get the damned cage open. The Warmaster expects his prisoner
to be ready when he comes."


Hope
surged in the Hunter's chest. He's not
here yet. He had to make his move soon.


The
door to his prison swung open, and Garn rammed a truncheon into his gut. Air
whooshed from the Hunter's lungs, and his fingers slipped from the steel bar.
He slumped to his knees, his face and chest pressing against the iron bars. He
screamed as the metal's poison scorched his flesh and blackness seeped into his
veins. Pain raced through shoulders, legs, and back stiff from a night spent
standing in the awkward hunching half-crouch. 


"Get
him out of there, Garn!" A momentary look of fear flitted across Rhian's
face. "Iron'll kill him, Warmaster says." 


Garn
seized the Hunter's hair and dragged him from the cage, all but hurled him down
the wooden steps. Too weak to stop his fall, the Hunter's face slammed into the
stone floor with a loud crunch. Blood
spurted from his nose and lip.


"Now
look what you've done!" Rhian crouched over the Hunter. "You know
what the Warmaster'll do to you if his prized possession isn't ready when he
arrives."


"Well,
we just say he tripped and fell."


Rhian
snorted. "Keeper take you, Garn. Your idiocy's liable to get you
killed—and me in the process." He grabbed the Hunter's arm. "Now help
me get these on him."


The
Hunter studied the two men through the lank curtain of hair hanging over his
face. The scarlet-robed torturers reeked of the acrid stench of fear. No doubt
they would be wary of him, at least until they thought they'd rendered him
helpless. The Hunter remained still, allowing the Masters of Agony to twist his
arms behind him and clasp the steel manacles in place. He made no protest. Even
his inhuman strength would fail against chains thicker than his wrist. Better
to bide his time.


"Stand
up, you!" Garn tried to pull him to his feet, but the Hunter sagged. When
the Master of Agony released him, he slumped to the floor once again. Only
Rhian's strong grip prevented him from slamming into hard stone.


"I
said, up!" Garn's boot crashed into the Hunter's gut, knocking the air
from his lungs. He curled around the foot, gasping for breath. 


"Enough,
Garn." Rhian shoved his companion away. "He's bleeding enough. The
last thing you want is to draw the Warmaster's attention."


Muttering
curses, Garn seized the Hunter's arm. "Well, then help me carry him."


Stone
scraped the Hunter's knees and feet as the two torturers half-dragged him away
from the cage. The scents of the torture chamber—blood, ordure, and
vomit—overwhelmed his senses. Shrieks and moans of agony rang out, in time with
the screaming of the demon in his mind. The Warmaster's temple amplified the
voice to a painful intensity. The dissonance sliced to the core of his
exhausted mind without mercy. If he remained here too long, the demon within
would drive him to insanity long before the Warmaster's torments. 


Another
presence pounded in his thoughts. Soulhunger!
He sensed the dagger somewhere nearby. If
I can get my hands on Soulhunger…


The
Masters of Agony threw him onto a wooden table. His manacles clicked open and,
for a heartbeat, the two torturers released their grips on his arms. It was all
he needed.


His
elbow shot up and backward, sinking into the folds of flesh around Garn's
throat. The torturer's cry cut off into a pathetic choking cough. The Hunter
spun and slammed his fist into Rhian's grizzled face. The torturer's head twisted
to the side, and he collapsed like a sack of flour. Garn followed him to the
ground a moment later, clutching his throat, face purpling.


The
Hunter staggered away from the table, his eyes darting around the room in search
of Soulhunger. The dagger lay on a wooden counter a few dozen paces away. Its
voice screamed in delight as he lurched toward it and ripped it free.


A
cry of alarm sounded behind him, and he spun to see two Masters of Agony
rushing from the room. He shambled after them. His legs wobbled with every
step, but he refused to stop. If he fell, he knew he wouldn't get back up. He
had to find someone to kill; Soulhunger would give him all the power needed. 


The
first figures who met his gaze were more corpses than humans. Pitifully thin,
their faces the ghastly sheen of near-death, four men lay shacked to the cold
stone floor. Only the nearest had the strength to moan. Within the glass box
strapped to his chest, a pair of mice nibbled at his flesh. Blood seeped from
hundreds of tiny lacerations. White rib bone showed through in far too many
places.


No
sounds arose from the next prisoner. His single eye followed the Hunter's
movements. A metal spike had been driven into the other socket—deep enough to
puncture the eyeball, but not to reach the brain. Thousands of nails and pins
protruded from his body. The Hunter shuddered to think of the immeasurable
agony the man must have endured.


The
third figure opened his mouth in a wordless scream, the bloody stump of his
tongue wagging without a sound. The thick red tissue over his throat had yet to
fully heal after the removal of his vocal cords. The Masters of Agony had
removed his eyelids, lips, ears, and nose. His three remaining fingers ended at
the first knuckle, his legs at mid-thigh. 


The
Hunter doubted the final prisoner had enough life left in him to be worth the
effort. His chest rose and fell in ragged gasps, and his eyes remained closed.
The redness of his skin spoke of infection, but a foul odor arose from the
patches of blackness spreading across his body. Whatever these men had done,
they didn't deserve this endless torment. 


Miserable wretches. Pity stabbed through the Hunter, and he
raised Soulhunger. Their deaths would serve a purpose—it was the best he could
offer. 


"Stop
him!" 


Before
he could strike, arms encircled his waist, hands seizing his wrists. He slammed
his forehead into one man's nose and drove an elbow into another's face. But he
faced a half-dozen club-wielding Masters of Agony surrounding him. Though fear
and hesitation showed in their expressions, they laid into him with their
truncheons. 


For
a moment, his rage drowned out the pain. He shouted and snarled, trying to rip
his arm from of their grasps. If he could just get Soulhunger free—


A
club slammed into his knee, and his legs sagged beneath him. Someone kicked
Soulhunger from his hand, sending it skittering across the floor. Even as he
scrambled after the dagger, the Masters of Agony piled atop him. Their combined
weight bore him down. His attack on Garn and Rhian had sapped his last reserves
of strength. He lay on the ground, chest heaving. He had nothing left. 


"The
master's coming! Get him onto the table."


A
dozen hands seized him and dragged his unresisting form to the wooden table. His
weak struggles proved fruitless as the Masters of Agony spread his limbs and
snapped the steel manacles and leather head strap in place. 


The
door opened, and the Warmaster strode into the room. His smile at the sight of
the Hunter slipped as his eyes fell on the dour faces of the Masters of Agony.
"What happened?"


A
scarlet-robed Nyslian spoke up. "He broke free and killed Garn. He had this when we stopped him." He held
out Soulhunger.


The
Warmaster eyed the dagger, then the Hunter. "So, that's how it's to be,
eh? The Hunter, stubborn and unyielding as any of his kind. You're not going to
break easy."


The
Hunter spat. "Rot in the frozen hell, you bastard!" 


The
Warmaster shrugged. "So be it." He lifted a mallet and a steel spike
from the table. "Hold him firm."


The
Masters of Agony seized the Hunter's arm. The Warmaster placed the spike
against the flesh beneath his collarbone and drove it home with vicious blows. 


"Hah!"
A look of triumph crossed the demon's face as he reached for another spike.
"Let's see you try to break free now." 


The
Hunter's screams filled the chamber, echoing in time with the tap, tap, tap of the mallet as the
Warmaster nailed him to the wooden table. 
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The
Hunter had believed yesterday's torments the worst the Warmaster could inflict.
He'd been wrong. 


Gears
cranked and shifted as the Masters of Agony raised the table. His weight
dragged on the steel spikes embedded beneath his collarbones, between the bones
of his forearm, below his ribs, and through his thighs. Tears streamed down his
cheeks. Every pitiful, coughing breath sprayed a mist of blood. One of the
spikes had pierced his lungs. The searing, stabbing pain tore at his
consciousness, threatening to rip sanity from his grasp. 


The
Warmaster stood over him, his face split in a contented grin. The smile failed
to drive the ice from his eyes. "Now do you understand how truly hopeless
your situation is, Hunter?"


Too
weak to move, his hoarse voice raw from screaming, the Hunter couldn't summon
the strength to reply. 


"Good.
Then let's move on to more important matters." The Warmaster's hand rested
on the Hunter's shoulder. Even the tiniest contact sent fire coursing through
his body. "Tell me your name."


The
Hunter clamped his jaw.


The
Warmaster's hand squeezed, grinding the Hunter's collarbone against the steel
spike. 


"The…Hunter!"
The words tore from his lips beyond his control. 


The
Warmaster didn't let up. "That is
your name? The Hunter? What kind of name is that?"


Sobs
shook the Hunter's body. "It's…my name!" His voice sounded pitiful
and weak. He gasped as the pressure on his shoulder relented.


"So
be it." Satisfaction filled Warmaster's cold midnight eyes. "Not such
a difficult question to answer, is it?"


Suffering
drowned out any remaining traces of the Hunter's defiance or rage.
"Please…just make it…stop!" 


With
an ugly predatory grin, the Warmaster patted his arm. "But what would be
the fun in that? I'd rather take my time getting answers from you. More fun
that way." 


He
held up another spike, this one slimmer than those transfixing the Hunter.
"I'm going to ask another question. Tell me what I want to know, and I
won't have to use this. Lie to me…" He shrugged. "Did the Sage send
you to kill me?"


"No."
The word came out barely above a whisper. 


The
Warmaster shook his head. "Wrong answer." He held out the spike.
"Rhian, he's all yours."


The
grizzled Master of Agony stepped into view and accepted the length of metal.
"Thank you, Warmaster." With a vicious grin marred by the hideous
purple bruise on his jaw, he pressed the spike into the Hunter's bicep. The
mallet crashed down. 


The
Hunter screamed, and Rhian struck again. The crack of splintering bone sounded loud in the chamber. The Hunter
teetered on the edge of unconsciousness, but a fresh wave of torment pulled him
back as Rhian drove the spike through bone, nerves, flesh, and into the wooden
table. 


The
Master of Agony stepped back, and the Warmaster took his place. "Let's try
this again." He held up another slim spike. "Did the Sage send you to
kill me?"


"No,"
the Hunter gasped, coughing. "But he—"


"Stop
lying!" The Warmaster's face purpled, and his eyes burned. "Why do
you make me do this to you? All you have to do is tell me the truth, and the
suffering can end."


"I
am…telling the truth!" Blood filled his mouth, garbling his words.
"The Sage…didn't…send me."


Another
Master of Agony stepped forward. This one drove the steel spike into the
Hunter's shin. The Hunter jerked, his body convulsing with such violence that
flesh tore and blood spurted from the wounds in his chest, legs, and torso. His
cries of anguish were little more than pathetic sobs.


"No
more lies, Hunter. Tell me what the Sage intends, and it will be all
over."


"Please!
I…don't…know…anything." 


Anger
flashed in the Warmaster's eyes. "You've been in his company for nearly a
week, and you expect me to believe he hasn't spoken to you of his plans? What
manner of fool do you take me for?"


The
Hunter moaned. "Don’t…know…" 


The
Masters of Agony took turns pounding spikes into him. Some pierced bone, while
others sought the bundles of nerves around his body. He lost count how many.
His screams grew weaker with every agonized beat of his heart. Yet he could not
give the Warmaster the answers he sought. He could only protest his ignorance
and cling to the hope that the Masters of Agony would tire of their torment
before he gave in. The sheen of sweat on more than one forehead and the
exchange of nervous glances grew more noticeable as the Warmaster's frustration
mounted. 


"Tell
me what you know!" the Abiarazi shouted in his face, spraying spittle.
"What is the snake planning?"


The
Hunter had endured enough. "Sage…kill…you…" 


The
Warmaster straightened. "The Sage plans to kill me?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Not…yet…"


"When?"


"Don't…know.
Soon…"


The
Warmaster's face clouded again. "You think that is news to me?" His
midnight eyes regarded the Hunter with dispassionate contempt. "The coward
has always intended to kill me. He's just never had the guts to." 


Panic
dugs its claws into the Hunter's mind. Please,
just let it be over!


The
huge demon snarled. "You think me a fool?
You give me that useless morsel and expect me to be content with that? Why do
you insist on protecting that snake? What has he ever done for you?" He gestured
around. "Look where you are. He's left you here to die!"


"I…told
you…everything." He had told the demon everything he knew about the Sage's
plans. He would die before he gave up anything that endangered Hailen.


The
Warmaster shook his head. "You've barely begun to tell me what I want to
know! But your defiance is no less than expected. Truth be told, I would have
been disappointed had you broken earlier. Our offspring were bred for their
strength. Even if it means it will take years to break you, that willpower is
what makes you the perfect servant. "


The
shrieking in the Hunter's mind intensified. His inner demon was terrified, and
rightly so. He was trapped, pinned to a table like a grisly trophy on display.
He had no hope of escape. Not for the first time, he wrestled with the urge to
give up, to break as the Warmaster wanted. The pain could end. 


Remember Hailen, a quiet voice whispered in the back of
his mind. Hailen needed him alive. He would be safe in the Elivasti enclosure.
For now, but not forever. The Hunter had to
return to the boy, even if it meant enduring the worst the Masters of Agony
could throw at him. He set his jaw and glared up at the Warmaster.


The
Abiarazi quirked an eyebrow. "I see you've had enough of the foreplay. On
to the main course." Vicious delight glinted in the Warmaster's eyes.
"I've concocted a special treatment just for you. Your unique physiology
makes you one of the few people on Einan who could survive what comes
next." A perverse grin twisted his lips. "It's quite the creative
solution, if I say so myself. One of my finest!"


Two
Masters of Agony held his arms as the Warmaster reached for a short-bladed
knife. Steel bit deep into the Hunter's arm as the Warmaster dragged the blade
from his bicep, across the elbow, and down to his forearm. 


"It
takes an expert hand to do this right. One wrong move, and the knife slices
into the arteries. Can't have you bleeding out. That would ruin all the
fun!"


The
knife ground against bone, and the Warmaster set it aside. One of the Masters
of Agony held out a steel rod the thickness of the Hunter's little finger. With
a delighted grin, the Warmaster separated the flesh of the Hunter's arm and
shoved the rod into the gash. He basked in the Hunter's shrieks. "Ahh, the
sound of suffering. Like music to my ears!" His fingers pressed the torn
flesh together, and two of his torturers wrapped bandages around the Hunter's
arm. "Let's see you break free now. Once your body heals around the rod,
your limbs will be as useless as a Beggar Priest's cranny hunter!" 


The
Warmaster's cackling drowned out the Hunter's agonized howls. The Masters of
Agony pulled the bandages tight around the Hunter's arms, sending waves of fire
up his shoulders and to the tips of his fingers. The searing pain sapped his
will to fight, to struggle, even to live. His eyes closed in a desperate
attempt to slip into the merciful embrace of unconsciousness.


With
deliberate slowness, the Warmaster repeated the process with the Hunter's
remaining arm and his legs. The Hunter's body struggled to repair the lacerated
flesh. He felt the muscle of his right arm knitting around the steel rod.
"Look what I have for you, Hunter. I'm returning what belongs to
you." 


Soulhunger's
presence throbbed in the back of the Hunter's mind. He opened his too-heavy
eyelids to see the Warmaster holding the blade above him, its tip a hand's
breadth from his bloodstained chest.


The
temple amplified the dagger's pleas to a plaintive frenzy. Feed me! 


"Don’t
you want it? Come and take it." Mocking laughter burst from his throat,
and the grin that broadened his face held a sadistic edge. "Here, I'll
make it easy for you." 


His
massive hand closed on the Hunter's fingers, squeezing them tight around
Soulhunger's hilt. The Hunter cried out as muscle and bone ground against the
steel rod. 


"There,
now you can heal yourself!" Malicious glee shone in the Warmaster's eyes.


The
Hunter's hands trembled, a spasm setting his fingers twitching. Soulhunger
clattered from his weak grip. The metal running from lower to upper arm
prevented him from bending his elbows. 


"Oh
no? Such a shame. And to think, you were so defiant just a short while
ago."


The
Hunter met the Warmaster's gaze. The Abiarazi's midnight eyes stared down at
him with a cold vindictiveness, like a hunter studying a fox caught in a steel
trap.


The
Warmaster spoke in a low whisper. "This could all be over. The pain, the
suffering, it will end. Your journey to being reborn as my loyal servant begins
by you telling me what I wish to know."


"I…told
you…the truth!" 


"So
you say, but I can see when you are lying. You Bucelarii were ever the devious
sort. Nothing to rival the great Abiarazi, but in your own minds, you were
clever enough to deceive us. There is no way I will believe your lies. You only
inherited your deceit; we perfected it!"


It's useless! The Warmaster refused to believe him. What could I tell him that he would believe?
He so blinded by his belief that I'm in league with the Sage that he refuses to
listen to reason.


"Speaking
of inherited, I'm sure you've wondered about these weapons passed to you by
your ancestors. They truly are a marvelous creation."


Soulhunger's
joyous cries pounded in the Hunter's mind as the Warmaster ran his fingers over
the blade. 


The
Abiarazi gave him a sly smile. "I've learned a great deal about these
blades over the years. About the stones, particularly." He thumbed the
multi-faceted gemstone set into Soulhunger's hilt. "Did you know the
stones are actually the souls of your ancestors?"


The
Hunter grunted. "Lament…of the…Fallen." The words came out in a weak,
hoarse voice.


The
Warmaster nodded approval. "Very good! What else do you know about
it?"


The
Hunter shook his head. Even the slight movement drove daggers into his nerves.


"Would
you like to hear a wicked little secret I've discovered? I think you'll find
this quite…enlightening."


He
gestured, and one of the Masters of Agony placed something into his hand. He
held it up. "See this?" The transparent gem—identical to the stone in
Soulhunger's hilt—twinkled in the torchlight. "This is where the true
power comes from. The daggers are just the conduit for the power, drawing it to
the stone. But this is the truly
marvelous element."


He
placed the stone on the Hunter's chest. It seemed to drink the blood staining
his flesh, and faint traces of crimson threaded the crystal. 


"The
Serenii truly were master craftsman. Their rituals were responsible for the
creation of these stones." He reached for the short-bladed knife, and
steel sliced into now-clean skin. "But the stones alone do nothing."


The
Hunter tensed in anticipation of pain, but nothing happened. The gemstone sat
on his chest, slowly soaking up the blood leaking from the fresh wound.


A
hideous grin twisted the Warmaster's lips, and he chuckled. "Do you want
to know what activates the stone's power? A scream of raw, pure terror!"
He threw back his head and laughed, a morbid, repulsive sound. 


The
demon drove a fist into the Hunter's bandaged arm, eliciting a cry. 


"See?
Nothing! Just a scream of pain doesn't do the trick. It has to be one of
gut-twisting, mind-numbing fear." One of the Masters of Agony placed a
long, thin spike in his hand. The Hunter jerked against his bonds as the
Warmaster set the tip against the side of his head, just above his temple. "Watch
what happens when the spike stimulates the part of your brain that responds to
terror." 


A
gentle tap sounded, steel ground
against bone. The Warmaster spoke in a guttural whisper. "Scream for
me!" 


Suddenly,
the pain disappeared and all rational thought fled, replaced by an
all-consuming terror. Screams of abject, animal fear burst from his lips, and
the gemstone flared to life. 


The
Warmaster's torments paled in comparison to the torment wracking his body.
Blood seemed to ooze through the very pores of his skin, pulled from his blood
vessels and into the gemstone. It seemed as if he were being torn apart from
the inside. Something deep within the Hunter screamed, and he felt the tug to
the core of his being, as if it clawed for his very soul. An eerie crimson glow
bathed the room as the stone drew strength and life from within him, ripping
his spirit to pieces. 


The
Hunter returned to his mangled body with a shudder. The physical sensations of
his suffering flooded him, but they were almost a relief after the overwhelming
torment of the gemstone.


"See
what I mean?" Delight painted the Warmaster's face. "That sound of
terror is completely unique. It is rougher than a normal scream, and its unique
reverberation does something to the stone—makes it come to life! Delicious,
isn't it?"


Acid
bubbled from the Hunter's throat and spilled over his chest with a weak gasp
that brought up blood. 


The
Warmaster held up Soulhunger. "The addition of the blades was sheer genius
on the part of the Serenii. What could be more terrifying than knowing you were
about to die?" He chuckled to himself. "Not all of our cousins were
peace-loving people. Some of them were vicious bastards."


A
Master of Agony slipped up behind the Warmaster and spoke in a low voice. The
Hunter caught the words "Sage" and "audience". A scowl
deepened the Warmaster's face. He turned to the Hunter. "Your master has
come calling. Let us find out what he wants." He muttered as if to
himself, and his huge hands gripped Soulhunger's hilt tighter. "He thinks
he can make a fool of me by sending his lapdog after me. I'll show him…"


The
door banged shut behind him, leaving the Hunter alone with the Masters of Agony
and the screams of his fellow victims. The reek of blood filled his nostrils.
He closed his eyes, wallowing in the stinging, biting, burning, freezing that
coursed through every fiber of his being. 


"Leave
him, Rhian," said one of the Masters of Agony. "He is no threat. Let
him recover for the Warmaster's next visit."


He
drifted in a haze of suffering. Every breath was a struggle, every sluggish
beat of his heart sapped what little strength remained. Even the cries of his
inner demon failed to penetrate the fog in his mind. 


Please, just let me die. Death was far preferable to the
suffering. 


The
smiling face of a child floated in his mind. Hailen will be fine, he told himself. He will no longer be a pawn in the demons' games. The Elivasti will
look after him. He is one of their own. A poor rationalization, but he
could no longer fight the pain. 


A
new sound broke through his stupor—the clash of steel. He couldn't summon the
energy to open his eyelids more than a fraction. For a moment, he thought he
saw a white and black-masked face hovering over him. 


It's just a hallucination. In his desperation, his mind was conjuring
images. 


The
pressure on his wrists and ankles diminished. His arms sagged, his shoulders
protesting at the sudden movement.


What's happening?


He
forced his eyelids open. Violet eyes met his gaze. A momentary flash of relief washed
over him, and darkness claimed his mind. 
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The
Hunter jerked upright with a gasp. Agony lanced his arms and legs. But instead
of hard wood and steel restraints, he found soft pillows and smooth satin
sheets. The light of dawn filtered through an enormous picture window. The
scents of lavender and vanilla greeted him in place of the coppery tang of
blood that had permeated the Warmaster's dungeon. 


"Where…?"
His words came out in a weak croak. 


"Easy,
Hunter." The stench of ancient rot—the reek of demons—accompanied the
Sage's words. "You're safe now." The Abiarazi pressed a cup against
his lips, and chilled wine slipped down the Hunter's throat.


Blood
soaked the bandages swaddling the Hunter's limbs. "What…happened?"


"We
had to cut the steel bars out of your flesh. Not an easy task, even for
Sanctuary-trained physickers." He returned the cup to the tray and placed
a chunk of bread in the Hunter's mouth. 


The
Hunter wanted to protest at being fed like an infant, but the bandages held his
arms immobile. He could do nothing but lie back and allow the Sage to minister
to him. 


"The
Warmaster's cruelties took quite a toll on your body." He shook his head.
"I've seen some of his victims, but never in the state you were in. You
came dangerously close to the Long Keeper's embrace."


The
Hunter spoke in a low growl. "He did his worst. He failed." Doubt
nagged at his mind. "How did you know I was captured there? And how did
you know the Warmaster had taken me in the first place?"


The
Sage rolled his eyes. "My Elivasti are everywhere, Hunter. Can you truly
expect that I was not informed the moment the Warmaster had you in his
clutches? Though I find myself wondering why you were caught on the Warmaster's
side in the first place." 


"Studying
the bridge. What else?" The Hunter kept his voice level. "I always
study my route before a job. It is my way."


"Well,"
the Sage said, a hint of derision creeping into his words, "your way alerted the Warmaster to our plans.
He had placed a guard on the bridge. The secret entrance is secret no longer.
Now we are forced to find another way in." 


"You'll
forgive me if I'm more concerned about my life
than your plans," the Hunter snapped. Tendrils of heat seeped into his
veins. "Given how vital I am to
your schemes, I have to question why you didn't rescue me sooner. Why allow him
to torment me for days before your men came for me?"


The
Sage met his gaze with icy calm. "All things take time, Hunter. I had to
ensure that only my Elivasti were on
guard the day you were rescued. I needed something convincing to draw the
Warmaster away from his play."


The
Hunter gritted his teeth. "Play?"



"I
knew you could survive it, Hunter. You are, after all, Bucelarii." The
Sage sounded so callous, so dismissive. "The Warmaster wouldn't kill you
outright. He wanted to turn you, as he has so many others." He raised an
eyebrow. "Perhaps you should be grateful I rescued you in the first
place."


The
Hunter clenched his jaw and swallowed the surge of anger. "You're right.
You have my gratitude." 


The
Sage accepted this with a slow nod. 


The
Hunter wanted to wipe away the demon's smug, contented expression with a sword
blade, but restrained himself. He felt nothing but rage at the demons—both of them—but unleashing it now would
accomplish nothing. He needed time for his body and mind to heal. As if to
underscore the point, he coughed, and blood spattered the white bedsheets.


The
Sage eyed him with a curious expression. "Still a while before you're back
on your feet." He crossed his arms. "His torments must have weakened
you considerably. If not, you would have accelerated your healing process by
now."


The
Hunter turned his attention inward, finding his body drained of life and vigor.
He could do little more than slow the bleeding. Even this little exertion left
him exhausted and gasping. 


"Rest,
eat, recover." The Sage's unblinking eyes locked on to him. "Regain
your strength. The time to make our move against the Warmaster
approaches."


"When?"
The Hunter struggled upright, ignoring the misery in his limbs. "Give me a
few hours to rest, and I will show the Warmaster the meaning of suffering. He
must pay!" 


The
Sage pressed him back into bed. "Easy, Hunter. We cannot move yet. Your
captivity threw my plans into disarray. We must make another opportunity to
strike at the Warmaster without his Masters of Agony present. Give me two days
to make final preparations. It will give me time to sway the remaining Elivasti
to my cause." He lowered his voice. "And for you to root out the
traitors."


The
Hunter nodded. "Before my capture, I was close to unmasking the dissidents
in your ranks." 


"We
must find them before we move on the
Warmaster."


"It
will be done. I've learned a trick or two from the Masters of Agony." 


"Good."
A vicious light filled the Sage's eyes. "Find them, Hunter. Root them out
so we can bring peace to Kara-ket, free of the Warmaster's cruelty." 


The
demon fixed him with his unblinking stare. "There are things that must be
set into motion to guarantee the Warmaster's downfall. But the time for
vengeance will come. You have my
word."


Heat
flared in the Hunter's chest. He didn't want to wait two days. But he could use
the time for his final preparations. And to heal. He couldn't face the Warmaster
in his present condition. When the time came, he would be ready.


"Mine will be the hand that puts an end
to the bastard once and for all. My blade will drink deep of his blood." 


Panic
surged in his mind. Soulhunger! The
last time he'd seen the dagger had been in the Warmaster's clutches. 


"Where
is it?" His eyes darted around the room. "Where is Thanal Eth'
Athaur?"


The
Sage shook his head. "He has it
still. It was tucked in his belt when I spoke with him."


The
Hunter had a faint memory of the Warmaster being called away for a meeting with
the Sage. Soon after, the Elivasti had come for him.


"You
called him away!" 


The
Sage nodded. "It was the only way my Elivasti could free you."


"But
the Masters of Agony—"


"Dead."
Something wicked glinted in the Sage's eyes. "Not all of them, of course.
Even the best of the Elivasti couldn't kill hundreds of torturers without
raising alarm. But enough paid the price to satisfy your thirst for
vengeance."


"Surely
the Warmaster will suspect."


"He
must know without a shadow of doubt. But my Elivasti left no witnesses to
identify them. Without proof, without knowing who attacked him, the Warmaster
can do nothing. Unless he brings a formal accusation against me, he is
powerless." A sly grin twisted his lips. "Though from what I hear,
his rooms look like a hurricane ripped through. He did not take your…disappearance and the death of his torturers with
dignity. Even now, the remaining Masters of Agony scour his temple. A fruitless
attempt when he knows full well you are beneath my walls, but it will placate
his knife-wielding wretches." 


"Why
go to all the trouble? Why rescue me and risk his wrath?"


The
Sage smirked. "His wrath?" He gave a dismissive wave. "The
Warmaster is blinded by his lust for power and battle. He only remains alive
because some of the Elivasti remain loyal." 


"Which
is where I come in." The Sage had rescued him because the demon needed him
to eliminate the Warmaster. 


"Precisely.
Once the Warmaster is dead, even the Elivasti loyal to him will serve me. But for
that to happen, you must heal."


The
Sage rang a bell, and a pair of servants rushed into the room. One carried a
tray laden with steamed vegetables, a bowl of broth, thick grain porridge. The
other bore a tray upon which sat two silver goblets and a bottle of chilled
wine. 


The
Sage stood. "I will leave you. I have much to do if we are to be prepared.
But when you are rested, seek me out. There are things we must discuss." 


The
Hunter inclined his head, a movement that felt awkward and sent spasms of pain
along his spine. "I will."


He
didn't move until the door closed behind the demon and his servants. Sitting
upright proved near-impossible, but he managed with much grunting and
straining. His bound arms were stiff, his fingers clumsy as he fumbled at the
food. With great effort, he managed to scoop some of the bland porridge into
his mouth. He'd never tasted anything so good. The wine helped to dull the pain
and loosen the rigidity in his healing body. 


He
had fought until the limits of his endurance, but the demon had broken him.
With terrible precision, the Warmaster had sliced him apart one piece at a time
until he begged for death. A wave of hopelessness surged over the Hunter,
amplified by the effects of the wine. His defiance and anger before the Sage
had been nothing but a show. He had nothing left.


With
these dismal thoughts in the forefront of his mind, the images of horror and
torment floating before his eyes, the Hunter drifted out of consciousness.


 


* * *


 


The
daylight had changed from the crisp bright of dawn to the gold of midday when
the Hunter awoke. He moved without thinking, rolling to his feet and reaching
for his daggers. Too late he remembered the bandages restraining his movement.
He grunted as he hit the floor, his head striking the stone wall.


Pain
lanced through his arms and legs, but it was a duller ache than he remembered.
When he finally managed to climb onto the bed, he found he could draw his
attention inward without being overwhelmed by the sensations of his recovering
body. The food, drink, and sleep had restored some of his energy. Gritting his
teeth, he willed muscle, bone, skin, and blood vessels to re-knit.


The
effort left him exhausted, but the pain faded to a muted throbbing. He devoured
the remnants of the tray left by the Sage's servants and repeated the healing
process. Removing the bandages, he found he could move his arms and legs
without discomfort. Pink flesh showed where the Warmaster had carved long,
jagged gashes into his legs. The wounds had all but healed—only the scars left
by Soulhunger remained—but a bone-deep weariness settled on his shoulders. 


He'd
half-turned to search for Soulhunger when he remembered. The Warmaster had the
dagger. He bit back a curse. So how am I
to kill him without it? His eyes dropped to his bags. At least he still had
the Swordsman's iron blades. They would suffice until he recovered Soulhunger. 


But
without Soulhunger, could he face the Elivasti and their iron-tipped staves?
The dagger was the only thing that could keep him alive. His first order of
business would be to recover it. To do that, he would have to face the
Warmaster. He had no desire to face the massive Abiarazi. The demon's skills
with a blade outmatched any he'd faced. But he had no choice. 


The
Sage had asked for two days. He had two days to prepare for the fight against a
foe he had little hope of defeating. So be it. Even if he spent every waking
moment training with Master Eldor, he would be ready when the time came.


But
to train, he would need to heal fully. That meant more food and rest, perhaps
even a full night of sleep. He couldn't take his ease until he was certain of
Hailen's safety. And he had to talk to Master Eldor. 


Did
he dare leave the Sage's temple? He doubted the Warmaster could reach him here.
But if he walked around the Elivasti city, surely one of the Abiarazi's spies
would see him.


If only I had one of my old disguises. A pair of violet-colored featherglass
lenses for his eyes and some alchemical plaster would conceal his Bucelarii
features. He'd only need an Elivasti outfit and he'd—


Fool! He smacked his forehead. 


He
strode to the door and yanked it open. As he expected, a pair of the Sage's
masked Elivasti stood in the hall beyond.


At least their backs are to the door.


They
whirled, their purple eyes locking on to him, but said nothing.


"I
need a set of your robes and a mask." 


The
Elivasti tensed, the eyes behind the cloths narrowing. 


"Your
master will be displeased if I wind up dead. To avoid that, I'll need to travel
in disguise." He gave the Elivasti on the right a wide grin. "You
look about the right size."


The Warmaster would never think to look
for me among the Elivasti. This way, I'll be able to walk among them unseen. The disguise could come in handy when the
time came to move against the demons. 
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Though
he hunched to conceal his height, the Hunter couldn't help feeling like all
eyes in the Elivasti city were fixed upon him. It took a great deal of effort to
keep his hands away from the hilt of the sword Master Eldor had given him. 


He
felt naked without Soulhunger. And concerned. In the past, the Abiarazi had
gone to great lengths to procure a Bucelarii blade. Their plans for returning
the Great Destroyer to Einan had hinged around getting their hands on such
weapons. The Sage needed them for his Elivasti. What would the Warmaster do
with one? 


He
shuddered at the memory of the unsocketed gemstone the Warmaster had used on
him. Of all the demons he'd encountered, only the huge Abiarazi had showed no
interest in using the blade to bring back Kharna. If anything, he'd wanted to avoid it at all costs. So perhaps
Soulhunger would lie abandoned and forgotten somewhere in the Warmaster's
temple. 


No! The Hunter couldn't let that stand. He needed Soulhunger;
it was as much a part of him as his midnight eyes or his right arm. Though he
hated the insistent demands for death, the dagger served its uses. It had kept
him from death more times than he could count. He would need it to survive a
direct confrontation with the Warmaster and the Sage. 


Longing
tugged at his heart as he caught sight of the enclosure wall, but he had
another stop to make first. Master Eldor would be expecting him. 


Master
Belros pulled open the smithy door as he knocked. "What?" 


"I've
come to see Master Eldor." The Hunter twitched his mask upward.


"Get
in here." Master Belros hurried him inside, casting worried glances up and
down the street before pulling the door shut behind him. 


The
Hunter strode through the smithy—the forges silent, the air no longer reeking
of scorched metal and hair—and into the training yard beyond. Master Eldor sat
cross-legged in the middle of the straw-covered ground, eyes closed in
meditation. 


At
Master Belros' cough, Master Eldor looked up. His eyes widened as the Hunter
lifted his mask. "Where have you been?" 


The
Hunter's lips twisted into a snarl. "Unwilling guest of the
Warmaster." 


"Ahh,
so it was you they rescued?" The
old Elivasti winced. "According to Dasim, the man they pulled out of the
Warmaster's tower was unrecognizable."


The
Hunter suppressed a shiver. He'd endured much at the demon's hands—for that, he
would have vengeance. "I'll have to thank him next time I see him."


Master
Eldor studied him. "You look better. Somewhat."


The
Hunter shrugged. "I'll heal." Movement no longer sent pain racing
through him, but it would be days before the phantom pains disappeared. 


"Good."
Master Eldor stood and brushed off his robes. There was something stiff, icy
about his manner. 


"Where
do we stand?"


The
old Elivasti turned with a raised eyebrow. "On?"


"The
plan to eliminate our mutual problems."
The Hunter jerked a thumb at the twin towers blotting out the sun. 


"We
were prepared to move last night. Men I trusted were in position in both temples." His eyes slid away.
"It's how we were able to get you out."


"But?"



Master
Eldor's face hardened. "The opportunity to strike has passed. I don't know
when it will come again."


The
Hunter frowned. "Surely it can't be that
difficult to get your men in place. The Sage never has more than four
guards around him."


"But
those four are always Elivasti more
loyal to him than to their own kind." Master Eldor's lip curled.
"Short of killing them and replacing them with our own, we won't—"


"So
do it," the Hunter said, his voice cold. "For the sake of the rest of
you."


Master
Eldor's expression hardened. "So like the Abiarazi, that way of thinking.
Kill anyone who stands in your way and excuse it as 'the greater good’. Such
justifications cover a whole lot of sins, don't they?"


The
Hunter met the old Elivasti's glare with his own vehemence. "When you are
in a situation where you must kill or face death, only a fool chooses to lie
down and accept fate."


"Is
that what you think we're doing?" Master Eldor's voice rose. "That
we're blindly letting the demons use us because we're too cowardly to do anything about it?"


"What
else would you call it? You cling to your oath of service to the Abiarazi, use
it as a shield to excuse your actions." He bared his teeth. "I know why I put the dagger in my enemies. I
don't have to hide behind the orders of a creature I call my master."


"You
know nothing!" Master Eldor thundered. "You know nothing of the sacrifices
we have made in the name of survival. How for millennia we have been enslaved
to the capricious whims of the demons just so we can keep our children from the
curse of the Irrsinnon." He
stalked toward the Hunter. "You have never had to watch your children
waste away, trapped behind a stone wall for fear of the madness. What you saw
the other night was just a taste of
what will happen if your boy is not cured. When you hold the lifeless body of
your son in your arms…" His voice cracked. He swallowed hard, sorrow
mixing with the anger in his flashing eyes. "You come and talk to me of
cowardice once you've known that pain."


The
Hunter didn't back down. "I know of pain, Master Eldor. I know the pain of
loss. A child I loved died in my arms, never knowing who I was. I watched a
demon plunge a knife into the only person who had ever shown me kindness
expecting nothing in return. I listened to the screams of an innocent boy being
hauled away by bandits." He loomed over the short blademaster. "The
difference between us is that I hunted down the bastards responsible and made
them pay. I took action, eradicated the plague from the face of Einan. Just as
I will do with the Sage and the Warmaster. My
hand will wield the blade that frees your people from their slavery to the
Abiarazi. The least you can do is help me make that happen." 


For
long moments, they remained in that position, gazes locked like two fighting
wildebeests. Neither willing to back down, neither budging an inch.


"Eldor."
Master Belros' quiet rumble echoed in the training yard. "He is
right."


The
old blademaster whirled on the smith.


The
huge Belros actually flinched at the fire in Eldor's eyes, but he didn't
retreat. "He's doing us a favor. We owe him what assistance we can."


"I
know that!" Master Eldor snapped. "But I will not have Elivasti raise a hand against Elivasti unless there is no
alternative."


"Even
if it means the demons live?" The Hunter folded his arms. "The Sage
will clear the way for me to eliminate the Warmaster in two days, but I don't
know how—"


"Two
days?" Master Eldor narrowed his eyes. "You're certain?" 


The
Hunter nodded. "That's what he said."


Master
Eldor stroked his chin. "He's making his move before the Warmaster's army
arrives."


A
chill ran down the Hunter's spine. "You know about that?"


The
old Elivasti gave a dismissive wave. "It's my men bringing the Sage reports. Of course I know about it."
He frowned. "They're massing on the Hrandari Plains, a day's ride from
Kharan-cui. The Sage knows the Warmaster will be untouchable once they arrive.
If his plan to eliminate the Warmaster fails, he will set us to blockade the Torturer's Path. Our few hundred can hold out
against thousands, but eventually we will be overwhelmed. And that's without them using the tunnel system
honeycombing Shana Laal. The Sage would have us fight to the last man." 


"Now
you must ask yourself, Master Eldor, are the lives of a few Elivasti worth more
than thousands?" 


Master
Eldor glared.


"If
you have to kill a few of the Sage's most loyal servants—those who have
essentially turned their backs on your kind—wouldn't it be worth it? Without
the Warmaster and the Sage, you would have control of Kara-ket. The Masters of
Agony will have no chance against you." The Hunter had faced the torturers
on the bridge outside the Warmaster's temple; he hadn't been impressed with
their skill. "You could take the temples, control the opia. All for the
cost of a few lives."


"Elivasti
lives," Master Eldor emphasized. 


"As
you say." The Hunter shrugged. "But remember: it is sometimes worth
getting your hands dirty for the sake of others." 


He
had no illusions as to his true nature. He was no hero, but an assassin—a
damned good one, at that. But in recent months, he had found a purpose beyond
killing for gold. He had saved Celicia's life in the tunnels beneath Voramis.
The deaths of Garanis and Il Seytani had been necessary to keep Hailen alive.
And every demon he wiped off the face of Einan made it a safer place for
innocents like Farida, Bardin, and the others he had lost. 


The
anger and tension in Master Eldor's face drained away, leaving only sorrow and
a profound weariness. "We will be ready," he said in a quiet voice.
"Two nights from now, when the Sage makes his move, so will we. And if
there is no other way, we will do whatever is required of us." 


"Good."



Shoulders
drooping, Master Eldor turned to leave. The Hunter almost called out. He had
hurt the old man; he'd seen the pain filling the violet eyes. But he could
apologize later, after he'd eliminated the Sage and the Warmaster. Right now,
he had more important things to do.


 


* * *


 


Taking
a deep breath, the Hunter entered the enclosure. Anxiety twisted like a dagger
in his gut, and he was glad he'd remembered to put on Bardin's pendant before
he left his rooms. The warmth of the featureless metal always soothed him.


The
onyx obelisks of the Dolmenrath called
to him like a lodestone. He'd warned Hailen to stay away, but would the boy
heed? He couldn't risk a repeat of what had happened in the desert. The closer
he drew to the standing stones, the stronger the stench of ancient decay grew.
The circle radiated an almost-tangible malevolence. The voice in his mind grew
louder and more strident with every step, setting his head ringing. The ring of
death sent a shiver down his spine. 


Children
shouted in the distance. With relief, the Hunter turned away from the standing
stones. The pounding behind his eyes intensified to a painful volume. His
fingers dug into his palms as he pushed back against the shrieking presence. 


You'll have your death soon enough. He envisioned the moment Soulhunger
plunged into the Warmaster's chest. The demon would be fed, and he would have
his vengeance.


A
few streets down, the Hunter found a small group of youths playing in the dirt.
Mud streaked Hailen's face, hands, and clothing. Dried blood stained his knees,
visible through the rips in his breeches. His high-pitched voice rang out clear
and strong. 


He's happy here, in his element. This is
how it should be.


Hailen
wasn't a normal child; he'd known that since the beginning. But here, among the
Elivasti—his own kind—he was no different than the others. The Serenii temples
protected him, gave him strength, and provided him shelter. Once again, the
question burned into the Hunter's mind: would Hailen be better off in Kara-ket?



He
knew the answer this time. Even with the Warmaster and Sage gone, the temples
would be a place of violence and bloodshed until the Elivasti had driven out
the Masters of Agony and gained control of Shana Laal. He wouldn't risk
Hailen's life by leaving him in the enclosure, within striking range of the
torturers. 


But
that didn't make his decision easier. Once
again, I'm forced to pull him from a place of peace. He needed to keep
Hailen close, as much for his own sanity as for the boy's protection. After all
that Hailen had endured because of him—in Malandria, Al Hani, and now here—the
Hunter had to find someplace the boy would be safe. Once he had recovered
Soulhunger, he would take the boy away. 


Hailen
looked up, and a smile wreathed his face. He leapt up from his mud sculpture
and rushed to throw filthy arms around the Hunter's waist.


"Hardwell!
You came!"


Swallowing
the lump in his throat, the Hunter chuckled. "Easy, Hailen. You're going
to get me all dirty!"


Hailen
pulled away with a worried expression. "I'm sorry, Hardwell." 


The
Hunter winced—the words had come out with more force than he'd intended. His
gaze darted to Hailen's fingernails in time to see the last traces of crimson
fading. 


"How
are you doing, Hailen? Everyone here treating you well?"


"Oh
yes!" Hailen nodded, a wide grin splitting his face. "I've been
playing with Iridan, Kaitlin, Orpheth…" He recounted a long list of names,
pointing at each child in turn. The Hunter listened to the boy's recounting of
his training with Master Eldor, the games he played with the others, and other
mundanities. He basked in the simple comfort of being in Hailen's presence. The
voice in his head had fallen silent; for these few minutes, he would have
peace. 


"And
you're staying away from the stones like I told you, right?"


Hailen
nodded, his forehead wrinkling. "I am, but the other boys tease me. They
say I'm afraid." He shook his head. "But I'm not! I'm just doing it
because you told me to."


"That's
good, Hailen. You have to stay far
away, no matter what."


"I
will. I promise." He clenched his little fists. "Even if they make
fun of me, I won't go near them. I don't like that place anyways. It's
spooky."


The
Hunter chuckled. "Yes, it is. Even for me."


Hailen's
eyes widened. "Really? But I thought nothing scared you!"


Once,
the Hunter had believed that to be true. Yet he'd felt fear as Farida's life
slipped away, as the demon Toramin plunged the dagger into Bardin's chest. The
dread had been very real as Il Seytani held the blade to Hailen's throat. The
thought of losing his memories to the Illusionist Cleric's ritual had terrified
him almost as much as the Warmaster's torments.


He
shrugged. "Everyone is afraid sometimes." 


The
boy's expression turned serious. His eyes took on a faraway look, as if he
pondered the Hunter's words.


"Hailen,
I need to tell you something, but you can't tell anyone else."


Curiosity
furrowed Hailen's brow. "What is it?"


"Promise
you won't say a word to anyone. Not to your friends, not to Master Eldor, no
one!"


"I
promise." 


"We're
going to be leaving soon," he whispered. "I will come for you, and
we'll leave together."


Hailen's
expression fell. "But I don't want to leave. I like it here. I have
friends, and Master Eldor is teaching me to—"


"I
know you like it here, Hailen. I want to stay, but it's not going to be
safe."


"Because
you're going to kill someone?"


The
Hunter jerked back, surprised. "What makes you say that?" 


"It's
what you did when that mean bandit hurt me, Eileen, and the others. You killed
the nasty face who tried to make Father Pietus hurt me." He pointed to the
sword on the Hunter's belt. "It's why you carry that, right?"


The
Hunter's jaw dropped. He'd tried to hide his true nature from the boy as much
as possible. He had sent Hailen away before gutting the pederast Marin, had
told the boy to close his eyes as he carved his way free of the bandit's camp.
But the boy knew. 


He
nodded, slowly. "Yes."


"Why?"
Hailen cocked his head, confusion clouding his eyes. "No one here is going
to hurt me. Did someone hurt you?"


Memories
of the torments he'd endured at the Warmaster's hands sent a shiver down his
spine. "Yes. But that's not the only reason why."


"Why,
then? Why do you have to kill them if it means we have to leave?"


How could he understand? His world is so
small, so simple. How could he begin to grasp what would happen if the Abiarazi
were allowed to rule Einan?


"If
I don't, a lot of people will get hurt."


Hailen
scrunched up his nose in concentration. "So you're doing it to protect
people? Like you killed the bandits to protect me?"


The
Hunter nodded. 


Hailen
seemed to think about this for a moment, then nodded. "I'll be ready when
you come for me."


"Good."
He tousled the boy's hair. "Now go, have fun with your friends. Those mud
pies aren't going to make themselves."


"Mud
pies?" Hailen looked offended. "It's a castle! Mud pies are for
babies."


"Of
course. Silly me, I should have known that." 


"Want
to see it?"


The
Hunter glanced at the sky. Sunset was not far off. "Just for a moment. I
have to meet someone." 


Something
high overhead caught his attention. A solitary figure stood on a balcony level
with the bridge spanning the temples. With a sinking feeling in his gut, he
realized the Sage was watching him.
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The
Hunter stepped onto the balcony beside the Sage. The Abiarazi stood facing the
setting sun, hands resting on the railing. He raised a finger before the Hunter
could speak. "Just watch," he said in a low voice.


The
Hunter shielded his eyes from the brilliance of the sunset. Bold pinks and reds
painted the sky, mixing with solemn purple and shimmering rays of gold. The
fading daylight bathed the few wisps of clouds in color. Shadows covered the
Hrandari Plains below, making the blue-green of Kara-ket even more luminous by
comparison.


A
gentle breeze whispered across the balcony—cool enough to drive away any
remaining traces of the day's heat, yet without the bitter chill of darkness.
The wind carried away the reek of rot emanating from the demon beside him. Only
the fresh, crisp scents of clean snow, earth, and stone filled the Hunter's
nostrils.


The
Sage sighed. "Even after all this time, I haven't gotten used to the
silence."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.


"The
wind, Hunter. My world is a blasted place, with winds strong enough to slice a
man to the bone. No doubt you would find the shrieking and howling
discomforting. But for those of my kind born there, the absence of sound seems
eerie." He turned to the Hunter with a sad smile. "No place like
home, is there?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "I wouldn't know."


Something
akin to sorrow gleamed the Sage's obsidian eyes. He turned back to the railing
and stared down at the enclosure. "Watching you with him, it reminded me
of…of something."


Once
again, the Hunter remained silent. The Sage would speak in his own time.


A
full minute elapsed without a word. When the Sage finally broke his silence, he
spoke in a slow, quiet voice. "Tomorrow night, we make our move against
the Warmaster. You have promised your loyalty to me once he is dead." The
demon turned to the Hunter, his eyes unblinking, his gaze intense. "Know I
do not take your allegiance lightly. You are no mere servant; you are an ally,
an equal. For that to be true, you must know more about my plans—our plans—for the future of Einan."


The
Sage paused before continuing. "But first you must understand the reasons why I do what I do. To a human, my
actions would be perceived as inhumane, intentionally cruel and heartless, evil
even." He snorted. "Humans and their pitiful morality! Though they
decry a thing as evil, in their hearts, they would do the same thing given a
chance. They sit in judgment, proclaim something to be 'good' or 'bad', as if
those two concepts actually existed." Fire tinged the void in his eyes.
"Good and evil do not exist, Hunter. There is only desire, and what you
will do to achieve it. That is
something you, a Bucelarii, descendant of the great Abiarazi, understand."


The
Hunter nodded. He'd seen men and women do terrible things in the name of power,
greed, or lust. He knew full well what humans—and demons—were capable of. 


"Do
you know why I am standing here, Hunter? Why I came out here?"


The
Hunter shook his head.


"Out
here, atop the bridge, alone with the wind, I am almost home." He pointed
to the setting sun. "It is like my sky—a brilliant, almost angry red, not
the insipid blue of this world. As the wind grows louder, the memories of what
I have lost return. I remember the time spent with my…my family."


The
Hunter started. What?


Queen
Asalah had spoken of her world—a frozen, barren wasteland, she'd called it. The
Sage came from a world twisted by wind. That was surprising in itself—surely they come from the same world! But
most shocking of all was the Sage's mention of his family. None of the other
Abiarazi had mentioned anything about friends, relatives, or loved ones on
their world. It had never occurred to him to think of it. He'd always
considered them demons—less than human.


Yet
here the Sage spoke of family with the same sorrow that filled the Hunter when
he thought of Farida or Bardin. It seemed so…human.


"What
happened to them?"


The
Sage shook his head. "I do not know. Thousands of years have passed since
I left them behind. Only the greatest of the Abiarazi warriors came to this
world. The rest remained, to continue scratching out an existence on our world
until such a time as we completed our conquest of Einan and summoned them to
our sides."


"Which
never happened."


"When
the accursed gods of this world intervened, all hope of bringing them here
faded. We were dispersed, forced to skulk like rodents in the shadows. Our
defeat reduced us to little more than husks of our former selves, wielding a
fraction of the power that once coursed through our veins." The Sage bared
his teeth in a vicious smile. "Until now." 


The
Hunter had a memory of Voramis. Somehow, the First had found a way to rip open
a portal into a world of flame and ash. Had the Sage done the same? He steeled
his expression. "What do you mean?" 


The
Abiarazi fixed him with that eerie, burning stare. "With the Warmaster's
death, events will be set into motion that will soon allow me to open a portal
to my world."


Set into motion? The Hunter's mind plucked at the threads
of information he'd gleaned about the Sage. Surely the demon would have seized
power if he'd had the chance. Could this
mean he doesn't yet have a way?


The
intensity in the Sage's expression diminished, and he smiled. "I can see
by your expression that you grow tired of the riddles and enigma. Look down
there, Hunter." The Sage pointed to the enclosure. "Look at your boy,
and understand."


"Understand
what?"


"What
you would do for family. What you would do for him."


The
Hunter followed the Sage's pointing finger. Far below, a group of children
played in the streets. Hailen was somewhere among them. What would he be willing to do to protect the
boy? He met the Sage's gaze. "Anything."


"Then
we are in accord." The unblinking stare remained fixed on his face.
"When first you awoke today, I was skeptical. I had feared you broken by
the Warmaster's torments. Two days of such…agony
can seem like an eternity. Every man—every Bucelarii—has
their limits of endurance." His eyes took on a faraway look, as if he
relived a horrible memory. "I have little doubt he tried to convince you
to join him, to take up arms against me. And yet, the fact that he kept your
blade is proof you did not agree. Tell me, why did you refuse him? Would it not
have been easier to accept and put an end to the suffering?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Easier, certainly. But the reason I refused is simple: I
do not trust him. I do not believe he will keep his word. He seeks only to use
me to further his ends. A man—or Abiarazi—like that is one I will never swear
my loyalty to." 


"And
you believe I will honor my word?"


"Here
I stand. What else is there to say?" 


For
a heartbeat, triumph flashed in the demon's midnight eyes, but it disappeared as
quickly as it had come. He nodded, his face somber. "Truly, you have made
the right choice." He rested a
hand on the Hunter's shoulder. "When
I look at you, I see you remain unbroken. His attempt failed. You have proven
your true strength, proven yourself a worthy ally. We will achieve great
things, you and I."


"But
what will we achieve?" The
Hunter folded his arms. "You have told me nothing beyond the immediate
future. How can I help you if I am kept in the dark?" 


"You
speak the truth." The Sage nodded. "It is time you know everything.
Follow me."


The
Hunter fell in step behind the Sage, who led him through the lavish bedroom and
into the antechamber. The two Elivasti guards snapped to attention as they
entered. 


"Where
are we going?" 


The
Sage gave no indication he'd heard. The Elivasti could have been made of stone
for all the response they gave. The Hunter's heart leapt as the Abiarazi led
him toward the door to his office. 


"In
here." Without hesitation, the Sage strode toward the plain-looking Nizaa
set on the shelf and reached for the Beggar God piece. It clicked when he pressed it, and the shelf slid aside, revealing a
plain stone passage beyond. 


The
Hunter didn't have to pretend surprise. Thanks to Master Eldor, he'd known of
the passage's existence, and guessed it ended at the level of the Sage's rooms.
The surprise was that he'd come so close to discovering it on his own. 


"This
is a secret known to few, Hunter. Proof that we can trust each other."


The
walls of the staircase brightened as one of the Sage's guards entered. The
Hunter fell in step beside the Sage, with the other Elivasti in the rear. A few
dozen paces down the passage, they came upon the spiral stairs. 


The
Hunter descended in step with the Sage, hope surging in his chest. Could he be taking me to his hidden room? 


The
Hunter gave up trying to count the steps as they descended. Instead, he found
his gaze drawn to the walls. The soft glow illuminated the markings etched into
the stone—identical to the symbols he'd seen beneath Voramis and again in
Malandria. He ran his hands across the carvings. "Do you know what's
written here?" 


"Genealogies
of the Serenii." The Sage rolled his eyes. "As if anyone cares who
begat who."


For
a moment, he almost recognized some of the symbols. Their meaning skirted the
edges of his mind—ever just out of reach, infuriating him with their closeness.
They tugged at something in the back of his mind, but whatever it was refused
to break free. 


The
tantalizing thread drifted away, and once again the carvings became the alien,
unrecognizable handiwork of the ancient Serenii. With a frustrated grunt, the
Hunter hurried after the Sage. 


They
reached a landing, and the Sage stepped off the staircase. A wide passage led
away from the stairs, terminating in a door a short distance away—the same door
he'd tried to enter a few nights before. The Hunter kept his face a mask of
calm to hide his excitement as the Sage drew a key from a chain around his neck
and inserted it into the lock. With a loud click,
the door swung open. The Hunter stepped through a heartbeat behind the Sage.


Light
flooded the room as he entered. His muscles tensed in anticipation of an
attack, but none came. The only sound came from the shuffling of the Sage's
slippers on the stone floor. 


"Welcome
to the War Room, Hunter." 


Half
a dozen curious-looking lamps hung from the walls. They looked like transparent
gemstones of immense worth—similar to the one set in Soulhunger's hilt—and
radiated enough light to brighten the small space. The unadorned stone walls
looked stark and grim by comparison. 


Straight-backed
seats of granite lined the walls of the chamber. A massive round table stood at
the heart of the room. Carved from a single block of marble, it occupied a full
two-thirds of the space. Its surface was pitted and ridged in a curious
pattern. Closer inspection revealed this to be no flaw of workmanship. 


The
Hunter's jaw dropped. It's a map of
Einan! 


The
topographical details of the map were near perfect, down to the white islands
across the Frozen Sea—the only land discovered beyond the shores of Einan.
Sailors had tried to cross the unbroken water encircling the world; those who
returned had spoken only of endless ocean. Yet the enormous land mass of Einan
was represented in stunning detail. The towering peaks of the Yathi Mountains.
The rolling dunes of the Advanat Desert. The gaping tear in the ground that was
the Chasm of the Lost.


He
turned to the Sage. "How is this possible? Did you…?"


The
Sage chuckled. "We Abiarazi excel at destruction, not creation. Serenii
hands shaped this from stone."


"And
it's accurate? Even after all this time?"


"Yes.
Though I have had to make a few modifications. The landscape of Einan has
changed since the days the Serenii ruled the world."


The
Hunter traced the coastline toward the bay where he knew the Port of Voramis
held guard over the shipping lanes of the south. His eyes wandered northward,
across the Chasm of the Lost, and toward Malandria. Two red flags marked the
spot, along with a cluster of black flags.


"What
are those for?" 


The
Sage gave him a self-satisfied smile. "My agents in the city." He
gestured around the map. "Red flags mark the location of the Abiarazi who
serve me. Black flags for my human and Elivasti agents. Every one of them
stands ready to follow my orders."


Horror
thrummed through the Hunter. The scope of the undertaking stole the Hunter's
breath. So many of them!


More
than a dozen red flags dotted the map, and the black flags numbered in the hundreds.
In every city across Einan, the Sage's agents awaited their master's command to
rise. 


At the Sage's word, Einan will fall to
the Abiarazi!
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The
Hunter forced his expression to one of delight. "Impressive." He
studied the map. "Had I known you had agents around Einan, I might not
have had to make the journey here." 


"And
miss the opportunity our partnership presents?" 


The
Hunter inclined his head. "Fair enough." He glanced toward the south
of the map. He'd pondered the question of the Sage's plans in Voramis. He hid a
smile; no red or black flags marked Voramis' location. By eliminating the
Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy, he'd removed the Sage's agents. His eyes moved
toward the two red pennants in Malandria. If
only he knew the truth of Garanis and Toramin. 


"Truly,
the scope of your endeavor boggles the mind." He met the Sage's empty
eyes. "I can only imagine how much time and effort have gone into the
organization." 


"Which
is what makes the timing of your arrival so auspicious." Excitement
flashed across the Abiarazi's face as he leaned over the map. "Just as in
a game of Nizaa, we approach the endgame. The board is set, the pieces are in
place, and all that remains is to make the first move."


"Killing
the Warmaster and taking his place as commander of your armies."


The
Sage nodded. "With his demise, the Elivasti will be under my sole
control."


"And,
if you can convince them, perhaps the Masters of Agony as well."


"Perhaps."
Disdain flashed across the demon's face. "They are little more than
rabble, but their numbers may offer some benefit. I've been tracking the
movements of the reinforcements, and they are due to arrive before the end of
the week."


According
to Master Eldor, the Warmaster's men would arrive much sooner.


"But
if they will not join, they will be exterminated." The Sage mimicked
crushing a bug. "My Elivasti will eradicate them as surely as a hurricane
destroys a rose. Then you will lead them across the Hrandari Plains toward the
Twelve Kingdoms. There, you will be welcomed by the al-Malek of Aghzaret,
another of my agents. He will provide you with the provisions to march south,
through the Advanat, toward Malandria. The trade cities will fall to your army,
and with the might of Al Hani at your back, there will be none to stop you from
conquering the south. And that is where you come in. With Soulhunger to lead
you to the vaults of the Beggar Priests."


"And
the weapons of the Bucelarii."


A
manic light brightened the Sage's eyes. "You and a retinue of Elivasti will
travel ahead. Once you have recovered the weapons, my army will be unstoppable.
Einan will fall!"


"And
then what?" 


The
question caught the Sage off guard. "What?"


The
Hunter gestured to the map. "Once we have captured Einan, then what? Your
army of Elivasti is large enough to conquer, but surely not to rule. I do not
claim to have your forethought and planning, but even I can see it would be
impossible to hold on to the territory we have claimed."


A
smile teased the Sage's lips. "A wise question, one many would fail to
ask." He pointed to a red flag. "That is where my agents will come
into play. All have attained positions of power across Einan. They stand ready
to assume control of their cities at my command. Some command the people, while
others rule from the shadows—just as the First did in Voramis."


The
Hunter's mind raced. He really has
thought about everything. He couldn't help marveling at the Sage's planning
and foresight. The demon controlled Einan with the same dexterity as he played
Nizaa. He saw not a few moves ahead, but the entire game. He held every
advantage. But not for long. The Hunter's eyes roamed over the map, committing
the location of each black and red flag to memory. The information would prove
vital when it came time to hunt down the Abiarazi and their supporters in every
city on Einan.


"But
that's only half of the plan!" Excitement tinged the demon's voice.
"While you lead the armies to conquer, I will travel to Enarium to carry
out the truly vital task."


Mention
of Enarium immediately set the Hunter on alert. "What could be so
important it would take you away from the conquest of this world?"


A
memory played in the Hunter's mind. Once again, he stood in a desolate wasteland,
the corpses of men and women scattered to the horizon. Blood soaked into the
trampled earth around him. Demons howled, shrieked, and chittered as they
feasted on the flesh of humans. 


Anger
and hatred twisted in the Hunter's stomach. "Is that not what the Abiarazi
have dreamed of for millennia? Isn't that why you came to Einan in the first
place, to conquer?"


Distaste
twisted the Sage's face. "For many of my kind, there is nothing more
glorious than battle, blood, and death. They desire it above all else. It is
the only thing that drives them. "


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "But not you." His words held an edge of
scorn.


The
Sage met the Hunter's gaze, eyes unblinking. "Believe me when I say I have
nothing but contempt for the mindless, base instincts of my fellow Abiarazi.
Most are little more than savages, creatures with one desire: war. Of the
thousands summoned by the Destroyer, only a few of us have the ability to look
beyond our natures. We commanded the Abiarazi horde, though 'command' is a
strong word." He shook his head. "Imagine trying to control a tidal
wave, and you have an idea what it was like trying to create order from the
chaos."


"Reminds
me of a mutual friend of ours," the Hunter sneered. 


"I've
regretted my alliance with the Warmaster on more occasions than I can count.
But I do what is necessary, Hunter. Surely you can understand that." The
Sage held up his hands in a gesture of defeat. "In lieu of skill at arms,
I was forced to join myself to the Warmaster. I have devoted my massive
intellect to gaining any advantage over him. Were he not enthralled by his
playthings, the Masters of Agony, perhaps he would realize that he held a good
deal more power than I allow him to believe." A sly smile played on his
lips. 


"But
you take no part in his…amusements?" The Hunter hid his disgust at the
demon's callous tone. The Sage spoke of the Warmaster's victims with the
indifference of a shepherd selecting a lamb for the slaughter.


The
Sage shook his head. "I attend his banquets and pretend to enjoy the
spectacles, but truth be told, I find no pleasure in the cruelties." 


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. I have a hard
time believing that. Every Abiarazi he'd met reveled in death and
slaughter. 


"But
now that I have you, I can be rid of
the Warmaster once and for all." The Sage gripped his shoulder. "I
have watched you closely since your arrival, and I find myself impressed. You
have the warrior instincts of your Abiarazi forefathers, but the bloodlust and
savagery is tempered by your human side. You are clever, careful, and
thoughtful, measuring each word and action. I can trust you with command of my
army—our army—confident that you will
do what needs to be done."


"While
you go to Enarium on a secret mission, one you will not reveal to me because it
is better that I do not know?" Sarcasm tinged the Hunter's words.
"You expect me to follow your commands without question."


The
Sage shook his head. "Of course not." 


The
demon's unblinking stare pierced the Hunter, the intensity of the eerie gaze
sending a chill down his spine. He crossed his arms and waited in silence. 


After
a long moment, the Sage drew in a deep breath. "The Serenii designed
Enarium as a conduit for their power. An entire city built to channel the
energies they drew from within Einan itself! Truly, no creation on this world
can compare to the glory of the Pristine City." The Sage's eyes took on a
distant look. "Though millennia have passed since I strode its halls, I
cannot forget the hum of power beneath my feet. It was as if the city itself
was alive!" 


In
Al Hani, Queen Asalah had said the same thing, her face mirroring the same
desire that now gleamed in the Sage's eyes.


"The
Serenii chafed under the yoke of the gods. They wished to be free to rule Einan
without interference. Thus, Enarium was created as a focal point for magick
which, when harnessed, would empower them to bring down the gods. They used its
power to summon us during the War of Gods. They taught us the ritual to create
weapons like the one you wield. With their power, we were to feed the mighty
Kharna, to fuel him in his war for dominion."


His
expression darkened to a scowl. "When the gods joined forces against
Kharna, their combined might proved his undoing. Though he slew the cowardly
Swordsman, he was imprisoned, his body twisted into the pitiful form of the
Beggar God. But his time of imprisonment comes to an end."


Fear
flashed through the Hunter's mind and twisted like a dagger in his gut. He
could only imagine the horrors that would once again be unleashed upon Einan
should Kharna be freed. "And the power of Enarium will allow you to free
him?"


The
Sage nodded. "Precisely. Centuries have gone into preparing for this day.
Indeed, for years, all has been in readiness, save for one thing."


"What's
that?"


"A
reliable ally. Blood of my blood."


"Bucelarii,"
the Hunter intoned. "You said you knew others, before they were eradicated
by the Beggar Priests. What were they like, my kind?" 


"Driven."
The Sage's gaze bored into the Hunter with piercing intensity. "They all
had that same look I see in your eyes. Never belonging, ever looking for a
place to call home. To every one of our offspring, I made the same offer. Join
me, rule Einan at my side, as you were born to do."


"So
what happened to them?" 


The
demon's eyes slid away. "They accepted and served faithfully. Right until
the moment the Cambionari found them. One by one, they were eliminated, until
none remained." He lifted his gaze to the Hunter's face. "Until
you."


The
Hunter remained silent, absorbing this new information. 


"Know
this, Hunter: what I tell you now is the ultimate confirmation of my trust in
you. It is a secret I have not revealed to any, not even to my most trusted
lieutenants." He took a deep breath. "To enter Enarium, I must
become…" Revulsion twisted his face. "…human."


The
Hunter started. Whatever he'd expected the Sage to say, this wasn't it.
"Because of the curse?" 


The
Sage's eyes widened. "You know of that?"


"It's
why they're called the Empty Mountains, is it not?" In Al Hani, Queen Asalah
had spoken of the curse, of how it twisted the Abiarazi, turning them into
mindless beasts. 


"Indeed.
Were I to attempt to enter, I would fall victim to the curse as surely as so
many of my kind have in the past. Thus, I am forced to relinquish the last
vestiges of my power."


"You
can do that?" The demons had assumed mortal form to hide from the gods. But to become fully human? 


The
Sage nodded. "It is possible, though the agony of the process…" He
shuddered. "I barely survived it the first time. It is not a prospect I
relish, but I will do it because I must." His expression grew determined.
"It is the only way to be reunited with my family." 


The
Hunter's mind raced. "So you will give up your power, travel to Enarium,
and somehow open a portal to your world? There is a flaw in your plan: even if
you open the gateway to your world, you will still be human. Will you not be
destroyed with the rest of mankind?"


The
Sage's face twisted. "Indeed. Which is why I must free the Great Destroyer
first. He will restore to me my full power." He looked down at his hands
with a sneer. "Not this pathetic form you see now. This is a fraction of
what I once was. My true might will be returned to me. When Kharna once again
summons the warriors from my world, I will have the power to bring my family to
join me here."


"But
first you must give up that power." The pieces clicked into place.
"Which is why you've waited so long. You do not trust the Warmaster to
command the Elivasti in your absence. But now with me, a reliable ally, to lead
the army…"


"I
can do what must be done." Fanatical fire burned in the Sage's unblinking
eyes. "I can surrender my power, enter Enarium, and return the Great
Destroyer to life. Einan will once again belong to the Almighty Kharna and his
army of Abiarazi!" 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "How can you be certain Kharna will restore your
power once he has returned? Can you truly expect to bargain with a god?"


The
Sage frowned. "I have wrestled with that same question for centuries.
Truthfully, I cannot be certain of the outcome." The manic light blazed in
his eyes. "But I have faith that my god will reward me for my sacrifice. I
have given up a great deal in his service; it is only just!" He slammed a
fist into the stone table. 


"May
your faith be rewarded." The Hunter hoped the words sounded sincere. 


The
Sage bowed his head and closed his eyes. After a moment of silence, he met the
Hunter's gaze. The madness had fled, leaving only a faint desperation. "It
is a risk, but one I must take. It is the only way to be reunited with my
family. Surely you understand what a man must do for those that matter to
him." 


"I
do." The Hunter nodded. He knew the pain of loss, of loneliness. Farida
had died in his arms. Bardin had been murdered before his eyes. It was a pain
he sought to avoid above all else. He would suffer a lifetime of torture at the
Warmaster's hand rather than feel that searing, ripping, piercing agony he'd
felt as he knelt beside the Midden.


But
fear of pain could not drive a man. No, something more had impelled the Hunter.
In Voramis, he'd taken in the beggars, lepers, the outcasts. Those like him.
He'd acted on an instinct to save Hailen from the demon in Malandria, and found
companionship. This, then, was what drove the Hunter to raise his hand against
his kind: to protect those who could not protect themselves. The downtrodden,
rejected, abandoned. 


The
Sage would condemn an entire world to be reunited with his family. Therein lay
the difference between them. The Hunter had killed dozens of bandits to protect
Hailen. He would spill a river of blood if it brought him back to the woman
that plagued his dreams—the one who carried his child. But he would not harm the defenseless, the innocent. He
would never sacrifice his humanity to achieve his desires. 


The
Sage straightened, and the sorrow faded from his eyes. "Come, Hunter. I
feel the need for fresh mountain air. Will you walk with me?" The demon
threw an arm around his shoulder. "I have something I believe you will
find most fascinating."


The
Hunter allowed the Sage to steer him away from the table, but in his mind he
went over the placements of the red and black flags, committing them to memory.



The
Sage led him from the War Room and, after pausing to lock the door, through the
passage to the stone stairs. But instead of climbing, he descended. 


The
Hunter pointed upwards. "Isn't that the way out?"


The
Sage gave him a sly smile. "There is more than one way to traverse the
halls of Kara-ket." 


The
Hunter followed the Sage, aware of the two guards before and behind him, his
mind racing as he absorbed the new information.


The Sage doesn't just have an army of
Elivasti at his disposal, he is one command away from taking control of every
major city on Einan. The
Sage's network had proven far more extensive than he'd expected. Though there
were only a dozen or so Abiarazi—indicated by the red flags—the human agents
were far more numerous. They would be far harder to track down and eliminate. 


The
close air pressed in on him. The Sage's reek of rot and decay turned his
stomach. His fingers itched to seize Soulhunger's hilt and plunge the dagger
into the Sage's back. He reached for the blade, only to remember he no longer
had it. Clenching his jaw, he forced his hands to relax and studied his
surroundings. 


He
couldn't kill the Sage yet. Without Soulhunger, he had no hope of surviving a
battle with the iron-wielding Elivasti. And he needed the Sage's help to get
into the Warmaster's temple to retrieve his blade. Once he had Soulhunger and
the Warmaster lay dead, he would make his move. 


The
Sage seemed unaware of his internal struggle. He stepped onto a landing, strode
down the corridor, and passed through the wooden door his lead guard held open.



Beyond
the open door, the night sky beckoned. A cool wind swept into the passage,
sending a chill down the Hunter's spine. The freshness of the night air
accentuated the demon's reek of rot and decay. The Hunter found himself oddly
relieved to be out of the cramped staircase with its depictions of horrors from
a world long past. He took a deep breath, savoring the bite of the mountain
breeze. His eyes roamed the lush garden, filled with perfectly manicured trees,
marble statues, and stone pathways. At the far end, the ground dropped off
suddenly into a cliff. 


Yet
all thoughts fled at the sight of Hailen standing a short distance away,
surrounded by four white and black-clad Elivasti.


 


                                                                                












Chapter Forty-Seven
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Fury
and anxiety roiled in the Hunter's gut. His fingers twitched toward his sword,
but he forced himself to remain motionless. "What is this?" Cold fury
tinged his voice. "Why is he here?"


If they harm so much as a hair on his
head…


The
Sage held up his hands in a gesture of peace. "He is here at my
command." He pitched his voice low. "I had him brought here for
safekeeping. Surely you will want him close at hand when the time comes to deal
with the Warmaster." 


The
Hunter's eyes darted back toward Hailen. The silent Elivasti stood in a
protective stance around the boy, who had his back to the Hunter. He wasn't
their prisoner; they escorted him. He nodded and willed his shoulders to relax.
"Forgive my distrust. Mark it down to the scars left by your comrade, the
Warmaster."


"Of
course. Think nothing of it." The Sage gave a dismissive wave. "If it
is the only long-lasting damage remaining, I'll consider myself
fortunate."


The
Hunter hesitated, studying the Elivasti with a wary eye.


"Be
at ease, Hunter. You need not fear the Warmaster here." 


Two
stood at attention a short distance away, and the other four retreated—no doubt
to cover the entrance to this cliffside garden. The Sage wouldn't take chances
with his own life. 


"You're
certain?" The Hunter had no fear for himself, but he wouldn't put Hailen
in danger. 


The
Sage nodded. "They are my trusted Elivasti. You are as safe here as in
your own bed." 


The
Hunter held his tongue.


"Now,
I brought you here for a reason." The Abiarazi smiled at Hailen—the
expression twisted the Hunter's stomach. "But first, go to your boy. He'll
be pleased to see you."


The
Hunter moved toward Hailen. The moment he stepped beyond the temple threshold,
the shrieking in his head returned. “Kill
them!” The demon's voice slammed into him with enough force to send him
staggering. 


The
Hunter's jaw tightened. The internal war proved more difficult every time he
stepped foot outside the temple. 


The
voice of his inner demon sought to fan the flames of his anger. “They are your enemies! They will harm the
boy!”


He
refused to allow himself to be controlled. He
was in control. Through a supreme effort of will, he raised the wall in his
mind as the Sage had taught him. Slowly, the pressure in his head receded to a
throbbing behind his eyes. He'd grown accustomed to that incessant pain over
the last weeks. Since the Illusionist Cleric had failed to erase his memories.
He almost regretted cutting the madman's ritual short. It would have silenced
the voice. He would give a great deal to be shut of the presence in his head.


But not my memories. Memories of Hailen, of Her. They were all he had. 


Once
again in control, the Hunter continued toward Hailen. Excitement brightened the
boy's face as he stared around. They stood amidst an army of stone statues. The
silent figures around them were some of the greatest warriors in the history of
Einan. King Gavril the Conqueror rode a magnificent warhorse, a greatsword held
high overhead. Balrid the Giant wrestled with a mountain ape. Erriana the Red
crouched beneath her shield. Sir Mildred Couradin knelt with her head bowed,
two score arrows piercing her flesh. 


A
smile twitched his lips as he studied the statue of Nasnaz the Great, first
al-Malek of Al Hani. According to the demon in Aghzaret, he had been the warrior king. Just one more life he could not
remember. 


The
statue's features seemed vaguely familiar, though heavier and thicker than his.
Did I really look like that? Queen
Asalah had schooled him in his ability to shift his appearance, but he had yet
to master it. I guess a few hundred years
will change a man's appearance.


The
Hunter stepped out from behind a statue. "Hailen." He spoke in a
quiet voice.


"Hardwell!"
Beaming, Hailen darted between the Elivasti. The Hunter pivoted as he swept the
boy into an embrace, concealing his hands from view of the Sage and his
Elivasti. The hug felt terribly awkward. Disentangling himself, the Hunter
stood just as the Sage approached. 


"What
do you think, boy?" the Sage asked. "Do you like my statues?" 


Hailen
smiled up at the demon. "Oh, I love them! They're just like in the stories
Ayden used to read us." 


A
grin touched the Sage's face. "I'm glad." 


The
Hunter suppressed the urge to seize Hailen and flee. Something about the Sage's
expression set him on edge. Perhaps it was the way his smile failed to reach
his eyes. He was keenly aware of the Elivasti behind him, keeping a wary eye on
him. With Hailen here, he had to be careful of his words.


"Hailen,
why don't you take a look around? See how many you recognize."


The
boy grinned and sprinted off into the garden of statues. His piping voice
echoed in the darkness as he called out the names of the figures. 


The
Sage watched him go. "A happy one, isn't he?"


The
Hunter nodded. Hailen's presence in the garden set his senses on full alert.
His eyes darted around, scanning every shadow for a hint of threat. The Sage's
explanation for bringing Hailen here made sense, but could that be the real reason? 


He
turned to the demon. "What is this place?"


The
Sage's brow furrowed. "In every city, there is a monument to the
Swordsman, hero of the War of Gods, yes?" His lips curled up in a sneer of
distaste. "When Kara-ket was first built, it was intended to be the
greatest temple to the Swordsman. After his death, it served as his final
resting place."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "I was under the impression that the Temple of
Heroes in Voramis held his bones."


The
Sage snorted. "Of course the Adepts would have you believe that. Every
city, the priests of the Swordsman claim theirs is the final resting place of
the fallen hero. But tell me, Hunter, can a god truly die? Even the Destroyer
remains alive, as you well know. What are the chances the cowardly Swordsman is
actually dead? Can you honestly believe that the bones of a deity molder in
some priestly vault?"


The
Abiarazi shook his head. "The Swordsman's body was slain by the Destroyer,
but his essence lives on. The Serenii built Kara-ket to harness the raw power
from the earth and sun. They claimed it was to gather enough power to return
the Swordsman to life, but in all truth, they intended to use the power for
themselves. Indeed, the chief architect himself laughed as he described how
they had 'deceived the gods', as he said."


"If
that is true, then where is the power? And why have you not figured out a way
to harness it?"


A
scowl twisted the Sage's face. "The accursed mold."


The
Hunter's jaw dropped, and he burst out laughing. "What? You're telling me mold defeated
the greatest minds on Einan?"


The
Sage nodded. "When the mold grew across the face of the temple, it blocked
the Serenii magick somehow. What was intended to be the greatest source of
power on Einan is nothing more than twin lumps of stone. Beautiful, but as
inert as a lump of clay."


The
Hunter pondered his words. "And that is why you cannot use Kara-ket in
your efforts to bring back the Great Destroyer. Without that power, it is
useless."


"Indeed."
The Sage's scowl deepened. "I came to Kara-ket with the intentions of
using the power of the twin temples to restore the mighty Kharna to life.
Imagine my frustration at discovering that the temples were not only useless,
but they housed the devotees of the god that had killed my master."


"The
Swordsman's priests. The Adepts."


"The
very same." His sneer turned into a gloating grin. "I derived a great
deal of pleasure watching the Warmaster twist them to his own purposes. The
coward's own believers, serving us. Delicious!"


The
Hunter's mind raced. Swordsman Adepts,
serving the Warmaster? What is he talking about? Realization dawned.
"The Masters of Agony."


The
Sage nodded. "Even the strongest of them succumbed to the Warmaster's
torments after a few weeks. He broke them, warped their minds, and made them
his tools. The Masters of Agony have continued the tradition for centuries.
They capture Adepts and bring them to their Master to be turned into his
creatures."


The
Hunter's stomach twisted. Just like he
intended to do with me. The Masters of Agony treated the Warmaster with a
reverence borne of fear. He shuddered at the image of himself carrying out the
demon's orders with mindless devotion.


The
Sage stared up at a towering marble figure. "The Swordsman was never truly
equal to the Destroyer, you know. He was the weaker of the two, lacking in
skill. Only once Kharna threatened the other gods did the Master grant the
Swordsman power to face Kharna in battle. He would never have succeeded otherwise!" 


"You
have the Illusionist and Watcher to thank for that."


The
Sage's expression turned stony. "I need no reminders, Hunter. When this
world belongs to the Abiarazi, I will take special delight in tormenting the
Illusionist Clerics and the devotees of the Watcher." 


The
Hunter's gut lurched as the Sage's features swam in a grisly wave of flesh and
bone. Only a supreme effort of will kept the disgust from his face. To hide his
revulsion, he turned his gaze upward, studying the massive twin buildings
towering into the night sky. 


A
thought struck him. "The temples, they're not the same, are they?
Something about them…"


"You
are correct." He pointed to his temple. "Those who enter here find
peace and calm, while those who enter the temple of the Warmaster find only
chaos and confusion." His lip curled. "The minds of humans, dull as
they are, do not suffer the effects as visibly. The Elivasti report hearing an
incessant ringing in their ears, which only dulls once they leave the temple.
As for the effects on our kind…"


The
Hunter nodded. "Chaos."


"Precisely."
The Sage stroked his chin. "From what I can decipher of the Serenii texts,
that was the first temple erected atop the mountain. It was intended to draw
power from Einan itself, but perhaps it drew too much." He pointed to his
own temple. "The Serenii built this to provide balance. Where the one
gathers power to it, the other siphons it off and returns it to the world.
Thus, harmony is achieved, as was ever the way of the Serenii."


"But
how?" The Hunter studied the enormous spires. "How does it
work?"


"The
ways of the Serenii are difficult to understand." The Sage spoke in a patronizing
voice. "But suffice it to say, there is a conduit that draws the power
from one tower to the other." 


The
Hunter followed his pointing finger. "The bridge."


"The
very same." He sighed. "But alas, I am forced to abandon Kara-ket in
search of another way." His gaze followed Hailen scampering around the
garden. "You are fortunate, Hunter. You have your family right here."
He met the Hunter's eyes. "Me, I have spent millennia working to be
rejoined with mine. The day is not far off."


Once
again, the sorrow in the Sage's eyes caught him by surprise. He'd grown so
accustomed to the cruelty and ruthlessness of the Abiarazi, it seemed so odd to
picture them as so…human. 


"How
long will it take you to reach Enarium?"


"The
journey to Vothmot is not an easy one. The Whispering Waste is cruel and
unforgiving. It has been known to drive men insane." A sly smile spread
the Sage's lips, and he tapped his forehead. "Thankfully, my mind is much
clearer than a human's. I will
survive the crossing, which will take two weeks. Three, at most."


Hope
sprang to life within the Hunter. While strapped to the Warmaster's torture
table, he'd caught another glimpse into his forgotten past. 


"Hush, Az'nii," he had told the woman from his dreams. "There is nothing to fear. We are safe
within Enarium."


Safe
within Enarium. The words had played over and over in the back of his mind, but
the Sage's talk of the lost city brought them to the fore. 


If
he wanted to find Her, he had to
start there. His memory of Master Eldor had brought him to Kara-ket—that, and
his need to eliminate the Sage. He had found answers of who had been when he
lived among the Elivasti so many years ago. If he went to Enarium, would he
find similar answers? Better still, would he find Her?


A
gentle whisper sounded in the back of his mind. For a moment, he thought it
only the wind. Yet deep within he knew what it was. 


Her. 


She
called to him from across Einan, beckoning him northward like steel to a
lodestone. He had to go there, even
if his chances of finding Her—and the child She'd carried—were beyond slim. He
had delayed his journey to find Her for Hailen's sake, and to rid Einan of the
Abiarazi blight. But once he had dealt with the Sage and the Warmaster, he
would be free to resume his search. 


She
wasn't the only thing drawing him to Enarium. The Sage had called it the
greatest city of the Serenii. What if, like Kara-ket, it held the secrets of
the ancient people? Secrets that included a cure for the madness that plagued
Hailen and all Elivasti? Could it
offer the same protection from the Irrsinnon
extended by the twin temples? He had to take Hailen away from Kara-ket—he
couldn't risk the boy coming to harm in the inevitable violence to follow the
demons' deaths. Without Soulhunger, he couldn't test the theory that the
gemstones would keep Hailen's madness at bay. But once he recovered his blade,
he'd have the chance. Soulhunger might protect the boy's mind long enough to
get him to Enarium. Even if no cure presented itself, surely the “shadow of the
Serenii” could provide a safe haven.


It
was Hailen's only hope. 


His
efforts to find information on the city had yielded little. He had pored over
maps of Einan as he searched for the best way north, toward Enarium. The Hidden
Circle alchemist in Al Hani had spoken of Vothmot. It was rumored that he could
find a guide to lead him into the Empty Mountains to hunt for the lost city.
But if the demon could reveal its
location…


The
Sage continued. "Once I reach Vothmot, I must prepare to enter the Empty
Mountains in search of Enarium."


"Prepare?
Search?" Confusion flooded the Hunter. "I thought you knew the way to
Enarium."


The
Sage eyed him askance. "I will be forced to give up the last vestiges of
my power, so I will become fully human. Hunger, thirst, and fatigue will travel
with me as surely as with any man." Distaste etched itself on his face.
"And, truth be told, a good many years have passed since last I laid eyes
on the great city of the Serenii. My recollection of the path is…unclear."


The
Hunter's momentary hope shattered. He wanted to scream, to lash out in
frustration. Every time he thought he drew a step closer to finding answers
into his past, something pulled him two steps backward. 


"How
do you intend to find it?" he pressed, heart sinking. "Surely you
aren't planning to wander the Empty Mountains until you stumble upon it?"


"Nothing
so crude, I assure you." The Sage gave a dismissive wave. "In my
research, I stumbled upon an ancient work of the playwright Taivoro, a
picaresque narrative following the exploits of a Journeyman bard. At first
glance, it appeared to be nothing more than drivel, but upon further delving, I
discovered—"


"Hardwell."
Hailen's voice cut into the Sage's words, and the Hunter felt a tug on his
cloak. 


"What?"
The Hunter winced. His words had come out too strong, causing Hailen to flinch.
He lowered his voice to a gentler pitch. "What is it, Hailen?"


Eyes
downcast, the boy spoke with a tremor. "I-I'm hungry." 


Irritation
flared in the Hunter's chest—not at Hailen, but at himself. The boy had no idea
what he'd interrupted; he didn't deserve the Hunter's anger. He took a deep
breath. "Of course, Hailen. Let's get you something to eat." 


With
a grin, Hailen raced toward the entrance to the gardens. 


"Hardwell?"
The Hunter turned to the Sage, who stood with a quirked eyebrow. "Why does
the boy call you Hardwell? Is that your true name, or is it the Hunter?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "It is the name I gave him, and it will suffice."


The
Sage tried it out a few times, then shook his head. "No, I much prefer the
Hunter."


"So
do I, truth be told." 


An
unformed thought nagged at the back of the Hunter's mind. Something in the
garden seemed…off. But what?


The
Sage spoke beside him, seemingly unaware of anything wrong. The Hunter ignored
the demon and studied the statues around him. They looked as solid and silent
as ever. His eyes fell on the two Elivasti guarding the entrance. Nothing stood
out as odd, but…


Wait! Two? Four guards had surrounded Hailen. Where are the others?


One
of the white and black-clad figures reaching into his robes, drew a dagger, and
plunged it into his companion's chest. The dying man's cry rang out in the
gardens as he slumped to the ground. 


Then
the assassin's cloth-masked face turned toward the pair of them. With a cry of
"For the Warmaster!" he charged. 
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The
assassin charged—right toward Hailen. 


Time
stood still. The Hunter sensed everything around him: the warmth of the evening
breeze, the rustle of the assassin's black and white clothing, the metallic
tang of fresh blood, the stink of the iron-tipped staff, and the reek of the
Sage. Hailen's clean, innocent smell drifted toward him as the boy stared
wide-eyed at the statues of the heroes of Einan, unaware of the death coming
for him. 


Heart
sinking, the Hunter watched as, almost in slow motion, the assassin's eyes fell
on the boy. The cloth mask hid any expression, but the Hunter knew exactly what
was going through the man's mind. He'd battled the same thoughts before.
Collateral damage was a part of the job. 


In
desperation, he drew his sword and hurled it at the onrushing guard. A
ridiculous attack, but he didn't care. Only one thing mattered: get Hailen out
of the way.


The
white and black-clad assassin cried out as the sword collided with his wrist.
The blade carved a shallow line into his forearm before spinning away into the
grass. Without hesitation, the Hunter sprinted toward Hailen. 


The
Elivasti swung his iron-tipped staff at the Hunter's head. Ducking, the Hunter
threw his arms around Hailen's waist and hurled them both to one side. His skin
crawled as the metal passed a finger's breadth from his head. He hit the ground
with jarring force, knocking the wind from his lungs. Gasping for breath, he
rolled with the impact, out of reach of the staff. He all but threw Hailen into
the shadow of a marble statue and whirled to face the assassin.


Off
to one side, the Sage stood as still as the statues around him, eyes wide in
shock and surprise. The Hunter didn't spare the demon a second thought. One
iron-tipped staff would do little more than hurt the demon. Against him, without Soulhunger to heal him, it
was a serious threat. 


The
assassin spoke in a harsh voice. "Stay where you are, Sage. I have come
here for him. Move, and you join
him." 


The
Hunter darted forward, but not toward the Elivasti. Instead, he leapt for the
fallen guard's staff. His fingers closed around hard wood and he whirled,
raising the stick to block a descending blow. His kick caught the assassin in
the chin with the force of his twisting body. The man staggered to one side,
away from Hailen.


The
Hunter hurled the metal-shod staff at his assailant and scooped up his sword. 


"Hunter!"
The Sage's voice rang out behind him.


The
Hunter threw himself to the ground, and an iron-shod staff whirled over his
head. He swung his foot around in a powerful kick that connected with the back
of the Elivasti's knee. The Hunter pulled, and the man toppled backward. 


Leaping
to his feet, the Hunter brought his long sword down in a vicious chop, but the
Elivasti somersaulted backward and out of reach, somehow managing to keep a
grip on his staff. When he rolled upright, he held the length of wood in a
guard position.


"Traitor!"
Rage filled the assassin's voice. "You choose the weaker master, turning
your back on the one who offers you power in place of servitude. For your
betrayal, you die!"


The
Hunter's mind raced as he circled the assassin. An Elivasti sent by the
Warmaster to kill him. The larger Abiarazi meant to eliminate the Sage and
establish himself as sole commander of the combined armies of the Elivasti and
Masters of Agony. The Hunter's presence gave the Sage an edge. The Warmaster
had made it clear: serve him or die. This man had come to finish what the demon
began on his torture tables. 


He'll find I'm harder to kill than he
expected. The voice of
his inner demon shrieked, pled for death. The Hunter would give it what it
craved.


Snarling
wordless curses, he hacked and slashed at the iron-tipped staff, favoring power
over precision. One blow to the Elivasti's unguarded hands would render the
weapon useless. A few powerful strikes, and his sword could weaken the staff
enough to crack it. 


The
assassin held his ground. He deflected rather than blocked, turning aside the
Hunter's attacks. The staff's longer reach kept the Hunter moving and on the
defensive. He sought an opening in the Elivasti's guard, but the man had
trained under the Warmaster. 


Damn it! He retreated, frustration mounting. 


He
backpedaled as the Elivasti charged, staff whirling. The iron-tipped ends
struck sparks on his sword. He grunted beneath the impact of multiple blows;
the man was stronger than he looked. His long sword—a gift from Master
Eldor—held up under the assault, but without Soulhunger, he was at a
disadvantage. He couldn't let the iron touch him. Even the slightest contact
would slow him, making him vulnerable. Only his inhuman speed and reflexes had
kept him alive. A warrior trained to fight with a quarterstaff could defeat all
but the most skilled swordsmen.


Time to change tactics.


Ducking
beneath a swing that would have split his head, he lashed out at the Elivasti
with a low kick. A sharp intake of breath sounded from behind the white and
black mask as the Hunter's heel slammed into the Elivasti's knee. The assassin
staggered to one knee, and the Hunter plowed his fist into the underside of the
man's chin. Pain lanced the Hunter's hand; flesh cracked and bone fractured on
contact with chain mail. But the blow set the Elivasti reeling.


The
Hunter seized the moment. His sword whistled through the air like a woodsman
chopping a mighty oak. The Elivasti leapt backward, but the tip of the Hunter's
blade laid open a long gash along his chest. In the dim moonlight, the blood
trickling from the wound looked a sickly black. Crimson garments showed beneath
the black and white robes of the Elivasti. 


A Master of Agony?


The
eyes behind the mask went wide as the assassin retreated beneath the Hunter's
renewed onslaught. Steel bit into wood and flesh. The Hunter forced the man
backward, away from the Sage and Hailen's hiding place.


Shouts
sounded from the entrance to the garden, and torchlight flickered between the
statues. 


The
Hunter raised his voice to a shout. "Assassin!" 


The
garden brightened as the remaining four Elivasti guards rushed toward them. The
Hunter turned to face his opponent, a triumphant grin on his face. 


"It's
over. Throw down your weapon, and your life will be spared."


The
assassin's eyes narrowed, and the cloth mask shifted as if he opened his mouth
to speak.


A
dark shape darted from behind a statue and drove into the assassin. The impact
knocked the Elivasti backward, sending him hurtling off the cliff. He made no
sound as he disappeared from view. 


The
Hunter darted forward and peered over the edge. Darkness hid the broken body
from sight. The Sage moved to stand beside him, wincing and rubbing his
shoulder.


"You
didn't have to do that," the Hunter growled. 


The
Sage met his gaze. "I had to help." His voice held an eerie calm. 


The
utter absence of emotion in the Sage's eyes stunned the Hunter. In all his
years as an assassin, he'd encountered a wide range of emotions as men and
women faced their deaths: fear, sorrow, remorse, guilt, despair, anger, even
vain hope. But the Sage's expression held none of those. He was as cold and
dead as the ice-capped mountain peak. 


"I
had him!" The Hunter scowled. "What's more, I'd have kept him alive
long enough to answer questions. He could have told us of the Warmaster's
plans."   


Now
anger darkened the Sage's expression, but it seemed contrived. "His plans
are no mystery." His voice dropped to a harsh whisper. "He's sending
his Elivasti after you." 


At
that moment, the Elivasti reached them. The Sage eyed them with naked
suspicion, as if another of the Warmaster's killers hid among the ranks of his
men.


"Not
Elivasti. Masters of Agony."


The
Sage's head snapped around. "What?"


He
tapped his chest. "Just before you threw him off the cliff, I caught a flash
of scarlet beneath the man's robes. He was a Master of Agony."


The
Sage's brow furrowed. "But the Masters of Agony—"


"Are
the Warmaster's servants. The Warmaster knew that even if the assassination
attempt failed, you would believe the Elivasti had turned against you. You'd be
unable trust your own men. You'd be alone, while he'd have an army of
torturers." 


A
snarl twisted the Sage's lips. "The treacherous bastard! No doubt he
sensed I was preparing to make a move, and he struck first." Triumph filled
his eyes, and a vicious grin broadened his face. "But he made one crucial
mistake: he struck at you, when he
should have eliminated me. Now, I
have a reason to turn the Elivasti loose on the Masters of Agony. For
centuries, I have tried to do away with his playthings. His rash actions have
given me the perfect opportunity."


The
Hunter nodded. "It's no less than they deserve."


A
quiet voice sounded behind him. "Hardwell?"


The
Hunter whirled. Hailen peered out from behind a statue, his lip trembling.
"Is it over?"


The
Hunter rushed toward the boy and knelt. "Are you hurt?" Worry
tightened his chest, but he let out a quiet breath. He is unharmed.


Hailen
shook his head. "No. But I don't want to be here anymore." His eyes
darted toward the corpse lying in the grass.


Of course. The boy was no stranger to violence.
He'd watched the Hunter kill Lord Knight Moradiss and nearly a score of
Cambionari in the House of Need in Malandria. Father Pietus, his erstwhile
father, had joined the lifeless mere minutes later, followed by the demon
Garanis. The boy had been carried away by Il Seytani's bandits, and seen the
body of his friend Eileen discarded like refuse in the desert. He'd stood by
while the Hunter slaughtered dozens of bandits who had tried to stop them from
fleeing the Advanat Desert. Yes, he's
seen more than his fair share of death. 


"Come,
Hailen." He wrapped a cloak around the boy—careful to hide his hands—and
lifted him. "What say we get you some food to eat?"


The
boy shook his head. "I-I'm not hungry anymore." He buried his head in
the Hunter's chest. "I just want to sleep."


"Of
course." Anger boiled in his chest. He wanted nothing more than to storm
the Warmaster's temple, carve through the ranks of torturers, and hack the
bastard demon to pieces. But that would only get him killed. He needed to be
smart. For Hailen's sake. 


He
turned to the Sage. "You say the Warmaster made a mistake in his attempt
on my life, but I say he made two: he put Hailen's life in danger. For that, he
dies slow."
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The
Sage turned to the nearest Elivasti. "Go, alert the elders. The Elivasti
march to war on the Masters of Agony." 


With
a salute, the masked man rushed from the garden. 


"Is
that wise?" The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "I thought your intention
was to attempt a more precise strike, not all-out battle."


The
Sage gave a dismissive wave. "The time for subterfuge has come to an end.
In his attempt to kill you, the Warmaster has overextended his position. My
loyal Elivasti will convince the rest that he tried to strike at me, and they will have no choice but to
respond to my call to arms." A vicious smile twisted his lips. "And,
with the Warmaster focused on defending from a frontal assault, we will have an
opening to sneak attack from behind. My Elivasti will clear the way, but yours
must be the hand to eliminate the Warmaster. A strike force will cross the
bridge—led by you, as was always the intention. The only change is that we move
tonight instead of tomorrow."


"Won't
he be expecting that?" 


The
Sage inclined his head. "Perhaps, but he won't have enough men to spare.
He will be too concerned with the army storming his front door. His Masters of
Agony are no match for my Elivasti." 


The
Hunter contemplated the plan. The chaos of battle would provide cover to not
only slip into the Warmaster's temple to eliminate him—and recover Soulhunger,
of course—but likely distraction enough to deal with the Sage as well. 


"A
sound plan. Make your preparations. The Warmaster dies tonight," he said, his voice a low growl. "But first I
will see to the boy's safety."


"Let
my men take care of him. He will be safe in your rooms."


"No."
The Hunter shook his head. "If anything goes wrong, that is the first place
the Warmaster will look. I will leave him safely locked in the enclosure, under
the guard of his own." 


"But
we must act now!" The demon's voice turned plaintive. "The Warmaster
is sitting in his temple, waiting to hear if his attempt on your life succeeded.
Now is the time to strike!"


The
Hunter turned on him. "Then prepare your Elivasti for war. But I will do
nothing until I am sure the boy is safe." He loomed over the Sage.
"Is that understood?" 


The
Sage stared up at him, unflinching. "And if I say all is in readiness to
storm the Warmaster's temple? You will lead the attack?"


The
Hunter considered it. He could use an army of iron-wielding soldiers behind him
when he faced the Warmaster. "I will." 


"Excellent!"
The Sage rubbed his hands together. "When you have finished seeing to the
boy, come to my chambers. I will have an army ready for you."


The
Hunter nodded. "Two hours." He dropped his voice to a whisper.
"It'll give me enough time to eliminate the other threat in the city below."


The
Sage's eyes widened. "You have found the traitors?"


"I
believe so. I must confirm my suspicions, but I will bring their names." He gave the demon a vicious smile.
"Or their heads."


A
wicked gleam filled the Sage's midnight eyes. "Excellent." He clapped
the Hunter's back. "Do what must be done, Hunter. Tonight, everything
changes."


 


* * *


 


Controlled
chaos gripped the city built in the shadow of Kara-ket. Figures in black and
white robes and masks clogged the streets. The sound of shouted orders and the tromp, tromp of booted feet echoed all
around. War had come to Shana Laal, and the Elivasti were mobilizing. 


The
Hunter strode through the madness, his steps leading toward the walled
enclosure. He kept his pace unhurried, but his eyes darted around in search of
watchers. He found no spying eyes. 


He
darted out of the path of a squad of marching Elivasti and ducked into a narrow
alley. If anyone had been watching
him, this would give him the perfect chance to give them the slip.


He
had no intention of leaving Hailen in the enclosure, guarded by the Sage's men.
There was only one place on this mountain he believed the boy could be safe.


The
Hunter grunted and shifted Hailen in his arms. The boy had gained weight since
arriving in Kara-ket—the Elivasti had fed him a bit too well. Hailen clung to
his neck, face pressed in his chest. He hadn't said a word since the garden.
The Hunter couldn't delay—he had to get Hailen to safety before the madness
overtook him.


Master
Belros' smithy was dark and silent. He glanced in both directions and, finding
the street empty, darted across and into the alleyway. Setting Hailen down, he
knelt and knocked on the wooden cellar door. 


Please let him be here! 


Relief
surged within him as the door opened to reveal the heavy face of Master Belros.



The
smith's eyes widened. "What are you doing here?" 


"I
need to speak to Master Eldor. Now."


After
a moment of hesitation, Master Belros ushered him inside and closed the door
behind him. The men in the cellar—Master Eldor, three white-haired Elivasti,
Dasim, and two younger men—leapt to their feet and reached for weapons. 


"Hunter?"
The tension in Master Eldor's expression relaxed, and he motioned for his
comrades to lower their weapons. "What brings you—?" His voice
trailed off as Hailen squirmed free of the cloak. "Ahh."


The
Hunter set Hailen on a nearby barrel. Master Eldor strode to stand in front of
the boy. "Hullo, lad."


Hailen
stared up at the old Elivasti with dull, unseeing eyes. His gaze had grown
distant and lost focus, as it had more and more often recently. 


"The
Sage is preparing to storm the Warmaster's temple, and I'll be leading the
charge. I can't leave him in the enclosure, not with the Sage's men guarding
him."


A
deep furrow appeared in Master Eldor's brow. "But if he stays here, the Irrsinnon will take him."


"I
don't know else what to do!" The Hunter threw up his hands. "If I'm
to do what needs to done, I need to know the Sage can't get at him. You're the
only one I can trust to protect him." 


"We
have to take him back within the wall." Master Eldor's expression
hardened. 


"I
have an idea." Master Belros stepped forward. "I know the men
guarding the gate tonight. Brave, strong warriors. Eager for battle, both of
them. I'm willing to bet I could persuade them to let us fossils take over so they can join in the action."


"They
would abandon their posts like that?"


"Not
abandon." Master Eldor shook his head. "A changing of the watch,
nothing more." He looked at Master Belros and the others. "What say
you? Will you stand guard with me? Protect not just this boy, but all Elivasti young? We may miss out on
the glory of battle"—heavy
sarcasm laced his words—"but we are ensuring the future of our race.
Surely that is honorable enough for warriors like us."


The
white-haired Elivasti looked convinced, but three younger men looked
unconvinced. 


"What
of our plans to strike against the Sage?" Dasim asked. "In the chaos
of battle, surely we could create the perfect opportunity for the Hunter to
make his move." 


Master
Eldor's frown deepened, but Master Belros spoke first. "The five of us are
enough to hold the gate. Dasim speaks the truth. He could help the Hunter to find an opening."


The
Hunter nodded. "The Sage is directing a frontal assault on the Warmaster's
temple, but he is sending me with a strike force across the bridge. Dasim and
the others could station themselves close to the Sage for when I return."


Master
Eldor stroked his chin.


"We
must, Master Eldor," Dasim insisted. "We will not have a chance like
this again."


After
a moment, Master Eldor relented. "Very well. All the years we've spent
preparing for this moment, we would be foolish to waste it." 


Eagerness
shone in the eyes of the younger Elivasti. They drew swords from the rack and
slipped them into sheaths hidden beneath their robes. 


Master
Eldor clasped Dasim's forearm. "For the future of the Elivasti,
Dasim."


Dasim
returned the grip. "We do what must be done." 


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter swallowed a lump in his throat as he stared down at the sleeping figure
of Hailen. So fragile and delicate, yet with such strength of will. I will return for you, Hailen. 


Master
Eldor stood outside the small hut, staring at the Dolmenrath at the far side of
the enclosure with a faraway look in his eyes. He started as the Hunter pulled
the door closed behind him.


"He
sleeps?" 


The
Hunter nodded. "If all goes to plan, he will wake to a brighter, safer
tomorrow." 


Master
Eldor placed a hand on his shoulder. "I've seen what you can do, lad. If
there's anyone who can see this through, it's you." 


The
words sent a rush of warmth through the Hunter. "For his sake, I will do
it or die trying."


Master
Eldor squeezed. "For all our sakes. Do this, and the Elivasti will owe you
a debt we will never be able to repay." 


The
Hunter cast a glance at the large two-story home across the street. Scores of
violet-eyed children peered out at him. Master Eldor had gathered them all into
the same house to keep an eye on them. 


"I'll
be back as soon as I can." 


"Aye."
He turned and clasped the Hunter's forearm. "Be safe, lad." 


With
a nod, the Hunter strode out of the enclosure gate. He saluted Master Belros
and the three white-haired Elivasti, who stood at attention, metal-shod staves
held in guard position.


Dasim
and the two young Elivasti waited for him at the end of the street, black and
white masks obscuring their features. They fell into step beside him without a
word. The Hunter had nothing to say to them. They knew the stakes of their
gamble as well as he. Either they would eliminate the demons or die in the
attempt. 


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter paused at the top of the grand staircase. His fingers felt for the lines
of raised flesh on his chest. One for every life Soulhunger claimed. Before the
end of the night, his collection of scars would grow. One of them would mark
the Warmaster's death, the other the Sage's. He would carry those blemishes
with pride for the rest of his days.


Masked
Elivasti swirled past him, hurrying to and from the Sage's chambers. Four men
guarded the double doors; they moved aside at his approach. Dasim and his
comrades disappeared among them before the Hunter realized they were gone. 


The
Sage looked up as he entered. A grim smile touched his lips. "Ah, you are
just in time." He gave the Hunter a meaningful look. "I trust your business has been taken care of?"


The
Hunter drew a dagger. Crimson still stained the steel. "Resolved to
satisfaction." He lowered his voice. "A half-dozen of them, with two
Masters of Agony. They never saw me coming." 


The
Sage stared at the bloodied blade, triumph in his eyes, and gripped the
Hunter's arm. "I knew I could
rely on you."


The
Hunter plastered a cold, hard smile on his face. The blood belonged to him, but
the Sage wouldn't ever know the difference. So long as the demon believed he'd
handled the traitors, he'd have no reason to continue searching. At least not
while trying to wage a war against a fellow Abiarazi and an army of Masters of
Agony easily thrice the size of his own. The Hunter would be back to deal with
him before he had a chance to go looking and uncover the true conspiracy.


"One
problem down, one more to deal with." He thrust a chin at the Warmaster's
temple. "All is prepared?"


The
Sage nodded. "Your strike force stands ready." 


The
Hunter crossed his arms and studied more than a score of cloth-masked men
clustered on the far side of the room. They stood with straight backs, squared
shoulders, and not a sign of hesitation or fear in their violet eyes. This,
then, was his army. He would have vengeance on the Warmaster. And if it meant
fewer Elivasti to guard the Sage's back…


The
Sage pointed to the bridge. "By the time you cross the bridge, the door
will stand unlocked. These are my finest Elivasti. They have orders to clear a
path to the Warmaster, but it is up to you to finish the job." He thrust a
piece of black cloth toward the Hunter. "Tie this on your right arm. It
will signal to my men that you are an ally."


The
Hunter wrapped the fabric around his bicep. The cloth gripped his arm tightly
without impeding his movement. "Let there be blood." He strode toward
the balcony doors.


"May
the Destroyer grant you strength, Hunter!" the Sage's voice echoed after
him.


The
darkness of the bridge hid the Hunter's sneer. He had little use for the gods
or their strength. He needed only well-honed blades, his reflexes, and a chance
to strike at the demons. 
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The
fires of fury drove the Hunter onward. For too long, the Hunter had held
himself in check as he sought an opportunity to kill the Sage and the
Warmaster. His inaction had placed Hailen in danger. Now the time for waiting
had come to an end. The Abiarazi died tonight. 


He
led the way across the stone bridge, avoiding the holes and crumbling sections.
The Elivasti followed on his heels, silent, scentless figures carrying weapons
that reeked of iron. He brought death to the Warmaster's followers; the men
behind him would serve as an extension of his wrath.


At
the far end of the bridge, within the shadow of the twin temple, four men wearing
the patterned white and black stood on guard. They leapt to their feet at the
sight of the Hunter. Two gripped weapons and stepped forward, only to be
brought down by the two behind them. By the time the Hunter reached the door to
the temple, the Sage's men had stripped the Warmaster's loyalists of their
weapons and rendered them unconscious. The two fell in with the Hunter's
company as they passed. 


The
secret door swung open to reveal a blood-spattered Elivasti. "This
way."


Two
Elivasti entered ahead of the Hunter. The moment he stepped inside the temple,
the voice in his head rose to a painful volume. The demon within was eager for
blood. He would not fight its desires. 


Gritting
his teeth, he directed his thoughts inward. You
want death? You will have it, and in abundance, but only if we work together.


The
pounding faded to a manageable ache, a throbbing behind his eyes. Jaw muscles
working, he followed the Elivasti through the corridors of the Warmaster's
temple.


Blood
stained the images of war and chaos etched into the walls. The bodies depicted
in the elegant Serenii carvings stared with marble eyes on the flesh and blood
corpses littering the halls. Chaos and death screamed through the corridors as
men shrieked, shouted, and cried out. The clash of steel on steel echoed in
time with the Hunter's thundering heart. The thrill of the hunt, of blood, of
death coursed through him, setting every nerve aflame. The tremor of excitement
in his hands quietened the moment his fingers touched dagger and sword hilt. 


Cries
of rage tore from dozens of throats as a band of red-robed Masters of Agony
charged them, long steel swords held high. The Elivasti's tight formation
shattered their cohesion, just as their shorter blades proved ineffective
against the metal-tipped quarterstaves. The Hunter didn't slow as his comrades
brought down the Masters with viciously effective strikes. 


He
knelt over one of the fallen torturers and pressed a dagger against the man's
throat. "Where is he?"


The
man stared up at him with dull eyes, blood trickling from a gaping wound in his
forehead. With a snarl, the Hunter plunged the blade into his groin. The man's
screams echoed off the walls, but he did not fall silent for long moments. When
the Hunter stooped over the next fallen torturer, the man spoke without
hesitation.


"Where
is who?"


A
vicious grin spread the Hunter's face. "The Warmaster. He and I have
unfinished business."


The
man pointed upward. "In his chambers."


The
Hunter pressed the dagger into the soft flesh his neck. "How many men does
he have with him?"


The
Master of Agony's eyes widened, and he gave a frantic shake of his head.
"I…I don't know. His Elivasti are…" His words cut off in a cry as the
Hunter drove the blade into his chest. 


Dropping
the body, the Hunter turned to the nearest Elivasti. "How many of your
brothers still serve the Warmaster?"


The
violet eyes met his without hesitation. "A few dozen, perhaps. But most of
those are engaged on the lower levels of the temple, commanding the Masters of
Agony." Sorrow cast a shadow over his eyes—an Elivasti mourning the loss
of comrades duped into serving the wrong master. 


The
Hunter examined the men the Sage had sent with him. Close to three dozen masked
Elivasti, each carrying the metal-tipped staves they favored. With a force this
size, he had a chance of bringing down the Warmaster. 


"Let's
go."


A
trio of Elivasti charged ahead, and the sounds of a scuffle reached the Hunter.
His sword slid from its sheath with a whisper of steel as a score of Masters
raced down the hall toward them, a shout of "For the Warmaster" on
their lips.


He
leapt forward, closing the distance before the nearest two could react. A
vicious swipe of his sword laid open their throats. Blood splattered his robes
as the torturers slumped. Three more Masters charged him, and he ducked beneath
their clumsy swipes. His sword bit into one's knee while his dagger took a
second in the groin. He swung his sword and took the third in the throat. The
three fell, their screams silenced a moment later by the Elivasti following on
the Hunter's heels.


The
three advance scouts retreated from a wall of steel swords. Before the Hunter
could leap to attack, Elivasti pushed past him and joined their companions. 


The
Hunter paused to watch the fight and gauge his foe. Say what you will about the Warmaster, but he trained his men well. The
Adepts-turned-torturers wielded their blades with the brutal proficiency of a
veteran army. 


“And you think you can kill such a
mighty warrior?” The
voice of his inner demon filled his head with scorn. 


What choice do I have? After what he'd done to the Hunter, and
what he'd tried to do to Hailen, the demon had to die.


The
width of the corridor allowed for six staff-wielding Elivasti to fight side by
side. The ranks of the Masters of Agony with their shorter clubs and swords
stretched eight men wide. Yet the masked warriors waded into the fray without
hesitation. Their reach and the ruthless efficiency Master Eldor had drilled
into them gave them the edge. Wounded men stepped back for another fresh
Elivasti to take his place. They fought with the cohesion and coordination of a
military unit, every strike accurate, every action deliberate. 


As
if on some unspoken cue, the outer edge of the Elivasti's line retreated a
single step. Caught off guard, the Masters of Agony staggered forward, the
center of their line shifting toward the walls. The Elivasti quickly rushed to
fill the momentary gap, and red-robed men fell beneath the whirling staves. 


"Go!"
One of the Elivasti charged the line, motioning for the Hunter to follow. The
violet-eyed warrior thrust his staff like a spear, catching a Master in the gut
and doubling him over. He stepped on the man's back and vaulted the line of
torturers. 


The
Hunter chose a more direct approach. He poured all his strength into a sword
swing that sheared through an arm and neck. Lowering his shoulder, he drove
into the three men standing between him and the empty hallway behind. He hurled
them to the ground and leapt over their fallen bodies. His Elivasti poured
through the opening, rounding on the rear of the Masters of Agony caught
against the wall. The shouts and cries of pain echoed behind him as the Hunter
rushed toward the nearby stairs.


A
squad of men in black and white robes charged up the staircase but stopped at
the sight of the bloodstained Hunter. Fists clenching, the Hunter prepared for
a grim battle against the Warmaster's loyal Elivasti. Before he reached them,
however, the leader held up a hand to his men. His eyes fell on the cloth
binding the Hunter's arm, and he lowered his weapon. 


The
Hunter slowed to a stop. The Sage's men.
He let out a relieved breath. After the skirmish with the Masters of Agony, the
voice in his mind set his head pounding with a lust for death. But he was about
to face the Warmaster in what promised to be a near-impossible fight. He
couldn't risk even the slightest injury. His chances of survival were already
slim enough. 


"How
fares the battle?" 


"Badly."
The Elivasti's voice had a grim edge. "The Masters of Agony outnumber us
four to one, and they hold the high ground."


"So
what are you doing here?" a man beside the Hunter snapped. 


"We
were commanded to cut our way through to join up with you. We are to open the
way for you. But it is your hand that
must wield the blade." 


The
oath of the Elivasti forbade them from raising a hand against the Warmaster
directly. 


I will free them of their oaths to the
Warmaster, and then the Sage. After tonight, they will be free. 


Well,
not truly free. They would still owe loyalty to any Abiarazi left on Einan. But
once he had eliminated the last demons—no more than a dozen or so, if the
Sage's map was to be trusted—they would be able to make their own choices.


If only there was such a future for me. 


In
the back of his mind, he felt the call of Soulhunger. The dagger was somewhere
above and before him. He would find it with the Warmaster. More than once since
fleeing Voramis, he'd wanted to give up the blade, to be free of the voice that
begged for death. But Soulhunger was as much a part of him as the fingers that
held it. Without the dagger, he felt empty, incomplete. He needed it just as it
needed him. That meant he was a slave to its desires, and those of the demon in
his mind. No matter how many Abiarazi he killed, he would never be free.


He
turned to the Elivasti. "Come, let us find the Warmaster and put an end to
his insanity once and for all."


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter grunted with the effort of pulling his sword free of the Master of
Agony's skull. The corpse twitched and lay still. Behind him, a pair of
Elivasti finished off the last of the group of torturers they'd encountered in
their search for the Warmaster. 


That'd better be the end of them! The Hunter cleaned his sword on his
fallen opponent's robe and studied what remained of his squad. Too many more of these encounters, and I'll
find myself fighting alone.


He
jogged down the corridor, trusting the Elivasti to follow his lead. The
violet-eyed warriors impressed him with their military precision and skill.
With their flashing staves and grim determination, they met every new wave of
torturers unflinchingly. One by one they fell before the superior numbers of
the Masters of Agony, always taking a toll on their enemy.


But
they wouldn't last much longer. They'd encountered three more clusters of
torturers before they reached the staircase to the topmost floor. The Masters
had whittled their number from three dozen to fewer than ten. Every one of the
Elivasti around him bore wounds, some mortal. 


If we don't reach the Warmaster soon,
we'll be in real trouble.


A
bestial roar echoed through the halls. 


An
instinctive shiver crept down the Hunter's spine. Our prey, at last. Try as he might to tell himself otherwise, the
thought of facing the Warmaster terrified him. Who wouldn't be afraid to
challenge such a mighty warrior?


The
Elivasti beside him faltered a single step before resuming their relentless
march forward. They knew what they faced, yet they would not retreat. 


The
Hunter tensed as the stench of rot and decay reached him. A moment later, the
Warmaster himself barreled around a corner. Blood soaked his pants, stained his
arms and face, and matted his thick beard and chest hair. A wild light filled
his eyes, twisting his face into a savage snarl. The massive greatsword in his
hand flung crimson droplets from the bright steel blade with every movement.
The Hunter's heart leapt at the sight of Soulhunger tucked into this belt. 


"Warmaster!"
The Hunter's voice reverberated down the hallway. 


The
Warmaster spat. "Traitorous dogs!" His gaze fell on the Elivasti.
"You betray me to serve a weak master?"


The
Elivasti said nothing, but tension rolled off them in waves as they backed away
from the huge Abiarazi, their staves gripped in white-knuckled fingers. Their
wooden weapons seemed such paltry things when faced with the enormous,
sword-wielding giant before them. 


But
they had done their job. They had cleared the way for the Hunter to fight. He
stepped forward, fire burning in his chest. "Your time has come, Demon." 


"Deceitful
half-breed cur!" The Warmaster turned his baleful glare on the Hunter.
"I offer you a chance for greatness, but you choose the Sage's poison
instead. You refuse me, and for that, you die."


The
Hunter sneered. "I've survived the worst you and your pet torturers have
to offer. Do your worst."


"You
think that was the worst?" Blood
sprayed from his chest, beard, and hair as a roar of laughter burst from
throat. "Foolish, foolish Bucelarii. You have no idea the delights we
could offer you."


"We?"
The Hunter motioned around. "You stand alone. Your Masters of Agony are
dead, or soon will be." 


"You
think a few hundred Elivasti could defeat my
army?" He laughed again. "The Elivasti's usefulness ran out
centuries ago, the moment they grew dependent on the opia for survival. Any race so weak that it cannot survive on its
own deserves to die." 


The
masked warriors beside him tensed.


"I
only care for servants I can rely on, men who will carry out my orders and no
one else's!" He jabbed an accusatory finger at the Hunter's companions.
"You cowards inherited the spineless nature of your forefathers. You serve
a golden-tongued trickster and turn your back on true strength. You believe
yourselves above the pitiful humans, but you break just as easily." He
sucked on a bloodstained finger, leering at the Elivasti.
"Delicious!"


"Oathbreaker!"
one violet-eyed man shouted. 


"Faithless!"
another echoed 


A
third stepped up beside the Hunter. "He has broken the blood trust and
raised a hand against us." He raised his quarterstaff. "We will have
vengeance!"


As
one, the Elivasti surged forward. 


 












Chapter Fifty-One
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The
Warmaster bellowed and met their charge with a wide sweep of his greatsword.
The Hunter watched, slack-jawed, as the enormous Abiarazi battled the twelve
Elivasti. The narrow corridor prevented the violet-eyed warriors from closing
on the Warmaster all at once, but the giant demon fought no fewer than five
opponents at a time. A handful slipped around behind him, but the great sweeps
of his sword held them back. In the space of half a dozen heartbeats, three of
the masked warriors lay dead or dying.


The
Warmaster laughed and shouted in the sepulchral language of the demons. The
Elivasti said nothing, but faced him with grim determination in their eyes.
With breathtaking strength, the Warmaster hacked into flesh and blood.


The
Hunter sought in vain for an opening, a way to take advantage of the
Warmaster's preoccupation with the Elivasti. If he could get within striking
range, he could grab Soulhunger and put an end to the demon once and for all.
But the whirling Elivasti staves kept him at bay. He couldn't risk even a
glancing blow from the iron tips. He could only watch, helpless to intervene,
as the Warmaster carved through the Elivasti like a glowing blade through ice. 


One
by one, the Elivasti fell. The demon fought with a manic barbarity, his skill
enhancing his brute force and inhuman speed. Bright steel severed throats,
splashing the walls with gore as he crushed skulls. The huge greatsword sheared
through limbs and removed heads with the relentless efficiency of a scythe
cutting wheat. A pool of crimson spread outward as the bodies piled high.


The
Elivasti fought like dogs trying to take down a bear, darting in to strike and
dancing out of range of the Warmaster's sword. The Abiarazi's skin sizzled
where the iron-tipped staves struck. His bellows of fury and pain set the
Hunter's teeth rattling. One Elivasti managed to slip a powerful strike over
the demon's enormous sword. The tip of the metal staff crunched into the Warmaster's throat. 


Before
the man could dart out of reach, the Warmaster's boot crashed into his leg.
Bone shattered with an audible snap.
The Elivasti sagged, shrieking. With almost casual disdain, the Warmaster drew
Soulhunger and drove it home into the man's chest. 


Crimson
light flared in the corridor, and even the Hunter had to shield his eyes. A
thread of power coursed through him, but he could only watch, horrified, as the
Warmaster's crushed throat healed. The Hunter drank in the gruesome sight of
Soulhunger devouring the dying man's life force. A part of him found the sight
odd—chillingly so. He'd never witnessed it from this perspective. His had
always been the hand that wielded the blade. 


And
then he stood alone. A dozen paces away, the Warmaster hurled the last Elivasti
corpse from his sword and turned to regard him. The wild look in his eyes had
devolved to madness, and bloodlust contorted his features. 


"Fools!
You think you can challenge me? Me?"
He kicked one of the corpses, sending it splashing through a puddle of blood.
"Before the night is over, I will wipe every Kharna-damned one of you from
the face of Shana Laal!" 


Locking
gazes with the Hunter, he slowly licked the gore from his fingers. "Tastes
like home."


The
Hunter steeled his expression. He couldn't let the demon sense the fear
permeating every fiber of his being. The Warmaster had hacked through a dozen
of the finest warriors from the Elivasti ranks; what chance did he have of
surviving the encounter, much less killing
the demon?


"Well?"
The Warmaster spread his arms. "You want to kill me? Do as your master
commands!"


The
Hunter growled. "I have no master."


"You
serve the Sage, traitor!" The Warmaster's eyes narrow. "You are here to
do his bidding."


"I
am the Hunter of Voramis. I serve no man or demon!"



The
Warmaster raised an eyebrow. "Then why are you here?"


"To
kill you, of course. But not because the Sage has commanded it." The
Hunter spat into a puddle of blood. "He is my enemy as much as yours, and
he will share your fate."


The
Warmaster's face twisted. "You'll find me harder to kill than that hrz-urgh-bat!" The curse grated on
the Hunter's ears. The Abiarazi pounded his barrel chest with a massive,
blood-soaked fist. "I am the greatest warrior ever to stride the
blood-soaked world of Irzienn, the
mightiest of the Great Destroyer's host. In the days when the gods waged war in
the heavens, I stood atop mountains of corpses and bathed in the blood of thousands.
No pitiful half-breed will stop me from claiming this world as my own."


His
voice thundered through the corridors. "I have no desire to bow—to any
god, and certainly not to a sniveling coward. I am the only one fit to rule!" He raised his greatsword.
"Clearly the Sage has outlived his usefulness. He will join you in death.
Once he is out of the way, I will have my way with this world. The weakling
humans will be brought to heel, and enslaved to carry out my bidding."


"You
will rule all of Einan."


"With
an iron fist! This world will be mine, even if I must wade through the blood of
every man, woman, and child here." The Warmaster pounded his chest.
"I am Abiarazi, the master race. All others fall before us. As it was on
my world, so it shall be here."


The
Hunter snorted. "It will be difficult to conquer without an army, won't
it? I'd expect a mighty warrior to understand that killing his own men is a
foolish plan."


The
Warmaster sneered. "There are servants to be found outside the halls of
Kara-ket. Even now, an army gathers to my banner. And the Elivasti in Enarium
will heed my call."


The
Hunter's mind raced. Elivasti in Enarium?



"Any
last words, Hunter?" The Warmaster stalked toward him, greatsword singing
through the air. "Any final message you want to pass on to your master
before I hurl him from the cliff?"


The
Hunter hefted his sword. "Kiss my arse, Demon!" He leapt forward,
blade flashing out with the speed of a striking serpent. Steel impaled flesh
and grated against the bones of the Abiarazi's arm. 


The
Warmaster's laughter echoed off the walls. "Pathetic!"


The
Hunter ducked beneath the demon's left-handed swipe and reached for Soulhunger.
His fingers had just closed around the dagger's hilt when the demon's fist
crashed into him. He fell backward, dazed, and collided with the wall.
Soulhunger clattered from his grip. 


The
Warmaster loomed over him, sword held high. The Hunter waited until the last
moment before rolling out of the way of the blow and leapt to his feet. He
reached beneath his cloak and gripped one of the twin iron blades hanging in
their sheaths. Tendrils of cold snaked up his arm the moment his fingers
touched the simple, leather-wrapped hilts of the unadorned daggers. The
Swordsman's blades. 


Ignoring
the numbing pain, he whipped one of them from its sheath and thrust it at the
Warmaster. His only hope for survival lay in slowing the Abiarazi down. Once
the iron's poison flooded the demon's body, he would have a chance. 


Steel
rang on iron. The Warmaster's huge greatsword slammed into the shorter blade,
knocking it from the Hunter's grip. The Hunter hurled himself backward just in
time to avoid a decapitating blow. The tip of the blade carved a thin, jagged
line of fire into his left shoulder. 


His
sword still embedded in the demon's right arm, the Hunter had no choice but to
retreat beneath the Warmaster's onslaught. He barely managed to avoid the great
swings of the demon's blade. Despite the immense weight of the greatsword, the
Warmaster wielded it with impressive ease. His wounded arm seemed not to slow
him at all. He carved vicious arcs through the air, his strikes powerful enough
to shear the Hunter in half. It took every ounce of the Hunter's courage to
resist the urge to turn and flee. 


Ducking
and twisting out of the path of the huge sword took its toll. The twin iron
blades would shatter beneath the pounding, punishing blows. He needed a
weapon—a sword, a spear, anything—to face the Warmaster. Better still, he
needed Soulhunger!


His
back struck stone. An intersection in the corridor cut off his retreat, and the
huge sword barred his escape to either direction. Steel struck sparks on the
red-gold stone a finger's breadth above his head. He had only one choice:
forward.


Placing
a foot on the wall, the Hunter lunged beneath a high swing and plowed into the
Warmaster's midsection. The effort barely moved the demon. He pivoted away the
Warmaster's outstretched arms and dove toward Soulhunger, which lay on the
floor a few paces behind him. A massive hand closed around his ankle, and he
was flung in the opposite direction. He splashed to the ground in a puddle of
Elivasti blood. Rolling to his feet, he lurched down the corridor, eyes fixed
on the corpses littering the floor. If he could get his hands on one of their
staves…


Footsteps
echoed behind him as he scooped up an iron-tipped staff. He whirled, swinging
the length of wood with all his strength. The metal-shod end slammed into the
Warmaster's ribs with shattering force. The impact snapped the staff, but the
Hunter had bought himself a heartbeat. The demon staggered backward, hissing at
the contact with iron. 


Scooping
up another quarterstaff, the Hunter dropped into a low crouch. He could use the
iron tip as a spear to fend off the Warmaster's advance, hopefully long enough
for more of the Sage's Elivasti to find him. With their help, he could—


The
Warmaster's greatsword sheared the iron tip from the staff and knocked the
length of wood from his hands. With impossible speed, the demon kicked out. His
boot slammed into the Hunter's gut, driving the wind from his lungs and
doubling him over. The greatsword swung in an arc, descending toward the
Hunter's head. In desperation, he twisted out of the way. A scream burst from
his mouth as the sword sliced through his ear and bit into his shoulder.


Panic
seized the Hunter as strong fingers closed around his throat. The Warmaster
lifted him from the floor and slammed his back against the wall. With a grin of
triumph, he drove his sword into the Hunter's chest. 
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Steel
pierced flesh and bone, and fires of agony coursed through the Hunter. He
coughed weakly, spraying blood. His arms and legs jerked as he struggled to
draw breath.


The
Warmaster held him suspended with one hand, as if he weighed nothing. A vicious
grin spread the Abiarazi's lips. "Pathetic, just like the rest of your
kind!" He pulled the Hunter closer, shoving the blade deeper until the
hilt cracked against bone. "You and your pitiful rabble never stood a
chance. And now, I get to watch you die!"


The
massive hand released its hold on his throat, and the Hunter slumped to his
knees, blood pouring down his chest and back.


The
Warmaster's eyes held no pity. "More than a few of your kind have graced
my tables. You're not quite as immortal as you might think." His eyes
darted to the Swordsman's iron blade where it lay far out of reach.
"There's always iron, of course. But for more…normal ways to kill you,
I've found that drowning works wonders. Even if it's in your own blood." 


Fear
seized the Hunter in a vise grip. His brain screamed for oxygen, but try as he
might, he couldn't breathe. Blood poured through gaping tears in his lungs.
Every attempt to struggle only increased the damage done by the Warmaster's
blade. 


The
Warmaster threw back his head and laughed. "It is over, Bucelarii. You
have failed your master. Be thankful you won't live long enough to suffer the
same fate as I will visit upon him." 


In
his panic, the Hunter struggled to pull the blade free. Blood loss left him
weak, unable to lift his arms. A terrible realization sank home. He was going
to die.


The
voice of his inner demon, sensing his peril, shrieked in terror. “Heal yourself!”


In
his desperation, the Sage's words from that morning echoed in his mind. "Command your flesh to be whole. Instead
of shifting bone and muscle, you simply will it to mend itself."


Can…I…do it? The lack of oxygen rendered his brain
sluggish. Have to…try.


He
turned his thoughts inward. The agony in his chest intensified a thousandfold,
but he pushed past it. If he allowed himself to focus on the feeling of
suffocating or the terror coursing through him, he would die. He ignored the drip, drip of his blood gushing from his
wounds, and silenced the shrieking of his air-deprived brain. He concentrated
only on the flesh of his lungs and the beating of his heart.


Thump…thump. His pulse sounded so faint. The loss of
blood had slowed it to a fraction of its rhythm. If he didn't stop the
hemorrhaging, there would be nothing left to pump. Thump…thump.


With
every shred of willpower, he commanded the flesh of his chest and back to heal.
Lightning crackled through his body as skin and bone shifted. Blood vessels
sealed off, and the flow of crimson trickled to a halt. He turned his attention
to the gaping rents in his lungs. A thread of air slipped past the liquid,
giving him one tiny sliver of hope to cling to. He willed the flesh of his
lungs to heal around the sword. 


Wounds
sealed, the Hunter coughed, expelling the blood that filled his lungs. He drew
in a faint, ragged breath, barely getting enough oxygen to retain a grasp on
life. He twitched and jerked with the energy coursing through him. The movement
re-opened the wound as the sword, still embedded in his chest, sliced into soft
lung tissue once more. With effort, he forced muscle to retreat from the
blade's edge. 


Tendrils
of power sizzled beneath his flesh, and blackness threatened at the edge of his
vision. He stared up at the Warmaster, watching with unseeing, uncomprehending
eyes. The Abiarazi's triumphant grin sent a stab of rage through him. 


You…haven't won…yet!


Another
cough, another spurt of blood, and another cut in his lungs. His last shred of
willpower went into healing the wound one last time. He had nothing left.


A
scream echoed faintly in the distance. He watched with dull eyes as the
Warmaster whirled, eyes blazing. One of the Elivasti lay behind the huge
Abiarazi. The massive wound in his gut would kill him in a matter of minutes,
but he'd summoned one final effort and thrust the iron tip of his shattered
staff against the exposed flesh of the Warmaster's ankle. The final "fuck
you" from a dying man.


It
did little more than anger the demon. The shriek of pain turned into an enraged
howl. The Warmaster turned to the Hunter and, placing a foot on his chest,
ripped the sword free. The Hunter toppled to the floor as the Warmaster hacked
the dying Elivasti to pieces. Blood leaked anew from the gaping wounds in his
chest and back, filling his lungs. 


But
the violet-eyed man had given him a chance. The Hunter summoned one final
effort to heal the wounds in his back and chest. He drew in a thin, wheezing
breath, and a glorious burst of air flooded his lungs. With the return of
oxygen came a trickle of strength. Life returned to his limbs, and his heart
pounded a staccato rhythm against his ribs. Against all odds, he still lived.


Not for long if I don't move.


He
struggled onto his back, coughing blood. The Warmaster turned, his gaze falling
on the Hunter.


"Not
dead yet? You should have drowned by now." He bared his teeth. "No
matter. A problem soon remedied."


Stooping,
the Warmaster collected Soulhunger. The dagger's voice shouted in the Hunter's
mind. Joy at the presence of an Abiarazi mixed with anger over what the
Warmaster had done to him. Soulhunger begged for blood—the Warmaster's, the
Elivasti's, even the Hunter's. It wanted to feed, and would not fall silent
until sated.


The
Warmaster crouched over the fallen Hunter, running a thumb along Soulhunger's
edge. "Not even you can survive this, boy!"


He
raised the dagger, ready to plunge it into the Hunter's heart. The Hunter's
questing fingers closed around solid wood. His skin crawled at the touch of
iron. Gripping the shattered staff, he shoved the length of metal-tipped wood
into the soft tissue of the demon's eye.


The
huge Abiarazi's shrieks echoed in the hall, and he fell backward. Soulhunger
fell from his grip as he clapped his hands to his face. Blood blackened by the
iron's poison dripped from the wound. The Hunter rolled out from beneath the
Warmaster and staggered to his feet. The effort of healing himself repeatedly
had sapped his strength, and his legs sagged. The tang of copper assaulted his
nostrils as he collapsed atop a pile of Elivasti corpses.


The
Warmaster's screams of agony turned to a shout of rage. Horror raced through
the Hunter at the sight of the enormous demon climbing to his feet. With a
snarl, he ripped the shaft of wood free. His remaining eye fixed the Hunter
with a baleful glare.


"Bastard!"
The Abiarazi spat. "You'll pay for that." He lunged forward, arms
outstretched. His left foot caught on a fallen Elivasti, and he stumbled to one
knee.


The
Hunter seized the moment to stagger upright. Breathing heavily, he leaned
against the wall for support. His legs refused to hold him upright. He had
healed the wound in his chest, but the icy, stinging memory of pain remained.


The
Warmaster stood once more, raising the greatsword for a decapitating swing. The
Hunter summoned his last reserves of strength to duck beneath the blade and
twist aside from the follow-up thrust. The Warmaster slipped on a puddle of
Elivasti blood, and he wobbled. Reaching beneath his cloak, the Hunter drew the
Swordsman's iron blade and lurched toward the Abiarazi. Iron pierced flesh and
severed the nerves in the Warmaster's right arm. The limb flopped by the huge
demon's side, the greatsword hanging useless. 


A
wild swing of the Warmaster's left hand caught the back of the Hunter's cloak,
and the demon hurled him against the wall with jarring force. Black spots swam
in the Hunter's vision. He staggered upright barely in time to throw himself
out of the path of the charging demon, and the Warmaster crashed into the wall.
The Hunter winced as his shoulder and ribs slammed into the ground, sending a
flare of pain up his side. Grunting, he lunged for the second iron blade where
it lay a few paces away.


His
fingers closed around the dagger's hilt a heartbeat before an immense weight
slammed into his back. The blow sent waves of fire coursing through his spine,
and his legs gave way. He flopped to the ground, but somehow retained his hold
on the iron dagger. In desperation, he struck out with the blade. Satisfaction
flooded him at the Warmaster's growl and the sensation of metal biting into
flesh and bone. Warm blood sprayed over him; he'd managed a lucky strike at the
Warmaster's thigh, severing the artery in his leg. 


The
Warmaster collapsed, jaw clenched. His left hand fumbled for the dagger
embedded in his shoulder, and his brow furrowed in concentration. 


He's healing himself!


Without
hesitation, the Hunter drove the second iron blade into the demon's left
shoulder. The Warmaster's screams set the walls rattling as metal sliced
through flesh and ground against bone. His left arm flailed out, grasping for
the Hunter. Though it took every ounce of strength, the Hunter shoved the blade
deeper into the massive shoulder muscle, questing for nerves, veins, anything.
A fresh shriek tore from the Warmaster's mouth, and his left arm flopped limp
by his side.


The
Hunter stood. Blood covered him—his own, the Warmaster's, and that of the dead
Elivasti. He gritted his teeth and steeled his legs against a tremor. Rage
twisted his stomach as he stared down at the Warmaster.


The
huge Abiarazi spat and shouted in the guttural language of the Abiarazi. The
Hunter kicked him in the mouth, shattering teeth, splitting his lip, and
rocking his head backward. The Warmaster fell onto his back, landing with a
loud splash in a puddle of gore. The
Hunter knelt atop the fallen demon, knee pressing into his solar plexus.


"How
do you fancy a taste of your own bitter draught, Demon?"


"Treacherous
cur! Fight me like a man, and we'll see who wins."


The
Hunter snorted. "I prefer to leave the heroics for the brave. And the
dead." He drove his fist into the Warmaster's nose, shattering it. As the
demon struggled to breathe, the Hunter reached for Soulhunger. "After what
you did to me, you deserve a fate far worse than this! I could kill you a
thousand times, and you would not have suffered enough. But one death will have
to suffice."


He
placed Soulhunger's razor edge against the Abiarazi's throat. For the first
time, the voice in his mind didn’t protest at his desire to kill one of his
kind. It screamed at him. “Do it! Kill
him! Give me blood.” Soulhunger added its voice to the maelstrom in his
thoughts. His head pounded with such violent intensity he felt it would
explode.


The
Warmaster narrowed his eyes. "Tell me why!"


"Why
what?" 


"Why
you chose that serpent instead of the glory I offered you."


"The
boy."


Confusion
stained the demon's face. "All this…over some boy?"


The
Hunter pressed the blade harder. "Not some
boy, you bastard! The only person in this world who matters. And you
threatened him in an attempt to convince me to join you. For that, you—"


The
Warmaster's brow furrowed. "What are you talking about?"


The
demon's confusion shocked the Hunter. He scrutinized the Warmaster, searching
for any sign of deception. He saw none.


He really has no idea? A sinking feeling swept over him. 


Understanding
dawned on the Warmaster's face. "He's done it again." He laughed, a
harsh, grating sound, heedless of the dagger at his throat. "He's played
you like that accursed Nizaa he loves so much. And you fell for it like the
simpleton you are!"


Derisive
laughter echoed in the Hunter's head. The voice of his inner demon mocked him
for a fool. 


"He
tricked you into coming for me, but he'll eliminate you now that you've served
your usefulness." The Warmaster grinned, showing bloodstained teeth.
"You're as dead as I am, you just don't kn—"


The
Hunter rammed Soulhunger up under the Warmaster's chin, driving up through the
roof of his mouth and into his brain. The demon's shriek echoed through the
hallway, and the gemstone in Soulhunger's pommel flared to life, bathing the hall
in brilliant crimson light.


Power
washed over the Hunter in an overwhelming torrent, setting every fiber of his
being aflame. A thousand red hot needles sliced into his brain. His screams
joined the Warmaster's as the rush of energy ripped his consciousness to
shreds, and blackness danced in his vision. He collapsed, jerking and
twitching, a weight pressing on his ribs with enough force to shatter
mountains. A finger of fire etched a line into his chest, adding a new scar to
the multitudes staining his flesh. The voices in his head screamed in ecstasy
as they fed on the demon's life force.


The
Hunter felt as if he would split into a million pieces. And yet, despite the
pain, he'd never felt so alive. His fingers twitched with the strength of a
hundred striking hammers. It was as if he could break the world with his bare
hands. The Warmaster lay dead at his feet. He had his vengeance. 


Slowly,
the sensations retreated and the torment faded, leaving him hollow, empty. He
lay on the blood-soaked ground of the Warmaster's temple, surrounded by the
lifeless corpses of the demon and the Sage's Elivasti. Drawing in a gasping
breath, he climbed to his feet and stared down at the Abiarazi. The creature's
true features—a grotesque amalgam of serpentine, bovine, and leonine—showed
through the scorched flesh of his face. 


This is the truth of the creature. Acid rose in his throat. They clothe themselves in the guise of
humans, but this is what they really are. Nothing more than monsters.


He'd
killed one monster, but another yet remained. The Sage's time has come.
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The
Hunter sprinted through the bloodstained halls of the Warmaster's temple, one
thought in his mind: The Sage must die. 


With
the Elivasti occupied with the Masters of Agony, he had a short window to deal
with the other demon. For Hailen's sake, he had to put an end to the Abiarazi
tonight. 


“Fool!” Mocking laughter echoed in his head. “The boy has been in constant danger since
the moment he met you.”


The
Hunter tried to push back the demon's voice. 


The
memory flashed through his mind. Father
Pietus, Beggar Priest of Malandria, stood over Hailen, iron sword raised for a
killing blow. Behind him, the demon Garanis ordered him to strike. The demon
controlled the priest's mind through the art of the Illusionist Clerics. The
Hunter had killed Pietus to save the boy. 


“It's your fault he was in danger!” The intensity of the shriek set his
head pounding. “All of it. The priest's
blood is on your hands.”


No! 


He
rebounded off the wall and careened down the corridor. The door onto the bridge
stood open and unguarded. Leaping over the corpses littering the hall, the
Hunter rushed through the door. Logic reasserted itself, and he slowed. He had
to reach Hailen before anything happened, but if he charged across the bridge,
it would alert the Sage and his Elivasti. He had to play this just right. 


The
moment he stepped onto the bridge, he knew something had gone wrong. Shouts and
cries rose up from the base of the Warmaster's temple, underscored by the clash
of arms. The Hunter coughed at thick, stinging smoke that blotted out the
stars. 


The
city of the Elivasti burned. 


Bright
tongues of flame licked through the precisely organized streets, engulfing half
of the city. From his vantage point high overhead, he could see tiny figures
locked in combat far below. With every heartbeat, the flames and chaos drew
closer to the enormous wall of the enclosure. Closer to Hailen.


The
Hunter's blood ran cold. 


The
Warmaster had said he would eliminate every Elivasti in Kara-ket. His army of
torturers wasn’t just tied up in the lower levels of the temple; they had
descended to the Elivasti city for the purpose of wiping out the descendants of
the Serenii. 


Including
Hailen. Master Belros, Master Eldor, and three old men couldn't hold the gate
for long. The Masters of Agony would flood the enclosure and kill every
Elivasti child there. And the Hunter had put Hailen in there, directly in their
path.


Without
hesitation, he turned and sprinted across the bridge. Fear for Hailen's safety
lent wings to his feet. He leapt over yawning holes and skidded around
crumbling sections. He had to get
down there before the torturers. His only hope lay in using the secret passage
to descend. 


Two
dark figures stepped from the shadows of the Sage's temple. Cloth masks hid
their faces, and monochrome cloaks fluttered in the night breeze. They thrust
iron-tipped staves toward him. "Halt!" 


The
Hunter didn't slow his confident stride. "Do you know who I am?" He pointed
to the band on his arm. "The Sage gave me—"


One
swung a metal-shod staff toward his head, forcing him to leap backward. 


"We
know who you are, assassin. We're
here on the Sage's orders." The violet eyes darted toward the Hunter's
sword. "You are commanded to hand over your weapons. Once disarmed, you
will follow us to meet him."


The
Hunter's eyes narrowed. He didn't recognize either of the Elivasti. This is all wrong.


"Let
me through," he growled. "Now!" 


The
speaker shook his head. "If you do not disarm, we are ordered to take the
weapons by force."


The
Hunter snarled. "Lay a hand on me, and I'll chop it off." His hand
dropped to his belt, hovering over Soulhunger's hilt. "You have two
choices. Move aside and let me pass, or die where you stand." To
punctuate, he drew his sword and dagger.


"Fancy
talk. Our orders are to kill you if you resist." The first sneered and
gripped his staff tighter. "Thank you for resisting."


The
Elivasti attacked in tandem. One thrust the iron tip of his staff toward the Hunter's
head, and the other went for his legs. The Hunter leapt backward and to the
side. The two Elivasti gave chase, their staves whirling. The Hunter's sword
never wavered, and he moved with sure-footed grace. The power from the
Warmaster's death still coursed through his veins, enhancing his strength and
speed. Fear thrummed in the back of his mind, and a sense of urgency drove him.
He had to get past these two and reach Hailen without delay. He dove forward,
between the blows, and rolled to his feet. He lashed out with a vicious
backhand stroke. His sword bit deep into an opponent's thigh. The wound wept
crimson, causing the man to stagger.


The
Hunter darted around the stumbling Elivasti, using the wounded man as a shield.
Ducking beneath a wild sweep, he lashed out with Soulhunger. The razor tip
carved a long line into the man's forearm. The Elivasti cried out, and his
weapon fell from his fingers.


The
second man all but shoved his wounded companion aside and lashed out with a
powerful overhead strike. The Hunter deflected the blow, sending the metal-shod
staff crashing into the second Elivasti's back. Before the first man could
follow up, the Hunter drove his boot between his legs. The violet-eyed warrior
grunted and doubled over. The Hunter's sword opened the artery along the side
of his neck.


With
a roar of rage, the remaining man swung a wild punch at him. The Hunter didn't
bother to dodge. The blow glanced off his shoulder, and the Elivasti's
follow-up strikes flew wide. Ducking beneath a vicious hook, the Hunter planted
his boot on the man's chest and shoved him back. The man—weakened from exertion
and loss of blood—staggered, struck the stone railing, and collapsed over the
side of the bridge. 


The
Hunter moved before the Elivasti's feet disappeared from view. I have to get to Hailen! 


Lamplight
flickered within the Sage's rooms, but no sounds came from within. A weight of
dread settled on his shoulders. He raced the remaining distance to the Sage's
chambers and burst through the entrance, sword held high. 


What the twisted hell?


Silence
and emptiness met him. The stone walls emanated a soft glow, revealing rooms
utterly devoid of activity. The Sage and his Elivasti had disappeared.


Damn it! He hesitated only a moment. He wanted to
hunt down the Sage, but right now only Hailen mattered. The demon's death could
wait. 


Heart
thundering, he raced through the halls, down the staircase, and toward his
rooms. Seizing his pack, he hurried to the jade statue and hurled himself
through the secret opening before it had rumbled fully to one side. He didn't
bother to close it behind him. 


The
power from the Warmaster's death thrummed within him, fueling his muscles as he
barreled down the steps. Soulhunger and the voice of his inner demon had fallen
silent, but worry pounded in the back of his mind. He had to reach the enclosure before the Masters of Agony.


He
didn't hesitate at the third landing down—the one that led to the Sage's War
Room. A part of him wondered if the Sage was hiding in there. No one but his
loyal Elivasti would know of its existence. It didn't matter. He could come
back and check once Hailen was safe. 


Though
he leapt down three or four stairs at once, the descent seemed to take forever.
Come on, come on! He gritted his
teeth. Please, don't let me be too late.


He
hurtled down the final flight of stairs, dashed onto the landing, and threw
open the wooden door. His long legs ate up the ground as he sprinted down the
corridor and triggered the hidden exit to the Elivasti city.


Peering
from the door set into the cliff face, he scanned the night for any signs of
danger. Though smoke hung thick and acrid in the air, the Masters of Agony
hadn't yet reached this section of the city. He was off through the streets
even as the door rumbled closed behind him.


His
legs burned from the descent, but he refused to slow. Sword gripped in one hand
and Soulhunger in the other, he dashed up the streets directly toward the
enclosure. With every step, the smoke grew heavier, the sounds of chaos,
battle, and death increasing in volume.


His
heart stopped as he caught site of the entrance. The gates were flung wide,
corpses piled high in the opening. The light of the burning city shone on the
scarlet robes of the Warmaster's torturers.


No! 


Blood
turned to ice in his veins. He hurdled the pile of lifeless bodies at a dead
run, skidded on a patch of crimson mud, and rushed down the street toward the
house where he'd left Hailen. 


More
bodies littered the ground of the enclosure. One of the white-haired Elivasti
lay in the muck outside the simple hut, his eyes wide and sightless, black and
white robes spattered crimson. Four Masters of Agony joined him in death. 


The
door to the hovel hung from a single hinge, the wood gouged by sharp blades.
Terror springing to his throat, the Hunter burst into the hut. The reek of
blood and bile assaulted him. 


The
enormous frame of Master Belros lay before the door. A deep gash in his gut
oozed a foul odor. His massive chest rose and fell in weak breaths.


But
the Hunter could see only the empty bed. Hailen's blankets lay in a messy heap,
but no sign of the boy.


His
strength fled. His legs felt suddenly weak, and he slumped to the bed. Hailen
was gone. 


A
hint of relief mixed with the horror roiling in his gut. The Masters of Agony
hadn't killed him. Not here, at least. They had taken him. But where? And why?
What would the torturers want with an Elivasti child? He shuddered at the
thought of the cruelties they would inflict upon Hailen and the other children.


The children! 


He
darted into the house where Master Eldor had gathered the other Elivasti
children. Empty. At least he saw no visible sign of a struggle.


Rushing
back to Master Belros' side, he gripped the smith's shoulders and shook him.
"The children, Master Belros! Where are they?" 


The
Elivasti's eyelids fluttered open weakly. He stared up at the Hunter, confusion
in his violet eyes. 


"What
happened to the children, Master Belros? Hailen and the others? And Master
Eldor?"


The
smith's mouth gaped, but no words passed his lips. Blood trickled from the
corner of his mouth. 


With
effort, the Hunter lifted the dying man onto the bed. He pressed Hailen's
blanket into the gaping gut wound. The smith was beyond his help, but he had to
find out what had happened.


"Chil…dren…"
Master Belros gasped. "Gone…"


"Where
did they go?" The Hunter squeezed his arms. "Did the Masters of Agony
take them? What did they want?"


Master
Belros gave a weak shake of his head. He tried to speak, but a bloody cough cut
him off. 


"Tell
me, damn you!" The Hunter's voice rose to a shout. "Tell me what
happened to them!"


Master
Belros' eyes rolled up, and his body sagged. His final breath came out in a
whispered word. "Gone."


The
Hunter stared down at the Elivasti, frustration, anger, and helplessness
warring within him. "No!" He slapped the smith's face. "Wake
up!" 


Master
Belros did not stir. 


"Keeper
take it!" Dropping the Elivasti's head to the pillow, he drove a fist into
the wall. Wooden beams and planks splintered beneath the force of his rage. 


Hands
trembling, panic pushing at the back of his mind, he stalked out of the hut. Think, Hunter, think! 


He
had no way of knowing which way the Masters of Agony had taken the boy. He
didn't dare risk making a mistake, not with Hailen's life on the line. 


A
gust of wind brought a wall of smoke. The Hunter retreated, coughing, covering
his nose to keep out the acrid stink of burning flesh, wood, and metal. 


Of course! He rushed back into the hovel and drew
in a deep breath through his nostrils. Beneath the reek of blood and ordure, he
caught a hint of the clean, innocent smell he knew so well. If he could follow
that scent, it would lead him straight to Hailen. 


The
thick smoke would make it difficult to follow the boy through the city, but at
least there were no other scents to…


His
brow furrowed. That can't be right. He
filled his lungs again. Aside from Hailen's scent and the stench of death and
destruction around him, he found no other odors. The Elivasti had no smell, but
the Masters of Agony had been a fragrant group, each with their own mixture of
unique scents.


So why in the twisted hell don't I smell
anyone? 


To
his senses, Hailen had fled the enclosure alone. Had the boy somehow escaped
the carnage? 


Following
the scent, he rushed through the gate of the enclosure and away from the battle raging within the city of the Elivasti. With
every step, the dread within him grew. 


Three
scarlet-clad men dashed into the street ahead. Their faces were twisted in the
maddened lust of battle, their blades stained with blood. They paused when they
caught sight of him, a lone man wearing neither Elivasti nor torturer robes. A
glance passed between them. With a shout, they charged.


The
Hunter's sword—a masterpiece of steelcraft, given to him by Master
Eldor—sheared through the neck of one man and bit into the sword arm of
another. Ducking beneath a high swipe, the Hunter drove Soulhunger deep into
the final torturer's throat. The man gasped and coughed. Blood spurted from his
mouth. He fell without a scream. Soulhunger's gemstone remained dark and
transparent—without the scream to activate it, the blade was nothing more than
a piece of steel. 


The
torturer whose arm he'd nearly severed staggered backward, eyes going wide in
horror. The Hunter laid open his throat with a blow so powerful it severed the
gristle in his neck. His body sagged to the ground, his head flopping backward.
The Hunter didn't slow. 


Hailen's
scent led him toward the cliff face and into the hidden door. The familiar
smell grew stronger in the enclosed space. When he reached the staircase,
another scent joined it: the reek of rot and decay. The stench of the Abiarazi.



The
Warmaster's words pierced his thoughts. “He's
played you.” 


No. Horror twisted the Hunter's stomach in knots. It can't be.


No
other explanation made sense. 


The
Sage had taken Hailen. 
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Anger
burned in the Hunter's gut. He was a fool. All the time he thought he'd been so
clever—manipulating the demons, deceiving the Sage, promising his loyalty while
searching for a way to stab the Abiarazi in the back—the Sage had been toying
with him. 


His
heart sank. How much of what he told me
was truth, and how much a falsehood?


Everything
from the Sage's friendly welcome, his offer of alliance, perhaps even the
revelation of his plans for Einan; it had all been a trick, a ruse to allay the
Hunter's suspicions. 


And, like the fool I am, I fell for it!
He used the boy to get to me.


The
confusion on the Warmaster's face at the mention of Hailen had looked genuine.
The huge demon had an inflated sense of self-worth—he wouldn't hesitate to take
credit for a clever plan. He couldn't have known. But the Sage's mind worked in
a more convoluted manner. He'd proven his intelligence, forethought, and
cunning over the games of Nizaa they'd shared. With dread-filled certainty, the
Hunter knew the Sage had played him with the skill of a Nizaa grand master. He
had brought Hailen to Kara-ket and used the boy to turn him against the
Warmaster. 


Then,
once he had convinced the Hunter to eliminate his enemy, he had fled. The Sage
knew of the same secret passages the Hunter had used to descend from the
temple. He could have left the moment the Hunter went after the Warmaster. And,
by taking Hailen, he had leverage against the Hunter.


“Only if you survived the Warmaster,” the voice within whispered. 


The
Sage would have prepared a contingency for either outcome: the Warmaster's
death or the Hunter's. He'd no doubt taken his company of loyal Elivasti with
him wherever he'd gone. The Hunter had no desire to fight his way through the
staff-wielding warriors, but what choice did he have? Hailen would be at the
demon's side. 


The
scents drew him down the passage toward the staircase that descended deeper
into the mountain. 


He
descended as quickly as he dared, his soft-soled boots silent on the stone
steps. The spiraling stairway twisted out of sight; if the Sage had left
guards, the Elivasti could easily hide just out of view. He carried his pack in
his left hand, ready to hurl. 


His
fears materialized at the next landing. Two violet-eyed warriors stood waiting,
iron-tipped staves held at the ready. From their belts hung swords identical to
the ones he'd seen on racks in Master Belros' cellar. They attacked without a
word. 


The
Hunter hurled his heavy satchel at the nearest man. The Elivasti's staff
knocked it aside, but it threw off his approach long enough for the Hunter to
draw Soulhunger and meet the charge with both weapons. He blocked a whirling
staff, ducked beneath a thrust aimed at his head, and grunted as a boot drove
into his gut. Stumbling backward, he nearly lost his footing. His back struck
solid stone. He shoved off the wall, throwing himself into an awkward forward
roll that carried him between the two Elivasti. Metal cracked off the floor a hand's breadth from his face. 


Rolling
to his feet, he whirled and brought his long sword around in a vicious
backhanded swipe. The blade tore through a cloth face mask, flesh, and bone
beneath. The Elivasti dropped with a strangled cry. 


But
the powerful blow left him overextended. The iron-shod butt of his other
opponent's weapon slammed into his wrist. A numbing tingle shot up his arm, and
the sword fell from his nerveless fingers. Even through the fabric of his
shirt, his skin tingled from the proximity to the iron.


He
retreated from the whirling staff, ducking and twisting out of the path of
powerful strikes. Soulhunger alone could do little to defend against the longer
weapon. In desperation, the Hunter hurled the dagger at the Elivasti. 


Even
as the man's staff spun out, sending the blade spinning away, the Hunter leapt
upon his opponent. Though he and the Elivasti were the same size, his strength far
surpassed the violet-eyed man. His shoulder drove into the man's throat as he
shoved him against the wall. The Elivasti gagged, fighting for breath. Wrapping
his arms around the man's neck, he twisted hard. An audible "crack" echoed in the stairway. The
Elivasti collapsed.


Panting,
the Hunter rushed over to collect Soulhunger and his sword. He didn't bother
repairing the bruised flesh and bone of his sword arm. The ache would fade in
minutes as his body healed itself. He needed all his strength for what came
next.


He
stared down at the two corpses. If the Sage had left these two men as rear
guards, there would be more. He'd waste a great deal of time fighting his way
through.


An
idea tugged at his mind. They'll have to
recognize me first. 


The
second of the two Elivasti was about his height and size. He stripped the man's
uniform and donned it over his clothing. Though the monochromatic robes tugged
and pinched in a few places, they would suffice. The cloth mask came next. He
hated the way it interfered with his field of sight, but it hid his features
from view. Just one more layer in his disguise. 


He
studied the man's features, committing the slight rounding of his nose, the
close set of his eyes, and the slope of his forehead to memory. He'd seen this
Elivasti before—Hanarra, the Warmaster
called him. The man had been one of the warriors to spar with the huge
Abiarazi on the training field. 


Standing,
he adjusted the face mask as best he could. Without a mirror, he had no idea
how closely he resembled the Elivasti, but he had no more time for delays. 


Retrieving
his pack—and, as an afterthought, one of the iron-tipped staves—he continued
his hurried descent. Disguised as an Elivasti, he could move more quickly. The
violet-eyed warriors wouldn't immediately recognize him. If it came to a fight,
he'd have the upper hand. 


As
he descended, a new odor tugged at the Hunter's nostrils: the odd smell that
permeated the city of the Elivasti and the exterior of the temple. The steam vents!


The
pungent odor soon filled the staircase. Tendrils of white and the unmistakable hiss of steam seeped up the stairs
toward him. The soft glow of the walls revealed vents set at random intervals. 


Two
stairs below him, a scalding jet of steam burst from the wall. 


He
flinched. Keeper's teeth! The heat
was overwhelming, even from this distance.


The
spray of steam fizzled out after a few seconds. The Hunter sped up his descent,
eyes scanning the walls for more vent holes. At seemingly random intervals,
they would belch white hot steam and fill the stairway with their sulfurous
odor. 


He
half-ran down the staircase, pack bouncing against his back, his anxiety
growing with every step. He had to get away from this accursed steam if he was
to pick up Hailen's scent again.


A
jet of white burst from the wall on the step below him. He had no time to stop.
He grunted as the scalding heat seared his left leg. The raw flesh sent knives
stabbing into him with every step, but still he pressed on, heaping curses upon
whatever devious architect had designed this escape.


The
staircase ended, and the Hunter stumbled down the tunnel, his burned leg stiff
and throbbing. He didn't have time to let his body heal itself. Though it would
sap his energy, he'd have to speed things along. 


Fingers
digging into stone, he turned his attention inward. The sensations coursing
through his injured leg intensified as he focused on the raw, scorched flesh.
With an exertion of will, he sent blood rushing through the wound, willing the
damaged muscle and skin to be whole. Lightning crackled through his brain, and
a spasm shook his leg. His knee buckled and gave way. He caught himself on the
stone wall and breathed through the waves of pain that racked his healing body.



The
fire in his leg dimmed, and the lightning subsided. His head ached and fatigue
weighed on every limb, but at least he could walk. Ignoring the exhaustion, he
forced himself forward. He had to find Hailen before the demon decided the boy
was no longer useful.


A
distant part of his mind dissected every word the Sage had spoken since his
arrival in Kara-ket. How much of it had been true, and how much a lie? The
demon's twisted mind worked in ways he couldn't hope to understand. The Hunter
had a simple solution: he'd hunt the bastard down and ask for the truth—right
before slitting his lying throat open.


I'm coming for you, Sage!
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Keeper take you, you bastard! 


The
Hunter stood at an intersection of tunnels, mind racing. Which of three had the
Sage chosen? The pungent steam drowned out any hints of the demon's scent. Or
Hailen's. There was nothing on the stone—no scuff marks, bootprints, or even a
fabric of cloth—to tell him which way to go. So what now? 


With
a curse, he drove his fist into the cave wall. Blood dripped from a cut in his
knuckles. He unwrapped the cloth from around his bicep and dabbed at the wound.


The cloth! The Sage had given it to him. Even if he
couldn't track Hailen's scent, Soulhunger would help him hunt the demon. A grim
smile broadened his face.


He
dragged Soulhunger's edge across his palm and, ignoring the pain, dripped blood
onto the blade. For far too long, he'd hunted alone. Now, with Soulhunger's
help, he would find the Sage and put an end to him once and for all.


Sitting,
he closed his eyes and turned his thoughts inward, allowing his mind to drift.
Power hummed through the stones around him. The Hunter focused his attention on
the gentle throbbing. As he wiped the blade clean, he bent his mind to finding
the man to whom the cloth belonged.


Worry
nagged at him, ruining his concentration. For decades, he'd depended on
Soulhunger to help him track his victims. Yet the last time he'd tried to
locate an Abiarazi this way, he'd failed. Would the ritual fail him again? 


He
pushed his uncertainty aside, along with his fear for Hailen. Perhaps his rage
over Farida's death had caused the ritual to fail. Since then, his mind had
grown stronger. He'd learned to control his thoughts, to hide them from his
inner demon, and to exert his will to change the shape of his body. Drawing in
a deep breath, he forced his consciousness to seek out the heart of his
intended victim.


There! The pulse sounded faint, but as he
focused on it, it grew stronger. The Sage was somewhere off to his left. Got you now, you bastard!


Leaping
to his feet, the Hunter sheathed Soulhunger and shouldered his pack. The voice
of his inner demon echoed the dagger's desire and set his mind pounding. As
much as it hated him for killing Abiarazi, it wanted blood even more. 


You will have the death you crave. 


He
ran his fingers over the wall. The light of his shuttered alchemical lamp
revealed indecipherable markings etched into stone. They matched the Serenii
symbols in the stone passages beneath Voramis. He had no time to waste
wondering what the writing meant; the Sage had at least an hour's lead. 


Light
shone ahead. Light meant people, most likely the Sage's Elivasti. Voices echoed
through the tunnels. The sound set his heart racing. At least I know I'm on the right track. 


A
man's voice rang out around the corner. "I tell you, we're waiting for
nothing! There's no way he's getting past Raiken and Hanarra." The dancing
shadows at the end of the corridor told him the Elivasti held a torch.


They're talking about me. The Hunter slowed and placed the lamp on
the floor. In the tunnels, a bright lamp would render him night-blind. 


The
voice in his mind snarled, “What can one
man do against you? Cut him down where he stands!”


The
Hunter clenched his jaw and pushed the voice back. He's not talking to himself. There has to be more of them. Besides, I
have no need to fight them…yet.


Closing
his eyes, he turned his consciousness inward. Arcs of energy ripped at his mind
as he exerted his will on his face. He called to mind the face of the Elivasti
he'd seen on the Warmaster's training grounds, and again lying dead on the
ground. Flesh and bone shifted, sending waves of pain racing through him. The
sun blazed behind his eyelids. He had no mirror to examine his handiwork; he
could only hope he'd done it right. 


The
Hunter tightened his grip on Hanarra's metal-shod staff. A thrill of
anticipation coursed through him. He'd never changed the color of his eyes
before. Here goes nothing.


As
he rounded the corner, three Elivasti whirled and raised their staves.
"Who goes there?" 


"It's
me, you fools!" He removed the cloth mask, revealing his face—the face of
Hanarra. 


One
of the men squinted at him. "Hanarra? Where's Raiken? Don't tell me the
Hunter got him!"


A
slow smile spread his lips. I did it! He
spoke in his best imitation of the dead Elivasti's voice. "Fell off the
bridge, took the Hunter with him." 


"Damn
it!" The speaker shook his head. "I'd hate to be the one to tell
Daemos."


The
Hunter nodded. "Indeed." The names meant nothing to him. "Now,
point me toward the Sage. He'll want to hear the news of the Hunter's
death."


The
speaker pointed down the tunnel. "We're to meet him down in Kharan-cui,
though I doubt he'll wait for us. He's in a hurry. Wants to reach Enarium
before the Withering, though that's still more than a month off."


With
a nod, the Hunter replaced his mask. "I'll be off, then."


"We'll
come with you." The three fell in beside him. "With the Hunter dead,
we've no reason to guard our rear."


The
Hunter's gut tightened. He doubted he could keep up the deception for much
longer. He gripped the foremost man's arm. "The Masters of Agony. Somehow
they found the way down." 


"What?
Impossible!" 


The
Hunter jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "I found a dozen bodies littering
the stairs, two of our own among them."


"Damn!"
The speaker reached for his quarterstaff. "Nysar and Tinath were good
men." 


The
Hunter gave a noncommittal grunt. 


"Go,"
the Elivasti said. "Report to our master." He turned to his two
comrades. "We hold our positions. Not one damned torturer gets past."


The
Hunter rushed down the corridor before the men thought to question his story.
He would rather avoid a fight; it would only slow him down. If the Elivasti
spoke true and the Sage was in a
hurry, he couldn't afford any more delay. 


He
ran, pouring every shred of strength into his effort. Frustration grew with
every step. With only his pounding heartbeat to mark the passage of time, he
had no idea how far behind he was. All he knew was that he had to keep going
until he found Hailen. 


The
straps of his packs dug into his shoulder and his legs burned from his
interminable run, but he couldn't afford to slow. The Sage had at least an
hour's lead on him. He had to catch up, else risk losing Hailen forever.


A
memory flashed through his mind. He
sprinted through the darkened tunnels, heedless of his surroundings. He had
eyes only for the light ahead, and the man carrying the torch. 


Once
again, he sprinted through Serenii tunnels in pursuit of a demon. In Voramis,
he'd raced after the First, seeking vengeance for the death of Farida and the
others. Now, he pursued the Abiarazi in a desperate attempt to save the life of
another innocent child.


I'm coming, Hailen!


The
narrow stone passage widened into another large circular intersection. The
Hunter ground to a halt, unsure of where to go. Soulhunger pounded in the back
of his mind—the voice had grown quiet since it had fed. His eyes darted down
the three adjoining passages. Chaos whirled in his thoughts. Which way? He couldn't risk taking the
wrong passage.


A
figure stepped from within the shadows of the central passage. 


The
Hunter's stomach bottomed out. No. Not
him… 


The
man wore the monochrome robes of the Elivasti, his hair and beard shot through
with grey. He had the strong, lean build of his kind, but moved with the grace
of an apex predator. 


"Not
another step, Hunter." 


His
hands—callused from more than a century spent training and fighting—made no
move toward the sword on his hip. There was no need.


"How…"
He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. "How did you know?" 


Master
Eldor smiled. "You can change your clothes, your face even, but remember
who trained you. You cannot hide the way you move, not from me."


The
Hunter removed the cloth mask and let it fall to the ground. "What are you
doing here?" 


"I
cannot let you pass." Remorse filled Master Eldor's violet eyes. "The
Sage has given a direct command. By the oath of the Elivasti, I cannot
disobey."


"Damn
the oath, Master Eldor!" the Hunter shouted. "You were willing to kill him, but now you are his loyal
servant once more?"


"No."
The old Elivasti shook his head. "But what choice do I have? Somehow he
found out what we intended. He discovered our plans to help you. He named us
oathbreakers and had his men execute Master Belros and the others, as is his
right." 


The
Hunter's mind raced. Execute? Master
Belros and the other Elivasti bore sword wounds. The only people who carried
blades on Shana Laal were the Masters of Agony; the Elivasti wielded their metal-shod
staves. 


No, that's not true. The Elivasti he'd encountered on the
stairs and the ones behind him had also carried blades—blades they'd taken from
Master Belros' cellar. The Sage must have discovered the secret stockpile of
weapons as well.


"But
he wasn't done yet." His shoulders slumped. "He gave the orders to
have the children executed as well."


"What?" The Hunter's eyes flew wide.
"But he cannot—"


"He
could. A condition of the vow our ancestors made. Any Elivasti guilty of
raising a hand against an Abiarazi can be purged, and his entire family with
him." Pain twisted the old man's expression. "Men, women, and
children."


The
Hunter's gut twisted. How could anyone have sworn an oath with such barbaric
terms? 


"He
killed Belros and the others, but he gave me a choice: if I obeyed his commands
one last time, he would spare the young ones."


One last time. The words echoed in the Hunter's mind.
Master Eldor didn't expect to walk away from this. Even if he killed the
Hunter, he would face execution at the Sage's hand. 


"So
you chose the children."


Hope
surged within the Hunter. If Master Eldor
saved the other children, was Hailen safe as well? 


"Where
are they?" 


The
old Elivasti shook his head. "They are safe. With their kind. But the Sage
has your boy." 


"So
help me save him!" The Hunter strode forward. 


Master
Eldor interposed himself, a hand on his sword hilt. "I cannot." 


A
weight of despondency settled on the Hunter's shoulders. Plans within plans. Master Eldor, like the Elivasti behind him, was
the Sage's contingency in case the Hunter survived the Warmaster. Who better to face me than the man who
trained me? 


Pieces
clicked into place. The Sage had shared his plans as a means to gain the
Hunter's trust—at least long enough to set him on the Warmaster. The demon had
never intended for him to survive this night either.


"Please,
don't do this," he whispered. His pack thumped to the ground. He stared in
horror at the man barring his way. It was as if a giant hand crushed his heart
and squeezed the air from his lungs.


Master
Eldor's expression hardened. "For the sake of my people, I must." He
spoke in a tight, clipped tone, as if each word pained him. "I fought for
the survival of the Elivasti, for their future. Even now, the Masters of Agony
are being driven out of Shana Laal. The Warmaster is dead, the Sage fleeing.
Kara-ket belongs to us now. All that
remains is for you to free us from
our servitude."


"But
how the bloody hell will I do that if you are ordered to stop me." 


Master
Eldor gave him a sad smile. "You'll find a way. We will be free, even if I
do not live long enough to see the day."


"Why?"
The lump in his throat made speaking difficult. "Why would the Sage leave you? Did he know of our—"


"Our
history?" Master Eldor shrugged. "Who is to say? But does it
matter?" His knuckles whitened around his sword hilt. "At least I had
a chance to see you again." With slow, deliberate movements, he drew his
sword. 


"Please,
Master Eldor!" Desperation tinged the Hunter's voice. "Don't do this!
Don't let him use you any longer." 


The
violet eyes blazed. "You think that I want
this? To fight the man who was like a brother to my son so many years
ago?"


The
Hunter's eyes widened. 


"The
other day, when you called us cowards, you were right." Master Eldor dropped
his gaze. "When my people first swore loyalty to the Abiarazi, they had no
idea how true the name 'demons' really was. The things I've done in service to
that…creature!" He shuddered.
"Why else do you think we wear the masks? It is not to hide our faces, but
our shame!" 


"So
cast off your oaths, Master Eldor. Rise up against the demons and take control
of what is yours."


The
Elivasti shook his head. "Alas, we cannot. They hold our lives in their
hands. They control the opia." 


Confusion
twisted the Hunter's face. "You hold Kara-ket, and with it the opia."


"It
is not enough." Master Eldor spoke in a quiet voice. "There is but a
single opia bush in Kara-ket, enough for four or five children each year. The
rest is brought from Enarium."


Enarium.
The Warmaster had spoken of Elivasti in the lost city, and the Sage's plans to
restore Kharna revolved around the Serenii stronghold in the Empty Mountains. 


"So
why not rise against him and capture Enarium as well?"


"We
cannot. Only his chosen Elivasti know the way, and they are his servants mind,
body, and soul. So long as the Sage lives, we remain dependent on him for the
survival of our children." The quiet words pierced the Hunter's soul.
"We may be free of the Irrsinnon,
but they are not. Without the opia, what
life would they have? He holds the future of the Elivasti in his hands."


"But
didn't you say it was what killed your son? If the opia is fatal to so many,
wouldn't you be better off without it?" 


"No,"
the Elivasti said in a quiet voice. "It may be an abomination, but what
would you have us do? Lose all of our
children to madness? Be confined to this mountaintop, and never see the world
with our own eyes? Already, too few of us are free to roam Einan without
clinging to the shadow of our ancestors. Too few children are born to us, and
even with the opia sent from Enarium, only a fraction will ever be cleansed. The line of the Serenii cannot end!
Thus, we choose the lesser of two evils. And the Sage knows it, which is why he
had me tell you not to give it to your boy."


The
revelation rocked the Hunter to the core. The Sage had seen his reaction to the
effects of the opia, but why have
Master Eldor warn him against it? He thought back to that conversation atop the
enclosure wall. The Elivasti's pain at losing his son had convinced him not to
give opia to Hailen. But what purpose
would that serve? The Sage would want the Hunter dependent on the opia to convince him to follow his
orders. Chaos whirled in his mind. The pieces just didn't fit. 


Master
Eldor's face hardened, and he stalked toward the Hunter, drawing a dagger from
his belt. Horror twisted the Hunter's stomach as the reek of iron flooded his
nostrils.


"Wait!"
The Hunter held up empty hands, his voice rising to a desperate shout
"Just wait!" He couldn't fight Master Eldor. The Elivasti had won
every time they'd sparred, wielding just a wooden practice blade. Now, with an
iron dagger and steel sword, the Hunter knew he stood no chance. 


But
it was more than that. The man was one of the few links to his past. In the
time he'd spent training with the Elivasti, he'd come to admire the
warrior—even respect him. Their mutual pain over lost loved ones had rekindled
a bond the Illusionist Clerics had shattered when they erased his memory.
Somehow he knew: he'd once cared for this man. 


 "I-I can't fight you!" He spread his
arms wide. 


Master
Eldor's expression grew grim. "You must."


"I
won't."


"Then
you will die." Sorrow in his eyes, Master Eldor attacked.
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The
Hunter dropped beneath a high swing, twisted aside from a thrust, and darted
backward to avoid a chop at his knees. Master Eldor followed with the
relentless tenacity of a stalking predator. His sword flashed everywhere at
once, darting almost too fast for the Hunter to follow. Every shred of skill
went into evading Master Eldor's attacks; more than once, only his inhuman
speed saved him from losing a limb.


Blood
trickled from shallow wounds in the Hunter's arms, face, and legs. Crimson
stained his stolen monochrome tunic where the Elivasti's steel sword had laid
open his chest to the bone. The wound would have killed any mortal man, but it
only slowed the Hunter. He'd survived worse this night, and a gash like that
only served to fuel his anger.


"Stop,
Master Eldor!" The Hunter darted backward, desperation raising his voice
to a shout. "You don't have to do this." 


Master
Eldor's face was grim. "I have no choice."


"Of
course you do!" The Hunter held his empty hands up. "You always have a choice."


"The
Sage has commanded me to stop you or die trying. I must keep my word, for the
sake of the children." His eyes, eerie in their calmness, met the
Hunter's. "Without them, what hope have a few thousand Elivasti in a world
of humans? We are too few—fewer still, after the senseless violence tonight.
Without the opia, we are doomed to
die out as our forefathers."


A few thousand? The Hunter’s mind raced. The Sage had
spoken of the Elivasti as an army numbering in the tens—or hundreds—of
thousands. 


"There
are so few of you left?"


Master
Eldor nodded. "Those you see in Kara-ket are a full third of the Elivasti
that remain. A race that has endured for millennia, reduced to the servants of
a monster."


The
Hunter saw it in his eyes: the burden of his desire to protect his people. The
children of the Elivasti would fall prey to the Irrsinnon without the opia. Thus,
they had no choice but to uphold their oaths though they abhorred their master.
They were victims of their ancestors, just as the Hunter. 


Master
Eldor shook his head. "I cannot. You have no idea how many times I have
wished to be free of my oath. The things I have done for him, for his
kind…" He shuddered. "I have endured much, and lost many of those
closest to me." 


"He
killed your son." Desperation edged the Hunter's voice. "By giving
your boy opia, he is responsible for
your son's death. Don't you want vengeance?"


"Of
course I do! That death is what started the
plan to eliminate our masters. But as time passed, I realized the truth."
Master Eldor shook his head. "I chose to allow my son to take the opia. I knew the risks of the
Expurgation, but I gave my consent anyway. If anything, the fault is my
own." The Elivasti bowed his head. When he looked up, tears glistened in
his eyes. "That burden is mine alone." He strode forward, grim
determination etched into the lines of his forehead. 


The
Hunter's heart sank. "Please, Master Eldor." He held up empty hands.
"I won't fight you." 


The
Elivasti's jaw muscles worked. "Think of your boy. To get to him, you'll
have to go through me. So go through
me!"


The
Hunter ducked beneath a wild swing, and his face collided with Master Eldor's
boot. He fell back with a cry. Blood spurted from his nose and lips, the impact
setting his head throbbing. Scrambling backward, he desperately tried to escape
the darting sword. Master Eldor moved with fluid grace, striking blow after
blow. Fists, feet, knees, and elbows slammed into the Hunter between sword
strikes. The flat of Master Eldor's blade cracked against the side of his head,
sending him reeling.


He
staggered backward, his ears ringing from the impact. He blinked away tears and
fought to clear his blurred vision. As he pushed himself to his feet, his
fingers fell atop Soulhunger's hilt. The dagger's bloodlust pounded in his
mind. The voice of his inner demon screamed. “It's either you or him! You have no choice.”


With
a sinking in his gut, he gripped the blade and retrieved his fallen sword.


"Good."
Master Eldor nodded his satisfaction. "Let's see if you remember anything
I've taught you."


Steel
rang off steel as the Hunter blocked the overhand chop. He parried the
follow-up low blow, twisted aside from a quick thrust, and countered with a
slash. Master Eldor's sword knocked his blade wide, and the tip scored a deep
cut in the Hunter's cheek.


With
a growl, the Hunter went on the offense. He hacked and chopped—not at the man,
but the weapons. If he could knock away Master Eldor's iron dagger, he could
overpower the man and render him unconscious. The stubborn look in the
Elivasti's eyes made it clear: it was the only way he'd get around the
blademaster.


Master
Eldor seemed to sense his intention. He deflected the strikes, using the iron
dagger in tandem with his sword. The Hunter concentrated on keeping the short
blade well away from him. Master Eldor used that to his advantage. As the
Hunter avoided wild swipes of the dagger, his steel sword darted through the
Hunter's guard, cutting, slicing, and piercing flesh and muscle. Blood dripped
from a half-dozen wounds. The stinging wounds slowed him, sapped his strength. 


Frustration
coursed through the Hunter. He had no desire to fight, and Master Eldor was
cutting him to shreds. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he raised his
blades and prepared for another onslaught.


The
Elivasti shook his head. "Like I told you earlier, you rely too much on
your ability to heal." His voice turned lecturing, and he held up the iron
dagger. "You think this is your
primary threat, but I don't need iron to stop you. Not even you can survive
without a head. You have to think about all threats at once. Build a cage of
steel around you, and do not let anything in."


The
words caught the Hunter off guard. Is
he…teaching me?


Master
Eldor tapped a temple. "Fight with your head, not your arms." 


The
Elivasti attacked again, swiping, striking, and slashing with both weapons. The
Hunter fell on the defensive, blocking and deflecting blows without returning
them. His eyes followed Master Eldor's movements. His brain catalogued the
seemingly random series of feints, thrusts, and parries, searching for a
pattern. He had to learn how Master Eldor moved, had to figure out how to
overpower the man without killing him.


Master
Eldor disengaged, nodding. "Better. But you're still committing too much
energy to your strikes. You'll tire too quickly that way." His sword
darted toward the Hunter's head, forcing him to block. The Elivasti's blade
struck the Hunter's without real force—a feint. The sword's flat slammed into
his ribs with bruising strength. "Make your opponent think you will do one
thing, then do another. Be the unexpected." 


Confusion
whirled in the Hunter's mind. What in the
scorching hell is he doing? Anger and frustration set his hands trembling.
"Why teach me if you're going to kill me?" 


Master
Eldor met his gaze without hesitation. "It's the only way."


"To
what?" 


"To
keep you alive!" Master Eldor's eyes burned like twin suns. "The
moment I saw the way he looked at
you, I knew he'd try to use you. Both of them would."


The
Hunter's jaw dropped. During their training sessions, the old Elivasti had
driven him beyond the point of collapse. He'd believed it to be nothing more
than Master Eldor's style of training, and he'd borne the strain for the sake
of improvement. But the Elivasti's words hinted at more than just simple
instructions. 


"So
it was all to keep me alive?" 


The
Elivasti nodded. "I've seen what they do when their so-called allies have
served their purpose. I couldn't let that happen to you. It's why I kept your
true identity secret from the Sage last time you were here, and it's why I now
pushed you to your limits. I had no choice. I had to get you back to your best
form, the way you were when you walked away all those years ago. It is the only
way you survive this."


The
Hunter's mind raced. "Survive this?" He stabbed a finger at the old
Elivasti. "You're here to stop me—"


"Or
die trying." The tone of Master Eldor's voice spoke volumes. "We have
only one way past this. I will not let you pass, and you will not stop. Only
one of us will walk out of these tunnels alive." His expression grew grim,
determined. "What will happen to your boy if that one is not you? I have
my orders." 


Master
Eldor's sword flicked out in a blur. The Hunter turned the strike aside and he
threw himself into a forward lunge meant to skewer Master Eldor's shoulder. He
had to render the old man's sword arm useless if he had a chance of
overpowering him. His form was perfect, but Master Eldor blocked, sending the
sword wide. The Hunter's boot struck a patch of blood and slipped out from
beneath him. His left arm swung out to catch his balance, leaving his
midsection exposed. 


Horror
coursed through him. The world slowed as Master Eldor raised the iron dagger
high. Unable to move, the Hunter steeled himself in expectation of the blow
that would surely kill him. Fire burned in his neck as Master Eldor's blade
laid open his throat. But instead of the agony of iron's poison, the pain
was…normal. 


Clasping
a hand to his throat, the Hunter staggered backward. His eyes remained fixed on
the bloodstained tip of Master Eldor's long sword. 


What? His mind struggled to comprehend what had happened. He has to know iron will kill me, yet he
attacked with steel. 


In
his shock, he paid little attention to the blood gushing from his neck. A dim
part of his mind focused on healing the wound while the rest of his mind
struggled to comprehend.


Master
Eldor didn't make mistakes. The blademaster had to have known precisely what he
was doing. That meant…


Keeper's teeth! His eye darted to the iron blade in the
Elivasti's offhand. In his mind, he replayed the minutes of furious combat.
More than once, he'd twisted out of the path of the iron dagger. He'd thought
his skill and speed had saved him, but he knew different now. Master Eldor had
never fully committed to any of the strikes. They were nothing more than a
distraction.


As
the gush of blood from his neck slowed, the Hunter straightened. He sought
Master Eldor's violet eyes. Understanding flashed between them, and the old man
inclined his head.


Frustration
and rage set the Hunter's hands trembling. "Don't make me do this!"
His throat tightened, his breath coming fast. "I-I can't."


A
smile played on Master Eldor's lips. "We do what we must." The
wrinkles on Master Eldor's forehead smoothed, and peace filled his eyes.
"Forgive an old man with more honor than good sense." 


Realization
struck the Hunter like a physical blow. He's
willing to die. 


A
lump formed in his throat. "Why?" 


Pain
clouded Master Eldor's eyes. "For my son."


Shock
coursed through the Hunter. What is he
talking about?


"I
failed to protect him from the Irrsinnon,
and the opia. But I can give you
a fighting chance. I cannot raise a hand against the one I have sworn my
loyalty to. I will not endanger what remains of my people by breaking my
oath."


The
Hunter found his mouth suddenly dry, and he swallowed. "Don't make me do
this."


"It's
the only way." A small smile spread Master Eldor's lips. "I'm old,
not blind. I have spent many an hour studying a Nizaa board across from that
creature. I know the way his mind works, the way he thinks. I knew he'd turn
you against the Warmaster, and when he was done with you…"


"He'd
send you after me." Rage twisted in the Hunter's chest. He wanted to
scream, to protest that the Sage had ordered Master Eldor to face him because
only the Elivasti blademaster could defeat the one who had killed the
Warmaster. But he knew the Sage, knew the Abiarazi. They delighted in
tormenting others. And not just their flesh. The First had branded Farida
before leaving her body on the edge of the Midden. Toramin had murdered Bardin
before his eyes. The demons knew how to rip a man's soul to pieces. 


The
Hunter clenched his fists in frustration. "You don't have to do this. Your
oath means nothing to one such as him. The things he has done to this world, to
so many innocents! Help me find justice for them."


A
sad smile spread on Master Eldor's face. "For many years, I have borne the
burden of guilt for my actions, my contributions to their machinations. I will
soon be free." 


He
advanced. His sword slashed, thrust, and chopped with terrible speed and grace.
The whirling blades seemed to attack from all sides. Just as the Hunter
believed he'd learned the Elivasti's patterns, the old warrior changed it. He
struck without apparent rhythm, each movement deadly efficient.


Even
as the Hunter gave ground, his mind raced for a solution. I won't let the Sage win! If he killed Master Eldor, the Sage would
have outwitted him—just as he had in all their games of Nizaa. The demon was a
master strategist, and he'd forced the Hunter into a confrontation from which
there was no escape. Either he died or killed the only link to his past. But
what could he do? 


Desperation
forced his hand. Time to try a different
tactic!


With
all the force he could muster, he brought his sword up and slammed it into
Master Eldor's blade, knocking the sword wide. Lowering his head, he charged
the Elivasti. His inhuman strength far surpassed that of an old man. He could
overpower Master Eldor and render him unconscious long enough to hunt down the
Sage.


His
reaching arms met empty air. Master Eldor moved with the grace of flowing
water, shifting out of the Hunter's path. Something slammed into the back of
the Hunter's head, sending him staggering. He rebounded off a stone wall and
sagged. Even as he climbed to his feet, an arm snaked around his neck and bent
him backward. His feet left the ground, and he flew through the air to land in
a heap at the entrance to the tunnel.


The
Elivasti stood firm, eyes locked on to him. "I cannot let you pass." 


The
Hunter wanted to scream his rage into the tunnels. His hand instinctively went
to his tunic, and he felt the raised flesh of the scars on his chest. He wanted
to argue, but he couldn't. The Sage had Hailen. Gods alone knew what he would
do to the boy once Master Eldor killed the Hunter. Hailen's life depended on
him. 


His
inner demon screamed. “Do it!”


Sorrow
settled like a weight in the Hunter's gut. With a heavy heart and leaden arms,
he stood and raised his sword in salute. 


Master
Eldor returned the gesture with one of his own, a rueful grin on his face.
"Let's get this over with, boy."
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The
Hunter hacked and slashed at the old Elivasti with half-hearted effort. Master
Eldor turned his strikes aside, sneering. "You can do better than that.
You must!" His riposte opened a long gash in the Hunter's sword arm. 


The
Hunter poured every shred of speed and strength into his movements. Ignoring
the pain in his arm, he chopped away at the Elivasti's defenses. The sharp,
commanding voice of his teacher snapped at him to move faster, to strike
harder. Instinct honed by years of training kicked in, and his movements grew
more fluid and graceful with each step. He thrust, lunged, and parried as the
Elivasti blademaster had taught him.


Yet
his speed and strength failed in the face of Master Eldor's skill. The Hunter
outmatched him in brute force, but Master Eldor refused to meet him blade to
blade. He deflected rather than blocked, his body a never-ending blur as he
ducked, dodged, and twisted aside. His sword darted in and out of the Hunter's
guard, drawing blood with each strike. Within minutes, crimson stained more of
his stolen monochromatic uniform. Master Eldor's clothing remained unsullied. 


The
Hunter could see why the Sage had left the old man to face him. Master Eldor's
skill rivaled that of the Warmaster. The Warmaster fought with the raw power of
his kind; Master Eldor moved with decades of experience and training behind
each strike. He seemed to sense each attack before it came. Try as he might,
the Hunter could never anticipate his movements.


Master
Eldor spoke in a low growl. "Remember the boy." He thrust a hand
behind him. "Do it for him."


The
lump in the Hunter's throat prevented him from forming words. Anguish slowed
his movements and turned limbs to lead. A roar burst from the Hunter's throat—a
terrible, primal sound fueled by his sorrow, fury, and despair. The Sage had
left him no choice: either way, someone who mattered to him would suffer. 


The
Hunter pushed himself to greater speed. The ring of steel on steel echoed
through the tunnels, and sparks flew as his sword clashed with the old man's
blade. The two weapons—forged by the hand of an Elivasti blademaster—groaned
beneath the impacts. Though he bled from too many wounds, the Hunter pressed
on. 


Hailen's
life hung in the balance.


The
Hunter darted forward, his sword extended in a perfect thrust. Master Eldor's
blade came up to block, but the move had been a feint. Soulhunger batted the
long sword aside. The Hunter prepared to parry the return blow. Master Eldor
didn't even try. With a primal scream of fury, the Hunter plunged his sword into
the blademaster's chest. 


The
sword took the old man high, just above the heart. The impact sent him
staggering, and he slumped to his knees, weapons clattering from nerveless
fingers. 


"Congratulations…boy." His
smile widened as he stared up at the Hunter. "If it…had to be anyone…I'm
glad it's…you."


The
Hunter dropped Soulhunger and fell to his knees beside the Elivasti. "Damn
you, old man!" He cradled the old man's head in his lap. An invisible hand
squeezed his heart, pushed the breath from his lungs. 


Master
Eldor coughed, spattering the Hunter's face with blood. Groaning, he fumbled
for the Hunter's hand. Even in his final moments, the old man's grip held
surprising strength.


The
Hunter's throat tightened, his stomach twisting. He gripped the Elivasti's hand
tighter. He couldn't leave, not yet. 


Master Eldor's voice grew faint, weak.
"A final…word. Remember…my lessons. Remember…what I taught…you and
Aerden." 


Something snapped free in the Hunter's
mind at the name. Images and sensations cascaded over him. Suddenly, he no
longer sat in the darkened Serenii tunnels beneath Kara-ket. 


A
cool breeze wafted across his sweat-soaked face and tunic. He leaned on his
knees, wheezing. A young man lay groaning in the dust at his feet. 


Master
Eldor watched them from a canvas chair beside the training field. "What is
your mistake, Aerden?" 


"My
mistake?" Frustration glowed in Aerden's eyes. "I made none. He's
just been training longer."


He
grinned and offered the young man a hand. "Wrong answer, Aer." He
pulled a scowling Aerden to his feet 


Master
Eldor stood and strode toward them. "Listen well, Aerden, and I will teach
you the lesson I gave young Rivan here." The Elivasti's hand fell on his
shoulder. "Do not fight to survive. Fight to defeat your opponent so utterly
that he will not rise again. Destroy a man, and you need not fear his
vengeance."


"That's
what I'm—"


Master
Eldor's cane cracked against the youth's shoulder. "Heed my advice, boy.
It will save your life." He returned to his seat and waved for them to continue.
"Now, the Stonemason. Again!"


He
settled into a low stance, sword at the ready. 


Aerden
stood with a vacant expression, eyes fixed on empty air. Words spilled from his
mouth in an unintelligible mumble. The twitch in his fingers ran up his arm. 


"Aerden!"
Master Eldor's cane cracked against the wooden arm rests of his chair.
"Focus."


The
blank stare retreated, and the intelligent Aerden returned. "Bet you can't
throw me again, Rivan."


"You're
on."


The setting shifted, and the Hunter no
longer stood on the training field.


With
a groan, he reclined in his sleeping roll. His ribs ached, and his head
throbbed where Aerden had cracked him. 


Aerden
stumbled into the tent and thrust a wineskin toward him. "After the day we've
had, Rivan, you'll want some of this."


The
thin wine slid down his throat, washing away the dust from a day spent
training. "Where did you get this, Aerden?"


The
young man grinned. "Everyone's too busy with the temple feast to pay
attention to the stores. Easy for clever fingers to make off with one
sling."


"You
know what your father will do if he catches you drinking, right?"


"Makes
it all the more fun!" Aerden took a long pull from the skin. "After a
day like today, I need it." A scowl creased his brow. Then the youth's
eyes took on a blank look, his features growing slack. 


He
hated seeing Aerden like this. The young Elivasti's condition had grown worse
lately. "He pushes you because he cares, you know. You're his son."


"The
son of the last Elivasti blademaster? You have no idea how tiresome it is to
hear people remarking how alike we are." The young man glanced at him from
the corner of his eyes. "You wouldn't know. You're his favorite." 


He
snorted. "He just likes me because I don't whine as much, Aerden."


Aerden's
scowl deepened. "I can't wait until the Expurgation. Once I've received
the opia, I'll finally be free of this place…free of him!
I can go wherever I please." 


"Your
father casts a large shadow, Aerden." He rested a hand on the youth's arm.
"But you'll make your own mark. Just give it time."


With
a grimace, Aerden emptied the skin. "If only it were that easy."


"Better
get rid of that thing before he catches you." He grinned. "You're no
use as a sparring partner if you're black and blue."


Returning
the smile, Aerden hurried from the tent.


Time flashed by in a heartbeat, and the
Hunter found himself in a familiar memory.


He lay in bed, too exhausted to move.
The day of training had taken its toll on him.


And yet, he forced himself to rise. He
rummaged in the darkened tent until his hands closed on his pack. Slinging it
over his shoulder, he stepped from the tent. 


He glanced over his shoulder, staring at
the empty cot. Master Eldor had tried to give him a new partner to share the
tent. He'd have no one else but Aerden. 


A cool midnight breeze washed over him.
He shivered and pulled his pilfered cloak tighter about him. No fires burned in
camp this night. No guards stood on watch. The Elivasti feared no attack; none
knew they were even camped here. 


Anger flared bright in the Hunter's
chest at the sight of Master Eldor's tent. He pushed aside his sorrow; he had
no time to feel remorse for leaving the Elivasti camp. Not after what had
happened. 


His fists clenched until his knuckles
whitened, and he whispered into the darkness. "You were his father. You
were supposed to protect him! You failed, Master Eldor."


Without a backward glance, he turned and
fled the Elivasti camp.


The
memories faded, leaving the Hunter caught between two realities. Anger twisted
in his gut, and he couldn't be certain it was not a remnant of his past. His
eyes fell on the Serenii symbols etched into stone, and the torch flickering on
the floor. In his lap lay the dying form of Master Eldor.


He
struggled to make sense of what he'd seen in his memories. He'd known Master
Eldor's son Aerden. According to the old Elivasti, the two had been as close as
brothers. Opia had killed Master
Eldor's son. The Hunter had taken the loss of Aerden hard, and fled the
Elivasti camp. More than that, he'd blamed Master Eldor for Aerden's death. 


That explains why I left Master Eldor in
the first place. Frustration
bayed in the back of his mind. The glimpse into his past had only left him
craving more answers. He wanted to know how he'd ended up among the Elivasti in
the first place, and what he'd done during the years he'd spent with them.


The
memory had etched a name into his mind. Rivan.
They called me Rivan. Could that be his true name? He spoke it aloud.
"Rivan." The name was a comforting sound; it felt…right. 


"You
called me Rivan, Master Eldor." He looked down. "Is that my…" 


A
lump in his throat cut off his words. Empty violet eyes stared up at him, and
the body in his arms hung limp. 


"Master
Eldor." He shook the man. "Answer me!" 


Silence
met his question. The chest no longer rose and fell, and the lifeless featured
had grown slack in death. 


A
wave of sorrow and anger crashed over the Hunter, overwhelming him. A roar of
rage burst from his throat, but his voice cracked. Tears slid down his
bloodstained cheeks to fall on Master Eldor's white and black robes. 


Unfamiliar
emotions warred within him as he stared at the silent corpse cradled in his
lap. The loss of Farida had nearly torn him apart, and though he'd known Bardin
for but a few days, the man's death had hit him hard. But this…this had to be
the greatest loss of all.


Images
of the old Elivasti tore into his mind. Sitting around a campfire while Master
Eldor told of his travels. Smiling at Aerden's clumsy attempts to charm a
woman, laughing when she chased him around the camp to “box the little lad's
ears”. 


With
the return of those memories came a rush of emotion. Contentment as he trained
beneath the Elivasti's watchful eye. A sense of belonging, of acceptance.
Happiness in the simple routine of the blademaster's instruction. Peace,
companionship…family. 


Master
Eldor had been the closest thing he'd had to a true father. The old man had
treated him like a son. The Hunter hadn't experienced something like that. Not
in this lifetime, at least. 


He
stared, wide-eyed in horror, at Master Eldor's pale face and slack features, at
his own bloodstained hands. Master Eldor had died so Hailen might live.


 Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and placed
a hand on the Elivasti's head and heart. May
the Watcher have mercy on you, my friend. 


Ignoring
the brimming tears, he placed Master Eldor gently on the stone floor. He had no
idea how the Elivasti buried their dead; he only knew the old blademaster
deserved better than a cold, silent grave at the heart of a mountain. 


As
he climbed to his feet, a weight settled on his shoulders. Guilt, sorrow, and
fury warred within his mind. Master Eldor had given his life so he could save
Hailen. He wouldn't let the old Elivasti's death be in vain.


Retracing
his steps, he donned his packs. They felt far heavier than they had, and
dragged on him. Dropping the bags, he withdrew his coin-filled purse, his
secret stash of jewels, and the Swordsman's twin blades. He had everything he
needed; the rest, he could replace anywhere. Now, he couldn’t allow extra
weight to slow him down. He would run until he caught up with the Sage and put
an end to the bastard once and for all.


A
pulse of anger set his head throbbing. Soulhunger pounded in his mind, sensing
blood yet frustrated at being denied.


The
demon screamed in his thoughts. “Fool!
Letting a good death go to waste. You needed that power if you hope to face the
Sage and his Elivasti.”


The
Hunter slammed the force of his fury into the voice. He deserved better. I will feed Soulhunger, but his soul remains
intact. He turned his attention inward and focused on building the mental
barrier as the Sage had taught him. Brick piled upon brick, until the demon's
voice no longer filtered through the wall in his mind. He needed a few moments
of peace. 


Find him, Soulhunger! 


Closing
his eyes, he focused on the gentle throbbing in his thoughts. The Sage's
heartbeat thumped in the back of his
mind. A faint, distant sound, but there. Grim satisfaction sent ice trickling
into the Hunter's veins. 


Got you now, you bastard. Gripping his sword tighter, he sprinted
down the tunnels. Hailen was somewhere in these tunnels. With him, the demon
who had caused all his suffering. You
won't escape me this time! 
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The Hunter's legs protested, but he
refused to slow. He had no time to waste on exhaustion. If he stopped, the Sage
would escape. He had to keep running!


How long ago had he left Master Eldor's
body in the darkness? An hour? More? Grief, anger, and hatred fueled his mad
dash through the tunnels. He had nothing but the alchemical lantern and
Soulhunger's throbbing to guide his way. It would suffice. Anyone who stood
between him and his quarry would die.


Voices echoed through the passages. The
indistinct sound seemed to come from all around him at once, but he trusted
Soulhunger to guide him. The dagger pulled him down one tunnel after another,
seeking the Sage's unique heartbeat. The stench of rot and decay grew stronger
with every passing minute. 


I'm
coming, Hailen!


Light flickered in the distance. Heart
thundering, the Hunter slowed and set the lamp on the floor without a sound. He
gripped his sword tighter. No doubt the Sage had a squad of Elivasti with him. He'd
kill every one of them to get to the accursed demon.


The voice in his head beat at the mental
barrier. His inner demon wanted to break free, to fill his thoughts with its
shrieks and protests. Clenching his jaw, he forced the voice back into its
confinement. He couldn't afford distractions, not now. Two tasks demanded his
full concentration: rescuing Hailen, and killing the Sage.


Hailen
first. No doubt the boy
would be guarded by Elivasti. He could only hope the Sage wouldn't bother with
the boy himself. If he placed Hailen in the hands of his guards, the Hunter had
a chance to pull him free before the fighting started. A slim hope, but it was
all he had.


His soft-soled boots made no sound as he
slipped down the tunnel, eyes fixed on the pinprick of light. He clutched his
baldric to stop the sword from clanking. No
noise.


The light drew closer with every step,
and the voices grew louder. A child's sobbing echoed in the tunnel. 


Relief flooded the Hunter. At least he's alive. 


He stopped at a bend in the tunnel and
peered around. A score of Elivasti formed a protective wall around the Sage. A
small figure trotted near the rear of the party, his voice raised in a wail of
misery and fear. 


Hold
on, Hailen. I'm coming. The
boy stumbled and would have fallen if not for the firm grip on his collar. Rage
twisted in the Hunter's gut as he stared at the man who held Hailen. 


He studied the party. Only six Elivasti
stood between him and the boy. 


Rushing forward, he leapt and drove his
knee into the spine of the rear-most Elivasti. At the same time, his sword
darted out and took the man's companion in the throat. Even as the two slumped,
the Hunter took another down with a vicious chop and drove Soulhunger into the
base of a fourth warrior's spine. 


The next two Elivasti whirled. Even
caught by surprise, one managed to block the Hunter's attack while another
lashed out with the metal-tipped staff. The Hunter's skin crawled as the iron
tip slammed into his shoulder with enough force to knock him aside. He
rebounded off the stone walls and dove forward. Metal struck sparks on the
stone over his head. 


He grunted as a blow collided with his
spine, but he would not stop. Throwing his arms around Hailen, he drove his
bulk into the one Elivasti that barred his way. The man went down in a heap,
slowing the Hunter. A cry burst from his lips as a metal-shod staff cracked against his hip. 


Staggering, wincing at the pain in his
right leg, the Hunter stumbled up the tunnel out of the white and black-clad
guards' reach. 


Hailen's eyes widened in shock, which
turned to relief at the sight of the Hunter. He clung to the Hunter's neck,
blubbering incoherent words. The Hunter disengaged Hailen's arms and dropped
the boy against the wall. "Stay!" Whirling, he raised his sword to
meet the imminent charge. 


The Elivasti hadn't moved. Though the
cloth masks hid their features, the tension in their squared shoulders and
crouched battle stances spoke clearly. Their violet eyes darted between their
four fallen comrades and the bloodstained Hunter. 


"Eldor, is that you?" The
Sage's voice echoed in the tunnel, and the reek of demon grew stronger as the
Abiarazi pushed his way through the ranks. He stopped, and shock registered on
his face, replaced a moment later by a cold sneer. "So you're still alive."


"Surprise." Gritting his teeth
at the pain in his healing leg, the Hunter took a menacing step forward and
raised his sword.


Immediately, the Elivasti closed ranks
around the Sage, weapons ready.


"You won't leave here alive,
Demon!" An inferno raged in the Hunter's chest. He gripped his sword
tighter to keep his hands from trembling. 


The Sage snorted. "It's one of you
against all of them." He
gestured to the Elivasti surrounding him. "Not even you can survive this
battle."


"I don't need to survive. I just
need to kill you!" 


The Elivasti tensed, but he made no
move. Violet eyes watched him with the wary hesitation of seasoned warriors
facing an unfamiliar foe. They stood with the confidence earned through years
of training, but weren't foolish enough to underestimate their
opponent—especially one covered in blood.


The Sage stepped back, placing another
rank of warriors between him and the Hunter. "Give it up, Bucelarii. You
won't get to me before I make my escape. I gave every one of these men strict
orders to kill the boy the moment they saw you. Try to reach me, and the boy
dies." His smile turned vicious. "And I know you won't allow that to happen!" 


"Then you'd better have your men
kill me now and be done with it. No matter how far you flee, you will not
escape me. Escape us." He
slipped Soulhunger from its sheath and held it up. Lamplight glinted off the
blade's edge. The dagger pounded in his mind, begging for blood. 


The Sage shrugged. "You're not
leaving here alive." His gaze went to Hailen huddled on the floor.
"Either of you."


The Hunter tightened his grip on his
sword. "Damn you! You'd hurt an innocent child?"


The Sage's emotionless, unblinking eyes
met his. "I've done worse. And to think, you were so easy to
convince." 


Sorrow showed on his face. "My
family…" His voice cracked, and a tear brimmed in his eye. He bowed his
head. When he looked up, a cruel, mocking smile twisted his lips. "You
Bucelarii were ever naïve. You think you were so clever, trying to manipulate
me. Me!" He threw back his head
and laughed. "I knew what you wanted the moment you stepped foot on Shana
Laal! All I had to do was pretend to give it to you."


Horror coursed through the Hunter. He
really had believed he'd tricked the Sage into revealing his plan, into giving him
answers. Impossible!


The Sage's grin turned mocking.
"Oh, not all of it was a lie. After all, every truly convincing lie has a
grain of truth in it. You, so eager for answers, so overt in your 'cunning'.
Predictable! Too willing to trust anyone with whom you felt even a shred of
kindship."


A knife twisted in the Hunter's gut.
"You bastard!" 


"And you the fool! Emotions are for
humans. They make you weak, vulnerable. Look around you." He gestured to
his warriors. "You've committed yourself to a battle you have no hope of
winning, all to protect some boy. You
share no blood, have no reason to protect him. And yet you would die for
him."


The demon retreated another step, and
the Elivasti shifted to maintain their defensive shield around him. 


"I had you watched from the moment
you entered Kharan-cui. You were so protective of the boy, so hesitant to leave
him." He thrust a finger at the Hunter. "Such weakness! You played
right into my hands."


Rage set the Hunter's hands trembling.
He'd thought leaving Hailen behind would keep him safe; it had only left him
vulnerable. The Sage had known about the boy from the very first moment. 


"You fooled yourself into believing
you could best me. I defeated you before we ever met. And now you've come to
die."


The Hunter narrowed his eyes. If that's his plan, why aren't his men attacking? 


Step by step, the Sage had retreated
down the narrow tunnel, his Elivasti moving with him. Behind them, the passage
opened into a wide, high-vaulted chamber. 


Of
course. The Serenii
passages were too narrow for the Elivasti with their long metal-shod staves.
The Sage had had every chance to flee. Twenty Elivasti could hold the Hunter
long enough for him to escape. Yet he'd continued talking, all in an attempt to
lure the Hunter after him. In the open space, the Elivasti would have room to
attack from all sides. They would surround and overwhelm him with ease.


The Hunter stopped a few paces from the
mouth of the tunnel, tightened his grip on his sword. I won't be trapped so easily.


The Sage's calm façade cracked,
revealing a hint of frustration. He pushed through the ranks of Elivasti and
stood before the Hunter, arms spread wide. "You have come for me. Well,
here I am. Your moment of vengeance is at hand!" 


The Hunter took a half-step forward, but
caught himself. The Sage had manipulated him far too much already. He wouldn't
be goaded into making a foolish mistake. A vicious smile spread his lips.
"Nice try."


Rage glimmered in the demon's midnight
eyes, and his features shifted in a gruesome wave of flesh and bone. For a
heartbeat, the creature's true face peered through the human façade. "You
know, I've changed my mind." Without taking his eyes off the Hunter, he
spoke to his Elivasti. "Take him. Alive. And bring the boy to me. I want
the Hunter to watch him suffer!" 


Instinctively, the Hunter placed a
protective hand on Hailen's head. "You'll have to get through me
first."


The Sage's eyes dropped to the boy, and
flew wide. "What?" Horror and shock flashed in his expression.
"A Melechha? Impossible!"


Confused, the Hunter looked down. Blood
trickled from the boy's fingernails and soaked into his breeches. 


"Surely we slew them all," the
demon whispered, his unblinking stare fixed on Hailen. "How can it be one
survived?"


“Strike
now!” the voice in his
mind shouted. 


The Hunter pushed back against the
insistence. The Sage might have been stunned, but his Elivasti guards showed no
sign of bewilderment or inattention.


"Kill him!" The Sage fell back
with a cry, pushing through the ranks of warriors. "Kill them both!" 


For a terrifying moment, the Hunter
fought a desperate battle against too many violet-eyed warriors. In the wide
open chamber, they came at him from all sides. He poured every bit of speed and
skill into avoiding the iron-tipped staves. He tried to disengage, but dared
not let any get past him. They would not touch
Hailen. 


The clang
of metal echoed in the enormous chamber. The Hunter spared a glance across
the room—the steel door had slammed into place, and the Sage had disappeared. 
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The Hunter roared his rage.
"No!" He can't get away! Not
after what he's done.


The voices pounded in his head, begging
him to cut down the Elivasti that stood between him and the door. They lent strength
to his desire for vengeance, his need to kill. He forced himself to hold his
ground. If he charged, he would leave Hailen undefended. He had to stand and
fight, for the boy's sake.


Even as he took a step backward, a
second clang behind him confirmed his
worst fear. The Sage had trapped him in the room with ten well-trained
warriors, all armed with iron-tipped weapons. Worse still, they had orders to
kill Hailen.


Every muscle tensed in anticipation of a
fight, and he studied his opponents. Ten blank masks faced him, twenty violet
eyes narrowed. Dread whispered in the back of his mind. 


They
won't take us. He set
his jaw. Not without a fight!


A desperate hope remained.
"Elivasti!" His voice thundered in the chamber. "You would raise
a hand against one of your own? A boy, no less!" 


One of the masked warriors stepped
forward and ripped off his mask, revealing a scarred forehead and close-cropped
hair. 


"He is no Elivasti. He is Melechha!" The warrior, a man
Master Eldor had called Erianus, spat. "Even were he an Elivasti, I would
not hesitate to kill him. Not after what you did to Daemos."


The
Hunter's mind raced. The name sounded familiar. "Daemos?" It hit him.
Another Elivasti he'd seen sparring with the Warmaster. Perhaps this Daemos
been one of the Elivasti to fall in the Warmaster's temple, or one of the
warriors the Hunter had killed in his pursuit of Hailen. He held up his hands.
"If your friend Daemos chose the wrong side, he deserved the fate he
suffered." 


A
wild light glimmered in Erianus' eyes. "My brother was loyal to the end, damn you!" His knuckles whitened
on his staff. "And now he lies rotting at the bottom of a cliff."


What in the frozen hell is he talking
about? Chaos whirled in
the Hunter's thoughts. I don't see how—


Erianus didn't give him time to
contemplate it further. He darted forward, staff whirling. The Hunter blocked a
vicious high swing, twisted out of the path of a thrust aimed at his waist, and
dropped to one knee. Erianus' wild strike whooshed over his head. The Hunter's
sword took the man in the throat. Gurgling, Erianus staggered backward and
crumpled. 


The Hunter stood and flicked crimson
droplets from his blade. Sweat moistened his palm as uncertainty danced within
him. He fixed the remaining Elivasti with a baleful glare. "Surrender now
while you still live." He pointed to the lifeless Erianus and the pool of
blood spreading from the gash in his neck. "Do not make the same mistake
he did." 


Without a sound, the Elivasti attacked.
Their metal-shod staves whirled at the Hunter from every angle. The
double-ended weapons flashed faster than his eyes could follow, and only his
inhuman speed and reflexes honed over decades of training and combat kept them
at bay. More than one slipped through his guard to strike his chest, abdomen,
and legs. He staggered backward, pushing Hailen toward the corner of the
chamber. There, they wouldn't be able to rush him. 


But not unscathed. An iron-shod staff
slammed into his right shoulder. Pain spiked through the shattered bone, and
his arm flopped by his side. Even as a scream tore from his lips, he ducked
another swing and lashed out with Soulhunger. The dagger bit into the leg of
his nearest opponent, and the man stumbled forward. For a heartbeat, the
sagging warrior stood between him and his foes. Seizing the reprieve, the
Hunter drove Soulhunger up under the man's ribs. 


The Elivasti screamed, a terrible sound,
coarse with horror. Crimson light bathed the room, and a rush of power washed
over the Hunter. He grunted as the broken bones in his shoulder re-knit. But he
refused to let the dying man fall to the ground. Holding the slumping body like
a shield, he retreated another step. He couldn’t fight a defensive battle, but
couldn't attack, not with Hailen to protect. He didn't dare risk a glance back.
He could only hope Hailen remained behind him. 


Hurling the lifeless corpse at one of
the two Elivasti facing him, he dove forward. His fingers closed around the
hilt of his sword as he rolled and leapt to his feet, blade outstretched. The
tip of the long sword took another Elivasti in the lower thigh, just above the
knee. The violet-eyed man screamed and dropped his metal-shod staff to clutch
at the blood gushing from his severed artery.


Instinct screamed at the Hunter to turn.
Whirling, he brought his sword up just in time to deflect a thrust that would
have driven an iron spike into his gut. He lashed out with Soulhunger, and the
razor edge sliced through flesh and cartilage with terrible ease. The dagger's
voice screamed in his head as the blade soaked up the crimson droplets staining
the steel. Another Elivasti fell, coughing and spitting blood. 


Something slammed into the back of his
head, sending him to his knees. Agony radiated through him as another iron
spike pierced his upper arm. Growling his rage, he hurled himself to his right
and drove his uninjured shoulder into an opponent's gut. The man struck the
stone wall behind him with bone-shattering force. Breath whooshed from his
lungs, and Soulhunger carved a new opening in his throat. 


A cry shattered his concentration.
Without thinking, he spun and lunged toward Hailen. His sword took the Elivasti
in the side, punching through leather and mail. The man grunted and fell back.
The Hunter screamed as an iron spike pierced his lower back. The foul reek of
tainted blood washed over him. His blood.


He struggled to stay upright, but the
poison sapped his strength. Agony raced up and down his spine. His knees
trembled, and his legs buckled. The iron-shod butt of a staff slammed into his
cheek, shattering bone and splaying his nose across his face. Blood streamed
from his nose. He cried out as another spike punched into the side of his head,
and a staff crashed down atop his head. The impact knocked him back, into
Hailen.


With a cry, the boy fell. He caught
himself on the wall, his bloodstained palm pressed against the Serenii
markings. Power hummed through the room, and the hairs on the Hunter's arms
crackled with the force. The Elivasti hesitated, weapons poised to finish him
off. A weak laugh burst from the Hunter's throat. Something sucked the air from
the room, squeezing his head with ear-shattering force. Then the pressure burst
outward in an explosive thunderclap. 


The concussive wave hurled the Elivasti from
their feet, knocking the Hunter to the ground. His face slammed into hard
stone. The ground rumbled beneath him. Blood spurted from his broken lips, and
his pulse raced in his ears. But he had no time to waste. Head throbbing, agony
coursing through every fiber of his being, the Hunter struggled forward. He
fixed his gaze on the nearest body. The dagger's lust pounded in his mind. It
had fed, but it ached for more.


Without hesitation, he drove the blade
into the prone form. The Elivasti shrieked in agony as ruby light illuminated
the room. Life coursed through the Hunter's veins, washing away the poison.
Fire burned in his chest as a new scar joined the masses etched into his flesh.
Ignoring the pain, he reached for his sword and stumbled toward another fallen
Elivasti. The man had just pushed himself to his elbows when the Hunter's blade
bit into the base of his skull. He flopped to the ground, helpless, paralyzed.


In vain, the Hunter struggled to pull
the sword free of bone. The remaining two Elivasti climbed to their feet,
shaking their heads to clear them. Dropping the sword, the Hunter seized a
discarded quarterstaff and hurled it at one of the warriors. The iron spike
drove into the man's chest, knocking him backward. The man screamed and
collapsed, clutching at the length of wood protruding from his ribs.


"Die, murderer!" With a
scream, the remaining Elivasti charged. "For the Sage!"


In his stunned surprise, he barely
managed to grab his sword in time to block a descending blow. The impact
knocked his blade aside, and the metal-tipped butt whirled up into the
underside of his chin, rocking his head back. His jaw bone cracked, and a jolt
ran down his spine. Stifling a scream, he charged forward, shrugged off a blow
that shattered ribs, and drove Soulhunger into the man's chest. The Elivasti
died screaming. Soulhunger added its joyous cries to the maelstrom whirling in
the Hunter's head. Even as power engulfed him and drowned out all sensation,
chaos roiled in the Hunter's thoughts.


A thought slammed into the Hunter. Erianus said Daemos lies at the bottom of a
cliff because of me. There was only one explanation. The assassin.


Impossible!
The assassin wore the robes of an Elivasti, but only to mask his true identity.
He'd caught a glimpse
of scarlet, the color of the Masters of Agony, before the Sage had knocked the
assassin off the cliff.


He wrestled with the conflicting
information. There hadn't been enough light to see the man's eyes, but his nose
never lied. The scents—blood, the stink of the iron, the Sage's putrescence,
even Hailen's clean, innocent smell—had been clear. But a smell had been
missing: the smell of human. The assassin had had no scent. Just like the
Elivasti.


But
why? Erianus’ words
flashed through his mind. "My
brother was loyal to the end, damn you!" Loyal to the Sage, not the
Warmaster. So why would the Sage's oathbound warrior attack him? 


The
Sage ordered it. 


The demon had ordered Daemos to attack,
another ploy to goad the Hunter into action against the Warmaster. The robes of
the Masters of Agony had pointed the finger squarely at the massive demon, and
the threat to Hailen's life had pushed the Hunter over the edge. 


Acid twisted in the Hunter's stomach. His plan worked to perfection. And, like a
fool, I fell for it.


But something still didn't make sense.
Why would the Sage kill a loyal servant? The demon had hurled the
"assassin" from the cliff moments before help had arrived. 


He couldn't let the other Elivasti
discover the truth. 


Had
the Hunter removed the face mask, he—and the Elivasti guards—would have
recognized Daemos. The Sage needed him to blame the Warmaster for the attempt.
Not only so he would challenge the Warmaster, but to give the Elivasti a reason
to take up arms. He needed the Elivasti to believe the Warmaster had broken his
oath. 


 


The
Sage had sent Elivasti to break the Hunter out of the Warmaster's dungeon. At
the time, the Hunter had believed the Sage did so out of a desire to thwart the
Warmaster, and to protect a tool he planned to use against his fellow demon. 


But
what if there was more to it than that? What
if the Sage was behind my capture in the first place? How else could the
Warmaster have known he was out on the bridge that night? He'd told no one his
plan. He'd only conceived it while walking on the enclosure wall with…


With the Sage. The Sage had wanted to speak privately
with the Hunter. But the demon had made a point of telling the Hunter about the
temple, and specifically drawing his attention to the bridge. Plans within plans. 


One
of the Elivasti coughed, spitting blood, and struggled to rise. The Hunter
kicked him in the face, ripping the cloth mask free. Horrified, the Hunter
stared down at the familiar features of Dasim.


Dasim. The young man who had stood beside
Master Eldor and Master Belros as they plotted against the Sage. The one who
had brought him through the secret stairway down to the Elivasti camp, who had
carried Hailen to the enclosure after the madness seized him.


With
a cry of rage, the Hunter raised Soulhunger high and drove it into Dasim's
chest. The traitor's screams reverberated loud and long in the chamber. The
Hunter felt nothing but satisfaction at the Elivasti's agonizing death.


Dasim
had betrayed them to the Sage. He'd always known of the conspiracy, had used it
to force Master Eldor to face the Hunter. All the time the Hunter had thought
he'd evaded the Sage's watching eyes, he'd been speaking to the man no doubt
put in place by the Sage. 


Soulhunger
rose and fell again, and again. This filth
had endangered Hailen, and all the
children of the Elivasti. The Sage had watched him since the moment he arrived
in Kharan-cui. He'd known of the Hunter's concern for the boy, and Dasim had no
doubt revealed his connection to Master Eldor. The demon had used those
relationships against him.


He'd
purposely carried out the Expurgation in front of the Hunter with the intention
of showing the side effects of the opia.
Then he'd instructed Master Eldor to warn the Hunter against the opia. All to prime the Hunter's mind to
search for a way out—fertile ground for the plan he "inadvertently"
revealed. 


How
foolish he'd been! Every word from the Sage's lips—from the offer for the boy
to undertake the Expurgation to the tale about his own family—had been a lie.
The demon had seen through his attempts at manipulation. He'd allowed the
Hunter to believe he pulled the strings. While the Hunter thought he played the
Abiarazi against each other, the Sage used the Hunter's cleverness against him.
Worse, he'd used the Elivasti to kill their own kind.


A
terrible realization struck him. The Sage
killed an Elivasti! The thought sent the Hunter to his knees. The Elivasti
had only raised a hand against the Warmaster once they believed he'd killed one
of them. But the Sage killed Daemos. He is the oathbreaker!


Oathbreaker.
The word slammed into his mind with physical force. He reeled beneath a torrent
of sorrow, anger, and hatred. 


Master
Eldor, the man who had once been like a father to him, the only one who could
help him fill in parts of his missing past, had died because of his oath to the
Sage. The Elivasti believed he owed the demon loyalty. But the demon had broken
his pledge the moment he hurled Daemos from the cliff. 


Waves
of horror cascaded through him. Oathbreaker.



A
howl of rage burst from his throat, echoing in the room. He roared until his
voice cracked, and his remaining strength faded. The gods mocked him, cruel to
the bitter end. His fingers stole inside his cloak and fumbled at the pendant
at his neck. 


Had
he known, he could have turned the Elivasti against the demon. Master Eldor,
Master Belros, and the others might have swayed their comrades to fight the
Sage as they had the Warmaster. Instead, they had died for an oathbreaker.
Master Eldor had died for nothing. And the Hunter had killed him. 


An
immense burden settled on his shoulders. The voices in his head faded to a dull
hum as numbness coursed through him. Languor seeped into his limbs, sapping all
life and energy. Darkness pressed in on him. He wanted to curl into a ball, to
lie down and let the mountain bury his grief. 


A
small hand touched his shoulder. "Hardwell?" The Hunter lifted his
head. Small violet eyes, rimmed with tears, met his. "Hardwell?" 


The
voice pushed back the numbness, cleared the haze from his vision. 


No, he told himself. Not
for nothing. Master Eldor had given his life so the boy could live. It has to be enough. 


Warmth
seeped into his limbs, driving back the numbing chill, as he forced himself to
stand. "I-I'm fine." He swallowed the lump in his throat. "Are
you hurt?"


Hailen
shook his head and wiped tears from his cheeks. "No. But when I saw you
fall down, I was so scared. Did I hurt you again?" He looked down at his
hands, still stained with the blood that had dripped from his fingernails.


"No!"
The Hunter held the boy's hands in a firm grip. "No, Hailen, you saved
me." Again. 


A
smile broadened the boy's face. "I did?"


The
Hunter crushed the boy to his chest. "Yes, Hailen. You did well."


The
boy threw his arms around the Hunter's neck and returned the embrace. For a
long moment, the Hunter clung to the boy as if to a lifeline. Hailen was the
only thing keeping him from descending into grief-fueled madness. 


Enough, he told himself. No time for this. We have more urgent problems.


Breaking
off the embrace, the Hunter climbed to his feet. His gaze darted around the
room. The metal doors remained firmly in place. Sheathing his sword and
Soulhunger, he strode toward the door through which the Sage had fled. The reek
of iron assaulted his nostrils. When he stretched out a hand, his skin crawled
from the near-contact. 


Damn it!


He
studied the door for any sign of weakness. A solid sheet of metal met his
questing gaze; the door had no handle, no visible hinges. He slammed a boot
into the unyielding surface. He could have kicked solid stone for all the good
it did.


Now what?


His
mind raced. Perhaps he could use one of the Elivasti staves to pry open the
door, or—


A
new sound reached his ears: a gentle rumbling, like boiling lead in an enormous
underground crucible. What in the fiery
hell is that? A tremor ran through the ground, shaking the walls. 


"Hardwell?"
Fear filled Hailen's voice. "Wh-What's happening?"


A
piercing shriek echoed in the room. The Hunter whirled to face the threat, but
found nothing. The shriek deepened to a hiss, and steam poured from holes in
the walls. The Hunter yanked Hailen away from a jet of white shooting at his
face. He threw his cloak over the boy's head.


The
room grew hotter with every heartbeat. Breathing proved more difficult as steam
billowed into the room. Moisture soaked into the Hunter's clothing, his sweat
mixing with the suffocating vapor.


Panic
sank fangs into the Hunter's mind. He stumbled toward the door, dragging Hailen
with him. His limbs moved as if through thick mud. A dim part of his mind
realized that the enclosed space would only contain so much oxygen. The more
the steam filled it, the less air they would have to breathe.


Ripping
a cloak from a fallen Elivasti, he wrapped it around his hands. The scent of
fresh-spilled blood assaulted him, and crimson trickled down his arms. Ignoring
it, he pounded his fists in vain against the unyielding iron door. 


He
gasped for air, his lungs burning. What
can we do? Fear coursed through him. He was trapped, with no way out. 


The
ground bucked beneath his feet, and the sound of rattling stone echoed in the
room. Whatever power Hailen had unleashed set the world shaking. Heat flooded
the chamber with such ferocity the Hunter feared they would be boiled alive. 


Dust
trickled onto the Hunter's face. A spike of fear slammed into his mind. The
familiar memory of being buried beneath Voramis sent a shiver of terror
coursing through him. He cast about in desperation, but he had no way out.


With
a monstrous groan, the walls buckled and cracked. The fissure raced across the
ceiling and split into hundreds of tiny black veins. The Hunter's heart
stopped. No! 


He
had a moment to act. Scooping Hailen into his arms, he leapt toward the iron
door. Before he crossed half the distance, an immense weight slammed into his
back and bore him to the ground. The world collapsed atop him.
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He sat beside Her on a stone bench,
amidst a lush green garden.


She stared into his eyes. "I worry
about the future—our future." She stroked Her belly. "What will
happen if the Cambionari discover us? I do not want our little one to grow up
without a father…"


"Hush, Az'nii." He wrapped his
arms around Her, and She sank into his embrace. He breathed deep of Her scent:
honey, jasmine, cinnamon, and berries. "There is nothing to fear. We are
safe within Enarium." 


"That is what the others believed,
but look what happened to them! They were hauled away in iron chains, never to
be seen again. Enarium is not safety—it is a prison. If the Beggar's army
comes, we cannot hide from them."


He kissed Her forehead. "Fear not,
my love. I will protect you." He placed a hand on Her belly. "Both of
you."


Her strained smile returned. "More
than anything, I wish you could. But we must be apart. It is the only way
to—"


"No!" Anger flared in his
chest. "You are my wife. I will not be separated from the two most
important things in this world. Nothing you can say will change that!"


Her expression turned pleading.
"Surely you can't—"


"I will not be swayed." He squeezed
Her hand. "Come what may, we must stay together."


Her eyes took on a hard edge. "So
be it. You have made your decision."


He drew Her close. "All will be
well. You will see."


She nodded, then pulled away from his
embrace. "We have yet to decide on the child's name."


"If it is a girl, Jaia will be her
name."


She smiled. "And for a boy,
Rivan."


"Rivan." He returned the
smile. "It's perfect."


She stood. "Come, Hai'atim. I grow
weary. Let us go to bed." 


Taking Her hand, he stood and followed
Her from the garden.


The
image retreated, leaving the Hunter panting in the darkness. Sorrow squeezed in
his chest as the memory faded. Darkness pressed in on him with an immense
weight. 


What the hell? For a moment, his mind was torn between
the memory and reality. His eyes saw blackness, but his hands still remembered
the gentle swell of Her belly. He tried to breathe in Her scent one final time,
but dust flooded his lungs, setting him coughing. The contraction of his
muscles sent pain shooting up and down his spine.


The
present came rushing back: the tunnels beneath Kara-ket, the Sage, Hailen,
fighting the Elivasti, the collapse. Panic buzzed through his thoughts. He was
on his hands and knees, every bone and muscle threatening to crumble beneath
the weight of the mountain atop him. 


But
he could not. For the sake of the boy curled into a ball beneath him. He'd
shielded Hailen with his body from the cave-in. If he succumbed to exhaustion,
the mountain would crush them both. He had to stay strong, at least long enough
to find a way out of their dire predicament.


"Hailen?
Can you…hear me?"


"Yes."
The voice came faint, edged with fear.


The
Hunter gasped in relief. "Are you…hurt?"


"No.
But I-I'm scared."


"Me…too.
But we'll…find a way…out."


The
stones atop him shifted, and he groaned beneath the increasing weight. Terror
seized him like a rat in a trap. The shrieks of his inner demon set his head
pounding, the creature's despair adding to his fear. He couldn't raise his head
or move a hand. It took every shred of strength to stay upright. But if they
didn't move, they'd suffocate. 


Fear
constricted his heart and lungs, sent his mind racing back to that night in
Voramis when the Serenii tunnels had buried him alive. But unlike then, the
thought of surrender never entered his mind. He had to stay strong and find a
way out. Grim determination coursed through him, and he pressed his lips tight
against the agony. Though every muscle trembled with the effort, he held firm.
Hailen's life depended on him. 


"Hailen…can
you…try to move…some of…these rocks?" Every word came at a painful price,
sapping his strength.


The
boy shifted beneath him. Hailen gave a childish grunt, and the crush of rubble
shifted. Something slammed into the Hunter's spine. Numbness seeped through his
legs as a spike of pain pierced his back. 


"Wait!"
Any more weight, and he would collapse. "Try…the other…side."


This
time, the sound of clattering rocks reached his keen ears. Hope flooded him
with renewed vigor. They were close to the surface! 


"Try…to
dig…your way free." He winced as sensation returned to his legs. An
immense weight pressed on his right foot, cutting off the flow of blood. 


The
boy squirmed in the darkness, and the rocks to his right gave a slight shift. 


"It's
too heavy! I can't."


"You…have
to." The Hunter grunted at the pain radiating from his ribs. "It's
our only...way out."


The
boy sniffled. "I-I'll try." 


Once
again, the rubble shifted. The Hunter grunted as Hailen's heel slammed into his
ribs. The sound of clattering rocks grew fainter, muffled by the boy's body as
he slithered through a small gap. Without light to see, the Hunter had no idea
how far the opening went. He could only hope it led to freedom.


"Hardwell?"
Hailen's voice sounded faint, distant. 


"I'm…here!"



"Aren't
you coming?" 


"One
moment," the Hunter gasped. 


The
boy had crawled free of the collapse, but he'd have no chance of getting
through those metal doors, much less surviving a trek through the Serenii
tunnels. He couldn't give up yet. 


But how in the frozen hell am I getting
out of here?


He
leaned his weight on one hand, but the movement sent a stabbing pain along his
side. A growl of frustration rumbled in his throat. Perfect time for broken ribs. His mind raced. Now what? 


With
an ominous groan, the mountain shifted atop him. Unable to bear the added
weight, he collapsed. A scream of agony burst from his lips as a sharp boulder
dug into his lower spine. Ice raced down his legs, setting every nerve in his
right foot aflame. 


"Hardwell?"
Panic tinged Hailen's voice. 


"I'm…fine!"
He couldn't let the boy know how truly terrified he was. He'd survived mortal
wounds and torments that would have killed any normal man. Yet faced with the
limits of his immortality, he experienced the same rush of fear that had caused
his victims to fall to their knees and beg for mercy. The mountain wouldn't
heed his pleas. 


He
drew in a deep breath, ignoring the sharp twinge in his ribs. If he succumbed
to panic, he would die buried alive. He had to breathe to think, to find a way
out. If he wanted to survive this, he had to fight.


He
wiggled his fingers and found his hands moved freely. The weight atop his
shoulders and arms no longer threatened to pulverize him. He could move his
left foot and leg without too much difficulty. His mind raced. When he'd
collapsed beneath the weight on his spine, the shift of rubble must have formed
a small cavity. If he could free his right foot, perhaps he could slither
through the same hole Hailen had used. 


"I'm…coming,
Hailen." He couldn't let the boy's panic and terror overwhelm him. He
needed Hailen to stay calm if they were to get out of here alive. 


Easier said than done. The slightest movement of his foot sent
pain spiking up his legs. Crushed, for
certain. 


Turning
his thoughts inward, he focused on the sensations coursing through his body. He
catalogued each injury: shattered ribs, fractured spine, muscles bruised and
battered beyond their breaking point. He shifted his focus to the bones, muscles,
and nerves of his right foot. The mess of shattered bone fragments and shredded
flesh sent waves of agony radiating through him. Jaw clenching, he pushed past
the pain and exerted his will on the foot.


Lightning
crackled in his head, setting every nerve alight. He bit back a scream as the
bones in his foot shifted. But instead of healing the foot, he willed it into
an unnatural shape. Cartilage and bone seeped upward, forming a too-large joint
at the ankle. In the absence of bone, the weight of stone bit into the muscle
and nerves of his foot. Even as he cried out, he willed the nerves to move and
the flesh to part. The crushing stone slipped free.


For
one agonizing heartbeat, the Hunter held his breath, not daring to move. The
burden atop him shifted but didn't collapse. Relief washed over him in time
with the waves of fire racing through his mangled foot. 


The
Hunter turned his attention to the weight atop his spine. He shifted his torso,
and the mountain moved. A hiss burst from his lips as a rock struck his broken
ribs. But the structure of his little cavity held. His questing fingers found
the aperture through which Hailen had crawled. There was no way he could make
it through without widening the opening. He hesitated, uncertain if he should
risk it. 


Hailen's
quiet sniffle made the decision for him.


With
every shred of remaining strength, the Hunter dragged himself forward. Hand
over hand, one painful finger's breadth at a time, he pulled himself into the
darkness. His heart pounded in his throat as he pawed blindly at the rubble,
expecting the mountain to shift and collapse atop him once more. 


His
fingers met empty air, and a small hand grasped his. Hailen tugged and pulled
with all his childish strength. The valiant effort renewed the Hunter's determination.
Clawing and scrabbling at the rocks, he struggled his way to freedom. His head
slipped into the open, and with a desperation borne of hope, he wriggled the
rest of his body free and collapsed against a wall.


Hailen's
little hands fumbled for him in the darkness. "Hardwell?"


"I'm
here, Hailen. We made it." His triumphant laugh rang out in the chamber.
The movement sent a twinge shooting through his side, turning his laughter into
a groan. "Just…give me…a moment."


He
turned his attention inward and focused on the pulverized bones, lacerated
flesh, and torn muscles of his foot. Lightning crackled through his nerves,
slicing into his brain as he willed the foot to heal. Sensation returned to the
deadened nerves, and a scream burst from his lips at the rush of heat.


"Hardwell!"



Gasping,
he clutched Hailen's hand. "I'm…fine!"


He
tested the foot. Flesh, bone, and muscle had returned to their normal form,
though they had yet to heal. Though it felt like an army of fire ants devoured
his leg, he could stand. Grimacing, he pulled himself to his feet. 


"Let's
find a way out of here, eh, boy?" Darkness hid Hailen's face, but the
Hunter's hand found tear-stained cheeks. "Come on, now. No time for tears.
If we're going to get out of here, we have to be brave. Can you do that?"


"Yes,"
Hailen said in a weak voice. 


"Good.
Now let's see if we can find the door." He fumbled in the inky blackness
until he found the stone walls. He ran his fingers over the Serenii symbols,
but had no time to wonder about their meaning. The room grew hotter with each
passing second. Already, the temperature approached unbearable. He could
indulge his curiosity later. 


He
drew in a deep breath. Dust and steam set him coughing, but beneath it, he
smelled the reek of iron. He followed the scent, feeling his way along the
wall. If he could reach the door, they had a chance of getting out of here.


The
skin of his fingers crawled as they touched iron. He jerked back, but the pain
was welcome. He'd found their way out. Ripping off his stolen Elivasti tunic,
he tore it in half and wrapped the strips around his hands. They made awkward
gloves, but at least they prevented his skin from touching the poisonous metal.



He
felt along the door, and hope surged through him as he found a small crack in
the upper corner of the solid metal panel. It
must have gotten damaged in the collapse! The cave-in had nearly killed
them, but now it provided them a way out. 


Digging
his fingers into the crack, he tugged on the door. His forearms and back
protested from the strain, but hope flooded him as the corner of the iron gave
a tiny groan and bent. 


Yes! 


Determination
renewed, he gripped the door and pulled. He screamed with the effort, but he
wouldn't give up, not so close to freedom. He stoked his inner furnace of rage
and hatred, adding the fuel of his sorrow and guilt over Master Eldor's death.
The pressure mounted in his chest until his heart felt ready to explode, and
still he struggled. They had to escape! 


With
agonizing slowness, the door groaned and buckled. The mountain rumbled and
shifted, and stones clattered all around him. The weight of the stones added to
his efforts, bending the door further. A current of fresh air wafted across his
face. He attacked the door again, heedless of the agony in his hands and arms.
Placing a foot on the stone wall, he threw every shred of strength into the
effort. His muscles corded, and the door slowly buckled inward.


A
low rumble came from the ceiling, and a trickle of dust hit his face. Hope
fled, replaced by terror at the ominous growl of shifting stone. 


"Hailen!"
He fumbled for the boy in the darkness.


Hailen's
arms wrapped around his legs. "I'm here."


Without
hesitation, the Hunter lifted Hailen and shoved him through the small gap he'd
opened in the door. Desperate, he threw his weight against the door, straining
to pull it open enough to slip through. He couldn't risk getting cut by the
metal. The clatter of falling rocks told him he had no more time. Biting back
his fear, he clawed his way through the opening in the door. His skin screamed
at contact with the iron, but he forced his way through. With a gasp, he
collapsed to the stone floor of the passage. A heartbeat later, the chamber
roof caved in. 


The
Hunter leapt to his feet. "Run, Hailen!" Seizing the boy's hand, he
raced down the tunnel. Behind them, the rumbling grew louder as the mountain
collapsed. The ground heaved and bucked beneath them. The Hunter stumbled and
rebounded off the wall. Fresh blood trickled from a wound in his head, but he
forced himself on. They had to escape before the mountain collapsed atop them.


Hailen
cried out, and the boy's hand slipped from his.


"Hailen!"
The Hunter whirled. His hands fumbled in the darkness, searching for the boy.


"Hardwell,"
Hailen wailed. 


The
Hunter scooped up the fallen boy and rushed down the passage. The added weight
set his lungs alight, but he forced his exhausted legs to keep pumping. Sweat
stung his eyes and dripped down his back. Animal instinct and pure stubbornness
kept him stumbling on through the darkness. He could see nothing, hear nothing
but the thunderous rumble of falling stone, but he couldn't stop, not until he
got Hailen to safety.


Far
too soon, he reached the limits of his strength. Slowing to a staggering walk,
he half-dropped Hailen and slumped. He lay on the floor for long minutes,
struggling for breath, fear coursing through him as the sound of the crumbling
mountain echoed in the tunnel. 


Have to…keep going!


He
dragged himself up a wall, but his legs refused to hold him upright. Exhaustion
seeped into every muscle. "Just…give me…a minute." 


"Hardwell?"
Hailen's voice sounded beside him, and a small hand squeezed his. "I'm
scared. I don't like the darkness." He snuffled. 


The
Hunter gripped the boy's hand. "I know, Hailen. I'm scared too." He
swallowed the lump in his throat. "But we're alive, and that's what
matters. Trust I will keep you safe, no matter what." With a groan, he
stood and pulled Hailen to his feet. "We will find our way out of here."


"But
how?"


"I
don't know. But we'll do it together." 


The
Hunter reached for Soulhunger. All of us.
The blade hung in its sheath, the gemstone pressed against his bare skin.
Its voice pounded in his head, a whisper of contentment. It had fed well.


I have work for you, he told the dagger. Find your prey.


The
blade had the Sage's scent. Its gentle throbbing tugged him down the tunnel.
Gripping Hailen's hand firmly, he strode down the tunnel. The Sage's heartbeat
pulsed in his ears, a distant sound that beckoned to him. Soulhunger wouldn't
be satisfied until it had found the demon and slaked its thirst with the
Sage's. Even if the dagger dragged him across the face of Einan, he would not
stop until the demon was dead. 


I'm coming for you, you bastard! Run and
hide—you will not escape the Hunter.
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The
burning ache in the Hunter's spine faded the moment he rounded a bend in the
Serenii passages and saw the pinprick of light. Almost there! 


Excitement
and relief set his heart racing. Against all odds, he'd survived. 


A
lump rose in his throat. But at what cost? 


The
gloom that settled over him had nothing to do with the lightless passages.
Somewhere in the darkened tunnels behind him lay Master Eldor, the closest
thing he'd had to a father. The old Elivasti had done everything in his power
to prepare the Hunter for his battle with the Warmaster and the Sage. Too late,
the Hunter discovered a way to turn the Elivasti against the Sage. The
blademaster had died in vain, a senseless death caused by a millennia-old oath.



He
gritted his teeth. No, his death had to
have meaning. He glanced down. Because of Master Eldor's sacrifice, he'd
rescued the boy from Kara-ket and the Sage's clutches. It had to be enough.


A
worry nagged at the back of his mind. Taking Hailen from Kara-ket presented a
new set of challenges. In time, the Irrsinnon
would overtake Hailen, and he would descend into madness. The twin temples of
Kara-ket had held back the curse of the Elivasti, but now, on the open road, he
had no way to protect the boy. 


Not without giving up Soulhunger. The demon had called the gemstone in
Soulhunger's hilt "the handiwork of the Serenii". They would repel
the Irrsinnon, but for how long? And
could he bear to give up the dagger? Soulhunger was as much a part of him as
his hands and feet. Though he hated what the blade drove him to do, he had come
to accept the fact that he needed it.


But
he needed Hailen, too. The boy's presence drove back the demon's shrieks and
Soulhunger's incessant demands for blood. Without Hailen, he would have
descended into madness long ago. Hailen had saved his life in the Advanat, and
he'd done so again in the tunnels. Whatever Serenii magick the boy's blood
activated, it had given him a fighting chance against the Elivasti. His need to
protect Hailen had kept him alive, even through an impossible predicament. 


With
the continued return of his memories, he had come to understand why he felt so
protective over the boy. In his visions of the past, he'd felt that way about
his mystery woman—my wife! She'd
carried his child, and though She’d betrayed him before the child was born, the
instinct to care for and shelter both of them had been strong.


He
looked down. Hailen stirred in his arms, whimpering. The boy needed his sleep,
even if it meant the Hunter had to carry him. The fire in his arms and back was
nothing compared to the joy of knowing he'd saved the boy.


But
the Sage had escaped. That sat like a bitter melon in his stomach. He'd saved
Hailen, but the Sage planned to unleash the Great Destroyer on Einan. How many
would suffer and die because he'd chosen to rescue the boy instead of killing
the demon?


He hasn't escaped yet! He turned his attention inward, focusing
on Soulhunger. A quiet pounding echoed in the back of his mind. The Sage's
heartbeat. I can still track him down.


The
demon could flee across the Frozen Sea or delve into the deepest reaches of the
Mines of Ishat: Soulhunger would track him down. The dagger had the demon's
scent, and it would follow him to the ends of the world.


But
the Hunter knew where the Sage intended to go. The Abiarazi had shared details
of his plan as a means of gaining the Hunter's trust, never expecting him to
live through his encounters with the Warmaster and Master Eldor. In that, he'd
made a mistake. He'd told the Hunter his destination.


Enarium. 


Everything
the Hunter discovered pointed him in the direction of the fabled Serenii city.
He'd encountered the name first in Malandria, but his meeting with the demon in
Al Hani had confirmed the importance of the lost city. 


He
had to find his wife and child. 


A
child. Such an odd thing to ponder. He had had a child. Him! An assassin, descendant of demons. A father. Was it a boy or a
girl? Jaia or Rivan.


The
name brought back memories of the time spent in Master Eldor's camp. He
swallowed the lump in his throat and pushed away the sorrow at the old
Elivasti's passing. He'd called himself Rivan then. But it hadn't been his true
name. It belonged to his child. 


So
how had he come up with it—that name,
from among countless others? For that matter, how had he come up with the name Elivast for his horse before ever
meeting the Elivasti? They had to be threads of memories that hadn't been
completely erased by the Illusionist Clerics. After all, images of Her had
slipped into his mind, along with Her scent. Perhaps the ritual of the
Illusionists hadn't stolen his memories—simply locked them away.


Whatever
the case, he had to reach Enarium. If
his memories were to be trusted, he'd seen Her last in Enarium. Perhaps She
hadn't left. Even if She had, surely he could find clues of Her whereabouts.


But
Hailen needed to get to Enarium as well. The Serenii had built the city as a
conduit for their power—the power that held the Irrsinnon at bay. Bringing Hailen to the lost city would be a
short-term solution for the madness. But if Enarium truly was their greatest
achievement, surely some of the Serenii knowledge remained. Perhaps he could
find a proper cure. 


Hailen
stirred in his arms. "Hardwell?"


"Yes,
Hailen?"


"I
can walk, you know. I'm not a little kid."


"Of
course." Grinning, the Hunter set the boy on his feet and pointed to the
light, now much closer. "We're almost there." 


"Oh,
good! Then we'll see Ash and Elivast. And get something to eat, right? I'm
hungry."


"We'll
definitely find you some food. But we
have to get there first."


"Race
you!" Hailen took off down the tunnel, running as fast as his short legs
could carry him. 


A
lump rose in the Hunter's throat. He had had
to do something to stop the Irrsinnon from
stealing Hailen's mind. He couldn't lose this happy, friendly boy to the
Elivasti curse.


In
his memory of his time among the Elivasti, Master Eldor's son, Aerden, had
fallen victim to the madness. It had sapped his mind and worn away at the young
man who was like a brother to him. In the end, it had driven him to the
Expurgation—and his death.


I won't let that happen to Hailen! He didn't know how the madness would
manifest, but didn’t care. Hailen deserved better. 


An
odd thought struck him. But what if it
won't? The Sage had called Hailen a "Melechha". Whatever the bloody hell that means. The
Elivasti had spat the name with hatred and revulsion. Perhaps Hailen was not Elivasti. Perhaps he had nothing to
fear from the Irrsinnon. 


No,
he knew he hoped in vain. Already, he had noticed the first signs. Since that
day in the Advanat, what seemed a lifetime ago, a change had begun in the boy.
Through his actions, Hailen had taken his first steps down the path that led to
madness. 


I have to try to stop it. And the only
place I can think of to find answers on this ancient Serenii curse is in
Enarium.


The
journey would be difficult. He had to cross the Whispering Waste, travel to
Vothmot, and find a guide to lead him into the Empty Mountains. As it was, he
had no idea how to reach the lost city. The Sage had mentioned a work of
Taivoro, a story following the works of a Journeyman bard. Given what he knew
about Karannos Taivoro—mad playwright, first Illusionist Cleric—the truth would
be well-hidden. 


Then
there was the matter of the Withering. He'd overheard the Sage's Elivasti
talking about the demon's urgent desire to reach Enarium before the Withering,
whatever that was. The Elivasti had said it was still a month off. He'd have to
find out about it on his way to Enarium. He had to know more if he was to
thwart the Sage's plans to restore Kharna to life.


After
he killed the Sage, he would hunt down the rest of the demons spread across
Einan. He had a clear image of the Sage's map, complete with the details of his
agents and spies. He had to hope the Sage wouldn't have the time or manpower to
waste on communicating with his underlings, at least not until he reached
Enarium. 


Pity you won't reach that city alive,
you bastard! He reached
for Bardin's silver pendant and felt the smooth surface with his thumb. 


Soulhunger
would lead him to the demon. He would have justice for the countless people
that had died on the Sage's orders. He would avenge Master Eldor's death. Einan
would be cleansed of the Abiarazi scourge once and for all.


“But what does that mean for you?” the demon whispered in his mind. “You are of their blood, are you not?”


The
Hunter squeezed the pendant and fought back the voice. He had no desire to
contemplate what came after; he could only focus on what came next. He'd have
plenty of time to think about the future once he found Her and put an end to
the Sage. 


His
fingers felt for the scars on his chest. Too many had died because of the
demons. He would—


What? Something was wrong. He sprinted toward the mouth of the
tunnel and burst into the light. Staring down at his blood and dust-caked
chest, his jaw dropped. 


The scars. Th-They're…gone! 


The
day he'd left Voramis, a bolt of lightning had struck him atop the Palace of
Justice. Somehow, it had erased the scars. But since then, he'd etched scores
of new scars into his chest with every life Soulhunger consumed. Yet only a
handful remained. 


His
fingers traced each familiar scar. The over-large knot of flesh over his heart
belonged to the First and Third of the Bloody Hand. The jagged, angry-looking
scar was all that remained of Toramin, the demon hiding among the Order of
Midas. Two near-identical blemishes marked the passing of Garanis, Illusionist
Cleric of Malandria, and Asalah, Queen of Al Hani. A broad band of raised red
tissue could only belong to the Warmaster. The five remaining marks had been
left by the death of the Sage's Elivasti.


But what about all the others? Dozens, perhaps hundreds, had died at
his hands since leaving Voramis. But no scars remained in memory of their
deaths. What made those scars
unimportant? More importantly, how had they disappeared?


Too many questions, and not enough
answers. But he knew
where to find answers. 


With
a grin, he followed Hailen down the mountainside toward the village of
Kharan-cui. There, he would find his horses, and provisions for the long trip.
Below him lay the first step toward finding answers. Answers about Hailen.
Answers about the Sage and the Abiarazi. Answers about the Serenii. Answers
about his past.


Once
again, all roads led in the same direction. His past, present, and future would
come together in the lost city of the Serenii. 


So be it. To Enarium we will go. And may
the Watcher have mercy on anyone who gets in my way!
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The
Hunter could not outrun the storm. 


Lightning
flashed all around him, so bright it pained his eyes. The very air seemed to
sizzle and come alive with the force of the tempest. The storm clouds billowed
high above him like an enormous beast of darkness and fury, filling the sky
with an endless cacophony of bellowing thunder. It had earned the name the
locals whispered in fear: the Shattering Tempest.


The
Hunter's eyes fixed on the solitary "island" of stone in the middle
of the Whispering Waste. It stood at least half a league away; the black clouds
loomed closer with every thundering heartbeat. But he had to reach the shelter of stone before the lightning struck them.


Not
for his sake, but for the sake of the small figure clutched in his arms. 


Hailen
rode in the saddle behind him, head buried in the Hunter's back. The sound of
his whimpering was faint, drowned out by the pounding of the horses' hooves. 


The
Hunter cast a glance over his shoulder. The massive wall of clouds reached
dark, smoky fingers toward him, as if seeking to drown him in their boiling,
windswept embrace. The Whispering Waste belied its name; the thunder rolling
across the vast expanse of emptiness could shatter mountains. Bolts of
lightning struck the ground all around, sending shards of the salt-covered
earth spraying like a hail of arrows. A piercing, shrieking wind set his cloak
flapping and tugged at him, as if seeking to drag him from the saddle. 


Yet
no rain poured from the clouds. The boiling, seething frenzy of the storm
seemed hell-bent on punishing travelers that dared to brave the torturous
crossing. 


The
Hunter bent lower in the saddle and urged Elivast to greater speed. The horse
stumbled for a moment before taking off into a full gallop. Elivast was tiring,
but the Hunter couldn't slow. If those blazing spears of lightning and
hurricane winds caught them in the open, they wouldn't survive. The horses
could rest in the shelter of the stones.


The
sharp, pungent tang of lightning hung on the air, and the Hunter's heart
lurched as a massive crack shattered
the ground twenty paces to his right. The echoing thunderclap nearly deafened
him. His head rang and the brightness stung his eyes.


The
small island of stone drew nearer one heart-rending pace at a time. Elivast's
flashing hooves ate up the ground at a gallop, but the Hunter recognized the
signs that the horse was tiring. Ash, Hailen's stocky desert horse, pounded
alongside them, on the verge of panicking. The Hunter couldn't change horses
now; he needed Elivast to carry the extra weight of Hailen's little body.


Come on! He gritted his teeth. Just a little farther.


An
ear-splitting BOOM echoed from behind
him a heartbeat after blinding light split the roiling sky. Shards of salt
showered across the Hunter's back with stinging force. The Shattering Tempest
had caught up.


The
air crackled and sizzled as spears of lightning slammed into the ground all
around him. A deafening symphony of thunder roared past him, swallowing him in
its ear-splitting fury. Howling winds whipped shards of salt through the air
with enough force to shred skin. 


Elivast
screamed, and terror drove him faster. The Hunter could do little more than
cling to the saddle and hope Hailen held on as the horse raced to the
outcropping of stone in the middle of the sea of white. 


Lightning
split the air in front of them, barely ten paces away. The concussive blast
washed over the Hunter, nearly hurling him from the saddle. His head spun with
such force it drowned out the voice shrieking in his mind. Elivast staggered,
shocked by the lightning. 


"Elivast!"
The Hunter's shout sounded so faint through the ringing in his ears.
"We're almost there!" He dug his heels into the horse's ribs. Slowly,
Elivast tottered forward, stumbling into a full gallop to cross the last forty
paces to the small island of stone.


The
Hunter, blinking away tears and fighting to see, turned Elivast's head toward
the only place that would offer them any shelter from the storm. Four obsidian
stones stood in the heart of the island of land that rose from the endless sea
of white salt-covered ground of the Whispering Waste. Ten paces tall and three
wide, the midnight monoliths leaned inward, providing a pitiful windbreak. 


Elivast
shied from the stones, but the Hunter pushed him onward. The stench of rot and
decay twisted the Hunter's stomach. These were Dolmenrath, the creations of the Serenii, whispered to have been
used to summon demons during the War of Gods thousands of years earlier. The
stones emanated an almost tangible pall of malevolence.


But
he had no choice. These stones offered the only shelter from the lightning, the
buffeting winds, and the stinging spray of salt. 


He
leapt from the saddle, whirled to scoop Hailen up, and dashed the last five
paces to the circle of standing stones. Stepping into the circle felt like
stepping into mire—no earthly mud, but a thick, suffocating mass of evil.


The
Hunter fought the dread writhing within him and ducked into the shadow of an
obelisk. The massive stone blocked the worst of the wind, and the Hunter drew
his long, dark cloak across his face to protect himself and Hailen. 


The
monoliths hummed around him as
lightning struck at them with sizzling fingers. An eerie wailing pierced the
ring of obsidian stones, stabbing into his ears and setting his head ringing.
Hailen’s presence pushed back the voices in his mind, but he could not escape
the wailing of the wind. It seemed voices whirled all around him, screeching,
shrieking, begging, pleading. He could make out no words but could not escape
the chaos. 


The
Hunter gritted his teeth against the pain. Closing his eyes, he forced himself
to take slow, deep breaths.


"Hardwell?"
Hailen's whimper, so close to his ear, pierced the raging maelstrom. 


"We're
alive, Hailen." The Hunter gripped the boy tighter—as much for his own
comfort as for Hailen's. "We're alive," he repeated. 


"I-I'm
scared." Hailen snuffled in his arms. "I don't like the wind. The
voices…they're…telling me…"


"Don't
listen to them. Just listen to me. The voices aren't real. They're just a trick
of the wind."


He
spoke the words to comfort Hailen, but he knew the truth. He had heard voices
for years—the voice of Soulhunger, the dagger he'd inherited from his demonic
father; the voice of the demon living in his mind; the voices of the dead in
Malandria. The more he tried to ignore them, the louder and more insistent they
grew. 


Hailen
had inherited his own curse: the Irrsinnon,
the madness that gripped all Elivasti. The purple-eyed descendants of the
Serenii were fated to insanity unless they took the opia, a fruit that grew in two places on Einan. They had left Shana
Laal behind; they had to reach Enarium, the Lost City of the Serenii, to find
the cure for the boy before the madness overtook him.


The
Hunter pulled the cloak tighter about them. The wind whipped at the cloth,
trying to rip it from his grasp. Though his forearms and hands ached, he fought
to retain his grip. They had to weather the storm.


Hailen
whimpered in his arms, terrified. 


"Hailen,
did you ever hear the story of Agarre the Giantslayer?" 


The
boy's sobbing fell silent. After a moment, he replied, "No. Will you tell
it to me?"


The
Hunter smiled. "Of course. Once upon a time, there was a young girl who
lived in a small village. Agarre was her name…"


For
what seemed an eternity they sat, boy and man huddling together in their
cloaks, a pathetic shelter from the storm. The Hunter spoke in a soft, soothing
voice, telling the boy the story of Agarre, the heroine that killed the giants
in the Empty Mountains. He did it to calm Hailen but found it calmed him as
well. So long as he remained fixed on the boy in his arms, he did not think
about the storm raging around him.


Gradually,
Hailen relaxed, and soon his chest rose and fell in the rhythm of sleep. The
Hunter marveled; how could the boy sleep at a time like this? Yet, with his
arms wrapped firmly around the boy, he felt an odd sense of peace. Chaos and
destruction whirled all about, but, like the island of stone amidst the endless
expanse of the Whispering Waste, he had a refuge from his tempestuous life with
this little boy.


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter awoke to absolute silence. The wind had ceased its wailing, and the crack of lightning retreated. The sound
of Hailen's breathing filled the little cocoon of his thick cloak. But when he
peered out at the world around him, a cloak of stillness had descended.


The
Whispering Waste was truly a barren expanse, as silent as it was empty. The
Hunter could hear the gentle pounding of his own heartbeat in the absolute
stillness. Sunlight gleamed off the ocean of white all around him, so dazzling
he had to shield his eyes from its brilliance. The black stone of the Dolmenrath was the only spot of color in
an endless expanse of emptiness. For leagues in every direction, the Hunter
saw…nothing.


The
Whispering Waste had a harsh, desolate beauty like nowhere else on Einan. The
salt flats stretched a hundred leagues from east to west and fifty from north
to south. The strange-shaped hexagonal, cubical crystals reflected the light
like snow, filling the air with a terrible heat that not even the thundering
storm had fully beaten back. A maze of tiny cracks and fissures made the
salt-covered ground seem like a maddening puzzle of pieces that had been forced
together. 


Hailen
stirred in his arms and poked his head out of the cloak. "It's gone,
right?" 


"Yes."
The Hunter set the boy down and climbed to his feet. "The storm is over.
Which means we need to get back to riding. I'm going to check on the horses.
You keep away from the black stones, you hear?" 


"Yes,
Hardwell." Hailen nodded, an eager expression on his face. He laughed and
threw himself into a pile of sand driven into a pile by the wind. He waved his
arms and legs. "Look, Hardwell, salt angels!" 


The
Hunter smiled. The boy saw the world around him with a bright-eyed eagerness
the Hunter envied. Where the Hunter saw an arid desert of salt where nothing
grew, not even the fiercest desert cactus, Hailen saw a marvelous landscape out
of the legends and myths.


Elivast
and Ash stood in the lee of one of the Dolmenrath
obelisks. Both horses showed signs of fatigue. Elivast's head hung down,
his ears drooping and his eyes dull. Ash snorted at his approach, but didn't
lift his head. The storm had sapped what little remained of their strength.


The
Hunter dug into the packs and produced one of their last waterskins. He hadn't
considered just how much water the horses would need to get across the
Whispering Waste. Though the crossing would only take four days—according to
the tavernkeeper at Whiteridge, the village where he'd bought supplies for
their journey—the horses each needed to drink at least five gallons per day.
Between water, feed for the horses, and food for him and Hailen, they carried a
heavy load.


The
Hunter removed their saddles and blankets and gave them a good brushing down.
Salt crystals fell from their manes, tails, and coats. He took care to do a
thorough job—even the smallest crystals could rub until the skin blistered and
cracked. At Saltfall, the village just east of the Whispering Waste, he'd give
the horses a day to rest. It was all they could afford. 


The
storm had cost valuable time. In the back of his mind, he could feel the thump, thump of his target's heartbeat
growing fainter with every passing second. 


He
gritted his teeth. I'm coming for you,
you bastard! 


He
hunted the Sage, the mastermind behind the Abiarazi's plan to free Kharna, the
Great Destroyer. 


Thoughts
of the demon brought a surge of fury to the Hunter's chest. The Sage had used
him to eliminate the Warmaster, a rival Abiarazi that controlled the Masters of
Agony, professional torturers twisted by the demon's cruel torments. The Hunter
had intended to kill the demon, but he hadn't counted on being forced to kill
Master Eldor, the Elivasti that found him, welcomed him into his home, and
trained him decades earlier. The Sage had forced Master Eldor to face the
Hunter; the old Elivasti had sacrificed himself so his people could survive. 


For
that—and his many other crimes—the Sage would die a painful death. 


As
long as Soulhunger still had the demon's heartbeat, it could track him anywhere
on Einan. He knew the Sage hurried to reach Enarium in time for something
called “the Withering”. His only hope of stopping the demon was catching him
before he unleashed whatever evil plan he had. 


Fury
set his hands shaking. The Hunter stowed the horse brush and re-saddled the two
horses. It was time to move. 


He
turned to call Hailen, and his heart stopped when he saw no sign of the boy.
"Hailen!" A hint of panic tinged his voice. "Hailen, where are
you?"


"Aha!"
With a little laugh, the boy jumped out from behind the farthest of the four Dolmenrath stones. "Did I scare
you?" 


"Absolutely,"
the Hunter growled, biting back on his anger. "We've got to move."
His gut tightened as Hailen trotted past the black obelisks toward him. 


The
four monoliths contained an immense amount of power, a remnant of the Serenii
that had created them. Though the power was locked away in those stones, it
could be summoned by a single drop of Hailen's blood. He'd seen what they could
do in the Advanat Desert and again in the mountains beneath Kara-ket, the twin
temples of the Sage and the Warmaster. Both times, the use of that power had
changed Hailen. First, his eyes had turned purple. Slowly, the Irrsinnon, the madness that Hailen and
all other descendants of the Serenii, had begun to claim him. It had gotten
worse over the last week. 


The
Hunter's gaze went to the blade hanging from the makeshift baldric he'd
fashioned for Hailen.


Feed me! Soulhunger insisted, its voice faint in
the back of his mind. 


He
hated being separated from the dagger—it had been with him since his first
memory, as much a part of him as his midnight black eyes or his body's unique
ability to heal itself. But he hated being near Soulhunger just as much. The
blade's voice had grown louder, more insistent since his last kill nearly four
days earlier. It lusted for blood and would not give him peace until he
satiated its demands.


In
Kara-ket, he had learned a secret: something about Soulhunger's gemstone, the source
of that voice, kept Hailen's madness at bay. Whenever possible, he let the boy
carry the dagger. Its presence protected Hailen from the Irrsinnon. Only when he went hunting, both to appease the voice in
his mind and Soulhunger's demands, did he take the dagger. He knew it angered
Soulhunger—the blade craved the life force of his victims—but he did it for the
boy's sake.


"Come
on, Hailen." He held out a hand. "We've got a few hours before the
sun sets."


"Will
it be all gold and red and purple like yesterday?" Hailen's eyes sparkled.



The
Hunter shrugged. "We'll find out soon enough." 


He
lifted Hailen into Ash's saddle, careful not to touch the boy's skin. Contact
with demons—Abiarazi and Bucelarii alike—triggered something within Hailen,
making his fingernails bleed. The sight of it had startled and even terrified
the Sage. The demon had called the boy "Melechha".
One more question for the Hunter to answer.


Mounting
Elivast, the Hunter closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. There, in the
back of his mind, he felt the Sage's heartbeat echoing. 


A
grim smile touched his lips as he kicked Elivast into motion. You won't escape me, Sage.
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To save the future, he must confront the truth
of his past.


The Hunter will not rest until his blade pierces the demonic Sage’s
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and through a barren mountain range. Beside him is Hailen, the violet-eyed
child with mysterious abilities long believed lost—abilities that are dragging
the boy deep into madness.
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It’s a race against time to kill a demon, save
a child, and avert the end of the world.
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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 Seeker Characters


(in order of appearance/mention)


The Hunter of
Voramis/Hardwell: legendary
assassin, half-demon, wielder of Soulhunger (Chapter 1)


The Sage: shadowy figure mentioned by Toramin and
Garanis in in Darkblade Outcast, again
mentioned by Queen Asalah in Darkblade Protector,
demon, devious as all hell (Chapter 1)


The Warmaster: ruler of the Masters of Agony, vicious
bastard, delights in torture, psychopath, 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) 


Bardin: former Illusionist Cleric, homeless
madman, very bald, slain by the demon Toramin in Darkblade
Outcast (Chapter 1)


Toramin: demon in human flesh, murderer, slain by
the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
1)


Garanis: Illusionist Cleric, demon in disguise,
controlling Father Pietus, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade
Outcast (Chapter 1)


The First/Lord Jahel: Leader of the Bloody Hand and Commander
of the Dark Heresy, demon in disguise (Chapter 1)


Queen Asalah of Al Hani: demon in disguise, plotting to murder
the king and replace him, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 1)


Farida: Child saved by the Hunter (in Life for a Life), sold
flowers, slain by the demon in Darkblade Assassin
(Chapter 1)


Imperius: priest of the Illusionist Cleric
charged with erasing the Hunter’s memories, totally insane, slain by the Hunter
in Darkblade Protector (Chapter
2)


Master Eldor: former trainer of the Hunter, Elivasti,
well-respected, pawn of the Sage, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 2)


Daemos: Elivasti warrior, masqueraded as
assassin to kill the Sage, knocked off the cliff by the Sage (Chapter 9)


Erianus: Elivasti warrior, wise-ass, experienced
fighter, soundly defeated by the Warmaster, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 9)


Hannara: Elivasti warrior, well-endowed, slain by
the Hunter (Chapter 16)


Belros: Elivasti blacksmith, one of Master
Eldor’s co-conspirators in the plot to overthrow the Sage (Chapter 16)


Commodus: beast pit fighter, beast of a man,
slayer of greatcats (Chapter 20)


Gallidus: beast pit fighter, champion, slayer of
cave bears, slain by the Hunter (Chapter 21)


Master Uqio: innkeeper of Kharan-cui, paid by the
Hunter to care for Hailen, not worth his price (Chapter 29)


Dasim: masked Elivasti warrior, co-conspirator
in the plot to overthrow the Sage, traitor and double agent, slain by the
Hunter (Chapter 29)


Il Seytani: legendary bandit roaming the desert of
the Twelve Kingdoms, leader of the Whirlwind Horde, consummate businessman,
cruel, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade Protector (Chapter
32)


Visibos: Cambionari apprentice from Malandria,
locked in the vault in the House of Need in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
33)


Daladar: Elivasti youth, slain by the effects of
the opia (Chapter 35)


Garn and Rhian: Masters of Agony, professional
torturers, less than gentle with the Hunter, slain by the Hunter and Elivasti
(Chapter 41)


Raiken: Elivasti warrior (Chapter 48)


Aerden: Master Eldor’s son, died from the opia side effects (Chapter 57)


 


 


 


 










Nizaa


Nizaa means "defeat" in the tongue
of the Serenii.


 


Objective:


Nizaa is a game
played between two opponents on opposite sides of a board 8 squares wide and 14
squares long.


Each player
has:


[image: *]      12 pieces representing the 12 Gods of
Einan (excluding the Long Keeper)


[image: *]      8 Serfs


The goal of the
game is to defeat the other player by:


[image: *]     Eliminating all the Serfs from the board
("The Long Keeper takes all.")


[image: *]     Eliminate the Master ("The Gods
have fallen."). This occurs when the Master is in a position to be
captured by another god and cannot escape. 


At this point,
the winner declares "Nizaa"


 


Game Setup


The 12 pieces
representing the gods occupy the first two rows. There is no specific
arrangement of the pieces. This accommodates each player's unique strategies
for capturing pieces and defeating their opponents.


The 8 Serfs
occupy the empty spaces of the third and fourth rows. They CANNOT occupy either
the Mountains or the Stronghold.














[image: Game]


[image: Stronghold]


   = Enarium, the Stronghold


[image: Mountains of Pellean]            


= Mountains
of Pellean


 


[image: River]


      = Chasm of the Lost


 


Advantages:


"From mighty Enarium and the
Mountains of Pellean, even mere mortals can challenge the gods."


[image: *]                 
Serfs
occupying the Mountains or Stronghold can defeat a god's piece.


 


"Only in the Chasm of the Lost are
humans safe from almighty wrath."


[image: *]                 
Serfs
placed in the Chasm of the Lost cannot be attacked by the gods, thus forcing
the opponent to attack using their own serfs.


[image: *]                 
Serfs
can remain in the Chasm of the Lost indefinitely to force a stalemate
("deny the Long Keeper his due") or a defeat of the Master.














The Pieces:


Each piece has
its own unique movement:


 


[image: Serf]


The Serf


Lowly, humble,
frail in his mortality. 


Movement:


One square
forward or to either side. Cannot move backward, except to occupy the
Mountains, Stronghold, or Chasm of the Lost.


Abilities:


None


 


 










 


 


[image: Apprentice2]


Garridos, the Apprentice


God of
Enterprise, patron deity of the merchant.


Movement:


Two squares in
any direction. 


Abilities:


Proximity to
the Apprentice (within one space) allows Serfs to move backward even if not
entering Chasm of the Lost, Stronghold, or Mountain.


 


 










 


[image: Beggar2]


The Beggar God


Despised by all
but the destitute and downtrodden.


Movement:


One square in
any direction.


Abilities:


When the
Swordsman is eliminated, the Beggar can move across the board in any direction:
up, down, to the sides, and diagonally. 


 


 










 


[image: Bloody Minstrel2]


The Bloody Minstrel


God of plague,
disease, and horrible music


Movement:


Three squares
in any direction: forward, backward, to either side, diagonally, or any
combination. 


Abilities:


If any piece
remains in the Bloody Minstrel's "aura of disease" (one square in any
direction) for more than one turn, that piece is automatically eliminated. 


 










 


[image: Bright Lady2]


The Bright Lady 


Goddess of
healing


Movement:


One square in
any direction: forward, backward, laterally, diagonally.


Abilities:


Once per game, at
any time, can return ONE piece to the game as long as she is still in play. 


 










 


 


[image: Derelana2]


Derelana 


Lady of
Vengeance


Movement:


Half-way across
the board in any direction: forward, backward, laterally, and diagonally. 


Abilities:


Can move over
Serfs. 


 










 


[image: Illusionist2]The
Illusionist 


God of coin and
success, delights in spreading madness among his followers.


Movement:


Three squares
diagonally


Abilities:


When attacked,
he has the ability to retreat one space. Only a clever mind can trap the
Illusionist. 


 


 


 










 


[image: Lonely Goddess2]The
Lonely Goddess


Goddess of
orphans and broken hearts.


Movement:


Can only move
one square in the direction of the Beggar


Abilities:


If only one
Serf remains and the Lonely Goddess is still in play, the Serf's movement
triples (three squares in any direction). 


 










 


[image: Master2]Kiro,
the Master


God of nobility
and virtue 


Movement:


Up to four
spaces in any direction: forward, backward, laterally, diagonally. 


Abilities:


None 


 


 










 


[image: Maiden2]


The Maiden


Goddess of
purity and devotion; patron of festivities


Movement:


Two spaces in
any direction: forward, backward, to either side, diagonally, or a combination.


Abilities:


Serfs within
one square of the Maiden double their movement (two squares in any direction,
including backward).










 


[image: Swordsman2]The
Swordsman


God of war and
heroism; patron of smiths and metalworkers


Movement:


Can cross the
entire board forward, backward, to either side, or a combination.


Abilities:


None


 


 


 










 


[image: Watcher2]


The Watcher in the Dark


God of law,
order, justice, and righteous vengeance; ruler of the night


Movement:


Three spaces in
any direction: forward, backward, laterally, or diagonally.


Abilities:


If the Master
is threatened, he can combine directional (forward + lateral, sideways +
diagonal, etc.) movements to eliminate the threatening piece. 


 










 


[image: Mistress2]


The Mistress


Goddess of
secret trysts and whispered truths; patron of alchemists


Movement:


Can only move
TWICE in the entire game, but can cross the board in any direction: forward,
backward, laterally, or diagonally.  


Abilities:


None


 


 


 


"To the Long Keeper"


Any time a piece
is captured, it is given to the Long Keeper. Only the Bright Lady can bring a
piece back from the Long Keeper's embrace, and only once per game.


If all of a
player's serfs are captured, death has claimed all of humanity, and the world
of Einan is lost forever. The game is over.










Rules for Play: 


[image: *]                 
Gods
cannot pass over the Chasm of the Lost, Enarium, or the Mountains of Pellean.
They must go around the obstacles.


[image: *]                 
Gods
can travel from Mountain to Stronghold (on the same side of the board). This counts
as one movement. 


[image: *]                 
Gods
must use one movement to enter or exit the Mountain or Stronghold.


[image: *]                 
Gods
cannot attack Serfs in the Chasm of the Lost. Only other Serfs can.


[image: *]                 
Neither
Gods nor Serfs can attack through the walls of a Stronghold. Gods can attack from
atop the Mountains to the land below, but Serfs cannot. They can only attack
other pieces in the Stronghold or Mountains with them.


[image: *]                 
To
overwhelm a Stronghold, three pieces must surround it. Only then can one of the
Gods attack the Serf or God holding the fortress.


[image: *]                 
To
cross hemispheres (from Mountain to Stronghold or vice versa), at least one of
the two spaces must be free.
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