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To
live is to suffer, to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering. -- Sigmund Freud
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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 the man’s
cloak, 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.


 












Chapter Two


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


The
Whispering Waste might have been a harsh wasteland of salt and wind, but the
Hunter had to admit he'd never seen such spectacular sunsets anywhere. Not even
on the ocean the one time he'd journeyed across the Frozen Sea.


Lines
of crimson mixed with threads of gold, sweeping in broad swaths across the dark
blue sky. The last traces of sunlight tinged everything in a rosy glow that
seemed unnaturally peaceful in contrast with the storm that had raged hours
before. The salt flats mirrored the play of colors in the sky, turning the
world around them into a glorious, swirling mass of mingled hues and shades of
brilliance. 


The
Hunter and Hailen sat in silence for long moments, mesmerized by the beauty, content
to watch the last rays of sun disappear in the darkness. The air beneath the
shade of the towering palm trees was cool and fresh, a welcome relief from the
blistering heat of the Whispering Waste.


The
Hunter pressed another chunk of bread into the boy's hand. "Eat. You had a
long day riding Ash."


Hailen
looked up at him, curiosity filling his odd purple eyes. "Are you going to
eat, Hardwell?"


"I
already did," the Hunter said, rubbing his belly for emphasis. "I'm
so full it feels like I ate an entire camel!" 


Hailen's
nose wrinkled. "Ew! Camels are stinky and noisy." He frowned.
"They probably taste bad, too."


The
Hunter chuckled. "I don't doubt it. All tough and stringy." 


The
camel a few paces away seemed to take offense, for it grunted and let out a long
rumbling hiss. The sound covered the growling of the Hunter's stomach. Right
now, he'd choke down a camel haunch or even a bit of boiled hoof. He hadn't
eaten more than a few bites in the last two days. Their meager supplies would
run out before they reached Saltfall. Hailen needed to eat more than he. 


He'd
tried to trade with the small group of merchants they'd encountered at the Glowing
Spring, the only oasis in the middle of the Whispering Waste, but the traders
refused. They'd need every scrap of food to get across the salt flats. 


Thankfully,
water was plentiful at the Glowing Spring. A deep stone basin surrounded the
small pool, preventing the salt from leeching through the earth and into the
water. A crude shelter of stone with a decaying thatched roof provided meager
shelter from the wind and sun. Though the wind kicked up white crystals, the
natural rock formations and a wall of sun-baked clay bricks laid by careful
hands protected the pool. The water had only a hint of salinity—fresh enough
for horses and men alike to drink. There'd even been enough to wet the horses
to cool them down at the end of the long, hot day. 


He’d
obtained a map to the oasis from Whiteridge, but his desperate flight from the
storm had blown him off course. He and Hailen had only stumbled onto the
Glowing Spring by the Mistress’ own luck. He'd spotted the camel train across
the flat wastelands, and it had taken the better part of the afternoon to reach
their campsite. 


The
four men of the caravan eyed them with the passing interest of fellow
travelers. They'd accepted his well-rehearsed tale of a pilgrimage to Vothmot
without question. They seemed more concerned with getting their camels ready
for the overnight trek—preferring the evening chill over the blinding white
sands during the day—than getting to know their new companions. 


Their
lack of interest did little to diminish his wariness. After what had happened
with Marin during the crossing of the Advanat Desert, the Hunter maintained a
reserved distance from the travelers. Even though they looked ordinary enough,
even the mildest demeanor could hide any number of depravities. 


"How
far to Saltfall?" he asked as the caravan leader mounted his camel.


The
man stroked his long, neatly-trimmed beard with a frown. "As long as you
keep due east by northeast, you ought to reach it by noon on the day after
tomorrow." He reeked of the perfumed oils in his beard, along with the
stink of camels and the sandalwood he transported.


"And
from there to Vothmot?" The Hunter had a general sense of the direction he
needed to go, but it would be easier to ask these traders, who apparently had
just come from the city.


"Another
five, six days, depending on your pace." The man eyed Hailen. "A bit
of free advice for you: keep a close eye on that boy of yours in Vothmot. It's
always the young'uns that tend to go missing."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Missing?" 


The
merchant's brow furrowed. "Haven't you heard any of the stories?"


The
Hunter shook his head.


"Well,
since as far back as anyone could remember, there've been tales of children
vanishing from the streets." The man stroked his chin. "Nephew of
mine swore his wife's sister's son disappeared, never to be seen again. Now,
I'm not for believing the tales of purple-eyed spirits, but you wouldn't be the
first pilgrim to find Vothmot's grandeur hides a darker side."


The
Hunter's spine stiffened. Purple eyes?


"That
close to the Empty Mountains," the man said, frowning, "there's
always one monster tale or another floating around. I don't give 'em much
credence, but all the same, keep a sharp eye on the lad."


"Thank
you," the Hunter said, nodding. "Any more advice?"


The
man pondered for a moment, then his face split into a grin. "Steer clear
of The Painted House if you want to keep free of disease." He winked at
the Hunter. "The pickings at Divinity House are always better, anyway. Pleasures
that will make you see paradise, and I'm not just talking about the kaffe. Not
that a pilgrim like yourself would be interested in such things, of
course."


The
Hunter nodded. "Devotion to the Master can only be obtained by
understanding the temptations of the flesh then seeking to eradicate
them." He'd heard the doctrine of the Lecterns, priests of Kiro the
Master, spouted many times in Divinity Square in Voramis.


"Right
you are." The man grinned. "Apprentice guard you on your path."
With a nod, he flicked his cane against the camel's neck. The beast groaned and
set off on its plodding path away from the oasis.


The
Hunter watched the four men and their beasts go. The noise of their passage
reached him for a full hour after they left. In the barren silence of the
Whispering Waste, the winds carried the sound across the flat plain.


He
found the man's warning curious. Children
disappearing? Purple-eyed spirits? It had the makings of a legend, but he'd
discovered that many of the things he had once considered myth had a root in
truth. Chief among them the existence of demons and their offspring, the
Bucelarii. Him. 


He'd
long ago come to terms with his heritage. He had always known he was different:
his inhuman abilities, his body's rapid healing, and his vulnerability to iron.
In many ways, the revelation that he was descended from demons had answered
questions about himself.


But
there were many more truths to uncover. 


He
glanced at Hailen. The boy had fallen asleep leaning on their packs. The
mystery of Hailen's past was of far less concern than his future. The
purple-eyed Elivasti in Kara-ket had used opia,
the "fruit of the gods", in a ritual to drive out their inherited
madness. But the Hunter had been forced to flee before he could obtain the
fruit for Hailen. If he didn't reach Enarium soon, the Irrsinnon would claim the boy.


Already,
the signs of madness had become more evident. Even with Soulhunger by his side,
Hailen had a tendency to get lost in his own mind. He would stare off into
space for hours, his eyes blank and ears deaf to the world around. It wasn't as
bad as the madness the Hunter had encountered in his past—with Master Eldor's
son, no less—but he couldn't let the boy suffer the same terrible fate. 


The
Hunter settled into a comfortable position against his own pack. The last
glimmers of daylight had just begun to fade, with the first evening stars
appearing in the sky. 


With
nightfall came the winds. Quiet at first, barely more than a breeze that
ruffled his cloak and caressed his face with chill fingers. It grew stronger,
louder, shrieking in his ears and setting his head aching. Carried on the winds
were the whispers that gave the flatlands their name.


He
could not understand the words, but they seeped into his senses and pierced his
mind with sharp claws. The wailing grew louder, screaming across the empty
expanse of salt flats, carrying with it the stinging crystals of white. 


The
ache in the Hunter's head grew until he could stand it no longer. He threw
himself to his feet and, tucking his cloak around Hailen's sleeping form,
retrieved Soulhunger and his long sword. The feel of solid steel and the weight
of his weapons felt oddly comforting. In brazen defiance of the wailing winds,
the Hunter strode out of the bowl and onto the salt flats.


The
shrieking intensified ten-fold as the voice in the Hunter's head returned.
Hailen's presence kept the voice at bay, but he could never truly be free of
it. It drove him to kill with a relentlessness that not even Soulhunger's
bloodlust could match. The voice of his inner demon would never be content
until the world drowned in a sea of blood and death.


At
the moment, the voice had little coherence, instead filling his mind with a
screeching that added to the cacophony of the winds around him. The Hunter
gritted his teeth and swallowed the acid burning in his throat. He had to face
the demon, if only to prove that he was in control.


He
settled into a guard position, sword and dagger held low. Closing his eyes, he
imagined himself building a wall in his mind—not a physical one, but a
manifestation of his will. Brick by brick it grew, trapping the presence in his
mind and pushing it out of his consciousness. The demon within fought back, and
the Hunter struggled to maintain his grip on the voice. The presence hurled
itself against the rising wall. The Hunter gritted his teeth and made the
mental barrier thicker, stronger, taller. The shrieking, screeching voice grew
fainter until the last brick fell in place and the Hunter stood alone with the
wailing winds.


The
Sage had taught him the trick—one more tool used to manipulate the Hunter into
carrying out his bidding. The Hunter used it to keep the voice at bay,
something that had proven far more challenging since leaving Kara-ket. He had to reach Enarium; not just for
Hailen's sake, but for his own. He had to find a way to get the voices out of
his head.


For
now, he settled on the thing that had always worked: physical exertion. He
moved through the basic sword forms, his movements lithe and graceful, his
muscles pouring power into each strike. Faster and faster he went, losing
himself in the rhythm of block, parry, counter-strike, and thrust. For a few
minutes, he had only the whipping, stinging wind and the pounding of his pulse
for company. 


Sweat
soaked his tunic by the time he finished. Salt crystals formed on his body,
drying out his skin and lips. Returning to the little stone basin, he washed
his face in the water.


An
older, harder face stared up at him from the little pool. The eyes, a shade
darker than black, and the hard, handsome features were his, but new lines
appeared. The burden of loss weighed heavy on him. No matter how hard he tried,
he could not outrun it.


The most recent death stung most of all.
Master Eldor, the Elivasti that trained him in the martial arts, had been like
a father to him in a life long ago. He’d cared for the Hunter in a way no one
else in his memory had. He'd brought him into his home and treated him like a
son, along with his own son. And, when the time had come, the old blademaster
had sacrificed himself so the Hunter could save Hailen.


The Sage had forced the Hunter's hand.
He'd used the oath sworn by the Elivasti to manipulate Master Eldor into a
position where he had to kill the Hunter. Master Eldor had kept his word, and
in doing so, given the Hunter a chance to live. The Hunter would make the Sage
suffer for Master Eldor's sake. The demon would die slowly, painfully.


His
hand went to the scars on his chest. Once, they had numbered in the hundreds, a
reminder of each life ended by Soulhunger's blade. Now, only five remained. One
for each of the demons he'd killed in Voramis, Malandria, Al Hani, and
Kara-ket. The rest had disappeared. How, he had no idea. 


Just
one more question he needed answered.


He
settled back against his pack and stared up at the stars. The lights glimmering
high overhead brought back the memory that had plagued him since leaving
Malandria.


She lay in bed beside him,
smiling down at him with love in Her eyes. The scent of jasmine and honey,
cinnamon and berries.


She leaned in to kiss him.
Her skin warm on his, Her lips rich and sweet. 


"My love," She
said. His heart leapt at the sound of Her voice, so silky and beautiful.
"This must be goodbye."


"But why?" he
asked. 


"Because it will mean
death for the both of us if ever we are to meet," She said. "It is
not to be."


"We have braved death
before," he told Her. "There is nothing to fear."


"I am sorry,"
She told him. "You have brought this upon yourself."


"What—?"


Steel glinted in the light
of the candles. Her face contorted into a mask of rage, and the dagger plunged
toward his heart. 


Beyond
the hunt for the Sage, beyond his need to protect Hailen, the mystery of this
nameless, faceless woman drove him to search for Enarium.


His
wife. Mother of his son—Rivan, we called him. His returning memories
had shown him that much. 


Yet
they'd also shown Her betraying him to the demon-hunting Cambionari, turning
him over to the Illusionist Clerics to have his memories erased. He needed to
know why. She had insisted that he leave
Her and their unborn son. He needed to know why. Deep in his heart, an unknown
longing beckoned him toward Her. He could sense Her presence far to the north.


In Enarium. 


She'd
mentioned the Serenii city, the same place where the Sage intended to enact his
plan to free Kharna, where he would find the secrets to freeing Hailen from the
curse of his blood. 


All roads lead to Enarium.


It
wasn't called the “Lost City” for nothing. No one knew where to find it. He had
only the Sage's heartbeat thumping in the back of his mind to guide him. He
would follow it until—


He
frowned and sat up. Something was wrong. He delved deep into his mind, seeking
out the presence. It had been growing fainter all day, but surely it should be…


He
gasped. The Sage's heartbeat was gone!


He
fumbled in his pack for the strip of cloth he'd taken from the demon in
Kara-ket. Slicing his palm with Soulhunger, he dripped blood onto the blade and
repeated the ritual of seeking. His keen senses hunted the demon's presence
just as he always had sought out his victims in the past. Yet the harder he
tried to concentrate, the more his panic grew.


The
dagger couldn't find the heartbeat. 


Cold
dread seeped into the Hunter's bones. He'd crossed the Whispering Waste using
the Sage's presence to guide him. After all, the Sage would certainly go
straight to Enarium—he knew the way. 


Something
the Sage had told him echoed through his mind. "To enter Enarium, I must become human."


He'd
learned of the curse that kept the Abiarazi from returning to the Lost City.
The curse twisted them into mindless monsters. But humans could enter without
suffering ill-effect, or so the legend held. 


That
was the only explanation that made sense. The Sage had sacrificed the last of
his power to become human. That meant he had already reached the Empty
Mountains and would arrive in Enarium long before the Hunter. 


Damn it! The Hunter ground his teeth. What could
he do now? 


The
one time he'd brought it up to the Sage, the demon had spoken of an ancient
work of the playwright Taivoro. Bardin, the former Illusionist Cleric in
Malandria, had said Taivoro was the founder of the order of priests serving the
Illusionist. If the demon had uncovered the secrets in that work, that meant
the Hunter could find them as well.


He'd
need someone to guide him through the Empty Mountains, and he'd need to get his
hands on that book. And he had to do it quickly. With every day wasted in
search of answers, the Sage would come one step closer to carrying out his
plan. 


If
the Hunter failed, the Great Destroyer would be freed to unleash death and
suffering on the world. 
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Dust
covered the Hunter from head to toe as he and Hailen rode toward the city of
Vothmot. The last leg of their journey across the Whispering Waste had gotten
progressively worse. The flatlands lived up to their names, the voices carried
on the wind growing louder as the voices in his mind did. It had become nearly
impossible to keep out their screeching, wailing, and insistent demands for
death. If Hailen hadn't been there to keep them at bay, the Hunter would have
gone mad.


He
cast a worried glance at Hailen. The boy sat slumped in his saddle, exhausted
from half a day of riding. His eyes had the faraway look the Hunter had come to
dread. He was lost in his thoughts, withdrawing deeper into himself with every
passing day. The Irrsinnon dragged
him farther into its clutches.


The
tightness in the Hunter's shoulders increased with every passing league. He had to get Hailen to Enarium soon,
or the boy would be lost to him forever. He needed to find a guide to lead him
through the Empty Mountains, as well as the book that would guide him to the Lost
City of the Serenii. He'd find both of those, he hoped, in the city before him.


Vothmot
was a city as weathered and rugged as the nearby mountains. A solid wall of
stone—the same grey as the jagged peaks in the distance—rose forty paces high,
and all the traffic into the city funneled through the two city gates to the
south and east. The guards on duty at the gates wore a form of plate armor made
of round metal mirrors atop coats of chain mail, with flowing white cloaks that
marked them as Wardens of the Peak, the lawkeepers of Vothmot. They waved the
Hunter and Hailen through with little more than passing interest. The city saw
all manner of traffic—wagons laden with goods to sell, whole companies of
guards surrounding wealthy noblemen, commoners on aging mounts or making the
journey to the city afoot. A man and his boy would draw little attention.


The
first thing the Hunter noticed as he rode through the gate was the enormous
temple rising in the distance. People flocked to Vothmot on pilgrimage to pay
homage at the Master's Temple, the largest on Einan. The building stood nearly
twice the height of the city wall, with a dazzling blue glass central dome
surrounded by seven towering minarets. The voices of the Lecterns, priests of
Kiro the Master, echoed across Vothmot as they called out the midday prayer. 


The
rest of the city lacked the splendor of the temples. Stone and brick buildings
bordered the broad paved stone avenues, with decorative flourishes of smaller
semi-domes and horseshoe-shaped arches supported by ornately-carved stone
columns. It reminded the Hunter of the city of Aghzaret, but where the people
of Al Hani decorated with bright hues of blue and green, Vothmot preferred
various shades of white and red. Even through the layer of dust that covered
everything, the city seemed to sparkle with a fiery intensity that only added
to the feel of permanence, agelessness. The very buildings seemed as old as the
mountains in the distance.


The
Hunter turned away from the broad avenue that cut through the city toward the Master's
Temple in the north, and instead led Elivast and Ash down a smaller road that
ran east. He had gotten directions to the place he believed Hailen would be
safe for their short stay in Vothmot. 


Safe, what a cruel joke. 


Every
time he thought he kept the boy out of danger, something had happened to pull
him back in. The bandit raid on Sirkar Jeroen's caravan in the Advanat Desert
had led to Hailen's capture and imprisonment. The boy had nearly died at the hands
of Il Seytani, chieftain of the desert raiders, and again in the flight from
the raider camp. When he left Hailen in Kharan-cui to conceal him from the Sage
and the Warmaster in Kara-ket, the demons had brought the boy to manipulate him
into doing their bidding. 


He
shot a glance toward the enormous Master's Temple and the smaller structures
surrounding it. Perhaps he ought to take Hailen to the House of Need and turn
him over to the Beggar Priests. The boy had once had what passed for a normal
life among the priests in Malandria. Until the Hunter turned the temple into an
abattoir, that was. Just being near the Hunter put Hailen in more danger than
he'd ever face in the safety of the temple.


The
burden of guilt and worry had grown with every step closer to Vothmot. The Beggar
Priests at the House of Need would take the boy without question. But every
time he looked into the boy's odd purple eyes, any thought of leaving him fled.
The boy had been changed because of him. He had suffered loss and pain because
of him. He had to find a way to undo the damage he'd done. That meant dragging
the boy through the Empty Mountains toward Enarium in the hope of uncovering a
cure for the Irrsinnon. A cure that
wouldn't end in Hailen's death. 


He
couldn't forget the Sage's wide-eyed shock at seeing the boy. He'd called him
"Melechha". Real fear had
shone in the demon's eyes when he saw the blood dripping from Hailen's
fingertips. Another question the Hunter intended to answer in Enarium.


For
now, the Hunter needed to find a place to keep the boy out of harm's way. The
boy's purple eyes would stand out among the people of Vothmot—people anywhere, really. He'd have to keep
Hailen out of sight and off the streets.


In
Kharan-cui, he'd made the mistake of thinking a tavern would be the safest
place to hide Hailen. Not only had Master Uqio done a poor job of caring for
the boy, he’d allowed the Sage to take him. When the Hunter had returned, he'd
discovered the tavernkeeper offering Ash and Elivast for sale. The Hunter had
made his displeasure clear in no uncertain terms; the inn would need to find
new management. 


No,
if he wanted to keep a child safe, there was only one place to go.


His
eyes fell on the brightly-colored wooden signs lining the narrow avenue that
ran through the Ward of Bliss. Each displayed a ceramic mug filled with a dark
liquid, with the feminine outlines of nude bodies—male and female—depicted by
the lines of rising steam. 


These
were the famous kaffehouses of Vothmot. People as far away as Praamis knew of
Northern Kaffe, a drink that stirred up the blood and stimulated the body's
internal juices. The bitter brew was a favorite among the nobility of Voramis,
though the Hunter had never gotten the taste for it. 


But
the kaffehouses of Vothmot offered more than just steaming cups of kaffe. The
staff of scantily-clad women served the brew to wake men up and provided other
services to keep them up. 


The
Hunter searched the signs for the one he'd heard mentioned by the travelers at
the oasis. The Divinity House was a three-story building of red brick and black
stone, taller than the other kaffehouses beside it. The men and women who sat
around the small metal tables out front wore fine clothing, and more than a few
had jewelry sparkling in their ears, on their hands, and at their throats and
wrists. Clearly the kaffehouse appealed to a clientele of higher economic
standing than the others.


The
doors to the establishment remained shut, preventing passersby from seeing the
activities that occurred inside. Yet one look at the serving women made it
abundantly clear what manner of entertainment was offered. The large trays of
kaffe mugs they carried offered far more protection than their fine garments. All
wore tight, skimpy dresses of made of bright-colored silk and velvet, heavy
with decorative flourishes like peacock feathers, ruffled lace, and beaded
tassels. 


The
Hunter pulled Elivast to a halt in front of Divinity House, dismounted, and
helped Hailen down from Ash. The boy paid him little heed, his eyes glassy and
unfocused. He muttered words the Hunter couldn't understand.


Gritting
his teeth, the Hunter led the boy toward an unoccupied table on the wooden
seating area outside Divinity House. Moments after they took a seat, a serving
woman bustled toward them. 


"Hello,
dearies. What can I get you?" She spoke in a lilting Praamian accent. "How's
about a Ghandian choclat for the
boy." 


The
Hunter nodded. "Yes, thank you." 


"And
for you, hmm?" Her finger traced the outline of the Hunter's shoulders.
"A kaffe with a bit of body in
it?" She gave a little pop of her hips to accentuate the graceful form
barely hidden by her scant outfit. "Big, strong man like you, you look
like you enjoy something extra strength." 


The
Hunter made no attempt to hide his approval of the woman's figure. He was
keenly aware of the near-overpowering rose smell of her perfume and the whisper
of her curled hair on his face as she held his gaze. His eyes wanted to roam
downward, across her bare shoulders to where her bosom threatened to spill free
of her bodice. The tight corset did wonders to accentuate her shapely waist,
curving hips, and long legs. Though she had the lighter skin of a Praamian, the
sun of Vothmot had turned her skin to a rich golden brown.


"Thank
you," he said with great effort, "but just the choclat for the boy. And I'll need to speak to the proprietor of
the house."


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


The
Hunter met her questioning gaze. Beneath the sultry act, he saw sharp
intelligence sparkle in her green eyes. "Better yet, point me in the
direction where I'll find her." He drew out a golden imperial and pressed
it into her hand. "It's important."


The
woman's other eyebrow rose in surprise. "Seems important enough,
aye." Her flirtatious grin returned. "Madame Aioni ought to be
interested."


The
Hunter nodded and stood. "Keep an eye on the boy, and I'll throw in an
extra half-drake for your trouble."


"You
got it, dearie." Her eyes brightened and her smile widened. "Back in
two shakes of a lamb's tail. Just gotta put in the order for your lad's choclat." She flounced across the veranda
and through the shuttered doors into Divinity House. When she returned a moment
later, she slipped into the seat beside Hailen. "The Madame's expecting
you. Trust me, you won't miss her."


"Thank
you." The Hunter hesitated, casting a glance at Hailen. 


"Off
with you," the woman said with a cheery wave and a wink. "He'll be
safe with me." Her saucy tavern wench routine faded, replaced by a
motherly air as she brushed the dust off Hailen's clothing. 


The
Hunter strode through the shuttered doors and into Divinity House. The outdoor
seating area was intended for those who wanted a kaffe, but the interior was reserved for those who wanted something
more. Rich velvet cushions littered bright-colored carpets made by the finest
craftsmen in Al Hani. Candles and dim lamps let off a soft glow that seemed to
make the ornate patterns on the wall tiles come alive. Images of men and women
in various erotic poses hung from every wall. Oil burners hung above the lamps,
filling the air with the scents of rose, jasmine, fennel, and cedarwood. The
heady mixture threatened to set the Hunter's head spinning.


The
Hunter ignored the entwined couples lounging on the plush carpets as he strode
through the main area and down a narrow hallway toward the rear of Divinity
House. At the end of the hall stood a woman that could only be Madame Aioni.
The first lines of age did little to diminish the beauty of her wide almond
eyes, long eyelashes, narrow face, high cheekbones, and full lips. The deep
blue silk robe cinched at her waist only accentuated the shapeliness of her
figure. Her deeply tanned skin and black hair marked her as a native of
Vothmot.


"Madame
Aioni, I presume?" Her unique scent—a mixture of the fragrant oils around
him with just a hint of chamomile and violets—piqued his interest. 


The
woman raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow. "That would be me." She
spoke the common tongue with the odd accent the Hunter had heard more and more
as he approached Vothmot. "How might Divinity House provide your pleasure,
Mister…?"


"Hardwell,
of Praamis." The name came easily to his lips after so many months of
using it. "I need to avail myself of one of your more…unusual
services."


The
woman's lips twitched into a curious smile. "Indeed? We pride ourselves on
delivering anything you could desire." She dropped her voice to a breathy
whisper. "For a strong, handsome man like you, I’m certain we could come
to a mutually pleasurable arrangement. You have but to ask." 


The
Hunter had no doubt the madame had heard every request throughout her years of
running the kaffehouse. He'd seen all
manner of strange and sometimes perverse acts that twisted even his stomach.
The sexual appetites of the Voramian nobility ran to some distasteful places.
But he doubted she'd be expecting what he wanted. 


"I'd
like you to care for my boy." 


"Say
what now?" The polished madame façade cracked in her shock, and her voice
took on the harder edge of a street-born woman. "You having me on for a
laugh?"


The
Hunter hid a smile at her shock. 


"My
boy." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "I need him safe.
Something tells me there's nowhere safer in Vothmot than right here."


Madame
Aioni pursed her lips. "And why, pray tell, do you think that's a service
we offer?" She'd recovered from her surprise, her lace-sniffing aristocratic
persona restored.


The
Hunter gave a dismissive wave. "Because I've got good coin to pay."
He met her gaze. Women in this profession took care to avoid unwanted
pregnancies, but occasional slip-ups always occurred. Many of the women working
in Divinity House would be mothers, though most would have been forced to give
up the child to relatives or to the House of Need. 


On
top of it, high-class brothels and pleasure houses like Divinity House depended
on their reputation for discretion and privacy. Once coin exchanged hands, they
guarded their clients' secrets with a zeal that would make any Secret Keeper
proud. As long as he paid them enough, they would keep Hailen safe until he
returned. They wouldn't let anything happen to the boy, and he wouldn't have to
worry about Hailen's wellbeing. That was more than he could say for Master Uqio
in Kharan-cui.


"Name
your price." The Hunter folded his arms over his chest. "A fair price, mind you."


A
calculating look flashed in Madame Aioni's eyes. "How long?" 


"A
day, maybe two. Add in a stable and feed for the horses." The Hunter had
expected a bit of greed. Life in Voramis had taught him the value of cold, hard
coinage. 


The
madame pondered the question. "With food for the boy and yourself?"
she asked, raising an eyebrow.


The
Hunter shook his head. "Just the boy. I'll fend for myself."


"Fair
enough." Madame Aioni pursed her lips as she tapped a lacquered fingernail
against the elaborate brooch pinned above one ample breast. She looked him up
and down, as if sizing him up—not for his prowess or desires the bedroom, but
the heft of his purse. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she caught sight of the
gemstone in Soulhunger’s pommel. 


"Ten
imperials. Half up front." A sultry smile spread her red-painted lips. “As
you can doubtless imagine, our rooms are worth far more by the hour. And only a
few of my girls are capable of meeting such an unusual request.”


The
Hunter produced the required sum without hesitation. "I'll be back to
collect him as soon as I'm done with my business in town."


For
an instant, Madame Aioni's mouth curled into a little frown, as if disappointed
she hadn’t asked for more. She recovered her smile quickly. “We will be
waiting. Perhaps when you have concluded your business—“


“Thank
you, Madame Aioni.” The Hunter gave her a curt nod. He’d tried to protect the
boy as best he could, but since the very first night, he’d only brought Hailen
more pain, suffering, and misery. Only the Mistress’ own luck had kept Hailen
alive. The Hunter could only keep trying to find the best way to keep the boy
safe—even if that meant dragging him up the mountain to Enarium alongside him.
At least here in Divinity House, Hailen could have a few hours of comfort and
rest before facing the Empty Mountains. 


“See
to it the boy is cared for, and I will consider my coin well-spent.” 


“Certainly,”
the woman said. "Usually men leave their children at home to bring their
business here. Definitely one of the more unusual requests I've had." 


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Can I trust your discretion, Madame? Or will
that cost me extra?" He made no attempt to hide the acid in his tone.


The
madame gave a dismissive wave. "Your boy will be as safe here as if he
were my own son." A hint of sadness passed behind her eyes. 


"Thank
you." The Hunter bowed. "He's sitting out front with one of your
girls."


Madame
Aioni nodded. "Sastia'll be good to him."


The
Hunter turned to leave, but hesitated as he felt Soulhunger's pulsing in the
back of his mind. After a moment, he reached under his cloak and unbuckled the
dagger from his belt. "See that he keeps this on him at all times." 


The
woman's eyebrows rose at sight of the dagger. "What? Why?" 


The
Hunter shook his head. "The why doesn't matter. All that matters is that
he keeps this with him no matter where he is or what he does. Understood?"


The
madame's gaze went from the Hunter to the dagger back to the Hunter, and she
narrowed her eyes. After a moment, she nodded. "I'll see it done."


"Good."
The Hunter found his fingers reluctant to release their grip on Soulhunger's
hilt. It felt odd being parted from the dagger again. Yet he'd do it for the
sake of Hailen's sanity. He doubted he'd need to fight for his life today, but
Soulhunger would keep the Irrsinnon from
consuming the boy.


"Is
there a back way out?" he asked the madame. 


"Aye."
She pointed down a side corridor. "That'll take you into the alley behind
the house, and you can cut through toward the Prime Bazaar.


The
Hunter held out a hand. "Thank you, Madame Aioni." 


She
gripped his hand and smiled, and the expression held genuine warmth.
"We'll keep your boy safe, Hardwell of Praamis."


With
a final worried glance toward the front of the house, the Hunter hurried down
the side passage and out of Divinity House.
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The
Hunter felt naked without Soulhunger as he navigated the thick crowds in Vothmot's
Prime Bazaar. The thick current of people swirled around him, pressing against
and jostling him. It took all his self-control not to growl at the men and
women that moved too close. Without the disguise to conceal his face, he was
exposed.


The
demon in his mind added its furious screeches to the chaos. “You would risk being caught unarmed and
vulnerable? What will happen to your precious Hailen then?”


Don't pretend you care, the Hunter retorted in his mind. All you care about is death. I don't need
Soulhunger to kill. Not that he had any intention of killing anyone here.
He just wanted to get what he needed and get out of Vothmot as quickly as
possible. He had to reach Enarium to free Hailen from the Irrsinnon, stop the Sage from unleashing the Great Destroyer, and
find Her.


Besides, he persisted, we can move more freely
without it. He glanced at the massive temples towering over the Vothmot
rooftops. Since leaving Malandria, he'd purposely avoided any large cities with
temples to the Illusionist Clerics or the Beggar God. The Illusionist's
servants sought to erase his memories while the Cambionari, the warriors Beggar
Priests, would kill him on sight. They had been charged with hunting down the Bucelarii
like him.


If I have to go near the
temples, I can't risk any Cambionari, if there are any in Vothmot, sensing the
dagger's presence. This way, no one will know I'm here and I can be in and out.


The
demon had no coherent response, but its presence radiated irritation. Since
leaving Kara-ket, it had grown worse, spending more time shrieking than filling
his head with actual words. It wanted him to kill and wouldn't give him peace
until he did.


The
scents of the Prime Bazaar threatened to overwhelm his sensitive nostrils. The
stink of camels, sweat-stained leather, horse droppings, and dust hung
thickest, but he caught hundreds of scents of the men, women, and children
around him. Atop it all, the tangy odors of fragrant spices, herbs, and smoky
incense filled the air. 


He
slipped through the crowd, careful to keep his head bent and his hood pulled
forward. It required too much effort to change the color of his eyes or the
shape of his face—a trick he'd learned courtesy of the Sage in Kara-ket.
Without featherglass lenses or his alchemical masks, he had to avoid being
recognized. 


The
chance of encountering someone he knew, while slim, existed. People flocked
from all over Einan in search of the Lost City. In fact, Vothmot thrived on the
industry of treasure-hunters and fortune-seekers traveling into the Empty
Mountains. 


This
section of the Prime Bazaar dealt not in foodstuffs, clothing, fabric, or
trinkets. Instead, all around him, large, colorful signs adorned the walls,
their bold letters displaying the offer of guided treks into the craggy
mountain range.


"Test
your fate and find your fortune!" cried one guide in the loud voice of a
street hawker. "The wealth of the Serenii awaits the man or woman bold
enough to step up. You there!" He thrust a stubby finger toward the
Hunter. "You are seeking the Lost City, yes?"


The
Hunter ignored the little dark-haired man and pushed on through the crowd. 


"The
gods themselves guide me," shouted another, a bald-headed man with an
ash-covered face and a robe of sackcloth. "They whisper in my ear and show
me the way to Enarium, where the secrets of the universe can be yours. All for
the price of ten golden imperials!" 


The
Hunter shook his head. Charlatans and
hustlers, all of them. These men preyed upon the foolish and wealthy, using
clever gimmicks to convince gullible marks to hire them. Doubtless they'd
wander around the mountains for a few days before finding an excuse to return
to Vothmot, the Lost City undiscovered.


People
from every corner of the continent flowed through the Prime Bazaar. A group of
young Praamian noblemen reined in their horses beside a train of camel drivers
that wore the flowing robes of the Twelve Kingdoms. Malandrians, Nyslians,
Drashi, even a few dark-skinned Ghandians and squat Odarians milled about,
listening to the various offers. 


A
serious-looking crew of well-equipped Voramians ignored the hawkers but instead
moved toward the smaller, quieter streets beyond. They went into a small hut
that stood apart from the rest. No loud-mouthed caller drew attention, but the
men lounging around the front had the hard, lean bodies of mountaineers.


One,
a stony-faced man with threads of grey in his beard, stood as he approached.
"You looking to climb the mountains?" Tall, broad-shouldered, but
with an air of confidence, he looked the sort of man who knew his profession.
He smelled of citrus, leather oil, and horses—a strong scent, but not
unpleasant.


"Maybe,"
the Hunter said with a shrug.


"You
don't have the look of a treasure-hunter." The man narrowed his eyes.
"I reckon you'll survive longer than most."


The
grim tone of the man's voice brought a smile to the Hunter's face. "Tired
of the dandies and gawkers, eh?"


The
man shrugged. "Let the loud-mouths have 'em, says I." He thrust out a
hand. "Darillon's the name."


The
Hunter shook it. "Hardwell. Is that a Malandrian accent I hear?" 


"Aye,"
Darillon said with a nod. "It's stuck with me even though I left more than
twenty years back."


"You
can take the man out of Malandria, they say…"


"But
you can't get the Malandria out of the man." Darillon grinned.
"You've heard that one, eh?"


The
Hunter shrugged. Voramians had no love for Malandrians; they'd muttered those
words more than once, always in disdainful tones.


"Mind
if I ask what brings you on the wild pheasant chase for the Lost City?"
Darillon asked. 


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. 


The
man laughed. "Last thing you'd expect to hear from a man who makes his
living on it, eh?" 


"To
say the least."


Darillon
shrugged. "I've been out in those mountains dozens of times a year every
year since I was in my twenties and had a full head of hair." He ran his
hand over his bald scalp and patted his midsection. "A stone or two
lighter, too. I've been on every trail, around every bend, up every cliff face
I could climb. There's few men in Vothmot who know these mountains as well as I
do, yet no sign of Enarium. Almost enough to make you question if it's even
real."


The
Hunter nodded. "I get that."


"Still,
a man's gotta earn a living somehow, and there's worse ways to do it than
exploring the Empty Mountains." He swept an arm toward the north, where
the craggy mountain peaks rose. "They're a savage lot, but there's a
rugged beauty that'll make any man fall in love."


"What's
your rate?" the Hunter asked. 


The
bald man scratched his smooth-shaven cheeks, his mouth pressed into a tight
line. "For supplies, horses—"


"I've
my own mounts," the Hunter said. 


"Fair
enough." Darillon inclined his head. "How many of you will it
be?" 


"Just
me and one more."


"Nice
small party." He looked the Hunter up and down. "You look like you've
done your share of climbing. Means I won't have to be hauling you up the
mountain." He shook his head. "You wouldn't believe how many fat
bastards think they've got what it takes to survive out there."


The
Hunter nodded. Two of the Praamian youths in the crowd behind had the soft,
rotund bodies of men who spent more time in carriages and soft beds than on
horseback or their feet. 


"Thirty
imperials a head," Darillon pronounced after a moment of thought.
"That'll cover enough supplies and gear for two weeks."


Two weeks? The Hunter stifled a growl. He doubted
the Sage would wait that long to enact whatever world-shattering plan he had. Hailen's
madness worsened every day.


Darillon
continued. "And, before we head out, you need to understand what you're
getting into. Rough, steep trails, cold nights, brutal winds, hard ground for
sleeping." 


"You
certainly know how to paint an attractive picture, don't you?"


Darillon
shrugged. "No sense getting your hopes up. We go out, we do our best to find
the city, and we return back here in one piece. I'll keep you alive and get you
home. That's the only guarantee I can offer." He thrust out a hand.
"What say you?"


“Ten
imperials,” the Hunter said. 


“No.”
Darillon frowned. “If you’re a bargaining man, you’re better off with one of
those fools in the Prime Bazaar. I’ve quoted my price, and—“


“Fifteen.”
The Hunter raised an eyebrow. “As I said, I have my own mounts and supplies,
and I can handle myself.”


“Twenty-five,”
Darillon growled. “I can always find another customer willing to pay that
price.”


“Sure,
but they’ll be one of those dandies or treasure-hunters.” The Hunter grinned.
“I’d say eighteen imperials is more than worth it for a break from those effete
pricks.”


Darillon
threw up his hands. “Twenty’s the lowest I go, and that’s with the ‘persistent
arsehole’ discount.” 


The
Hunter grinned. He couldn't help liking the man's no-nonsense approach. "Done."
He shook the man's hand. "How soon can you be ready to leave?" 


"From
the moment your coins cross my palm, I'll need two hours."


The
Hunter frowned. He'd need more time if he was to get his hands on the Taivoro
book the Sage had mentioned. 


"I
won't leave any sooner," Darillon said, crossing his arms. "You may
be in a hurry, but I won't risk—"


"No,"
the Hunter cut him off with a shake of his head. "I've got some things to
deal with here in Vothmot before I can leave."


"Ahh,
of course." Darillon raised his eyebrows. "That business wouldn't
have anything to do with our famous kaffehouses,
would it?"


The
Hunter stiffened. He thought he'd taken precautions to avoid notice as he
slipped from the Divinity House.


Darillon
chuckled. "People come to Vothmot for three reasons." He jerked a
thumb at the mountains behind him. "That's the first reason, and those
bloody great temples are the second. The third's the kaffe. Nowhere else on Einan will you find it as delicious. Seems
people enjoy the serving ladies as well."


The
Hunter relaxed. "You've got me there." He lowered his voice to a
whisper. "Between you and me, I was never too fond of kaffe." 


Darillon
laughed, a rich, hearty sound. "Fair enough," he said, throwing up
his hands. 


The
Hunter's tension drained away. The less people knew of his business, the
better. He was happy to let the man think he'd come to enjoy the pleasures of
Vothmot. 


He
drew ten golden imperials from his purse and set them in the man's hands.
"Half now, half tomorrow morning when we leave."


Darillon
stuffed the coins into a pocket. "If you want to cover ground, we'd best
be leaving by dawn."


"Dawn
it is." The Hunter nodded. 


"Meet
me outside the north gate before first light, you and your companion. We'll be
off while the rest of these pleasure-hunters are still snoozing in their
beds." 


"I'll
be there."


The
Hunter had to hope he had enough time to find the Taivoro book before then. The
cost of delaying their trip another day didn't bother him, but the Sage's lead
on him grew with every passing minute. 


He
turned to walk away, then stopped. 


"If
a man was looking for a book," he asked Darillon, "where would he
go?"


The
bald man's eyebrows rose. "A book? Anything in particular?"


The
Hunter inclined his head. "Something old and obscure." The guide
didn't need to know more than that.


"Got
it." Darillon's lips twitched into a pensive frown. "I'd say the
Royal Libraries just south of the palace. If there's a book you're looking for,
they'll either have it or know where to get it."


With
a nod, the Hunter turned and strode in the direction of the palace.


Well, that's the easy part
out of the way. Darillon
seemed a capable enough guide, and he liked the man’s pragmatic attitude and
calm confidence. 


Now comes the real
challenge. He had only
the vaguest idea of what he was looking for, and a limited time in which to
find it. Life just can't be easy, can it?
Everything he tried to do spiraled out of control. Just for once, he'd like
something to be simple and straightforward, the way his life had been before he
ever learned about demons or Kharna. He just wanted to go back to being an
assassin for hire. 


It
was a silly wish. He'd learned too much, seen too much. He couldn't hide in a
bubble of willful ignorance. He knew the real threat threatened the people
around him and all of Einan. Much as he hated it, he couldn't turn his back on
it.
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"How
might I help you…" The bespectacled scribe behind the desk gave the Hunter
a long, appraising look. "…sir?" he finished with only a hint of
distaste on his face. 


The
Hunter ignored the disdain. He knew he didn't look like much, still covered in
road dust and wearing his plain, dark grey cloak and simple clothing. 


"I
was hoping you could tell me where to find a certain book a friend mentioned to
me."


The
scribe inclined his head. "I will certainly strive to do my best." He
adjusted his spectacles and peered down his bulbous nose at the Hunter.
"What is the name of the volume you seek?"


"Well,
that's the problem. I don't know the name of the book itself, just the
author."


"And
that would be?" the man asked, his lips pinching into a prim frown. 


The
Hunter hesitated. "Karannos Taivoro," he said after a long moment.


The
scribe's expression went flat. "Is this a joke?" he asked in a voice
that made no attempt at masking his displeasure. "You come to the Royal
Library, the largest collection of books in the north of Einan, and ask for the
erotic works of that mad playwright?" He shook his head and made a little
shooing motion with his pudgy hands. "Begone, sir. I have no time for your
nonsense."


The
Hunter stifled a snort. The scribe had been dozing when he entered the library,
and fewer than ten people milled about the enormous hall. By all appearances, people
in Vothmot held reading and literature in as low a regard as Voramians. 


"Look,
I need to get my hands on a specific Taivoro tome." The Hunter produced a
silver half-drake from his pouch. "Simply point me in the direction of the
section with his works, and I will leave you to return to your work."


Avarice
sparkled in the scribe's eyes as he took the gleaming coin and made it disappear
into his voluminous robes. "In the southeast corner of the library, in the
section marked 'Fictitious Works and Theater Plays'." His expression grew
stern. "I warn you that there are very serious penalties for any untoward acts in the library."


The
Hunter shook his head. "You have my word your books will be treated with
the utmost respect." 


Rolling
his eyes, the scribe turned his attention to the book that lay open on the desk
and gave the Hunter a dismissive wave. The Hunter was glad to be rid of the
man's acrid stink: dried sweat, ink, and yellowed parchment. 


He
strode through the vast expanse of the Royal Library. Shelves of wood, brass,
and steel occupied the enormous building in neat rows, with what had to be tens
of thousands of leather-bound books, scrolls, and sheaves of parchment wrapped
in neat ribbons. The rows of shelving stretched easily seventy paces across and
rose at least half the distance to the high-vaulted arched ceiling. 


The
smell of old, dust-covered books hung thick in the library, reminiscent of the
House of Need in Malandria. The Beggar Priests' collection couldn't approach
the vast wealth of knowledge stored here, however. The Hunter had never
imagined that there could be so many books.


He
followed the scribe's directions through row after row of shelving until he
found the indicated section. The books here were covered in a thicker layer of
dust than the volumes in the front of the library. He scanned the meager
collection of tomes on the shelf. He recognized a few—An Emperor's Folly: The Fall of the Malandriatus and The Heroic Exploits of Agarre Giantslayer among
them—but most were unknown to him.


The
works of Taivoro sat on the lowest shelf. He crouched for a closer look and
scanned the faded lettering on the threadbare, aged books. The titles
proclaimed such works as The Red-Breasted
Nightingale and Paradise in Her Eyes,
most of which the Hunter knew to be ribald and risqué. The sort of volumes
Graeme, his alchemist friend in Voramis, would have loved.


He
flipped through the first few pages of each book. The stories were rich and
varied: from forbidden romances to comedic battles to dramatic tales of
bravery, each with bawdy jokes and erotic encounters sprinkled liberally
throughout. He found himself blushing at some of the more lascivious scenes and
lustful innuendos. Voramians weren’t shy about their sexual appetites,
practices, and inclinations, but the Hunter found the vivid imagery a cut or
two above even the wildest orgies in Upper Voramis. Taivoro certainly had a way
with words. 


As
he read, he found his thoughts returning to Bardin, the former Illusionist
Cleric that had taken him into his pitiful shelter in Malandria. The man had
used a special cipher—the Taivoran shift, he'd called it—to find hidden
messages encoded in an ancient work of the mad playwright. 


Sorrow
filled his chest and brought a lump to his throat. Bardin had died at the hands
of Toramin, a demon masquerading as a nobleman and leader of the Order of
Midas. The Hunter hadn't been able to prevent the man's death but had avenged
it. 


With
effort, he pushed aside the maudlin thoughts and reached for the next book. His
eyes scanned the pages in search of a hidden message, though nothing leapt out
at him. The illustrations atop each page no doubt contained information of
value—as he'd discovered when Bardin deciphered them—but not what he sought. He
found tales of warriors and beautiful princesses, silver-tongued rogues, star-crossed
lovers, and giantslayers, yet not the tale of the journeyman bard the Sage had
mentioned. 


His
frustration mounted with every new book. His hands trembled as he reached for
the last Taivoro volume on the shelf. This
has to be it.


The
book told the tale of three brothers, each cleverer, stronger, and
better-endowed than the last. Blacksmith, soldier, and baker, but no bard.


Damn it! The Hunter slammed the book shut and
jammed it back in place on the shelf. He stalked through the shelves back
toward the scribe sitting at the front desk.


"Are
those all the Taivoro works you have?" he demanded.


The
pudgy, beady-eyed man looked up at him with disdain. "I'm sorry, is our
collection of erotic literature not up to your standards?" 


The
Hunter resisted the urge to drive his fist into the man's fat face. "Is
there one about a journeyman bard?" he asked through clenched teeth.


The
scribe raised an eyebrow in surprise. "You're talking about The Singer and His Muse?" 


The
Hunter shrugged. "I don't know. How many of his works are about a
bard?" 


"Just
the one," the man replied in a sharp tone. "But it's an incredibly
rare volume."


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "Rare?" 


"Indeed."
The scribe's nod set his jowls wobbling. "In fact, it's nearly impossible
to find anywhere on Einan. According to the histories of Taivoro, only three
copies of the original manuscript were ever made."


The
Hunter's gut clenched. Nearly impossible
to find. The words echoed in his mind. It couldn't be over. He couldn't
have come all this way, only to fail so close to reaching his goal.


"I
doubt even the Vault of Stars contains a copy."


Vault of Stars? Where had the Hunter heard that?


A
memory of Master Eldor—the first time he'd met the old Elivasti, decades
earlier—flashed through 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."


"What
is the Vault of Stars?" he asked the scribe.


The
man raised an eyebrow. "You don't know?" 


"If
I did," the Hunter growled, barely restraining his temper, "do you
think I'd be asking?"


"No
need to be snippy about it." The scribe clucked his tongue. "The
Vault of Stars is the largest collection of books on the world of Einan. If the
Lecterns are to be believed, it contains an original or direct copy of every
book ever written. But I expect that's simply hyperbole. The Master's Temple is
nowhere near large enough to contain such a vast wealth of knowledge."


The Master's Temple. The Hunter glanced out the library
window at the massive Master's Temple in the distance. Kiro, the Master, was
god of virtue and nobility. His priests, the Lecterns, collected wisdom the way
a miser collected gold coins. It was said only the Secret Keepers had knowledge
to rival theirs.


The
Hunter forced a pleasant smile. "Thank you. You have been most
helpful."


"Good
luck getting in there!" the scribe said with a shake of his head.
"None but High Lecterns and the Grand Lecterns even know where it is, much
less have access to it."


The
Hunter shrugged. "Oh, well. I suppose my quest for the book will go
uncompleted. I bid you good day." With a little bow, he strode from the
library and got as far away from the irritating scribe as he could.


 


* * *


 


The
Master's Temple was far larger than the Hunter had imagined.


He’d
seen his fair share of magnificent buildings—the towering Palace of Justice in
Voramis, the monolithic Black Spire in Praamis, the high-spired heights of the
House of Need in Malandria, even the enormous Serenii temples in Kara-ket. None
of them came close to the grandeur of the temple before him.


The
Master’s Temple was more than just a single building. Four stately marble
towers surrounded the primary building, a rectangular white construction that
stretched nearly a thousand paces, spanning the entire breadth of the Court of
Judgement, the massive square in the temple district of Vothmot. The exterior
was covered in elaborate arabesques, and the swirling, rhythmic, interlacing
lines of foliage and tendrils lent it an air of timeless majesty only enhanced
by the building’s enormous size. An ornate stained glass window dominated the
entire west-facing wall of the temple, rising more than a hundred paces high.
The white marble façade gleamed with such brilliance that it almost hurt the
eyes. The opulence contrasted sharply with the simplicity of the Master’s
Temple in Voramis. 


The
Court of Judgement was a marvel in itself. Instead of a paved stone plaza like
in Voramis, Vothmot’s temple square was covered in pristine white marble to
match the Master’s Temple. A never-ending parade of grey-robed Beggar Priests
moved through the square at a steady pace, wiping away the dusty prints left by
the boots and sandals of those flowing in and out of the temples. They attended
the cleanliness of the square with devotion bordering on fanatic, as if this
was how they best served the Beggar God. 


By
comparison with the Master’s Temple, the rest of the gods’ houses were paltry
things. The statues guarding the entrance to the Temple of Derelana seemed worn
by age and weather, and the voices of the Choir of Purity in the Maiden’s
temple sounded oddly discordant. The Illusionist Clerics cavorting in their
wild, mad dance before the Temple of Prosperity wore robes more ragged and
threadbare than usual. The beggars and lepers sitting on the broad stone steps
before The Sanctuary, temple to the Bright Lady made the temple’s plain brick
exterior seem crude by comparison. 


The
Hunter lounged on the lip of a fountain bubbling merrily in the heart of the
Court of Judgement, nibbling on the herb-and-salt-crusted flatbread and soft
white cheese he’d purchased. He had to admit the Vothmot cooks were bloody
good. He hadn't eaten anything this tasty in weeks. 


For
the last hour, he’d had watched people flow in and out of the Master's Temple. Most
wore the rich green-and-silver velvet robes that marked them as Lecterns,
servants of Kiro. However, a steady stream of pilgrims in humble, rough spun
garments entered through a postern gate. Evidently, people flocked from all
around Einan to witness the beauty of the temple’s stained glass window and pay
homage to the Father of the gods. 


No
guards stood outside the Master's Temple, but the Wardens of the Peak patrolled
the square in force. Though their mirrored metal plate armor and curved swords were
intended to dissuade criminals, their presence made it difficult for the Hunter
to get in and out unseen. 


His
plan was simple and straightforward: he'd sneak into the Master's Temple and find
the Vault of Stars. If necessary, he'd convince
a High Lectern to give him access. The plan had worked well enough in
Malandria. This time, he wasn't injured or hallucinating, so he should have no
problem pulling it off. Given the size of the temple and the scribe's comment
on the vast amount of storage space needed for the books, the Hunter expected
the Vault of Stars would be built beneath the ground level. 


“Talk about easy, eh?” The voice of his inner demon had a
mocking edge. “Just get in and find the
Vault, simple as that?”


The
Hunter shrugged. Pretty much. Unless you
have another suggestion that doesn't involve walking in the front door and
killing everyone until they tell me what I want to know. 


“Always have to do things
the hard way,” the
demon sneered. “So much power, yet you refuse
to wield it.”


I've seen what happens
when people try to control that power. It twists them, turns them into
monsters.


“And are your precious
humans any better? Give them even a modicum of control over others, and what do
they do with it? Do they seek to make life better? No, they do everything they
can to not only maintain that control, but to extend their dominance. They are
no better, no matter what you tell yourself.”


Perhaps you are right. The Hunter leaned back in his chair. He
had seen the terrible things men and women did to each other in the name of
greed, power, and lust. Murder, theft, blackmail, treason—these were the tools
humans used to achieve their goals at the expense of others. Yet there is one thing you're forgetting,
the one thing that separates the humans from Abiarazi. 


“And what is that?” the demon's voice demanded. 


Humans seek to rule the
world, but the Abiarazi seek to destroy it. The demons would unleash
destruction across all of Einan in the name of Kharna. They would wipe out everything
I hold dear, as they have so many times in the past. And that
is why I will not let them succeed.


“How noble and heroic!” the voice mocked. 


The
Hunter clenched his fists. I never
claimed to be anything other than what I am. But I will not see my world turned
to ash by the Great Destroyer. 
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For
another hour, the Hunter remained seated on the fountain, eating more of that
marvelous flatbread and cheese and sampling the wines of Vothmot, his eyes
fixed on the temple and the guards patrolling the square. The Wardens passed
once every ten minutes, but he had no doubt they'd increase the frequency of
their patrol once night fell. A glance at the sky told him he had at least an
hour or two until sunset. The Court of Judgement around him seemed to be
quieting down as the final pilgrims trickled out of the square for the evening.
With a grunt, he downed the last of the cheese and climbed to his feet. 


He
wouldn't go back to Divinity House until tomorrow. It would be a waste of time
to cross the city again, and he had no reason to check up on Hailen. The boy
would be as safe in Madame Aioni's care as in his. Given everything that had
happened in the last weeks, perhaps more.


Time to explore the back
streets around the temples and see if they offer a better way in. The Court of Judgement matched the
grandeur of the temple facades, but the alleys running behind and beside the
temples always concealed secret entrances. Even if he couldn't find a door to
go through, he ought to be able to find a way to get up onto the roof of the
Master's Temple. Upper-floor windows tended to be left unguarded, especially in
temples. No one would be foolish enough to break into a temple and risk the
wrath of the gods. He, however, had no reason to fear the gods.


If they were going to
strike me down, they would have done so long ago. 


They
nearly had, thousands of years before. He and the rest of the Bucelarii, the
half-human offspring of the Abiarazi, had been rounded up and herded to Khar'nath,
the flaming pit into the fiery hell. Only the Beggar God's pleading had
convinced the rest of the gods to spare their lives. In all his years on Einan,
the gods hadn't once interfered in his business. He doubted they'd start now.


Yet,
despite his skepticism, he couldn't quite deny the presence of the gods. He'd
wanted to write them off as nothing more than human imagination—after all, he'd
told Father Reverentus long ago in Voramis, mankind created the gods to bear
the blame for everything that went wrong in their lives. But the things he'd
seen—the Ritual of Cleansing in the House of Need, the portal into the fiery
hell in the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis, and the power of the Dolmenrath in the Advanat Desert and
again beneath Kara-ket—he couldn't deny the possibility that the gods existed.


That
thought unsettled him to no end as he strode through the square. If the gods
existed, it meant that the priests' claims of "divine plans" and
"destiny" could hold merit. He had no desire to be the pawn in
anyone's game, not man, demon, or god. 


Someone
bumped into him, a youth little more than a boy. He mumbled a hurried apology before hustling off into the
crowd.


The
Hunter watched him go with a raised eyebrow. Interesting. He'd hardly felt the boy's hand reach into the inner
pocket of his cloak and pluck out his purse. He's good.


The
Hunter had never mastered the thieves' skills of lifting purses or picking
locks, but he'd spent enough time in Lower Voramis to have encountered more
than his share of light-fingered criminals. Most were young boys, though a few
young girls made thieving their trade of choice as well. Smaller,
quick-fingered children made the most effective, and most innocuous,
pickpockets.


Nearly
twenty years earlier, on a journey to the city of Praamis to establish the Lord
Anglion persona, he'd seen a young girl snatch a purse from a merchant's belt
with breathtaking dexterity. The paunchy man had no idea he'd been robbed until
he went to pay for his wife's expensive bolt of silks. The Night Guild employed
some truly skilled thieves.


This
youth could have been the best of them. He didn't look back once as he
slithered through the crowd, moving away from him at a pace that appeared
unhurried but covered ground quickly. He made toward a small side alley that no
doubt served as his escape route.


Unfortunately
for the boy, he'd picked the wrong pocket.


The
Hunter had caught the youth’s scent: sandal leather, cloves, and the strange
spice the people of Vothmot called yenibahar.
The smell would lead him through the thick press of people, but the Hunter had
his target within his line of sight. He skirted the crowd at a rapid stride and
tracked the boy's movements from the corner of his eyes. He ducked down an
adjacent alley and ran the twenty paces to a small intersection, then cut to
the left. Leaning against the wall, he drew a long, sharp dagger and waited.


The
youth appeared less than a minute later. He was so busy digging through the
contents of his stolen purse that he didn't notice the Hunter waiting in the
shadows. He let out a terrified yelp as the Hunter snagged his collar, slammed
him into the wall, and pressed the edge of the dagger to his throat. 


"Not
bad," the Hunter growled. "You're quick, but you chose your target
poorly." 


The
boy fixed the Hunter with a wide-eyed stare, but no fear mingled with his
shock. "Hey now!" he protested. "What's the meanin’ of this? I’m
just here mindin’ my own business—"


"And
counting my imperials." The
Hunter snatched the purse from his hands and hefted it. "I ought to turn
you over to the Wardens. Is the penalty for theft the same here as it is in the
south?" 


The
youth’s face—a face with a small nose, slim cheeks, and close-set eyes, with a
layer of grime to cover it all—hardened but he said nothing.


“Or
maybe I can just take your hands myself.” The Hunter lowered the dagger and
pressed it against the boy’s wrist. “Right or left, your call.”


A
hint of fear flashed in the youth’s eyes, but he didn’t cry out or cringe. A tough one, the Hunter thought. But life on the streets has a way of
hardening anyone. 


The
Hunter fixed him with a long, hard glare. "But maybe today's your lucky
day."


"Is
it now?" The thief’s words held a derisive tone which failed to completely
conceal his unease. 


"Yes."
The Hunter nodded and lowered his
dagger, though he didn't release the young man’s collar. "You know your
way around these parts, yes?" 


"Course,"
the boy said with a shrug. "But everyone in Vothmot knows the Court of
Judgement well enough."


"I
don't need everyone. I just need one clever someone who can show me an easy way
into one of the temples."


The
thief’s eyebrows rose. "What would you be wantin' with the temples,
eh?" 


The
Hunter tapped the youth’s nose with the tip of his dagger. "How badly do
you want to know?" 


"Fair
point," the youth replied. His eyes darted between the blade and the
Hunter's face. "Any temple in particular, or any one'll do?"


The
Hunter hesitated. He had little worry of being reported to the Wardens, but he
was taking a risk that the thief would warn the priests. 


“You have no need of him,”
the demon screeched in
his mind. “Kill him and be done with this
nonsense.”


The
Hunter gritted his teeth against the pounding presence. "I need to get
into the Master's Temple." 


The
words elicited an oddly forceful reaction. "You goin’ to kill one of
'em?" the young man whispered, and a hard glint shone in his eyes. 


The
question caught the Hunter off-guard. "What makes you ask that?" 


"Well,
look at you." The youth gestured to his clothing. "You look like
every assassin I've known." 


The
Hunter's brow furrowed. 


"Hey,
I ain't got no problem with it," the youth told him, raising his hands in
a defensive gesture. "If you are goin’
to do one of those nonces in, I'll gladly help you." A
darkness, strange in one so young, flashed in his eyes. Life on the streets had
hardened him beyond his years. "Just tell me where you want to go, and
I'll show you the best way in."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "You've been inside the Master's Temple?" 


The
thief’s expression turned as hard as the stone wall at his back. "No, of
course not." His tone had grown suddenly guarded. "Just know a few of
the Lecterns, is all. They told me enough to know what's what."


The
Hunter didn't press. The young man’s business was his own. "So, if I was
looking for a specific book, one I couldn't find in the Royal Library, you
could tell me where to go?"


"You
betcha." The boy gave a confident nod. "I'll give you what you want.
For the right price, of course."


"Your
hands aren't price enough?" The Hunter hid a smile. He had to admire the
boy's pluck. "I could turn you over to the guards—"


"And
I could tell 'em you're thinkin’ of payin’
a little visit to the Lecterns." The youth’s face broke into a guileless
grin. "Seems like we've both got somethin’ we'd rather the Wardens not
find out, eh?"


The
Hunter inclined his head. "Fair enough. Name your price." He released
his grip on the young man’s collar. Now that there was the prospect of money
changing hands, there was no risk of the thief fleeing. 


The
youth straightened his clothes and pretended to think for a moment. "A
pair of golden ladies ought to cover it." He held up two fingers.


"Two
imperials?" The Hunter shook his head. "There’s no way the
information you've got is worth more than a silver half-drake."


The
young man’s eyes narrowed. "Make it one imperial, and I'll show you a way only the Lecterns know." 


The
Hunter fixed the youth with a hard gaze. "One golden piece, eh?" He pursed
his lips in a pretense of contemplation as he produced the coin and rolled it
between his knuckles.


"And,"
the thief added hastily, "I'll even tell you how to find the entrance to
the Vault of Stars." His eyes followed the coin with an almost desperate
hunger.


The
mention of the vault set the Hunter on full alert. Had the young man followed
him from the Royal Library and overheard his conversation with the scribe? If
so, he knew too much.


“Yes,” the demon insisted, “he's a liability.”


"I
see that got your interest," the youth said with a grin. 


"What
makes you think this vault matters to me?" the Hunter asked, trying to
sound nonchalant. 


"You
said 'book', and that it can't be found in the Royal Library. The sort of
person who's goin’ to break into the Master's Temple for a book is goin’ to be
after somethin’ valuable." The thief grinned. "If you were just goin’
after a child's book of legends, you wouldn't bother."


Clever and observant. The Hunter's admiration for the young
man increased a fraction. 


“Too observant.” The demon's fury filled his mind. “Slit his throat before he becomes a problem.”


"How
do you know where to find the Vault of Stars?" the Hunter asked. "If,
as you say, you've never been in the temple before, it seems an odd detail for
you to have just picked up on the street."


The
thief’s face fell as the Hunter made the coin disappear into his hand.
"Like I said, I know a few Lecterns. Some of them happen to get a bit
loose-lipped when plied with the right liquor." 


In
Voramis, priests of the Master enjoyed a far more liberal lifestyle than many
of the other religious orders. They ate, drank, and whored like any Voramian
with coin to spare, and often indulged in depravities that would make even a
hardened man cringe. Indeed, some of their excesses—such as their appetites for
young boys—filled him with revulsion. 


If
the priests were the same here, the youth’s explanation could be plausible. 


"So,
one golden imperial gets me into the Vault of Stars." The Hunter made the
coin appear, then produced a twin. "And two keeps your mouth shut."


"Tight
as a camel’s arse in a sandstorm," the thief said with a broad grin. 


"Good."
The Hunter nodded at the dagger at his hip. "Smart man like you knows
what'll happen if you try to pull anything on me, right?"


The
young man’s eyes darted to the blade. "Somethin’ awful gruesome and
painful, no doubt. Maybe along the lines of slittin’ open my guts and cuttin’
off my prick?" He gave the Hunter a wry grin. "Sound about right? It
wouldn't be my first time threatened, you know."


The
Hunter shrugged. "That ought to do it." Try as he might, he couldn't
help liking the youth. "Though I could get particularly creative if
pushed. Leave little pieces of you strewn around Vothmot, or drain the blood
from your body and skin you alive."


The
youth tried to look stoic, but his coloring turned a shade paler as he
swallowed. "That won't be necessary." He held out a hand for the
coins. "Everyone'll tell you Evren's a man of his word. Once we strike the
deal, you'll get your gold's worth."


The
Hunter placed an imperial in the boy's hand. "You'll get the other once
we're done." He tucked the coin into an inner pocket. He'd keep a sharp
eye on the boy just in case he tried to lift his purse again. He seemed just
brazen enough to try something like that. 


"Fair
enough." Evren made the coin disappear with impressive speed.


"Now,"
the Hunter said, "show me this secret way into the Master's Temple." 


 












Chapter Seven


 


[image: Untitled-2f]


 


The
Hunter stared at the stone wall with a raised eyebrow. "This is your secret way in?" 


"Yup,"
Evren said, grinning. 


The
Hunter rapped on the stone and found it as solid as it looked. No sign of a hidden
passage or a concealed opening anywhere. He turned to the young thief.
"You remember what I said would happen if you yanked me around,
right?"


Evren's
grin widened as he pointed up. "You gotta climb."


The
wall stood ten paces high, and though the texture was rough, the Hunter saw no
foot or handholds. Even his powerful fingers couldn't chip through stone and
mortar. 


"Show
me," he told the boy.


"Nuh
uh," Evren said with a shake of his head. "I ain't climbin’
that." 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes, and his hand dropped to the dagger at his belt.


"I
ain't pissin' off the Lecterns." The words tumbled from Evren's mouth.
"But I seen lots of the apprentices sneakin’ out of the Master's Temple
this way. They've some rope ladder they use to get up and over. Ain'tcha got somethin’
you can use, too?"


The
Hunter removed his hand from his dagger. He did, indeed, have a grappling hook
and rope in his pack. He drew out the rope and, checking to ensure the narrow
alleyway truly was empty, hurled it up and over the wall. The grapple caught
with a clink of metal on stone. The
Hunter gave it a quick tug to secure it in place, then turned to the boy.


"What's
on the other side?" 


"Secret
back entrance." Evren's eyes dropped away, and he quickly added. "I
think."


The
Hunter could think of many reasons the priests would need a way to get in and
out of the temple unseen. He’d seen the appetites of the Lecterns, which most “normal”
people would find repulsive. The priests would definitely want to indulge in
their revolting pleasures in secret.


"Ain’t
no one guardin’ this side," Evren said in a matter-of-fact tone. "No
one knows it exists, so there ain’t no need to guard it."


"And
once I get inside?" the Hunter asked. "How do I get to the Vault of
Stars?"


Evren
scrunched up his face in thought. After a moment, he said, "The back way
ought to bring you toward a set of stairs that go up and down. You’ll want to
go down as far as you can. The Vault's on the lowest level, I think."


The
boy sounded too confident in the information to have just obtained it from a drunken
Lectern. Perhaps he, being the clever thief, had found a way to break into the
Master's Temple and get his hands on the priests' valuables. To most people, such
an act would be sacrilege, and doubtless they would fear the wrath of Kiro.
However, when it came to a choice of starving today or being smitten by the
gods ten minutes from now, most people would risk divine retribution.


"This
book you're lookin’ for," Evren said in a slow voice, "it ain’t got anythin’
to do with the path to Enarium, does it?"


The
words sent a jolt of surprise through the Hunter. His hand went instinctively
to the dagger's hilt as he turned to the boy. "What makes you think
that?"


Evren
shot him a scornful look. "People come to Vothmot for one thing, and it
ain't the good food and mild weather." The young thief gestured at the arid
flatlands that surrounded the city. "Everyone's here to find the Lost City
and claim its treasures. I ain’t quite sure why an assassin’d want to find the
way, but I thought I'd ask."


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. The boy was proving a tad too clever for his own
good. 


"I
don't mean nothin’ by askin’," Evren said, and a hint of fear flashed
across his face. "I was just thinkin’ I could come along. I always wanted
to explore the mountains myself."


This
surprised the Hunter even more. "You…want to explore the Empty
Mountains?" It seemed an odd desire for a thief. Most thieves cared only
about gold or loot to be sold. People who lived with the uncertainty of where their
next meal would come from tended to develop a much more short-sighted
worldview. 


"Even
a thief can dream, can't he?" Evren said in a hard voice. "Just
because you think I'm gutter shite, that don't mean—"


"Easy."
The Hunter held up a placating hand. "I didn't mean anything by it. Just a
bit strange, is all."


"Well,
it ain't as strange as you think." The boy's eyes shifted up and down the
street. "I lived in the shadow of the mountains my whole life. I figure
it's about time I get a chance to actually see them. And, maybe, if you
actually do get what you're lookin’ for from the Vault of Stars, I'll be one of
the ones who found the Lost City. That's enough to bring me all the fame and
fortune I could ask for, ain't it?"


Yes,
the request was odd, but understandable, and the Hunter could relate. Evren
wanted more than just the day-to-day drudgery. He, like everyone else, yearned
for something spectacular and life-changing.


"Look,
I'll even pay my way myself," the young thief said as he produced the
golden imperial the Hunter had given him. "Two ladies ought to be more
than enough for a few days in the mountains. It'll give me a chance to see
what's what and get a taste of the adventurer's life."


The
Hunter pondered the boy's request. He'd hired Darillon because he needed
someone to lead the way into the mountains, but he'd never considered bringing
anyone along. But Evren had proven clever and resourceful. Short though he was,
he had broad shoulders, a lean build, and strong hands. He looked like he could
take care of himself. He might even prove useful if the Hunter had to leave
Hailen alone on the journey. 


The
Hunter surprised himself by nodding. "I'll consider it, but first I need
you to do something for me."


"What's
that?" Evren's eyes went hard and flat, his body tensing.


"Keep
a watch on the street for me while I get a look over the wall."


The
young thief relaxed, and a small smile spread his lips as he nodded. "Right."


The
Hunter checked up and down the street and, finding it abandoned, scaled the rope.
He made the climb in a matter of seconds, his strong arms hauling him up the wall
with ease. He gripped the stone lip with one hand and wrapped the rope around
his right foot with the other. Pressing his feet together made the loop hold
beneath his foot, acting like the rung of a ladder to support his weight as he
peered over the wall.


The
rear of the Master's Temple proved as grand as the front. Decorative arabesques
swirled across marble walls that gleamed in the bright sunlight. But unlike the
front, this section of the temple had few visitors. 


The
wall stretched along the perimeter of the open space, which was easily thirty
paces long and three hundred wide. In contrast to the arid city of Vothmot, the
ground within the walls was covered in lush green grass. Fruit trees dotted the
expansive lawn, and bright flowers lent a cheerful color to the garden and
filled the air with their sweet smell. Two stooped, aged men wearing the robes
of Lecterns moved around the plants with watering cans. 


Fountains
bubbled merrily at the northern and southern corners of the lawn. A small pool
occupied the northwestern section of the walled area, while a stretch of grass
on the Hunter’s side of the property held an assortment of stone benches,
wooden tables and chairs, and canvas recliners. The Lecterns of Vothmot knew
how to live in luxury. The Master’s Temple in Voramis had been a far more
austere, severe place than this opulent homage to pomp and splendor.


A
single broad thread of white cut through the lush sea of green. A hundred or so
paces from the south wall on which the Hunter hung, a paved marble walkway
descended in a gentle incline toward the northern wall, disappearing into an
arched entrance below ground level. 


He
looked down at Evren, who stood leaning casually against the wall, watching the
street. 


"Is
that an underground passage?" he asked.


Evren
nodded. "Like I said, secret ways in and out of the temple."


"Where
does it lead?" It could prove a useful escape route should he get caught
in the Master's Temple.


"From
what I hear, it's got exits in lots of spots around the city." Evren's
expression grew thoughtful. "It runs all the way outside Vothmot, in fact.
A hidden entrance somewhere half a league or so northwest of the city. For visitin’
priests who’d rather not get seen."


A
sound inside the temple caught the Hunter’s attention, and he turned back
toward it just in time to see a horse appearing from the secret tunnel.


The
man who rode the horse had to be the thinnest person the Hunter had ever seen.
He resembled a scarecrow clad in bejeweled robes, all long arms and legs, a
narrow face, and a pointed nose. He rode clumsily yet somehow managed to look
dignified. From his gaunt frame hung the unmistakable, elegant garments of the
Illusionist Clerics, cut in a style the Hunter had encountered as he passed
through Drash. 


A
heartbeat later, another rider appeared from the passage behind him. This one
had a crisscrossing network of facial tattoos and wore the shining splinted
mail of a Warrior Priest of Derelana. The Hunter's eyebrows rose at the strange
sight, but his curiosity doubled when a swarthy, grey-haired woman in the muted
brown robes of a Secret Keeper emerged from the tunnel.


The
procession of priests continued for long minutes. A Swordsman Adept in full
Legionnaire armor rode beside four white-robed Arch-Ministrants of the
Sanctuary. Three women in the soft blue tunics of Servitors, servants of the
Lonely Goddess, whispered wide-eyed and moved their horses away from the
somber-faced men clad in the blood-red garments marking them as Trouveres,
servants of the Bloody Minstrel. 


More
and more priests poured from the tunnel until the open space within the wall
was filled with snorting horses, grumbling camels, and even a donkey, ridden by
a man wearing the grey robes with the blue collar of a Beggar Priest. Wagons,
ox-drawn carts, palanquins carried by dark-skinned slaves, and even a
two-wheeled conveyance with long wooden handles clustered around the marble
pathway leading into the Master's Temple.


Lecterns
and apprentices rushed from the temple to greet the newcomers, lead the animals
away, and restore some order to the chaos. Yet the stream of priests arriving
through the underground passage continued unabated. The Hunter counted fully a
hundred clerics and still more arrived. 


An
idea struck him. He pulled himself higher to get a better view of the grounds
below. As he'd hoped, thick hedges lined the grassy expanse within the walls.
Only the top two or three paces of the wall were visible. If he could get into
the temple grounds, the chaos within could provide him ample cover to sneak inside
the building itself. He'd have to get his hands on a priest's robes, but that
shouldn't prove too difficult. He had an awful lot of potential targets to choose
from.


He
slithered back down the rope, his boots thumping on the dirt of the alleyway,
and turned to Evren. "Why are there so many priests?"


"So
many priests?" Evren's eyebrows rose, and he slapped himself on the
forehead. "Of course, it's the Enclave!" He spoke, as if to himself.
"I knew it was this year, but I didn't think it’d happen for
another—"


"What's
the Enclave?" the Hunter demanded, frowning. 


"Every
ten years," Evren said in a low voice, his eyes darting up and down the
alley, "the upper priests of the orders come from all over Einan for some
secret meetin’. I never found out what, but there ain’t no doubt it’s important,
whatever it is."


Once
again, the Hunter had to wonder how the boy knew this. If it really was as
secret as he said, no common thief would have that information. The revelation
only added to the Hunter's curiosity about Evren. It seemed there was more to
him than met the eye. Perhaps that explained why the Hunter actually considered
letting him tag along on the journey to Enarium. One more oddity like himself
and Hailen for company.


Evren
frowned. "With the priests arrivin’, it'll be chaos. There ain’t no way
you’ll get in unnoticed."


"You
let me worry about that," the Hunter said. 


The
young thief fixed him with a curious expression. When the Hunter said nothing,
he shrugged. "Fair ‘nuff. But I kept my end of our deal. Now's your
turn."


The
Hunter drew out the promised imperial and held it out to the youth. "As
promised."


Evren's
face fell as he saw the coin. "No, me comin’ with you to the Empty
Mountains."


"Sorry,
kid, but you don't have the gear, the horse, supplies, anything."


"And
if I could get it?" Evren asked. His voice had taken on a desperate edge.
"If I got my hands on everythin’ I need, you'd take me with you?"


The
Hunter shook his head, but Evren cut him off before he could speak.


"Please."
The boy's expression turned pleading. "I need to get out of Vothmot for a
while, but there ain’t nowhere else I can go. If I don't leave…" He
trailed off. "I'll work hard, earn my way, I swear."


The
Hunter didn't need a vivid imagination to understand the boy's desperation.
Even the best thieves could find themselves hunted by the law, a rival thieving
crew, or someone they'd pissed off. He knew how dangerous things could get;
hells, he'd had the entire Bloody Hand after him not long ago. Evren either had
to flee or hide, else he'd end up on the wrong side of a dagger or dangling
from a hangman's noose.


With
a sigh, the Hunter tucked the coin away and nodded. "So be it. Meet me
outside the gate an hour before dawn."


"Got
it!" Relief shone in the young man's eyes, and the tension in his posture
faded. "I'll be there. You ain’t gonna regret it." With a jaunty
salute, he dashed down the alley and disappeared around a corner.


"You should have killed him," the
demon snarled in his mind. "He'll
slow down your search."


Maybe, the Hunter replied silently. Or maybe he'll actually prove useful. 


"He'll prove your
death!" Fury
radiated from the presence within. "What
if he turns you over to the Wardens or tells the priests—"


Shut up! The Hunter had no desire to hear the
demon's nonsense. You said the same thing
about Hailen, but it’s only because of him that we're still alive. Hailen
had saved his life first in the Advanat Desert, and again in the tunnels
beneath Kara-ket. 


The
inner presence grew sullen but went thankfully silent, though its irritation
set his head pounding and made his head ache. He gritted his teeth against the
throbbing ache. The demon’s voice had become harder to ignore. It alternated
between demanding death and filling his head with incessant, chaotic shrieking.
If he didn't reach Enarium soon, he feared the voice would drive him mad. 


He
clambered up the rope and gripped the lip of the wall with one hand, using the other
to tug the grappling hook free. Tucking one of the hooks into his belt, he
pulled himself up to peer over the edge. The chaos within the Master's Temple
had only increased as more priests arrived. There had to be nearly three
hundred people filling the open space. Add to that the wagons, carts, draft
animals, servants, slaves, and apprentices, and he had a good chance of slipping
in unnoticed. 


He
drew in a deep breath. Here goes.


His
powerful muscles flexed as he hauled himself up and over the wall in one smooth
motion, then dropped to the ground on the other side.
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The
Hunter hit the grassy lawn hard, but his legs absorbed the impact with only a
slight twinge in his knees. The rope fell into a pile beside him, and he quickly
coiled it around his waist before ducking into the shadow of the hedges. The thick
foliage concealed him from those on the opposite side without blocking his line
of sight. Heart pounding in excitement, he watched the confusion filling the
Master's Temple and waited for his opportunity.


His
gut clenched as he saw a familiar dark grey robe, and caught the glint of sunlight
from the silver pendant hanging around the Illusionist Cleric's neck. The
Hunter's hand went to the pendant he'd taken from Bardin's body. The memory of
what the Illusionist Clerics had tried to do to him in Al Hani left him wary of
encountering them again. He'd have to stay well away from the man and his
entourage of laughing, babbling madmen.


One
Reckoner, a heavy-set, red-cheeked priest of the Apprentice, stumbled toward
the hedge. His hands fumbled with the thick cord belt holding his elegant grey robes
in place, and he moved with a spring in his step that could only come from a
terribly urgent call of nature. 


The
Hunter grinned. Such a small body part,
but it truly is the cause of most men’s problems, isn’t it? 


The
Reckoner had just dropped his trousers and straightened with a sigh when the
Hunter reached through the hedges and snagged his collar. He clapped a hand to
the priest's mouth as he hauled him through the thick branches and leaves.
Before the priest could cry out, the Hunter hurled him to the ground and drove
the hard toe of his boot against his temple. The man went limp, his eyes
rolling to the back of his head.


The
Hunter quickly stripped off the Reckoner’s bulky outer robes. All priests of
the Apprentice wore the same elegant grey finery, but these were cut in the
style popular among the Praamians: a long overcoat worn over a vest, with a
sash to tie the outfit together. Not the most practical or comfortable outfit,
but it would serve his purposes today.


He
got the priest’s clothes off not a moment too soon. Before he could remove the
priest's pants, the man's over-full bladder lost its internal war for control. The
Hunter leapt back as the ground around the man's crotch darkened and the acrid
stench of urine filled the air.


The
Hunter grunted in disgust. He had the man's overcoat, vest, and the priestly cloak
of office that completed the outfit. He'd just have to hope no one noticed his
pants were the wrong color. 


He
shrugged into the robes, grateful his victim had been a heavy-set man. The
overcoat fit over his leather armor, and the priestly cape concealed his sword
and daggers. It would be bloody difficult to get at his weapons in the stuffy
garments, but he doubted he'd have call to use them within the temple. 


Just one thing left to
complete the disguise. He crouched beside the man's head, well
away from the spreading puddle between his legs, and studied the man’s
features.


The
Reckoner had a face that could only be described as corpulent, with a thick
nose, a broad forehead, puffy cheeks, and a ruddy complexion that bespoke a
life of comfort. The Hunter memorized every detail of his face, even the red,
thread-like veins on his nose that marked him as a connoisseur of wine. 


Closing
his eyes, he drew his focus inward and concentrated on the sensations running
through his body as the Sage had taught him. He felt the blood pulsing through
his veins, the energy flowing to and from his muscles, the way his stomach
gnawed at the food he’d eaten earlier. The tiny hairs on his skin tingled from
the cool breeze across his hands or the sweat rolling down his spine. A
thousand sensations, each one magnified a thousandfold by his consciousness.


He
exerted his will on the flesh, bone, muscles, and nerves of his face,
commanding them to shift to match the face of the man at his feet. Lightning
arced through his nose, his cheeks, his eyes, his chin as he forced his
features to change. He held the image of the unconscious Reckoner’s face in his
mind until he could feel the shape of his face match it. 


He
opened his eyes and felt his new features gingerly. Even the slightest touch
sent tiny spikes of lightning shooting through his head and his face throbbed with
the pain of holding the shape, but he had grown accustomed to it. He'd
practiced shifting his features every night on the journey from Kara-ket. It
was getting easier, though he doubted he'd ever get used to the utter
strangeness of feeling another man's face in place of his.


He
straightened his robes one final time, checked his weapons, and strode toward
the gap in the hedges twenty paces to the north. No one paid him any heed as he
rejoined the chaotic mass of priests filling the open space. Indeed, it seemed
he—or the man whose face he wore—counted among the lowest-ranking clergypeople here.
He recognized the costly robes of High Lecterns, Grand Reckoners, Exalted
Militants, and high priests of every other clerical order. 


His
gut tightened as he passed the gaggle of Illusionist Clerics. One of them
actually turned toward him with a curious expression, but he simply nodded and
kept moving. After a moment of contemplation, the priest lost interest and
resumed his insane babbling. 


The
Hunter forced himself to walk like he imagined the priest would. Instead of a
confident stride, he gave his steps a bit of a rolling waddle, like a man
weighed down by too much body fat. It felt odd to walk like this, but he
actually found it enjoyable. Far too much time had passed since he’d last
adopted a disguise so thoroughly. A part of him missed the days of masquerading
as Gladrin Silvertongue, Lord Anglion of Praamis, and Danther the tailor.


He
pushed aside the memories and quickened his waddling steps toward the entrance
to the Master's Temple, just ten paces away. The entrance opened into a
high-ceilinged tunnel that matched the elegance of the decorative exterior.
Plush Al Hani rugs in myriad bright colors and patterns covered the floors, and
ornately woven tapestries hung from the walls. 


"Brother
Makrel!" a voice rang out behind him. He kept walking, but the call came
again. "Brother Makrel!"


The
Hunter glanced over his shoulder and found a young man wearing the robes of a
Lectern apprentice hurrying up the tunnel toward him. The priest's eyes fixed
on him, his hand outstretched to stop him.


"Yes?"
the Hunter asked. He spoke in a nasal voice and added a tone of mixed hauteur
and impatience.


"Forgive
me, Reckoner, but your rooms are not yet prepared." The young Lectern
looked embarrassed, and his face flushed. "If you would just—"


"Young
man, what is your name?" the Hunter demanded.


The
youth's blush deepened. "Sisket," he said in a quiet voice.
"Under-Lectern in the Grey Tower."


"Under-Lectern
Sisket, do you have any idea how many hours I've spent sitting a saddle over
the last month?" The Hunter's double chins wobbled as he shook his head.
"I have not come this far to simply stand around like a common man waiting
for your High Lectern to complete arrangements that should have been made days
ago." He loomed over the young man. "If there are no objections, I
will content myself with exploring the grand chapel until such a time as my
quarters are prepared."


"O-Of
course, Brother Makrel," Sisket stammered. 


"Thank
you," the Hunter snapped. "We shall see if your grand chapel truly is
as spectacular as the rumors say." He turned on his heel and strode away
before the youth could respond. 


Over
the course of his journey, the Hunter had heard tales of the enormous stained
glass windows in the Master's Temple. The priest whose face he wore, Reckoner
Makrel, might not have the authority to enter the Vault of Stars, so using the
story of wanting to visit the breathtaking spectacle made as good a cover story
as anything.


The
marble-walled, carpeted tunnel continued for another twenty paces before
opening onto a huge basilica. Daylight streamed in through the enormous dome in
the ceiling of the central nave, and broad aisles flanked by interior
colonnades ran the length of the grand chamber. On a raised dais in the heart
of the expansive interior, a white marble statue of Kiro, the Master, held
court over smaller statues of the other twelve gods of Einan.


But
the Hunter’s steps led away from the main basilica chamber. To the right, behind
a thick marble colonnade, he saw the small staircase Evren had indicated.
Instead of heading up toward the grand chapel, he descended into the bowels of
the temple. His heart raced as his mind replayed memories of the last time he'd
done something like this. He'd gone in search of Soulhunger, locked in the
Beggar Priests' vaults, and barely gotten out of there alive. 


Let's just hope things
work out a bit better this time.


He
descended three floors, finding only empty hallways. No doubt most of the Lecterns
were busy either in study or consumed by the duties of greeting the arriving
priests. The Hunter welcomed the confusion, as it had given him a way in. Now
he had to find a way to gain access to the Vault of Stars.


Instead
of going farther down, he exited on the third floor and strode through the silent
halls. He chose a door at random and opened it, finding a small, simply
furnished chamber. The room had only a single bed, a table and chair, and a
wooden cupboard against the far wall. The Hunter grinned as he saw the green-and-silver
velvet Lectern robes folded in a neat pile at the foot of the bed.


Moments
later, he emerged from the room in the disguise of a priest. He no longer
needed the face of the heavy-set Reckoner Makrel, but instead settled for his
own face with a few minor alterations: a thicker brow, longer nose, and a
rounded chin. And, of course, eyes of a deep brown instead of their true
midnight black


He
had just resumed his descent into the bowels of the temple when he met two
priests climbing the stairs toward him. His shoulders tightened in nervous
anticipation, and he reached inside his Lectern's robes for the hilt of a
dagger. He had no desire to kill them, but he wouldn’t give them a chance to
raise an alarm. His mission here was too important.


The
first priest, an older man with greying hair shaved in the Lectern's tonsure
and fringe, barely gave him a nod as he passed. The second priest, a younger
man in the garb of an apprentice, was too busy balancing a massive pile of
books to pay attention to the Hunter. 


The
Hunter let out a long breath as the priests disappeared above him. Good to know the disguise works. 


The
staircase ended three floors farther down, where it turned into a short hallway
that ran for five paces before opening into a small, bare room. No tapestries
hung on the unadorned wood-paneled walls, and the marble floor was scuffed from
heavy traffic. Yet there was no furniture, no doors in or out, nothing at all
to indicate the chamber’s purpose. 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. Had Evren steered him in the wrong direction? The
youth had known a lot more about the Master's Temple than a common thief ought
to, so he'd assumed the young man was right. But had he sent him off on a wild
hunt? Worse, had Evren led him into a trap? He had only one way of escape, and
there could be scores of armed Wardens waiting for him above.


The
Hunter started as an entire section of the wood-paneled wall slid aside to
reveal the head, chest, and shoulders of a man standing behind a marble counter.
Through the opening, the Hunter could see a small room, and beyond it a
massive, high-vaulted stone chamber that could only be the Vault of Stars.


"How
may I help you, Brother?" the man asked. He wore Lectern's robes, which
hung slack from his hunched shoulders. His pale skin and squinting eyes gave
him the look of someone that spent far too much time indoors. He adjusted his
spectacles and stared at the Hunter in expectation. 


After
a moment of hesitation, the Hunter strode toward the man. "I'm here on the
Arch-Lectern's business."


The
man's white-blonde eyebrows pressed together. "Which Arch-Lectern,
precisely?"


The
Hunter's gut clenched. "I, uh…"


"White
Tower? Black Tower? Crystal Tower?"


"Grey
Tower," the Hunter said as Under-Lectern Sisket's stammering flashed
through his mind. 


"Ahh,
of course." The man folded his hands on the countertop and gave the Hunter
an unctuous smile. "And how might I be of service of Arch-Lectern Uriman
today?"


"I've
come for a number of books," the Hunter said, trying to ignore the furious
beating of his heart. "Special volumes only available here."


"Of
course," the man repeated. "If you will simply give me the titles, I
will be happy to hunt them down for you. And, of course, I will need to see the
Arch-Lectern's written request for the volumes."


Shit. The Hunter thought quickly. He could try
to bluff his way into the Vault of Stars, or take the more direct route. One
look at the Lectern told him what manner of man he was dealing with: a functionary
who would adhere to the rules without any deviation. There was only one way to
cut through this bureaucracy.


The
Hunter crossed the space to the counter in a single leap and seized the man's
collar. Before the Lectern could let out more than a surprised squawk, the
Hunter pressed a dagger to his throat. 


"You
have a choice," he growled. "Let me in or die."
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The
Lectern's pale face went a ghostly shade of white, and his eyes flew wide. Fear
tainted his scent of parchment, ink, and centuries-old dust. He seemed frozen
by shock and surprise, as if his brain couldn't comprehend how someone had
gotten this far into the Master's Temple, past all the guards and priests.


The
Hunter shook the priest’s collar to snap him out of his dumbfounded stupor.
"This can go one of two ways," the Hunter growled. "You let me
in and tell me what I want to know, and you live to read another day." He
pulled the man close and dropped his voice to a harsh whisper. "Fuck with
me or try to raise an alarm, and your fellow Lecterns will find your corpse
lying in a pool of blood."


The
Lectern gasped, and his face managed to somehow go even whiter. Words poured
from his mouth in an unintelligible jumble. 


The
Hunter pricked the underside of his chin with the dagger, and the pain seemed
to clear the priest's chaotic thoughts. He snapped his mouth shut and swallowed
hard.


"Resist
the urge to set off any alarms you have hidden around the Vault, Lectern."
The Hunter fixed the man with a stern gaze. "I've no need to hurt you, but
I won't hesitate to remove a hand or something
else important if you do anything foolish. Is that clear?"


"A-Abundantly,"
the Lectern managed to stammer. 


"Excellent."
The Hunter gave him a harsh smile. "Why don't we start with something
easy? Open the door."


Fear
filled the Lectern's eyes. "I…er…" 


"The
next word out of your mouth had better not be either can't or won't," the
Hunter snarled. 


The
priest swallowed. "I…er…am unable to?" He cringed and stammered out
the words as fast as he could. "The vault door only opens twice each day
when the Lecterns on duty change shifts. I could not open it, even if I had the
correct resonator stone."


The
Hunter's brow furrowed. He had no idea what a resonator stone was, but it
seemed it didn't matter anyway. There was only one way into the Vault of Stars.



He
moved too fast for the priest to react, pressing the man's arm against the
wooden countertop and slamming the dagger into his robes. The Lectern squawked
and let out a fearful cry, but the blade only pinned the sleeve of his long
frock in place. 


"Take
that as a warning," the Hunter said in a low growl. "Next one hits
something painful, then something vital, then something fatal."


The
man gave a frantic nod of his head. "Understood!" he gasped.


"Good.
Now move to the side."


The
Hunter gave the man a helping hand, shoving him to the left of the counter. He
reached up, gripped the inner edge of the paneled wall, and swung his legs over
the counter and through the opening. With a quick whipping motion of his upper
body, he lowered his head and threw himself into a forward leap. His shoulders
barely fit through the window and his forehead missed the upper lip by a
finger's breadth, but he landed on his feet inside the room beside the priest. 


All
this happened so fast the Lectern barely had time to react. His eyes went wide
as the Hunter ripped the dagger free of the wooden countertop and waved it
beneath his nose. 


"Please,
sir!" The priest’s voice held a note of abject terror. "I have a
family, two sons who—"


"Shut
up, Priest," the Hunter snapped. "So long as you cooperate, you'll
walk out of here alive."


"Of
course, of course," the man gibbered. "Just tell me what you want and
I will be happy to provide it."


The
Hunter hid a grin. Lecterns were men of learning, not warriors like the
Swordsman Adepts or the Warrior Priests of Derelana. They relied on the
sanctity of their temple and the men guarding their entrances to keep them
safe. The concept of personal danger had to be very alien to this man. Of course he'd be pissing his breeches in
fear for his life. The closest he'd come to real combat had to be wielding a
letter opener to avoid paper cuts.


The
Hunter fixed him with a stern glare. "I have come for a book." 


"A
book?" The Lectern's eyebrows shot up, but the tension drained from his
shoulders. "Is that all? You could have simply gone to the Royal Library
and--"


"I
tried, but they didn't have it." 


"So
it's a rare volume, is it?" The Lectern's lips pressed together.
"Something too esoteric to be found on their shelves?"


"Correct."
The Hunter hesitated for a moment before speaking. "It's one of the works
of Karannos Taivoro."


The
Lectern's jaw dropped. "T-Tai…?" He blinked in surprise, and his nose
wrinkled up. "Y-You've come here…broken into the Master's Temple and
threatened a priest…for a Taivoro?"


By
the look in the priest’s eyes, the Hunter knew exactly what went through his head.
Everyone on Einan linked the name Taivoro to the mad playwright’s erotic fiction
and ribald tales of seduction, intrigue, and pleasure. Few knew the truth: the
man known as Karannos Taivoro had founded the Illusionist Cleric priesthood.


The
Hunter clenched his jaw. "A very specific Taivoro, one about a journeyman
bard."


"Ah,
of course." The man nodded, though his face was still wrinkled in
confusion. "You'll want The Singer
and His Muse."


That
was the same name the scribe in the Royal Library had mentioned.


"Do
you have it?" the Hunter demanded. 


"Of
course we do." The priest seemed almost offended by the question.
"The Vault of Stars is home to the oldest works on Einan, with texts
dating as far back as—"


"Wonderful."
The Hunter made no attempt to hide his sarcasm. "Take me to it."


The
Lectern stared at him, curiosity burning in his eyes. "Th-That way,"
he said and pointed behind the Hunter. 


The
Hunter stepped aside and motioned for him to lead the way. He walked a single
step behind and to the left of the Lectern, his dagger hovering threateningly
just within the priest's eyesight.


The
Vault of Stars far surpassed anything the Hunter had imagined. The vault of the
Cambionari in Malandria had stretched a hundred paces wide and two hundred
long, with a ceiling nearly twenty paces above his head. The high-ceilinged
stone cavern before him seemed to continue on forever. He could not see where
the walls ended to his right or left, and row after row of shelves stretched
into what looked like infinity. A spiral staircase descended deeper into the
earth for more floors than he could count at a glance. If each level of the
Vault of Stars matched the breadth and width of this, the uppermost level, it
truly could be endless.


The
stone ceiling towered too high for the light of the alchemical lamps to
illuminate. Thousands of precise rows of shelves filled the Vault of Stars,
each burdened by wooden boxes and crates, small barrels, padlocked chests
bearing cabalistic symbols, glass jars filled with all manner of creatures
hideous and beautiful alike, and a hundred thousand other oddities. 


Then
there were books. Hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions of volumes bound
in leather, ancient tomes with cracked spines and yellowing pages, ribbon-bound
sheaves of parchment, and tightly rolled scrolls sitting in neat order on the
shelves. Clay tablets sat beside wood-bound wax diptychs, while the brass
shelves groaned beneath the weight of carved runestones. Staring at it all, the
Hunter found it plausible that every written work in history truly could be
stored here. 


The
smell of dust hung thick in the vault, underscored by the scent of aging books,
the metal and wood of the shelving, and the terror-laced stink of the Lectern
in his grasp. The sound of the priest’s ragged breathing seemed to echo off the
high ceilings in time with the clack of
their shoes on the grey stone floor. 


The
Lectern wended through the rows of shelving until they reached one of the
spiral staircases. The Hunter kept a tight grip on the man’s collar, though he
no longer waved the dagger around. The priest clearly understood the gravity of
his situation, and though he cringed in fear, he seemed to have accepted it.


They
descended two floors before the Lectern exited the staircase. The moment they
stepped onto the landing, the Hunter's eyes went wide as he caught sight of the
bas-relief etched into the stone wall facing the staircase. 


A
figure lay atop a stone altar, held in place by strong bonds, arms folded over
his chest. Eleven radiant figures surrounded it, reaching out their arms to
send threads of power into the man atop the altar. It was identical to the
carving he had seen in Kara-ket. 


He
grabbed the priest's collar. "What is this image?" he asked,
thrusting the dagger at the bas-relief.


"A-A
depiction of the entombment of K-Kharna by the eleven gods after the Swordsman's
fall," the man stammered out. 


The
Hunter studied the image. It matched the one he'd seen in Kara-ket, from the
minute details of the eleven gods’ faces to the threads of power streaming from
their hands. He got that same feeling of dire urgency from the image and it
filled him with dread. Kharna’s face even bore the same serenity, his posture
echoing peaceful repose rather than eternal damnation. The bas-relief even bore
the ragged crack in the wall in the lower left corner.


"What
happened here?" He tapped the black fissure. 


"Nothing."
The priest gave him a curious look. "It is a part of the original
image."


The
Hunter stared at it. The jagged line carved across an entire corner of the
bas-relief, cutting through the landscape depicted there. Something about the
blackness sent an unexplained shiver down his spine. 


"What
does it mean?" he asked. "Does it have something to do with the
destruction of the world wrought by the War of Gods?"


The
priest regarded him with surprise. "For a killer, you seem remarkably
well-educated on ancient lore."


The
Hunter's lip curled into a sneer. "Even killers have to have hobbies." He pointed at the crack in the
image. "Explain."


The
Lectern squinted at the bas-relief and scratched his angular nose. "Well,
I must admit these ancient works of art are more Lectern Kariman's area of
expertise. He would be better-suited to—"


"You're
the one trapped in here with me," the Hunter growled. "You'll have to
do."


The
priest sucked in a breath and spoke quickly. "From what I understand, this
work dates back to the War of Gods. This temple is built upon the ruins of a
Serenii tower, and the Vault of Stars is believed to be of Serenii design, as
is evidenced by the use of resonator stones instead of keys."


"What
are resonator stones?" the Hunter asked.


"Stones
that vibrate at a certain frequency." The priest's tone made it sound like
the simplest thing in the world. "When it comes in contact with other
stones that resonate at a specific frequency, there is a reaction."


The
Hunter's struggled to grasp the concept. "Like how the voice of an aria singer can shatter a glass goblet?"


"Precisely."
The bespectacled man seemed surprised that the Hunter understood. "But the
resonator stones harmonize. The Serenii used that harmony to create many
marvelous devices, including the locks that seal the Vault of Stars."


The
Hunter nodded. "But what do these stones have to do with the image?" 


"Nothing."
The Lectern shook his white-haired head. "But it is proof that the vault
is of Serenii design, meaning the artwork has to date at least that far back.
And, as we've seen in all the Serenii works of art and architecture, they never
did anything without good reason." He pointed at the crack in the image.
"Which means that crack was included in the image on purpose. But what that purpose was, I cannot truly
say."


The
Hunter stared at the bas-relief. Something about Kharna's pose had struck him
as odd back in Kara-ket. The god, believed mad and bent on world destruction,
seemed oddly peaceful as he lay on what appeared to be a sacrificial altar. The
Hunter knew how he would react if he
was being bound for eternity. So why would Kharna be so accepting of his
endless damnation? Could it be because he knew he would one day be freed by the
Abiarazi and Bucelarii still living on Einan? Or was there another reason?
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The
question nagged at him as he followed the priest through the Vault. He paid
little heed to the titles on the bound volumes or the odd-looking assortment of
items stacked on the shelves as he tried to understand the true meaning of the
image. 


The
Lectern muttered to himself as he scanned the signs posted along each row of brass
shelving. The Hunter didn't understand the odd glyphs—they reminded him of the
Illusionist Cleric script, just more confusing—but the priest seemed to know
his way around. He led the Hunter down one row and ran a finger across the
metal plaques welded to the brass shelf frames. 


"Tairadon,
Taithan, Taius, Taivash, ah, here we are!" He tapped on one of the bronze
plaques. "Taivoro, Karannos."


The
Hunter scanned the books on the shelf and was surprised by the sheer number of
volumes in the Taivoro section. He'd known the mad playwright was prolific, but
there had to be at least fifty books to his name. His mind boggled at the
thought of all the secrets Taivoro had concealed in that many pages.


With
a triumphant grin, the priest lifted a book carefully from the shelf. "The Singer and His Muse. It is said to
be one of the earliest works of Taivoro." He gave a sad shake of his head.
"Sadly, also probably his absolute worst."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. 


The
priest opened the book and cleared his throat. "I imagined the ribbed flesh, the supple rings of muscle, the soft
warmth of her as I moved inside her," he read in a surprisingly strong
voice. "Flowers of green and blue
danced behind my closed eyelids, their delicate petals drifting downward to
join our entwined bodies in our pursuit of pleasure." He shook his
head. "Absolute rubbish, this. He's fortunate he got better over time,
else he'd have been Einan's least successful playwright as well as its most
insane."


The
Hunter couldn't help rolling his eyes at the terrible writing. Lucky for me I don't care about the story. 


He
snatched the book from the priest, eliciting a cry of protest. A hard glare
silenced the Lectern long enough for him to glance at the pages. His heart sank
as he flipped through the book. It lacked the artwork he'd seen in the Taivoro
he'd stolen from Lord Apus in Malandria—the artwork Bardin had used to decipher
the hidden message. 


He
ground his teeth in frustration. What now? The Sage had mentioned finding the
key to reaching Enarium within the pages of this book. Perhaps there was another Taivoro work about a journeyman
bard.


"No,
this is the one you're looking for," the Lectern replied to his question.
The man's owlish face took on a curious expression. "Perhaps if you told
me precisely why you were interested in this volume, I might be able to—"


The
Hunter cut him off with a slashing gesture. "My business is none of your
concern." 


"I
could beg to differ." The Lectern had found a modicum of courage at last.
Well, indignation more than anything. "It's my life you're threatening,
and if it's all the same to you, I'd rather not die because you don't give me
the information I need to find what you're searching for."


The
Hunter stifled a grin. The man's tone reminded him of Visibos, the apprentice
Cambionari he'd met on the road to Malandria. Visibos had been far more of a
warrior than this priest, but his scholar's curiosity had superseded everything
else. Men like these tended to want to know the answers to everything—it was
why they dedicated their lives to study and research.


"How
much do you know about Taivoro?" the Hunter asked. "The truth of the man, not what is accepted
as common knowledge."


"You
mean the rumors that he was the founder of the Illusionist Clerics?" The
Lectern raised an eyebrow, a movement that made his dark eyes appear even
larger behind his spectacles.


The
Hunter nodded. "Precisely. A…friend of mine told me that every work of
Taivoro concealed ciphers and coded messages."


"Of
course!" The Lectern nodded. "But many of the messages are lost in
the copying of his manuscripts." He tapped the book in the Hunter's hand.
"Every time the scribes copy the books for the purpose of preserving the
originals, they make minor changes to the wording and syntax. For the sake of
readability, of course." 


"Indeed."
The Hunter tried not to show his surprise at this new tidbit of information. 


"So
you need this book not for its words, but for the cipher it contains?" the
priest asked. He seemed to take the Hunter's lack of response as an
affirmative. "May I ask what message you are searching for?"


"You
may, but you will have no answer from me."


The
priest's face fell, as if disappointed at being left out of the discovery of
some new mystery. Scholars lived for that sort of thing. 


The
Hunter tapped the book with the tip of his dagger. "But if, as you say,
the messages are lost during the copying process, I will need the original
manuscript of The Singer and His
Muse."


The
priest's face hardened, and he folded his arms across his slim chest. "You
will not have it."


The
Lectern's defiance came as a surprise. "You refuse me?" the Hunter
asked, arching an eyebrow. 


"I
do." The man's face grew stubborn. "The Vault of Stars is the
repository of all the knowledge on Einan. Some of the written works here date
as far back as the vault itself, to the time of the Serenii and the War of
Gods. These books," he thrust a finger toward the volume in the Hunter's
hand, "are copies created for use by the Lecterns and the other priests.
But fewer than a dozen souls are permitted to access the originals."


"Better
make an exception for me." The Hunter hefted his dagger to emphasize the
threat.


The
priest's eyes filled with fear, but his expression was no less resolute. "Threaten
me all you want, but it will do you no good. There are some things worth dying
for. The knowledge our order has spent five thousand years collecting is far
more valuable than my life."


The
Hunter studied the man. He'd met enough religious fanatics to know that the
Lectern really would lay down his life to protect the manuscripts. Everyone had
a breaking point, but as the priest had said, there were things worth dying
for. Even he, a half-demon assassin, had things he would sacrifice himself to protect.


The
priest flinched from the fiery intensity of the Hunter's gaze. "That book
in your hands is as close to the original manuscript as possible," he
said, the words pouring out of his mouth in a fearful rush. "Whatever
message is hidden within those texts should be sufficiently intact for you to
decipher it."


The
Hunter loomed over the man. "You are certain?" 


"Yes!"
The Lectern cringed. "I swear it on the Master's name!"


The
Hunter glared at him for a long moment, then shrugged and nodded. "Fair
enough." 


The
priest seemed to deflate, and he sagged in relief, leaning on the shelf and
mopping at the sweat staining his brow. 


As
the Hunter tucked the book into a pocket inside his robes, an idea struck him.
He was standing in the world's most comprehensive source of information. Surely
he could find answers about the Bucelarii somewhere among these shelves. 


"Tell
me," he asked the Lectern, "where would I find information on the
Abiarazi?" 


The
priest's expression went from relieved to confused in a moment. "Abiarazi?
I've never heard that term before." 


"Demons,"
the Hunter said. "From the time of the War of Gods." He hesitated.
"Or their offspring with humans."


The
Lectern's face went stark white. "O-Offspring…with humans?" He seemed
utterly floored by the notion. "S-Surely you can't be serious. Such a
thing would be profane, not to mention impossible."


The
Hunter bit back a frustrated curse. Clearly the Vault of Stars didn't contain all the information floating around
Einan. The Cambionari must not have shared their knowledge of the Bucelarii
with the Master's priests.


He
tried a new approach. "What of the War of Gods? Are there any writings of
what transpired? Perhaps one of the works of Eshendun, or—"


"Eshendun?"
The Lectern seemed to recover from his shock, and he shook his head. "No,
you'll want the Prophet Mehmet. Eshendun was born some two hundred years after
the War of Gods. The works of Mehmet are the only true eyewitness accounts of
those days."


Now
it was the Hunter's turn to be confused. "You are certain?" he asked.
According to The Numeniad, the book of Eshendun, the historian had been transported
by Kiro, the Master, to Khar'nath to watch the Bucelarii and their demon ancestors
cast into the portal to the fiery hell. 


"Absolutely."
The priest nodded. "Eshendun was a disciple of the Prophet's teachings,
but long after Mehmet had died. As far as we know, Mehmet was the only one to
transcribe the events of the War of Gods."


"Then
take me to the works of Mehmet," the Hunter said. 


"We…do
not have them." Shame flashed across the priest’s face as he dropped his
eyes. 


"I
thought this was the largest collection of knowledge on Einan." The
Hunter's words had a sardonic edge.


"It
is," the Lectern snapped. "The works of Mehmet were destroyed a
century after the War of Gods, and with them all knowledge of what truly
transpired. Which is precisely why the Enclave is meeting." His eyes flew
wide and he clapped a hand over his mouth, as if just realizing what he'd said.


The
Hunter fixed him with a hard glare. "What are you talking about?"


"Nothing."
The priest gave a dismissive wave, trying hard to be nonchalant. "Forget I
said anything, and depart in peace."


"Tell
me," the Hunter growled.


The
Lectern set his jaw and shook his head. "I have said too much already."



"Speak,
Priest." The Hunter took a threatening step forward, but once again, the
look in the priest’s eyes told him his threats would not cow the man into
breaking. After a moment, he nodded. "So be it. I have what I came for.
The time has come for me to leave."


Fear
flashed across the priest's expression, and he threw up his hands. "Please!
You promised—"


The
Hunter's hand flashed up and out in a blur, slamming the rounded pommel of his
dagger into the base of the priest’s skull. The Lectern sagged to the ground in
an unconscious heap.


He
crouched to check for the priest's pulse. His blow had been hard enough to
render the man senseless, but he'd wake in a few hours—with the worst headache
of his life, but alive.


"Don't just leave him like that," the
demon shrieked. "Kill him!"


The
Hunter shook his head. It’s not
necessary, he told the voice. I
promised I would let him live.


"You are losing your
edge." The
presence in his mind radiated fury and disgust. "That boy is making you soft."


A
low growl rumbled in the Hunter's throat. I
do not grow soft. I simply refuse to give you what you desire. The harder you
push, the more I will fight you. I kill when I choose to.


"Pathetic
human," the demon
snarled. "You think yourself strong,
but it is the act of a willful, stubborn child. You waste your strength denying
the truth."


And what truth is that? The Hunter's fists clenched. You seek to turn me into a mindless, savage
beast like you.


"A predator, born to
hunt, to kill! Even your name bears witness to who you really are. When you
deny it, you only deceive yourself." The force of the demon's rage had set his hands trembling.


Enough! 


The
Hunter closed his eyes and focused on constructing the mental barrier, fighting
against the relentless assault of the presence within. He steeled his will and
forced the wall in his mind to rise and lock the demon’s voice away.


The
throbbing in his head receded to a dull ache as the last brick fell in place,
and he drew in a deep breath to calm himself. It took a moment for the rush of
blood to subside and his heart to return to its steady rhythm. With one last
glance at the unconscious Lectern, he hurried back toward the stairs and the
way out of the vault.


He
paused at the bas-relief of Kharna the Destroyer. “Entombed against the return
of the Devourer” the Sage had called it. The more he looked at it, the odder it
seemed. Something about the image felt …off.


The
weight of the book tucked into his robes brought a grim sense of satisfaction.
He'd gotten what he came for. Sure, he still had to find the instructions in
the book, doubtless well-concealed by the Illusionist Clerics' codes. But the
first step, getting his hands on the tome, was complete. 


Now to get the hell out of
here and back to Hailen. They'd
depart Vothmot with Darillon at dawn. He and the boy could both use a good
night's rest before beginning their arduous trek through the Empty Mountains
tomorrow.


Relief
filled the Hunter as he reached the entrance to the Vault of Stars and found it
empty. He dove head-first through the opening, landed in a roll on the bare
stone floor, and came to his feet in one smooth movement. He didn't bother
closing the wall panel behind him as he hurried up the stairs. 


He'd
learned a lot in the Vault, more than his mind could digest at once. He would
have to go over everything later, once he had a few moments of peace. For now,
he had to focus on getting out of the Master's Temple.


He
climbed the six floors to the main level and paused at the entrance to the
staircase. The confusion of the arriving priests had diminished, but
apprentices, Lecterns, and other visiting clerics filled the halls of the
temple. With a grin, he slipped out into the hall and into the commotion. He
should have no problem leaving in all the chaotic flow of men and women. Hells,
he could probably walk out the front gate, and everyone would be too busy to
notice him. 


His
path led across the main basilica, and he marveled at the breathtaking beauty
of the crystal dome high overhead. It filled the room with dazzling sunlight
that seemed to set the white marble aglow with an ethereal light. For a moment,
it almost felt like he stood in the heavens, with the power of the Thirteen
humming through the stone around him.


The
feeling passed as he moved through the colonnades and into one of the temple’s
aisles. He hurried toward a corridor that looked like it would lead him south,
toward the front of the temple. He walked with his head bowed to hide his
features, his hands concealed in the voluminous sleeves of his green-and-silver
velvet Lectern’s robes.


When
he stepped into the Chapel of Radiance, he couldn’t help pausing at the sight.
The light of the afternoon sun streamed through the enormous stained glass
window that covered the entire southern wall of the chapel. The Master stared
down at him, an expression of noble dignity on the white-bearded, kind-eyed
face. The yellow stained glass filled the air with a golden glow, accentuated
by the reds, blues, and greens of the Master’s divine robes. 


It
truly was as beautiful as people said. 


But
enough. No time to dawdle. Daylight faded fast, and he still had to cross the
entire city to get back to the brothel. He'd spent enough time enjoying the
view.


He
turned to leave the Chapel of Radiance and collided with a short, slim priest entering.
He mumbled a hurried apology, then his eyes went wide as he recognized the
man—a man he thought he'd left far behind him with the shattered remnants and haunting
memories of his past. 


"Forgive
me, Lectern, I didn't see you there," said Father Reverentus, Beggar
Priest, and Cambionari of Voramis. 
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There
was no mistaking it. He would recognize the man’s lined and weathered face, the
liver spots dotting his bald scalp, his long white beard, the stooped back, and
the sharp, intelligent eyes anywhere. The scent of vellum, dust, and arthritic
joint balm confirmed what his eyes told him. 


"Are
you well?" Father Reverentus' brow furrowed in concern. "You look
like you've seen…" He trailed off, and his eyes narrowed.


Time
slowed as the Hunter stared at the emaciated, age-worn man who had set him on
this fateful journey. Until the day he'd met Father Reverentus, he'd been
ignorant of the Abiarazi, his demonic heritage, Soulhunger's true purpose, and
the threat of Kharna’s return. This man, this forceful, vengeful priest, had
recruited him into his war against the demons as penance for killing Brother Securus,
the only able-bodied Cambionari in Voramis.


Yes,
he would recognize the man anywhere. And, judging by the suspicion written in
the Beggar Priest's eyes, the man would recognize him as well.


The
Hunter's gut clenched as two Wardens strolled past, their mirrored metal armor
turned a rosy red by the glow of the stained glass window. If the priest said
anything to attract attention, he'd be putting too many people at risk. The
Hunter had no desire to fight his way out, but there was no way he'd let the
Cambionari, the Illusionist Clerics, or any other Keeper-damned priest stop
him.


He
stepped close to the priest and lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. "Say
the wrong thing, do anything to draw attention, and everyone in the chapel
dies."


"It is you," Father Reverentus hissed.
Fury flashed across his age-lined face. "How dare you show your face here
after—"


The
Hunter seized the old man's arm and tugged him toward a doorway at the rear of
the Chapel of Radiance. Father Reverentus tried to break free, but the Hunter's
iron grip held him fast. When he opened his mouth to cry out, the Hunter
pressed the tip of his dagger against his throat. "Don't make me do it, Priest."


His
heart thundered a furious beat as he and Father Reverentus strode toward the
door. He cast a glance over his shoulder and found the Wardens eying him with
barely passing curiosity. They had more important things to worry about than an
Under-Lectern and a Beggar Priest. 


The
Hunter had to lower his dagger to open the door, but dragged Father Reverentus
inside before the old man could raise an alarm or call attention to them. The
room was small and lit by a single window set high on the bare stone walls. The
only furnishings were a closet filled with Lectern robes, a wash basin, and a
table with two wooden chairs. 


The
Beggar Priest whirled on him. "What in the Keeper's name are you doing in
Vothmot?" He rubbed his throat with his arthritis-twisted hands, but blazing
fury filled his blue eyes. 


"I
could ask you the same thing, Priest." The Hunter spoke in a flat voice.
"You're a long way from Voramis."


"As
are you," Father Reverentus snarled. "But I suppose I shouldn't be
surprised. Your kind always did
manage to find your way back here."


"Wait,
what?" This surprised the Hunter. "What are you talking about?"


"Vothmot,
the first step on the journey to Enarium." The priest's eyes burned with a
piercing intensity. "You Bucelarii always returned here, one way or
another. It's why you always proved so easy to eliminate. Like dogs to your
vomit, you are."


The
vehemence in Father Reverentus' voice came as a greater surprise than the
revelation about the Bucelarii. He and the priest hadn't parted ways as
friends, but they'd been allies of a sort. Yet now, the man who stood before
him looked ready to kill him. Indeed, Father Reverentus' younger days as a
Cambionari seemed to be ingrained in him, given the way he reached for a weapon
that likely hadn't hung on his belt for the better part of three decades.


"I
should have ordered Brother Securus to kill you back in Voramis," the
priest spat. "Your death would have spared a great deal of
suffering."


"What
are you talking about, Father?" The Hunter's brow furrowed in confusion.
"I killed the First and the Third, like you wanted. Since then, I've
killed every Keeper-damned demon I've encountered." All but the Sage, who
had managed to escape. The priest didn't need to know about that, though.
"I kept my word to you. Of anything, you ought to be thanking me
for—"


"Thanking
you?" The priest's voice rose to a furious roar. "After what you did
to the Cambionari in Malandria? To Father Pietus?" 


The
Hunter's gut clenched. He hadn't wanted to fight, but they had forced his hand.
Garanis, the demon masquerading as an Illusionist Cleric, had given the order
through Father Pietus, and the Cambionari had obeyed. No one could fault the
Hunter for choosing to live.


He
opened his mouth to snarl a reply, but Father Reverentus spoke first. "And
then there was Visibos."


"What
of him?" The Hunter shook his head. "I didn't kill him."


"No,
you sentenced him to a fate far worse." Hatred blazed in the Beggar
Priest's eyes. "You locked him in that vault to starve to death." 


The
Hunter's blood ran cold. His mind flashed back to that night in the House of
Need in Malandria. He'd told Visibos he would tell the other Beggar Priests the
apprentice was locked in the vault, but that promise had fled his mind in his
desperate fight for his life. 


"No,"
he said in a quiet voice.


"Yes,"
Father Reverentus snarled. "They found his body three weeks later. He'd
eaten his boots, his clothing, even bits of his own flesh in a vain attempt to
stay alive. You condemned him to that horrible fate." His age-lined face
twisted into a sneer. "Back in Voramis, when you agreed to help hunt the
demons, I told myself that there was something decent in you. I can see now how
absolutely wrong I was."


The
words hit the Hunter like a blow to the gut. He truly had intended to ensure Visibos was released from the vault, yet
with everything that had happened—the fight with Lord Knight Moradiss and the
Cambionari, his encounter with Garanis, the desire to get Hailen away from the
horrors of the bloodshed—it had slipped his mind. And Visibos had died because
of it.


The
demon tried to break free of the wall he'd erected in his mind, but he gritted
his teeth and forced the barrier to hold fast. He had no need to hear that
mockery in his head. It didn't matter that Visibos had tried to kill him and
would gladly do so again. The apprentice hadn't deserved that death.


"It
was an—"


"Don't
you dare say accident!" Father
Reverentus' gnarled hand actually came up to strike him. The Hunter caught the
old priest's emaciated wrist, but didn't retaliate. The Beggar Priest had every
right to the fury burning through him. The Hunter would feel exactly the same
were their roles reversed. 


"I
was going to say," the Hunter growled through clenched teeth, "an
unfortunate outcome, but I was put in a position where I had no choice."
He released the priest's hand roughly and glared at the smaller man.
"Sixteen Cambionari surrounded me, and I fought for my life. I am sorry
for their deaths, but they left me no other way out."


"And
what of the boy, Hailen?" The priest's voice was cold, hard. "Did he
leave you no other choice but to murder him, as well? What did you do with his
body, Hunter? Did you even bury him, or did you leave him on the steps of some
building like with Farida?"


The
Hunter's hands balled and it took all his self-control not to drive his fist
through the priest's face. "I did not kill the boy."


"Then
where is he?" Father Reverentus stabbed a crooked finger at him.
"What have you done with him?" 


The
Hunter spoke in a quiet voice. "He is safe." 


"With
you?" The Beggar Priest barked a harsh laugh. "Do you even know what
he is, or is he simply another wayward child you are using to delude yourself
into believing you're human? Look how that turned out for the last—"


The
Hunter gripped the priest's throat in a move so fast Father Reverentus couldn't
even flinch back. "Don't. Ever. Speak. Of Her. Again." His teeth
clenched with such force his jaw ached. "That was not my fault."


"Is
that what you tell yourself, Hunter?" the priest choked out. "That
her death isn't on your head."


"It
is on my head," the Hunter snarled. "The First killed her to goad me
into destroying the Bloody Hand and the Dark Heresy, and, in doing so, gather
enough power for his dark ritual to summon an Abiarazi to Einan."


Father
Reverentus' eyes flew wide. 


"Oh,
yes, Priest," the Hunter spat.
"You have no idea what happened after I left your accursed temple. All you
know is that you humans lived another day. But you will never know what it cost
me, what it is still costing me to this day. So do not presume to lecture me on
what you perceive to be my shortcomings. After all, isn't it your duty as Cambionari to hunt down the
demons? From what I've seen, you're doing a terrible job."


He
released his grip on the priest's throat, and Father Reverentus fell to the
ground with a gasp. He stared at the Hunter, his weathered face red, a mixture
of fury and remorse in his eyes. 


"I
am sorry for what happened to your fellow Beggar Priests," the Hunter said
in a quiet voice. "I did not mean for Visibos to die. He was simply doing
his duty, as were the others. But they left me no choice. I could not let them
capture or kill me, not when there were demons roaming Einan." He stabbed
a finger at the priest. "You were
the one to recruit me to that mission. I am simply doing what you and yours
cannot."


Father
Reverentus picked himself slowly up off the ground. His anger had diminished
from raging inferno to a low simmering, and he was once again the age-worn,
stooped man. He tugged at his robes to straighten them, and he ran a gnarled hand
over his bald head as he sat heavily in one of the simple wooden chairs.


"And
what of the boy?" he asked after a long moment. "How does he factor
into your mission to kill the demons?"


"The
boy is…" 


The
Hunter hesitated. He didn't need Hailen
to help him hunt down the Abiarazi, but he did need to find a way to protect
the boy from the Irrsinnon slowly
claiming him. Did the priest know the truth of the boy's heritage as Elivasti?
Or, what was it the Sage had called him, Melechha?



He
fixed Father Reverentus with a hard stare. This priest had told him the truth
of his own heritage, and had set him on this path. He was Cambionari, yet he
had chosen not to follow his divine
orders to kill the Hunter. Maybe, just maybe, he could be trusted to an extent.


He
drew in a deep breath, then slowly let it out. "The boy is not human. He
is—"


"Elivasti,
yes." Father Reverentus gave a dismissive wave. "His mother told
Father Pietus that much the day he found her lying on the steps of the House of
Need in Malandria."


The
Hunter's eyes went wide. He'd never thought to ask how Hailen had come to be in
the temple.


"At
first," the priest continued, "we believed the woman's purple eyes
marked her as a Bucelarii, but she showed no vulnerability to iron. But she was
weak, suffering from the Bloody Flux. She could not return to her people in the
Chasm of the Lost, so she asked us to care for her son. Her final words to the
priest were, 'This child is special'."


"You
have no idea how true those words are." The Hunter met the priest's gaze
without hesitation. "Do you know what a Melechha is?"


"What?"
Father Reverentus jerked backward as if struck.


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow at the forceful reaction. "You recognize the
word?"


"How
do you know it?" the priest
demanded.


The
Hunter hesitated. "I heard it from the lips of a demon."


Father
Reverentus' face went ashen, and he leaned heavily on the wall. "Blessed
Beggar, can it be?" he breathed. His eyes glazed over, his gaze unfocused.



"What
does it mean?" the Hunter asked, taking a seat across from the priest.
"What in the fiery hell is a Melechha?"


Father
Reverentus raised his eyes, and the Hunter was shocked to see tears shining
there. 


"The
Melechha," he said, "are
the hope of the future."


 


 












Chapter Twelve 
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Father
Reverentus' tears weren't of sorrow, but joy. "We had thought them all
eradicated or died out, yet is it possible that the boy truly is what you
say?" Hope filled his expression. "I know he's got the purple eyes of
the Elivasti, but—"


Father
Reverentus paused for a moment. "Tell me," the priest said,
straightening, "does he bleed when you touch him?"


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. "How could you know that?" 


"He
does!" Father Reverentus breathed. Words poured from his mouth in a rush.
"Where is he? Is he nearby? Can you bring him here now?"


"Hold
on, Father." The Hunter folded his arms. "First, tell me how you knew
that he bled when I touched him. Then tell me what the bloody hell a Melechha is."


The
priest jaw muscles worked, but he managed not to unleash the retort forming on
his lips. 


"Melechha is the name given to very
special Elivasti," he said in a slow voice. "It is said that only the
purest blood of the Serenii runs through their veins and gives them special…abilities."


The
Hunter had seen one such ability when Hailen unleashed whatever power was
stored in the Dolmenrath, the
obsidian standing stones built by the Serenii. 


"They
are indistinguishable from the rest of their kind except in a few special
circumstances." Father Reverentus thrust a gnarled finger at him.
"When they come in contact with those of demon blood, their fingernails
begin to bleed."


The
Hunter nodded. He'd wondered why none of the other Elivasti he'd encountered in
Kara-ket had had the same reaction to his touch.


"But,
according to the Book of the Supplicant, handed down to us by the founders of
the Order of the Cambionari, the Melechha’s
blood is the only thing powerful enough to seal Kharna in his prison
forever." His words rang with a note of awe. "If he truly is a Melechha, that boy is the weapon to
defeat the Destroyer once and for all."


The
Hunter had a sickening feeling in his gut. He had tried to keep Hailen out of
harm's way, yet one thing after another put the boy in danger. Now he found out
Hailen was the secret to keeping Kharna locked away in his eternal prison. That
power had to come at a terrible cost. There was no way he could protect Hailen
from that.


"You
must bring him here, Hunter."
Father Reverentus' voice grew solemn. "You must turn him over to me, so I
can deliver him to the Cambionari here in Vothmot."


The
Hunter's gut tightened. "Cambionari? Here?"


The
priest's eyes went flat. "Yes," he said simply. "More of their
order than you will find anywhere else on Einan."


Ice
ran down the Hunter's spine. He'd been so focused on getting into the Master's
Temple he'd failed to realize that the nearby House of Need could house any of
the secret order of Beggar Priests commanded by their god to eradicate the
Bucelarii.


"But
if you deliver the boy to me," Father Reverentus said, "I can
persuade them to let you leave in peace. It is a fair bargain, is it not? His
life and the future of the world in exchange for yours?"


"No,"
the Hunter replied without hesitation. "He must come with me."


"You
will drag him with you in your search for Enarium?" the priest asked.


The
question caught the Hunter off guard. "How did--?"


"Why
else do you think Vothmot is home to the largest contingent of Cambionari on
Einan?" Father Reverentus pointed north, toward the Empty Mountains.
"For as long as your kind has existed, they have sought to return to
Enarium. Every one of them tries, in the end. And it is our duty to be waiting
when they do."


Acid
burned in the back of the Hunter's throat. It had made so much sense for him to
travel north, to find Her. Everything he'd uncovered—from the answers about his
past to the mysteries of the Irrsinnon to
the Sage's plans—had led him toward Enarium. And yet, Father Reverentus had
said every one of the Bucelarii came here sooner or later. Almost as if the
divine hand, fate, or destiny he'd tried too hard to deny drew him inexorably
here. 


"The
Empty Mountains are no place for the boy," the priest said in a quiet
voice. "Let us care for him, train him in the ways of the Cambionari. When
he is a man, he will be ready to do what must be done to save the world from
Kharna once and for all. You can be free of the burden, and you will be
permitted to leave Vothmot in peace." He placed his hand over his heart.
"You have my word as Cambionari and priest of the Beggar God."


The
Hunter wanted to reject the priest's offer out of hand, but he forced himself
to seriously consider it. Hailen would slow him down on the climb through the
Empty Mountains, and Father Reverentus was right in that the Empty Mountains
was no place for a child. The boy would be well cared-for by the Beggar
Priests. Hailen could have a real life; not just the life of a Melechha raised for war, but a childhood
as close to normal as he could ask for. 


But
could he say goodbye to the boy? In
Kara-ket, he had discovered that he had a child. He had no idea what fate had befallen
that child, but he'd come to see Hailen through the eyes of a father. Just as
he had Farida, in a way. His mind had unconsciously perceived them as a substitute
for the son or daughter he'd been forced to leave. He had cared for them with
all of his heart. Yes, Hailen had been put in harm's way, but the Hunter had
been willing to die to protect him. Was that any less than the Beggar Priests
could offer him?


The
matter of the Irrsinnon weighed
heavily on him as well. Soulhunger kept the madness at bay, but the Hunter
could see it claiming the boy's mind more and more each day. Only in Enarium
would he find the opia to cure the
madness and, hopefully, a way to do it without putting Hailen at risk. If he
left Hailen behind, could he reach the Lost City and return before the boy
descended fully into the grip of the Elivasti curse?


It
felt like lifting a mountain as he drew in a deep breath and spoke. "I
cannot." A burden settled on his shoulders. "The boy stays with
me."


Father
Reverentus' face hardened as he stood. He looked like he wanted to retort, but
he seemed to think better of it and simply nodded. "So be it. You have
made your choice."


The
Hunter heard a dangerous edge to the priest's words. He had no doubt Father Reverentus
would try to take Hailen from him by force, if necessary. He could summon an
army of Cambionari from the nearby House of Need. The moment the Hunter left
the temple, he had to flee the city.


"Farewell,
Hunter." The priest turned toward the door.


"Wait,
Father,” the Hunter said, rising to his feet. “Before you go, I have a
question." 


Father
Reverentus glanced back at him with a curious expression.


"What
is the Withering?" the Hunter asked.


The
priest raised an eyebrow. "You do not know?"


"If
I did," the Hunter retorted, "would I ask?"


"Fair
enough." Father Reverentus inclined his head and turned back to face the
Hunter. "The Withering is the name given to the blood sun, an astrological
phenomenon that occurs once every five hundred years or so."


"Is
there any reason why it would be special?" 


The
priest seemed to think about it for a moment, then shrugged. "No more so
than a solar eclipse or the full moon." He stroked his long white beard.
"Mystics of old believed it was a gathering of power, but there were never
any manifestations of power beyond the sky growing dark and the sun turning
crimson.”


"Do
you know when it is?" 


Father
Reverentus' expression grew thoughtful. "Like I said, it occurs once every
five centuries, but I could not give you the precise dates. That is the realm
of the Lecterns or the Secret Keepers. There are enough of them around that you
could simply ask one, though I doubt they'd prove helpful." 


The
Hunter sighed. So much for that being
helpful. The Sage's men had mentioned the demon’s hurry to reach Enarium
before the Withering. If it truly was a gathering of power, it could have
something to do with the ancient city of the Serenii. Given the Sage's
timeline, he had just over a week before the Withering occurred.


"If
that is all," Father Reverentus said, "there are pressing matters
that require my attention."


"This
Enclave really is the highlight of the decade isn't it?" the Hunter asked
in a mocking tone.


The
priest looked surprised. "You know of the Enclave?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "It's the only explanation for all these priests, isn't
it?" He had no more information than that, but perhaps he could trick
Father Reverentus into revealing more. There had to be an important reason why
so many of the highest-ranking clerics from around the continent had come to
the same place at the same time. 


"It
is necessary, much as it pains me." The priest's eyes filled with remorse.
"It is the only way to keep the peace."


The
Hunter forced himself not to reveal his surprise. Was the man actually ashamed of what he was doing here?


"Is
that what you tell yourself?" It was a stab in the dark, targeting Father
Reverentus' visible guilt. "Does that make it any easier to live
with?"


Father
Reverentus drew in a deep breath, then sighed. "No, it doesn't." He
shook his head. "But when we lost all the original texts from the War of
Gods, we had no choice. We could not let the gods be forgotten, for without
religion and belief, the world would have descended into chaos. The burden
still weighs heavily on my shoulders, even after all these years, but we do
what must be done."


The
Hunter tried to decipher the meaning of the priest's words. The Lectern in the
Vault of Stars had mentioned the destruction of Prophet Mehmet's eyewitness
account of the War of Gods. Eshendun had written the account based on stories
passed down from the Prophet's followers and passed it off as established
history.


Did
that mean the rest of the religious
texts were also equally falsified? The thought sent horror writhing like worms
in his gut. Priests and clerics preached from holy scriptures they claimed to
have come straight from the gods themselves. Yet, if all the original texts
were lost, where had these scriptures come from?


"How
much of it is true?" he asked, a vague question intended to keep the
priest talking.


Father
Reverentus hung his head. "Does it matter? The truth is rarely sufficient
to ensure true belief. And, in the end, is it not belief that matters
most?" He sounded like he was trying to convince himself of the lie.
"Even if it is not based on truth, all men need something to believe in.
In the end, faith is what makes things true. Faith is what brings peace and
acceptance that there is something worth living for, worth dying for."


Disgust
roiled within the Hunter as he stared at the priest. He'd believed Father
Reverentus to be a good man, even if he disagreed with the fundamentals of his
belief. But now it seemed the beliefs were all a lie. Worse, a lie perpetrated
and encouraged by the priest himself. He, and all the other priests in Vothmot,
sold the people of Einan falsehoods masquerading as the word of the gods.


"When
we first met, do you remember what you told me about the gods?" The Hunter
spoke in a harsh voice. "You told me the gods were real, even if I do not
believe in them."


"I
remember." The priest nodded. "And you were not far wrong when you
said the gods were the creations of humans."


"You
truly did create the gods we know
now," the Hunter snarled. "And you passed it off to the world as the
truth."


"For
the world, the gods are real." Father Reverentus met his eyes without
hesitation. "They are as real as the sun, the wind, and the night. They
are intangibles, things that most people do not understand. It is enough that
they exist."


"But
do they?" The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "If, as you said, it was all
invented by the Enclave, can you offer proof of their existence?" 


"Just
because the written records are lost to us, that doesn't mean the gods are not
real," the priest retorted.


The
Hunter folded his arms. "Nor does it mean they are." 


"Even
if the writings are gone, the truths inherent there remain." Father Reverentus
narrowed his eyes. "That Ritual of Cleansing we carried out beneath the
temple, do you doubt that it was real?"


The
Hunter shook his head. He'd felt the power manifesting in the bare stone room. 


"That
ritual was passed down to us in the Book of the Supplicant, written by the
founder of our order after the War of Gods. Even after the book was lost, the
ritual was not. Everything, from the blood spilled on the altar to the words of
the ritual, has been shared on the lips of the Cambionari from the first
Enclave to this one." The priest fixed him with a hard gaze. "Belief,
Hunter. Belief is what matters."


The
Hunter drew in a deep breath, but his desire to argue with the priest had fled.
He simply shook his head and, without a word, strode from the small room,
leaving the speechless Reverentus behind.
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A lie. The thought ran through the Hunter's
mind over and over as he strode through the streets of Vothmot. It was all a lie.


He
had ditched the Lectern's robes in the first abandoned alley he found after
leaving the Master's Temple. Now, he looked like any of the thousands of people
walking through the Prime Bazaar. Until someone looked into his eyes, he knew.
His midnight black eyes would reflect the storm in his thoughts.


For
as long as he could remember, he hadn't bothered with religion. He cared little
for belief and had no use for the gods. They had simply been a fixture in the
background of Voramian culture, something he exploited when necessary and
ignored otherwise.


But
finding out it was a fabrication still felt wrong. Not even the discovery of
his half-demon heritage had affected him this deeply. He had always known he
was different than the men and women around him in more ways than just the
color of his eyes. Yet this revelation seemed too hard to digest. 


The
entire culture of Voramis, the only home he'd known for forty-some years,
revolved around the gods of Einan. From weekly visits to their temple of choice
to donations to the House of Need to even swearing in the gods' names, Voramians
had built their society upon the foundation of worshipping the Thirteen. 


The
gods were also intrinsically bound up in everything he'd learned over the last
months. He wielded iron daggers supposedly made from the Swordsman's own blade.
The Beggar God had saved the Bucelarii from destruction. Kharna had summoned
the demons, his forefathers, to the world of Einan. No matter how much he tried
to ignore them, he could not escape the gods' hand in his lives.


But
it was all a lie. Or if not all, how much? How much of what he had learned to
be “the truth” was the fabrication of men seeking to control Einan through
religion and faith?


Anger
surged hot within him. All those months ago, Father Reverentus had told him the
gods had chosen him to fight the demons. He hadn't taken up the crusade to
destroy the Abiarazi in service to any deity, but the knowledge that he was
doing “the right thing” carried a certain vindication. 


Now
what did he have? Father Reverentus had deceived him with a story of gods and
demons that could be as fictional as the Taivoro in his pocket. What remained
for him to believe?


He
bumped into someone, and the man fell hard to the dusty street. The Hunter
barely heard the indignant shouts behind him.


He
could believe in his own strength. He didn't need the gods to push him forward.
He had the skill of his sword, the power in his muscles, and the will to
succeed to drive him onward.


The
absence of the gods did not lessen the threat posed by the Sage. If the god
Kharna truly didn't exist, that wouldn't prevent the Sage from carrying out his
plans—plans that undoubtedly threatened all mankind. The fact that the Thirteen
were a lie didn't mean Hailen was any safer from the Irrsinnon. If the Hunter didn't find a cure, no god—real or
false—would prevent Hailen from descending into madness.


And
the lies told by long-dead priests didn't diminish his desire to find the woman
from his dreams—his memories. If anything, this new revelation only
strengthened that desire. In a world where he could believe nothing, he needed
something to cling to. She was real. He could feel Her presence calling him
northward, tugging at his heart. Even if he never had proof in any gods'
existence, he knew for a fact that She was real. 


Satisfaction
flooded him as he felt the heavy book in his cloak's inner pocket. He had
succeeded in the first part of his mission. With the help of Darillon and the
secrets hidden in Taivoro's book, he would find the way to Enarium. 


But
first, he had to get out of Vothmot. Doubtless Father Reverentus had already
summoned the Cambionari to the Master's Temple, and soon the streets would be
flooded by demon-hunting Beggar Priests searching for him. They could not find him, but their gift—supposedly from
their Beggar God, but who knew where it had come from—would lead them to
Soulhunger. They could sense the presence of the stone set in Soulhunger's
hilt, the stone that gave the dagger sentience—the stone that held the soul of
a demon.


The
Cambionari would find Soulhunger and Hailen with it. The Hunter had to retrieve
the boy and get them both out of the city immediately. He wouldn't risk losing
the boy to the Beggar Priests. Father Reverentus meant well, but he could not
protect the boy from the Elivasti curse. Hailen's only hope lay in reaching
Enarium.


He
quickened his pace as he reached the Ward of Bliss. Divinity House stood just
three streets down. He could collect Hailen, saddle their horses, and be off
within half an hour. 


Icy
feet danced down his spine as he saw the mounted riders trotting down the road.
They wore the shining splinted mail and bore the ornate facial tattoos
marketing them as Warrior Priests of Derelana. Their path led them in the
direction of Divinity House. He didn't need the voice in his head to tell him
something was very wrong.


He
resisted the urge to run. No sense drawing attention to himself. The odds that
they were looking for him were almost infinitesimally small. As far as he knew,
he hadn't done anything to anger the Warrior Priests of Derelana. Unless
someone had specifically contracted them to hunt him down, they wouldn't—


His
heart stopped as he rounded the corner and caught sight of the woman standing
in front of the Divinity House.


She
was shorter than the average Voramian, but her heavy plate mail armor made her
seem more imposing. The steel, once burnished to a bright finish, showed the dents,
nicks, and scratches of hard wear. The burnished brass anvil in the center of
her chest plate, her symbol of honor, no longer shone with the same brilliance.
It had the look of cheap, tarnished metal. 


He’d
recognize that insignia anywhere. It belonged to Sir Danna Esgrimon, Knight of
the Order of Piety.


Blood
turned to ice in his veins. What in the
frozen hell is she doing here?


The
last time he'd seen the red-haired knight, she had hurled him into the Chasm of
the Lost and left him for dead. That was in Malandria, half a world to the
south. Yet here she was, dismounting in front of Divinity House. 


The
light of the torch in her hand illuminated the new tension in her posture, a
hard edge to her features that hadn't been there when they first met. A familiar
greatsword hung from her back--Lord Knight Moradiss' blade had come dangerously
close to killing him in Malandria. 


"Demonspawn!"
she shouted in a voice of barely restrained fury. "I know you're in there.
Surrender yourself and spare the lives of those within. If I must storm by
force and drag you out, you put everyone inside at peril."


The
Hunter's heart thundered against his ribs. Nearly twenty Warrior Priests
surrounded Sir Danna. He’d faced the priests of Derelana only once before and
had a great deal of respect for their skill at arms. There was no way he could
fight his way through twenty of them, and definitely not with Sir Danna beside
them. 


But
he couldn't stand by and do nothing. Sir Danna could sense the presence of
Soulhunger's gemstone. He had no idea how she'd tracked it across Einan, but
she had. If she stormed the kaffehouse, she would find Hailen and the dagger.
There was no way he could free the boy from her clutches before Father
Reverentus sent the Cambionari after him. He had to move quickly. 


He
studied the group of torch-carrying warriors arrayed on the street in front of
Divinity House. The Warrior Priests were tense in expectation of a battle, their
stances wary, ready to storm the building. 


The
Hunter turned and raced toward the nearby alley, which led behind the row of
kaffehouses. His dark grey cloak blended with the shadows of the darkening
evening, concealing his movements as he raced down the narrow back street. He
had a matter of minutes to get Hailen out of Divinity House before Sir Danna broke
down the kaffehouse door. 


Relief
filled his chest as he saw only empty streets all the way to Divinity House. He
hammered on the rear door of the kaffehouse until a heavy-necked guard pulled it
open. He shoved his way in without waiting for the thug to move aside.


Scantily-clad
women regarded him with a curiosity that failed to hide the fear shining in
their eyes. They had no idea why an angry knight stood outside their door, but
Sir Danna had made her intentions plain. She would be storming in at any
minute, and they would all be in danger. The kaffehouse’s guards, little more
than club-wielding brawlers, exchanged nervous glances. Doubtless they were
seriously evaluating their chances of survival in a direct confrontation. The
outcome was grim.


"Sastia,
where is she?" he demanded. 


One
of the women, a blonde-haired Praamian with pale skin and lips painted a deep
shade of turquoise, pointed up the stairs. "Third door on the left. But
she's—"


He
didn't hear the rest of the sentence as raced up the stairs and sprinted toward
the room indicated, his boots pounding on the wooden floor. He tested the knob
and found it locked. With a growl, he lifted his foot and slammed his heel into
the door, just beside the locking mechanism.


Sastia
screamed as he entered, but he held up a hand to calm her. "Be
quiet!" he hissed. "Unless you want those warriors storming the
building right now."


Her
eyes were wide in fear, but her scream was cut off. "What's going
on?" she demanded in a whisper. "Why are they—"


The
Hunter knelt before the boy, who sat on the ground playing with a collection of
colorful blocks of wood. "Hailen. We need to go." 


Soulhunger,
hanging on Hailen's belt, filled his mind with its delight at his return. The
dagger sensed the urgency in his thoughts and welcomed it. Urgency meant
danger, and danger meant the Hunter would be forced to use it to kill.
Soulhunger's joy echoed in this thoughts; the blade thrilled at the
anticipation that it would soon be fed. 


Hailen
looked up. "Hello, Hardwell," he said with a smile. It wasn't the
instant, bright smile he remembered from his first meeting with the boy.
Instead, it was slow, hesitant, as if the boy's mind took time to comprehend
that the person before him was familiar. 


"Where
are your things?" The Hunter forced himself to speak in a gentle tone to
avoid startling the boy. Enough fear filled the kaffehouse already. 


"The
bed," Hailen said, not looking up from the blocks. 


The
Hunter leapt toward the bed and scooped up Hailen's pack, which lay beside his
own. The straps remained closed, and he found nothing missing when he checked
them. He slung them over his back, stooped, and scooped Hailen into his arms.


The
boy gave a little cry of protest. "My blocks!" 


"Here."
Sastia held out a block painted purple. "It's a match for your pretty
eyes."


Hailen
smiled and clutched the block to his chest. "Thank you," he said in a
slow voice. 


The
Hunter inclined his head to the woman. "Truly, thank you."


Sastia
gave a little nod. "I'm glad I had a chance to spend time with him. A
remarkable lad, he is."


More than you know, the Hunter thought as he left the room
and carried Hailen down the stairs. 


Madame
Aioni met him on the bottom floor. “Leaving so soon?” Her face twisted down
into a theatrical frown, and she shook her head. “A shame. We could have
offered you so much mo—“


“Thank
you for your hospitality,” the Hunter said, “but I’m certain you’d rather I
depart before those men outside storm your home.” 


Her
congenial affect disappeared in a moment, replaced by a hard light that set her
eyes ablaze. "Friends of yours?"


The
Hunter shook his head. "Old enemies I thought I left far behind me."


The
madame scowled. "You just had to bring them to my home, eh?"


"I
had no idea they were in town, I swear. Had I known…" He would never have
left Hailen here. 


"No
way to unbreak this egg, I suppose." She folded her arms over her ample
bosom. "You'll be wanting your horses, I take it?" 


The
Hunter nodded. "We'll take the back way out, use the alleys to lose
them."


"Where
do you want me to have my boy meet you with your mounts?"


"Just
inside the north gate," the Hunter said. "It'll take us most of the
night to shake them and get over there. But I'll need the mounts and these bags
there no later than the second hour before dawn."


The
madame held out a hand. "I'll see it done."


The
Hunter set the saddlebags on the ground and reached into a pocket for a golden
imperial. At the hard look in the woman's eyes, he set four more in her palm.


She
nodded and pocketed the coins. "I don't know what you did to anger the
knight, but I'll wish you the Mistress' luck on getting yourself clear."


"Thank
you. The Apprentice smile on your establishment." The blessing rang hollow
in his ears, but he said it not for himself. She couldn't know that the gods
she believed in were all a fabrication.


One
of the brothel guards peered out the doorway. "Two to the left," he
whispered. "Head right, then take the first alley to the left. It's a maze
back there."


The
Hunter gave the man a grateful nod and slipped out the door. The sun had fully
set by now, and the shadows of night concealed him as he hurried away from the
brothel. The tromp, tromp of heavy
boots grew louder behind him. He picked up the pace, trusting his cloak to keep
him hidden. He scanned the darkness in search of the alley the guard had
mentioned. 


His
heart leapt as he spotted it just twenty paces away. Shifting Hailen in his
arms, he jogged toward the alley. 


He
was just about to duck around the corner when a voice shattered the silence of
the night.


"There
he is!" 
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The
Hunter had a split second to react. Either try to outrun the men behind him or
fight his way free. For once, he didn't argue with the demon or Soulhunger's
desires. He'd never get away carrying Hailen, not with the Warrior Priests so
close behind.


He
rushed five steps down the alley and set Hailen on the ground.


"Close
your eyes and cover your ears," he hissed. "Do it, now!" 


Hailen
complied, squeezing his eyes shut and clapping chubby little hands over his
ears. The Hunter drew Soulhunger from the sheath on the boy's belt even as he pulled
his sword free. He slipped back toward the mouth of the alley, crouched, and
waited.


The
sound of booted feet grew louder as his pursuers thudded toward him. With all
the force he could muster, he swung a left-handed blow in a hard, low sweep. 


Steel
clanged off heavy greaves, but the force of the strike shattered the bone
beneath. A man in splinted mail fell to the ground with a cry of pain. The
Hunter was already swinging again, and the tip of his sword ripped open the
man's throat, silencing his voice. The man gurgled and clasped a hand to his
throat.


The
second Warrior Priest hurtled into view and swung his long sword at the
Hunter's head. The Hunter ducked the blow, then twisted violently to avoid a dagger
thrust aimed at his gut. The stink of iron flooded the Hunter's nostrils as the
blade scraped a thin line into his leather armor. 


Before
the man could pull back from the strike, the Hunter returned with a blow of his
own. His sword struck high, and a second later Soulhunger thrust upward. The
Warrior Priest, ducking the intentionally high swipe, met the rising dagger.
Razor-sharp steel sliced through the soft flesh of his neck, through the roof
of his mouth, and into his brain. He fell without a sound.


All
this happened in the space of two heartbeats. The Hunter listened for any sign
Sir Danna or the other Warrior Priests pursued him, but heard nothing. Taking a
deep breath to push back the thrill of battle, he wiped the tip of his sword on
the dead man's cloak and sheathed it.


"Feed me!" Soulhunger raged. The
demon in the Hunter's mind echoed its fury at being deprived its kill. 


In
Kara-ket, the Hunter had learned a curious truth: the gemstone set in
Soulhunger's hilt was only activated by the terrified screams of his victims.
Without those screams, the dagger could not feed. When he'd killed the Warrior
Priest, there had been no rush of power, no crimson light radiating from the
gemstone, no fresh scars etched into his flesh. It had been a simple death, as
if he'd killed using common steel. Demon and blade shrieked in protest at the
wasted death. They hated the Hunter for depriving them of the dead man's life
force.


Right
now, a silent death would prove the wiser choice. If Sir Danna heard screams,
she'd come running and he'd never escape. He couldn't protect Hailen and fight
Sir Danna, much less all the Warrior Priests with her as well. The iron daggers
in the dead men's hands told him the Cambionari knight had prepared them for
their battle with him. 


He
raced back toward Hailen. The boy flinched as the Hunter laid a hand on his
shoulder, but his fear turned to relief as his eyes popped open. 


"Come
on, Hailen." The Hunter helped the boy to stand. "We need to run."


"Are
there bad men chasing us again?" Hailen asked. 


The
Hunter nodded. 


"Why?"



The
question, spoken in a voice of genuine innocence, nearly broke the Hunter's
heart. Hailen couldn't understand why Sir Danna was chasing them. Chasing him, and Hailen would simply be
collateral in her quest for vengeance.


He
swallowed the lump in his throat. "Come on, we need to go," he said
and took Hailen's hand.


The
Hunter set off at a jog, slow enough for Hailen to keep up. Hailen's physical
health had deteriorated since their departure from Kara-ket. Whatever had made
him healthy in the shadow of the Serenii temples had faded, and the boy was
once again the weak, easily fatiguing child he'd been on their journey from
Malandria. After just a few blocks, the Hunter had to scoop Hailen into his
arms and carry him as he put as much distance as possible between them and Sir
Danna.


"What
about Ash and Elivasti?" Hailen asked as he bounced in the Hunter's arms.


"We'll
see them again…soon," the Hunter said between clenched teeth. "But
for now…be quiet and…trust me. I'll…get us to safety."


He
hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. 


 


* * *


 


Sweat
soaked the Hunter's tunic, and the muscles in his back and legs burned as he
finally paused for a rest. He leaned on his knees and sucked in deep breaths.
He'd been running for what felt like an hour. The narrow alleyways of Vothmot's
Ward of Bliss really were a maze as the guard had said. Even his keen sense had
failed him in the cramped, twisting streets. When they finally emerged onto one
of the main thoroughfares of the city, he found himself farther from the north
gate than he would have liked. 


But
he couldn't keep running. He needed a break. His arms and back ached from
carrying Hailen, and his legs were cramping from lack of water, food, and rest.
He almost regretted his decision to not let Soulhunger feed on the Warrior
Priest. The rush of power from the dagger would be just the boost he needed to
get them the rest of the way.


The
faces of the two Warrior Priests he’d killed flashed through his mind. Warrior
Priests served Derelana, Goddess of Vengeance, and they wore the symbols of
their goddess etched into the swirling black tattoos that lined their faces and
the shaven right sides of their heads. 


Much
like the Adepts, servants of the Swordsman, Warrior Priests were a martial
priesthood, trained from a young age in the skills of combat. Once they became
full Militants, they joined the ranks of their brothers-in-arms that traveled
Einan, hiring out their swords to anyone with a mission of revenge their
upper-priests deemed worthy of the Lady’s vengeance. They were like
mercenaries, but with a holy quest to bring harsh, often fatal justice to
wrongdoers. From beggars to kings, they held all subjects to the wrath of the
goddess, and were relentless in the execution of what they believed to be
divine obligations.


The
Hunter had faced the Warrior Priests once before, many years earlier and
thousands of leagues away. One of the targets he’d been paid to kill had fled
south, across the Frozen Sea to the Principality of Icespire. When he had
followed, he found himself competing with the Militants to be the first one to
eliminate the man. He had learned a great deal of respect for the skill-at-arms
of Derelana’s followers and would rather avoid confronting them again.


But
if they traveled beside Sir Danna, it meant she had convinced them that her
quest for vengeance truly was holy. They would not rest until he suffered
Derelana’s holy retribution, or Sir Danna fell by his hand. It was one of the
quirks of their order: if the one who contracted them died before revenge was
carried out, the Warrior Priests considered it a sign that the quest hadn’t
truly been holy. 


“Kill the knight, then, and be done with
this!” the demon shrieked in his mind.


The
Hunter pushed the voice away. Just this once, he considered escape the more
effective solution. He had no time for delay, and the Empty Mountains could
provide him ample opportunity to lose Sir Danna and her Warrior Priest
entourage.


He
glanced up at the moon. Midnight wasn't far off. He had another couple of hours
to cover the distance to the north gate. He'd have to push the pace, which
meant either carrying Hailen again or hoping the boy could keep up. For now,
he'd settle for trotting with the boy beside him.


With
a groan, he stood and set off at a jog. Hailen soon panted and wheezed, growing
exhausted, but the Hunter didn't slow. They had a good deal of ground to cover
if they were to make their rendezvous with Darillon at dawn. 


The
streets around them were mostly empty, save for the occasional late-night
wagon. Patrols of Wardens of the Peak passed at regular intervals, forcing the
Hunter to slow to a nonchalant walk. They gave him only a casual glance. A man
in a dark cloak hurrying through the streets alone would be suspicious, but
Hailen's presence made it seem far more innocuous. There could be dozens of
reasons a man and his son would be out this late.


He
scanned the streets for any sign of the Cambionari Father Reverentus had
inevitably sent after him. At each new intersection, he glanced over his
shoulder to check for pursuing Warrior Priests. The mounted warriors could
cover ground far more quickly than he could afoot. He had to hope they'd
elected to follow him through the alleyways instead of simply pursuing him on
horseback. 


His
gut clenched at every sound around him. The clang
of a metal window shutter set his teeth on edge, and he jumped at the tromp, tromp of the Wardens’ boots. He
ducked into a shadowed alleyway as the sound of horses' hooves thundered toward
him. Only after he'd concealed himself did he pick up the additional creak of carriage wheels. He cursed in
frustration as a horse-drawn buggy rolled past. 


Try
as he might, he couldn't shake the feeling of danger. Too many people in
Vothmot were hunting him. Sir Danna and her Warrior Priests. Father Reverentus'
Cambionari. Fiery hell, he wouldn't be surprised if the Sage had spies among
the populace. For the first time, he found himself yearning for the emptiness
of the open road. Out there, at least he knew who watched him. He could see his
foes and choose to fight, hide, or flee. Here in the confines of the city,
enemies could lurk around every corner.


He
was keenly aware of Hailen's hand in his. Blood seeped from the boy's fingernails,
turning his grip slick. Crimson droplets left a trail in the dust of the road.
If Sir Danna knew what to look for, she would have no problem following him. He
hadn't had time to bandage Hailen's hand to conceal the effects of the boy’s contact
with his demonic blood.


Enemies
closed in from all sides. He had to flee the city and into the Empty Mountains
before his foes cut off any chance of escape. 


Relief
washed over him as he rounded a corner in the street and spotted the north gate.
He was so close to freedom.


What
the citizens of Vothmot called a gate was actually little more than an open
archway. The massive wooden doors had rotted away centuries ago, the iron
banding turned to rust by the passage of time. In the absence of war, the
Vothmoti never bothered to replace it. 


Traffic
never fully ceased at the north gate. Travelers from all over Einan rode up the
broad highway from the southwest, while treasure-seekers off to hunt for
Enarium exited through the gate nearest the Empty Mountains. The Wardens on
guard watched the flow of riders, wagons, carts, and pedestrians with a wary
eye but never interfered. Too much of the city's revenue came from people
visiting Vothmot for the temples or the guided tours of the nearby mountains. 


He
scanned the crowds for Warrior Priests or Sir Danna. He saw no sign of splinted
mail, tattooed faces, or the flowing white Militant cloaks, but his gut
clenched as a troop of six heavily-armed men rode past. He doubted all
demon-hunters wore plate mail like Sir Danna. Any one of the men clad in chain
mail, scale mail, or leather armor could be Cambionari hunting for him on
Father Reverentus' orders. He'd never know until they came for him.


The
tightness in his chest eased and hope surged within him as he spotted two familiar
horses. Ash and Elivast walked placidly behind the young, dark-haired groom
holding their reins. They had been fed, groomed, and treated well. 


The
Hunter's eyes never stopped moving as he slipped through the crowd toward the
young man. He saw no sign of pursuit, but that could change at any moment. Sir
Danna had to be close behind. He couldn't get out of Vothmot fast enough.


The
youth whirled as the Hunter tapped him on a shoulder, his hand dropping to a
dagger. He relaxed as he saw the silver half-drake in the Hunter's fingers. 


"You
the guy?" the young man asked in a sleepy drawl. 


The
Hunter nodded. "Madame Aioni sent you?"


"That
she did." The youth held the reins out to the Hunter and grinned down at
Hailen. "The madame threw in a bit of extra food for the little guy."



"Thank
her for us," the Hunter said as he flipped the coin to the youth. 


The
young man caught it deftly and tucked it into a pocket. "Will do." He
gave a little bow, then strode off into the night.


The
Hunter gave everything a cursory once-over. His packs were tied down, the
saddles cinched tightly, the bit and bridle securely in place. Ash seemed eager
to run, but Elivast looked less than pleased at being disturbed from peaceful
slumber. 


"You
ready to ride?" he asked Hailen.


The
boy nodded eagerly and reached his arms up with a grin. The Hunter lifted him
off the ground and swung him up onto the horse's back. The stirrup strap needed
a quick adjustment for the boy's short legs. He vaulted into Elivast's saddle,
collected Hailen's reins, and kicked the horses into a trot.


He
cast a glance backward as he rode through the city gates. Relief filled him as
he saw no sign of shining plate mail. No one ambushed him with shouts of
"Demonspawn!" 


Yet
he couldn't help the sorrowful sinking in his gut. Voramis. Malandria. Al Hani.
Kara-ket. Now Vothmot. Another city he had to flee, with death left in his wake.
Another place he could never return. 


He
was running out of places to run away from.
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Even though he'd left the city of
Vothmot behind, the Hunter couldn't stop glancing over his shoulder toward the north
gate. He expected to see a column of mounted men charging out into the darkness
in pursuit, to catch the glint of torchlight shining off shining splinted mail breastplates
and white cloaks. 


His fears proved unfounded. Sir Danna
and the Warrior Priests hadn't appeared by the time he reached the spot where
he'd agreed to meet Darillon. His gut clenched at the sight of the two figures
beside the mountaineer. The tension drained slightly when he recognized one:
the lean, short form of Evren the thief, sitting on a horse that looked two
heartbeats away from being sent to a tanner’s to be turned into glue.


Darillon introduced the second man as
Rassek, his partner in enterprise. 


"Got close to a hundred years of
experience between us, we do," Rassek said with a grin. “Most of it belongin’
to the old man here.” 


He
was slightly shorter than Darillon, with a lithe, lean build that spoke of
years climbing the mountains. His hair had none of the grey in Darillon’s
beard, though he had to be fast closing on his fourth decade. There was no
mistaking his Praamian heritage; the Hunter could see it in his light blonde
hair and pale skin and hear it in the harsh accent common to those living in
the makeshift slums outside the Praamian Wall. His scent resembled to
Darillon’s--leather oil and horses, but edged with musky cedarwood. 


Darillon shot a glare at Rassek, but the
younger mountaineer’s grin just widened. Darillon glanced at Evren, then at
Hailen, and his brow furrowed. "You said it was just the two of you. By my
count, you two plus him makes three." He jerked a thumb at Evren.


The Hunter nodded. "He'll be
joining us, though he'll pay his own way."


"His coin's not bein' the matter at
issue, see." Rassek stroked his angular, clean-shaven chin. "We've
stocked up on enough gear and supplies fer two of ye and the two of us. Climbin’
harnesses and rope, tents, sleepin’ rolls, food, water, and everythin’ else
we'll be needin' in the mountains. But addin’ a fifth is wee bit of a problem.
We stretch the supplies too far, we're like as not to be runnin' out of food or
water in the middle of bloody nowhere, see."


"The only thing to do is to cut the
trip short," Darillon said, shrugging. "Instead of two weeks, we'll
do a ten-day. That'll be enough to get you deep into the Empty Mountains and perhaps
all the way to the Lost City itself." He spoke as if he'd given this same
speech a thousand times before. "But coming back sooner means our supplies
last as long as necessary."


"Trust us, friend." Rassek
added with a nod. "The trek through the Empty Mountains is bein' hard
enough, mark me. Last thing we need's to be runnin' out of the essentials.
That's a recipe fer death right there, says I."


The Hunter considered their words. He'd
paid for a two- week trip knowing full well he didn't have anywhere near that
much time. He hadn't known the Sage's precise timeline, but the Elivasti in the
tunnels beneath Kara-ket had told him he had more than a month until the
Withering. Accounting for the days he'd spent traveling to reach Vothmot, the
Withering would be occurring within the next ten days. He'd have to catch up to
the Sage or reach Enarium well before then if he wanted to put an end to the
demon's plan to restore Kharna. 


"So be it." He nodded.
"Ten days."


"Excellent!" Rassek clapped
his hands. "Then let's be gettin’ mounted up and on our way before the
sun's up. We’ll want to be coverin' as much ground as we can afore all those
blasted sight-seers clutter up th’ trail."


"Sight-seers?" The Hunter's
forehead creased at the unfamiliar word.


Darillon snorted. "Poncy,
fat-arsed, air-headed noblemen and women from around Einan coming for the
thrill of the Empty Mountains. They want the excitement with none of the
difficulty."


"Alls they come fer is to be seein'
the sights, see," Rassek added with a mocking grin. "Hlareth and his
ilk in the Prime Bazaar make a pretty penny showin’ them around a few
days."


"Idiots don't even know they're
being led in circles." Darillon gave a disdainful grunt. "They're
just happy to pay their coins so they can bring a story home to tell the rest
of their useless lot."


The two men gave their equipment one
final examination before mounting up. The Hunter gave his own gear the once-over
as well, tightening straps, adjusting cinches on the horse's tack, and checking
on Hailen. The boy dozed in his saddle, his eyelids drooping. He didn't protest
as the Hunter lifted him from Ash's back and placed him atop Elivast. By the
time the Hunter swung up into his saddle and gathered the horse's reins, Hailen
had returned to the quiet, dozy state. His chest rose and fell in a steady
rhythm as they set off into motion.


The Hunter noticed that Evren hadn't
said two words since his arrival. The youth’s eyes kept darting back toward the
north gate. 


Perhaps
he’s running from something, too, the
Hunter thought. Though aren’t we all in
our own way?


Too many had died—not only by his hand,
but because of him. Farida, the little Voramian girl slain by the Bloody Hand.
Bardin, murdered on the sacrificial altar of the demon Toramin. Master Eldor,
who had chosen to give his own life so the Hunter could rescue Hailen. 


The Hunter felt the familiar burden of
loss settle on his shoulders. No matter how far he ran, he could never escape
it. Perhaps it was what drove him onward, pushed him to take up arms against
his own kind to protect humanity. Guilt, and a desire to leave behind something
more than his legend as an assassin. 


A snort from the sleeping boy in his arms
brought him back to reality, and a smile touched his lips. I'll make a difference for at least this one, he thought. Yes, it
would be enough.


The first rays of daylight soon peeked
over the eastern horizon, filling the sky with color and warming the air. The
faint illumination painted the rugged flatlands around Vothmot a soft golden
hue. Half a league in the distance, the countless peaks of the Empty Mountains
thrust into the night like the spines of an enormous beast. The ridges of grey,
white, green, and red had a rugged beauty, a timeless majesty. These mountains
had existed on Einan before mankind—and possibly even the Serenii—set foot on
its soil. They had seen kingdoms rise and crumble away to dust. Their craggy
heights concealed the greatest secrets in the world, yet they held their
silence with the same stoicism as they stood eternal vigil on the land below. 


Darillon took the lead, with Rassek riding
a few paces behind him, and then the Hunter’s party. Both men rode hardy-looking
horses with wide, deep chests, small heads, short necks, and flat, clean bones.
Neither of the mounts was over fifteen hands in height, but they moved with
sure-footed ease over the rocky terrain. 


Evren grew more relaxed with every
passing minute. He still cast occasional glances at the city behind him, but
with Vothmot disappearing into the distance, his expression grew less worried.
Indeed, by the time the sun had fully risen, a sparkle of excitement shone in
the youth's eyes.


The Hunter rode in the rear, but it
proved easy to keep up with the steady pace set by the mountaineers. Even with
Hailen sitting in front of him, it took minimal effort to maintain his seat in
the saddle and match his movements to Elivast's rolling gait.


He smiled as he realized how natural it
had become to ride. Once, not long ago, he'd been a mediocre rider at best.
He'd rarely traveled on horseback—he had little need to do so in Voramis, and on
his rare trips outside his city, he’d simply rented a coach or carriage. But
since leaving Voramis, he'd actually become a competent rider. It felt almost
like second nature to lift himself off the saddle with the rise and fall of
Elivast's shoulders. 


Look
at what I've become. So different from who I was before.


The sun had fully risen by the time they
reached the inclined trail into the Empty Mountains. The trail ran straight for
at least half a league, then cut sharply through one of the valleys between two
tall grey peaks.


The
Hunter cast a look back at Vothmot before the mountain hid the city from view.
From this vantage point, a few hundred paces above the flatlands below, Vothmot
sparkled with a new beauty. The gleaming white Master’s Temple occupied a place
of prominence to the east, but the rest of the city—the stately temples,
brightly-colored tents and stalls of the Prime Bazaar, the solid red brick
buildings of the Ward of Bliss, even the shanties and slums—lent their own
unique features to the façade that was Vothmot. From up here, the Hunter could
almost forget the horrors practiced in the Master’s Temple, the poverty of the
muddy streets behind the Ward of Bliss, and the chaos of the Prime Bazaar. The
wind drowned out all but the faintest hum of the hundreds of thousands of lives
that lived within those grey walls.


He
saw only one company of riders below, but they wore the bright crimson, green,
and orange robes popular to Voramian noblemen rather than the shining steel
armor and white cloaks of Warrior Priests. Just a company of sight-seers off to
a late start exploring the Empty Mountains behind him. 


Hailen
stirred in the saddle in front of him, yawning and stretching. “Hardwell, where
are we?”


“In
the mountains,” the Hunter said. He pointed to the city below. “Look there.”


 “It’s beautiful!” Hailen gasped. 


They
paused only long enough for the Hunter to transfer Hailen to Ash’s saddle, then
continued riding up the trail that led deeper into the mountains. The trail
before they wended through steep cliffs, scrub-covered slopes, and along one
particularly vicious-looking ravine. The incline remained gentle, leading them
ever upwards into the heights of the Empty Mountains. 


Darillon halted for a rest and a quick
meal at noon. He chafed with impatience to resume their trek, but his partner took
his time with the food and drink. 


"Everyone knows a good meal is to
be savored, they do," Rassek told Darillon. “Ye ought to know that well.
You Malandrians have a way of lingerin’ at feasts." He shook his head with
grin. "Little wonder half yer city is too fat to be puttin' in a full
day's work, says I."


"At least we know the meaning of
work," Darillon retorted. "Unlike you Praamians, who’d rather spend
your days counting coins or striking a bargain." A wicked smile played on
his lips. "Or stealing someone else's coins."


"Now tha’s just not fair!"
Rassek protested. "We Praamians never
bargain."


The two men laughed, and the Hunter
found himself smiling. Despite Darillon's stoic, no-nonsense manner, he had a
wry sense of humor that seemed amplified by Rassek's presence. The two men had
an easy familiarity about them, their movements synchronized by decades of
sharing the mountain trails.


Even Evren's spirits seemed to lift as
he ate and drank. He'd lost his guarded, apprehensive look, and smiled as the
two men shared lighthearted conversation. He even exchanged a few words with
Hailen when the cheery boy trotted over to him with a particularly enthralling
stone he'd found. Hailen seemed content to expend his energy exploring the
small, stone-covered clearing. 


"Either of ye hear about the ruckus
in the Ward of Bliss last night?" Rassek asked.


The Hunter tensed, and worry roiled in
his gut. It had sounded like such an innocent question, and no trace of
suspicion showed in the man's eyes, only the passing interest of a man with
juicy gossip to share.


"What of it?" he asked.


Rassek grinned. "Quite the
brouhaha, from what I hear." He rubbed his angular chin with a strong,
stubby finger. "A whole group of Warrior Priests of Derelana, led by no
less than a knight. Heard they were huntin’ some sort of renegade, I did."


"Is that so?" The tension
drained from the Hunter's muscles. Gossip had a way of distorting with every
retelling. 


"That's not what I heard,"
Darillon said with a shake of his head. "Rumor has it they're hunting a
killer. A right nasty one, as it were." 


The Hunter's brow furrowed, and the
nagging sensation in his gut returned.


Darillon nodded sagely. "Only a
proper blackguard would warrant an entire score of Warrior Priests." 


"Is it true the bastard killed one
of 'em?" Rassek asked.


"I heard four Warrior Priests got
dead." Darillon ran a hand over his bald head. "Crazy place, this
world, when a man can send four of Derelana's priests to the Long Keeper. I saw
one of those Militants fight once. A sight to behold, it was."


The Hunter remained silent, feigning
interest in the conversation. They had been no reason to suspect him, but he
couldn't shake the worried feeling. He'd killed the Warrior Priests in
self-defense and to protect Hailen. Yet he feared it had been a mistake. The
men served Derelana, goddess of vengeance. They would hunt him to the ends of
Einan to deliver retribution. 


 












Chapter Sixteen
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"What's
yer story, kid?" Rassek asked, turning to Evren.


The question caught the young thief off-guard,
and he froze with a piece of bread halfway to his mouth. "W-What's
that?"


"Yer story," Rassek pressed.
"What brings ye out into the Empty Mountains?" He looked the young
thief up and down. "Ye don’t look like the sight-seein’ type, but even
less like a thrill-seeker climbin’ the mountains fer the joy of it. So are ye
searchin’ fer somethin’ or runnin’ from somethin’?"


"Searchin’," Evren responded,
just a tad too quickly. His voice held a note of nervous tension. "My pop and
I always said we’d seek out the Lost City when I got old enough. Spent years plannin’
a trip, savin’ every penny we could scrounge up to hire a guide to take us. Only…"
He dropped his eyes, and his expression grew sorrowful. "The Long Keeper
took him last winter. My ma as well."


"Condolences, laddie," Rassek
said. "Sorry fer bringin’ it up."


"I-It's okay." Evren swallowed
and gave a weak shrug. "Just have to do it. For him, you know?"


The Hunter stifled a grin. An admirable attempt. He'd spent the
last fifty years deceiving people with disguises and false stories, and he
recognized the lie for what it was. There might be a grain of truth in it—all
the best lies contained some fact—but the boy was not in it for some promise he made to a father, fictional or real. There's only one reason for someone like him
to get out of town, and that's—


"You're the one the Wardens are
looking for, aren't you?" Darillon's eyes narrowed. 


"What?" Evren managed to pull
off a convincing expression of innocent shock. "You’re mista—"


"Yeah, you are the one." Darillon made no move to rise, but his hand dropped
to the dagger at his hip. "The Wardens say you're wanted for questioning
in the death of a Lectern, with petty theft and vagrancy thrown in for added
flavor."


Evren's face grew as hard and cold as
the stone mountains around him. "You're mistaken," he said in a
toneless voice. His hands remained unmoving in front of him, but tension lined
his shoulders. His eyes flashed once toward his mount, which stood ten paces
away placidly chewing a stalk of mountain scrub grass.


"No, I'm pretty sure I’m not."
Darillon reached into a pack and produced a piece of parchment bearing the
likeness of a young man that had the same small nose, slim cheeks, and
close-set eyes as Evren. "Looks to me like you're running away from the
Wardens."


Evren said nothing, but his hand crept toward
his belt, where he no doubt carried a dagger.


"Maybe he is," Rassek said in
a slow voice, "and maybe he isn't. Either way, it don’t matter much right
now." He rested a hand on Darillon's forearm, and a meaningful look
flashed in his eyes. "At the moment, he's just bein' another client
enjoyin' a stroll of the Empty Mountains, isn’t he? The Wardens don’t control
who is doin' what or goin' where out here, says I."


Darillon's face hardened. "A
murderer is—"


"Very dangerous, if they happened
to be findin' themselves facin’ enemies with nowhere to run, says I."
Rassek's voice had a cautionary edge. His grip on Darillon's arm tightened.
"But there's bein' no need fer that, not ‘til we get back to Vothmot ten
days from now. Fer today, we've got the beautiful mountains and open skies to be
enjoyin', we do.”


He gave Evren a stern gaze. "And,
if such a person was bein' in our company, see, there's no way we could ensure
they got turned over the Wardens if, say, they happened to be departin' all
nice and quiet-like afore we passed through the city walls."


Evren's eyes narrowed, but he gave
little nod. 


The interaction surprised the Hunter. He'd always been the one concealing the
secrets, and it felt odd to watch it from the outside. He'd half-expected the
two mountaineers to try to capture Evren, but Rassek's words seemed to mollify
Darillon. The older man's hand fell away from his dagger, and the tension in
his shoulders relaxed.


"Ye won't be takin' no offense if
we keep a close eye on our packs, though, will ye?" A glint of humor
sparkled in Rassek's eyes.


"Not at all." Evren actually
grinned. "More of a challenge, that way."


That didn't sit well with Darillon.
"Let's move. Time's wasting." He stood and stalked off toward the
horses.


Rassek watched him go, then turned back
to Evren. "Yer shite, yer stink, kid. Leave us out of yer business, ye
hear?" He spoke in a low voice filled with menace. "We'll be doin'
whatever we have to to keep out of yer mess, we will."


Evren stiffened. "You ain’t gotta
worry about trouble from me," he said, his voice tight. "The Wardens
won’t never know we met."


"Good, says I." Rassek nodded
and stood. "Well, ye heard the man. Let's be off!"


Evren's gaze shifted to the Hunter, and
something cold and hard blazed in his eyes. "What?" he demanded. 


"Nothing at all." The Hunter
shrugged. "I've got no reason to judge you."


"No, you don't," Evren
snarled. "You ain’t got no idea what happened."


"So be it." The Hunter jerked
a thumb toward the two older men. "Like they said, your business is your
own." 


"You ain’t gonna threaten me
again?" Evren raised a mocking eyebrow. "Promise you'll put a knife
in my back before I do it to you?"


"No need." The Hunter gave him
a grin. "You already know I'll do that." With that, he stood and went
to collect Hailen.


 


* * *


 


A new tension descended on their little
party, and it didn't let up throughout the rest of the afternoon. Evren rode
with his shoulders hunched, his left hand hovering near his belt. Darillon and
Rassek both cast occasional glances over their shoulders, unsuccessful in their
efforts to be discreet. 


Hailen, however, seemed not to notice. He
spent the afternoon riding Ash and kept up a constant stream of chatter. He
pointed out every rock, stubby tree, cliff face, cloud, bird, and oddly-shaped
stone he passed. The boy's enthusiasm for the beauty of the Empty Mountains
seemed truly boundless.


The Hunter couldn't deny the mountains
were beautiful. The scrubby bushes and mountain grass sprouting from the steep
slopes gave their surroundings a harsh beauty, the dull brown and green mixing
with craggy cliff faces in a dozen rocky shades of grey, white, and red. The
trail winding between the mountains gave the Hunter a feeling of being protected,
a stark contrast with the stuffy, enclosed atmosphere of Vothmot.


But it was Hailen that brought a smile
to the Hunter's face. The boy was lucid, alert, and talking; something that had
become less and less common since leaving Kara-ket. Even with Soulhunger on his
belt—a fact that both Rassek and Darillon had noticed but made a point not to
mention—the boy still occasionally retreated into his head. He rode with a
glassy-eyed, thousand-pace stare, as if lost in a world of his thoughts.


To see Hailen like this proved a gift in
itself. The incessant chatter that had once grated on the Hunter's nerves now
came as a welcome change from the sullen silence brought on by the Irrsinnon. This was how the Hunter
wanted Hailen to live. Only in Enarium would he find the solution to free
Hailen of the Elivasti's curse.


Aside from Hailen's high-pitched voice,
only the occasional wind and the clatter of the horses' hooves on stone broke
the silence. Even Rassek and Darillon's good-natured banter had stopped since
their noonday conversation. The idea that they rode with someone who murdered
priests—and priests of Kiro, the Master, no less—left them unsettled.


If
only they knew how many priests I've killed, the Hunter thought. Most had been Cambionari trying to kill
him, but some—like Father Pietus or Brother Securus—had simply been victims of
the demons' machinations. Too many others had died because of them. No more.
The Sage's death would be the first step toward putting an end to the
Abiarazi's predations on Einan. 


As the sun dipped toward the mountains
in the west, Darillon pushed the pace a bit faster. He kept them riding until
they reached a small rocky hollow nestled between two huge boulders.


"We camp here tonight," he
said in a gruff, terse voice. "We need to move fast. It gets dark and cold
quickly in the mountains."


The Hunter and Evren pitched one tent while
Rassek set up the other. Darillon set about building a fire from a few scraps
of wood he'd brought. A brass tripod and matching cauldron provided the
mountaineer a place to cook, and he had a simple stew going by the time the
camp was pitched.


They sat around the fire, a subdued
group eating their meal in silence. Even Hailen had run out of words. He sat
quietly, his bowl ignored, playing with a handful of smooth, round pebbles.


The Hunter drew in a deep breath of the
crisp night air, and was surprised to find a near-absence of smells. He caught
the unique scents of the three men around him, the odorous fragrance of the
horses, and the aroma of the stew, but little else. This far from people, there
were few things to taint the air. Just the hard, dusty scent of solid stone and
the edge of a cold wind.


He broke the silence. "So," he
asked Darillon and Rassek, "where are we supposed to find the Lost City?"


"North." Darillon's expression
was unreadable as he met the Hunter's gaze. 


"How far north?" the Hunter
pressed. He could feel Her presence
pulling him northward and slightly to the east, but that feeling in the back of
his mind wouldn't show him the way through the mountains. He'd need the guides
to get him there.


Darillon shrugged. "If I knew, I'd
be living there, not renting my services out to lead sight-seers."


"What Grumpy Guts ‘ere means to say
is that no one knows, see." Rassek shot the older man a glare. "As
I'm certain ye’ve heard, all records of Enarium's whereabouts have been lost fer
thousands of years, they have. Which makes it a wee bit tricky to find the
way."


The Hunter chuckled. "Of
course." 


"But accordin’ to the old legends,
it was said the Serenii could see Vothmot from atop the tallest tower in
Enarium. No one knows how tall that tower is, so there's no way to be knowin’
how far it is, see." Rassek leaned forward and spoke in a dramatic
whisper. "It's the question all great mountaineers have been askin’ fer
hundreds of years. What if one of those mountain peaks is actually bein' the
top of the tower? What if Enarium is actually hidin’ in plain sight?"


Evren's
eyes sparkled, and the Hunter felt his own curiosity burning. It seemed the
thief, like him, couldn't resist the allure of a good mystery. He'd always loved
the stories of Aegeos, the continent said to have sunk beneath the Endless Sea
during the War of Gods. 


"The
legends also say Enarium was bein' somewhere in the heart of the mountains,"
Rassek went on in his dramatic voice. "Most people take that as meanin’
it’s bein' somewhere in the middle of the Empty Mountain range. That’d be
puttin' it more than a hundred leagues to the north, it would. But me, I like
to be thinkin' of it in more the magical
sense."


"Magick?"
The Hunter raised an eyebrow. The Serenii had wielded magical power, but magick
hadn't been seen on Einan since the ancient race disappeared around the time of
the War of Gods.


"Magick,
indeed." Rassek dragged a finger through the dirt at his feet, drawing
four lines. "There’s those who say Enarium is bein' built on the spot
where the lines of Einan's power converge, see." He drew a large circle
where the lines intersected. "I’m like to be believin' the true heart of
the mountain is here, where the magical lines intersect, and not the physical center."


The
Hunter's eyebrows rose. The Sage had mentioned something similar. "The Serenii designed Enarium as a conduit
for their power. An entire city built to channel the energies they drew from
within Einan itself!" The mountaineer’s belief could be more accurate
than he realized.


"So
where is this magical heart of the mountains?" he asked. 


Rassek's
face fell. "Somewhere we'll never be able to reach."


Darillon
snorted. "Flair for the dramatic, you’ve got!"


"I'm
not bein' dramatic!" Rassek shot the older man a glare. "This is all
part of the experience of seekin’ out the Lost City, says I." 


"Myths
and legends and fairy tales." Darillon sighed. "Too many good men
have gone to their deaths in search of something that doesn't exist."


"And
yet you make your living searching for it?" the Hunter asked. 


Darillon
shrugged. "People are willing to pay me to take them into the mountains,
and I need the coin to live. Not all of us can be driven by flights of
fancy."


"Fancy?"
Rassek's face took on an expression of mock outrage. "And I suppose ye’re
goin’ to be callin' the Stone Guardians myth and legend as well?"


"Damned
bloody right, I am!" Darillon folded his arms. "No one's seen them in
person before."


Rassek
protested. "Divvik and Garith—"


"Are
bloody drunks and liars, you know that better than anyone." Darillon shook
his head. "No, no one I trust has seen them before. There's no proof they
exist."


"What
are Stone Guardians?" the Hunter asked, cutting in on their exchange. This
seemed to be an argument the two men had had many times in the past.


"Another
myth!" Darillon snorted.


"The
protectors of Enarium," Rassek said, shooting his partner a venomous look.
"Them charged with guardin’ the path to the Lost City, they are."


"A
path no one seems to be able to find," Darillon said with a shake of his
head.


"Because
the Stone Guardians are protectin’ it!" Rassek's expression grew
triumphant, as if he'd won a significant victory. 


Darillon
rolled his eyes, but didn't bother to retort.


"The
Stone Guardians," continued Rassek, "are bein' great grand beasts of
stone, set by the Serenii to guard the way to Enarium, they are. ‘Tis said only
the truly worthy will ever see them, fer only the worthy will be findin’ the
path to the Lost City."


"Or,
only a man capable of scaling a sheer stone cliff two hundred paces tall,"
Darillon muttered.


"What
cliff?" the Hunter asked. Despite the argument, the mountaineer's stories
held a hint of information that might prove useful. 


"Go
ahead," Darillon prompted Rassek, eliciting a scowl. "Tell them where
your theory falls flat."


With
a sigh, Rassek drew a broad circle around the lines he'd etched into the dirt.
"I can’t show this disbeliever where the magical heart of the mountains is
because there's no way to reach it, see." 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. 


"Too
many impassable cliffs with sheer rock faces too difficult to scale, even fer
experienced climbers like Darillon." Rassek shot a hard look at the older
man. "We've gone circlin’ that section of the mountain a dozen times and
never found a way through, we haven’t."


"Waste
of time," Darillon said, rolling his eyes. "And good equipment. One
time, the horses spooked and bolted. Cost us a fortune in equipment, and we
barely got out of there alive. Had to live off the rations in our packs. We only
survived because we were lucky enough to stumble across another group of
mountaineers."


"But
don’t ye see?" Excitement glimmered in Rassek's eyes. "Tha’s bein' the
proof! The horses spooked because of
the Stone Guardians, says I."


"I
didn't see any monsters of stone," Darillon retorted.


"Neither
did I, because they were made of bloody stone on a mountain of stone."
Rassek shook his head. "But that's the only reason Blackwing and Heartfire
here would run off, see. They've been solid, calm horses for ten years, yet one
day out of the blue they just spook? Nothin’ else makes sense!"


These
words triggered a memory in the Hunter's mind. Queen Asalah, the demon in Al
Hani, had spoken of the curse of the Empty Mountains. It was said the curse
toyed with the minds of the Abiarazi, turned them into mindless beasts. It was
why the Sage had chosen to give up his power and become human in order to reach
Enarium.


But
what if the same curse that affected the Abiarazi had somehow influenced the
horses’ minds as well? The Serenii magick could have different effects on
different creatures. Ash and Elivast had hated the Dolmenrath, the magical standing stones erected by the ancient
Serenii. Was it such a stretch that the curse placed on the Empty Mountains
would have similar effects?


"Where
did that happen?" the Hunter asked. It was a huge gamble, but it was the
closest thing he had to a clue. 


"About
two days' ride from here," Rassek said.


Darillon
shook his head. "Don't believe a word he—" 


"That's
where we go," the Hunter said. "That is where we'll find the way to
Enarium."


 


 












Chapter Seventeen
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The
dreams returned in full force that night.


"We have spoken of
this before, Az'nii." He paced around the room, the frustration in his
voice echoing the irritation in his gut. "You cannot send me away from
Enarium. I must be here by your side when our child is born."


"And, in doing so,
risk both of our lives!" Her eyes flashed, and a stubborn expression
crossed Her face. "You have seen what happened to all the others that
returned. I will not see you or me succumb to the same madness that twisted
them."


He knelt and took Her
hands in his. "But what of our child? What life will he have without a
father?" His nostrils filled with Her unique scent of jasmine and honey,
cinnamon and berries.


"A better life than
he would have without both parents." Sorrow twisted Her face. "The
danger to us both is too great. The curse will come for us, and we will be
driven insane like the others. It is only by being apart that we are safe. You
know this in your heart, my love."


"No! It cannot
be!" He threw himself to his feet and paced again. "I cannot believe
that we would be spared from death only to be condemned to a fate far worse: a
life apart from each other. The Beggar wanted us to live, to experience life on
Einan the way our human parents did. Without you, without our child, there is
only misery and solitude waiting out there."


"You say you care for
our child?" Her voice hardened. "You wish to protect him? Or
her?" 


"With all my
heart."


"Then, for the
child’s sake, you must leave. Should the Cambionari find you here, with me,
they will do to you what they did to the rest of our kind. Look out there, and
tell me you would not share the same fate."


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


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


"Let them come!"
The rage burning in his gut matched the blazing intensity of the flames pouring
from the pit. "We have faced them before, you and I, and they could not
stand between us."


"Now there is one
more life to consider." She placed a slim hand on Her bulging belly.
"We must be willing to lay down everything for the babe’s sake. Our love,
even our very life, if so required. This is all that matters, my love."


 


* * *


 


The
Hunter awoke with a heavy heart and a lump in his throat. His eyes found only
darkness, and it took a moment to realize he no longer sat within the city of
Enarium. The dream—the memory—faded, taking with it the face he knew so well
yet could never fully recall. 


He
let out a long, slow breath. Sweat soaked his tunic, his blankets, and the
rolled-up shirt pillowing his head. The air within their little tent was cold,
but he felt no chill. The images might fade, but the emotions burned like a
fire within him. 


What happened in the end?
Why did I have to leave? His
mind raced. The dream had only given him fragments to work with, vague hints of
a curse that had affected the others of his kind, the threat of the Cambionari.
But not enough to answer the burning question of why She had betrayed him to
the Illusionist Clerics.


She
had made it clear in the dream: his departure from Enarium was necessary to
protect their child. But why? Why would his presence there, with Her, have been
such a danger that She would send him away? What could be so horrible that it
would convince Her to stab him and deliver him to the servants of the
Illusionist to erase his memories?


A
shiver ran down his spine, and it had nothing to do with the cool mountain air.
The questions nagged at his mind. He'd get no sleep this night.


He
cast a glance at Hailen, curled up in the bedroll beside his. The boy slept
fitfully these days, the Irrsinnon plaguing
his dreams as well as his waking
hours. The Hunter left Soulhunger tucked beneath the boy's pillow. Hailen
needed the dagger's presence more than he did. The gemstone, crafted by Serenii
magick, would keep the madness from overwhelming him completely. Sooner or
later, however, even that would fail. 


The
Hunter tugged his vest on over his tunic and slung his leather armor atop it.
He didn't bother with the myriad straps—he'd have time enough to tighten the
armor throughout the night. He dug into his pack for the volume he'd taken from
the Master's Temple, grabbed his heavy cloak, and crawled out of the small
tent. 


A
chill darkness hung thick around their little campsite. Stars twinkled in the
sky high overhead, and a faint sliver of moon peered out from behind a jagged
mountain peak. The light of the dying fire revealed two figures. Evren lay
curled in a bundle between the pair of two-man tents. Darillon and Rassek
shared the other, meaning the young thief had no choice but to brave the
elements. His ragged blankets looked pathetically ineffective at keeping out
the mountain wind.


Rassek
sat beside the fire, his back against a boulder and his feet propped up on a
small stone. His eyes were red-rimmed with fatigue, but he sat up as the Hunter
emerged. "No luck sleepin’?" he asked.


The
Hunter shook his head and took a seat on the opposite side of the little campfire,
where he could keep an eye on the tents, the mountain trail, Evren, and Rassek
all at once. Years as an assassin had trained him to never turn his back to any
potential threats. Though he doubted the three people traveling with him would assault
him, he wouldn't take chances.


Rassek
rubbed his angular chin with a stubby-fingered hand. "Mountain air’s known
fer playin’ tricks on yer body and mind, I've heard. The thinner the air gets,
the more noticeable its effect, see." 


"Will
we be climbing high?" 


The
mountaineer shrugged. "To reach those cliffs I was talkin’ about, we'll
have to be gainin' some altitude, we will." He pursed his lips in thought.
"Maybe a quarter of a league above the level of Vothmot. Not the highest
spot in the Empty Mountains, but I worry yer boy'll have difficulty."


The
Hunter inclined his head. "He'll manage." A thought crossed his mind.
"We'll be doing most of the traveling on foot, right?"


Rassek
gave a little half-nod, half-shake of his head. "More or less. The trail's
pretty good fer another day or so—the more popular parts, these are—but as we
get closer to that odd spot, things'll get rough. There are a few places where we'll
be havin' to do some serious climbin’, we will."


"Does
that mean we'll be leaving the horses?"


Rassek
shook his head. "We've got a solution fer haulin’ them up the cliffs ahead.
It'll be a bleedin' lot of work, but it's worth it fer the supplies they'll
carry, says I."


The
Hunter nodded. "Good." He lapsed into silence, and Rassek seemed to
have run out of things to talk about. "You know," he said after a few
minutes, "I'm not going to get much sleep tonight. I can take the watch
and tend the fire, so go close your eyes for a few hours."


"Ye
sure?" Rassek shot a glance at the stars. "Dawn’s known fer comin’ early
in these mountains, but it's still bein' a few hours off."


"I'm
sure. Besides," the Hunter said with a grin, "how are you supposed to
show us the way or keep us alive if you're falling asleep in the saddle?"


Rassek
chuckled. "Ye’re not wrong there. Thankfully, Darillon's the one as does
most of the leadin’. I'm the one charged with makin’ sure our clients are
happy."


"I
can see why he wasn't assigned that role."


"He's
a good man, Darillon." Rassek's eyes went to the tent where his partner
slept. "Solid, steady as a rock, and the best mountaineer in Vothmot, he
is. Just not gifted with a clever tongue. Me, on the other hand, well, I've always
liked to think I could sell venom to a snake."


The
Hunter smiled. It felt strange, this open, genial conversation. Until now, his
life had been fraught with deceit, treachery, and betrayal. People he thought
he could trust had turned on him, and he'd faced one danger after another since
leaving Voramis. Yet here he was, sitting on a rocky mountain slope, cracking
jokes with a man he'd just met that same day. It almost seemed…friendly.


"Well,
if ye’re sure?" Rassek said as he climbed to his feet. “Good news is that
ye don’t have to be worryin’ about anythin’ larger than a cliff gopher in this
part of the mountains. But, a good night of sleep’s often worth a fortune after
a day of travelin’.”


"Off
with you." The Hunter gave a dismissive wave. 


"The
fire ought to die down within the next hour or so, so don’t you bother with feedin’
it." Rassek gestured around him. "These mountains are an uncannily
beautiful place if ye’re not afraid to be in the dark, says I."


"I’ll
keep that in mind." 


"Night,
then." With that, the mountaineer crawled into the small two-man tent he
shared with Darillon. 


The
Hunter waited until the sound of movement within the tent had stopped before
pulling out the Taivoro. He didn’t expect the two men to know its provenance,
but he wouldn't risk anyone finding out he'd broken into the Master's Temple.
If, for some reason, he ended up returning to Vothmot, he'd rather not have all
the Lecterns hunting for him.


He
ran a finger over the spine of the book, tracing the gilded letters that proclaimed
the title of the book The Singer and His
Muse. He'd always enjoyed reading, though he hadn't dedicated much time to
it in the last decade or so. His status as legendary assassin of Voramis had
kept him supplied with enough clients to occupy his full attention.


A
smile came to his face as he thought of the last night he'd seen Graeme, back
in Voramis. The fat alchemist had been hunched over a Taivoro novel much like
this one. At the time, the Hunter had thought Graeme was enjoying the racy contents
of the book. Perhaps the man had actually been searching the texts for clues
hidden there by the mad playwright. The Secret Circle, the hidden network of
alchemists, made a fortune selling information. Who knew what they could
uncover by deciphering Taivoro's hidden codes?


He
opened the book as delicately as he could manage. The dim firelight turned the
pages an even deeper shade of yellow. The volume was ancient, and he had to be
careful not to damage it. He'd have no chance to return to Vothmot to steal
another copy. 


A
quick scan of the book confirmed that it held none of the illustrations Bardin
had used to decipher the secret hidden in the volume. Without the art, the
Hunter would have to rely on the text itself.


Truth
be told, he had no idea where or how to start. Nothing leapt out at him from
the pages. There was nothing unusual about the text, the layout of the book, or
the numeration—not to his eyes, at least. Whatever the Sage had uncovered
within these pages, Taivoro had at least concealed it enough for the average
reader not to notice.


I guess I'm going to have
to actually read the damned thing. He
sighed. The book looked far thicker than he would like; no way he’d get through
it all tonight.


He
flipped to the first page and began to read. It proved slow going at first, as
he was out of the habit of reading. His mind continually wandered back to the
dream he'd had earlier. The memory of Her confused him and left him with too
many unanswered questions.


But I'm never going to get
those answers if I can't find the way to Enarium. Which means reading this
book. He drew in a deep
breath, rubbed his eyes, and returned to the top of the page he'd read three
times.


He
struggled to read by the light of the dying embers, but slowly he found his
attention drawn into the story. Despite what the Lectern had said about it
being one of Taivoro's worst works, the Hunter couldn't help admitting the tale
intrigued him.


The
book told of Enmor, a Journeyman bard searching the world for his muse. He
roamed around Einan, his hunt for the ethereal figure of inspiration leading
him from city to city. Every new setting presented him with a fresh challenge
to his skill as a singer and his fortitude of character. Of course, given the
fact that it was a Taivoro, story took second place to ribald tales of the
bard's sexual conquests. Every third page detailed some new amorous adventure,
a new woman or man he took to bed, all in the most explicit language. The
Hunter actually found himself blushing at a few of the more licentious scenes.


Yet,
oddly enough, the story intrigued him. He had a good deal in common with the Journeyman
bard. Enmor sought a muse he could never find, a promise that lay eternally out
of his reach. His quest seemed endless, and every new challenge he faced seemed
insurmountable. Yet Enmor out-stubborned each obstacle, ultimately defeating
each one to claim his prize—usually in some inventive and lewd form of
intercourse. The Hunter had spent his fair share of time in the brothels of
Voramis, but more than a few of Enmor’s acts proved unfamiliar to him.


Eventually,
the fire died out, and the Hunter sat alone in darkness, the unfinished book
clasped in his hands. He wanted to keep reading, to find out how the bard's
story ended. Did he complete his quest and find his muse, or was he fated to
travel around Einan until death claimed him? Would his efforts prove futile?


The
futility of his actions wasn't lost
on the Hunter. He was trying to do something no one had done for thousands of
years. People called Enarium "the Lost City" for a reason. Was he,
like Enmor the Journeyman, destined to wander Einan in search of something he
would never find?


The
question gnawed at him as he reclined against a boulder and stared at the stars
overhead. Try as he might, he could find no answer. 
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The
Hunter's mood hadn't improved by the time dawn lightened the horizon, tingeing
the blue sky with breathtaking hues of red, pink, and gold accented by
brilliant white. 


Rassek
emerged from his tent far too cheery and bright-eyed, and not even Darillon's
dour demeanor could put a damper on the younger man’s enthusiasm. He bustled
around their little campsite with a surprising liveliness for someone who had
slept just a few hours the previous night.


Evren
looked like he'd gotten an hour of rest and spent the rest of the time
shivering. He said nothing through their meager breakfast of cold trail biscuits,
dried lamb, and nuts. Not even Hailen's high-pitched babble could wipe the
scowl from his face.


The
Hunter had worried about Hailen, but the boy seemed no worse for the rough
night. He scampered around the rocky hollow, stacking stones, hurling pebbles
up the trail, and keeping up a steady stream of conversation with himself. He
barely sat still long enough for the Hunter to get him to eat a piece of
biscuit before he was up and off again. Before the Hunter had taken three bites
of his own food, the boy returned and begged to let him help brush and saddle
Ash for the ride.


Rassek
and Evren took down the tents while Darillon checked the mounts. The older
mountaineer nodded at the state of Elivast's and Ash's tack, but frowned as he
saw the condition of the reins and headgear on Evren's horse. He said nothing,
however, simply tightened a few straps and adjusted the horse's bit and bridle.


Rassek
had barely downed his meal when he began badgering them to move faster and get
on the road. 


"We've
a lot of ground to be coverin’ today," he said in that irritatingly
cheerful tone as he mounted up. "T’will be a beautiful ride, but a long
one." 


The
Hunter helped Hailen onto Ash's back, climbed into Elivast’s saddle, and set
off after the mountaineers and Evren. Once again, he brought up the rear. He
only occasionally glanced over his shoulders for any sign of pursuit. He'd
given Sir Danna the slip back in Vothmot, but how long would that last? Though
the chance of the Warrior Priests finding him in the middle of the Empty
Mountains was slim, the Cambionari knight had somehow managed to track him down
halfway across Einan. Lord Knight Moradiss had spoken of the ability to sense
the presence of the gemstone in Soulhunger's pommel. How far did he have to go
before Sir Danna could no longer follow him?


By
the end of the first hour down the trail, the steep, brush-covered slopes of
the mountain had given way to sheer cliffs and jagged rock walls rising scores
of paces above the Hunter’s head. The shades of brown, grey, and red had a
stark beauty to it. The Hunter understood why people came from all around Einan
to visit the Empty Mountains. Had he not been so pressed for time, he could see
himself enjoying the view. 


For
the next four hours, the trail continued to rise at a semi-steep incline as it
cut back and forth between the sharp, rocky faces of the Empty Mountain peaks.
Though the mountaineers’ horses seemed unaffected by the climb, Evren’s nag
looked ready to collapse. Elivast’s head had begun to droop as well.
Thankfully, the path eventually leveled out for a short distance, then sloped
gently downward before curving between two high cliffs. 


Rassek
turned in his saddle and shot a grin back at them. "Are ye ready to be seein'
the Empty Mountains' second best-kept secret?" 


They
rounded a bend in the trail, and through a gap in the cliffs, a truly
spectacular sight spread out before them. A vast expanse of unbroken blue
stretched for leagues to the north, east, and west. The cool mountain breeze
set ripples dancing on the surface of the lake, carrying the scent of water
drifting toward them. An ethereal silence gripped the world around them, as if
all nature held their breaths in the presence of such beauty.


"Magnificent,
isn't it?" Rassek’s grin widened.


The
Hunter nodded. "It is indeed."


"Sapphire
Lake is known only to a handful of mountaineers, includin’ Darillon and
myself." Rassek's face grew serious. "All of us are sworn to be keepin’
it a secret from the treasure-hunters and sight-seers, we are. If all knew of
its beauty, too many would make the trip to see it."


"What's
wrong with that?" Evren asked, his first words of the day. "Ain’t
beautiful things s’posed to be enjoyed?"


"They
are," Darillon muttered, "but only if the ones enjoying them care about
preserving the beauty." 


Rassek
nodded. "Let's just say the sort of wealthy people who be comin’ to the
Empty Mountains fer a thrill aren't the sort as care about the impact they might
be havin’ on their environment. Noble men and women are more like to be despoilin'
things than preservin' them, they are."


"Of
course." The Hunter had seen what wealthy, pampered men and women could do
to the beauty of nature. The Maiden's Fields of Voramis were one such example. Once,
the sprawling greens in Upper Voramis had been the site of revelries and
celebrations on a near-nightly basis. Those rich enough to enjoy the comforts
of the upper city but not wealthy enough to own a mansion there used the public
space to hold all manner of fetes. 


The
grass had withered beneath thousands of trampling boots, the trees languished after
being inundated with agor, wine, and other strong spirits. The Snowblossom
trees had failed to bloom for three years. Finally, fifteen years ago, then-King
Darayn had decreed that the Maiden's Fields were under his protection. It had
taken nearly eight years for the greens to recover properly. All because of the
abuse and neglect heaped on the land by people who cared more about their
celebrations than preserving their environment. 


"And
those who are fortunate enough to see it must swear an oath never to reveal its
location." Darillon fixed them with an intense stare. "Sapphire Lake
will only remain beautiful as long as we keep it so."


"I
swear," the Hunter said without hesitation. "The secret of Sapphire
Lake will not pass my lips."


"I
swear, too." Evren nodded.


The
Hunter was struck by how young the thief really was. He stared at the lake with
the same wonder that sparkled in Hailen's eyes. Life had hardened Evren, but a
trace of the innocent youth remained buried beneath his tough exterior. 


"Come,"
said Rassek as he kicked his horse into motion, "we’ll be enjoyin’ the
water later, we will. But there’s lots of ground to cover before
nightfall."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. It wasn't even noon yet, and already the mountaineer
was worrying about night?


But
as they descended down the trail toward the path that ran alongside the edge of
the water, the Hunter realized just how enormous Sapphire Lake really was. It
had to be at least three or four leagues wide and long and would take hours to
circumnavigate.


The
mountaineers kept them moving at a steady trot along the lakeshore trail the
rest of the day, pausing only long enough for a quick meal in the first hour of
the afternoon. A worried expression crossed Darillon's face as they rested, but
Rassek calmed him with a few quiet words. The younger man, however, ate in a
hurry and pushed them to mount up as quickly as possible.


As
the sun descended toward the western mountain peaks, the cool mountain breeze
changed to bracing gusts edged by a noticeable chill. Two hours before sunset,
and the wind had turned positively frigid, piercing even the Hunter’s thick
cloak and driving daggers of ice into his flesh. The reason for Darillon's
worry became plain as the Hunter took in their surroundings. The trail around
the lake offered no shelter from the stinging wind. The nearest place he could
see that offered any windbreak was still easily a quarter of a league away
around the water’s edge.


The
taste of sleet and snow thickened the air, and the cold sent a shiver down the
Hunter’s spine. With a shout, Darillon kicked his horse into a fast trot, and
the rest of them did likewise. The wind began to whine in his ears until it
deepened to a moaning that whipped at his clothing with vicious claws of frost.


The
Hunter had to bend over Elivast’s mane to stay in his saddle. All of the horses
seemed to be struggling against the force of the biting tempest. The Hunter
kept a close eye on Hailen as they rode. Even though the boy had spent enough
time in the saddle to be a decent rider, the effort of maintaining the fast
pace would tire him quickly. At the first sign that Hailen was struggling, he'd
pull him into his saddle.


"There!"
The gale muffled Darillon's shout, but his finger indicated a dark cave a short
distance away. 


The
Hunter let out a relieved breath as the horses pounded up the trail and into
the cave. The stone walls echoed the clatter of hooves but thankfully silenced
the piercing, shrieking wind. He followed Rassek and Darillon's lead as they
dismounted to let the horses rest.


"That
was too bloody close!" Darillon muttered.


Rassek
clapped his partner on the shoulder. "What's life without a bit of risk,
eh?" He turned to the Hunter. "How's yer boy?"


The
Hunter was already moving toward Hailen. Fatigue pinched the boy's face, and he
shivered in his cloak. His eyes had taken on that faraway look that indicated
he was lost in his head. 


"He's
tired," the Hunter told the two men. "Nothing a bit of rest won't
cure." 


Evren
dismounted stiffly and rubbed his hands together, blowing on them for warmth.
The Hunter felt a stab of pity for the young thief. His tunic, cloak, and boots
were as ragged as his blankets, offering little protection from the stinging winds.
Had they not reached the cave when they did, Evren would be suffering far worse
ill-effects of the cold.


Rassek
shot a glance outside, but his face showed no sign of worry. "Damn nasty
the wind is bein’, but t’will pass soon enough, says I."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "That feels like a full-blown snowstorm in the
making." He hadn't been that cold since he climbed Shana Laal to reach
Kara-ket. 


"Nah,
tisn’t half as bad as it looks." Rassek dismissed it with a wave.
"The winds be kickin’ up every day around sunset, but they die out quickly,
see. Odd phenomenon, but as predictable as a miser on payday."


Darillon
shook his head. "I told you we needed to move faster."


"And
we did." Rassek grinned. "All that worryin’ fer nothin’, eh?"


Darillon
rolled his eyes. "At least one of us has to worry. We can't all go through
life as if we're kissed by the Mistress herself. Luck runs out in the end, even
for you."


Rassek
shrugged. "Until then, my friend, I'm just goin’ to keep on enjoyin’ every
minute of the Mistress' good fortune." 


Darillon
and the Hunter tended the horses while Evren and Rassek set up their simple
camp. The hard-packed earth within the cave resisted their efforts to drive the
tent's stakes into the ground, and Darillon abandoned his care of his horse to
lend a hand. 


The
Hunter checked on Ash and Elivast, making sure they hadn't twisted a leg or
nicked a hoof on their hard ride. The horses seemed tired but otherwise unharmed,
and they welcomed the apples he produced from his pack. He'd learned that
Elivast, in particular, proved more obliging after being plied with treats. 


He
gave one to Evren's horse as well. The thief's mount was as scruffy and gaunt as
its rider, with a shaggy mane, rough coat, and drooping fetlocks. It seemed
surprised to be receiving a treat, but munched the apple—the last of the
Hunter's supply—with no less delight than Ash or Elivast.


True
to Rassek's words, the howling wind died within half an hour, and an almost
stifling calm settled on the mountains around them. The absence of sound felt
eerie, as it had after the storm in the Whispering Waste. The Hunter welcomed the
noise of Darillon and Rassek's conversation; anything to avoid the silence. 


Hailen
seemed to emerge from his trance as the wind abated. A shadow hung behind his
eyes, but his face broke into a smile as he saw where they were. 


"Cave!"
he squealed, and promptly set off exploring every nook and cranny of stone. The
Hunter let him run free; the cave had barely enough space for the five of them,
their horses, and their camp. Hailen would be safe enough in here.


"Anyone
feelin’ in the mood for a late-night swim?" A huge grin spread Rassek's
face, and an almost childish excitement sparkled in his eyes.


"In
this cold?" Evren asked. He'd gone stiff at the word "swim".


"Like
I said, the lake's an odd place. Once that wind dies down, ‘tis warmer than a
Praamian summer." Rassek motioned to the mouth of the cave. "See fer yerself."


The
Hunter stepped outside and was shocked to feel the balminess of the evening. A
warm breeze rippled across the surface of the lake, and the chill from just
minutes before had disappeared. It truly could have been a summer in Praamis. 


He
turned to Rassek. "How long does it stay warm?" 


The
man's brow furrowed. "Two, three hours or so. Long enough fer a dip in the
lake, says I. And trust me, ye won't want to be missin’ it."


With
a loud whoop, Rassek took off running down to the lake. Darillon snorted and
followed at a much more dignified pace. 


"Hailen,"
the Hunter called, "time for a swim." 


Hailen's
face filled with delight as he raced toward the Hunter. "A swim?
Hooray!" His little legs carried him down the trail in Rassek's wake. 


The
Hunter jogged after the boy. Hailen's moments of lucidity proved fewer and
farther between with every passing day. He had to make the most of them while
they lasted.


The
stars overhead reflected off the surface of the lake, setting the water
twinkling with an odd blue light. Yet, as he approached, the Hunter was
surprised to find an added glow beneath the surface of the water. Strange blue
flowers grew on the rocky bottom of Sapphire Lake. They bore a strong
resemblance to water lilies, but clung to the stones on the lake bed rather
than floating on the surface. They seemed to glow with their own inner light. 


The
Hunter had seen something similar glowing in Graeme's shop on one of his
visits. The alchemist had used the word "phosphorescent" in his
explanation, though it was enough for the Hunter to know that it glowed in the
dark because it absorbed sunlight during the day. 


"This
is why ‘tis called Sapphire Lake," Rassek said with a grin. "Like a
million gemstones twinklin’ in the heart of the lake itself."


The
mountaineer stripped down to his breeches and waded into the water without
hesitation, Darillon a few steps behind him. Hailen splashed around with a
child's glee, and the Hunter found he couldn't resist the urge to enter the
lake as well. He stripped out of his heavy cloak, leather armor, and sword
belt, and dropped them all in a bundle before following the others into the
lake. The water proved deliciously warm, and his tension melted away as he
relaxed in the crystal clear lake. 


Evren,
however, remained on the lakeshore, well back from the water. He brushed off
Rassek's invitations to get in the lake, but instead took a seat on a large,
round stone. He pulled his knees up to his chest, wrapped his arms around his
legs, and watched them play.


"Hardwell!"
Hailen called. "Bring me a glowy fish." 


"They're
not fish," Rassek corrected. "They're plants, see."


"Bring
me a glowy plant, then.”


With
a grin, the Hunter dove into the water and swam toward the nearest shining blue
flower. The stem resisted his tugging, and it took a surprising amount of
effort to rip it free. He swam to the surface and held his trophy up.


"Look
what I've got, H—"


"Hey!"



The
cry brought the Hunter spinning around. 


"W-What's
happenin’ to him?" Evren stammered. The fear in the young thief’s eyes
mirrored the panic in his voice as he stared down at Hailen. 


The
Hunter's gaze snapped to the boy. His blood turned to ice as he saw Hailen lying
on the floor, writhing, twitching in a seizure. The Irrsinnon had claimed him.
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Horror
held the Hunter frozen in place. A memory he'd had in Kara-ket flashed through
his mind. 


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 Aerden
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. 


A
whimpering cry burst from Hailen's lips, and the sound snapped the Hunter back
to reality. He raced toward the shore as fast as he could manage, his eyes
never leaving the little figure writhing on the lakeshore. He raced up the
rocky slope toward the boy and seized Hailen's wrists in strong hands. 


"Help
me!" he shouted to Evren.


The
young thief stared wide-eyed, rooted in place by shock. 


"Evren!"
The Hunter's voice cracked like a whip. "Give me a hand here, now!" 


Evren
met the Hunter's gaze, then something seemed to click into place behind his
eyes and he leapt over a heavy stone toward them.


"Grab
his ankles," the Hunter instructed. "Hold them fast so he doesn't
hurt himself while thrashing around."


Evren
caught Hailen's flailing legs and wrestled them under control. The Hunter
gripped Hailen's wrists in one hand and cradled the boy's head in his other
arm. His mind raced. What could he do to help the boy?


His
eyes went to Hailen's bare chest, and horror spiked in his gut as he realized
the boy had removed Soulhunger to swim. He whirled and scanned the rocky shore
for the dagger. It lay twenty paces away with the rest of their clothing. 


"What's
bein’ the matter with him?" A dripping Rassek rushed toward them, his brow
furrowed in concern.


"Bring
me that dagger!" the Hunter shouted. He didn't dare release Hailen's
wrist, so he jerked his head in the direction of their clothing. 


A
confused look crossed the mountaineer's face. "Dagger? Why would—"


"Hurry!"
The Hunter's gut clenched as Hailen cried out, and a stream of unintelligible
shrieks and confused words poured from the boy's mouth. "Come on, Hailen.
Stay with me, lad." He gritted his teeth and clutched the boy tighter. 


Time
passed in an achingly slow crawl as Hailen jerked and twitched in his arms. The
Hunter cradled the boy's head to prevent him knocking it against the rocks, but
he couldn’t prevent the stones from cutting the boy's legs, elbows, and bare
back. 


Relief
flooded him as Rassek raced toward him and held out Soulhunger.
"Here!" 


The
Hunter released his grip on Hailen's wrists, snatched the sheathed dagger, and
pressed it against Hailen's chest. 


Come on, come on! To his relief, Hailen's convulsions
slowed, until, with a final shuddering jerk, he lay still. 


The
Hunter let out a long, ragged breath. The sight of Hailen had filled him with
terror. For a moment, he'd feared he had lost the boy to the madness forever.
But the gemstone in Soulhunger's hilt, handiwork of the Serenii, had pushed
back the Irrsinnon. For now, at
least. A stopgap, not a cure.


He
looked up at Evren. "You can let go of him now. It has passed."


Evren
released Hailen’s legs, but stared at the boy with surprise and fear written in
his eyes. He backed away slowly and returned to his seat on the rock, his gaze
never leaving the little body lying in the Hunter's lap.


Rassek,
however, moved closer and crouched over Hailen. "What's the matter with
him?"


The
Hunter hesitated. "The healers at the Sanctuary offered no answer."
It was easier to lie than explain the curse of the Elivasti. 


Darillon
had come up behind them, and his brow furrowed as he stared down at Soulhunger.
"Why did the dagger stop whatever it was?" He lifted his eyes, his
gaze searching. "What aren't you telling us?"


More than you could
possibly know. Though
the Hunter had returned his features to normal, he had expended enough energy
to keep his eyes a deep brown instead of their usual midnight black. No sense
giving his companions anything else to be suspicious about.


"Something
about the steel helps to calm whatever affects the boy." Another lie,
another simpler explanation than the truth of Soulhunger's true origin and
abilities. "It's why he carries it with him at all times."


Darillon's
expression grew skeptical, but the Hunter met his gaze without hesitation.
After a moment, the mountaineer gave a small shrug. "Do we need to turn
back? Get him back to a healer?"


"No,"
the Hunter said, perhaps a little too quickly. "We press onward. He will
be fine."


To
forestall further questions, he gathered Hailen's little body into his arms and
strode toward the cave. He set Hailen gently inside their tent, ensuring
Soulhunger remained pressed close to the boy’s chest. Physical contact with the
dagger wasn't necessary, but the Hunter wouldn't take any chances. 


I can't let that happen
again. He's not strong enough to survive it.


Even
now, he had no idea how the seizure had affected Hailen. When the boy woke,
would he be lost in his own mind, his eyes as empty and blank as his
expression? He could only hope Soulhunger kept the Irrsinnon at bay a little longer.


He
checked Hailen's back, ribs, and limbs for injuries. Nothing but scratches,
thankfully. He wiped the blood from the boy's body and took extra care to clean
his nails. The others had to have seen the boy's fingernails bleeding, but
hopefully they'd write it off as another injury from the convulsions. If not,
it would be one more thing too complicated to explain.


He
sighed and sat back on his heels, watching the slow rhythm of Hailen's chest.
The boy slept, doubtlessly exhausted by the seizure. He ached to help Hailen,
but he was helpless against a curse passed down through the boy’s Elivasti
blood. He could only hope Hailen would rest the night through and awake in the
morning with no memory of what had happened. 


And what if he doesn’t
wake at all? Or his mind is gone, claimed by the madness?


His
couldn't erase the image of Hailen's twitching, jerking body from his mind. He'd
seen this before with Aerden, Master Eldor's son. The boy had died from the opia, but the Irrsinnon would have killed him had he not been subjected to the Expurgation,
the Elivasti ritual of cleansing. Hailen would share the same fate if he didn't
find a cure soon. With Kara-ket far behind, his only hope lay in reaching Enarium.
The Warmaster had mentioned a source of the opia
bloomed in the Lost City. If he couldn't find a way to cure the boy without
exposing him to the dangers of the Expurgation, he might have to risk it. No
way could he let Hailen suffer this again.


But
he didn't know how to reach Enarium. All he had was a hint from the Sage. He
reached for the Taivoro book that, according to the demon, contained the
secrets to reaching the Lost City. He crawled out of the low tent, sat before
the little fire Darillon had built, and opened the book. Right now, it didn't
matter if Rassek, Darillon, or Evren saw him with the stolen volume. They had
come too far from Vothmot for it to make a difference. But he had to crack its
secrets for Hailen's sake.


He
forced himself to ignore the story, despite his interest in finding out what
happened to the bard. Instead, he focused on finding something, anything that
could help him decipher Taivoro's hidden messages. He studied the shape of the
letters, the spacing between the lines, even the colors of the paper upon which
the story was written. Minutes bled into hours as he pored over the pages,
seeking a clue. 


His
frustration mounted with every passing minute. Each time he turned a page, he
hoped this would be the one that
revealed the book's hidden secrets. Yet, by the time he reached the hundredth
page and the Journeyman's tenth paramour, he had found nothing.


His
mind raced over the code Bardin had mentioned back in Malandria. The Taivoran shift, he called it. The
code involved shifting the letters of the hidden words a certain number of
characters to produce a new word that appeared as gibberish to anyone who
didn’t have the correct cipher. But there was no way the Hunter could use it on
every page of the book. There were simply too many letters, words, and
paragraphs for him to know where to begin. He had no idea how many letters he'd
have to shift, or if Taivoro had used some other code unknown to him.


He
stood with a frustrated growl, and it took all his willpower not to hurl the
book against the wall of the cavern. He settled for clenching his fists until
his forearms trembled with the effort. He would have ripped the book apart if
it didn't contain the information he so desperately needed.


No, not that I need. That
Hailen needs.


He’d
sworn to protect the boy from harm. He had refused to deliver him to Father
Reverentus, even though he had known the Beggar Priests would care for him.
What happened to Hailen was on him now.
If the boy died or succumbed to madness, that burden would rest squarely on his
shoulders. After Farida, Bardin, and Master Eldor, he wasn't certain he could
bear another loss, another death because of his actions and choices.


He
felt eyes burning into his back. Looking up, he found Evren’s gaze fixed on him.
The young thief's gaze flashed once to the book in his hand, but he focused on the
Hunter's bare chest—and the scars etched into his flesh.


The
Hunter glanced down. Once, he’d had hundreds of scars, each for a death at his
hands. Soulhunger etched a new mark in his flesh for every life he took. In
Voramis, something—he still wasn’t quite certain what—had erased the scars.
He’d accumulated dozens more in his journey through Malandria, Al Hani, and
Kara-ket. Yet, as he emerged from the passages beneath Shana Laal, he’d once
again found his scars expunged, with only five remaining to mark the deaths of
the six Abiarazi he’d killed. A single, double-marked scar for both the First
and the Third in Voramis. One each for Toramin and Garanis in Malandria, Queen
Asalah in Al Hani, and the Warmaster in Kara-ket. 


On
the road between Shana Laal and Vothmot, he’d added two more to the collection.
The first belonged to Master Uqio, the tavernkeeper that had turned Hailen over
to the Sage. Though he’d resisted the demon's and the dagger's demands for
death as they crossed the Whispering Waste, he had finally succumbed in
Saltfall. The village stockade hadn’t presented much of a challenge to the
Hunter, and Soulhunger had fed on the lifeblood of a man scheduled to face the
hangman’s noose for murder. 


Yet
now those two scars were gone. Only the five scars from the demons remained.


When
Evren realized he was caught, he quickly returned to setting up his meager bed
beside the two tents. He had chosen a sheltered corner where Darillon and
Rassek's tent blocked any wind. Without a word, he slipped under his ragged blankets
and lay still.


“Kill him,” the demon's voice whispered in his mind.
The presence was faint, the mental wall he'd built the previous day keeping the
demon at bay. However, no matter how hard he tried, he could never fully block
out the voice. “He's seen too much.” 


The
Hunter pushed back against the voice, shoving it into its confinement. He used
the Sage's technique to envision himself fortifying the wall in his mind. The
demon tried to fight back, angry and stubborn, but he'd had enough practice in
the last few weeks that his will proved superior. 


He
stared at the bundle of blankets that concealed Evren. The thief had proven
himself clever—from recognizing him as an assassin to his knowledge of the
Master's Temple to somehow procuring a horse and travel gear at a day's notice.
Yet the Hunter sensed no threat from the young man. Evren was fleeing the Wardens
of the Peak, just as the Hunter fled Sir Danna, the Cambionari, the Illusionist
Clerics, and everyone else that wanted him dead. The young man wouldn't do
anything to jeopardize his place in their little company.


That
didn't mean he could be trusted. Evren was hiding something. The Hunter knew
the signs—he'd spent his life concealing his identity and everything about
himself from the people around him. The life of a thief could account for the
haunted look in the boy's eyes, but something told the Hunter there was more
beneath the surface. 


None
of that mattered. The people traveling with him were unimportant beyond their
ability to get him where he needed to go. Rassek and Darillon were there to
guide him toward Enarium. Evren was there because the Hunter hadn't denied his
request to travel. Yet, when it came down to it, Hailen was the only thing that
mattered. 


Hailen,
and reaching Enarium before the Sage freed Kharna. He was running out of time,
he could feel it. 


He
stared down at the book in his hands. It had held such promise, yet now proved
utterly useless. He had no idea how to crack the cipher or find whatever
message was hidden within its pages. 


He
made to throw it into the fire, but stopped himself. He was tired, frustrated,
and worried about Hailen's wellbeing. The lack of results couldn't cause him to
give up. He'd try again tomorrow with a clear head.


For now, I could use a
good night's rest. With
Hailen beside him, he could sleep without worrying about the demon or
Soulhunger's voices driving him mad.


He
kicked dirt to snuff out the dying fire and turned toward his tent, but paused when
he saw an odd glow coming from the mouth of the cave. A faint blue light, the
same deep shade of the plants in Sapphire Lake. 


The
glow turned out to be the plant he'd plucked from the lake for Hailen. He
realized he'd brought it out of the lake with him in his rush. Somehow, it must
have gotten tangled in his or Hailen's clothing and been carried from the
lakeshore up here.


He
studied the glowing flower. It had dozens of perfectly symmetrical petals
identical in size and shape to those around it, spreading out in four neat
spirals. The smaller petals at the heart of the flower glowed brightest, while
the larger petals along the outermost spiral held only a faint luminescence. 


Hailen will love this when
he wakes up. 


He
had just taken the first step back toward the tent when he suddenly stopped,
his jaw dropped in surprise. 


There,
on the stone wall of the cave, just above the level of his eyes, were etched
two glowing runes.
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What in the bloody hell?


He
blinked, but even after he rubbed his eyes, the symbols remained visible. His
eyes went wide as he realized the runes glowed the same blue as the flower in
his hand. The symbols faded when he concealed the flower behind his back, but
sprang back into view as he held it up again. 


He
recognized the runes immediately. He'd seen thousands just like them in the
tunnels beneath Voramis, and again carved into the walls of Kara-ket. The
long-dead language of the ancient Serenii.


Hope
surged within him. He had no idea what the runes said, but their presence had to be a sign--literally. The Empty
Mountains spanned thousands of leagues, with hundreds of mountain peaks. What
were the odds that the Serenii carved their runes into every cave wall in the
entire range? And how likely was it that the runes were visible only in the light of the plants that grew
in the depths of Sapphire Lake? No, the Serenii had carved these runes here for
a reason. What that reason was, he didn't know, but it couldn't be a
coincidence. 


He
had to be on the right track. 


His
mind raced as he tried to figure out his next step. If the Taivoro book proved
useless, perhaps he could use the Serenii runes to find his way to Enarium.
Which meant he needed the glowing plants to light the runes. 


He
stared down at the flower in his hand. The petals emanated a soft, steady glow,
even though he had plucked it up by its roots hours earlier. But how long would
the light last? He was no botanist or Secret Keeper, and he had no idea how the
plants generated the light. 


It
didn’t matter. He only cared that the flowers could guide his way. 


Decades
spent as an assassin had taught him to always bring more weapons than he
believed necessary. If he lost his sword, a back-up dagger or swordbreaker
could still take down his target. He'd apply that same principle here. More of
the glowing plants meant a higher chance that the light would last long enough
for him to find more Serenii runes, right?


He
crouched and peered into his tent. Hailen lay sleeping still, his chest rising
and falling in a steady rhythm. Though the Hunter's worries for the boy's wellbeing
hadn't diminished, his excitement at the discovery ensured he wouldn't fall
asleep any time soon. He could survive on an hour or two of sleep. After he
gathered more of the glowing plants, of course.


A
biting wind greeted him as he stepped out of the cave. Rassek's prediction
proved true; the mountain chill had descended over the peaceful lakeshore, and
an icy breeze set the water of Sapphire Lake rippling. Gritting his teeth
against the cold, the Hunter strode toward the lake and prepared to dive in.
He'd brave even the glaciers of the Frozen Sea if it meant he could find
Enarium. He could handle the cold, for Hailen's sake, and his.


 


* * *


 


Rassek
and Darillon seemed surprised to see him awake and tending to the fire when
they emerged from their tent before dawn. The two men exchanged a glance, then
shrugged and accepted the bowl of gruel the Hunter offered them. Their surprise
doubled as they found the breakfast more than just acceptable, but actually
enjoyable. The Hunter had picked up a few tricks of cooking over his months
spent on the road. 


Evren
thrashed about in his sleep so violently Rassek went over and shook him awake.
The young thief bolted upright and scrambled backward, his eyes filled with
fear. 


"Easy,
lad." Rassek held up empty hands. "Time to be breakin’ yer fast and gettin’
a move on."


The
terror slowly faded from Evren's gaze, and his face hardened as he climbed out
of his blankets and came to sit before the fire. He fixed the Hunter with a
hard glare, but spooned the meal into his mouth without a word.


The
Hunter poked his head into his tent to check on Hailen. His heart sank as he
found the boy awake and staring off into space, his eyes vacant. Hailen seemed
not to notice the Hunter dressing him, and he accepted a few spoonfuls of the
gruel without protest. It pained the Hunter to see the boy thus; the effects of
the Irrsinnon hadn't yet passed. He
tried in vain to shove down the nagging worry that the boy would never truly recover.


His
three companions pretended not to notice, but more than once he caught them
shooting sidelong glances at the two of them. Finally, he gave up on trying to
feed Hailen and set about packing their gear. The sooner they rode out, the
sooner he could get away from those questioning eyes. And the sooner they could
get on their way to finding Enarium.


His
pack contained nearly a dozen of the glowing plants; more than enough, he
hoped. Unless he cracked the secret of the Taivoro book, this was their only
way to find the path.


Rassek
and Evren tore down the tents while Darillon covered the fire with dirt. Within
half an hour, only a small black circle remained to mark their presence in the
cave.


"Ready
fer another day?" Rassek asked with a grin that looked forced. "We
should be reachin’ the Black Cliffs before noon, and we ought to have enough
time to gain plenty of altitude before dark, says I."


The
Hunter shot a worried glance over at Hailen. The boy sat slumped in his saddle,
his eyes glazed over, his features slack. "We'll keep pace."


"Ye
need to be takin’ a rest for his sake, ye let us know, eh?" Rassek jerked
a thumb toward Hailen. "No reason to push him too hard."


"Of
course," the Hunter said. "I'll ride with him."


Rassek
shrugged. "The offer stands. Just give us the word and we'll halt."


"Thank
you." The Hunter nodded. He didn’t have much experience with this manner
of kindness; Voramians weren’t known for their decency or altruism.


Darillon
shot a worried glance at him and Hailen, but Rassek's expression kept the older
man from speaking up. With a grunt, he turned and rode out of the cave.


The
Hunter lifted Hailen from Ash's saddle, settled the boy in front of him on
Elivast's back, and kicked his horse into motion. A bracing wind greeted him as
he rode out of the cave, but he could feel the warmth of the rising sun driving
back the chill. The first rays of daylight shimmered on the rippling surface of
Sapphire Lake. It was a cold, crisp beauty like nowhere else in Einan.


The
Hunter's arm soon ached from holding Hailen upright and lifting him in time
with Elivast's trotting pace. Though the boy hadn't yet emerged from his
stupor, the Hunter tried to force the worry from his mind.


He'll come out of it. He
always has before.


The
thought rang hollow. In his memories, he'd seen what had happened to Aerden.
The Irrsinnon had affected the young
Elivasti far worse than Hailen's fit the previous night. He could forestall the
thought no longer: Hailen descended deeper into the madness. The day would soon
come when he would be too far gone to return.


But not today. Today,
he'll be fine. It took
all the Hunter’s stubborn willpower to make himself believe the words.


Darillon
and Rassek kept them moving at a steady pace along the lakeside trail, and the
horses’ jog trot ate up the leagues quickly. The path circumnavigated the lake
for another four hours before turning off onto another winding road between
steep, jagged cliffs. Rocky mountain peaks towered hundreds of paces over their
heads, blocking out the sunlight and casting them into deep, chilly shadows. 


Something
nagged in the back of the Hunter’s mind. He could sense Her presence growing
stronger to the northeast, but that didn’t explain the sense of…wrongness that
also increased with every passing hour. Though he had no idea why he felt that
way, it left him uneasy, wary. His eyes darted around as if expecting danger to
lurk behind every boulder. 


The
trail rose at a steep incline for half an hour, then flattened out into a rocky
shelf fifty paces wide and twenty long. Instead of turning toward the path that
led off to the north, Darillon pulled his horse to a stop before the cliff face
at the far end of the shelf.


"Keeper's
teeth!" Darillon growled as he craned his neck. 


"What's
wrong?" the Hunter asked.


Darillon
was too busy muttering a steady stream of curses to answer.


"The
ropes are gone, see," Rassek said, sighing. 


"Ropes?"


Rassek
pointed at a strange, tilted tripod-looking construction made of wooden beams
standing atop the cliff. "That's used to haul the horses, gear, and us up
the cliff face." Rassek's expression soured. "But it be lookin’ like some
bleedin’ idiot took the ropes with them last time they passed."


Darillon
scowled. "It's got to be Hlareth
and his cronies." 


"Ye’re
likely right, says I." Rassek inclined his head. "That’s just the
sort of thing those cheapskates’d be doin’. Save them from havin’ to buy their
own ropes, t’would." He sighed and pointed toward the cliff. "But
goin’ up that cliff’s the quickest way to get where ye’re wantin’ to go."


"When
you say quickest, you mean there's another way?" the Hunter asked.


Darillon
snorted. "Sure, there's the fool's way around."


"The
long way ‘round." Rassek shot
his partner a stern gaze. "It'd take more’n a day goin’ up the mountains to
find the trail that cuts back along the cliffs to get here. What should be half
an hour's labor is now goin’ to cost us a bleedin’ lot of time, says I."


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes and studied the cliff face. He'd spent most of the
last fifty years of his life climbing walls, buildings, and rooftops with far
few hand and footholds than this. Frozen hell, he'd even scaled Shana Laal just
a few weeks ago. How hard could a cliff like this be?


He
turned to Rassek and Darillon. "I'll climb it." 


The
two men's eyebrows rose in surprise. Darillon shook his head. "No bloody
chance. I'm not having you fall to your death because some—"


"Have
you ever heard of Shana Laal?" the Hunter asked.


Darillon
rolled his eyes. "Of course we have. Highest peak in the Yathi
Mountains."


"I
climbed it without a rope." The Hunter said it in a matter-of-fact tone,
without a hint of braggadocio.


"A
likely story!" Darillon growled.


The
Hunter met the man's gaze without hesitation. Darillon's expression went from
mocking to hesitant to surprised in the space of a few seconds. "You're
serious?" the man asked. "You climbed Shana bloody Laal?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Took me two days, but it was worth it." In Kara-ket,
the temples atop the mountain peak, he'd found the Sage and the Warmaster, the
two demons controlling all the Abiarazi and Elivasti around Einan. "If I
can get up there with a bundle of rope, I can haul one of you up. Do you have
enough rope to get that thing working?" He had no idea what the strange
construction was or how to work it, but he’d have no problem pulling one of the
mountaineers up.


Rassek
and Darillon exchanged glances. The older man's brow furrowed, and Rassek
pursed his lips in concentration. "It might work," Darillon said
after a long moment. "But you're not going it alone. Even if you say
you're a climber, that doesn't mean you know your way around the Empty
Mountains. These cliffs can be mighty temperamental."


Rassek
looked ready to protest, but it was Darillon's turn to silence him with a
glance. "We're the ones getting paid to do the mountaineering," he
told his partner. "It wouldn't be right to let him take all the risk
himself."


Rassek's
mouth curled down into a frown. "Doesn't mean I have to let ye take the risk, says I." 


"We
both know which of us is the better climber." Darillon folded his arms,
his expression growing stubborn. "Don't bother denying it, either."


Rassek
scowled but said nothing. 


Darillon
turned to the Hunter. "You'll need a harness and some rope to—"


"No,
I won't." The Hunter shook his head. "That'll just get in my
way."


Darillon's
eyes narrowed. "You'd be taking a mighty risk."


The
Hunter shrugged. "Risk worth taking, if it means we save a day or
two." He held the man's gaze steadily. "We only have ten days out
here, remember?"


After
a moment, Darillon grunted and inclined his head. "It's your neck." 


As
Darillon rummaged in his equipment for ropes, the Hunter checked the plants in
his pack. He'd considered using them to check the cliff wall for any Serenii
runes, but their glow was too faint to be visible in the bright daylight. Maybe they only glow at night. Now that
he thought about it, he hadn't seen the plants glowing as they rode around
Sapphire Lake during the day. They’d only come to life after the sun had set. 


He
hesitated as he glanced over at Hailen. The boy remained listless and slouched,
his eyes vacant. He hadn't snapped out of the madness. He hated the thought of
leaving Hailen like this, but if he didn't, they'd waste too much time going
around.


"I'll
gladly be keepin’ an eye on him," Rassek said.


The
Hunter turned to find the younger mountaineer's eyes on him. 


"He's
got me and Evren lookin’ out fer him, see. Isn't that right, young man?"
Rassek shot a glance at Evren.


The
thief seemed genuinely surprised that the man was talking to him, but managed a
hasty nod. "O-Of course."


After
a moment, the Hunter inclined his head. "Thank you." He pushed back
against the nagging worry in his mind. As
long as Hailen has Soulhunger, he'll be all right. 


He
stripped out of his leather armor and slung it over the saddle, along with his heavy
cloak, sword belt, and the baldric that bore his many daggers. Wearing nothing
but his tunic, breeches, and boots, he strode toward the cliff.


"You
sure you don't want the harness?" Darillon asked with a skeptical expression.
"These mountains have seen enough death already."


"I'll
be fine," the Hunter said as he slung the coil of rope around his
shoulders. He leapt high into the air and grabbed a ledge three paces off the
ground. Turning his head, he shot a triumphant grin back at Darillon. "I
just hope you can keep up." 


The
mountaineer seemed to come alive at the challenge. "You're on!"
Excitement sparkled in his eyes as he found his first hand and foot-hold on the
cliff face and began to climb.


The
Hunter had to admit Darillon truly was a skilled climber. Before he'd taken three
steps up the stone face, the mountaineer had closed the gap between them. He
climbed at a speed that shocked even the Hunter, clambering up the cliff with
the agility of a spider. 


With
a grunt, the Hunter pushed himself to climb faster. No way I'm losing my own challenge.


He
chose a path of ascent that ran along a deep fissure in the cliff face. The
crack provided good footing, though he had to choose his handholds carefully
for fear the outer edges would crumble in his grip. His trajectory was aimed toward
a chimney, a cleft in the rock with two parallel sides. If he could wedge his
body into that crack, his ascent would prove much easier. 


When
he looked to his left, he found Darillon a full man-height above him. The
mountaineer might have been older, but he showed no sign of slowing. He only
paused long enough to dip his hands into a pouch containing a chalky white
substance. 


The
Hunter had to admire the man's climbing skill. Even with his inhuman strength,
Darillon was proving even more adept at scaling the cliff face. 


To
make things worse, the grey limestone of the cliff kept crumbling in the Hunter's
grip. He had to keep his pace slow, else risk losing his grip and plummeting to
the rocky ground. A glance down revealed he'd climbed at least twenty paces. A
fall from this height would shatter bone. He'd rather not explain how he could
recover from an injury like that too quickly. Better safe than—


"Darillon!"



A
shout came from below. Rassek's voice, filled with horror. Darillon's grunt was
the only warning for the Hunter to look up—in time to see the mountaineer falling
straight toward him.
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The
Hunter acted purely on instinct. His left hand dug into the crevice he was
holding while he reached out with his right to snatch for the falling man. His
fingers closed around Darillon’s wrist, and he gritted his teeth against the
pain he knew would come.


He
growled as the tendons in his shoulder pulled taut. Agony flared along the
muscles of both arms as Darillon's weight dragged on him, and it took all of
the Hunter's inhuman strength to keep his grip on the cliff face. His gut
clenched as he felt the stone in his right hand shifting, as if it was about to
give way. The Hunter braced his feet against the wall and swung Darillon toward
a deep crack in the rock face. The mountaineer jammed his arm into the crack
and dug his feet in to support his own weight.


Not
a moment too soon. The Hunter's left hand darted toward a crevice, and he
caught hold just as the stone in his right hand crumbled to dust. He gasped as
he hung from one hand, heart hammering in his chest.


"Long
Keeper’s mercy!" Rassek's terrified cry came from below. “Darillon, are
ye—?” 


"I-I'm
fine," Darillon called down. His eyes were wide, his face pale as he
stared at the Hunter. "You…"


The
Hunter clenched his jaw and tried to ignore the throbbing ache in his
shoulders. His body would heal, but for the next few minutes, any movement of
his arms would be agony. Unfortunately, given his precarious perch, he couldn't
afford to rest. He had to keep climbing to reach the top.


"Come
on," he told the mountaineer. "We've got to get up there."


He
didn't wait for an answer, but set off at a slower pace than before. Darillon's
fall had driven all thoughts of competition from his head. A few extra minutes
would be worth far more than taking another risk.


The
chimney proved the safer choice for the climb, though no less challenging than
a straight vertical ascent. By the time he pulled himself over the lip and onto
the rocky ground at the top of the cliff, fire blazed through the muscles in
his arms, legs, and back. His shoulder hadn't fully healed, and he cradled his strained
right arm to his chest as he climbed to his feet. With his left hand, he
unwound the coils of rope from his shoulders and dropped the line over the
cliff's edge. After a moment, the rope pulled tight as Darillon grabbed on. The
Hunter braced his legs and held firm while the mountaineer climbed the
remaining five paces to the top.


Darillon's
incredulity hadn't faded as he stared at the Hunter. "How in the Keeper's
name did you manage that?" 


The
Hunter shrugged. "The Mistress' luck, I suppose."


"I'll
say! " Darillon blew out his breath.
"We could have both died. Storming hell, we should have died." His eyes narrowed as he studied the Hunter.
"There's no way you should have been able to hold us both up."


"What
can I say?" The Hunter grinned. "I drink a lot of milk."


Darillon
snorted. "Remind me to buy a dairy cow when I return to Vothmot." He
shook his head and blinked, still stunned. "Seriously, though, I can't
thank you enough. You saved me, no doubt about it." He held out a hand. 


The
Hunter clasped it. "You said it yourself, the Empty Mountains are a rough
place. We've just got to be ready for whatever it throws at us."


Darillon
nodded, but his expression fell and he let out a groan. "Bugger."


"What?"
The Hunter raised an eyebrow.


"Rassek's
never going to let me hear the end of this." Darillon threw up his hands.
"Now I'll have to listen to him natter on about how I nearly got myself
killed."


"We
could always leave him down there." The Hunter chuckled. "We could
use the extra food."


"Don't
tempt me." A small smile tugged on Darillon's lips. "Sadly, that
would only make things worse. I'd have to leave Vothmot, else risk his wrath.
Trust me, you do not want to get on
that man's bad side."


"Noted."
The Hunter turned to the tripod construction and studied it. "So how do we
get this thing moving?" 


Darillon
showed him how to work the pulley-crane. Two ropes ran through greased pulley
wheels suspended from the top of the tripod construction, then down through
parallel holes in the solid wooden beam at the base. Two shorter ropes
connected the rotating wooden beam to what looked like a large horizontal wheel.



“For
now, we’ve got to do the heavy lifting,” Darillon said with an apologetic grin.
“But once we get the horses up here, they’ll handle the load for us.”


The
Hunter gripped the wooden handle of the mill wheel and, on Darillon’s signal,
threw his weight against it. The wheel moved smoothly, and though the weight
required some effort to move, he found it less difficult than he’d expected.
Within five minutes, he saw the mane and head of Darillon’s sturdy mountain
pony appear over the edge of the cliff. The horse hung suspended from a
makeshift harness Rassek had to have fashioned. Locking the wheel in place, the
Hunter went to help Darillon haul the horse onto solid ground.


It
took just a few minutes to secure the horse to the wheel, and the beast made
short work of hauling up Rassek’s mount. Together, the two horses got through
the work of hauling Evren and his horse, Hailen, Ash, Elivast, and finally
Rassek himself up the cliff face in less than an hour. 


The
Hunter grinned as he caught Darillon's wince from the corner of his eyes. As
the mountaineer had feared, Rassek laid into him the moment he reached the top
of the cliff. Anger blazed in the man's eyes as he shouted at his partner. "Bull-headed
fool" and "stubborn son of a donkey" counted among the kindest
of the invectives he hurled at Darillon. 


They almost sound like an
old married couple, the
Hunter thought with a grin. 


Finally,
the outpouring of Rassek's anger dried up, and a red-faced Darillon muttered,
"It's almost enough to make a man wish he had died." This earned him a furious glare from the younger
mountaineer. “But remind me to give Hlareth a mouthful of knuckles when we
return to Vothmot.” 


“With
pleasure.” Rassek gave the older mountaineer a wicked grin. “It’ll go nicely
with my boot shoved up his fat arse. Cheap bastard’ll be tastin’ leather for a
month.” 


The
Hunter checked over his gear and horse tack while Rassek and Darillon set about
unharnessing the horses from the wooden wheel. He donned his leather armor,
baldric, sword belt, and heavy cloak, satisfied at feeling the weight of his
weapons once more. He’d just turned to lift Hailen into Ash's saddle when a
flash of light in the distance caught his gaze. He shaded his eyes against the
bright sunlight and squinted in the direction it had come. Nothing. The mountain
appeared empty, devoid of life except for them. 


So where did that light
come from?


For
long moments, his eyes swept the mountains behind them. The glint had
originated near Sapphire Lake. Perhaps it had just been a reflection of
sunlight on the water. Or, had his anxiety played tricks on his mind?


No,
there it was again. A flash of light, no mistaking it this time. He scanned the
shore of Sapphire Lake, his eyes straining to make out the details far in the
distance. What he saw sent an icy dagger of fear into his gut.


Sunlight
reflected not off the lake's surface, but off armor. Bright, burnished steel
plate mail worn by a figure riding on a black destrier. 


Impossible! There's no way
she could have tracked me here.


Even
though the mounted figure was leagues away, he immediately recognized it. Sir
Danna Esgrimon, Cambionari, demon-hunter. 


More
figures rode behind her. Most wore the white cloaks of Warrior Priests of
Derelana. However, the five riding immediately on her heels wore dull clothing
and a type of armor he couldn’t make out from this distance.


His
heart clenched, and his eyes went to Soulhunger hanging on Hailen's belt. The
Cambionari had tracked the dagger all the way up the mountain. Whatever
abilities the Beggar God had bestowed upon his chosen, those pure of heart, they
somehow enabled her to hunt him down no matter where he went. Even out here, in
the middle of the Empty Mountains.


So what the bloody hell do
I do now? He couldn't
risk her catching up to him. What if Father Reverentus had instructed her to
bring Hailen back as well? There was too much at stake now.


The
Hunter reached for his sword and prepared to chop the pulley-crane into
kindling, but common sense made him pause. He'd have no way to explain away his
actions to Rassek and Darillon, and he had no doubt the two mountaineers would
want to stop him. They wouldn't let him destroy the hoist that enabled them to
earn a livelihood. He'd have to hurt or even kill them, then he would have no
one to lead him to where he needed to go.


His
eyes went to the ropes they’d used to haul the horses up the cliff. Though it
rankled, he forced his hands to unclench from his sword hilt. All they had to
do was remove the rope and the Cambionari would have no way to follow them. He
doubted climbing counted among one of the knightly skills Sir Danna had
mastered during her training. To follow him, they'd have to find another way
around. That would buy him at least a day, as Rassek had said.


We just have to keep
moving and stay ahead of them long enough to find the way up to Enarium. According to Rassek, they would reach
their destination before nightfall. That had to be enough time for him to
unlock the secret in Taivoro's book. 


"Help
me gather up these ropes," he told Darillon and Rassek. 


"But
what about the pulley-crane?" Rassek asked. “Takin’ the ropes’ll make it
mighty difficult for the next group to come this way.” 


"We
can leave them here on our way down," the Hunter said. "For now, we
may have need of them on our hunt for Enarium."


The
two mountaineers exchanged glances, hesitating. After a moment, Darillon
shrugged and strode over to help him collect the rope. It took fully five
minutes to coil up the rope and unwind it from the winch, and the Hunter chafed
at the delay. 


It's worth it to slow Sir
Danna down, he told
himself. 


Impatience
nagged at him as he lifted Hailen onto Ash's back and vaulted into his own
saddle. It seemed like an eternity before the mountaineers were ready to go. He
struggled not to snarl at them to move faster. They would be curious about why
he had become suddenly hurried, which would lead to questions he'd rather not
answer. 


He
let out a long, quiet sigh as Rassek kicked his horse into motion. Darillon and
Evren followed, with him and Hailen at the rear. 


The
trail started out flat and smooth at first, but soon turned into rocky, uneven
ground that rose at a steep incline. A cliff bordered to the trail on the right
side, but to the left the land dropped sharply into a ravine. Within half an
hour, the trail grew so narrow that they had to ride single file. When the
horses began to stumble on the jagged rocks underfoot, Darillon ordered all but
Hailen to dismount and continue on foot. 


Darillon
and Rassek had spent their lives exploring these mountains, and they climbed without
excessive difficulty. A dull but manageable ache developed in Hunter’s spine
and legs, but the knowledge that Sir Danna was on his heels kept him climbing.
Evren, however, couldn’t keep up, and they had to pause to rest every half hour
or so just to keep the boy from collapsing.


Occasionally,
they passed trails that cut through gaps in the cliff or descended into the
ravine and out of sight. The mountaineers ignored those paths, instead choosing
the way that led straight up the incline. For hours they climbed, until the sun
hovered just above the tops of the westernmost mountains, until they finally
reached the top of the steep incline.


The
trail cut straight into the heart of a towering cliff and opened onto a
circular bowl surrounded on all sides by vertical rock walls. 


"This
is it." Rassek's voice held a note of excitement. "This is where the
horses spooked."


The
Hunter looked around. Aside from the trail they’d just come down, the cliffs,
easily two hundred paces tall, ran unbroken in a near-perfect circle all around
them. The granite was smooth, with none of the cracks or crevices they’d use to
climb the cliff to reach the pulley-crane. 


His
heart sank, and the glimmer of hope faded. 


There
was no way through.
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The
Hunter narrowed his eyes at Rassek. "You're sure about this?" He
motioned around him. "There's nothing here."


"That's
what I said." Darillon's face
creased into a well-practiced I-told-you-so
expression. "Just another empty spot in the mountains."


Rassek
scowled. "Well, this is bein’ where it happened, says I." He pointed
to the eastern wall of the hollow. "We were makin’ camp right over there
and the horses just bolted."


The
Hunter glanced at the smooth grey stone Rassek had indicated. It looked identical
to the rest of the cliffs. 


He
ground his teeth in frustration. Now
what?


He
couldn't backtrack, not with Sir Danna so close behind. He'd taken a gamble
that this was the location where he'd
find the way into Enarium. It seemed like a dead end, but he couldn't just give
up based on appearances. 


The
Sage's words flashed through his mind. “The
Serenii were ever fond of their hidden passages."


"We
could always be turnin’ back," Rassek was saying. "There's no other
way in, but…" The man's words trailed off as the Hunter spurred Elivast
toward the spot he'd indicated. 


The
Hunter rode Elivast right up to the cliff and watched the horse for any
indication of disturbance. Elivast stood placidly, patient and seeming
unperturbed. Biting back a growl, the Hunter dismounted and looped the reins
around Elivast's neck. The horse snorted and walked a short distance away as
the Hunter studied the cliff face. Nothing about the stone before him seemed
even the slightest bit remarkable.


He
drew in a deep breath through his nose. Perhaps there would be a scent to guide
him. His sensitive nostrils found nothing but the scent of granite, the strong
horse smell of Elivast, and the unique scents of the four people behind him.


He
pressed his hand flat against the stone, as if he could feel the way through. The demon Garanis in Malandria had used an
optical illusion to conceal an opening in the stone walls. Had the Serenii done
the same? He felt his way along the wall for five paces in every direction,
moving his hand to knee level and as high up as he could reach.


Nothing.



He
stifled the urge to growl in frustration. Think,
Hunter, think! He could come up with no answer. He'd never learned the
thieves' skill of finding hidden doors or passages. In Voramis, when he
couldn’t get through the front door of his targets' homes, he found a way
through the back door, an upper floor, or even the roof.


Perhaps
that would be his way past. He stepped back and glanced up. The cliff face rose
easily more than two hundred paces above his head. Even if he could somehow make
the climb, none of the others could. No way they had enough rope to span the
distance.


The
darkening sky above the clifftops mocked him. The towering cliffs blocked out
the sunlight and plunged the entire hollow in shadow. The Hunter abandoned the
thought of climbing up, at least for tonight. He'd never reach the top before
dark. If it came to it, he could try in the morning, but he’d use tonight to
try to find another solution.


When
he turned, he found the others had ridden up behind him. "We make camp
here," he growled. He hated the idea of stopping and resting with Sir
Danna so close on his heels, but what choice did he have? 


Rassek
frowned. "Ye’re wantin’ to risk the horses spookin’ again, are ye?" 


"No."
The Hunter shook his head, his voice tight with frustration. "We'll keep
them away from the spot where you say they panicked before. And we hobble them so
they can't run."


Rassek's
frown deepened, but Darillon nodded. "It's your coin. Though I'll remind
you that we've already been out here for three days out of your ten-day tour.
We'll need to head back to Vothmot in no more than two days."


The
Hunter's gut tightened. "Of course." He had no intention of
returning. The guides had gotten him this far. If he could just find the way
into Enarium, they could leave him and Hailen to their own path. After all, Rassek
and Darillon didn't know how to reach the Lost City any more than he.


They
hurried to set up the camp for the night. The shadows deepened quickly as the
sun set behind the cliffs, and they had to light a fire to see as they pitched
the tents. Yet as it grew darker, the Hunter's excitement grew. The Serenii
runes had only been visible in the light of the glowing plants, once the sun
had set and the fire died. The minute it grew dark enough, he'd try to find more
Serenii runes in the cliff face. 


Impatience
surged within him as he chewed on the tough salted pork that passed for their
dinner. Hailen ate without seeming to notice him or anything else. The boy
hadn't emerged from his comatose state for even a minute all day long. The
Hunter tried to ignore the thought that Hailen would never recover after his
seizure of the previous night, but it refused to go away. 


Mocking
laughter echoed in the back of his mind. “Foolish,
foolish Bucelarii,” crowed the voice of his inner demon. “You grew too attached for your own good.
Haven't you yet learned what happens to those you care for?” 


The
demon filled his head with images of Farida, Bardin, Master Eldor, forcing him
to relive their deaths. The Hunter gritted his teeth and wrestled the voice
into submission. With effort, he built up the wall in his thoughts. Too much
time had elapsed since his last kill, since Soulhunger last fed. He could feel
the demands growing stronger. The demon pounded against the mental barrier. He
feared what would happen if it broke free again. The last time he'd lost
control, he'd slaughtered fifteen Cambionari and turned the House of Need in
Malandria into a slaughterhouse. 


He
stuffed the last of his meal into his mouth, stood, and hurried over to his
pack. Pulling it open, he found the plants glowing faintly, and blue light
radiated from within the satchel. He drew one plant out and strode toward the
base of the cliff.


"Take
that from Sapphire Lake, did ye?" Rassek asked from behind him.


The
Hunter ignored the question. His eyes were fixed on the cliffs. He held the
glowing plant toward the stone, and the blue glow seemed to turn the grey
granite to an inky black. He held his breath in anticipation of the runes
flaring to life.


Nothing.


The
stone remained as black and dark as the shadows around him. 


Damn it! He ground his teeth and moved along the
cliff face, holding up the glowing plant to shine the soft blue light over the
rocky surface. For long moments, nothing happened as he walked along the stone
wall. Come on, come on!


He'd
almost given up hope when a section of stone flared to life a few paces ahead
of him. Hope surged in his chest, and he wanted to shout in relief. There was
no mistaking the strange symbol carved into stone. As he moved along the wall,
more and more flared to life, until nearly a dozen runes were visible.


He
heard a gasp of surprise from the three behind him.


"What
in the frozen hell are those?" Darillon asked.


"Serenii
runes," the Hunter said, triumphant. 


He
quickly recounted his discovery in the cave the previous night and his belief
that the runes marked the path toward Enarium. 


"If
I'm correct, it means we're on the right track." He stabbed a finger at
the glowing symbol. "These are symbols left by the ancient Serenii as some
sort of guidepost leading us to the Lost City."


"Watcher's
beard!" Rassek breathed. He shot an excited glance at Darillon. "What
did I tell ye?" 


For
once, Darillon had nothing contradictory to say. 


"And
ye’re sure these are bein’ Serenii?" Rassek asked.


The
Hunter nodded. "I've seen them before in Voramis and other places."


"’Tis
marvelous!" Rassek's eyes went to the plant in his hand, then back to the
wall. "So what do we need to do?"


The
question shattered the Hunter's momentary elation. If the Serenii had left it
to serve as an instruction on how to find Enarium, he’d never know. He couldn’t
understand the meaning of the runes any more than he could sprout wings and fly
over the cliff. 


He
stepped closer and pressed a hand against one of the glowing symbols. A gasp
burst from his lips as he felt a quiet
hum coming from the stone itself. It felt…alive! 


But
nothing happened. He could feel the thrumming within the cliff, but had no idea
what it was or how to activate whatever power lay within in the stone. 


His
mind flashed back to the desert, when Hailen's blood had activated the Dolmenrath and unleashed the power in
those stones. The cliff wasn't made of the same midnight black stone, but perhaps
Hailen's blood would work here again.


"Here."
He handed the phosphorescent blue flower to Evren, who had come up behind him
to stare wide-eyed at the glowing symbol. "Hold this near the stone so we
can see the runes."


Evren
took the plant gingerly. He seemed to shy away from the stone, as if afraid of
whatever power it held. With good reason. Legends held that the Serenii wielded
magicks capable of shattering Einan itself, with power said to rival that of
the gods. 


The
Hunter raced toward Hailen, who sat in silence, leaning against a boulder. The
boy didn't move, didn't even look up as the Hunter picked him up. The vacant,
lost look filled his eyes. 


The
Hunter forced the anxiety from his mind as he rushed back to the stone wall. He
shielded Hailen from the others' view as he gripped the boy's hand. He didn't
want them to see the blood trickling from Hailen's fingernails. If it worked,
they wouldn't bother asking questions how. If it didn't, he'd rather avoid
raising their suspicions about why the boy was bleeding. 


He
pressed Hailen's bloody hand the glowing rune and tensed in anticipation of the
surge of power. In the Advanat Desert and again in the tunnels beneath
Kara-ket, he and everyone around him had been knocked from their feet by a wave
of concussive force triggered by Hailen's contact with the stone.


Nothing.


He
growled and tried again, pressing Hailen's hand harder against the stone.
Nothing happened. There was no rush of power, no energy blasts. Simply…nothing.



"What
are ye doin’?" Rassek asked, his expression bewildered. His eyes went from
Hailen to the cliff and back again. 


"Not
a Keeper-damned lot!" the Hunter snapped. Anger surged within his chest as
he stalked back toward their camp and returned Hailen to his seat. His fists
clenched so tight his nails dug into his palms. He wanted to lash out, to
destroy something in his frustration. All his hopes, dashed. 


He
turned to Rassek. "Can you keep an eye on the boy for a while?" His
voice came out barely above a growl.


Rassek's
eyebrows rose. "Where are ye goin’?"


The
Hunter bit back an angry snarl. "I need to think, to clear my head, see if
I can figure this out."


Darillon's
eyes narrowed. "I wouldn't, if I was you. These mountain trails can be
treacherous at night. One misstep and you're plummeting off a cliff." His
gaze darted to Rassek, and the younger man scowled. "Poor choice of words,
I know, but he needs to understand the—"


"I'll
be fine," the Hunter said as he reached for his heavy cloak and slung it
over his shoulders. "I won't go far."


The
two men were too stunned to stop him as he strode from the ring of firelight
toward the trail back down the mountain. 


He
welcomed the cool darkness of night, though it felt like the stars high above
mocked him with their twinkling light. The chill breeze did little to diminish
the flames of frustration. His worry mounted with every angry beat of his
heart. Sir Danna was getting closer. The Irrsinnon
claimed Hailen more and more. The Withering drew near, and the Sage's plan to
free Kharna would be complete soon. If he couldn't find his way to Enarium, the
world faced certain doom. Hailen would go insane. He would never find his wife
and child. 


That
thought felt too strange to contemplate. For as long as he could remember, he'd
been alone. He'd had the dream of Her for company, but only in the last few
months had She become more than just a figment of his imagination. She was as
real as he. Long ago—he had no idea how long—She had carried his child. 


A
child he would never meet if he couldn't reach Enarium. It all came back to the
same frustrating problem. 


He
walked for half an hour, his mind a storm of chaos as he tried to think of what
to do. Finally, the protest of his leg muscles penetrated his whirling
thoughts. He realized he was soaked with sweat, his legs aching from the steep
downward slope. Drawing in a deep breath, he forced himself to think. 


In
the past, he’d used the physical exertion of his sword forms to focus his
thoughts on a difficult problem, but a sleepless night and a day of hard
climbing had taken a toll on him. Instead, he lowered himself into a seat
against a boulder, closed his eyes, and drew in a deep breath.


For
long moments, he remained there, content to bask in the scents around him. The
cool smell of the night wind mingled with the slightly dusty odor of the
granite cliffs, with the barest hint of green life from the scrub grass growing
in sparse patches around him. He concentrated on slowing the beating of his
heart and stilling the racing of his mind. Slowly, his fury retreated, replaced
by a cold focus. 


How
would he solve this problem? He could try climbing the cliffs, but that seemed
a foolish choice. Everything he'd learned about the Serenii made it clear the
ancient race wouldn't waste time on climbing. They would craft a way through the mountain and conceal it from
the world. They had hidden it too well. 


He'd
found the runes but had no one to translate them. He could feel the power
humming within the stones but couldn't access it, not even with Hailen's blood.
He had a book that supposedly revealed the way in but had no way to crack the
cipher. It felt like he had the pieces of an unfamiliar game, and the fate of
the world hung on his ability to win against an opponent he could not hope to
defeat. 


So
consumed was he with the problem that he almost missed the stink of steel,
sweat, and iron wafting on the chill night breeze. He froze in place, his eyes
scanning the dark. 


There,
not three paces away from him, a dark figure snuck up the trail. 


 












Chapter Twenty-Three


 


[image: Untitled-1]


 


Time
slowed as the Hunter’s senses went on full alert. The man wore a dark cloak and
clothes to match, but none of the armor that tainted his scent. He moved with
little more sound than the occasional scuff of his boots on the rocky trail. The
unmistakable stench of iron emanated from the dagger gripped in his hand.


The
Hunter reached for his sword hilt as he studied the slinking shadow. He
couldn't be from another party of travelers; only someone with ill-intent moved
with such stealth. And that dagger. Only one explanation made sense.


The
man was one of Sir Danna’s.


But
how had the Cambionari and her Warrior Priests scaled the cliff? It had been a
difficult climb even for him and Darillon, an experienced mountaineer. It
seemed impossible that the heavily-armored knight and the priests of Derelana
made it. Yet he could think of no other answer.


He
knew the man couldn't see him; his dark cloak concealed him in shadow. He
watched in silence as the stealthy figure slipped up the trail toward his
campsite. It didn't matter how Sir
Danna and her entourage had made the climb. She had, and she was coming for
him. He'd lost his lead. Time had run out.


He
slithered out of the shadows and pursued the figure creeping up the rocky
trail. Was this man a scout sent to assess the Hunter's position or an assassin
sent to strike him down while he slept? Or, worse still, was he simply the
first of the many warriors that would soon be flooding up the path toward his
camp? Toward Hailen.


The
Cambionari couldn't sense him, but they tracked the presence of Soulhunger. The
gemstone in the dagger caused a buzzing in their heads that grew in intensity
according to their proximity. If this man was a Cambionari, he would be seeking
the presence of the dagger. He moved with stealthy caution, but his gaze remained
fixed on the trail ahead. The man's senses had to be telling him Soulhunger—and
the Hunter with it—waited ahead and above.


The
Hunter's lip curled upward into a furious snarl as he slipped up behind the
sneaking Cambionari, his eyes fixed on the hand that held the iron dagger. But
instead of a rush attack, he crouched, picked up one of the many stones that
littered the trail, and hurled it toward the trail ahead of the man. The
Cambionari tensed at the clatter of rock, pausing in his advance.


The
Hunter charged then. 


He
closed the distance to the Cambionari in four long strides. His left arm snaked
around the man's throat and his right hand gripped the man's sword arm. Muscles
corded as he tightened the chokehold, cutting off the man's airway. The
Cambionari gave a strangled gasp and tried to lash out with the dagger, but the
Hunter's grip on his wrist held the hand immobile. The man bucked and tried in
vain to slip free of the arm encircling his throat. His left elbow drove
backward, aimed for the Hunter's ribs, but the blow glanced off his leather
armor. 


The
Hunter shifted his stance to avoid a stamping attack that would have shattered
the little bones of his foot. He drove his knee into the back of the man's
kneecap, throwing his opponent off-balance. His right hand squeezed hard until
he felt the man's wrist bones crunch beneath his grip. The man let out a
choking cry of pain, and the dagger clattered to the rocky trail.


The
Cambionari's left hand came up to the arm around his throat and slid upward, an
attempt to snap the Hunter's fingers and break the chokehold. The iron blade no
longer a threat, the Hunter released his grip on the man's right arm and drove
a vicious punch into the man's side. Bone cracked beneath the impact and the
Cambionari let out another cry of pain. 


The
Hunter's right hand flashed toward the Cambionari's chin. With a vicious yank,
he wrenched the man's head hard to the side. A loud snap echoed in the darkness and the Cambionari sagged in his arms. 


The
Hunter released his grip on the man, and the body crumpled to the ground in a
limp heap. He kicked the iron dagger into the ravine then crouched and fumbled
through the man's clothing. He wore no armor, bore no insignia to indicate
where he was from or who had sent him. But the iron dagger was all the marking
the Hunter needed.


His
mind whirled. Sir Danna's company had been nearly half a day's ride behind him
when he caught sight of them by the lake. She had to have pushed the horses
hard to reach the cliff. Somehow, she'd gotten her men up the cliffs—or at
least one man—and followed him up the
trail. Perhaps this fellow had removed his Cambionari armor so he could cover
ground faster to make up the distance.


Shit! 


Indecision
warred within him. He knew he should head down the trail and scout Sir Danna's
position. Perhaps she hadn't yet brought all of her Warrior Priests up the
cliff face—it had taken him and Darillon close to an hour to haul up five
horses and three people. If he destroyed the pulley-crane as he'd originally
intended, he might be able to eliminate those of Sir Danna's company at the top
of the cliff.


But
that would cost him precious time. He'd have to hurry to reach his camp, and it
would still take close to an hour of uphill climbing. Descending toward the hoist
would add at least two hours each way. His gaze went back to the corpse on the
rocky ground. 


Another
impossible situation, another gamble against terrible odds. 


With
a growl of frustration, he seized the body by the wrists, lifted it to his
shoulders, and hurled it into the ravine after the iron dagger. Scavengers
would dispose of the dead Cambionari sooner or later. One enemy fewer to deal
with when the time came.


He
hesitated a long moment before turning and scrambling up the steep incline.
He'd take the risk that Sir Danna hadn't managed
to get all of her men up the cliff before dark, or that they'd made camp
somewhere below. Thankfully, the climb to the hollow where he was camped would
take a toll on the heavily-armored knight and her Warrior Priests. They couldn't
ride, so they'd have to haul all the weight of their heavy plate and splinted mail
on foot. That should slow them down enough and give him a bit of time.


But
time for what? He had no way out of that little bowl. If his desperate hope
proved unfounded and they couldn't find
a way through those cliffs, they'd have to flee along one of the paths that
intersected with the trail. Perhaps they could skirt the high cliffs until they
found another way in.


Is there another entrance?
If so, where? The
Serenii runes had to point the way. He had
to be on the right track. But if so, why couldn't he find it?


He
ignored the burning in his legs and spine and forced himself to climb faster.
Right now, his only hope lay in deciphering whatever message Taivoro had hidden
in his book. If the Sage had found it, surely he could, too. 


It
took him the better part of an hour to reach the top of the trail. Relief
flooded him as he caught the faint glow of the campfire within the rocky hollow.
He hurried toward the place where Rassek and Darillon had pitched the tents.
Only a single figure was visible in the dim light. Evren sat beside the guttering
campfire, his brow furrowed in concentration as he squinted down at the book in
his hands.


The
Hunter's stolen Taivoro volume.


Anger
flared hot within the Hunter. His hand went to his sword as he strode toward
the thief.


Evren's
face went white as he glanced up and caught sight of the Hunter. "Wait,
wait!" He slammed the book shut and held it up like a shield before him.
"I can exp—"


The
Hunter snatched the book from the thief. 


Evren
scrambled backward, fear filling his eyes. "Don't kill me!" 


The
Hunter clenched his fists. "Give me one good reason why not," he
growled. "You stole from—"


Evren's
eyes flashed. "I didn't steal it! I just…" His cheeks went red, and
he dropped his gaze. "…borrowed it."


"Well,
that makes it so much better, doesn't it?" The Hunter half-drew his sword.



"Wait!"
Evren cried. "Let me explain."


The
Hunter fixed him with a hard stare. After a long moment, he slid his blade back
into its sheath, but didn't release his grip on the hilt. "You have one
minute to convince me."


Evren
swallowed, and his eyes went to the book in the Hunter's hand. "Th-that
book," he stammered, "when I saw you readin’ it last night, I knew that was why you gone into the Master's
Temple. All day today, I couldn't understand why you'd risk so much to get it. It
ain’t even one of his good stories."


The
Hunter's eyes narrowed. "You've read it?" 


Evren
froze, his mouth hanging open. "I-I…" 


The
Hunter gripped the young thief by the collar and hoisted him off the ground to
stare in his eyes. "How?" He'd known a few thieves that could read,
but not the ones that picked pockets on the streets. Yet how could a thief have
access to a book only available in
the Vault of Stars? "Speak, now. Your minute's running out."


Evren's
face went white as he stared into the Hunter's eyes. "I was a Lectern-in-trainin’!"



The
thief's answer caught the Hunter by surprise. It was the last thing he'd
expected, yet it made complete sense. How else would he know his way around the
interior of the Master’s Temple?


Words
seemed to tumble from his mouth beyond his control. "The older apprentice
Lecterns told us about his stories, said some of the books even had
illustrations. We used to sneak into the Vault of Stars and get into the
Taivoro section for a bit of fun. You know, some of his stories, the good ones
at least, can be entertainin’. And the pictures are very…" He trailed off,
his cheeks flaring bright red. "Most of us avoided this one. Ain’t got no pictures,
you see. But some of the descriptions are creative. One of older boys said some
women like what he does with Princess Saria on page…"


The
Hunter grimaced. "I get the point." He'd rather not picture what the
young men did to enjoy the erotic works of the mad playwright. He shook the
book in front of Evren's face. "That doesn't explain why you borrowed this."


Evren
swallowed. "Like I said, I didn't know why you wanted that book, but when
I saw them glowin’ symbols earlier, it set me thinkin’. There's a scene in that
book that always stuck out as strange to me. I read over it a few times before but
ain’t never understood it. I thought…" He hesitated. "I thought maybe
it’s got somethin’ to do with this."


The
Hunter's eyebrows rose. He set Evren on the ground and thrust out the book.
"Show me."


The
boy flinched, as if in expectation of being struck. When he realized what the
Hunter wanted, he hesitantly took the book and opened it. "There's this
odd bit with the bard and his muse." He flipped through the pages as he
spoke. "Right here." He held out the book.


Excitement
gripped the Hunter as he took the tome from Evren's hands and read the passage
the thief indicated. 
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“Her regal eyes of radiant
azure

Like floating stars below

Thus revealed

The muse

My heart’s deepest ambition

Within her soul concealed.” 


The
Hunter narrowed his eyes. Something about the words used and the choice of
phrase truly did seem off to him. 


 “Floating stars below,” he mused aloud. 


"Ain’t
like the rest of his stuff, right?” Evren asked. “It’s what stood out to me
when I was thinking about it.”


The
Hunter nodded and pointed toward the sky. "Wrong direction."


"But
what if Taivoro ain’t actually talkin’ about no stars?" The fear in the
thief's eyes had faded, replaced by excitement. The Hunter recognized the
look—he'd seen one much like it in Graeme's eyes as his fat alchemist friend
worked on a particularly complex riddle or chemical formula. "What if he's
talkin’ about—"


Realization
dawned on the Hunter. "The plants in Sapphire Lake!" 


"Exactly."
Evren smiled.


The
Hunter read the passage again. "Her regal eyes of radiant azure like
floating stars below." It could be referring to the glowing plants from
the bottom of Sapphire Lake. "And if they show the way to the muse
concealed in her soul…"


"Maybe
that really means it shows the way to Enarium!" Evren's eyes sparkled.


The
Hunter rummaged in his pack and produced one of the plants. The blue light was
faint against the firelight, but grew brighter as he strode into the darkness
toward the section of cliff where he'd found the runes. When he held up the
plant to the stone, the symbols flared to life. 


"What
else does it say?" he called to Evren.


With
a red-face, the young thief read aloud.


“My hands on soft skin

Triangular mounds of slouching flesh

Squeezing, pressure

Until the delight 

Of my glorious Queen slender

Set the darkness echoing with the sounds of pleasure.”


The
Hunter grimaced at the truly terrible quality of the writing as he scanned the
glowing runes in the cliff. "Here!" He pointed to a symbol set level
with his head that looked like two oddly-shaped, elongated triangles that only
a madman could picture as breasts. 


Evren
continued. 


“Downward, ever lower

Among soft folds

Skin pale and pulpous

Like sun-streaked mountains

For my lips 

Begging to be kissed.”


The
Hunter studied the runes, and excitement filled him as he found one at
chest-level that could match the description. The rune had three diagonal lines
floating above overlapping triangles—the sun shining on the mountains.


"Keep
going!" he called.


"What's
all the ruckus about?" Darillon's voice drifted from within his tent. 


Evren
ignored the question and continued reading the passage. 


“I roamed through rising hips 

Slender and fair

O’er mountains of velvet softness

Betwixt lofty knees

The way to her soul

At the golden touch of my caress.”


The
Hunter’s mind raced as he studied the glowing runes. A pair of symbols to his
left could be the right one, but they didn’t match the descriptions as closely
as he’d like. When he moved a few paces along the wall, his heart leapt as one
flared to life at his waist level. The glyph resembled two inverted “Vs”, like raised
knees.


"What
else does it say?" 


Evren
continued reading the passage. 


“Bright, radiant kiss of morn

Sparkling like sapphire lilies

In her eyes

The way to pleasure

A path to the muse’s heart

Unveiled disguise.”


The
youth’s forehead wrinkled. "That one make any kind of sense to you?"


The
Hunter scanned the glowing symbols. None matched the description in the book.
Nothing looked like a circle that could in any way resemble the sun. His mind
worked at the problem, trying to find a solution.


"Wait,
radiant kiss of morn!" Evren's voice grew excited. "What if ain’t one
of the runes? What if it’s talkin’ about sunrise?"


The
Hunter whirled as he heard a tent flap being pulled aside and boots crunching
on the ground behind him. A sleepy-looking Darillon emerged from his tent
wearing a simple pair of breeches, a light tunic, and an expression of extreme
irritation.


The
Hunter spoke before the mountaineer could. "Which way is east?"


Darillon
paused, mouth hanging open, face twisted in displeasure. 


"Which
way?" the Hunter repeated. He pointed toward the single opening where the
trail cut through the cliffs. "Is that east?"


Darillon
nodded, his brow furrowing. "Yes, but what does that have to do
with…"


The
Hunter stopped listening, his mind racing as he thought about the passage. The
first light of the rising sun would stream through the opening and shine
directly on the section of cliff where he stood. When he met Evren's eyes, he
saw the thief had come to the same realization. 


"What
if sunrise…" he began. 


"Does
somethin’ to those runes!" Evren turned his attention back to the book,
and his mouth worked silently as he re-read the sentence. "It has to
be."


The
Hunter turned to Darillon. "How long until dawn?" 


"An
hour, maybe," the man replied after a few moments of staring at the stars.



"Did
ye find it?" Rassek had appeared from the tent, and he stood shirtless
behind Darillon, his eyes fixed on the Hunter, the glowing plant—sapphire
lilies, according to Taivoro—and the runes in the stone wall. "Did ye find
the way in?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Perhaps." 


"Damn
right we did!" Excitement echoed in Evren's voice as he thrust a finger
toward the cliff. "It's right there."


"Well,
what are ye waitin’ fer?" Rassek demanded. "Open it, says I!"


The
Hunter shook his head. "Sunrise."


Rassek
looked crestfallen. The Hunter understood the man's reaction. He, too, hated
the idea of waiting when they were so close. 


"Let's
break camp," he told the two men. "We’ll pack up and be ready to
leave the moment the sun comes up." 


Darillon
looked skeptical, but Rassek moved without hesitation. His eyes had the same
gleam that sparkled in the eyes of the men and women flooding Vothmot’s Prime
Bazaar hoping for a chance of finding the treasures of the Serenii in the Lost
City. Darillon's no-nonsense attitude hadn't completely dimmed the dreams of
adventure that gripped the younger man. 


Evren
stiffened as the Hunter strode toward him, but this time he didn't flinch when
the Hunter held out a hand for the book. "For what it's worth, I ain’t never
intended to steal the book. Not after you let me come with you." He straightened
and held his head high. "I ain’t the sort to do a man like that."


"Is
that so?" The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "So why are the Wardens after
you about a dead Lectern?"


Evren's
expression froze, and his face grew unreadable as his eyes grew cold and hard.
"They think I did it."


"And
did you?" 


Evren
said nothing, just fixed the Hunter with a blank stare. 


"The
truth, Evren." The Hunter spoke in a low, harsh voice. "Now."


"Why?"
Evren retorted. "So you can hand me over to the Wardens like everyone else
I ever trusted?"


The
Hunter snorted. "You know what I am, what I do. Do you really believe I
have any love for the law?"


"So
you'll just kill me yourself." Evren's eyes blazed. "After all, I did
in a priest, right? Ain’t that oughta be some sort of blasphemy, right there? Ain’t
no one gives a damn about the why—all that matters to anyone is that a priest
is dead."


"I
care." The words came out before the Hunter realized it. More surprising,
he found he actually meant it. "There are times when the reasons justify
the actions."


Evren
stared at him, his gaze searching. Pain cast a shadow over the young man's
eyes. The Hunter recognized the look all too well: it spoke of a deep-rooted
suffering that never went away, no matter how far you ran.


"All
anyone sees is the façade. The Lecterns, collectors of wisdom and servants of
Kiro, the Master. Like they're some kind of holy men." He swallowed, and a
shudder ran down his spine. "Ain’t nobody knows what the priests do inside
the temple. The things they make us do…"


Acid
rose to the Hunter's throat. He knew.
He'd seen the Master's priests visiting the pleasure houses that catered to the
most twisted appetites. Boys and girls, none close to adulthood, providing
services that made even his death-hardened stomach clench. Yet he'd never
imagined that they did those things within the confines of their own temple. As
Evren had said, few ever saw beyond the priestly façade.


"You
killed someone who laid hands on you." The Hunter spoke in a quiet voice. 


"I
had enough." Angry tears glimmered in Evren's eyes, and his fists clenched
tight. "For years, they…" His voice cracked. He swallowed, and it
took him a moment to speak again. "I’d rather starve as a thief on the
streets than do that shit."


Fury
blazed hot within the Hunter. Marin, an old man in Sirkar Jeroen's caravan, had
tried to do those things to Hailen. The Hunter had barely arrived in time to
stop it. He'd left Marin a bloody, shredded corpse. Men who preyed upon
innocent, vulnerable children like Hailen—or Evren, once upon a time—filled him
with rage. 


"Never
doubt you did the right thing," the Hunter said in a harsh voice.


Evren's
eyes went wide in shock, as if this was the last response he'd expected.


The
Hunter held up a clenched fist. "No man who does that deserves to
live."


He
left a stunned Evren and hurried toward the tent he shared with Hailen. The
commotion of breaking camp had awoken the boy, but he hadn't arisen. He lay
fully-clothed on his roll, his gaze as blank as ever, fixed on the empty
darkness above his head.


"Hailen?"
The Hunter spoke in a quiet voice. "Can you hear me?"


The
boy gave no sign of recognition, didn't even move.


The
Hunter swallowed the lump in his throat. He'll
get better, he told himself. He has
to.


He
helped Hailen to stand, tugged on the boy's shoes, and pulled his heavy cloak
over his shoulders. Hailen made no protest as the Hunter carried him out to
where the horses stood waiting. He sat in listless silence while the Hunter
saddled Ash and Elivasti, and slouched in his seat atop the horse's back. 


The
Hunter glanced at the sky. The first hints of light appeared over the eastern
horizon. The sun would soon be rising.


"We
have to hurry!" He rushed to help Rassek tear down his tent. Anxiety
nagged at the back of his mind as they tore down the camp, kicked dirt over the
fire, and prepared the horses. With every heartbeat, the sky overhead grew
lighter.


Finally,
the last of the gear had been stowed and secured, the horses saddled and ready
to ride. Rassek glanced at him with an eager curiosity, and a hint of
excitement replaced even Darillon's usual stoic expression.


The
Hunter pulled out the Taivoro and read over the passage one more time. 


“Bright, radiant kiss of morn

Sparkling like sapphire lilies

In her eyes

The way to pleasure

A path to the muse’s heart

Unveiled disguise.”


He
pondered it, going over the strange wording over and over. 


It
couldn't simply be the light of the rising sun that activated whatever power
those runes held. If so, the way would open every day at the same time. Some
fortunate mountaineer would have stumbled on it at some point in the last five
thousand years. So what was it?


The
words “sparkling like sapphire lilies” stuck in his brain. Realization dawned
slowly on him.


He
reached into his pack and drew out three of the glowing plants.


"Here!"
He handed each to Rassek, Darillon, and Evren. "Do exactly as I say,
quickly."


Rassek
was the first to leap into action, dismounting and seizing the glowing plant. 


"Shine
the light on the one that looks like the weird-shaped breasts." He tugged
the mountaineer toward the place where he remembered seeing the rune.
"There!" 


The
glowing symbol flared to life as Rassek held the sapphire lily up to it. 


"Evren,
find the second rune, the one that looks like sun-streaked mountains." 


The
young thief searched the cliff face until the odd-looking symbol shone bright. 


The
Hunter had Darillon hold the last of the glowing flowers up to the highest
rune, the one that looked like two inverted “Vs”. The three symbols glowed in
the blue light. 


The
Hunter gritted his teeth. This has to
work.


At
that moment, the first rays of sunlight peered over the eastern horizon and
streamed through the opening in the cliffs. The light hit the uppermost rune
first, the one Taivoro had described as “triangular mounds of slouching flesh”.
The golden brilliance drowned out the soft glow of the sapphire lily.


The
rune flared from azure to a red so bright it hurt his eyes to look at it. An
audible hum filled the air, low at first, but growing louder with every passing
second. Seconds later, the sunlight reached the second rune, and it too flared
a brilliant crimson. The humming grew strong enough that the Hunter could feel
the very stones beneath his feet vibrating. 


Rassek
gasped. "Yes!" 


"It's
workin’!" Evren cried.


The
moment the light hit the lowest of the runes, the hum turned into a
deep-throated rumble. The earth trembled violently beneath their feet, setting
the rocks strewn across the ground clattering. 


With
the enormous grinding of stone on stone, the entire cliff before them rumbled
to one side. The way to Enarium was open.
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For
long seconds, no one moved. All stared at the landscape now visible through the
opening. A broad path carved through the cliffs, rising in a single unbroken
trail that threaded through the jagged peaks. Yet somehow, the mountains beyond
looked different from the grey stone of the cliffs beside them. Almost a
pristine beauty, untouched and unseen for thousands of years. 


Even
the Hunter found himself at a loss for words at the sight before him. He'd
dared to hope his desperate gamble would pay off, and this was the reward for
his hope. Elation bubbled within his chest. He let out a triumphant laugh and
pumped his fist in the air. 


The
Hunter glanced at the other four members of his small party. Evren's jaw hung
open, and even stoic Darillon seemed shocked. 


"By
the Master!" Rassek breathed. "The path to the Lost City." 


Only
Hailen's expression hadn't changed; he stared into empty space with the same
vacant expression.


Rassek
turned to Darillon, triumph shining in his eyes. "What did I tell ye?"


Darillon
scowled. "If the next words out of your mouth are 'I told you so', I'm
leaving you here and now."


Rassek
grinned. "I told ye so, ye grumpy, disbelievin’ bastard!" He burst
out into laughter, a hearty sound full of relief and exhilaration. "I told
ye we'd find the way, I did."


Darillon
rolled his eyes, but the Hunter caught the twitching of the man's lips.
Finally, the smile broke free, and he chuckled. "So you did, Rassek. So
you did." He reached over and gripped the younger man's hand. Rassek
returned the gesture, and there was a fond look in his eyes.


The
Hunter reached for Ash's reins. "Who wants to do the honor of leading the
way?"


"Me!"
Rassek cried. He released Darillon's hand as he spurred his horse into motion
through the opening. Darillon fell into line behind him, followed by Evren,
with the Hunter and Hailen in the rear. The humming grew louder as they rode
between the thick stone cliffs. It sounded like a thousand bees buzzing within
the rocky walls, and the vibrations ran up the horse's legs and rumbled through
the Hunter's bones.


He
glanced at the walls to his right and left, as if expecting them to snap shut
on him like the jaws of some enormous leviathan. Yet they seemed as solid and
unmoving as they had been moments earlier—only, in a different place, with a
gap three paces wide between them.


The
moment Elivast passed beyond the far side of the cliffs, the Hunter felt an
almost tangible snap deep within his
mind. The mental wall he'd erected seemed to crumble away, and the demon's
presence filled his head with shrieking as it burst free of its confinement. 


The
pain was excruciating, like a thousand red-hot daggers driven into his eyes and
molten lead coursing through his skull. He clenched his jaw to bite back a cry
of agony as the intensity of the demon's cries set his head pounding. It felt
as if his head would explode with the force building within him.


He
tried in vain to rebuild the mental wall. The demon was too strong, its fury
too overwhelming for him to withstand. Waves of desire, hatred, anger, and
bloodlust washed through him. All of his willpower went into remaining upright
when he wanted nothing more than to collapse to the ground and curl into a
ball. Anything to make the agony stop.


"Hardwell?"



A
single word, faint, as if it came from a thousand leagues away, yet close
beside him. Warm flesh pressed against his palm, and he felt a small hand grip
his. The shrieking quietened and the pain receded enough that he could open his
eyes. 


Hailen
held his hand, his brow furrowed as he studied the Hunter with concern written
in his purple eyes. "Hardwell, are you hurt?" 


Tears
streamed down the Hunter's cheeks, brought on by the agony in his head, yet now
mingled with his relief at seeing Hailen normal again. He gripped the boy's
hand tighter and shook his head. "No," he said through gritted teeth,
"I'm…fine."


For
all these months, Hailen's presence had been the only thing to keep the demon
at bay. Something had changed the moment he passed through the cliffs. Ice
flooded his veins as he realized what it was. 


The curse of the Empty
Mountains. 


Queen
Asalah, the demon in Al Hani, had said the curse twisted the minds of the
Abiarazi. That meant his Abiarazi half would also be twisted by the curse. He
could feel the change in his inner demon. When first he'd heard its voice in
Voramis, it spoke quietly, a faint presence in the back of his mind. Over time,
it had grown stronger, more insistent. With every kill, it had claimed more of
his thoughts and gained power.


This
was different…wrong. The curse amplified the demon's strength a hundredfold. It
screamed incoherent nonsense in his mind, its voice at once pleading,
demanding, and insisting. Every shred of his willpower went into maintaining
his grip on his sanity. If he relaxed or lost control for even an instant, it
would claim him and turn him into that same rage-filled creature of death he'd
been in the House of Need in Malandria. People would die—Rassek, Darillon,
Evren, maybe even Hailen. His head throbbed with such intensity it felt his
skull would split.


Yet
the curse had changed Hailen as well. The boy, who had been lost in his own
mind, had emerged from the madness inherited from his Serenii forefathers. The emptiness
in his eyes had gone, replaced by the bright, cheerful look the Hunter knew so
well.


The
Hunter would bear the pain many times over, for Hailen's sake.


He
gritted his teeth and spurred Elivast forward. To his relief, neither Evren nor
the mountaineers had noticed. They were too busy gawking at their surroundings,
at the mountains none in their lifetime or that of their fathers’ or fathers’
fathers’ fathers had seen. 


"Demonspawn!" A shout rang out
behind him. "You cannot escape me!"


The
Hunter's heart stopped. Dread sank like a stone in his gut as he glanced behind
him.


Sir
Danna stood at the far entrance to the rocky hollow in the cliffs. Her plate
mail glimmered in the early morning, bright steel reflecting the colors of dawn,
shining with a brilliance the gods themselves would envy. Even from this
distance, he could see the hatred blazing in her eyes, hear the fury in her
voice.


He
whirled toward the others. "Ride, now!" 


Without
hesitation, he kicked his heels into Elivast's ribs. The chestnut gelding darted
forward, Ash a step behind. Hailen cried out in surprise but managed to cling to
his desert horse’s mane. The two of them thundered past the stunned Darillon,
Rassek, and Evren, charging up the trail without slowing.


"Bring
him down!" Sir Danna's furious cry echoed after him. 


The
Hunter risked a single glance over his shoulders as he galloped up the trail.
Rassek and Darillon had recovered enough to ride after him, with Evren a few
horse-lengths behind. Through the gap in the cliffs, he caught sight of Sir
Danna and the white-cloaked Warrior Priests clambering onto their mounts and
spurring after him. 


His
heart sank. The Cambionari and her company rode horses bred specifically for
the mountains, but far larger and stronger than Rassek and Darillon's pack
horses or Evren's nag. On flat ground, he knew Ash could outrun any of their
pursuers, and Elivast would give his best effort. But here, on a rocky trail
with nowhere else to go but up, their chance of evading their pursuers was
slim.


His
only hope lay in finding a suitable place to make a stand. 


The
demon's shrieking in his head echoed its delight and lust for blood. The curse
had corrupted it, reducing it to little more than chaotic cries filled with its
desires. The pounding of Elivast's hooves only intensified the throbbing behind
his eyes.


But
he didn't slow. He couldn't. He had to get Hailen someplace safe, or at least
someplace he could protect the boy from Sir Danna. The Cambionari would want
his head, and he couldn't risk the boy being injured or killed in the melee.


"What
the bloody hell is going on?" Darillon shouted.


The
Hunter ignored it. He was too busy trying to maintain his seat in his saddle as
Elivast took the twisting, turning trail at breakneck speed. He scanned the
path ahead in search of anything he could use to gain an advantage against the
Cambionari and her companions. Somewhere he had a chance of surviving the
inevitable confrontation.


The
trail ran along the base of a steep cliff, with solid stone on one side and a
two-hundred pace drop on the other. But a short distance away, the path led
toward a vast chasm that cut a ragged tear in the ground from north to south.
Easily twenty paces across, it stretched for as far as the Hunter could see.
The only way across was a stone bridge three paces wide. A sliver of hope arose
within him. 


It's as good a place as
any. 


He
galloped across the stone bridge, reined Elivast and Ash in, and leapt from the
saddle. 


"Hardwell?"
Confusion twisted Hailen's forehead. "What's happening? Who are those
people?" Fear filled his eyes. "Are they going to hurt me
again?" 


"No."
The Hunter gripped Hailen's hand, ignoring the trickle of blood from his
fingernails. "I'm not going to let them get close to you."


Darillon
and Rassek pounded up behind them, and Evren appeared around the bend in the
trail a few moments later.


"What
the hell is going on, Hardwell?" Darillon demanded, his expression a
mixture of suspicion, fury, and fear. 


"There's
no time to explain." The Hunter drew his sword and slid Soulhunger from
its sheath on Hailen's belt. "I need you to take Hailen and ride up the
trail as fast as you can. I will follow as soon as I can."


"Not
before you—" Darillon began.


"Really,
Darillon?" Rassek cut him off. "I may not understand what's goin’ on,
but I know that bein’ chased by armed men is low on the list of things I
thought I'd be doin’ today, see. Maybe we grill him fer answers after we survive this, eh?"


Darillon
scowled, but he nodded. "Fine." He glared at the Hunter. "But
there will be a reckoning, Hardwell."


The
Hunter shrugged. "I'll tell you everything. Just get the boy away from
here, now!" 


Rassek
collected Ash's reins and tugged on them. He shot the Hunter a nod.
"Mistress' luck smile on ye."


"And
you." The Hunter returned the nod. His eyes went to Hailen. "Keep him
safe. Please."


His
gut tightened as he watched the four of riders continue up the trail. His eyes
never left Hailen until they disappeared around a bend in the path. 


The
Hunter closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. He'd hoped to avoid
this confrontation, but there was no way to outrun it now. Sir Danna had caught
up with him and she would have her reckoning. 


He
turned to face the knight charging up the trail. She slowed her huge black warhorse,
Pathfinder, to a walk as she caught sight of the Hunter standing alone on the
far side of the stone bridge. The rest of the mounted figures on the path
behind her slowed to a halt as well. The Hunter counted thirty—most with the
splinted mail and white cloaks of the Warrior Priests, with tattooed faces and
shaven heads to match. Five, however, wore either chain mail or plain leather
armor. Two wore round-topped metal helms, while two rode bare-headed. The
fifth, a slim figure in dull leather lamellar armor, wore a scarf over his face
in the style of the raiders of the Advanat Desert. These had to be the
Cambionari sent by Father Reverentus. The odds were now firmly stacked against
him.


Sir
Danna drew Pathfinder to a halt ten paces away from him and climbed from the
saddle. Her plate mail clanked as her boots thumped onto the stone bridge. She
turned toward the Hunter and removed her helmet, revealing her strong,
beautiful face, now twisted in a grimace filled with vitriol. Hatred blazed in
her eyes as she spoke. 


"We
meet again, Demonspawn." 
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"Sir
Danna," the Hunter replied in a flat, emotionless tone. He gritted his
teeth against his demon's shrieks of fury pounding in his mind as his nostrils
picked up her unique scent: steel, sweat, leather, and wisteria. "What's a
woman like you doing in a place like this?"


"Hunting
you, you vile creature." The knight’s olive-green eyes were hooded in
shadow, with heavy, dark bags and deep crow's feet. Lines of anger and loathing
hardened her features, a match to the scar running down her square jaw. She
seemed to have aged a decade in the space of a few months. Even her long red
hair had lost its luster and now hung in tangled braids.


The
Hunter's lip curled into a snarl. "Haven't you tried to kill me enough for
one lifetime? Or weren't you satisfied with poisoning me and throwing me into
the Chasm of the Lost?"


"I'll
kill you a thousand times over for what you've done!" Sir Danna gripped
her sword hilt so tight her knuckles turned white. 


"How
priestly of you." The Hunter gave her a mocking grin. "Seems like
just the sort of thing a devotee of the Beggar God should not be saying. After all, isn't your god all about humility and
servitude? And here I thought the Cambionari were such friendly folk. Oh wait,
no, that's my mistake." Anger
boiled within the Hunter. "After all, it was the Cambionari who threw me
off a cliff, stole my belongings, and tried to kill me when I came to reclaim
what was mine."


"Reclaim
what was yours?" The knight let out a barked laugh. "Is that what you
call slaughtering twenty Cambionari and cutting down two priests? The others, I
can understand, but Father Pietus? Garanis?"


"Garanis
was a demon," the Hunter retorted. "He used the Illusionist's tricks
to control Father Pietus. He would have made Pietus kill Hailen if I hadn't
intervened."


Sir
Danna rolled her eyes. "Tell me, Demon, do you actually believe your lies?
Such convoluted tales may deceive simpler minds, but I have trained my entire
life to hunt you and your kind. I have heard too many accounts of the treachery
and malice of the Bucelarii to be
convinced by anything you say."


"Yet,
how much do you actually know?" The Hunter fixed her with a hard glare.
"Were you actually there that
night in the House of Need? Did you see what happened?"


"Worse,"
the knight snarled. "I saw the carnage you left in your wake. I walked in
the blood of men I trained with, men I obeyed, men I…" She swallowed.
"…respected. You butchered them like animals." 


"And
if you were in my position, would you have done any different?" He stabbed
a finger toward her. "You took what belonged to me, and I simply wanted to
reclaim it. Your Cambionari gave me no choice but to defend myself. Lord Knight
Moradiss attacked me—all I wanted was
to leave your Keeper-damned temple in peace."


"And
you consider leaving a man in a vault to starve to death 'self-defense'?"
Fury blazed in the knight's eyes. "Is it self-defense to steal an innocent
child to have your depraved way with him?"


The
Hunter gritted his teeth as the demon's fury echoed in his head. Soulhunger
throbbed in his hand, eager for blood. The combined voices threatened to
overpower his rational mind, as they had in the House of Need. It would be so
easy to give in to the rage, let the blood haze overtake him, and slaughter
every one of them.


But
he had fought that for too long to give in. Though every fiber of his being
ached to leap into battle, he forced his racing heart to slow and his voice to
calm.


"I
am sorry about your apprentice," he told the knight. "I truly
intended to warn the others that he was in the vault, but your Cambionari gave
me—"


"Save
your empty words." Sir Danna spat at his feet. "You are nothing but a
bloodthirsty animal. No, worse than an animal. You are a demon." Without breaking their gaze, she motioned for her
companions. "Take him." 


 At her command, the foremost Warrior Priests
dismounted and strode toward him. The Hunter's gut clenched as six
white-cloaked priests drew weapons—long swords and daggers, a fighting style
that matched his—and crossed the bridge toward him. Their tattooed faces bore a
mixture of wary caution and grim determination. The narrowness of the bridge
forced them to come at him in pairs, but rather than charging, they moved toward
him at a steady pace. These were no undisciplined bodyguards, street toughs, or
strong-arms; the Warrior Priests fought with a skill even the Swordsman Adepts
would envy. 


"I
have no quarrel with you," he told the approaching Warrior Priests. 


"The
goddess demands vengeance." Not so much as a facial muscle twitched as the
bearded man in the lead spoke. "We are her strong right hand to deliver
it." They had no personal
enmity toward him, yet were determined to fulfill their holy mission of serving
the Lady’s vengeance to the deserving. If they fell in battle, they deemed it a
worthy death in service to Derelana. 


The
Hunter drew in a deep breath and prepared himself for the attack. He fought
down the urge to charge. The width of the bridge would prevent them from
surrounding him, but they'd have to come at him in pairs. A quick rush could
give him enough of an advantage to take down two or three, but there was a
chance they could slip past him. He had to hold his position and keep them from
backing him onto solid ground. If they pushed him off the bridge, they could
come at him from all sides.


He
reversed his grip on Soulhunger as the pair in the lead stepped forward to
attack. He caught the high blow on his sword, and he used Soulhunger to turn
aside a thrust at his gut. An iron dagger darted toward his face, forcing him
to twist his head. Pain flared down his neck at the sudden movement, and the
skin along his cheek crawled at the near-contact with the poisonous iron.


A
quick, practiced flick of his wrist brought his long sword whirling down and
across. The slashing attack would never cut through the Warrior Priests' heavy splinted
mail, but the tip of his blade sliced through flesh with terrible ease. Blood
sprayed as the Warrior Priest dropped his weapons to clutch at the severed
artery in his neck.


The
Hunter raised Soulhunger to deflect a chopping blow aimed at his head, ducked
the return slash, and brought his long sword swinging around in a powerful
strike that crunched into one Warrior Priest's knee. The man cried out as steel
cleaved flesh and shattered bone. Yet even as he sagged, he lashed out with his
sword. The Hunter leaned back to evade the desperate blow, then whipped his
body forward to drive Soulhunger into the side of the Warrior Priest’s neck. 


The
man let out a scream of agony and terror. Crimson light flared to life as the Soulhunger
fed on the man's life force, and the dagger's voice cried in pleasure. Power
surged through the Hunter as the dagger fed on the man's life force. A finger
of fire etched a new scar into the flesh of his chest.


He
released his grip on Soulhunger's hilt in time to avoid a slash that would have
severed his forearm. Gripping his sword with two hands, he brought it swinging
around into the next Warrior Priest's helmet. The blow dazed the man and sent
him staggering toward the side of the bridge. The Hunter dropped to a crouch to
avoid a high swing, and his left foot whirled around in a low sweep that
knocked the stunned Warrior Priest from his feet. The falling man’s steel armor
clattered on the rock, the weight dragging him over the edge.


A
cry of fury echoed from the other Warrior Priests as the Hunter hacked down his
next opponent. The woman died with a grunt, the Hunter's long blade driven
through her neck. The Hunter threw himself into a backward roll to evade
downward chops from the two Warrior Priests between him and Sir Danna. He
reached out as he came to his feet and ripped Soulhunger free of the dead man's
neck. He crouched, weapons ready, blood spattering his face and dripping from
his sword blade.


"Enough
of this!" the Hunter snarled. "Don't make me kill any more of you
than I have to."


But
he saw his words were futile. More of the Warrior Priests dismounted and rushed
to join the two facing him on the stone bridge. Sir Danna unsheathed her long sword,
and the Cambionari drew weapons as well. 


The
Hunter quickly sized up the situation. The ferocity of his attack had surprised
the foremost Warrior Priests, but he knew the others wouldn't be brought down
so easily. The priests of Derelana trained in every style of bare-handed and
armed combat, with every weapon wielded around the continent. Already, he could
see the slight adjustments in their stances, a subtle shift in the way they gripped
their weapons, as they prepared to match his fighting techniques. 


He
had no doubt about his skill, but facing such impossible odds, he knew he was
in serious trouble. Every one of the Warrior Priests carried iron daggers, and
Sir Danna carried Ildaris, the enormous iron greatsword once wielded by Lord
Knight Moradiss. He had little doubt the Cambionari had weapons intended to
kill him as well. Even a single scratch from those iron weapons could prove
fatal if he couldn't heal himself in time. 


Yet
the Hunter couldn't back down. Sir Danna had made her intentions plain; she
would hunt him to the ends of Einan. She wouldn’t stop coming until he suffered
for what he'd done to her apprentice and Lord Knight Moradiss. He couldn't
outrun her, not with Hailen. He had to put an end to her threat once and for
all.


"Sir
Danna!" he called. "You want me dead? Come and face me yourself
instead of throwing your minions at me."


The
Warrior Priests stiffened, and anger flashed in the eyes of the tattooed men
and women facing him.


"Why?"
Sir Danna's voice cut through the tension. "You are a creature without
honor, so there is no reason why I should treat you as anything more than a
rabid animal to be put down."


"But
do you really want them to be the one
to put an end to me?" The Hunter waved Soulhunger at the Warrior Priests
arrayed before him. "Don't you want to feel my blood on your hands, get
that sense of satisfaction in knowing that you killed me for what I did?"
He gave her a vicious grin. "After all, you yourself said you trained your
whole life to eradicate my kind.
Would it truly be satisfying to let someone else do the deed?"


The
Hunter had no doubt he could bring down one knight, even one as heavily armed
and armored as Sir Danna. He'd seen her skill the day he saved her and Visibos
from bandits. She was good, easily better than Lord Knight Moradiss had been.
But he was the Hunter of Voramis, trained by the last blademaster of the
Elivasti. He had slain demons all across Einan, even brought down the Warmaster
himself. Iron greatsword or no, a knight would prove far easier to eliminate. 


She
opened her mouth to respond, but the words never came. Her gaze went to
something behind him and her eyes flew wide. 


A
moment later, an ear-splitting roar thundered through the mountains. The
Warrior Priests tensed and gripped their weapons tighter, and more than a few
tattooed faces went pale.


The
Hunter whirled, and his eyes flashed upward toward the top of the cliff. There,
on a crag overlooking the bridge, crouched an enormous creature. Easily twice
the height of a man, the monstrous beast had a reptilian face. Its too-long
arms rippled with grotesque strength, and long, curving claws sprouted from six
many-jointed fingers on each hand. Massive spikes studded its back, and a long,
serpentine tail curled around its bestial leonine legs and hind paws. 


Dread
turned the Hunter's ice to blood. The
Stone Guardians.
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The
Hunter froze as the massive creature's eyes—like twin pools of liquid
darkness—fixed on him. He'd heard of the Stone Guardians from an alchemist in
the city of Aghzaret, but the old man's warning had done little to prepare for the
reality. 


For
a gut-wrenching moment, silence gripped the mountains. Then, the Stone Guardian
opened its mouth, revealing row upon row of razor-sharp fangs, and loosed
another roar rumbling through the mountains, crashing into them with the sound
of a distant thunderclap. The monster bounded high into the air, straight
toward the stone bridge.


"Move!"
Sir Danna roared. 


The
Hunter was already racing toward Elivast at top speed before the first of the
Warrior Priests moved. The clanking of armor grew louder as the priests pounded
across the stone bridge. A heartbeat later, a deafening boom split the air, followed by screams of pain and terror.


The
Hunter vaulted into his saddle, turned Elivast toward the trail, and dug his
heels into the horse's side. Elivast leapt into motion, going from stock still
to a thundering gallop in the space of a few heartbeats. 


As
he raced away, the Hunter risked a glance behind him. The enormous stone creature
stood in the middle of the stone bridge, its writhing tail lashing out at one
Warrior Priest while its claw punched straight through the splinted mail,
padding, muscle, and bone of another’s chest. A swing of its massive arm sent a
Warrior Priest flying off the bridge to plummet into the gorge, her tattooed
head a pulped mess of bone and gore. One of the Cambionari screamed as the
monster whirled, sending its spines raking across his chest and tearing through
his armor like a pruning knife through rose petals. 


Sir
Danna's eyes followed him. "Coward!" Before she could hurl more
insults, she had to throw herself to the ground to avoid a swipe of the Stone
Guardian’s claws. 


The
Hunter bent low over Elivast's mane as the horse thundered up the trail. As he
raced through the cliffs and away from the scene of carnage behind him, he scanned
the path ahead for any sign of Hailen and the others. 


The
demon in his mind shrieked in protest at his flight, filling his head with
images of battle, death, and blood. It wanted him to cut down the Cambionari,
Warrior Priests, and Stone Guardians in one glorious wave of carnage. 


The
Hunter clenched his jaw at the wave of pain in his skull. The demon and
Soulhunger should have fallen silent
after a kill, but they clamored for more. The curse placed on these mountains
had corrupted his inner voices, and they were growing worse every step. 


His
gut lurched when a shadow passed high over his head. Another Stone Guardian
sped toward the battle, and a moment later the screams from behind him grew
louder. A loud crack echoed around
him, followed by a rumble of collapsing stone. The Hunter felt a grim
satisfaction at the thought of Sir Danna and all her Warrior Priests dragged
down with the bridge. The Stone Guardians would take care of any survivors. 


His
mind raced. The first monstrous creature had stared right at him, but it hadn't
bothered to pursue him when he fled. The second Stone Guardian had also passed
right over him without seeming to notice. So how had they known where to find
him and the others? Without knowing how they hunted, he had no idea how to
avoid or evade them. 


One more Keeper-damned
problem to deal with! Every
time he took a step closer to reaching his goal, two obstacles cropped up. He'd
found the way to reach Enarium, and now he had to worry about both Sir Danna and the Stone Guardians.


Worry
nagged in the back of his mind as he rode. The rest of his small company had
ridden off less than five minutes before he followed. He ought to have caught
up by now. Yet he could see no sign of them on the trail ahead. The mountains
were as empty as their name.


He
galloped around a horseshoe bend in the trail, and he felt a momentary relief
at the sight of a dark hole alongside the path. If Rassek and Darillon had seen
the Stone Guardians, they would doubtless seek shelter in the cave. 


He
pulled Elivast to a halt in front of the cave. "Rassek? Darillon?"


Silence.
His heart lurched. Had he passed them? Had the Stone Guardians attacked them?
He hadn't seen blood on the path, but perhaps the—


"Hardwell?"
came Hailen's voice.


The
Hunter let out a long, relieved breath as he dismounted and led Elivast into
the cave. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. When he could
finally see, he found himself confronted by two short swords.


 The anger is fine.


"Really?"
He raised an eyebrow at Rassek and Darillon. He pushed the blades aside.
"Now isn't the time for—"


Darillon
whipped his sword around, pointing the tip at the Hunter's chest. "Time
you tell us what the bloody hell is going on," he growled, his face as hard
as the stone around him.


The
Hunter glanced at Rassek. The younger man's expression revealed less of the
suspicion that sparkled in Darillon's eyes, but no less determination. 


"Look,"
the Hunter said, "I promised you an explanation, but we can't wait around
here while those things are out
there. What if this is their home, or they come looking for us? The smart thing
would be to put as much ground between us and them as possible." 


"Not
until we get some real answers." Darillon's eyes narrowed. "Tell us
why the knight and the bloody Warrior Priests are after us."


"They're
not after us." The Hunter spoke
in a low voice. "They're hunting me."


From
the corner of his eye, he caught the look of relief that crossed Evren's face.
The young thief relaxed and lowered his dagger. 


"Why?"
Darillon demanded. 


"Because
the knight, Sir Danna, wants vengeance for the death of two of her
comrades," the Hunter said simply. "I killed them in self-defense,
but she won't accept that." He had no reason to conceal this part of the
story. Everyone had a checkered past.


Darillon's
eyes narrowed. "And you think that's enough of an answer to make us trust a
Keeper-damned word out of your mouth?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "It's the truth, and it's all you're going to get right
now. Once I'm sure we're well ahead of the knight and those monsters, I can
answer more questions." He slapped the short sword away from his chest and
moved toward Hailen. "If you don't want to trust me, that's not my problem.
I don't expect you to trust me. All that matters is that we get where we need
to go. Right now, that's away from here."


Rassek
gripped Darillon's hand before the older man could retort. "He's right, he
is." His eyes flashed toward the Hunter. "About needin’ to be gettin’
out of here, at least."


"Even
if it means those Warrior Priests and knights are going to keep hounding us?"
Darillon snapped.


"If
it makes you feel better," the Hunter interjected, "they were pretty
busy fighting two Stone Guardians. Something tells me they'll have their hands
full for a while." Hopefully, full
enough they don't live to worry about me.


Hailen
smiled as the Hunter crouched beside him. "Did you kill the bad men?"



The
Hunter's heart twisted. The innocent child he'd met in the House of Need would
never have asked such a question. Hailen had seen too much over the last few
months. He'd watched Father Pietus murdered, been hauled off by raiders, seen
the Hunter slay scores of bandits, and been held prisoner by a demon. He had
grown too accustomed to death for one so young. 


"No."
The Hunter shook his head. "I just talked to them, then they let me
go."


Hailen's
little forehead furrowed. "Why do they want to hurt you, Hardwell?"


"Do
you remember Father Pietus, Lord Knight Moradiss, and Garanis?" The Hunter
wiggled his fingers in front of his face the way Hailen had back in the House
of Need. "Nasty Face?"


Hailen
nodded, and his smile brightened. "Oh, yes. I liked Father Pietus, and Shiny
Man was always kind to me." Shiny Man was the name he’d given to the Lord
Knight. 


"Well,
those people are mad at me for what I did to them."


"Because
you killed them?"


The
Hunter nodded and swallowed the ache in his gut. "Yes. I had to, to
protect you from Nasty Face."


Hailen
crinkled his nose. "I didn't like him."


"He
was a very bad man," the Hunter said. "But they don't know that. They
want to punish me for that."


"But
you were protecting me, right?"


"That's
right." The Hunter sighed. "And I will keep protecting you, I promise."


"Even
from the monsters?" Hailen whispered, and his eyes went wide.     


"Yes."
The Hunter gripped the boy's little hand tight. "Even from the monsters.
Nothing is going to happen to you."


"Okay!"
Hailen gave a cheery nod and climbed to his feet. "Can we go riding now? I
think Ash is getting bored."


The
Hunter glanced over at the small, grey desert horse. Ash shifted from foot to
foot, visibly nervous, as were Elivast and the other three horses. Horses had
keen instincts that warned them of the presence of predators; their senses had
to be shrieking at them to flee the massive Stone Guardians.


"You're
probably right." The Hunter picked Hailen up, carried him over to Ash, and
deposited him in the saddle. "So I think it's time we keep riding."


"Can
I lead?" Excitement pitched Hailen's voice higher. 


The
Hunter pretended to think for a moment, then gave a little nod. "What if
we both lead? We can ride
together."


"Oh,
yes!" Hailen grinned. "Ash and Elivast are good friends, and they
like traveling together. The other day, when we were camping in the
desert…"


The
Hunter couldn't help smiling at the boy's rambling. It felt good to hear
Hailen's high-pitched warbling as he talked incessantly about whatever came to
his mind. The boy hadn't looked this good for months, not since the change that
had come over him in the Advanat Desert. The day the Hunter discovered his
heritage as not just an Elivasti, but a Melechha.



He
turned to Rassek, Darillon, and Evren. "If you don't want to come, I won’t
hold it against you. The knight will not harm you. She has come for me and no
one else." He didn't mention that the Cambionari had been sent to bring
Hailen back to the House of Need. 


Darillon
nodded. "So be it. We will—"


"Be
comin’ with ye, we will," Rassek interrupted. 


Darillon's
eyebrows rose, and he fixed Rassek with an incredulous gaze. "Really?
We're going to keep trusting him even now?"


Rassek
shrugged. "I don’t see why not." He raised an eyebrow at the Hunter.
"Are ye goin’ to be murderin’ either of us in our sleep?" 


The
Hunter shook his head. "No."


"Do
ye intend to be hurtin’ the young man or the boy?" 


The
Hunter's jaw clenched. "No."


Rassek
turned to Darillon. "Good enough fer me, says I."


"You
can't be that naïve to think—"


Rassek
cut him off with a slash of his hand. "It’s not naiveté, Darillon. All of
us be havin’ secrets, we are. All of us be havin’ things we are tryin’ to ferget,
things we are ashamed of." He gave the older mountaineer a hard look. 


Darillon's
face hardened. "Really? You bring that up now? You compare that to killing a priest?"


Rassek
shrugged. "Would a hardened murderer be riskin’ his own life to save ye
from fallin’ to yer death?"


Darillon's
mouth froze halfway open, and his retort died unspoken. 


Rassek
turned to the Hunter. "We be owin’ ye fer Darillon's life, we are. Both of us. Fer that reason alone, we
will be continuin’ on with ye."


"And
the treasures of Enarium have nothing to do with it?" The Hunter grinned. 


The
younger mountaineer's face showed no sign of mirth. "If I was believin’ ye
a danger to either of us, I would give up all the gold in Aegeos in a heartbeat.
Ye may have killed those men, see, but I am not believin’ ye intend on harmin’
us." His gesture encompassed the three of them. "Any of us, says I."


The
Hunter placed a hand over his heart. "You have my word, on the Watcher in
the Dark, that you have nothing to fear from me. My only desire is to reach
Enarium."


Rassek
fixed him with a long, hard gaze. After a moment, he nodded. "I believe ye."
He spoke to Darillon. "Let's go. We need to be puttin’ as much distance
between us and those things as possible."


"Wait."
Darillon grabbed Elivast's reins before the Hunter could set the horse into
motion. "The knight called you demonspawn.
Why?"


The
Hunter gave him a mocking grin. "It seems she's not particularly creative
with insults. Or, in her mind, that is the worst thing she could think to call
me." A simple explanation, one far easier to accept than the fact that he
truly was the spawn of demons. "If
we ever meet again, I promise to educate her on proper slander." 


Darillon
scowled, but released Elivast's reins. 


The
Hunter forced his expression to remain neutral, but the tension in his
shoulders relaxed. As he rode out of the cavern, he let out a long, slow
breath. Nothing would have stopped him from reaching his goal. Yet, he was
surprised to find himself relieved that he didn't have to kill the
mountaineers. 


They'll never know how
close they came to death. 
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A
tense silence gripped their small group as they continued up the trail. Every
time the Hunter glanced over his should to check for any sign of Sir Danna or
the Warrior Priests, he found Darillon's eyes burning into his back. Rassek's
expression revealed nothing, and Evren seemed fully occupied with staying in
his saddle on the winding trail. 


Hailen
chattered happily beside the Hunter, but not even his high-pitched voice could
drown out the Hunter's worry about the Stone Guardians. He had no idea what had
drawn them in the first place. Had it been the presence of humans? The opening
of the cliffs? The demonic blood within him? Could the massive creatures see,
hear, smell, or feel them as they rode? He knew nothing about them, and that
left him uneasy.


The
path continued ever-upward, the ground turning rocky as the incline grew
strenuous. Thankfully, the horses could manage most of the way, though more
than once they had to dismount to walk over the more rugged sections. The grey
limestone crumbled beneath their boots, and the stony shards littering the
ground made for hard going. 


The
tension hadn't diminished by the time the sun began to set. The Hunter wasn't
certain if he should feel relieved that they hadn't seen any sign of Sir Danna,
or if they should fear the darkness concealing a horde of Stone Guardians
creeping up on them. His nerves were raw, his senses on full alert as they set
up camp in a small grotto carved into the cliff walls.


Rassek
chivvied Darillon until the older mountaineer relented and made a small fire,
barely enough to provide faint illumination for their small campsite. They ate
a cold meal of dried beef and nuts washed down with water gone tepid after a
day in the sun. Hailen chattered on as if at a grand feast for a king,
accompanying every bite with a steady stream of random observations, pointless
questions, and stories he made up on the spot. What the Hunter had once found
so annoying now came as a welcome change from the silent, empty-eyed boy of the
last two days.


Darillon
sat with his back against the stone, his eyes fixed on the Hunter. His hand
never strayed far from his belt dagger, and he'd kept the short sword at his
hip since leaving the cave. Rassek's facial expression revealed far less
nervousness, but a hint of fear shone in his sidelong glances every time the
Hunter moved or spoke.


Evren
simply sat in silence, his face unreadable. He’d given the Hunter a wide berth
all day long. Though he hadn't shown any sign of fear at the revelation of the
Hunter’s past, his demeanor had changed since their conversation the previous
night. He simply treated the Hunter with the same wariness with which he
treated anyone—the side effects of his years spent as a thief and the abuse at
the hands of the Lecterns.


The
thought filled the Hunter with rage at the Master's priests. The demon sought
to fan those flames by filling his head with images that made him sick to his
stomach. The Hunter clenched his fists to banish the shrieking voice, but his
efforts proved fruitless.


The
curse placed on the Empty Mountains didn't just affect the Abiarazi, it seemed. Whatever had pushed back Hailen's madness also
amplified the Hunter's demonic half. If he didn't find Enarium soon, he feared
he'd lose his mind.


He
dug into his pack and pulled out the Taivoro. He flipped to the passage that
had revealed the secrets of the path to Enarium, then kept reading to see if he
could find any answers on what to expect now. 


“The way is open

My love’s most treasured secret parts

Bared before me

Yet no peace will we have

Love denied us

By guardians of the king.”


The
Hunter’s brow furrowed as he read the story. The Journeyman bard’s passionate
encounter with Princess Hylada of Ghandia was cut short by the arrival of the
guards set in place by her father, King Draqua. The chapter ended with the
singer thinking about his amorous encounter with the Hylada, saying:


“The lost jewel of my
princess

Danger beyond comprehension

The heart of a muse

All who enter her chambers

Face death and danger

When the power they use.”


The
story proved as frustratingly cryptic as ever. Could the “guardians of the
king” have something to do with the Stone Guardians? If so, how did a detailed
description of Enmor’s manhood help him survive or defeat the massive monsters?



He
looked up at Evren and found the youth staring at him. When he raised an
eyebrow, the thief quickly dropped his eyes. 


"Evren,
can you see if you can find anything else in here that could show us where to
go?" The Hunter held out the book. 


Evren's
brow furrowed as he reached for the volume. "I can try, but I ain’t rememberin’
anythin’ else odd."


"Try
reading the bit about the king’s guardians and see if that gives you any
clues." The Hunter shrugged. "Perhaps it's referring to the Stone
Guardians. You know, ‘love denied us by guardians of the King'."


Evren
nodded slowly. "Right." He opened to the page the Hunter had
mentioned, tilted the book toward the fire, and began to read.


The
tense silence descended once more, broken only by the crackling of the fire.
The absence of Hailen's voice caused the Hunter to turn. The boy had fallen
asleep where he sat, a strip of dried beef still clutched in his hands. The
excitement of the day must have worn him out. 


The
Hunter scooped Hailen up and carried him into the tent. The boy seemed so frail
and small in his arms, it almost scared him to think back on how much Hailen
had endured since the House of Need. A lump rose in his throat as he settled
Hailen gently onto his bedroll and smoothed the hair back from Hailen's
forehead. 


"So
you don't have a problem with
it?" 


The
Hunter's sensitive ears picked up Darillon's whisper through the canvas of the
tent. 


"We're
not fer makin’ friends with him, Darillon," Rassek rejoined, his voice
equally low. No doubt they thought they spoke quietly enough to avoid being
overheard, but they hadn't counted on his inhumanly keen hearing. 


The
Hunter listened to the two men speaking. 


"Listen,
I know ye’re suspicious of him," Rassek was saying. "But even if he
did kill that knight's friends, that don’t mean he's goin’ to be harmin’ us.
Even mild-mannered men can be pushed to extremes, they can."


"Mild-mannered?"
Darillon snorted. "You saw his sword and dagger, the way he brushed aside
our swords like they were elm switches. That's a man who's seen more than his
fair share of death. Probably caused it, too."


The
mountaineer had no clue how true his words were. The Hunter had lost count of
the people he'd killed as the legendary assassin of Voramis. In the last months
alone, the number of deaths on his head numbered more than a hundred.


"Fair
enough," Rassek whispered. "But ye’ve seen him with the boy. A man
like that just isn't bein’ capable of murderin’ a man in cold blood."


Once,
the Hunter would have argued. He'd killed many, many people for no other reason than that he'd been paid to. Now,
he wasn't so certain. The death of Farida and the others had begun a change in
him, and Hailen's presence had continued the change. He still killed, yet he
could no longer say he did it without compunction. His interaction with the
Sage and the Warmaster had shown him at least one way he truly was different than his Abiarazi
ancestors. They killed without remorse or reason. 


He
emerged from the tent and strode over toward the two men. Darillon's hand flew
to the sword at his belt, and even Rassek reached for a dagger.


The
Hunter spoke in a low voice. "Let me tell you the truth of who I really
am. I am a man on a mission." He thrust a finger toward his tent. "My
mission is to get that child to
Enarium. You saw what happened at the lake, and the effect it had on him."



Rassek
nodded. "Aye." The word came out tight, with an edge of anxiety. Darillon's
hand gripped the hilt of his sword, and he seemed a heartbeat from drawing it. 


"The
child is unlike any other on Einan," the Hunter continued. "He is
special, and it is my duty to see that he arrives safely in Enarium."


Darillon's
face hardened. "And we're just supposed to believe you? After you lied to
us—"


"I
did not lie." The Hunter shook his head. "You never bothered to
ask." Not that he would have told them the truth. They would think his
story of hunting demons and preventing the return of Kharna the ravings of a
madman. Bloody hell, a few months ago he had
called Father Reverentus mad for speaking of such things.


"You
concealed the truth from us," Darillon growled.


"So
tell me your deep, dark secrets." The Hunter folded his arms. "Surely
there is something you have been concealing from me."


Rassek's
tense expression relaxed, and a little grin split his lips. "He's got ye
there, Darillon."


The
older mountaineer scowled. "You know what I mean. If you knew you had the
bloody Warrior Priests after you, you ought to have told us."


"Perhaps."
The Hunter shrugged. "Or perhaps I made the right choice by not revealing that fact. After all, we
never would have come this far had you known the truth." He dropped his
voice. "You would not be riding up the road to the Lost City of Enarium at
this moment."


"We'd
probably be haulin’ some lard-ass nobleman ‘round the finer trails to the
east." Rassek's grin grew to a smile. "I'd take this any day of the
week, says I."


The
Hunter met Darillon's gaze without flinching. "You can trust that I will
not betray you. You can trust that I will not attack you, nor will I seek to
harm you." His eyes narrowed. "But you can also trust that I will let
nothing stand in my way of bringing
that boy to safety. The fact that I have killed is precisely why I am the one
best-suited to being his protector."


It
wasn't entirely a lie. The Hunter truly did believe himself the one best-suited
to care for Hailen, at least until he found a way to break the Elivasti's curse
and free him from the Irrsinnon. 


Father
Reverentus' words echoed in his mind. "The
Melechha’s blood is the only thing powerful enough to seal Kharna in his prison
forever. If he truly is a Melechha, that boy is the weapon to defeat the
Destroyer once and for all."


The
old Beggar Priest had been the one to set him on this quest all those months
ago. Father Reverentus had sought him out, had recruited him to slay the demons
in Voramis. That act had led him down the path to Malandria, Al Hani, Shana
Laal, and finally here. Ever since meeting the boy in Malandria, he had known
Hailen was special. Every new discovery—from his power in the Dolmenrath to his Elivasti heritage to
the fact that he was Melechha—had led
to the ultimate truth: Hailen had to
get to Enarium. 


If
Father Reverentus was right, Hailen could be the key to putting an end to
Kharna once and for all. The Hunter might kill the Sage and put an end to the
demon's plans, but only Hailen's blood would defeat the Destroyer himself. 


The
fate of the world literally rested on Hailen's shoulders. A child no more than
seven years old, touched by the Illusionist, cursed by his Serenii ancestors,
and too innocent and naïve to understand the dangers that surrounded him. Who
better than a killer to protect something of such importance?


Rassek's
expression grew solemn. "That’s bein’ enough fer me, says I." He
turned to Darillon. "Can ye say ye would do any different in his
situation?"


Darillon's
face hardened. For a long moment, he said nothing. Then, he gave a little shrug
of his shoulders, stood, and went into his tent. 


For
long moments, silence fell on the camp. Rassek's eyes remained fixed on their
shelter, his expression unreadable. Finally, he looked back at the Hunter with
a wry grin. "Ye've nothin’ to be fearin’ from us, Hardwell."


"And
you have nothing to fear from me," the Hunter said.


"That's
as much as a man can be askin’ fer." Nodding, Rassek stood and followed
his partner into the tent.


The
Hunter took a seat and leaned back against the wall of the canyon. He closed
his eyes, letting out his breath silently, and the tension drained from his
shoulders.


Why
did he care what these men thought of him? Why did it matter that they trusted
him? The Hunter of Voramis, legendary assassin, hadn't given two shites about
what anyone said about him. Bloody hell, the more they feared him, the better.


So
why was the Hunter who sat on the rocky slopes of the Empty Mountains any
different?


He'd
changed. The deaths of the beggars in Voramis had shown him how much he hated
the thought of being alone. Bardin had proven that people could be more than
just a tool to use or blood to feed Soulhunger. Hailen made him believe that
there truly was a shred of hope for a better future. 


Thoughts
of the future sent his mind racing ahead toward Enarium. He felt Her presence
tugging in his mind, faint beneath the shrieking of the demon. He couldn't help
feeling nervous as he drew closer to the city. To Her.


What
would She be like? After all this time, would She remember him? Had She found
someone else? That thought sent a spike of panic into his mind. All this time,
he'd never given any thought to what had happened to Her in the thousands of
years they'd spent apart. What had happened to their son? What manner of man
had he turned into?


These
and many more questions whirled in his mind, a hurricane of doubt, anxiety, and
trepidation. Much as he wanted to reach Enarium, he also dreaded what he'd
find.


"Hardwell?"



Evren's
voice pierced the maelstrom of his thoughts. It took him a moment to focus on
the boy's face.


"Hardwell,
come take a look at this." Excitement shone in Evren's eyes. "I-I
think I've found somethin’."


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Nine 
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Evren
held out the book. "Read this passage here."


The
Hunter took the volume and scanned the section Evren indicated. It came from a
scene a page or two after the part that had revealed the way through the
cliffs. 


“Facing them bravely I stood

My red velvet length

Soft flesh member

Thick purple veins 

Triumphant and proud 

Defiant against guardians beyond number.”



“Ugh,” the Hunter said with a grimace and closed the book. "I could
have lived forever without knowing those details about the bard's prick."


He
tried in vain to scrub the image of Enmor fighting off King Draqua’s guards
with his erect penis. The chapter continued with the Journeyman bard barely
fleeing Ghandia with his head—and other body parts—still attached. 


Evren
nodded, and his face reflected the Hunter's disgust. "Agreed. But that
ain’t what stood out to me. Funny thing is, it's the only part of the book that
gets into such…graphic detail." He gave a little shudder. "Back in
the Master's Temple, we always knew to skip that bit."


The
Hunter's brow furrowed. "But you think those details are somehow
important?" 


Evren
hesitated. "I ain’t all sure." He thrust a finger at the book.
"Might be he included it on purpose so it stood out from the rest of the
story."


"So,
what?" the Hunter asked. "We're supposed to look for a mountain that
looks like red velvet flesh with thick purple veins?"


"Maybe
that's where we need to go to be safe from the Stone Guardians. Or where we go
to get rid of them." 


"If
that bit about ‘my love’s most treasured secret parts’ is talking about
Enarium, it could mean those guards are the Stone Guardians." The Hunter
tugged at the stubble that had sprouted on his face. The last weeks of
traveling from Kara-ket hadn't included many opportunities for a shave. "I
guess we need to be on the lookout for something phallic, then. Like a tall,
manhood-shaped mountain or stone pillar."


Evren
shrugged. "Maybe. Like I said, I ain’t sure."


The
Hunter read over the passage again, but instead started at the top of the page.
Now that he had gotten in the mind frame of looking for oddities, he found
another section that stood out to him. 


“The regal moon’s flow 

Like crimson tides of life

Blood on the air

Summons and beckons

A beacon calling out

To the guardians of my love fair.”


He
cringed at mention of the women’s cycle, but mulled over its significance. "Did
you catch this bit about the blood?" he asked Evren.


The
young thief nodded. "A lot of focus on blood, even when he ain’t never
mentioned it in the rest of the book. Even when Enmor’s goin’ up against the
guardians."


"That's
what I thought." The Hunter pondered the passage. He had an idea, but it
seemed a stretch. "What if this is
referring to the thing that attracts the Stone Guardians?"


Evren's
eyes narrowed. "What do you mean?"


The
Hunter scratched his beard. “What if blood is what attracts the Stone Guardians?"



The
more he thought about it, the more it made sense. The massive creatures had only appeared after Sir Danna and her
Warrior Priests attacked. His own keen sense of smell could pick up the coppery
tang of fresh-spilled blood from hundreds of paces away. If the Stone Guardians
were drawn to the odor, it could explain how they'd known where to find him and
the others in the middle of the Empty Mountains. And why they hadn't attacked Darillon, Rassek, Evren, Hailen, or
the horses. 


The
Hunter stared down at the book. How many more secrets lay hidden in its pages?
How much more could he learn from the strange story of the Journeyman bard? 


No, how much more could we learn?



He
held the book out to Evren. "I want you to keep this for me."


The
thief's eyebrows shot up. "What? Why?"


"Because
we need to find out everything we can from it, and because I can't afford to spend every spare moment with my nose buried in a
book."


Suspicion
flashed in Evren's eyes. "I ain’t so useless I can’t do anyth—"


The
Hunter cut him off with a shake of his head. "You're the one who has the
greatest chance of actually finding something we can use. I've got to keep an
eye on the boy, watch our backs, and try to find a way to keep us alive long
enough to reach Enarium. But if there are more clues to get us safely there,
anything hidden that will help us fight off the Stone Guardians, we need to
know. And you proved you're clever enough to figure it out already." 


For
a moment, the suspicion on the thief's eyes softened, replaced by genuine
surprise and something more. Warmth? Pride? 


"I'll
do it." Evren took the book from the Hunter. "I'll try to find what I
can."


"You've
more than earned your way on the trip, Evren." The Hunter met the young
man's gaze firmly. "You saved our lives at least once, and I'm counting on
you to do so again. For the boy's sake, if not for the rest of us."


Evren
swallowed, and gave a little nod. He tucked the book into his cloak, stood, and
strode toward his bedroll. He climbed into his blankets, but stopped before
lying down. 


"Your
scars," he asked in a quiet voice, "who did that to you?"


The
question surprised the Hunter. He instinctively prepared to use the lie he'd
told Lady Damuria back in Voramis, saying they were a Praamian ritual. But
something stopped the words from coming out. 


"It's
a long story," he said at last. He couldn't tell the young man the
truth—who'd believe such a thing?—but for some reason, he didn't want to
deceive him any more than necessary. 


Evren
nodded. "Got it." He hesitated, then rolled up his long sleeve to
reveal white scar tissue crisscrossing his upper arm from elbow to shoulder.
"We've all got long stories of our own."


The
Hunter said nothing. He could only imagine what horrors had befallen the young
man to leave him so scarred, mentally as well as physically. Evren had grown
hard out of necessity, yet in that moment, the Hunter caught a glimpse of the
boy Evren must have been long ago. Before the Lecterns ruined him.


"Did
you at least get even with the one who did that?" Evren asked. The edge
had returned to his voice, his eyes gone flat. 


The
Hunter shrugged. "In a sense." His scars served as a reminder of the
cost of his actions. Every death left a new mark etched into his flesh, a
reminder of just how much he took from others. 


"Good."
Evren rolled up his sleeve. "When it gets to be too much, you just have to
act, you know?" He searched the Hunter's face. "Even if it means you
have to spend your life runnin’, sometimes it's better to run than keep lettin’
people hurt you."


"I
understand," the Hunter said. He truly did. He'd done far worse than
killing a priest, for gold instead of survival or sanity. "It takes a toll
on your soul, but there are times it's a price worth paying."


With
a little nod, Evren lay down in his ragged bedroll and pulled up his blankets.


The
Hunter sat in silence, staring at the glowing coals before him. He'd seen many
young men turn out like Evren. Life in Lower Voramis had been hard. When money
was scarce—which it always was—many had no choice but to turn to disreputable
means of scraping together enough coin to survive. The brothels of the
Blackfall District had always been filled with young men and women, barely more
than children, who had found a way to make a living, no matter the pain or disgrace.



Yet
unlike many of them, Evren hadn't been given a choice. He hadn't chosen to fall victim to the priests.
The horrors had been inflicted upon him by priests, men that ought to have
protected and cared for him. They had taken his trust in them and twisted it
into a vile power that enabled them to abuse him. Him, and doubtless many
others around Einan.


But
that was ever the case with mankind. He'd seen the worst of human nature, in
many cases as evil and depraved as the Abiarazi he hunted. Frozen hell, he'd
witnessed things that would make even a demon cringe, men and women inflicting
horrors, cruelties, and injustices upon each other. They made him almost want
to accept the demons' offer to join them and eradicate humanity to make a world
for the Abiarazi and Bucelarii. 


Almost.


Over
the last few months, he'd come to see that humanity had more to offer than just
villainy, treachery, and malice. Darkness always overshadowed the light, but
those few spots of light—people like Farida, Bardin, Hailen, and Evren—shone so
much brighter for the darkness around them. Even Rassek, Darillon, Graden,
Kellen, Visibos, and, yes, Father Reverentus proved that humanity had just
enough to be worth saving. The scales tipped heavily toward evil, but he could
see enough good to make it clear what he had to do.


In
Enarium, he would confront the Sage, destroy Kharna, and free the world from
the grip of the Abiarazi and the god of destruction. He was no hero—an assassin
could never truly be called such—but perhaps he was precisely what Einan
needed. Someone who could bear the burden of killing, as death was necessary to
bring life. 


As
long as the Abiarazi lived, Einan was in danger. As long as Kharna remained to
affect the world, there remained a chance of his return. Only a killer could
put an end to both.


The
shrieking in his head rose to a painful intensity. The Hunter gritted his teeth
against the ache in his skull. The demon spoke no words, simply screeched
incoherence, filling his mind with its desires for death. Unlike Soulhunger,
which craved blood regardless of its provenance, his inner demon hated the fact
that he killed the Abiarazi. It ached for him to return to his roots as the
Bucelarii, the obedient soldiers that fought beside the demonic hordes to
eradicate humanity. The demon saw every Abiarazi death at his hands as a
betrayal of his heritage.


So
be it. He could betray at least that
half of himself. He would cling to the shred of humanity within—the part of
himself that had prevented Father Reverentus from ordering his death. The part
of him that had driven him this far. The only thing keeping him going when he
wanted to collapse beneath the burden of guilt. 


The
throbbing in his head grew so excruciating it brought tears to his eyes. The
curse of the Empty Mountains amplified the voice, far louder than the
Warmaster's temple in Kara-ket. The demon's presence filled his head with its
fury, shrieking, railing, demanding, and begging. 


The
Hunter pounded at his head in a vain attempt to silence the voice. His vision
blurred, and his breath came in ragged gasps. It felt like the presence in his
mind tried to kill him. If he would not yield, it would drive him insane.


He
knew what it wanted. He had fought to avoid giving in to its demands. Yet at
that moment, he knew he could fight no longer. He couldn't run from it,
couldn't hide or erect a wall in his mind to block it out, not with the curse
of the Empty Mountains amplifying its intensity. It didn’t matter that he’d
killed just hours earlier; the voice refused to fall silent. He had only one
choice.


He
stood quickly and raised the hood of his dark cloak. Gritting his teeth against
the pain, he checked his sword in its sheath, then strode down the trail, back
the way they'd come earlier. He would give the voice what it wanted. 
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The
Hunter welcomed the cool embrace of darkness. The faint glow of the stars
provided enough light for him to pick his way back along the trail. Moonlight
shone on the dark grey cliffs bordering the left side of the trail, while a
cool wind wailed through the abyss on his right. 


Nervous
tension thrummed within his chest. It would be too much to hope the Stone Guardians
had killed all thirty of the warriors accompanying Sir Danna. Had the knight
survived? And what of the five Cambionari with her? How many Warrior Priests
remained? This trip served as more than just a chance to silence the voice in
his mind; he needed to scout his enemy's position and find out what, if any,
threat he faced. 


The
demon’s insistence set his head ringing with its incoherent wails. He filled
his thoughts with images of carving his way through Sir Danna's camp, hoping to
satiate its demands enough that it would fall quiet in eager anticipation of
what lay ahead. The demon had been with him long enough to know that he needed
peace in order to do what it wanted him to. 


The
demon radiated displeasure at his leaving Soulhunger behind. It wanted death,
but most of all, it wanted him to use Soulhunger to feed Kharna. Power flooded
the Hunter with every life the dagger stole, but only a fraction of what went
to the Great Destroyer. 


The
discovery of Soulhunger's true purpose had filled the Hunter with a sense of
dread. He killed to keep the voices at bay, yet his sanity came at a high cost.
One day, Soulhunger would consume enough power that Kharna could break free of
his prison. 


Not if I can help it. 


Surely
the wisdom of the Serenii contained in Enarium could help him find a way to
seal the Destroyer away forever. Just as it could provide the Sage with the power
to free Kharna, perhaps it could give the Hunter what he needed to eliminate
Kharna for good. With Hailen, a Melechha,
beside him, Einan had hope, however faint it might look at that moment.


But
tonight, he'd left Soulhunger behind for another
reason entirely. Sir Danna and the Cambionari had tracked him through the
Empty Mountains by following the gemstone's presence. He didn't understand how
their powers worked, but it was enough to know they did. If even one of the
Cambionari had survived the Stone Guardians' attack on the bridge, they would
sense Soulhunger's presence as he approached their position. Any chance at
stealth would be negated.


With
the power Soulhunger stole from his kill earlier that day, all traces of his
fatigue, hunger, and thirst had faded. He was wide awake and filled with energy
as he slipped down the trail. He had six or seven hours of darkness left—more
than enough time to find his enemy. 


Though
he carried a sword and daggers, he had little intention of using them. He'd
prefer to slip into the enemy's camp unseen, kill in silence, and leave without
anyone knowing he was there. If he could eliminate a few of the Cambionari and
Warrior Priests—hell, even Sir Danna—the odds of further pursuit would
drastically diminish. He, Hailen, and the others could safely reach Enarium.


He
hadn't figured out the problem of the Stone Guardians, but they had given him
an idea. Before he left Sir Danna's camp, he would make sure to spill
blood—just enough to attract the Stone Guardians. If, as he suspected, the
scent of blood attracted the massive stone beasts, he could eliminate Sir Danna
and her men once and for all. 


Rounding
a bend in the trail, he caught a glimmer of light off in the distance. A
predatory smile spread his face. It seems
someone survived the attack at the bridge. Time to find out who.


It
took him the better part of half an hour to reach the source of the light. His
pursuers had made camp at a section of the trail that widened to a shelf
roughly twenty paces wide and forty long. Tall cliffs bordered one side of the
camp, with a precipice dropping into a deep chasm on the other. 


The
Hunter crouched in the shadow of a huge boulder and spied four men standing
guard. Three wore the splinted mail and white cloaks of the Warrior Priests, while
the fourth wore the leather armor and rounded helm of a Cambionari. They faced
his direction in silence, their backs to the fire and eyes fixed on the
darkness. 


Beyond
the guards, he counted six tents large enough to sleep two men, surrounding a larger
tent—doubtless Sir Danna's—in the middle of the camp. Two more Warrior Priests
sat beside the fire. One had his arm in a sling, and the other wore a heavy
bandage around his head. That meant as many as eighteen of his enemies had
survived. Four had died at his hands, so another eight had fallen to the Stone
Guardians. 


He
winced. Not the best odds.


The
stink of iron drifted toward him. The Cambionari and Warrior Priests each
carried iron daggers—the metal was too brittle to be useful for a sword. Even
the Swordsman’s iron daggers, twin blades that lay cloth-wrapped in the
Hunter's pack, would shatter beneath repeated blows. The steel swords served as
the Cambionari and Warrior Priests' offensive weapons, but they wielded the shorter
iron blades specifically to deal with him.


His
skill and speed had kept him alive in his earlier confrontation. He'd attacked
so quickly and with such ferocity his opponents hadn't had time to react, and
the narrow bridge had given him the advantage of only facing two at a time.
Now, in the camp, they could surround him and use their superior numbers to turn
any battle in their favor. 


But
he had no desire for battle. He just needed to get around the sentries. The rear
of the camp shouldn’t be guarded. Even if they anticipated his attempt to
double back, the single trail provided no way for him to get around behind
them. Their position should prove totally secure.


Yet
Sir Danna had no idea who she truly faced. She saw him as the offspring of
demons, a man who wouldn't hesitate to kill. She didn't know of his past as an
assassin. For as long as he could remember, he'd found ways to get around,
under, and behind guards just like these. Only one man had escaped his
wrath—the Sage—and he'd only done so by leaving ten Elivasti warriors to fight
the Hunter, then fled before the mountain collapsed. 


The
Hunter slipped back up the trail, well beyond the limited reach of the
firelight, then lowered himself over the edge of the cliff. It proved harder
going than he'd like, as he could not see to easily find foot and handholds.
But he'd made harder climbs with less light. Bloody hell, he'd climbed down the
smooth exterior of the Serenii temples in Kara-ket. This rocky mountainside
proved far less challenging.


He
descended two man-heights below the level of the trail, then crept at a
horizontal traverse along the cliff face. This made for slower going, and his
muscles soon ached from the exertion. Sweat streamed down his face and soaked
his tunic. More than once, the evening breeze whistling through the canyon
nearly threatened to tug him free of the cliff face.


But
he refused to stop moving. He counted each pace as he moved, until he estimated
he was roughly five paces away from the watching guards. He found a comfortable
position in a crevice in the rock wall and listened for any sounds. When the
rush of his pulse had faded to a dull thudding in his ears, he caught the sound
of a cough off to his right. A moment later, someone cleared their throat, and
armor clanked as one of the
Cambionari or Warrior Priests shifted their stance.


Grinning,
the Hunter continued his traverse. No way would Sir Danna or the others think
to look for him here, clinging to a cliff face just a few paces from their
camp. 


He
climbed along the rocky wall for another twenty paces, then slowly clambered
upward. He peered over the cliff's edge and found himself staring at the rear
of one of the two-man tents. The sound of snoring came from within. 


The
Hunter was about to climb up and slip into the tent, when the snort of a horse drew
his attention. He glanced to his right, and grinned as he spotted the source of
the sound. Sir Danna's warhorse, Pathfinder, stood beside fifteen others. A
pile of bags, bundles, and horse tack lay a short distance away. 


A
mischievous grin twisted the Hunter’s face into a smile. Oh, that will do quite nicely!


He
climbed along the wall until he passed the last tent, then slipped over the
cliff's edge onto the trail. A few of the horses snorted and pricked up their
ears as he approached. He made a soft chuffing sound with his mouth to calm
them. 


"Easy,"
he whispered, and clucked his tongue quietly. He moved slowly, careful not to
startle the mounts. Pathfinder seemed to recognize him from the days they’d
spent on the road, and the horse greeted him with a little snort. The rest of
the mounts followed the black destrier’s example and relaxed.


Concealing
a dagger within the folds of his cloak, he slashed the ropes holding the horses
together. Next, he went for the supplies. He slashed the straps of the reins,
bits, stirrups, martingales, and bridles with quick strokes of his dagger,
careful not to let the blade catch even a hint of firelight. He kept an eye on
the men at the front of the camp as he moved, but none of the Cambionari or
Warrior Priests seemed to notice. Doubtless the day's battle and hard travel
had left them exhausted.


He
slung one bag of food over his back—he and his little group would have a fine
breakfast, while Sir Danna's men went without—and threw two more off the edge
of the cliff. He tensed at the faint thump
of the heavy sacks hitting the stone walls, ducking into the shadow of a
tent. 


"What's
that noise?" one of the men near the fire called.


"Don't
know," replied another. "Hey, Frestall, did you hear that?"


"I
didn't hear nothing," came a third voice, this one from the group of men
at the trail. "What did it sound like?"


"Kind
of like…" The first man trailed off. "I don't know, a sound, all right? You heard it too,
right, Drenthus?" 


"Not
sure," the second man, Drenthus replied. "Could have just been the
tents flapping in the wind."


"Or
it could have been another of those Keeper-damned rock monsters coming back to
finish what they started," said the first man.


"Well,
go take a look and see if it is," Drenthus called.


"Not
a bloody chance!" said the first man. "Broken arm's in enough pain as
it is just sitting here. You go."


"You're
the one who heard it."


Silence
for a moment, then the first man spoke. "Maybe you're right. Maybe it was
just the wind."


"More
like Pathfinder breaking wind, right?"



Drenthus’
comment elicited a few chuckles from his fellows, but none of them moved from
their positions on guard or beside the fire. 


The
Hunter let out a long, slow breath. That
was bloody close. Had they come to investigate, they would have found
supplies missing and their gear damaged. That would certainly have raised an
alarm.


The
demon's angry shrieking filled his head, reminding him why he'd come to Sir
Danna's camp. He clenched his jaw as the pain intensified to a stabbing ache behind
his right eye.


Fine, I get the point! 


He
squeezed his eyes shut until the piercing pain passed and the screeching
quietened. When it had faded to a tolerable ache, he slipped the bag of
supplies off his shoulder and set it on the ground. He turned toward the
nearest tent, just three paces away. The sound of soft breathing came from
within. He listened carefully for any sign of a second occupant, but heard
nothing else. 


I guess this man's as good
as any.


He
peered around the tent toward the fire. The two men that had been sitting there
were striding toward him, and he ducked back into the shadows, heart
thundering. He tightened his grip on his dagger and waited as the sound of
their boots crunching on the rocky trail grew closer. 


 The footsteps grew fainter, then faded. He
poked his head out just enough to see the two men crawling into a tent on the
opposite side of the trail. Relief surged within him as he glanced at the
sentries and found their backs turned to him. With quick, silent steps, he slipped
around to the front of the tent and ducked between the flaps.


His
heart thudded as he stared down at the figure sleeping at his feet. The man's
chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of sleep, and he showed no sign of
waking.


Good. I'll make this quick,
then. The Hunter
sheathed his dagger and reached for the man's neck. A powerful wrench of the
sleeping man's head would spare him pain and prevent any chance of outcry. 


As
his fingers closed around the man's neck, the figure whirled in bed, a dagger
flashing up toward his throat. His reflexes kicked in and his right hand
flashed up to catch the hand holding the blade, stopping it a hair's breadth
from slicing flesh. 


"H-Hunter?"
Confusion and surprise edged the figure's voice. A familiar female voice from a lifetime ago. 


The
Hunter's nostrils detected the scent of leather, steel, and lilies a moment
before his brain recognized the woman before him. 


"It
really is you," said Celicia, Fourth of the Bloody Hand. 
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The
Hunter stared, frozen by surprise, at a face he thought he'd never see again.
He blinked in case it was a trick of his eyes, but her dark eyes, full lips,
raven hair, and well-proportioned figure were the same as the day he fled
Voramis. And her unique scent, a curious combination of strength and femininity
that had drawn him from the moment they met in The Iron Arms, he’d know it
anywhere.


"What
in the Keeper's name are you doing here?" he finally managed to ask.


"I
could ask you the same thing!" Celicia—no,
she'd said her name was Kiara—demanded in a harsh whisper. "And, in
case you haven't noticed, I'm the one holding the dagger."


The
Hunter let out a quiet snort. "If you were going to use the dagger, you
would have already." It was a gamble; the last time they'd seen each
other, she had been lying on the ground bleeding out, wounded at the hands of
the First, demon of Voramis. He'd spared her life that night, given her a
chance at a better life free of the Bloody Hand. And this is how she used it? "Tell me why the hell—"


"No."
Kiara cut him off by pressing the dagger harder against his throat. "For
once, you'll be doing the talking here." 


She
rose from her bedroll, and the Hunter's eyes flicked downward. Her thin
undertunic did little to conceal her full figure. The faint light of the fire
leaking through the canvas outlined her well-endowed chest, slim waist, and
rounded hips. 


"Eyes
up here, Hunter," Kiara growled. 


The
Hunter gave her a little grin. She barely reached his chin, but she had enough
spirit for a woman three times her size. 


"What
do you want to know?" Again, he gambled on the fact that she would have
already raised the alarm if she intended to. For some reason, she seemed more
interested in answers than alerting the others to his presence. 


"Is
it true?" Kiara's whisper had a hard edge. "Did you really do what
Sir Danna said?" 


The
Hunter's gut clenched, and a lump rose to his throat. "Yes," he said
after a long moment. "I did kill the other Beggar Priests." 


Kiara's
expression hardened and her muscles tensed, as if to attack. 


"But
not for the reason you think," he said quickly before she could draw the
knife across his throat. 


"And
what exactly do I think?" Kiara
demanded in the same quiet tone. 


"I'm
guessing Sir Danna told you what I was." The Hunter held her gaze. 


"That
you're one of them?" She spat
the word. She’d seen the truth of what lay beneath the First's disguise of
flesh and bone. She had stared into the demon’s depthless eyes, watched his face
contort and writhe as he died at the Hunter's hands. "I knew that much
already. You told me the truth that night in the tunnels beneath Voramis."



The
Hunter nodded. "Then she told you what I did in the House of Need in
Malandria? To Father Pietus, Lord Knight Moradiss, and…Visibos." The name
left a bitter taste on his lips. He truly hadn't intended for the apprentice to
die. 


"She
did." Kiara spoke in a hard, cold voice. "But I didn't know it was
you she was talking about all these weeks. I thought it was just another
demon."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "You wanted
to hunt demons?" 


"After
what the First did to me, to everyone else I know?" Kiara snarled.
"I'd hunt down every damned one of the Abiarazi
around Einan if I could."


"How
did that happen?" The Hunter's brow furrowed in confusion. "How did
you end up here?"


"You
first," Kiara snapped. "Tell me how you go from butchering the Bloody
Hand to killing twenty Beggar Priests to murdering an Illusionist Cleric and
his guards."


The
Hunter hesitated, and Kiara pressed the dagger harder against his throat.
"The truth, Hunter, or I'll raise the alarm right now."


"You'd
really risk it?" The Hunter let out a little laugh. "You know that
blade won't kill me."


"No,
but this one will." The stink of
iron grew thick in the room as Kiara drew a second dagger and held it before
his eyes. After a moment, she shrugged and sheathed it. "You're not going
to hurt me, Hunter."


"Are
you certain of that?" He could hardly believe her brazenness. He had no
reason to leave her alive. Frozen hell, the fact that she traveled with Sir
Danna meant she had come all this way to kill him.


"Yes,"
Kiara said simply. "Like you said, if you were going to kill me, you'd
have done it already. Back in Voramis, or just now when I held the dagger to
your throat."


"The
dagger's still there."


"True,
but if I really wanted you dead, I'd have used the other one." She
actually gave him a wry grin. "Call this a conversation starter. So get
conversating, Hunter."


The
Hunter had known many women in the fifty years he could remember. None of them,
not even Sir Danna with all her armor and skill at arms, could match the dauntlessness
of the woman before him. She had risen to become the fourth most powerful
member of the Bloody Hand, and it hadn't been because of her looks alone. She'd
proven herself clever when she deceived him in Voramis, then shown her iron
will when she helped him defeat the demon. 


The
words came pouring from his mouth with a force beyond his control. He spoke of
what happened to him after leaving Voramis—from the meeting with Sir Danna and
Visibos to the moment they poisoned and dumped him in the Chasm of the Lost to
his attempts to reclaim the dagger in Malandria. A part of him wanted to share everything he'd endured
over the last few months. He'd carried the burdens alone for so long—the weight
of his guilt, the pain of losing those closest to him, the gravity of knowing
that he fought to save Einan from the demons. 


“Keeper’s
teeth!” Kiara breathed. Her eyes had grown steadily wider as the Hunter told
him her story, her expression more pensive. "And the boy? Did you really
murder him and leave his body in a ditch somewhere?"


The
Hunter's eyes narrowed. "Sir Danna said that?" 


She
nodded. "She hates you for what you did to her apprentice." 


"That…"
The Hunter hesitated. "That was an accident."


He
told her of his conversation with Visibos, his promise to let the other Beggar
Priests know he was trapped in the vault, and his confrontation with Lord
Knight Moradiss. He left out none of the details about killing Father Pietus
and Garanis, as well as taking Hailen from the temple.


"And
you thought that was a good idea?" Kiara sounded incredulous. "You,
the Keeper-damned Hunter of Voramis, playing wet nurse to a six year old?"


"I…"
He drew in a deep breath. "It was the right choice. I know it was."
He was surprised to find he wanted her to believe it as much as he did.
"I've only gotten this far because of him. If what I've learned about him
is true, he's the key to everything."


"Everything?"
Kiara raised an eyebrow. She seemed not to notice that she'd removed the dagger
from his throat. 


"Stopping
the Sage, locking Kharna away forever, saving the whole bleeding world!"
He fought to keep his voice from rising. "Father Reverentus told me the
truth of who he is. But more than that, I need to make it right."


"Make
what right?" 


He
told her about the Elivasti curse, the opia,
and the dangers of the Expurgation. "If I don't get him to Enarium, he's
going to succumb to the madness." He swallowed the lump in his throat.
"I already watched one person suffer, Kiara. I can't go through it
again."


Shame
burned in her eyes. She couldn't know he was speaking of Aerden, Master Eldor's
son; doubtless she envisioned the lifeless, mangled corpse of Farida, butchered
by the First to goad the Hunter into attacking. 


For
a long moment, silence stretched between them. Anxiety thrummed within the
Hunter; an odd sensation, one he'd never experienced. It had nothing to do with
the fact that she was a beautiful, half-naked woman an arm's length from him.
Once, long ago in Voramis, she'd told him she saw good in him. The same good
Sir Danna claimed to have seen. Now, Sir Danna hated him for what he'd done.
The look in Father Reverentus' eyes mirrored his fury at the deaths of the
Beggar Priests in Malandria. Was it so wrong that he wanted at least one person not to hate him?


"Well,
shite," Kiara said, letting out her breath in a slow exhale. "You
certainly do know how to tell a bloody good story."


"I'm
sure Sir Danna has told you more than a few."


"Oh,
you're right on that count." Kiara shook her head. "The things she's
said about you…those aren’t the sort of things I expected to hear from a
knight's mouth. She's going to keep coming for you until she has vengeance for
her apprentice."


Vengeance.
Sir Danna had made her intentions plain the moment she hired the Warrior
Priests to help her hunt him down. Once engaged, the Warrior Priests did not
relent in their efforts to deliver the Lady’s retribution. 


"I
don't think there's anything I can do to slow her down, either," Kiara said.



Her
words caught the Hunter by surprise. "Slow…her down?" he asked.


Kiara
fixed him with a hard gaze. "It's why you're here, isn't it? Thin the
enemy, throw the camp into disarray, muck up her plans? Sound about
right?"


The
Hunter's eyebrows shot up. How in the Watcher's fiery beard had she known?


"You
forget who I served for more than a decade." Kiara shook her head.
"That's just what the First would have done in your position. Whittle down
his enemy and do whatever he could to even out the odds. He'd have used every
underhanded trick he could think of."


The
Hunter said nothing. 


"Your
silence is acknowledgement enough." Kiara tapped her lips with the dagger.
"How much time do you need to reach Enarium?"


The
Hunter shrugged. "I don't know."


"Don't
know?" Kiara's brow furrowed. "You mean you've come all this way and
you have no idea how much farther you have to go?"


"Well,
excuse me if I failed to pick up a road map that leads to the Lost bloody City," the Hunter retorted. "They were all out back in
Vothmot."


Kiara
scowled. "Time hasn't made you less snippy, I see." She blew out her
breath. "From what I've overheard of Sir Danna's conversations with the
other Cambionari, we're less than a day away."


Hope
surged within the Hunter. One day? Was
it possible they truly were that close?


"If
you could find a way to slow Sir Danna down," she told him, her expression
pensive, "you just might be able to reach Enarium ahead of her."


"And
then what?" the Hunter asked. "Once I reach Enarium, how am I
supposed to do anything with her right behind me?" He'd given the matter a
great deal of thought. He couldn't keep trying to outrun the Cambionari. Even
reaching Enarium wouldn't offer him safety if Sir Danna could simply track
Soulhunger. 


"I
don't know." Kiara shrugged. "That's something you have to figure out
yourself. But at least you'll have reached Enarium, and you'd have a chance to
save the boy. Isn't that enough?"


The
Hunter shook his head. "I have to deal with the Sage, too. And whatever
minions he has waiting for him. I can't fight both the demon and the
Cambionari."


"Well,
you're smart enough to figure something out. The first thing to do is buy
yourself some time."


"That's
taken care of." The Hunter grinned. 


"Don't
tell me what you did." She waggled a finger in his face. "I need to
be able to say in all honesty I had no idea
how whatever you made happen happened."


"Why?"
The Hunter fixed her with a hard gaze. "Why believe me? Why help me?"


For
a long moment, Kiara met his gaze in silence. "I owe you my life,"
she said finally. "You not only spared me back in Voramis, you saved my
life. And I knew, right then and there, that you were nothing like the First
and the Third. The man I saw when I looked in your eyes was a man of violence,
of death, yet also one capable of being more."


"And
what if I made all this up?" Her behavior made no sense to him. "What
if I just lied to trick you?"


"Trick
me?" Kiara gave a harsh little
laugh. "Please, Hunter, I spent years watching the First manipulate and
deceive everyone, from the King of Voramis to the lowest pickpocket on the
streets. He elevated me to my position in the Bloody Hand because he found I
was nearly his equal in treachery and duplicity. It would take a far cleverer
man than you to fool me."


The
Hunter grimaced at the stinging words. "You're too kind."


Kiara
grinned. "In a way, it's the thing that drew me to you in the first place.
You may have worn a mask to hide your face, adopted a false persona as a cover,
but the man beneath was always visible. I simply know how to look better than
most." Her smile faded and her expression grew serious. "That is why
I know Sir Danna will not be easily swayed from her quest for vengeance. Though
it is rage and grief that drives her, she truly believes in the righteousness
of her actions. She is doing precisely what she trained her entire life to do:
kill demons and their offspring. She may be too blinded by her hatred for you
to accept or even be willing to hear the truth."


"Then,"
the Hunter growled, clenching his fist, "I will do what I have always
done. I will kill her, as I should have long ago."
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Kiara
rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. "Men! Always treating violence as
the first and only resort."


The
Hunter cocked an eyebrow. "You have a better idea?"


"Than
you going and trying to kill Sir Danna right now?" Her tone grew sardonic.
"I’d honestly say I can think of few worse
ideas."


"I'm
listening, then." The Hunter folded his arms.


"I’m
going to do something you would never think of," Kiara said in a mocking
voice. "I will speak to
her."


He
snorted. "And you think that will work? That your words will sway her from
this mission of vengeance? A mission that has led her halfway across Einan,
over deserts, wastelands, and mountains?"


Kiara
shrugged. "What harm is there in trying? It can't make her hate you any
more."


"If
you want to waste your breath, so be it." The Hunter gave a dismissive
wave. "Though I fail to see how you could
convince her to do anything."


"Because
I'm a woman?" A dangerous look flashed in Kiara's eyes. "Because I'm
not a mighty warrior like you?"


The
Hunter shook his head. "No, because as you said, she believes she is doing
the right thing in hunting me down.
If she truly thinks she is on a holy mission, nothing will stop her." 


During
the days he'd spent traveling with Sir Danna and Visibos, he’d seen the
fervency and zeal of the knight's beliefs. She was devout, staunch in her
faith, and driven by what she believed to be the will of the Beggar God. It
didn't matter that the Beggar God didn't really exist; Sir Danna believed he
did, so that was all she needed.


Kiara's
jaw took on a stubborn set. "But once I tell her who you really are, what you did in
Voramis—"


"She
will shrug it off as the act of a demonspawn acting according to his true
nature." The Hunter shook his head. "You said it yourself, she is
blinded by her rage and grief."


"Still,
it won’t hurt to try," Kiara insisted. "I may not be her equal in the
priestly hierarchy, but she and I have come to…understand each other."


The
Hunter's eyebrows rose. "And what could you possibly have in common with a knight of the Cambionari? Other
than your supreme stubbornness, of course."


Kiara
scowled. "Sir Danna and I are far more alike than you might realize."



The
Hunter snorted.


"We’re
both driven by the desire for retribution," Kiara said in a whisper so
quiet the Hunter could barely hear it. "For justice. Her, for her
apprentice. Me, for what was done to me and to Voramis by the demon."


The
Hunter had no words to reply. 


Kiara
continued in the same barely audible tone. "When you left me in those
tunnels, I thought my life was over. Everyone I knew, everything I had, gone.
There was nothing left for me in Voramis, so I left. I traveled without
destination, my steps leading first to Praamis, then to the north."


North.
The same direction he'd gone after fleeing Voramis.


"I
ended up in Malandria with a single copper bit to my name and no hope for a
future. All I had was the burden of guilt over what had happened in
Voramis."


"You
couldn't have stopped it," the Hunter said. "The demon—"


"That
makes no difference." Kiara shook her head, and a tremor ran through her
hands. "I stood by and watched the other Fingers of the Bloody Hand ravage
Voramis. I let it happen. Frozen hell, I even did some of those things myself.
Terrible things, things that wake me up at night. No matter how I try, I cannot
erase them from my mind."


The
Hunter knew those things all too well. The guilt of his actions haunted him,
too.


"I
stopped eating, stopped drinking. I had nothing left to live for. I lay in the
gutters praying for death to take me to the Long Keeper’s arms and erase my
shame." Once again, remorse twisted Kiara's expression. "But one day Sir
Danna found me, and she refused to let me succumb to my self-loathing. She
brought me to the House of Need, and had her priests care for me. When I told
her my story, of what had happened in Voramis, she did the last thing I
expected. Instead of having me executed for my crimes, she invited me to join
her on a crusade of righteous vengeance. She offered me what I truly craved:
atonement."


The
Hunter's eyes narrowed. "Hunting me."


Kiara
shrugged. "I didn't know it was you. All she told me was that a demonspawn had killed her apprentice,
her mentor, and the other priests. She had returned to the city too late to
save them, but she intended to hunt down the one responsible. The moment she
said the word 'demon', I knew I had found my true purpose in life. I would
atone for what I'd done working for the First by helping Sir Danna eradicate
every one of the demons around Einan. Starting with you."


The
Hunter tensed, but Kiara made no move for the iron dagger at her belt.


"Until
I saw you yesterday, I had no idea who we were really hunting."


The
Hunter shook his head. "I never told her who I really was." No one
knew that truth. Not even Hailen. 


"But
when I saw you on the bridge, the way you moved, that dagger…" She trailed
off with a shudder. "I knew it was you. Somehow, despite the impossible
odds, something had led me across your path once more. I didn't know precisely
why until just now."


"And
why did we cross paths again?"
the Hunter asked.


"So
I could repay the debt I owe you." Kiara gave him a little smile.
"You saved my life. It's my turn to save yours so you can save the world."



The
words left the Hunter stunned. He could do nothing but stare, shocked. It
seemed so implausible that one simple action back in Voramis could have such an
effect all these long months later. He'd made an impulsive decision to leave
her alive, believing he'd never see her again. Yet here she was, standing
before him. 


He
opened his mouth to speak. "I—" 


A
confused shout cut him off. "Hey! What happened to all the food?" 


The
Hunter's blood ran cold. The call had come from just outside the tent, where the
food had lain in a pile before he threw it off the cliff. The sound of booted
feet drew closer, accompanied by the voices of two Warrior Priests. 


The
Hunter had a single instant to act. His eyes flashed toward Kiara and the knife
in her hand. 


"Go!"
Kiara hissed, thrusting a finger toward the rear of the tent, which had an
opening like the front. "Out the back."


Without
hesitation, he rushed toward the opening and ducked through the flaps with
little more noise than the wind racing past. He kept to the shadows of the
tents as he crept along less than a hand's breadth from the edge of the cliff.
The shouts of alarm grew louder behind him as the Warrior Priests discovered
their missing supplies. The Hunter cursed himself for leaving the pack of food
behind—he could have deprived them of all
their rations and forced them to retreat. Now they could pursue him, though
they'd do it on near-empty stomachs. 


An
idea struck him—a desperate, suicidal, doubtless insane one. Yet he acted on it
before giving it a second thought. 


He
leapt out of the shadows of the tent and drew his sword. "Hey,
goat-fuckers, here I am!" 


Two
Warrior Priests and the Cambionari stood beside Kiara's tent, staring down at
the empty patch of ground where their supplies had been. At his shouted taunt,
they whirled and gawked at him. 


The
Hunter swept a lavish bow, then turned and sprinted up the trail. 


A
shout echoed behind him. "Stop the bastard!" Steel whispered on
leather as the three men drew swords, followed a moment later by the stink of
iron.


But
the Hunter didn't slow. Only one man stood between him and freedom. The cries
brought the Warrior Priest spinning around, and his eyes went wide at the sight
of the Hunter charging toward him. Despite his shock, he reflexively dropped
his hand to his sword hilt and ripped it free. 


A
snarl twisted the Hunter's lips as he brought his sword whipping across in a
powerful one-handed blow. The attack caught the Warrior Priest's blade with
such force the weapon spun from the man's grasp, and he cried out at the pain
of his shattered wrist. Before he could draw the iron dagger with his left
hand, the Hunter drove his shoulder into the man's abdomen. He lifted the
Warrior Priest from his feet, took two long steps, and hurled him off the edge
of the cliff. The man disappeared into the darkness with a faint scream. 


"Demon!"
A strong, angry voice cried out behind him. 


The
Hunter spun to face Sir Danna. The knight had emerged from her tent wearing her
arming doublet. Once again, he was struck by how little resemblance she bore to
the warrior he'd met on the road to Malandria. Her matted braids and the gauntness
of her cheeks added to her haggard state, and a storm of hate and bitterness
brewed within her eyes.


"Face
me, if you dare!” Sir Danna lifted her greatsword—Ildaris, the iron blade Lord
Knight Moradiss had wielded in the House of Need. “Let us put an end to this
here and now."


A
wry grin twisted the Hunter's lips. "Nah." With a mocking salute of
his sword, he turned and sprinted into the night. 


"After
him!" Sir Danna cried.


The
Hunter pounded up the darkened trail, relying on his reflexes to keep him from
stumbling. The faint light of the stars provided just enough illumination for
him to pick his path along the winding trail.


Less
than a minute after he fled the camp, the sound of pounding hooves echoed
behind him. A savage grin split the Hunter's lips as he forced himself to keep
running.


Any second now. When the shouts of fury turned to cries
of fear and pain, he knew his plan had worked. He'd needed them to react
without pause. No one could have predicted what he'd done to their equipment. If only someone hold told them to check
their tack before trying to gallop. 


He
had to hope at least some of his pursuers had fallen off the cliff. The fewer
that lived, the fewer he'd have to face in the final inevitable confrontation
that awaited him. He'd have to deal with Sir Danna before he reached Enarium. 


The
words from his memories, Her words, echoed in his mind. "Should the Cambionari find you here, with me,
they will do to you what they did to the rest of our kind. Look out there, and
tell me you would not share the same fate."


His
wife had sent him away for fear of what the Beggar Priests would do to them
both, to their child. He couldn't return to Her with the Cambionari hot in
pursuit. Unless Kiara somehow managed to convince Sir Danna to leave him in
peace—and he had little hope she would succeed—he'd have to make a stand and
deal with the knight and her company once and for all.


If
he didn't, Hailen and the woman he'd traveled all this way to find would be in
danger. 
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The
Hunter raced up the trail, his heart thundering and his breath burning in his
lungs. He'd left the shouts of the Cambionari and Warrior Priests behind him more
than an hour earlier, but he had little doubt Sir Danna would regroup and
resume her pursuit. With little to no food and water for her men, she'd feel
the pressure to eliminate him and get back to Vothmot—or reach Enarium—before they
starved to death. 


He
was running out of time. The thought raced through his mind over and over, and
try as he might, he could not push it away. 


If
Kiara's information proved correct, he was getting closer to the Lost City. He had to reach it ahead of Sir Danna if he
was to have any hope of evading capture—or being forced to fight the Cambionari
and Warrior Priests. Surely the Serenii city had places where he could hide, perhaps
even a way to conceal Soulhunger's presence from her. It was all he had to go
on. 


He
could feel Her presence waiting for him far ahead like a lighthouse across a
dark and empty ocean, a beacon in the back of his mind, drawing closer with
every step he took up the path. She was so close. He would find Her after all
these months. He would finally look Her in the eye, take Her in his arms, feel
Her warmth against his skin. He'd dreamed of it for decades. Though he'd only
truly remembered Her clearly since Voramis, he knew She had been with him all
those years, the memory that drove him onward. 


The
first rays of dawn began to appear over the eastern horizon as the Hunter
pounded into their makeshift camp. 


"Rassek,
Darillon, Evren!" he shouted. "We need to move, now!" 


Darillon
and Rassek stumbled from their tent. "What's the fuss?" the younger
man asked, rubbing bleary eyes. 


"We
need to move." Even as he spoke, the Hunter set about saddling Ash and
Elivast. "Our pursuers will be coming for us hard at any second. We need
to get as far ahead of them as we can."


"What
did you do?" Darillon's fatigue didn't diminish the force of his scowl.


"Slowed
them down as best I could." The Hunter waved away the question. "But
I doubt I did little more than set them back an hour or two." He turned to
the two men, urgency flaring within him. "Hours we could spend riding, if
you'd stop dragging your feet."


Before
either man could protest, the Hunter scrambled into his tent and shook Hailen
awake as gently as he could manage. The boy woke slowly, but a smile wreathed
his face at sight of the Hunter. 


"Hailen,
we need to go now," the Hunter said. "Can you get dressed quickly?
I've already got Ash saddled and ready for you." 


Worry
crossed the boy's face. "Are the bad men coming for us?" 


The
Hunter nodded. "But if we move quickly, maybe we can ride faster than they
can. All that heavy armor will slow them down."


The
lines smoothed out as Hailen's expression relaxed. "Oh, good. I like it
when Ash runs fast. The wind plays funny tricks with my clothes, and it feels
like I'm flying." The boy kept up a steady stream of conversation as he
pulled on his tunic, jacket, and the little baldric the Hunter had fashioned
for him. 


The
Hunter's eyes dropped to Soulhunger. He could feel the dagger's presence in the
back of his mind, faint and distant, but no less insistent. The presence within
the gemstone hadn't been as affected by whatever changed the demon in his mind,
but its demands had grown stronger. The Hunter dreaded what would happen if he
got too far from Hailen. 


Being
near the boy kept the voice at bay, and kept Hailen's Irrsinnon from overtaking his mind. But he couldn't fight Sir Danna
with Hailen beside him. Would the dagger's voice overwhelm him as it had that night in the House of
Need in Malandria? Would he once again wake up in a pool of blood, lifeless
bodies sprawled at his feet? In the red haze that had come over him, he could
hurt Hailen, Kiara, Evren, or the mountaineers without realizing what he was
doing.


Yet
he had no choice. If, as he feared, Sir Danna caught up to him, he'd need
Soulhunger for the inevitable fight. He'd have only the barest hope of
defeating more than a dozen highly trained warriors wielding iron weapons.
Soulhunger would give him a chance of survival, which meant a chance he could
reach Enarium with Hailen, stop the Sage, and save Einan. He'd endure the voices
in his mind for their sakes.


"Hailen,
I need to carry Soulhunger for a little while." His gut clenched as he
said the words. 


"Okay,"
the boy said with a bright smile. "I think it wants to be with you
anyway."


The
Hunter's eyes went wide. "You…you can hear it? Does it talk to you?"


"Hear
it?" Hailen's brow furrowed. "It's just a dagger, it doesn't talk,
silly."


The
tension drained from the Hunter's shoulders. "So why did you say it wants
to be with me?"


"Whenever
you're around, it feels like it's pulling me toward you." Hailen said it
in a matter-of-fact tone, as if it was the most normal thing in the world, and
gave a little giggle. "It's a funny feeling." 


The
Hunter hesitated a moment before removing Soulhunger's sheath from the baldric
around Hailen's shoulders. He could sense the dagger's eagerness to be drawn
and wielded, but he had no idea the boy could as well. Was it one more side
effect of the Serenii blood running through his veins?


He
pushed the question from his mind and buckled Soulhunger to his belt. He'd have
time to answer it and all his other questions when he reached Enarium. First,
he had to survive Sir Danna and the Stone Guardians and reach the Lost City. 


The
Stone Guardians. He reflected on the conversation he'd had with Evren last
night. He'd given it a few minutes of thought as he crept toward Sir Danna's
camp, but his encounter with Kiara—Celicia,
as he'd known her in Voramis—had driven it from his mind. 


He
ran over the passages from The Singer and
His Muse as he finished packing their meager belongings into his satchel.
Though he had no idea how talk of the bard’s manhood could help him, he felt
more confident about his guess that blood attracted the Stone Guardians. They'd
only shown up after he'd killed the Warrior Priests, and they hadn't returned
since. 


If
Sir Danna caught up, he'd have no choice but to fight, and the blood he'd be
forced to spill would attract more Stone Guardians. Could he use that to his
advantage?


He
worked at the thought, examining it from all angles, until the beginnings of a
plan formed in his mind. As he emerged from the tent, he found Evren awake and
helping the mountaineers tear down the camp. 


"Evren,"
he said as he hurried toward the boy. "You read that bit about the king’s
guardians, right?" 


Evren
turned to regard him with a curious expression. "Yeah."


"And
you think it could be blood that the
book's talking about? That attracts the Stone Guardians?"


Evren's
expression grew pensive. "It seems like the most logical answer, but I
ain’t never really sure with Taivoro."


The
Hunter nodded. "Good." He turned to Rassek and Darillon.
"Listen, I've come up with a plan, just in case things go sideways."


Darillon's
eyes narrowed. "What sort of plan? One that's going to get us all
killed?"


"Maybe."
The Hunter shrugged. "But if it works, it'll be the only thing that gets
us out of this alive. And, it could very well help us get rid of our pursuers
once and for all."


"What
d’ye have in mind?" Rassek asked, gripping Darillon's forearm before the
older mountaineer could growl a retort. 


The
Hunter told them. 


"I
don't like it." Darillon folded his arms over his chest. 


"Got
any better ideas?" The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. "Unless you've got a
Stone Guardian-slaying weapon hidden in your gear or some ancient magick up
your sleeve, of course."


Darillon's
scowl deepened. 


"And
ye think it will work, do ye?" Rassek asked. "Ye won't be gettin’ caught
in the middle of things?"


The
Hunter shook his head. "It's the only shot we've got. The only chance the
boy has of getting away in case things get hairy." He fixed the two men
with a hard glare. "And no matter what happens, the boy has to be safe."


"Understood."
Rassek nodded. "We'll be followin’ yer lead."


"Good,"
the Hunter said. "Then let's move."


He
felt the tension drain from his shoulders as he secured his pack on Elivast's
back and climbed into his saddle. His plan involved a very good chance of him
ending up dead, but it was the best way he could think to deal with Sir Danna
and the others once and for all. It would get Hailen out of harm's way. In the
end, that was the most important thing.


"I'll
bring up the rear," he told the mountaineers. "Just in case."


Rassek
nodded and took the lead, with Darillon and Evren forming a line behind him.
The Hunter tugged on Ash's lead rope and kicked Elivast into a trot. He cast a
glance over his shoulder as they rode from their campsite. Though he saw no
sign of pursuit, he had little doubt Sir Danna and the others were somewhere
behind him. How far? Now that was the question he'd pay a fortune to know the
answer to. 


The
day dawned cool, but the rising sun soon filled the mountain with warmth.
Within an hour, the chill had left the Hunter's hands, and sweat trickled down
his back. Hailen seemed fully alert and energized, taking in the mountains
around him with childish wonder.


The
trail continued to rise at an incline, not too steep but steadily climbing the
mountains. A noticeable edge of cold hung thick on the air, and white snow
dappled the tips of the jagged peaks around them. The very stones of the
mountains had begun to lighten from a dark grey to a muted reddish-brown.
Bright sunlight set the slopes and cliffs around them glowing, painting the
landscape with an almost ethereal brush. 


The
mountaineers, Evren, and Hailen seemed to struggle with the thinner air up this
high, but the Hunter barely noticed the difference. After all the time he'd
spent in Kara-ket, his body adapted to the altitude without difficulty.


Oddly
enough, plant life still flourished this high in the mountains. Slow-growing
ironwood trees filled the air with the sweet fragrance of their yellow-centered
white flowers, while cushion plants, moss, and algae covered the rocky faces
with a vivid layer of green. Here and there, patches of blue mountain irises
and yellow Wolf’s bane flowers provided a relief from the expanse of dull red
rock.


A
spot of bright color high on the cliff walls drew the Hunter’s eye. He squinted
in an effort to make out the details of the small, mushroom-like growth forty
paces above the trail. It had a long stalk and bulbous cap of deep crimson
threaded with purple veins, and grew in tight clusters of four. 


The
Hunter's brow furrowed. It can't be a
coincidence. Red velvet length, soft flesh, thick purple veins. An
incredulous grin spread on his face. Taivoro,
you mad bastard!


As
with every other clue, the playwright had concealed the truth within what at
first glance appeared to be nonsense. For thousands of years, the way to
Enarium had hidden in plain sight. No one had uncovered it because no one knew
where to look. No one but the Sage, and now him.


After
everything else they'd learned from the Taivoro book, the Hunter knew with
reasonable certainty that this had to
be what he thought it was. The “guardians
of my love fair” in the story referred to the Stone Guardians, which could
only mean these plants were the secret to dealing with the massive creatures.


The
Hunter wanted to pause and re-read the passage to see if he could find any hint
as to how a little plant could drive off a monstrous beast—a beast more than
twice the height of a man and with skin of stone—but that would cause a delay
they could ill-afford. His urgency to escape pursuit meant he couldn't simply
climb the cliff face and pluck one of the mushrooms for observation or testing.
Right now, they were about as useful to him as Serenii magick or the alchemist
secrets locked in the Temple of Whispers. 


Though
it grated, he kept riding, pushing Elivast and Ash as hard as the horses could
manage. The incline was gentle, the stone smooth, but the altitude affected the
horses as much as the mountaineers, Evren, and Hailen. Though he kept the pace
as slow as he dared, by noon he could see all of them growing tired.


Dread
filled him as his sensitive ears caught a sound from behind. Hoofbeats on stone. He glanced over his
shoulder, and a ball of ice formed in his stomach. There, less than two hundred
paces below him, Sir Danna rode at the head of her Cambionari and Warrior
Priests.
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Shit! The Hunter's gut clenched. No chance of outrunning them now. 


A
bend in the trail obscured the pursuers from view, but the Hunter had no doubt
they would catch up within an hour. Even if he pushed the pace as fast as he
could manage, only he and Hailen rode horses able to run. 


Tense
minutes passed as the Hunter forced himself to remain calm. The trail was too
narrow to push past Evren and the mountaineers. He had to match their pace or
else risk riding them off the cliff's edge. Yet with every thundering
heartbeat, he knew Sir Danna was closing the gap.


Things
truly had gone sideways, as he
feared. All he could do now was find a place where his back-up plan wouldn't
get them all killed.


His
eyes tracked the trail upward as far as he could see. The path disappeared
around a cliff, then doubled back fifty or sixty paces higher. There the trail
narrowed to a point barely wide enough for two men to walk side by side. The
sharp turn in the path meant Sir Danna couldn't simply ride him down. She'd
have to send her men at him one at a time. They'd never get past him.


He
glanced backward, but the cliffs hid his pursuers. He'd have minutes from the
time he reined in before Sir Danna and her men caught up. Hopefully, that would
give Rassek and Darillon enough of a head-start that they could cover serious
ground with Hailen. 


"Darillon!"
he shouted as he pulled Elivast to a halt at the narrow section of trail. 


The
older mountaineer reined in and twisted in his saddle. His gaze went to
something behind the Hunter, and his eyes went wide. "They're
coming." 


"Go!"
The Hunter thrust a finger toward the trail. "Keep riding hard."


"We
can't," Rassek panted. "The horses are too tired, says I."


"I
know." The Hunter released Ash's reins and jumped from the saddle.
"But you have to try. I'll buy you time, but you have to go on."


"Hardwell?"
Fear shone in Hailen's eyes. "What are you--?"


The
Hunter's gut clenched at the boy's panicking expression. "Hailen, I need
you to go with Darillon and Rassek. They're going to keep you safe." 


"I
don't want to leave you!" Hailen cried. 


"You
have to, Hailen." He pointed at the approaching riders. "I promised
I'd never let the bad men hurt you again, and that's what I'm going to
do."


"But
what if they hurt you?" 


The
question brought a lump to the Hunter's throat. Hailen cared more for the Hunter's
wellbeing than his own. Just one of the reasons the he'd known all those months
ago that he would die to keep the boy safe. 


He
swallowed hard. "I'll follow as soon as I can. I promise." He didn't
dare take the boy's hand; he couldn't risk Hailen's blood drawing the Stone
Guardians. All he could do was squeeze the boy's boot in what he hoped was a
reassuring gesture. His eyes burned, and he quickly turned to Evren and the
mountaineers. "Take care of him. I'm right behind you."


Rassek
nodded. "May the Apprentice smile on ye, Hardwell." He gathered up
Ash's reins and tugged the desert horse into motion behind his own mountain
horse. 


The
Hunter had one last glance of Hailen's fear-filled face before the four of them
disappeared around a bend in the trail. Blinking hard to banish the burning in
his eyes, he turned to Elivast. 


"Well,
boy, looks like it's just you and me again."


He
unslung his sword sheath from his saddle, strapped it to his belt, and adjusted
his cloak. The sound of pounding hooves grew louder as he strode down the trail
to meet his pursuers.


Sir
Danna reined in twenty paces away, surprise and suspicion in her eyes. He made
no move toward her, but stood with his arms folded and a blank expression on
his face. 


If she wants me, she'll
have to come and get me.


He
tensed as the knight dismounted, her mail jingling as her heavy boots thumped on stone. To his surprise, the
rest of her men made no move to dismount. The Hunter scanned the figures on the
trail and found Kiara riding third from the front of the line. He raised a
questioning eyebrow, but her expression revealed nothing. 


Sir
Danna strode toward him, her face as hard as the mountains around him. The reek
of iron grew with every step closer, accompanied by her unique scent of steel,
sweat, leather, and wisteria. Hours of pursuit had done little to dim the fire
of enmity burning in her eyes.


She
stopped four paces away, just beyond the reach of the greatsword she carried on
her back. A tense silence hung between them. He had no idea what to say to her.
Though she made no move to draw the blade, every fiber of her being radiated
menace. 


"Demonspawn,"
she growled. She barely reached his shoulder, yet her heavy armor and broad
shoulders made her seem somehow larger and more imposing. 


"Really?
This again?" The Hunter cocked an eyebrow. "I have a name, you
know."


Sir
Danna sneered. "The Hunter of Voramis, or so Kiara tells me. The name of a
killer, a murderer."


The
Hunter shrugged. "If it's all the same, I've grown quite fond of it over
the last few decades. Demonspawn doesn't
quite roll off the tongue as easily."


"Is
that why I am here?" The knight's face hardened. "So you can prove
you are as glib-tongued as you are treacherous?"


"Treacherous?"
The Hunter found his voice rising in anger. "If I remember correctly, it
was you who poisoned me and threw me
off a cliff."


"You
are a Bucelarii." Fire flashed in Sir Danna's eyes. "Your kind has
plagued this world for far too long. I was simply doing what I trained my entire
life to."


The
Hunter folded his arms. "So you say. Which begs the question: why aren't
you ordering your men to kill me? After all, you have me cornered, don't
you?"


Sir
Danna snorted. "You hold the high ground, forcing me to send my men at you
one at a time. My revulsion for you and everything you represent has not dulled
my wits. I will not lead my men to a slaughter." 


"You've
come to face me yourself, have you?" The Hunter smiled. "A glorious
battle to the death. Righteous knight, servant of justice, versus assassin,
demon, and killer."


"No."
Her words came out clipped, tight. "I am here…to talk."


The
Hunter's eyes flashed toward Kiara, who gave a little nod.


"Somehow,
you convinced Kiara that you had something worth saying," Sir Danna said. "So
speak your piece, murderer."


The
Hunter drew in a deep breath. "What would you have me say? You’ve already
made up your mind to kill me."


Sir
Danna's expression turned icy. "Every man, even one with the blood of
demons running in his vein, deserves a fair trial. I will be judge and jury
here."


"You
look more like an executioner," the Hunter retorted. 


Sir
Danna's jaw clenched and her fists tightened, but she made no move for her
weapons. "My patience is reaching its end, Hunter." She spat the word and her mouth twisted as if at a
foul taste.


"As
is mine." The Hunter took a step toward her, and he hid a smile as she
instinctively tensed. "You and your men have pursued me since Vothmot, but
stopping me would be a mistake."


"Because
of some demon you hunt?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Precisely. The Sage is more than just 'some demon'—he is
the one controlling all the Abiarazi
on Einan."


Sir
Danna's brow furrowed. "There are no demons still alive—"


The
Hunter cut her off with a slash of his hand. "Isn't that what you believed
about the Bucelarii? You were wrong about that, so maybe, just bloody maybe,
you're wrong about this, too." He thrust a finger at Kiara. "Doubt my
word, but Kiara will tell you what she saw."


"She
already has." Sir Danna spoke in a slow voice. "Which is the only
reason I agreed to speak with you rather than cut you down where you stand. But
if you think I will simply let you go on your way without—"


"That's
exactly what you need to do!" The Hunter's voice rose to a shout that
echoed across the mountains. "Every Watcher-damned second you delay me
here, the Sage gets closer to carrying out whatever he's planning and bringing
the Destroyer back to life."


"And
why should I believe that you and he are not in league?" Sir Danna
demanded, her expression hardening. 


The
Hunter threw up his hands. "Because, like I already told you, I don't work
with demons. I bloody kill
them." 


"You
killed this First of Voramis in
vengeance for what he did to your little girl, but that is no less than I'd
expect from your kind." Sir Danna narrowed her eyes. "Yet, just days
later, you murder a score of priests in Malandria. Not something a 'hero' like
you claim to be would do."


The
Hunter growled in frustration. "I never claimed to be a fucking hero. I'm
simply the only one capable of stopping the Sage."


Sir
Danna bristled and drew herself up to her full height. "I have trained my
entire life to—"


"Some
lot of good you've done!" The Hunter bared his teeth. "You had a
bloody demon controlling the Order of Midas in Malandria, while another
masqueraded as an Illusionist Cleric in your own temple."


"You
cannot prove that." Sir Danna gave a little wince.


"I
looked into that creature's eyes and
saw the empty hells there. Just as you see here." He thrust a finger at
his own eyes. "I knew him for what he was the moment I saw him. I just
wish you could say the same for yourself."


Again,
Sir Danna flinched. "Then if, as you say," she said in a slow voice,
"you truly do wish to put an end to the Sage, I will help you."


Both
of the Hunter's eyebrows rose. "Help me? I thought you wanted me
dead."


"More
than you could possibly imagine," the knight growled. "But if
something threatens all of Einan, it is my duty to deal with it. I will go to
Enarium and deal with this Sage. And you'll come with me…" A vicious smile
twisted her face. "In iron chains. When we have eliminated the demon, you
will join the rest of your kind in their final resting place beside
Khar'nath."


Memory
washed over the Hunter. Once again, he stood in Enarium, a lifetime ago. 


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


Horror
writhed like a worm in his gut. The Cambionari had done that. They had hunted
down four hundred and sixty-seven Bucelarii from around Einan, then buried them
beside Khar’nath. A grisly reminder of what they truly were—creatures from a
fiery hell. 


He
buried his fury at the Cambionari down deep. Right now, something else she'd
said caught his attention.


"You
know the way to Enarium?" he asked. 


"Of
course. All Cambionari do." 


The
Hunter's eyes went wide at her matter-of-fact tone. 


The
cruel smile returned to the knight's face. "How else do you think we know
where to drag the corpses of the Bucelarii we kill?" 


Disgust
radiated from the presence in the Hunter's mind, and the demon shrieked at him
to kill her. Soulhunger added its demands. For once, the Hunter had no desire
to refuse. Fury surged within him at the callous way she spoke of slaughtering
his kin. It took all of his effort not to draw his weapons and attack. This
woman before him, like all the rest of the Cambionari, was responsible for
eradicating the Bucelarii. He was the last of his kind because of Sir Danna and
the other Beggar Priests. 


"Yes,
I recognize that look in your eyes, Hunter." Sir Danna spoke in a harsh
whisper, hatred and bitterness lacing her tone. "What you're feeling, it's
the same thing I feel every time I think about what you did to Visibos."


Mention
of the apprentice brought back the stab of guilt that had plagued him ever
since his encounter with Father Reverentus in Vothmot. He truly hadn't intended to kill Visibos. 


"I
was the one who found his body." The knight's words dripped vitriol, and
her rage-filled eyes pierced to the core of his being. "After I returned
to Malandria and found Father Pietus and the others. But it wasn't until days
later that I thought to check the vault." She shook her head. "A
horrible death, one you condemned him to. And for that, you will pay. You will
join the rest of your kind in the graves around Khar'nath."


"You're
a fool if you think I'll be led like a sheep to the slaughter." The Hunter
bared his teeth, speaking in the same low, hard tone. "I will not be
shackled or tortured. I have had my fill of both. Kill me here, or let me go so
I can put an end to the Sage and the threat he poses to all of Einan."


"Given
that choice," Sir Danna said in a slow voice, her smile hard and sharp, "I'll
always choose the former." With
a furious roar, she attacked. 
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Sir
Danna didn't bother with her greatsword; this close to the Hunter, she had no
hope of drawing it in time. Instead, her hands dropped to her belt and ripped two
daggers free of their sheaths. The stink of iron filled the air as she rushed
the Hunter, swiping and thrusting with the short, quick strikes of an
experienced knife fighter.


From
the moment he saw the fury in her eyes, the Hunter had expected the attack.
Despite Sir Danna's speed—impressive for someone wearing such heavy armor—the
Hunter moved faster. His long sword whispered from its sheath to parry her
first dagger strike, dodged a second, and knocked a third wide with Soulhunger.
A puff of smoke rose from the metal at contact with the iron.


He
took a single step back, feigning retreat. Sir Danna pursued, but the Hunter
shuffled forward quickly instead, steeping inside the reach of her widespread
arms. He whipped his right elbow upward, and the point cracked into the underside of her chin. She staggered backward,
blinking and shaking her head. Blood trickled from her mouth and lip.


The
Hunter pressed her, hacking at her mailed hands with his long sword. Her
greaves and gauntlets kept his sword from slicing flesh, but they failed to dull
the impact. Sir Danna grunted in pain, the daggers falling from her grip.


The
Hunter drove his boot into her chest, and the force of his kick sent her
staggering backward. A gasp arose from her Cambionari and Warrior Priests as
Sir Danna tottered on the edge of the cliff. She righted herself and, fixing
him with a venomous gaze, drew Lord Knight Moradiss' iron greatsword. 


Ildaris
seemed to sing as it slipped free of its sheath. The blade was nearly as long
as Sir Danna was tall, with a tapered blade and shortened fuller. The
extra-long hilt provided space for two gauntleted hands to grip, with an
extra-wide, sharpened crossguard to serve as both protection and an added
weapon. Near the crossguard, the blade lacked an edge, perfect for a gloved
hand to grip in a wicked maneuver known as half-swording. In the hands of a
trained combatant, the greatsword could deal impressive amounts of damage. 


And
Sir Danna clearly had spent time training with the weapon. "It ends here, Demonspawn," she growled as she
hefted the blade. 


The
Hunter shook his head. "If you kill me, you are bringing about the end of
Einan. The Sage must be stopped at all costs."


"And
he will be." The knight stalked toward him, greatsword held out before
her. "I will hunt him down and put an end to his machinations."


"Just
how do you plan to do that?” the Hunter snapped. “If you couldn't even sense
Garanis right in your midst, how can you find one demon in the middle of
Enarium?" 


Sir
Danna's eyes narrowed, and she hesitated a moment. 


The
Hunter held up Soulhunger. "You said you can feel the dagger I carry. The
Sage carries no weapons for you to track. Your abilities will not serve you
when hunting demons, will they?"


The
tip of the sword wavered as a hint of doubt pierced the knight's mask of anger.



Hope
surged within the Hunter. "You have no idea what the Sage looks like or
where to find him. But I do. I can track his scent, the foul odor of decay that
marks him as an Abiarazi. He has abandoned the last of his demonic powers to
become fully human, but he cannot escape me. I am the Hunter of Voramis, and I always catch my prey."


For
a single moment, Sir Danna actually looked like she would accept his words. He
saw the truth flash in her eyes: she had no way to hunt the Abiarazi. She had
spent her life preparing to hunt Bucelarii like him, but her training hadn't
prepared her to face a full-blood demon. 


The
moment passed, and the uncertainty faded from her expression. Her face hardened
and she lifted the iron sword. "Your lies will not sway me from my true
purpose, Hunter. If the Sage truly exists and hides in Enarium, my Cambionari
and I will find him."


"How?"
the Hunter asked. 


Sir
Danna shrugged off the question. "We will deal with him and prevent the
return of the Destroyer ourselves. You will join the rest of your kind in the
grave."


She
took two quick steps forward and brought the huge blade swinging across in a
horizontal attack aimed at the Hunter's chest. The Hunter leapt backward, and
the iron tip whistled past, a finger's breadth from carving through armor and
flesh. Sir Danna didn't give him a chance to recover, but kept up the pressure.
She whirled the sword around in great, sweeping arcs that forced the Hunter
backward. 


The
Hunter gave ground, using his long sword to deflect rather than block the
strikes. Against a steel blade, he'd take a hit to get inside his opponent's
guard. But facing the iron sword, he couldn't risk even a glancing blow. The
iron's poison would dull his reflexes, sap the strength from his muscles, and
ultimately kill him.


Sir
Danna's greatsword gave her a longer reach, but it also weighed far more than
the Hunter's longsword. The anger on the knight's face grew ragged as her
breaths came harder. Her blows lost power and speed, becoming wilder and more
desperate as she fatigued. One cross-body blow dipped at the end of its arc,
her tired muscles unable to control the weighty blade. 


The
Hunter seized the opening and leapt toward Sir Danna, hacking out with his
longsword. She threw up an arm to protect her unhelmeted head, and the Hunter's
steel blade clanged off her heavy
gauntlet. She grunted in pain, but brought the hilt of her sword up one-handed
to punch out at him. The Hunter slipped aside from the blow and drove his own
crossguard into her face. She staggered backward, blood streaming from her nose
and split lip.


The
Hunter drove Soulhunger up toward her throat, but she managed to twist her head
aside at the last moment. The dagger shrieked in delight as it carved a shallow
line along her jaw and up her cheek. Sir Danna's armored knee flashed up toward
the Hunter's groin, but he sidestepped the attack. 


A
shout of alarm sounded from Sir Danna's men as the Hunter slid his leg behind
the knight's and threw her over his hip. She crashed to the ground in a
cacophony of clattering steel, landing less than a hand's breadth from the edge
of the cliff.


The
Hunter raised his sword to strike, but a Warrior Priest lunged in the way,
hacking at him with a steel sword. The Hunter caught the blow with Soulhunger
and brought his own sword across in a blur. The tip of the blade ripped through
the side of the man's neck. Blood misted in the air. The Warrior Priest fell to
one knee, crimson gushing from his sliced throat. 


A
cry of pain echoed somewhere far behind the Hunter. Behind? His heart leapt to his throat. No! 


Before
he could move, a terrible roar echoed from the canyon walls. All eyes flashed
toward the top of the nearby cliff and the massive, stone-skinned monster crouched
there. The Stone Guardians smelled blood.


"Back!"
Kiara cried, sawing at her horse's reins. Chaos gripped the lines of the
Warrior Priests and Cambionari as they tried to retreat. With another gut-twisting
roar, the Stone Guardian leapt from the cliff toward the corpse of the Warrior
Priest. The ground shook beneath the impact of the monstrous creature, and its
bulk crushed the two white-cloaked figures that had been racing toward the
Hunter and Sir Danna.


The
Hunter shot a glance at the knight. Sir Danna had risen to her feet, and she
held the greatsword gripped in two hands as she stared at the massive Stone
Guardian. 


"Final
warning," the Hunter called as he sheathed his sword and Soulhunger.
"Leave me alone to reach Enarium, and you can hunt me down after I've dealt
with the Sage. Try and stop me, and I'll put you down."


"You
will not escape me, Hunter!" Sir Danna shouted.


"You've
been warned," the Hunter growled, then turned and raced up the trail.


He
leapt into Elivast's saddle and kicked the horse into motion. He'd stalled Sir
Danna to give the rest of his small party time to get farther away. He'd known
the Stone Guardians would come the moment they smelled blood, so he needed to
buy a few minutes to get Hailen and the others far from the Stone Guardians. 


But
that cry had to have come from one of
his crew. He tried to remember the sound—had it been high-pitched enough to be
Hailen? He could only swallow the dread writhing in his stomach and spur
Elivast to greater speed.


The
trail wended its way upward, passing through a tunnel carved into the stone, between
a narrow crevice in the bluffs, and around a sharp bend. The Hunter scanned the
way ahead, desperately hoping for any sight of Hailen and the others. When he
finally saw them, his blood ran cold.


Evren
and Hailen sheltered in a small hollow at the base of the cliff, staring
wide-eyed at the two figures on the trail. Darillon lay on the rocky ground, expression
twisted in pain, one corner of a massive boulder atop his chest. Rassek
struggled in vain to lift the huge chunk of stone. 


The
mountaineer whirled at the sound of his approach, his face ashen.
"Hardwell! Help me here."


"What
happened?" the Hunter asked as he reined Elivast to a stop and threw
himself from the saddle.


"Th-those
things," Rassek stammered,
"the huge stone monsters, we heard them comin’, so we hid here, we did. We
heard a crumblin’ sound, and when we looked up, the boulder was fallin’, ‘twas.
Darillon he…" The man swallowed hard and shook his head. "He got the
others out of the way in time."


The
Hunter studied the boulder. Twice as wide as he was tall, it had to weigh more
than four horses. Yet the opposite end of the corner crushing Darillon was
curved at enough of an angle he should be able to roll it slightly. Just enough
to get the mountaineer free. 


"Help
me here," he told Rassek, then turned to Evren. "Get ready to drag
him out from underneath." 


Evren
stared wide-eyed at the man on the ground. "H-He saved me. Hailen,
too."


"Evren!"
The Hunter's voice cracked like a whip. "Be ready!"


Evren
blinked and nodded. "R-Ready."


The
Hunter ran his hands along the boulder's surface until he found a suitable
grip. He clenched his jaw, drew in a deep breath, and heaved. The powerful
muscles in his legs bunched with the effort of lifting, and fire burned a sharp
pain down the back of his right calf. The boulder shifted slightly, but the
Hunter’s grip slipped as the chunk of rock in his hands crumbled away. Darillon
let out a weak gurgle of pain at the renewed pressure on his chest. 


Growling
in frustration, the Hunter searched for a new handhold and shifted his position
to get better leverage. He glanced at Rassek. Fear for his partner filled the mountaineer’s
eyes. "On my count. One, two, THREE!"



They
heaved, and the muscles along the Hunter's spine groaned and threatened to snap
at the strain. Yet the massive boulder shifted slightly, then lifted a finger’s
breadth. A growl tore from the Hunter’s throat as he threw every shred of strength
into the effort. 


"Got
him!" Evren cried as he dragged Darillon from beneath the edge of the
stone. 


The
Hunter released the boulder, and the ground shook as the massive weight crashed
to the ground. 


Rassek
half-threw himself down at Darillon's side. "Darillon, can ye hear
me?"


The
mountaineer was unconscious and straining to breathe. Though only the edge had
caught Darillon's chest, the Hunter knew it had broken the man’s ribs. He’d seen
more than his fair share of men in similar condition. Unless they received
attention from a Sanctuary healer, they usually succumbed to their injuries.


He
placed a hand on Rassek's shoulder. "I'm sorry," he said in a quiet
voice.


"No!"
Rassek shook Darillon's head. "Wake up, Darillon. Don’t ye dare be leavin’
me, ye hear?"


The
Hunter went to Hailen, who stood nearby, eyes wide as he stared at the scene
before him. He didn't brighten at sight of the Hunter, but sorrow filled his
eyes. "Is he going to die? Like Eileen?"


A
lump rose in the Hunter's throat. Eileen had been the daughter of Natania and
Ayden, the healer that traveled with Sirkar Jeroen’s caravan through the Advanat
Desert. The little girl, weakened by influenza, had succumbed to her sickness
and been discarded in the desert by the bandits that ripped her from her
mother’s arms and killed her father. Hailen had been there when Il Seytani’s
raiders dumped her like refuse. 


"I
don't know," he told Hailen, truthfully.


Darillon
had a chance of survival, albeit a slim one. But one thing was certain: the
mountaineer had to return to Vothmot.


The
Hunter went over to Rassek and crouched beside him "You need to take him
back. You need to get him to the Sanctuary. It's his only hope."


Rassek
turned toward the Hunter, and tears filled his eyes. "But…Enarium…"


"Will
still be standing a month from now, a year from now." He thrust a finger
at Darillon. "His only hope of survival is going back."


Rassek
scrubbed at his cheeks. "Our horses…"


For
the first time, the Hunter thought to look for the horses. Ash stood a short
distance away, next to Evren's nag. But he saw no sign of the mountaineers'
mounts. 


"What
happened to them?"


Rassek
jerked a thumb toward the boulder. "It crushed mine, knocked Darillon's
off the mountain."


The
Hunter's gut clenched. Darillon couldn’t survive the return journey to Vothmot
on foot. Without a horse, the mountaineer wouldn't survive two hours. 


The
words left his lips before he realized it. "Then you will take ours."
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Rassek
stared at him wide-eyed. "What?"


For
a moment, the Hunter couldn't believe what he'd just said. He and Hailen needed the horses to reach Enarium, so
why in the Watcher's name had he offered them to Rassek and Darillon? 


Realization
hit him like a blow: he didn't want Darillon to die. Not that he had any great
affection for the man, but he couldn't stomach the thought of another death added to his tally. Too
many had died because of him. From Farida and the beggars in Voramis to Master
Eldor in Kara-ket, the deaths had begun to weigh on him. He had no remorse for
the lives he'd taken in self-defense or the guilty he'd killed, but there were
other lives, innocent lives, snuffed out because of the Abiarazi and their
machinations. He had grown tired of carrying the burden of guilt.


"Take
him back to Vothmot," he told Rassek in a quiet voice. "Get him to
the Sanctuary. Save him."


"Save him?" Rassek gave a sad little
laugh, and fresh tears brimmed in his eyes. "He was the one who saved me,
so long ago, he was. Even at the cost of his own soul."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. 


Rassek
stroked Darillon's bald head and spoke in a halting voice. "Years ago,
when we first started out, there was a client, a Malandrian nobleman, who…took
a fancy to me. We needed the extra gold, see." He didn't look up.
"But one day, the man turned violent, said he owned me. If I tried to
resist, it only got worse, it did. He'd get his friends to join in the beatin’.
I nearly died once. Until Darillon saved me."


The
man met the Hunter's eyes now. "People die in the mountains all the time,
they do. No one suspected, not even the nobleman's friends. Not even me, until
we returned to Vothmot and he told me what he'd done. That's the day I knew he
loved me, and that's the day I fell in love with him, I did."


The
Hunter stood and placed a hand on the man's shoulder. "Then take him home.
Keep him alive." 


Rassek
nodded. "I-I will." 


The
Hunter left them there—Rassek cradling Darillon's head and whispering soothing
words—and strode toward Hailen, who stood beside the horses.


He
drew in a deep breath. "Hailen, it's time to say goodbye to Ash." 


"Why?"
the boy asked. Surprise and sorrow flashed in his violet eyes, and his little
brow creased to match the frown on his thin lips. 


"Because
Rassek and Darillon need them more than us right now." He crouched in
front of the boy. "Darillon's hurt bad, and he needs to get to a healer.
Elivast and Ash are going to help save his life."


Hailen's
eyebrows rose. "They will?"


The
Hunter nodded. "No one is faster than Ash, right?"


"Right!"
Hailen grinned. 


"So
that means Ash is the best horse to get Darillon to the healer quickly."


"And
Ash would be sad without Elivast," the boy said, nodding. "They're
best of friends."


The
Hunter smiled at the boy's innocent interpretation of the situation.
"Exactly."


Hailen
glanced at Ash, and his eyes went round with sorrow. "I-I'm going to miss
Ash." He rubbed the horse's long nose. 


"I
know." The Hunter squeezed Hailen's shoulder. "Me, too."


He
strode to where Elivast stood waiting. The horse's ears pricked up, and he gave
a little whinny at the Hunter's approach.


The
Hunter sighed. "Time for us to part ways, boy."


Elivast
nudged him, burying his long nose in the Hunter's clothes in search of treats. 


"Sorry,
I'm all out of apples." The Hunter laughed and patted Elivast's face. 


The
thought of saying goodbye brought a stab of pain to the Hunter's heart. He and
the horse had traveled a long way together. They'd left Voramis, journeyed north
to the Chasm of the Lost, and crossed the Bridge of Ilyerrion before Sir Danna
and Visibos had thrown him into the canyon. He'd been surprised at his joy when
he found the horse in the Beggar Priests' stables. Elivast had gotten him
across the desert, to Aghzaret, and back to Il Seytani's camp to rescue Hailen.


Though
he'd never had much affection for horses in Voramis, the months of traveling
with Elivast had changed something within him. The horse was more than just his
means of transportation or a beast of burden. In a way, Elivast had become a
friend—one who never judged him, just accepted him with the simple affection only
a horse could feel.


Swallowing
the lump in his throat, the Hunter unstrapped his pack from Elivast's back and
removed a bundle of hard trail biscuits, dried meat, and nuts. After removing
Hailen's pack from Ash's saddle, he took up the lead ropes and led the horses
to where Rassek sat cradling Darillon's head.


"You'll
need to travel slowly, else his injuries will worsen. The return journey will
take a lot longer." He held out the bundle of food he'd taken from his
pack. "You'll need this to get you home."


Rassek's
eyes widened. "But yer food—"


The
Hunter shook his head. "We've enough to get us to Enarium. This won't be
enough to get you all the way back to Vothmot."


"’Tis
more than we have now." Gratitude filled Rassek's expression. "Thank
ye, truly."


The
Hunter nodded, but could find no words. Instead, he simply dropped the horses'
lead ropes next to Rassek. 


"We'll
keep them safe against yer return," the mountaineer said. "Ye know
where to be findin’ us."


The
Hunter nodded and held out a hand. "Watcher smile on you, Rassek."


"Same
to yerself, Hardwell," Rassek said as he reached up and shook the Hunter’s
extended hand. 


When
the Hunter turned, he found Evren already sitting in his saddle. "I'm comin’
with you," the young thief told him, his jaw set in a stubborn expression.



"No,
you're not." The Hunter shook his head. "Rassek's going to need your
help getting Darillon back to Vothmot."


"But—"


"I
can't take you with me, Evren," the Hunter said, his voice harsh.
"There is only death in the mountains for you now."


Evren's
eyes hardened. "I ain’t no slouch. I can take care of myself. I can
fight."


"I
know. You're as capable and clever a thief as I've ever met. But out here,
that's not enough to survive." 


"But
you're takin’ him." Evren thrust a finger at Hailen. "So why ain’t I--?"


The
Hunter cut him off with a slash of his hand. "I'm taking him because he needs to get to Enarium. But there's
nothing for you there. Your home is Vothmot. Go home, Evren." 


"Home?"
Bitterness laced Evren's voice. "You're sending me back to Vothmot to be snatched
up by the Wardens and hanged for defending myself. I'll take whatever’s out here
over that fate any day!"


"Then
make your own fate."


Evren's
eyes went wide and he flinched as the Hunter drew a dagger, but the Hunter simply
slashed the seam of one of the invisible pockets in his cloak. 


"Take
these." He held out a handful of gemstones—stones he'd taken from the
Beggar Priests' vault in Malandria. 


"Why?"
Evren stared at the gemstones with suspicion. "What's the catch?"


"No
catch, no trick." The Hunter shook his head. "Leave Vothmot and see
what the world has to offer. Or, stay and find a way to help others like
you."


The
thief slowly held out a hand, as if unable to believe what was happening. The
Hunter placed the stones in the youth's palm. 


"Every
man is given a choice," he said. "To stand by and watch while others
suffer, or stand up and make a difference. The choice is yours."


He
left the thief in stunned silence. Gathering up his packs, he turned to Hailen.
"Come. We've a long walk ahead of us."


Without
a glance at Rassek, Darillon, or Evren, he turned and strode up the trail, with
Hailen trotting along beside him.


Despite
the weight of his packs, the Hunter felt somehow lighter as he climbed. He didn't
quite understand his actions, but in his heart, he knew he'd done the right
thing. He'd given Darillon a chance at life, and Evren a chance at a future.


He
had enough food to keep them going until they reached Enarium. The fact that
they were on foot meant they would travel more slowly, but they had to be getting close. As long as they
kept moving, they'd make it before the Withering. He had only a vague timeline,
but he knew he had four or five days left. More than enough time. 


The
trail grew steeper and steeper, until even the Hunter began to feel the strain.
Hailen gasped for air beside him, and though his little face was set in a
determined grimace, the Hunter could see tears of exhaustion forming in the
boy’s eyes. He wanted to take the boy's hand, but didn't dare touch him.
Hailen's bleeding fingertips would attract the attention of the Stone
Guardians. That was one fight he couldn't hope to win right now. 


He
glanced up at another patch of the red-and-purple mushrooms growing above him. Their
bright colors taunted him. They hung high on the cliffs, out of reach, yet
still within sight. 


They
continued the climb, pausing when Hailen grew too tired to continue—something
that happened more and more frequently as the air grew thinner. Hope surged within
the Hunter as he saw the trail level off a short distance above him. Perhaps
the climb was almost over. Perhaps they would reach Enarium--


Ice
chilled the Hunter's veins as he saw the cliffs rising ahead of him. Once
again, the trail led into a circular hollow surrounded on all sides by unbroken
stone walls. 


No! Frustration and anger roiled in his gut.
This can't be happening!


He
dropped his packs and searched for the sapphire lilies he’d gathered from the
lake, but found only lifeless petals. Whatever strange magick or alchemy had
caused them to shine had faded and left them as dull as any regular bloom. Even
if they had glowed, in the full brilliance of the afternoon their dim light
would do little to help him.


Maybe there's another way
in. He fumbled in the
packs for the Taivoro books. I just have
to read the passage to see…


But
the book wasn't in the packs. His heart sank as he remembered giving it to
Evren the night before in hopes of finding more clues. With a growl, he drove
his fist into the stone wall. 


"Hardwell?"
came Hailen's quiet voice. 


The
Hunter glanced down. Concern and worry filled the boy's purple eyes, and he
reached for the Hunter's hand.


"I'm
okay," the Hunter said, moving away before the boy made contact. The last
thing he needed now was to draw the Stone Guardians' attention while he was
trapped here.


His
mind raced as he tried to figure out what to do. He had to be so close to Enarium, yet these cliffs stood
in his way. He had only one hope: he'd have to climb. The smooth stone faces
would prove a daunting challenge, and his fatigue and worry would only make it
harder. Yet he had to find a way to get himself and Hailen to the top. Maybe he
could fashion some sort of harness to pull the boy up. 


He
had just begun uncoiling the rope from his pack when he heard a sound that sent
a stab of fear through him. Hoofbeats pounding on stone, growing louder
quickly. Panic tightened in his stomach as armed and armored figures rode up
the trail, through the cliffs, and into the circular rocky hollow.


Sir
Danna rode at the head of the column. She’d lost her helmet on the trail below,
and new dents, scratches, and scuffs pitted her battered armor. None of the men
behind her appeared in better condition. Of the eighteen he'd seen on the trail
below, only ten remained. He felt a hint of relief as he saw a tired-looking Kiara
riding behind Sir Danna, with six Warrior Priests and two Cambionari trailing. 


Sir
Danna’s eyes brightened as she spotted the Hunter and Hailen. "Get him!"
she shouted in triumph and set Pathfinder galloping toward him. 


The
Hunter had seconds to act. He turned to Hailen. "Get down, close your
eyes, and cover your ears. Whatever you do, don't
move until I tell you."


Hailen
complied, sitting and burying his head between his knees. He clapped his hands
over his ears and squeezed his eyelids tight. 


The
Hunter slipped his pack—the one containing the Swordsman’s iron blades—over the
boy’s shoulders, then turned to face his enemy. Drawing his weapons, he bared
his teeth at the ten men and women that surrounded him with drawn swords and
daggers. 


"You're
trapped, Hunter." Sir Danna snarled, staring down the length of her
greatsword at him. "There's no escape this time."
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The
Hunter smiled. "Ten against one? Is that the best you can do?"
Despite his outward confidence, he couldn't help a pang of apprehension. The
enemy he faced bore weapons that could kill him and the skill to wield them.
With Hailen to protect, he couldn't risk a fight.


His
eyes went to Kiara. 


"I
tried," she said with a shrug, her tone apologetic. 


"Your
comrades have abandoned you and taken your horse and supplies. You have nothing
and no one to shelter you now. Throw down your weapons, Hunter, and surrender
without a struggle." Sir Danna's voice was hard, flat. "You have my
word that you will be allowed to live until the Sage is eliminated."


"Allowed to live?" The Hunter bared
his teeth. "How magnanimous of you." 


"Would
you rather be cut down where you stand?" The knight raised an eyebrow, and
an eager look filled her eye as she leaned forward in her saddle. "If
that's your preference, I'd be happy to oblige. I permitted your wounded
companions to return to Vothmot, but I will make no such allowance for you."


"You're
welcome to come and try," the Hunter growled. He leveled his sword at the
men surrounding him. "You saw what I did to your comrades on the road
below. Do you really think you can defeat me?"


Sir
Danna snorted. "The Warrior Priests serve Derelana, delivering her holy
vengeance. Falling in the goddess' service is simply them carrying out their
priestly duties." She motioned around her. "And Cambionari do not
cower in the face of demonspawn."


"Last
chance, Sir Danna." The Hunter fixed her with a hard stare. The knight
knew the way; she could make his journey to Enarium easier, if only she would
stop trying to kill him. "Let me go, or join me in my mission. Help me
bring the Sage down and save Einan." 


"We
will deal with the Sage," the knight said. "We will send him to the
fiery hell, and you along with him."


He
raised Soulhunger. "Then may the Watcher have mercy on you all." 


The
Hunter slashed the dagger along his right forearm. Sir Danna's eyes went wide,
and Kiara gasped in shock as the Hunter held out his arm to let the blood drip
onto the stony ground. 


"The
Stone Guardians will be here any second,” he said. “Try and fight me, you'll
have to face them. Ride away, and you live another day."


For
an answer, Sir Danna swung her greatsword at his head. The Hunter ducked the
blow and darted around to her left side, but a mounted Warrior Priest pressed
in toward him. The Hunter blocked a downward slash, twisted out of the path of
Sir Danna's awkward cross-body strike, and drove Soulhunger into the Warrior
Priest's thigh. He ripped the dagger free before it could consume the man's
lifeblood, but crimson pumped from the severed artery in his leg. 


Soulhunger
cried in protest at being denied the blood it craved, but the Hunter was too
focused on staying alive to care. He could feel the wound in his arm healing,
the bleeding slowing and stopping. But the scent of the Warrior Priest's blood
would be drawing the Stone Guardians. He grunted as a Warrior Priest's sword
carved a line of fire along his right cheek as he dodged a strike. He just had
to hold on for a few more seconds until—


The
cliffs amplified the roar of the
Stone Guardians a hundredfold. The Warrior Priests cried out and fell back as
three of the massive creatures appeared at the top of the cliff. 


A
sliver of hope formed within the Hunter. He whirled, darted toward Hailen, and
scooped up the boy. 


"Hang
on!" he shouted as he shifted Hailen onto his back. The boy wrapped his
arms around his neck as the Hunter scrambled up the cliff face. 


"Don't
let him escape!" Sir Danna shouted. 


A
moment later, the ground rumbled beneath
the impact of the first Stone Guardian landing. The wounded Warrior Priest
cried out as the massive creature lunged for him. An audible crunch of crushed metal, shredded flesh,
and pulverized bone echoed from the rocks, followed by a dull thump of a body striking unyielding
earth.


The
arrival of the Stone Guardians bought the Hunter the moments he needed. Before
the Warrior Priests or Cambionari could stop him, he'd climbed out of their
reach. He struggled to find hand and foot-holds on the smooth surface, yet
forced himself to keep moving steadily upward, taking risks he’d never consider
otherwise. Hailen's weight pulled him backward and added to the strain of the
climb. The Hunter's arms and legs trembled from exertion and sweat streamed
down his face. The shouts of pain coming from behind and below him were all the
encouragement he needed to keep going. 


He
risked a single glance over his shoulder. One Stone Guardian stood over the
corpses of two Warrior Priests, its massive jaws crunching through steel armor
and the man beneath with revolting ease. Its spittle sizzled on the stone and
ate through flesh. A second swatted at a Cambionari with a hulking arm, sending
the man hurtling across the clearing to crash into the stone wall. The
Cambionari fell and didn't get up. 


Sir
Danna battled the third enormous, spine-backed creature, with two Warrior
Priests and Kiara by her side. Rage twisted the knight's face as she hacked at
the massive creature with her greatsword. The Stone Guardian seemed to flinch
from her weapon, as if afraid of the iron. 


Suddenly,
he realized why the creature looked so familiar. He'd seen one just like it in
the tunnels beneath Voramis.


The
memories of that night swept over him, and he felt that instinctive stab of
terror as he faced the monstrous demon summoned from the portal into flaming
darkness. 


The
Hunter drew in a sharp breath. Keeper's
teeth! Is it possible?


The
First of Voramis had summoned an Abiarazi, an enormous creature made of
stone—identical to the Stone Guardians. Each of the demons he'd met along his
journey had resembled these creatures when they revealed their true faces beneath their mask of human
flesh. 


The Stone Guardians are Abiarazi
transformed by the curse of the Empty Mountains! The realization staggered him, yet it
made perfect sense. Who better to guard
the path and prevent other Abiarazi from returning? 


He
swallowed the acid surging in the back of his throat. He'd always known the
Abiarazi were monsters, but to see them like this brought a sickening
realization. Sir Danna and the Cambionari were justified in their fear of the
demons. If creatures like this roamed the world, they would wreak terrible
destruction. No wonder they had nearly conquered Einan during the War of Gods.
Only the intervention of the gods themselves had put an end to their
domination.


And
if the Sage returned Kharna to the world, the Destroyer would summon his
legions of demons once more. It didn't matter that the gods the Hunter knew
were fabrications of the Enclave—the creatures before him were undeniably real.
As real as Hailen or the stones in his hand. He couldn't write off the threat
they represented as nothing more than lies. 


The
Sage had to be stopped, and right now the Hunter was the only one capable of
doing it. Growling low in his throat, he forced himself to keep climbing
despite the burning ache in his muscles. 


"Hardwell,
I-I'm slipping." Panic tinged Hailen's voice. 


The
Hunter clung to the cliff one-handed and gripped Hailen's wrists in the other.
In the seconds it took to shift the boy's position on his back, he could
already feel the warmth of the blood trickling from Hailen's fingernails and
staining his hands.


His
blood ran cold as he glanced up. A Stone Guardian crouched at the top of the
cliff like an enormous reptilian gargoyle, its empty black eyes fixed on him.
It let out a rumbling growl and clambered down the rocky face toward him with
the speed and agility of a monkey.


The
Hunter froze. He couldn't fight the creature on the cliff, and he was too high
up to drop back down and face it on the ground. He was trapped, with enemies
above and below. 


Desperate
hope blossomed in his chest when he saw a hint of purple and red a few paces
above and to his right. He hadn't had a chance to test out his theory about its
use against the Stone Guardians, but right now he had no other hope of
survival.


With
a speed borne of absolute terror, the Hunter swung along the cliff face. The
Stone Guardian dug massive talons into the rock and sped toward him, dropping
at a terrific pace. The Hunter had seconds before it reached him. 


Time
seemed to slow as he raced toward the bright spot of color. Heartbeats passed
in an eternity, and the world narrowed to a single spot of purple and crimson
in a world of light grey stone. He had no time to look up and see the
approaching danger. He could only clamber toward the mushrooms at a frantic
pace and hope he didn't fall.


He
closed his fingers closed around the velvety shafts of the plant, ripped the
cluster free with a mighty yank, and hurled it upward in the same motion. 


The
puffy purple-veined cap struck the face of the descending Stone Guardian, and
it exploded with a little whuff of
air. Bright purple spores floated in a colorful halo around the dark grey face
of the creature. Stony flesh turned a sickly green in a heartbeat, shriveled,
and turned to a sickening liquid. Large drops of foul-smelling goo fell to the
ground.


The
Stone Guardian's roar changed to a howl of pain. It released its grip on the
cliff to claw at its liquefying face, and the massive creature plummeted toward
the ground and landed with a crash. The howls turned to coughing whines, then
harsh, choking rumbles. After a long moment, it stopped moving.


Keeper's beard! Shock froze the Hunter in place. It worked! 


He
scanned the cliff face for any more of the mushrooms and spotted two more clusters
nearly at the top. Hope surged within him as he clambered upward. Hailen's
weight dragged at his muscles, and he knew he'd never be able to gather the mushrooms
with the boy on his back. He heaved Hailen up onto the top of the cliff and,
fighting to ignore the pain in his cramping arms and legs, clambered back down
the few paces to pluck the eight mushrooms. 


One
of the caps exploded as he tried to pluck it free, and he nearly fell from the
cliff in his hurry to escape the cloud of spores. He had no idea what effects
it could have on his body and no desire to find out. He made sure to harvest
the remaining mushrooms with extreme caution. 


When
he’d collected the seven remaining caps, he hauled himself back up to the
clifftop and slumped onto the stone, where he lay for long minutes. His arms
and legs trembled from both exertion and the sheer, gut-wrenching terror of
staring the Stone Guardian in the face. 


"Hardwell?"
Hailen asked. The boy crawled over to him and stared down with worry in his
violet eyes. "Did the scary monster hurt you?"


"No."
Laughter bubbled up from the Hunter's throat—fear turning to an almost frantic relief.
"No the monster didn't hurt me. In fact, I figured out how to hurt the
monster!" He sat up and grinned at the boy. "The monsters won't be
able to hurt us again, now that I have these." 


Hailen
stared at the bright mushrooms and reached out to touch one. "They're
pretty." 


"Careful."
The Hunter pulled it away. "If you pop them, they won't scare off the
monsters any more." He turned Hailen's hand over and placed one gently in
his palm. "Do you want to keep this for me?"


Hailen
nodded eagerly. The Hunter tucked it into the boy's small belt pouch and helped
Hailen to stand.


The
shouts and cries of pain from below sounded distant, faint. The Hunter glanced
down. Only one of the Stone Guardians remained, facing Sir Danna, Kiara, and
the two remaining Warrior Priests. Even as he watched, two more of the massive
creatures raced across the clifftop and leapt into the rocky hollow. 


The
Hunter felt a stab of pity as he watched Kiara desperately dodging the vicious
claws of the Stone Guardian. He hadn't saved her all those months ago to watch
her die now. 


"Kiara!"
he called as he reached into his pouch. 


When
the woman glanced up at him, he held up two of the brightly colored mushrooms.
"This will kill them!" 


With
all the force he could muster, he threw the toadstools toward her. They flew
through the air to land in the middle of the Stone Guardians. The moment the mushrooms
hit the ground, the caps exploded, releasing their purple spores with a puff of
air.


The
Stone Guardians howled and retreated from the violet cloud. Three could not
evade it, and their growls turned to agonized howls as the spores did their
grisly work. Stony flesh dripped from demonic bones in sickening curtains of
green goo, and the creatures collapsed within seconds. One was far enough away
that it could escape before the spores caught it, but it made the mistake of
getting too close to Sir Danna. When she swung her greatsword, it sheared
through the creature’s leg. The Stone Guardian fell, and the knight hacked off
its head with a vicious downward chop.


Sir
Danna’s eyes went from the dead monster at her feet to the Hunter standing atop
the cliff. "This changes nothing!" she shouted. "I will still
hunt you down!" 


"Go
home, Sir Danna," the Hunter called. "I am not your enemy."


The
Hunter turned and strode away from the cliff's edge before she could reply. If
she answered, he did not hear it. 


He
had eyes only for the sight that greeted him as he looked up. 


Enarium! 
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The
Lost City of the Serenii sat atop a distant mountain peak, like a brilliant
crown of white and blue nestled on a pedestal of shining red and grey stone. A
towering wall of pristine white marble loomed above the surface of the plateau
upon which it sat. Beyond, enormous structures scraped the belly of the sky,
their glassy exteriors reflecting the sunlight in a near-blinding wall of
radiance. 


Three
concentric rings of monolithic towers, built of what looked like solid blue
sapphires, surrounded a single looming spire in the heart of the city. The
structures seemed to bend inward, as if paying homage to the stronghold
standing guard over Enarium. Clouds concealed the uppermost reaches of the
tower, almost as if the Serenii had built a fortress to take to the heavens and
challenge the gods themselves. 


The
sight of the city nearly brought tears to the Hunter's eyes. He'd seen the
works of the Serenii around Einan—from the Black Spire in Praamis to the twin
temples in Kara-ket—but nothing had prepared him for the breathtaking grandeur
of Enarium. More than the staggering beauty, however, was the knowledge that he
had, in a way, come home. Somewhere in that sea of glass and steel waited the
woman he'd crossed a world to see. The hunt for the Sage and the need to cure
Hailen's Irrsinnon faded for a single
moment as he pictured that face he'd seen a thousand times in his dream.


Golden
hair framed Her face, accentuating Her soft nose, high cheekbones, and full
lips. He could envision Her eyes—they remained concealed by the shadows of his
forgotten past—but he knew what he'd see there. 


My wife. 


But
first he had to reach the Lost City. He stood atop a flat plateau that
stretched for leagues to the north and south, yet only twenty steps from east
to west. On the far side, he could see the rocky trail wending at a sharp
incline up the mountain toward the single peak that stood between him and
Enarium. Four black stones stood silent vigil atop that rise, and he didn't
need to sense the stench of rot and decay emanating from the Dolmenrath to feel the foreboding
tightening in his gut. Those monoliths, made of a stone darker than obsidian,
held immense power. 


It
would take him at least five or six hours to climb the hill to the Dolmenrath. A glance at the sun told him
he had three or four hours until nightfall. No way they'd reach Enarium before
dark fell. He ground his teeth in frustration. Every hour of delay gave the
Sage more time to carry out his plan. 


First,
he had to find a way down. 


Hailen
trotted along beside him as he strode toward the far edge of the cliff. As he'd
expected, the unbroken cliffs had been another obstacle blocking the way to
Enarium. Perhaps there would be some way to get through, some Serenii runes
that unlocked the path. If, as Sir Danna had said, all Cambionari knew the way
to Enarium, she would know how to get through the cliffs. That meant he had to
keep moving to stay ahead of her. 


He
judged the distance to the ground. The cliffs were at least ten times his
height, and he only had enough rope to span half the distance. So how in the bloody hell am I supposed to
get Hailen down? 


It
took him a long moment to realize he had only one option: he had to make the
climb back down just as he'd made the upward climb. With no nearby trails
leading from the clifftop to the trail below, it was his only hope. Climbing
down had always proven more challenging than going up, and even more so with
the boy's weight dragging on him.


At
least he didn't have to rush it this time. He unwound the coils of rope and
used it to fashion a makeshift harness, as Rassek had done at the pulley-crane.
He helped Hailen into the harness, lifted the boy onto his back, and secured
the ropes around his shoulders and waist, just as he would his pack.


With
horror, he realized that he'd left Hailen's pack below. The boy carried his
pack, the one with the Swordsman's twin daggers, but he'd given all his rations
to Rassek. He bit back an angry curse. All of their food had been in Hailen's
pack. He could survive a day or two without eating, but Hailen would get hungry
soon. 


The
Hunter helped Hailen clamber into the makeshift harness, slung the pack over
one shoulder, and lowered himself over the edge of the cliff to begin the
downward climb. It proved slow going, and more than once the Hunter had to stop
for fear Hailen's shifting in the makeshift harness would drag him from the rocky
face. The upward climb had taken them less than five minutes, but it was nearly
half an hour later when the Hunter finally stepped onto the rubble-strewn trail
at the base of the cliff. His arms and shoulders ached, and his legs trembled
from the effort.


The
Hunter smiled at the sound of gentle snoring coming from his back. The exertion
and emotional turmoil of the day had taken a toll on the boy. In a way, the
Hunter preferred that Hailen slept. The boy wasn't built for the steep climb up
the incline. Though it would be exhausting, at least they'd cover ground faster
with Hailen on his back.


He
gritted his teeth as he adjusted the weight of Hailen and his pack, then began
the climb. Sweat streamed down his face and soaked his tunic, and he found his
mouth was parched. He dug into his pack for their waterskin and found it nearly
empty. After drinking just a few drops, he re-stoppered it and replaced it in
their pack. Hailen would need the water more than he did.


The
ache in his head had grown steadily worse in the last few days, but he'd gotten
so accustomed to the dull pain he hardly noticed it. Now, the force of the shrieking,
screaming, pleading, demanding voice in his mind sapped his strength and only
amplified his exhaustion. It felt like the weight of the world rested on his
shoulders, and his body strained under the burden.


Yet
he could feel Her presence, like a
beacon guiding him onward. He was so close to finding Her. He'd crossed an
entire continent, defeated men and demons, all so he could reach Enarium in the
hopes of being reunited. How could he stop now when She waited just beyond the
horizon?


With
effort, he forced his legs to move, one step after another, up the steep
incline, every muscle in his body aching. When fatigue and pain threatened to
overwhelm him, he clung to a single thought: he just had to keep going, and
he'd see Her again soon.


The
sun dipped toward the horizon and painted the world in brilliant hues. Darkness
settled like a blanket atop the mountains, and still he climbed. The stars
twinkled down on him as he forced his leaden feet to keep moving, his numb legs
to propel him onward. 


How
long he walked, he didn't know. It could have been five minutes or five
centuries. The cool wind caressed his face and ruffled his clothing, but it
could not diminish the fire in his muscles. He forced himself to take long,
deep breaths as he climbed. Everything but the ground beneath his feet faded
from view. 


The
rope harness dug into his shoulders, but he pushed the pain from his mind. His
spine ached from hunching against the weight of Hailen and his pack, but he
ignored it. One more step, then another. Onward without stopping. 


Eventually,
exhaustion and exertion triumphed, and the Hunter could climb no longer. He
lowered Hailen gently to the ground and, with a gasp, slumped to a seat. The
stone felt so cool against his back, the breeze so soothing. The beating of his
heart and the fire in his muscles drowned out all thought. 


When
he closed his eyes, the dreams washed over him.


 


* * *


A voice, deeper than the
ocean and wider than the empty sky, rumbled through his mind, but he could not
understand the words. Fear tinged its words—what could make a being of such
immense power fear so?


The knowledge of what he
had to do sat like a mountain on his shoulders, but he had no choice but to
bear the burden. He and all those of his kind. They alone could do what needed
to be done. They alone could save mankind.


The words crystallized in
his mind. THE DEVOURER OF WORLDS COMES.


 


* * *


 


The
force of that tremendous voice snapped him awake. 


The
first rays of morning light pierced his eyelids and dragged him from his
exhausted rest. The ache in his head returned with consciousness. The demon's
shrieking made him want to drive a spike into his own brain until it fell
silent. He squeezed his eyes shut until the pain diminished to a tolerable
throbbing. 


His
mind raced. What in the bloody hell was
that? 


Where
had that dream—no, that memory--come from? He'd never experienced anything like
it. The power in the voice, a voice capable of shattering worlds, sent a
shudder down his spine. Yet he knew he'd heard it before. It had given him a
mission, but what? What was it that only he and his kind could do? 


The
Devourer of Worlds. He'd sensed the voice's fear at those words. Whoever the
voice belonged to had to be afraid of Kharna. Though humankind called Kharna “the
Destroyer”, but some knew him as Devourer of Worlds. The name had come up again
when the Elivasti in Kara-ket had sworn an oath to the Sage. Something about
that name brought an instinctive shiver of terror down his spine, something
he'd never experienced, not even the moment when he felt the massive heartbeat
in the Serenii tunnels beneath Voramis. 


So what in the Keeper's
name does it all mean?


The
answer hadn't come to him by the time Hailen awoke a few minutes later. No sign
of the previous day's exhaustion remained, but the boy had once again become his
usual cheerful self. 


"What's
for breakfast?" he asked in his high-pitched voice, his grin bright.


"I
don’t know," the Hunter snapped, then winced at his harsh tone. Hailen
bore no fault for his irritation; his fatigue and the gravity of his
bewildering dream were to blame. He drew in a deep breath and struggled to
swallow his annoyance. "We'll have to find some food later. It was in your
pack, which got left back there." 


Hailen's
brow furrowed, then brightened. "Oh, what if we eat this?" He dug
into his pack and produced the red-and-purple mushroom. 


"See
the bright colors?" the Hunter asked. "That means it's poisonous to
eat."


"Like
it's poisonous to those nasty monsters?"


The
Hunter nodded. "Right. So we can't eat them. We'll need them if the nasty
monsters return."


Hailen
tucked the toadstool back into his pouch and fumbled among the items. "What
about this?" He held a small scrap of dried beef. 


"You
eat that," the Hunter said. "I'll get some food later."


Concern
filled Hailen's eyes. "But you're going to be hungry." 


The
Hunter gave him what he hoped was a reassuring smile. "I'll be fine."



After
a moment, the boy stuffed the little piece of meat into his mouth. The Hunter
drank a few more drops of water, then gave Hailen the last few sips. He
concealed his anxiety from the boy as he shouldered his pack. He had no idea
what awaited him in Enarium. Who knew if they'd find food or water ahead? Yet
he couldn't worry about that now. He had to focus on reaching the city first. 


The
Hunter glanced at the trail ahead of them. They were at least an hour from the
standing stones at the top, perhaps closer to two if they went at Hailen's
pace. He dared not let himself think about what awaited him once they reached
the top and crossed the last few hundred paces to reach Enarium. His excitement
from the previous day had faded to nervous anticipation. What if She wasn't
there? Worse still, what if She was there and didn't remember him? And what of
their child? After all this time, he or she would be a child no longer. Would
he come face to face with a man or woman that hated him for abandoning them?
What could he say? How could words hope to make up for centuries, millennia
even, spent apart?


He
pushed the thoughts aside and focused on Hailen. The boy seemed on the verge of
tears of exhaustion. He didn't dare take Hailen's hands and risk the bleeding
effect, but he couldn't stand to see the boy suffering so.


"Do
you want to ride on my back?" he asked.


"Yes."
Hailen nodded, scrubbing his eyes. 


The
Hunter used the rope to form a makeshift harness to carry Hailen. Once he'd
situated the boy in place, careful not to let Hailen's skin come in contact
with his, he resumed the upward trek. The burning ache in his spine, legs, and
shoulders soon returned, and he found himself fighting to keep climbing. The
voice in his head grew louder with every step closer to Enarium. The shrieking
grew so painful his vision blurred for whole minutes at a time. The voice made
it impossible to think of anything beyond gritting his teeth and putting one
foot in front of the other.


"Hardwell."
Hailen's voice sounded like it came from a thousand leagues away. "They're
coming, Hardwell."


That
snapped the Hunter from his exhausted trance. He glanced down the trail and saw
two figures below. His heart stopped as he recognized the heavily-armored
figure riding in the lead. Kiara followed Sir Danna. Their horses had somehow
survived, and they closed the distance up the hill far faster than he'd like. 


His
mind raced. He'd left them on the other side of the cliffs, but Sir Danna had
to have known the way through. The way through could have opened at dawn to
allow them through. Whatever lead he'd gained was negated by the fact that the
Cambionari had horses.


Keeper curse her to the
fiery hell! She would
not relent. He had saved her life—inadvertently, in his attempt to save
Kiara—yet she remained hell-bent on killing him. 


At
that moment, the cool mountain breeze carried a familiar, gut-wrenching smell:
the odor of rot and decay. Hope surged within the Hunter. He'd climbed more of
the slope than he realized. There, not fifty paces away, at the top of the
incline, stood the four massive standing stones. 


He
forced himself to climb faster, half-running the last distance to the Dolmenrath. It would end here, one way
or another. Sir Danna would die—and Kiara, if necessary. Nothing would stop him
from reaching Enarium now.


The
rancid stench of putrescence grew almost unbearable as he crested the incline
and staggered into the ring of stones. His eyes darted up the trail beyond
toward Enarium in the distance. Just five hundred paces from where he stood, the
white marble walls of the Lost City rose high into the morning sky, reflecting
the bright sunlight. The gate into Enarium stood open—so close, yet so far. He
ached to sprint the last remaining distance to the place where he would be
reunited with Her, but he dared not. Not yet. 


He
released the rope harness from his back and helped Hailen to sit. 


Hailen
flinched back from the obsidian monoliths. "Hardwell, I don't like this
place," he whimpered.


With
good reason. The first time he'd been within one of the Dolmenrath, he'd watched the Hunter slaughter more than sixty
bandits. His blood had activated the power within the stones. That had been the
day Hailen's heritage as Elivasti—as Melechha—had
manifested.


"I
know you don't, but this is where we have to be," the Hunter said,
crouching before the boy. He drew a small throwing knife and held it out to
Hailen. "If anything happens to me, I need you to activate the stones. Do
you know how to do that?"


Hailen
nodded. "My blood," he said in a plaintive whisper. 


"The
bad people are going to try to hurt me, but I'm counting on you to save me. Can
you do that?"


"Yes."
Hailen's lip trembled and tears rimmed his eyes, but he took the dagger anyway.
"I can save you, like you saved me."


The
Hunter wanted to embrace the boy, to squeeze his hand, to reassure him that
everything would be okay, but he didn't dare. He could only give the boy a
silent nod before he stood and turned toward the entrance to the Dolmenrath.


To
face Sir Danna one last time.


 












Chapter Thirty-Nine


 


[image: Untitled-3]


 


Sir
Danna reined in ten paces down the trail. Even from this distance, the Hunter
could see the deep scratches, scuffs, and dents in her once-shining armor. She'd
lost her helm, gauntlets, her right vambrace, and her left greave. She sat
slumped in her saddle, but her fatigue hadn't dimmed the fire of hatred in eyes.



"Haven't
you had enough, Sir Danna?" the Hunter called down. "Haven't you lost
enough men to this foolish quest?"


"Foolish?"
Anger twisted her expression into a snarl. "It is not foolish to seek
justice for those who can no longer do it themselves. It is not foolish to hunt
down an assassin and murderer." She straightened and reached for her
sword.


"I
already told you what happened that night." The Hunter shook his head.
"I had no desire to kill any of them, but they forced my hand. They
cornered me and would have killed me—"


"As
they were trained to!" Sir Danna's shout caused her horse to shift beneath
her. "They answered the Beggar God's call to arms, dedicated their lives
in his service."


"Then
they died in his service as well. Isn't that supposed to be your highest
calling in life? To lay down your lives following your god's orders?"


"Trust
a demon to twist scripture to suit
his needs," Sir Danna spat. "You cannot call your actions 'just' or
'righteous'."


"Neither
can you." The Hunter crossed his arms. "All who followed you are
dead. You led them to their graves on your misguided quest for vengeance."


"Vengeance?"
Sir Danna opened her mouth to retort, but the Hunter cut her off.


"You
may pretend it's justice," he said, "but I see the hatred that
consumes your heart. I recognize it all too well. Ask Kiara what happened when
I let it guide my actions."


Sir
Danna glanced at Kiara, and the woman gave a little nod. "He speaks the
truth, Danna."


"The
demons harmed those I cared for," the Hunter said, "and I sought
vengeance. But vengeance didn't bring back Farida, and it won't bring Visibos
back, either. Don't pretend you're doing this for him."


"That
is exactly why I am doing this!"
Sir Danna's voice rose to a shout. "For my dead apprentice, and for every
one of my comrades, friends, and…" She swallowed. "…companions you
cut down in cold blood."


"I
did not seek out that fight, just as I did not seek out this one." The
Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. "But I will not hesitate to end this,
either. If you truly saw what I did in the House of Need, how do you believe
you can fare any better here and now? With two
swords at your back, when I brought down nearly twenty in Malandria."


"Because
I believe in the strength of my purpose," Sir Danna snarled. "And
because it is the Beggar God's will that you die!" 


"Is
that so?" The Hunter barked out a laugh. "Did you know that it was
your Beggar God who actually pled with the rest of the gods for the Bucelarii to
be spared? In The Numeniad, it is written that the Beggar
himself told the Bucelarii he would one day call upon us to serve him." A
cruel smile spread his lips. "Your Beggar God is nothing more than a shell
to house the soul of Kharna, and it is Kharna's will that I live."


Sir
Danna's face went pale, but she tried to brush it off. "You lie, like all
of your kind!" 


"This
is no lie," the Hunter said. "Kharna is the hand that controls all
the demons on Einan. His body lies trapped, but the Devourer of Worlds pulls
the strings still. Which is why I travel
to Enarium. The Sage seeks to unleash the Destroyer, but I wish to lock him
away forever. Every moment you spend hunting me allows the true threat to go
free. Help me destroy the Sage. You can resume your quest for vengeance once
Einan is safe."


"And
I should just trust you?" Sir
Danna snapped. "Put myself within killing distance of you again?"


"Like
you did on the road to Malandria?" The Hunter nodded. "I did not threaten
or harm you in any way, yet you and your apprentice tried to kill me. If
anything, I should be the one seeking
vengeance for attempted murder."


"It
is not murder when—"


"It's
a holy mission, yes, I know." The Hunter rolled his eyes. "But that
doesn't change the fact that I saved you and Visibos. Twice. Yet you were the
ones that poisoned me and threw me into the Chasm of the Lost. What does that
say for your 'purity of heart'?"


Sir
Danna flinched as if struck.


"Father
Reverentus, the Cambionari from Voramis, told me that only those of pure, righteous
blood are accepted." The Hunter's smile turned mocking. "There's
nothing pure about that rage I see burning in your eyes. What would your Beggar
God think?"


"Nothing at all." The knight spoke
barely above a guttural growl. "The Beggar God is a lie. All of it is a lie."


The
words shocked the Hunter far more than Sir Danna's presence. When last he'd
seen her, she'd been devout in her worship of the Beggar God. To hear her
decrying the god's existence like this, it sounded like something he would have said, but not the words of
a priest. Kiara seemed equally stunned.


Sir
Danna continued, not noticing. "When I found Moradiss lying in a pool of
his own blood, I wondered at the Beggar God's purpose. When I saw Father
Pietus, Garanis, and all the other Cambionari dead at your hands, I questioned
why they had died while you, the
spawn of demons, went free." Her tone went flat, monotone. "But it
wasn't until I found Visibos' emaciated, starved, mutilated corpse in the vault
that I came to realize the truth."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "And what truth is that?" 


"The
Beggar God is no god at all. None of them are. They are nothing more than
figments of our imagination, conceived to give us something to blame for our
troubles."


The
Hunter had spoken the exact same words to Father Reverentus in Voramis. Hearing
them from her mouth sent a chill down his spine.


"If
the Beggar God truly existed—if any of
them did—they would never have allowed such a thing to happen. You would be the
one lying dead, and Moradiss would still be alive."


Something
about the way she said the name “Moradiss” sounded…off. It held a note of grief
similar to the way she spoke of her apprentice, the same echo of personal loss.
He'd heard it in his own mind a thousand times as he thought of Farida's death.
He'd loved that little girl—he'd only come to realize it after her death, but
he couldn't deny it. Sir Danna had cared for Visibos as a companion, an
apprentice, even a dear friend. But Moradiss…he'd been more than that to Sir
Danna.


"You
loved him, didn't you?" he asked. "Moradiss."


Sir
Danna's face hardened. "What business of yours is that?"


"The
truth, Sir Danna." The Hunter spoke in a low voice. "That is what this is all about, isn't
it? Revenge for my taking Moradiss from you."


"No,"
she said, but the words rang hollow. "This is justice for the deaths
of—"


"Not
even you believe that," he said, shaking his head. "You hate me
because I killed Moradiss, because I killed the man you love. You've come all
this way because of that."


Sir
Danna said nothing, but the venom in her eyes spoke volumes.


"That
is a pain I can understand, and a justification I can accept." The Hunter
softened his tone. "I have killed hundreds
to protect those I love, and I killed hundreds for what was done to others.
But the desire for vengeance must be set aside for the sake of Einan. If you
cut me down, the Sage wins. Kharna returns."


"Sir
Danna," Kiara interjected, maneuvering her horse up beside the knight,
"what if he is right? What if this Sage really is a threat?" She shot
the Hunter a glance. "In the brief time I knew the Hunter, I discovered he
was many things. A killer without peer, ruthless, merciless. Yet he was never a
liar. He told me the truth, even when it meant I would try to kill him."


Sir
Danna shot Kiara a questioning glance. 


"I
put a dagger in him," Kiara went on, "but he tried to convince me to help him rather than simply cutting me
down, as he had the rest of the Bloody Hand. When the demon would have killed
me, the Hunter threw himself in its path to save me. Were it not for him, I
would be lying dead in the tunnels beneath Voramis."


"Can't
you see he's using you?" Sir Danna snarled. "Manipulating you for his
own ends?"


"Is
that what you call saving your life back there?" Kiara replied simply. 


The
knight jerked back, her eyes narrowing.


"Whether
or not you like it, he did save your life back there." Kiara's gaze
searched the Hunter's face. "He saved mine,
too, even though it gained him nothing. Is that selfless act what a manipulator
does? What an evil creature, a
monster, does?"


The
Hunter struggled to hide his surprise to hear Kiara defending him. He hadn't intended to save Sir Danna,
but his actions had spared her life nonetheless.


"He
could have walked off and left us there to die." Kiara fixed Sir Danna
with a hard stare. "Those Stone Guardians would have killed us, but he chose to help us." 


"You
think him a hero?" Sir Danna snarled. "Because he saved your
life?"


"I
would never call the Hunter of
Voramis a hero. But neither would I consider him the same as the demons that
destroyed our world long ago." She returned her gaze to the Hunter.
"I do not know what the rest of his kind were like, but I know the man who
stands before me. The man who stands before us not to defend himself, but a
boy. A child. One much like the child he sought to protect in Voramis."


The
words brought a lump to the Hunter's throat, and the familiar weight of guilt
returned. Shame flashed in Kiara's eyes as well. She hadn't been the one to
harm Farida, but she had served the one who did. She had done many despicable
things during her years as the Fourth of the Bloody Hand, and she would carry a
burden much like his.


"I
am truly sorry for your apprentice," the Hunter said in a quiet voice.
"Had I wanted him dead, I would have simply put a dagger in him myself. I
would not have left him there to starve to death. It is a cruel fate, and one
that I unwittingly condemned him to. As for your Lord Knight…"


Sir
Danna's eyes flashed. "He is not my Lord
Knight!" Her expression grew sad, and her voice dropped to a whisper.
"He never was, and thanks to you, he never will be."


"I
did not wish him dead," the Hunter continued. "I had no ill-will
toward the man. He simply put me in a position where I had to defend myself or
die. I gave him a chance to let me walk away, and he refused. He forced my
hand. Just as you will force my hand if you continue to pursue me."


The
knight's face hardened. 


"Leave
me to my mission, Sir Danna." The Hunter was surprised by the pleading
tone of his voice. "Ride back to Malandria and mourn your losses. Better
still, join me in my hunt for the Sage. Help me bring him down and save Einan.
You could not save Visibos or Lord Knight Moradiss, but there are hundreds of
thousands more you could save. Help me put an end to the Sage and lock Kharna
away in his prison forever. Is that not the mission you have trained for your
entire life? To save the world from the threats no one else even knew
existed?" 


For
a moment, he thought she would relent. He could see his words taking effect,
the doubt in her eyes as the woman she had once been tried to break through the
hard, angry exterior she'd donned. A hint of the Sir Danna he'd met on the road
shone through as she stared at him. 


Then
the moment passed, and the hate reasserted itself. The venom returned to her
expression and her face went flat, icy. 


She
spoke a single word. "No." 


 












Chapter Forty 
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"Sir
Danna, you—" Kiara began.


Sir
Danna spoke in a low growl. "You are either with me, Kiara, or with him.
You cannot choose both. Help me bring him down or get the bloody hell out of my
way." 


Kiara
made no move to draw her sword, but shook her head. "I cannot stop you,
but I will not help you."


"So
be it." The knight's voice held no trace of emotion, simply…emptiness.
"Then crawl back into the abyss in which I found you. I have tried to help
you—"


"Help
me?" Kiara's voice rose in an angry shout. "You saved me from myself,
and for that I will be forever grateful. But I have seen the angry, hate-filled
monster you have become over these last months. The ruthlessness as you hunted
him down, your callous reaction to the death of every Warrior Priest and
Cambionari beside you. We lost nearly a score
of men and women that have ridden with us for hundreds of leagues, yet what
is your reaction?" She spoke a mocking parody of the knight's voice.
"They died in service to Derelana and the Beggar God."


Kiara
kicked her horse toward Sir Danna, and fury flashed in her eyes. "They
deserved better than that, Sir Danna. Every last one of them. But you are so
consumed by your desire to make him suffer that there are no lines you will not
cross, no one you will not sacrifice in service of your quest. I cannot and
will not follow someone like that."


Sir
Danna's jaw dropped. She seemed stunned at the tirade, and she stared at Kiara
as if for the first time.


"I
will not apologize for what he has done," Kiara stormed. "He has
already done that for himself. But what do you
have to say for your actions? How many others have died because of you? The
things you said you did in the name of justice and holy retribution? From where
I'm sitting, your actions are more demonic than those you ascribe to him. You
think that you are free of guilt because you wear the armor of the Cambionari
or profess to serve a god? The Keeper will judge you for your actions just as
the rest of us will be judged. On that day, how do you think you will
fare?"


The
Hunter was as shocked as Sir Danna. He'd known Kiara had fire burning within
her. He'd seen it when she tried to kill him for what he'd done to her comrades
of the Bloody Hand, then helped him kill the First who had caused all the
suffering in the first place. But this…this was a new strength he couldn't have
imagined. 


"You
bear the burden of their deaths on your conscience,
if you still have one." Kiara's expression hardened. "The lives lost
in your pursuit of revenge, even after you
learned the truth."


"And
what truth is that?" Sir Danna's face creased into a snarl, and her eyes
went from Kiara to the Hunter and back. "That you two are in league, and
that you've been working together since the very beginning? That you have been
conspiring with him all along, helping him to evade me?"


"And
how exactly would she do that?" the Hunter asked. "Until I saw you in
Vothmot, I had no idea you were hunting me."


"Until
I saw him on the stone bridge, I had no idea who we were hunting," Kiara
added. "All these months, as I followed you blindly in your quest, can you
possibly say that I was working with him? When would I have had the time to do that?"


"He
is a Bucelarii!" Sir Danna shouted. "You have no idea what dark
powers he possesses, what evils he is capable of."


The
Hunter shot the knight a mocking smile. "If she was working with me, she
would."


"Enough!"
Sir Danna shouted. "I will hear your lies no longer!" She rounded on
Kiara with a furious glare. "You will deceive me no more!" 


Ice
froze in the Hunter's veins as Sir Danna's hand flashed to the hilt of her
greatsword. He moved without thinking, his right hand darting into the folds of
his cloak for a throwing dagger. He brought his arm up, back, and forward in a
blur of motion. Sunlight glinted off whirling steel as the blade spun through
the air toward the knight.


Sir
Danna hissed in pain as the razor edge of the blade opened a gash along her
right forearm before she could draw her sword. Her fingers unclenched and the
sword clunked back into its sheath. 


The
Hunter's eyes widened as he realized what he'd done. The Stone Guardians would sense
the knight's blood. He had to get Kiara out of there before the monstrous
creatures came for Sir Danna.


He
sprinted down the hill, crossing the ten paces to Sir Danna in four quick
steps. Before the knight could turn to face him, he leapt onto a stone beside
the path and threw himself at Sir Danna. He slammed into her armored chest and wrapped his arms around her
midsection. The impact knocked her from the saddle, and the two of them crashed
to the ground behind Sir Danna's horse hard. 


The
Hunter twisted his torso as he flew through the air, landed atop Sir Danna, and
rolled off onto the trail below her. He came to his feet, sword held at the
ready. Sir Danna, stunned by the fall, lay groggy and dazed on the stony
ground. She'd struck her head on a stone, and blood turned her red hair an even
darker shade of crimson. 


"Kiara,
you need to get out of here!" he
shouted. "The Stone Guardians are going to smell the knight's blood and
they'll be coming for her."


"I'm
not abandoning her to those monsters." Kiara's jaw set in a stubborn
expression.


The
Hunter's eyes went wide. "If you don't, they're going to kill you,
too." He could hear the roars of the Stone Guardians growing louder. 


"You've
got more of those plant things, right?" she demanded.


The
Hunter nodded. "But enough for one or two." 


She
threw up her hands. "You're the Keeper-damned Hunter of Voramis. Are you
going to let some bloody stone monsters beat you?"


"No,
but I'm going to let them take her."
He thrust a finger at the prone form of Sir Danna. "It's no more than she
deserves for—"


"For
doing exactly what you did after the First hurt your Farida?"


The
Hunter's eyes narrowed. 


"She's
just as wracked by guilt and anger as you were that night I saw you in the
tunnels. Yet something stopped you from becoming the monster that the First and
the Third were. Even if you are the descendant of demons, there's enough good
in you to be worth saving." Kiara leaned forward and spoke in a growl.
"Just as there's enough good in her to
be worth saving, too. Even if neither of you can see it now, it's there."


The
Hunter shook his head. "I won't risk Hailen's life by drawing the Stone
Guardians to her blood."


"Oh,
no?" Kiara's hand flashed toward the dagger at her belt, and she drew it
and sliced a shallow cut across the back of her arm. "Now there are two of us bleeding. Are you willing to
let me die, too?"


The
Hunter's gut twisted. He couldn't risk Hailen's life, but the same thing that
had prompted him to help Kiara the previous day cried at him that he needed to
save her, too. Which meant he had to save Sir Danna as well.


"Damn
you!" he growled at Kiara as he stooped and hooked his fingers into the gorget
of Sir Danna's armor. "Get into the standing stones!"


Kiara
grabbed the reins of Sir Danna's horse and galloped the ten paces up to the Dolmenrath. To his astonishment, the
Hunter found himself dragging the dazed form of Sir Danna up the trail. The
knight was a short woman, but powerfully built and heavy with muscle. The added
weight of her armor made her surprisingly difficult to move, even with his
inhuman strength. The knowledge that the Stone Guardians would be coming for
him in seconds kept him hauling her as fast as he could manage. 


He
reached the standing stones mere seconds before the first Stone Guardian
appeared below him. The Dolmenrath
sat atop a hill, offering clear views of the mountainside around him. He could
see half a dozen of the huge reptilian monsters climbing up the incline toward
him, with more and more appearing from the surrounding mountains. 


The
open gate to Enarium lay just a few hundred paces from where he stood, yet it
could have been across the Frozen Sea. He wouldn't leave Kiara to die, and
Kiara wouldn't leave Sir Danna to the Stone Guardians. He had to fight. 


"Wake
her up!" he shouted to Kiara. "We're going to need her to survive this."


Kiara
crouched over the knight and tried to shake her awake. Sir Danna mumbled an
incoherent response, but her eyes remained glazed, unfocused.


The
Hunter growled a silent curse. The blow to the head had dazed her, perhaps even
fractured her skull. He'd have to face the Stone Guardians alone.


He
whirled toward Kiara. "Keep him behind you," he said pointing toward
Hailen, "and keep him safe. Shout out if any of them get too close."


Kiara
nodded and drew her sword. She gripped it with the familiar ease of someone who
knew their way around a blade. It seemed the months she'd spent with Sir Danna
hadn't been passed in idle luxury.


The
Hunter crouched before Hailen. "The stone monsters are coming, and I'm
going to need your help to fight them."


Hailen's
eyes went wide. "What can I do?"


The
Hunter gripped the boy's hand and held it up. "Your blood is the key to
whatever power is in these stones. When Kiara tells you, I need you to use it,
okay?"


Hailen
nodded, his expression a mixture of confusion and fear.


Kiara
stepped toward the boy and held out a hand. "Nice to meet you. Hailen,
right? I'm Kiara. We're going to watch each other's backs, okay?"


Hailen
nodded, and he actually smiled as he shook her hand.


The
Hunter gripped Kiara's shoulder to draw her attention. "That power the boy
has, only use it if things go really
bad. Got it?"


She
raised an eyebrow. "You going to tell me what it is he's going to
do?" 


The
Hunter shook his head. "No time. But when the time comes, get to the
ground as quickly as you can."


Kiara
nodded. "Got it. And Hunter?"


The
Hunter had begun to turn away, but her words brought him spinning back around
with a curious expression.


"I
never expected I'd run into you again, but now that I have, there's one thing I
need to say."


He
raised an eyebrow. "What's that?"


"Thank
you."


The
words caught him off-guard. 


She
smiled. "It took me a while to realize it, but you really did give me a
second chance at life. It won't be wasted."


The
Hunter felt his lips stretch into a grin to match hers. "Let's see if you
say the same after we get out of
here, eh?" 


Kiara
chuckled and nodded. "May the Watcher smile on you, too." 


He
saluted with his sword, then turned to face the first monster to crest the
hill.
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The
Hunter sized up the defenses of his position at a glance. The four standing
stones of the Dolmenrath stood nearly
thrice his height and easily two full paces wide. The gaps between the stones
were large enough for two men to walk through, but the enormous Stone Guardians
would have to twist to enter the circle. They could come at him from all four
sides, but only one at a time. Unless his luck turned rotten, he'd have a
heartbeat or two to strike down each monster before he'd have to turn to face
another. 


He
hacked at the first of the Stone Guardians to squeeze through the standing
stones, but his steel long sword clanged off the monster's stony skin. The
creature let out a terrible roar, revealing long, sharp fangs. The deafening
rumble brought back the instinctive fear the Hunter had felt in the tunnels
beneath Voramis, when he faced one such monster summoned by the First. A great
deal had happened since that day—the Hunter's fear had faded with everything
he'd endured and survived since.


He
seized the Stone Guardian's spiked chin and head and, with a powerful wrench,
twisted its neck. Its roar of triumph turned to a howl of pain as the movement contorted
whatever it had for a spinal column. The huge beast flopped, its too-long arms
sagging, and the Hunter shoved hard, hurling it back off the edge of the cliff
it had scaled. Stone clattered on stone, followed by a distant crunch as the Stone Guardian hit solid
ground far below.


"Behind
you!" 


Kiara's
call brought the Hunter spinning around in time to see a Stone Guardian shoving
his spiked head, massive shoulders, and heavily-muscled arms through the
opening behind him, two paces from where Kiara stood crouched protectively over
Hailen. 


The
Hunter sprinted the four steps across the ring of standing stones toward the
massive beast. He had no idea how he'd take the bastard down. He'd gotten lucky
with the first one, but--


"Use
this!" Kiara said as she tossed something to him.


The
Hunter's gut clenched as he saw Lord Knight Moradiss' sword, taken from Sir
Danna's unconscious hand, hurtling through the air. The stink of iron made him
hesitate, but only a heartbeat. He dropped his long sword, reached out, and seized
the hilt of the greatsword. His skin crawled at the near-contact with the
metal, even through the leather wrappings of the guard. If he was to survive
this, he'd have to use whatever tool got the job done most effectively. 


The
Hunter brought the heavy, black-bladed sword whipping around his head in a
two-handed blow that crashed into the Stone Guardians' neck. Even as he struck,
he dreaded the inevitable jarring sensation as the sword rebounded off its
stony skin. But instead of painful clanging
of metal on stone, the greatsword sheared through. The monster's furious
roars cut off in a choked cough as the sword nearly severed its head. It
slumped to the ground, spraying black blood.


The
Hunter stared down at the sword in astonishment. What in the bloody hell?


Back
in the tunnels beneath Voramis, he'd tried to attack the monstrous Abiarazi
using the Swordsman's twin iron blades. They had done little more than chip its
stony skin. But there was something different about this sword. It seemed to
hum in his hands in a way that no inert metal should. He didn't sense a
presence from it as he did with Soulhunger, but the subtle vibrations ran down
the length of the blade, through the hilt, and into his hands. 


He
had no more time to contemplate the marvel, for another cry from Kiara brought
him wheeling around to face a Stone Guardian clambering through the stones to
his right. The creature opened its mouth to bellow, revealing hundreds of
razor-sharp teeth. The Hunter rammed the five-foot iron blade straight down its
throat. The gasping, gurgling sound of the dying Stone Guardian filled the
Hunter with hope.


That
hope died a heartbeat later as the horses screamed, a sound of terror and pain.
Kiara's cry echoed a moment later, accompanied by the clang of metal on stone. The Hunter whirled, and horror turned his blood
to ice. One Stone Guardian tore the two horses apart, ripping at their flesh
with six-fingered, taloned forepaws. Kiara lay on the ground, her sword on the
floor out of reach. A Stone Guardian crouched over her, its liquid black eyes fixed
on Hailen and clawed hand raised to strike.


Time
slowed to a crawl. The Hunter knew he couldn't cover the distance in time to
save Hailen. In desperation, he thrust his hand into his pouch and drew out one
of the toadstools he'd plucked from the cliffside. He hurled it underhanded
even as the Stone Guardian's claws descended toward Hailen's head.


The
toadstool exploded in a puff right between the monster's hind paws. The Stone
Guardians let out a shriek of pain and terror as the bright purple spores enveloped
them. The cloud caught a third beast that had clambered in behind the first,
and it fell back with a howl. Their stony flesh sizzled and turned a sickly
green before dripping off in great gobs of sludge that puddled at their feet.
The three huge creatures collapsed and lay still. 


"How
bad is it?" he asked as he backed toward Kiara, not taking his eyes from
the surrounding hillsides and the Stone Guardians moving up toward them.


"Hurts
like a punch to the tits," Kiara grunted, "but I don't think the
arm's broken. The horses, though…" Sorrow filled her eyes. 


"We
need to wake Sir Danna up. We could use her help about now."


"I've
tried, but she hit her head hard. She may need more time to—"


A
Stone Guardian's bestial roar drowned out the rest of her words. The Hunter
hacked at the reptilian face poking through the obsidian stones, and the greatsword
sliced through the monster's broad, grey-scaled snout and tore through its jaw.
It let out a rumbling growl of fury, its shattered mouth hanging open, but its
beady black eyes showed only hate and rage. The Hunter buried two feet of iron in
its right eye socket. 


Something
struck him from behind, hurling him into the nearest standing stone with enough
force to make him see stars. He rebounded off the hard surface and barely
caught himself before he collapsed. Pain flared up and down his spine, and he gasped
for air as he turned to face the Stone Guardian that had caught him off-guard.


The
monster stood in the circle of stones, its eyes fixed on the Hunter and
six-fingered fists descending toward his head. The Hunter dropped to one knee
just in time to avoid the swipe that would have crushed his skull, then pushed
off his back foot to drive the iron sword clean through the monster's chest. He
didn't know if he'd hit its heart—twisted hell, did the thing even have a heart?—but the iron did its work.
The Stone Guardian stumbled backward, colliding with another massive creature entering
through the stones. The falling monster took his companion with him off the
edge of the cliff.


The
Hunter's arms and shoulders ached from swinging the huge sword, and his breath
came in ragged gasps. Pain raced up and down his spine and ribs with every
step. Yet he couldn't slow, couldn't pause for a breath. The Stone Guardians
kept coming, implacable in their desires to rend him, Kiara, Sir Danna, and
Hailen limb for limb. They were hate, death, and fury incarnate. If he stopped,
they all died.


Yet
even he couldn't keep fighting
forever. He hadn't eaten in more than a day, and he knew he was close to
dehydration. His body had its limits—every blow he took sapped his energy as muscle,
bone, and tendons re-knit. The iron greatsword also seemed to be weakening. The
humming vibrations within the blade grew louder and more painful with every
blow. The brittle iron couldn't withstand the impacts like steel.


In
a desperate gamble, the Hunter hacked off a Stone Guardian's arm, bringing the
creature down to the ground. He ripped Soulhunger free of its sheath and drove
it with all his strength into the monster's skull. The tip of the dagger
punched through stony skin, and black blood poured from the wound in its head
as it shrieked in pain, shuddered, and crumbled to the stony ground. But the
expected cry of delight from Soulhunger never came. The gemstone in the
dagger's hilt remained crystal clear, dull. 


The
Hunter's heart sank. During his time on the Warmaster's torture table, he'd
learned the secret of Soulhunger's gemstone: the screams of terror activated its
power and enabled it to consume his victims' souls. The sadistic demon had
spoken of specific frequencies and resonances—it had to mean the Stone
Guardians' monstrous forms changed their cries, preventing them from activating
Soulhunger's gemstone.


Soulhunger
could kill the monsters, but the dagger would not absorb their power or give
him what he needed to keep fighting. 


Growling
in rage, the Hunter left Soulhunger embedded in the Stone Guardian's skull and
swung the iron greatsword in a powerful two-handed blow. Backed by the force of
his fury, the heavy blade hacked completely through a Stone Guardian's head
just below its eyes. Black blood washed over him as the monster stumbled and
flopped to the ground within the standing stones.


Damn it! The Hunter growled a curse. He had to
leap over the prone form of the Stone Guardian to bring down the next one. It
cost him precious seconds, and by the time he turned, two more of the enormous
figures had entered the ring of stones. They ignored Kiara and Hailen, who
crouched behind the bulk of a fallen monster. Their eyes, pools of liquid
emptiness, focused on him, the true threat. 


Despite
their bestial nature, he could see some semblance of intelligence gleaming in
their dark eyes as they hesitated. Three of them faced him, a man less than
half their size, yet they could understand the danger he presented. The slain
corpses of their brethren made that much perfectly clear.


But
the primitive fire burning within their bestial brains drove them on. The three
leapt toward him at once, and it was all the Hunter could do to bring the iron
sword up to block their slashing claws. The force of their attacks hurled him
back against the stone, and his head struck hard. Before he could shake off the
impact, agony flared in his face. The Stone Guardians' raking talons slashed
his leather armor—and the flesh beneath--to ribbons. Blood gushed from the gaping
wounds in his chest, abdomen, and legs.


The
Hunter managed to bring one down with a desperate thrust, but that left him
open to the other two. A massive fist punched into his midsection. Bone buckled
and snapped, and the Hunter's breath whooshed from his lungs. He sagged to one
knee and tried to bring his sword up to block another swipe, but the Stone
Guardian battered through his weakened guard. The thing’s claws nearly removed
the side of his face, and his neck protested as his head was snapped to one side.



He
struggled to stand, but before he could push himself upright, the bulk of a
massive Stone Guardian crashed atop him. His arms and legs were pinned beneath
the creature. Its beady eyes and slavering jaws hovered a hand's breadth from
his face, and a drop of its foul drool sizzled on his flesh.


The
Hunter stared death in the face, and he felt only sorrow. Sorrow at failing to
protect Farida, and now Hailen. Sorrow that he'd failed to put an end to the
Sage. Sorrow that he'd never be able to look his mystery woman in the eyes and
hear Her voice once more.


In the end, the Long
Keeper comes for all, he
thought. None of us can escape forever.


With
a howl of triumph, the Stone Guardian bared its teeth. The Hunter expected the
jaws to close around his throat, to feel the warm gush of his blood as it
ripped him to shreds.


The
pain never came.


A
low humming filled his ears, setting the ground trembling beneath him. His eyes
went wide. That sound!


 A moment later, a wave of power burst from the
standing stones. 
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A
wave of power sizzled above the Hunter's head, slamming into the Stone Guardian
atop him and hurling the monster away like a ragdoll snatched up by a
hurricane. The four other monsters that had clambered into the Dolmenrath were flung from of the ring
of standing stones. Two pitched off the side of the cliff, and one hurtled back
down the trail, bowling over more of the creatures racing up the hill. The
fourth, who had been closest to the stone, was struck with such force that its
stony skin ripped away. Its keening cries of agony filled the air as it
staggered backward and toppled out of sight. 


The
Hunter's heart thundered as he levered himself up off the ground. Kiara stared,
wide-eyed, at Hailen, who held his hand pressed against the nearest stone. The
boy's face was pale, his eyes a deeper shade of violet than before, but a
relieved smile stretched his face as the Hunter staggered upright.


"Hardwell!"
Hailen cried, and raced over to embrace the Hunter. "I did it, just like
you told me."


"Damned
right, you did!" The Hunter grunted at the pain in his healing body, but
crushed the boy to his chest. "It was perfect."


"Bloody
fucking hell!" Kiara breathed. Her eyes darted between Hailen and the
little bloody handprint on the black stone. "What in the Keeper's icy
teats was that?"


The
Hunter broke off the embrace with Hailen. "I'll explain later. Right now,
we need to focus on staying alive." Even as he spoke, the rumbling howls
of the Stone Guardians echoed up the trail toward them.


The
massive monsters had fallen back, intelligent enough to fear the power of the
stones. Yet he knew their biological imperative to attack would soon reassert
itself. 


The
Hunter glanced down the trail toward Enarium. Three of the Stone Guardians
charged up the path toward the standing stones, but the mountains beyond them
were empty. The way to Enarium was almost clear. 


A
desperate idea struck him. He whirled to Kiara.


"Take
Hailen and run as fast as you can."


Kiara's
eyes narrowed. "In case you haven't noticed, there's not really any way we
can go."


The
Hunter thrust a finger toward Enarium. "Get there." He didn't know
how he knew—perhaps a fragment of his memory returning—but he was certain that
they simply had to get through the open gates and they would be safe.
"Take my pack. In it, there are two iron daggers. Only use them if you find yourself fighting for your life.
Otherwise, keep them hidden. Don't let anyone
know you have them."


Confusion
twisted Kiara's face. "What are you—?"


"I
can't explain it all now, but I will when we're safe. For now, just trust me
and get Hailen there now!" 


"And
the big stone fuckers in the way?" Kiara demanded.


The
Hunter drew one of the red-and-purple toadstools from his pouch and held it out
to her. "Use this."


Her
eyes narrowed. "What about you and Sir Danna?"


"We'll
be right behind you."


Kiara's
face hardened. "And what's to stop you from just leaving her here?"


The
growls of the Stone Guardians grew louder. It seemed the creatures' bestial
nature had reasserted itself and they were charging up toward him. He didn't
have time to argue.


The
Hunter clenched his fists. "I swear, on my life, that I will bring her.
Just get the boy to safety!" 


Kiara
hesitated only a moment before nodding. "Keeper have mercy on you if you're
lying, Hunter." She snatched the mushroom, seized Hailen's hand, and leapt
through the standing stones.


"Hardwell!"
Hailen cried out, casting a fearful glance over his shoulder as Kiara
half-dragged him down the trail.


"Go,
Hailen!" the Hunter called. "Get to safety. I'm right behind
you."


The
high-pitched cry came again. "Hardwell!" 


The
sound twisted the Hunter's stomach in knots. He hated the thought of being
separated from the boy, but it was the only way Hailen would survive. As long
as most of the Stone Guardians focused on him, Hailen and Kiara could reach
safety. The Hunter just needed to buy them some time.


He
turned to face the first of the towering reptilian monsters pushing through the
opening in the stones, and he tightened his grip on the greatsword. It was a
weapon of power, he could feel as much, with the heft and balance only crafted
by a master bladesmith. With a roar of rage, he brought the sword swinging down
onto the monster's head. Two feet of sharpened iron chopped through stony skin and
bone beneath. The Stone Guardian collapsed in a heap, momentarily blocking the
opening.


A
quiet groan behind the Hunter brought him whirling around. Sir Danna leaned on
her elbow, a hand pressed to the back of her head. 


"Good
of you to join us!" the Hunter called out as he brought the sword swinging
across, severing another monster's six-fingered paw. "I could use a hand
here."


"What…?"
Sir Danna's voice was thick, her words clumsy.


The
Hunter growled. She wouldn't be much help anytime soon.


He
hacked down another Stone Guardian, and a momentary lull gave him a chance to
glance down the trail toward Enarium. His gut clenched as the three monstrous
figures charged Kiara and Hailen. Kiara's hand flashed out, and the purple
cloud erupted from the toadstool. The Stone Guardians tried to slow, too late.
The spores enveloped them in the miasma of death. They fell back, shrieking,
clawing at their eyes as their flesh sizzled and melted away.


The
Hunter let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. The way was
clear. They would reach—


A
dagger of fear stabbed into his heart. Two more Stone Guardians started up the
side of the mountain onto the trail, twenty paces behind Kiara and Hailen. He
wanted to cry out a warning, but his tongue refused to form words. He could do
nothing but watch, frozen in horror, as the two massive creatures pounded
toward the fleeing figures.


This
time, it was Hailen who reacted. Something colorful appeared in his little
hand. He tossed it behind him—a pathetic throw from a weak arm. The Stone
Guardians were so close on their heels they didn't even have time to slow
before the toadstool burst at their feet. 


Relief
surged within the Hunter as the two monstrous creatures crumbled to liquefied
flesh. 


The
roar of a Stone Guardian brought him spinning around, and he hacked down the
creature as it tried to climb over one of its slain fellows. Two more shoved
through the obsidian stones, forcing the Hunter to draw out the toadstool—his
last—and hurl it in their faces. The beasts fell back with terrible howling
shrieks of agony, their serpentine tails and heavily-muscled limbs thrashing
wildly as they died. 


For
a single moment, there were no more of the Stone Guardians. Whether they feared
the toadstools or the pitiful human that somehow managed to kill them, the
monsters paused in their approach. The Hunter glanced toward Enarium in time to
see Kiara and Hailen racing up the trail and through the gate. Without
hesitation, he ripped Soulhunger from the skull of the Stone Guardian, then turned
and ran toward Sir Danna. 


"Time
to go!" 


She
flinched back from him, her hand instinctively dropping to the iron dagger on
her belt. "Stay away, Demon!" 


"Really?"
The Hunter shook his head. "In case you haven't noticed, I'm trying to
keep you alive!"


Sir
Danna's eyes came into focus, and she seemed to see the scene of carnage around
her for the first time. Her eyes went wide as she stared at the Stone Guardian
corpses, then up at the Hunter. She stiffened at the sight of Lord Knight
Moradiss' greatsword in his hand.


"There’ll
be time for you to kill or capture me later," the Hunter said as he
reached for Sir Danna's arm. "At least, you can take your best shot at it.
For now, let's just focus on getting the bloody hell out of here."


Though
Sir Danna looked like she wanted to retort, the bump on her head hadn't knocked
out all her good sense. She kept her mouth shut and allowed the Hunter to help
her upright. She groaned, but managed to stay standing as the Hunter slung her
arm over his left shoulder—he'd need his right to swing the sword—and
half-dragged her through the circle of standing stones The smell of rot and
decay faded as he helped the knight stagger down the short slope on the trail
toward Enarium.. 


"Why?"
Sir Danna growled in his ear. "Why not leave me there?"


"I
promised Kiara," the Hunter answered through gritted teeth. "She
thinks you're worth saving."


Sir
Danna said nothing as they stumbled away from the Dolmenrath. Twenty paces from the ring of standing stones, the descending
trail leveled out for a short distance, with two steep drops on both sides of
the path. The Hunter tensed, expecting Sir Danna to try to knock him off. He
felt her stiffen as well, doubtless fearing he'd do the same. A little grin
spread the Hunter's lips as they began the climb toward Enarium.


The
Lost City of the Serenii rose before him, proud towers mirroring the puffy
white clouds and the brilliant blue of the sky above. The marble wall shone a
blinding white that seemed to grow even more dazzling with every step closer.
Up the steep incline, fewer than a hundred paces from where they stood, the open
gate beckoned to them. Without the weight of the heavily-armored knight, he
could sprint up the hill and reach Enarium in two minutes. 


But
he'd promised Kiara. For some reason, hearing that she admired him for being
honest made him want to keep right on being precisely that. He would keep his
word to help Sir Danna because she expected him to. It made no sense, but he
didn't have time to question it. 


"They're
coming!" Sir Danna gasped beside him. 


Sure
enough, when he glanced back, he found half a dozen of the Stone Guardians charging
through the ring of standing stones and down the trail toward them. More rumbling,
thundering growls echoed from the cliffs on either side of the trail they
climbed. He had no idea how many were coming, but certainly too many. He couldn't fight while
hauling Sir Danna.


He
stopped and slipped out from beneath her arm. "Go!" he told her.
"Get to safety. I'll hold them off."


"Are
you insane?" the knight screamed. "There's too many of them!" 


The
Hunter shrugged. "Maybe. But I'm going to face them head-on rather than be
cut down from behind." He shot a wry smile over his shoulder. "A
warrior like you ought to appreciate that."


Sir
Danna's eyes were narrowed, her gaze piercing. 


The
Hunter hesitated. The knight had tried to kill him—more than once—so why was he
saving her life? Why was he giving up a chance to be reunited with his wife and
child, a chance to cure Hailen, and to stop the Sage?


He
knew why. No one could ever accuse him of being heroic. He'd hurt others,
killed—out of a desire to find peace, perhaps, but the blame for his actions
could not lie exclusively at the feet of his inner voices. He'd made the choice
to do those things. People had suffered and died because of him, and the burden
of their deaths had grown too heavy to endure. He could not bear another. 


"Consider
this atonement for Lord Knight Moradiss and Visibos," the Hunter said in a
quiet voice. "For everything else I've done. Just…promise you'll find a
cure for the boy. And stop the Sage, no matter what happens to me. Save the
world, Sir Danna. I'll be a bit too busy to take the job on myself." 


The
Hunter saluted the stunned Sir Danna with the iron sword, then turned toward the
charging Stone Guardians. He had never truly feared death, and he faced it now
without flinching. All that mattered was that Hailen and Kiara had reached
safety. Sir Danna would take care of the Sage, and the world would be safe
another day.


I'm sorry, Az'nii, he thought, swallowing the lump in his
throat. He'd come so close to finding Her. Perhaps
in another lifetime. 


He
met the Stone Guardians' furious rumbling with a roar of his own and brought down
the first one with a great sweeping blow of the iron sword. He ducked a swiping
claw and stepped back as the Stone Guardian slammed its hind paw down on the
trail. The ground trembled beneath the impact, but the Hunter was already
swinging the sword in a low horizontal arc. The iron blade sheared through its
left leg and crunched into its right knee. It crashed to the ground to be
trampled by the monster behind it. 


The
narrow trail forced the Stone Guardians to come at him one at a time, and the
Hunter faced them without hesitation. Yet his heart sank as two more Stone
Guardians climbed up on the trail below him. He gave ground, swinging his sword
to keep the monsters at bay. He had to hold them off long enough for Sir Danna
to get up to Enarium. The Cambionari counted among the most stubborn people on Einan—her
head injury wouldn't stop her.


Gritting
his teeth, he hacked out at the next Stone Guardian to attack. The blow severed
the creature's six-fingered, clawed hand, and black blood spurted from its stump.
The beast stumbled in its own blood, off-balance. With a growl, the Hunter
drove the tip of the sword through the Stone Guardian's eye and into its brain.


But
the next monster was already moving. It leapt over the fallen body of its
comrade and landed on the trail behind the Hunter. The Hunter whirled to strike
out, but the Stone Guardian batted the sword aside. The force of the blow
nearly knocked the heavy weapon from the Hunter's grip, and only his inhuman reflexes
saved him from falling off the narrow trail. 


The
Stone Guardian reared up on its leonine hind legs for an attack. The Hunter
tried to swing the blade around to block or deflect its claws, but he moved too
slowly. The Stone Guardian's taloned foreclaws slammed into him, knocking him
the ground. The blow dazed him, and for a moment the world whirled at a
dizzying pace. A dim part of his mind expected to feel the crunch of bone or the tearing of flesh. 


Yet
instead of a howl of triumph, he heard a bestial shriek of pain. He pushed
himself up to one elbow, and through a whirling blur, he saw an armored figure
crouched behind the Stone Guardian. The creature screamed again as the figure
ripped a dagger free of its rear haunch. 


The
Hunter's mind struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. Sir Danna hadn't left
him to die. 


The
knight drove her iron dagger into the back of the Stone Guardian's knee, and
the creature sagged. With a roar, she seized the spines protruding from the monster's
back and shoved it over the edge. 


Sir
Danna extended a hand. "Well, are you just going to lie there, or are you
going to help me kill these bastards?"
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The
Hunter accepted her outstretched hand and pulled himself to his feet. "What
the hell are you doing?" He failed to conceal his shocked surprise. "I
told you to run!" 


"And
leave you to have all the fun?" Sir Danna shook her head. "Not a
bloody chance."


The
Hunter had no time to reply before the next Stone Guardian charged. He brought
the iron sword crashing down onto the monster's head, dropping it like a felled
ox. A quick downward thrust drove the tip into the creature's brain. He ripped the
greatsword free in time to block the swiping claws of the next Stone Guardian
to face him. The Hunter's gut clenched as the iron sword shuddered beneath the
impact. The brittle metal blade had already sustained far more damage than he'd
expected, and he feared it would shatter at any moment.


But
he had no chance to find an alternative. He chopped the foreleg out from
beneath one Stone Guardian, removed the top of its reptilian skull with a
vicious horizontal slash, and twisted out of the way of the next monster's
attack. The creature leapt past him, only to be faced by Sir Danna and her iron
dagger.


"You
trying to get yourself killed?" the Hunter growled.


"Saving
you, more like." Sir Danna ducked the slashing claws and thrust her dagger
into the creature's bicep. The Hunter drove the tip of the iron greatsword into
the base of the Stone Guardian's spiked skull a heartbeat before it tore the
knight to shreds with its long, razor-sharp claws. The massive monster crumpled
into a limp heap at her feet.


"Here."
Soulhunger screamed in the Hunter's mind as he drew the dagger and extended it
to the knight. "You'll need more than just that little knife to stay
alive."


Sir
Danna seemed as surprised by the act as Soulhunger. She stared at the dagger in
his hand as if she looked at a coiled serpent. She knew the dark power the
blade possessed, and her face made her revulsion plain. 


"It
won't steal their souls," the Hunter told her, "if they have any. But
it will get through their stone skin."


The
knight hesitated a long moment before she took Soulhunger. She flinched, as if
from a rabid dog, but the arrival of two more Stone Guardians forced them both
to turn back to the path. The Hunter wielded the iron greatsword, hacking,
slashing, dismembering, while Sir Danna used Soulhunger and her iron dagger to
bring down any he let slip past. 


Black
blood slicked the stones beneath their feet. The Hunter's arms ached and his
lungs burned, but still the Stone Guardians came on. It was all he could do to
keep fighting, keep swinging the huge sword, all the while slowly taking one
backward step after another. Sir Danna seemed to understand his plan for a
fighting retreat, and she wielded Soulhunger and the iron dagger with devastating
efficiency. She may not have trained to fight the Abiarazi, but she knew the
dance of death as well as anyone he'd faced.


Step
by agonizing step, they fought to hold their ground as more Stone Guardians
appeared from the mountains. Their presence stunned the Hunter—how many of the
Abiarazi had tried to return to Enarium, only to be twisted and turned into the
guardians of the Lost City by its curse? More than twenty stony corpses
littered the Dolmenrath on the hill
and the stony trail before him, and still they came on. 


The
Hunter brought a Stone Guardian to the ground with a powerful sweep of the
sword, but the strike exposed his back to another creature. He grunted as long
stone talons raked across his back, shredding his leather armor. Only Sir Danna's
quick thinking kept him from being crushed beneath its upraised fist—the knight
threw herself past him and charged the monster's leg. Soulhunger and her iron
dagger bit into the creature's knee, eliciting a roar of pain. The Stone
Guardian swiped at Sir Danna, but she ducked between its legs and drove
Soulhunger into its spiny back, just above its flicking tail. The monster
sagged, spinal column severed, and the Hunter hacked off its head.


A
Stone Guardian charged Sir Danna and leapt high into the air. 


The
Hunter had a split second to shout. "Look out!" 


Too
late. 


Sir
Danna whirled in time to meet the Stone Guardian's slashing claws. Steel armor shrieked
in protest as the huge talons raked across the knight's chest. Sir Danna
stumbled and would have fallen from the trail, had not the Hunter seized the
collar of her backplate. A moment later, the Stone Guardian whipped its
powerful tail around to crash into the knight's midsection. Sir Danna gave a
little grunt as she flew through the air and landed hard with a clatter of
armor on the stony trail behind the Hunter.


The
Hunter turned and raced toward the fallen knight. He wove a deadly blur of
sharp iron to keep the Stone Guardians at bay, but he knew it would only stall
them so long. Four of the massive creatures faced him, teeth bared, serpentine
eyes fixed on him.


The
Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl of his own. "Come on, then! Come and get
a taste of what you truly deserve."


With
a roar, the foremost Stone Guardian charged. The Hunter let out an answering
bellow as he ducked beneath the attack and brought the greatsword across to
chop through the monster's massive hind leg. The Stone Guardian stumbled
backward and tottered on the edge of the cliff. The Hunter drove his shoulder
into the creature's torso and hurled it backward. Its flailing arms caught the
Stone Guardian behind it, and the two of them fell from the trail to plummet to
the ground far below. 


Growling
his rage, the Hunter hacked at the next beast with every shred of his strength.
The savage cut sliced through the creature's sloping brow and removed the
entire right half of its head. Its growl cut off in a strangled cry. 


The
last of the Stone Guardians raced toward him, then leapt high into the air.
Caught off-guard, the Hunter had no time to chop at the beast as it passed over
his head. The trail trembled beneath
his feet as it landed not three paces from Sir Danna's prone form.


The
Stone Guardian let out a triumphant roar and brought a taloned fist down onto
Sir Danna's chest. Horror writhed within the Hunter's gut as steel crumpled like paper, accompanied by a sickening crunch of mangled flesh and bone
beneath. The knight gave a strangled gasp, and blood sprayed from her mouth. 


"No!"


The
Hunter raised the iron greatsword and raced across the distance toward the
Stone Guardian. It brought its rear leg down hard again on Sir Danna's chest as
it whirled to face him, striking out with its massive claw-tipped paw


The
Hunter skidded to a halt, but the tip of one razor talon dug a furrow in his forehead.
He brought the greatsword swinging around in a vicious arc, and the blade
chopped through the creature's huge arm, severing it at the shoulder. The Stone
Guardian threw itself at the Hunter, seeking to bury him beneath its bulk. 


The
collision hurled the Hunter to the ground hard, and air whooshed from his
lungs. He barely managed to roll out of the path of the stamping hind leg. He
swung blindly at the monster, and he felt a shudder run down his arm as the
flat of the blade clanged off the stony skin. There came a sound like a
thousand glass windows shattering, and the sword in his hand grew suddenly
light. When he pulled the blade back for another strike, he found he gripped
only the hilt with two hand lengths of sword remaining.


Pain
flared in his legs as the Stone Guardian raked its talons from hip to knee. The
Hunter tried to roll out of the way, but the Stone Guardian drove a spiked claw
through his thigh. A bark of pain escaped the Hunter's lips. He struck out with
the severed stump of the iron greatsword, severing the monster's hand at the
wrist. The creature let out a roar of agony and reared up on its hind legs.


With
all the strength the Hunter could muster, he gathered his legs beneath him and
leapt at the Stone Guardian, shattered sword outthrust. He let out a growl of
rage as he drove the shard of blade up under the creature's chin and into its
brain. The thing crumbled backward and crashed to the ground, limp and
lifeless. The Hunter had a heartbeat to throw himself off the body before it
rolled from the edge of the trail, taking all that remained of Lord Knight
Moradiss' iron greatsword with it. 


The
Hunter stumbled to his feet and, ignoring the pain in his legs and back, limped
toward Sir Danna. The knight lay on her back, eyes fixed on the cloudless sky
above. One look at her caved-in breastplate, and the Hunter had no doubt Sir
Danna would join the Long Keeper within minutes.


"Are…they
gone?" Sir Danna gasped.


"They
are, for now." The Hunter knelt beside the knight. Her vivid red hair and
the splotches of crimson made her skin seem even paler, yet her features had
lost their harsh, bitter edge. "You came back to help me, why?"


"Kiara.
She…" Sir Danna broke off in a weak cough, and blood dribbled from the
corner of her mouth. "She thought…you…worth saving, too."


The
Hunter swallowed hard. "Still, you know what I am. What I did to Moradiss
and…" The word proved surprisingly difficult to say. "…Visibos."



"Can't
take…hate with me…to the Long Keeper." Her face twisted into a wry grin.
"Visibos…would have said…that. Wise…man."


"I
think he'd have gotten it from you." He took her hand and gripped it.
"All those months ago, when we met on the road, do you remember what you
told me? About being good?"


Sir
Danna nodded weakly. 


"What
you said, it made me want to prove
you right. I wanted to be that man
you said I was. I wanted to be better." The Hunter's eyes fell away.
"It's because of you I'm here, Sir Danna."


The
weak smile returned to the knight's lips. "Ironic…I'm here…because of
you."


The
Hunter chuckled. "We've both come a long way since that day, eh?" He
glanced around. After the scene of battle, the utter stillness seemed somehow
eerie. No more Stone Guardians appeared in the mountains around him. He had no
doubt more would come, but he could spare the dying knight a few minutes. She
deserved that much.


"I…blamed
myself," the knight continued. "For Moradiss…Visibos."


The
Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Why?"


"Should
have…made sure you were dead." She gave a little laugh, which turned into
a wet, gasping cough that brought up blood. "I…went to visit…my family
near…Malandria. Was gone when…you were at the temple. I wasn't…wasn't there
to…save the others. But I…see now…Beggar God's hand…in everything."


The
Hunter gripped her hand tighter. He met her eyes, and was surprised to find her
hate and rage had fled. Instead, it was replaced by something else…serenity. It
made no sense to him. She had failed in her mission of vengeance. He still
lived while she lay dying. So how could she have found any semblance of peace
in that?


"The
Beggar God's…will is for…you…to save us all," she gasped out. Her words
came fainter, and each ragged breath cost her enormous effort. "He…chose
you."


The
Hunter wanted to retort, to hurl the truth of her gods in her face. The Beggar
God was a lie fabricated by the Enclave—all the gods were. She had lived and
died in service of something that didn't exist.


And
yet, he could not bring himself to do it. Father Reverentus' words echoed in
his mind. "In the end, faith is what
makes things true. Faith is what brings peace and acceptance that there is
something worth living for, worth dying for." 


He
understood now. The Enclave—or Father Reverentus, at the very least—did not use
the gods as a nefarious tool of control or manipulation. Or not entirely. The old priest had recognized
the truth: people needed the gods. No, people needed faith. Faith gave their
lives purpose, provided a meaning for the unexplainable. Faith eased
burdens—like the burden of guilt Sir Danna carried.


If
she could rationalize what had happened to Visibos and Lord Knight Moradiss as
the will of the god she served, it lessened the burden she felt. The pain
remained, but faith served as a balm to ease it. In the end, Sir Danna's faith
in the Beggar God gave her peace that all was as it was meant to be. It was a
delusion, he knew, but perhaps it would be kinder to let her have the lie.


He
nodded. "The Beggar smile on you," he said, his throat thick,
"and guide you on your journey to the Long Keeper's arms, where you will know
peace and joy forever more."


A
faint smile stretched Sir Danna's bloodstained lips, and she closed her eyes.
"H…Hunter," she whispered.


The
Hunter bent to place his ear close to her lips. 


"Find…
the Chambers of…Furtherance," she gasped. "They…are…the hope."


The
Hunter's brow furrowed at the words. They made no sense to him. "What does
that mean?" he asked.


Sir
Danna would answer no more. She lay with her eyes closed, her skin pale, all
tension gone from her face. She had gone to join her apprentice with the Long
Keeper. 


 












Chapter Forty-Four
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The
Hunter's mind raced as he tried to decipher the knight's words. He had no idea
what a Chamber of Furtherance was, but somehow it had been important enough
that Sir Danna had spent her last breath to relay the information to him. For
her sake, he would find out. 


He
plucked Soulhunger from her lifeless fingers and slipped the blade into its
sheath on his belt. Drawing in a deep breath, he stood and turned toward
Enarium.


A
sharp pain flared in his side. He looked down, and horror surged within him at
the sight of a shard of black iron embedded in his armor. Lord Knight Moradiss' shattered sword! He hadn't noticed it before,
and the fact that he'd been hunched over had kept it from piercing his skin.
But when he'd straightened, he'd done the damage. It had been little more than
a prick, but that was enough.


His
lips twisted in a bitter smile as the irony of the situation washed over him.
After everything he'd survived to get here—Cambionari, Illusionist Clerics, Abiarazi,
and now the Stone Guardians—was he really going to die within eyesight of
Enarium from the prick of a Keeper-damned shard of iron? 


Not a bloody chance.


A
slow chill spread up and down his ribs, and he felt the numbness reach for his
organs. He didn't need to look to know the veins would be blackening as the
iron's poison flooded his system. With a growl, he stumbled up the hill toward
Enarium.


The
open gate stood fifty paces away, but it felt like a hundred leagues. His feet
grew heavy, leaden, and his knees threatened to give out at any second. He was
fortunate it had only been a small puncture—a serious wound would have killed
him in seconds. At this rate, he had maybe two, three minutes before the
corruption killed him. If he could just reach Enarium, he could get Hailen to
heal him. Either that, or find a victim to feed Soulhunger. 


The
demon filled his head with its insistence, shrieking at him to kill Hailen or
Kiara to save himself. The iron's poison flooded him with pain, yet it also
helped to drown out the voices. Slowly, the demon's presence faded to a quiet
hum as agony engulfed every fiber of the Hunter's being. 


One
step, another, one more. He could no longer lift his head, could barely keep
his eyes open. The world around him faded until only the stony trail beneath
his feet remained. Slowly, like the inevitable chill of winter, the numbness
seeped into his hips, down his legs, up to his shoulders. It would reach his
heart and brain soon, and he would succumb to the iron's poison. 


If
he stopped, if he allowed himself to give in to the pain, he would fall and
never rise again. Step by agonizing step, up that seemingly endless slope. He
would not stop—he could not. Hailen
waited for him in Enarium. The boy was counting on him to save his life. He had to find a way to…


The
poison clouded his thoughts and made it impossible to think clearly. Something
in Enarium mattered to Hailen, but he couldn't remember what. 


Memories
of the Sage's face flashed through his mind, and the demon's mocking smile
brought a surge of fury that barely pushed back the numbness. Slowly, the stupor
seeped back into his consciousness until the face disappeared. 


Darkness
pressed around the edges of his vision. His breath came in faint, ragged gasps.
A dull throbbing filled his ears as his heart struggled to pump blood, taxed by
its efforts to purge the poison from his body.


Another
face came to him then. Long golden hair hung in luxurious waves that framed Her
perfect face. He took in every detail: from the rosy color of Her full lips to
the slight upturn of Her nose to Her high cheekbones. 


Tears
streamed down his face. He'd come so close to finding Her. They were to be
reunited here, in the Lost City of the Serenii. 


His
strength gave out and he slumped to the ground. The pain increased, and he
dimly realized his fall had driven the shard deeper. He was beyond caring. It
was all he could do to crawl agonizingly toward the open gate. 


His
vision blurred, and it took every shred of effort to keep his eyes open.
Shadows passed before his face. He wanted to give in, to lie down and let the
poison take him. He'd come this far. He'd delivered Hailen safely to Enarium.
Kiara would care for the boy. It had to be enough.


The
face returned: dainty nose, sharp cheekbones, luscious lips a red so deep any
rose would envy it. The face he'd crossed a continent to see.


He
blinked, but this time the face didn't disappear. The scent hit him. Jasmine
and honey, cinnamon and berries. So familiar.


A
voice spoke as if from a thousand leagues away, faint, the words muffled. He
tried to speak, but his tongue refused to form words. He reached out with a
weak hand. 


Shock
coursed through him as his fingers met warm flesh. She stared down at him, and
tears streamed down eyes as black as his own. Those perfect lips, the lips of
his wife, moved as they formed a name he hadn't heard in…a lifetime. 


"Dravyin?"



The
name jolted something loose in the Hunter's mind. Memories that had been locked
away came flooding back to him. 


"T-Taiana?"
Tears streamed down his cheeks. He reached out again and found the warm flesh
of Her hand in his. A smile stretched his lips. 


"I…found
you," were his last words as he died.
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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 Slayer Characters


(in order of appearance/mention)


 


The
Hunter of Voramis/Hardwell: legendary
assassin, half-demon, wielder of Soulhunger (Chapter 1)


Hailen:
child cared for by the
Beggar Priests, innocent to an extreme, the Hunter’s ward, possesses mysterious
new abilities (Chapter 1) 


Elivast:
chestnut-colored horse,
friendly, very wet nose (Chapter 1)


The
Sage: shadowy figure
mentioned by Toramin and Garanis in in Darkblade Outcast, again
mentioned by Queen Asalah in Darkblade Protector,
demon, introduced in Darkblade
Seeker, devious as all hell (Chapter 1)


The
Warmaster: ruler of the
Masters of Agony, vicious bastard, delights in torture, psychopath, slain by
the Hunter in Darkblade
Seeker (Chapter 1)


Master
Eldor: former trainer
of the Hunter, Elivasti, well-respected, pawn of the Sage, slain by the Hunter
in Darkblade
Seeker (Chapter 2)


Sirkar
Jeroen: caravan master
in Darkblade Protector ,
warrior, lover. (Chapter 3)


Master
Uqio: innkeeper of
Kharan-cui, paid by the Hunter in Darkblade
Seeker to care for Hailen, not worth his price (Chapter 3)


Madame
Aioni: madame,
proprietress of Divinity House, offers anything if the price is right (Chapter
3)


Sastia:
working girl at
Divinity House, cares for Hailen (Chapter 3)


Darillon:
mountaineer, trail
guide, very bald, not the friendliest sort (Chapter 4)


Karannos
Taivoro: mad
playwright, famous for his works of erotic poetry and romance, original
Illusionist Cleric, savant and lover of ciphers (Chapter 5)


Graeme:
alchemist, lover of
erotic poems and romances, member of the information-collecting Hidden Circle,
the Hunter’s only “friend” in Voramis (Chapter 5—see Darkblade Assassin)


Bardin:
former Illusionist
Cleric, homeless madman, very bald, slain by the demon Toramin in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
5)


Toramin:
demon in human flesh,
murderer, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast (Chapter
5)


Evren:
pickpocket and clever
thief, knows more about the Master’s Temple than he lets on, hiding dark
secrets (Chapter 6)


Under-Lectern
Sisket: low-level
priest in the Master’s Temple, lackey and general flunky, target of “Brother
Makrell’s” displeasure (Chapter 8)


Father
Reverentus: high priest
of the Beggar God in Voramis, old, member of the Cambionari, not the Hunter’s
biggest fan (Chapter 10— see Darkblade Assassin)


Father
Pietus: High Beggar
Priest in Malandria, very old, slain by the Hunter in Darkblade
Outcast (Chapter 10)


Visibos: Sir Danna’s knight apprentice, in
service to the Beggar God in Malandria, scholar, lover of soft beds, Cambionari
priest, locked in a vault by the Hunter in Darkblade Outcast
(Chapter 10)


Farida: Child saved by the Hunter (in Life for a Life), sold flowers,
slain by the demon in Darkblade Assassin
(Chapter 11)


Sir
Danna Esgrimon: Knight
of the Order of Piety in service to the Beggar God in Malandria, redhead,
Cambionari priest, seeking vengeance for the death of her apprentice (Chapter
13)


Rassek:
Darillon’s partner,
mountaineer and trail guide, the salt to his companion’s pepper (Chapter 15)


Kiara/Celicia: Fourth of the Bloody Hand, enemy
turned ally, helped the Hunter defeat the Demon of Voramis (Chapter 30—see Darkblade Assassin)


Taiana:
the Hunter’s wife from
a lifetime and thousands of years ago, the woman he’s dreamed of and crossed a
continent to see (Chapter 44)


 


 








cover1.jpeg
DARKBLADE
VLA VIR

[JERD OF [)ARKNESS BOOK EIVE





images/00020.jpeg
ANDY PELOQUIN

AV AR
g " =
xff s s
3

s Wk
g
3 A ==
& e

DARKBLADL

\AVIOR

HERD OF DARKNESS BOOK SIX





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg
L0
(it






images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
I pis

LIEE £
s






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





