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Chapter 1


Flames of a sickly blue-green consumed Old Town Market, and Ilanna’s world with it. Fear rooted her to the spot. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think. She could only stand on the Praamis rooftops and watch the fire consume everything she held dear.

The rumble of a collapsing building snapped her from her stupor.

“Kodyn!” She raced toward her home with speed borne of desperation. She ducked under eaves, leapt up walls, and darted across the bridges of the Hawk’s Highway, not caring that a single misstep could send her plummeting. She had only one thought: save her son.

An inferno consumed Old Town Market. To circumvent the blazing marketplace would cost her precious minutes. Without hesitation, she slithered down a rope and sprinted directly toward the fire. Smoke hung thick and heavy in the air, blotting out the stars. Her body ached from the frenzied pace, but she had no time to slow. Kodyn needed her.

Tongues of green fire licked at her as she passed. The wind that rushed through the burning stalls, tents, and shops blasted her with the heat of a smith’s furnace. Covering her face with her cloak, she rushed through the eerily-colored blaze.

People shouted and cried, and pack animals added their screams to the chaos. Figures rushed past her in a blur. Ilanna twisted out of the path of a burning wagon pulled by terrified horses. Hands grabbed at her, but she ripped free of the grasp and shoved at the person. A cry of pain echoed in her ears, accompanied by the sound of a collapsing stall. Nothing mattered but reaching her child in time.

She barreled her way through the marketplace and dashed up the street that led to her house. Fire consumed her front gate. Lungs burning, she raced around the back and bounded over the wall. Her eyes widened in horror. It seemed as if the stone walls themselves burned. A pillar of green fire reached devouring fingers toward her.

Instinct sent her hurtling toward the back door. She crashed through it and into a world filled with blinding smoke and blistering flame. The kitchen was ablaze, but the fire hadn’t yet reached the stairs leading to the stuffy room on the second floor. The room where Kodyn and Ria slept.

A loud crack sounded overhead, and she jumped to one side as a roof beam collapsed. Sparks flew up, stinging her eyes and scorching her hands. The roof crackled and groaned, sagging above the stuffed armchair. Cloth and wool burned along with the rest of her home.

Though her lungs begged for air, she forced herself deeper into the blaze. She had to get Kodyn and Ria out. Her feet flew up the stairs, but she hadn’t made it halfway up before the upper level buckled. She had a heartbeat to leap to one side to avoid being dragged down by the crumbling staircase.

Sharp pain lanced up her right leg as she landed. She collapsed but leapt up a heartbeat later, eyes fixed on the door that led to Kodyn’s room. She had no way to get up there. No way to save him.

“Kodyn!” Her cry cut off in a choked cough. The eerie, green flames gave off a smoke so thick it clung to her body and seeped through her skin. Her stomach heaved and twisted. In desperation, she cast around for anything she could use to get up to the second level. Ria and Kodyn needed her. She had to reach them.

But the fire consumed everything. There was no way to save them.

The blaze surged toward her, as if sensing fresh fuel to devour in its all-consuming fury. She hacked and gagged in the thick smoke. The lack of oxygen set her head whirling. Was she imagining it, or did she hear a faint scream?

The stench of burning hair and cloth filled her nostrils. She had seconds before the fire engulfed her. Instinct screamed at her to flee.

Her gaze darted up to the second level. How can I leave him? She had no choice.

She staggered toward the back door on leaden feet. A cold numbness filled her. She moved without thinking, her body directing her as her mind collapsed. She sank to her knees in the stream that cut through her garden. With her back against the wall, she watched the blue-green fire consume her house.

A figure appeared from the swirling smoke. A man with a soot-stained face knelt before her. His mouth moved but she heard nothing. The crackling flames and the pounding of her heart drowned out all other sound.

The hypnotic dance of fire held her rapt. It seemed she watched the house burn from behind her own eyes. Sorrow held her captive within her own body. She could do nothing but stare in horror as the fire destroyed her world.

*     *     *

Ilanna knelt in the ashes of her life. The fire had cooled hours ago, but she’d been unable to force herself to move. Now, beside the remnants of the armchair—the chair where she’d sat with her mother, where she’d read stories to Kodyn—her mind rejected the truth. She was in a stranger’s house, staring down at the charred pages of someone else’s book. The ashen shards of clay roof tile belonged to someone else. Anyone else. They couldn’t be hers.

Occasional twinges ran up her arms and along her back. Burns turned the skin on her legs stiff, made each movement misery. A crumbling roof beam crashed to the ground a hand’s breadth from her foot. She didn’t move. Better it land on her head and put an end to it all. She would be with Kodyn then.

Hands gripped her arms and pulled her to her feet. She looked around in a daze, her mind barely registering the faces of those dragging her into the garden. Her house gave an ominous rumble and collapsed in a shower of dust, ash, and flying sparks.

Everything she’d loved was in that house. Kodyn, the son she could not give up even though she refused to raise him in the Night Guild. Ria, the dark-skinned Ghandian girl she’d rescued from a brothel and grown to care for. Now, the fire had taken it all. She had nothing left.

Her eyes fell on an object lying in the garden. She ripped free of the men’s grasps and scooped it up. The wooden hawk had escaped the worst of the blaze. It was all that remained of Kodyn, her little hawk.

She allowed herself to be pulled away then. The men half-carried her through the collapsed front gate and up the street, away from Old Town Market. A crowd had gathered there, faces as grey as the embers of their homes. A pair of matrons surged toward her with blankets and water skins. Ilanna sagged into their arms. They hauled her into a nearby warehouse and settled her into a corner, pressing a crust of bread into her hands. Ilanna stared at it in mute silence. She had no words to offer thanks, no strength to even nod her head. She could only sit and stare at her soot-stained hands.

She was Ilanna, Journeyman of House Hawk, a legend in the Night Guild. She had climbed the impossible heights of the Black Spire, defied the Secret Keepers by stealing from the Temple of Whispers, stolen from the most impenetrable place in the city. Yet she couldn’t even save the ones who mattered most.

She clutched Kodyn’s wooden hawk in a death grip. The fire that consumed him had also devoured everything she had to remember him by. Only this little toy, stolen for him years earlier, had survived. She clung to it like a dying man grasped for one more breath.

How long she sat there, mute and motionless, she had no idea. Her eyes never left the scorched figurine. Her world had crumbled overnight.

“Ilanna?”

The sound of her name filtered into her brain. She raised her eyes.

“Ilanna, is that you?”

The man who knelt before her seemed somehow familiar. The small part of her mind that still functioned catalogued his features: a shock of dark hair, sharp features, fingers that refused to stop moving, and orange stitching on his scruffy clothing. A Fox.

Idan. One of the Foxes who’d trained her in the art of picking pockets more than a decade earlier.

She opened her mouth to answer, but no words came out.

“Keeper’s teeth, it is you.” Idan searched her eyes. “Are you hurt?”

Ilanna looked down at her hands. Beneath the soot and ash, burned skin had begun to peel away. The pain hadn’t yet penetrated her numb mind. Shock and sorrow kept everything else at bay.

The presence of a fellow Journeyman tugged at her thoughts. If anyone thought to question what brought her to Old Town Market—more specifically, to the house where they’d found her—what would she say to that? She had no answer. Worse, she could not begin to think of anything beyond her grief.

“She’s in shock.” A woman in the white robes of a Sister of Mercy, priestess of the Lonely Goddess, crouched before Ilanna. “Here, let me take a look.” The woman pried open Ilanna’s fingers. “Not burned too badly, but best we put some salve on it before the burns stiffen.”

The wooden figurine dropped from her numb fingers, and Ilanna came to life long enough to snatch at it. She stuffed it into her breast pocket. Only once she knew it was safe did she allow the Sister of Mercy to tend to her burns.

“Can you stand?” The white-robed woman tugged at her arm. Idan slipped his hand under her armpit and helped lever her upright.

“Good.” The Sister of Mercy nodded. “Get her to walk around. Talk to her. Moving her body will help her mind to recover.”

Idan nodded. “I will. But my friend…”

“Which one is he?” The priestess glanced around.

Idan pointed to a shivering lump of blackened flesh huddled on a nearby cot. “Tunn was sleeping in an alley near the market when…” He swallowed and looked away.

A frown flitted across the Sister of Mercy’s face, but she nodded. “I will lend him what succor I can. Go, take your friend home.”

Home. The word felt like a blow to the gut. She had no home. The fire had devoured it. She had nothing left.

“Come on, Ilanna.” Idan guided her through the cots and blankets laid out on the ground. “Let’s get you back to the Night Guild,” he whispered.

The Night Guild. Thieves, murderers, poisoners, and thugs. Her home for over fifteen years. Her father had sold her in payment of his debts and, in doing so, condemned her to a life of slavery. Oh, the Night Guild dressed it up as earning a living, but they’d held her captive since her eighth nameday.

Until last night. Last night, she had done the unthinkable, the impossible. She had stolen the golden sarcophagus of Lady Auslan, worth two million imperials. More than enough to buy her freedom. She’d had enough gold to get away from her past and start a future with Kodyn. And Ria.

What did she have now? A fortune in gold and no one to share it with. All that remained of the life she had dreamed of was this charred lump of wood. The Night Guild had stopped being home the day she gave birth to her son. Now, she would return to the cold earthen walls of the Guild tunnels. To her stuffy, windowless room and her empty bed. She’d survived this long because she’d had Kodyn to cling to. Everything she’d done had been for him. Without him, what did she have to live for?

Idan kept up a stream of conversation, but his voice blended with the background hum of the city around her. The city of Praamis bustled in the daylight. She heard nothing, saw nothing. Felt nothing. The world faded into a blur. Only Idan’s grip on her arm kept her placing one unfeeling foot before the other.

“Here you are.”

Ilanna looked around, surprised to find herself standing in front of the double doors of House Hawk. Idan pushed it open, and Ilanna’s feet carried her through the Aerie and down the tunnels leading to her room. The few Hawks she passed stared at her with wide eyes and gaping mouths. A few spoke to her. At one point, she thought she heard Master Hawk’s voice. But she couldn’t stop. She had to reach her room before she collapsed.

She fumbled at her door lock, her bandaged fingers numb and thick. Someone took the key from her. She didn’t protest. The door swung open and she stepped inside. A voice droned in the distance, but she gave a dismissive wave. Whatever they wanted didn’t matter. Nothing mattered now.

The door swung shut behind her, plunging the room into darkness. Cool, comforting darkness. The only place where she could truly feel safe now. She stumbled toward her bed, collapsed. The blankets scratched at her scorched skin, but she pulled them over her head. Her hand reached under her pillow and drew out the stuffed hawk.

It still smells like him. She drew in a deep breath, then another. The scent of her son brought back the memory of his face, his smile, his laugh. Pressure built within her, pushed her ribs outward until she felt her chest would explode.

Tears flowed down her cheeks and stained her pillows. For the first time in years, Ilanna wept.
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Chapter 2


“Ilanna?” Someone hammered on her door. “What’s going on, Ilanna?”

They’d pounded for over an hour now. Why can’t they just leave me alone? She burrowed deeper into her blanket and crushed the stuffed hawk to her chest.

“Ilanna!” Allon’s voice carried through the wood. “If you don’t answer, I’m going to have Jarl here break down the door.”

“G…” She swallowed, her mouth dry. “Go…away,” she croaked.

“Ilanna, tell me what’s wrong.” Worry echoed in Allon’s words. “Are you hurt?”

She wanted to laugh, to cry, to shriek at him. Of course, I’m hurt! I lost my son in a Watcher-damned fire.

With superhuman effort, she pushed the blanket away and moved on leaden feet to open the door. “Go away.”

Allon stood outside, his face lined and tense. Jarl, her fellow Hawk, hovered behind the Hound Journeyman. Allon flinched at the sight of her. “Keeper’s teeth, Ilanna! What in the fiery hell happened to you?”

A lump rose to Ilanna’s throat. She turned away. He couldn’t see her tears. “Leave me alone.”

Allon barreled into the room. “Not until you tell me what happened.” He fumbled to light the alchemical lamp and turned to her. “Ilanna! Your face and hands, they’re…burned.”

The agony of her scorched flesh seemed a faint throbbing, barely registered through the hollowness in her chest.

She swallowed again. “What…are you…doing here?” Her parched throat mangled the words.

Allon whirled toward the door, where a crowd of Hawks had gathered. “Gorin, get her water.”

The Pathfinder quirked an eyebrow, but Jarl’s grunt and a quick nod sent him charging off.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, finding her voice.

“Jarl and Gorin have been pounding on your door for hours. Master Hawk sent for me. He thought I could get you to open up.” He gripped her arm. “Come, sit on the bed. Tell me what happened.”

She ripped free of his grasp. “Don’t touch me!” she snarled.

“Easy.” Allon held up his hands. “I won’t touch you, I promise. But can you tell me how you got burned? Do you know what happened?”

Ilanna sneered. “I’m injured, Allon, not losing my mind. It was the fire…”

“Old Town Market.” The Hound nodded.

At that moment, Gorin returned bearing a pitcher of water. Ilanna sent an imploring glance at Jarl.

The huge Hawk seemed to understand. “Everyone leave. Let her be.” He herded the Hawk Journeymen away. He didn’t hesitate to shove the slower-moving figures. He peered in the door and cocked an eyebrow.

Ilanna gave a quick nod. “Thank you.”

“Of course,” Jarl rumbled, loquacious as ever, and closed the door.

She emptied the cup of water and Allon refilled it. “What were you doing at Old Town Market?” The Hound spoke with hesitation. “And why were you in the middle of the fire? Idan said they dragged you out of the ashes of a ruined house. Why didn’t you run?”

Ilanna said nothing.

“Was it the house?”

Ilanna’s head snapped up. “What?” Fear spiked in her chest.

“The house you grew up in. The one I helped you procure the deed for a couple of years ago.” Allon searched her eyes. “Is that why you were there?”

Of course. Ilanna’s shoulders relaxed. With his perfect memory, of course he’d remember that.

She nodded. “I…I had to see it.”

“But why did you go in?” Allon leaned forward. “What were you doing in the house?”

Her fists clenched. Trying to save my child, you fool! The burden of failure and loss stole the strength from her legs, and she slumped onto the bed. Failing to save my child.

She clenched her jaw so hard she thought her teeth would shatter. Her knuckles turned white, yet her hands trembled. She squeezed her eyelids to prevent the flood of tears.

“Let me speak to her.” Another voice, an older, softer one, echoed in the room.

“Uncle.” Allon turned to the newcomer.

“Nephew.” Master Hawk slipped through the door and came to stand before Ilanna. “Leave us,” he said without taking his eyes from her.

“But—”

“I know you mean well, Allon. As does she. But right now, her House Master must have words with her.” Master Hawk didn’t raise his voice, but it held a tone of command tinged with anger. His message to the Hound was clear: he didn’t want Allon to hear him dressing down Ilanna.

“I understand.” Allon crouched before Ilanna. “I’ll see you later?”

Ilanna met his gaze. She’d intended to end things with him but hadn’t had the chance before the Lord Auslan job. She didn’t have the strength to deal with it now. She nodded and forced a half-smile. “Sure.”

Allon’s grin failed to conceal the concern in his eyes, but he obeyed Master Hawk. Ilanna caught a glimpse of Jarl and Gorin standing guard at her door. No one would get past them.

Master Hawk sat on the bed beside her. “How bad are they?” He thrust a chin at her hands.

She stared dumbly at the bandages. “Don’t know.”

“Do they hurt?”

“Some.” She shrugged. “Sister of Mercy put some ointment on them.” With effort, she raised her eyes to meet his. “But you’re not here to make small talk.”

“No, I’m not.” Master Hawk cast a glance at the closed door. “I wanted you to know…” He swallowed and spoke in a low voice. “I’m sorry. About the boy.”

Ilanna’s eyes flew wide open. Panic set her heart thundering, and she jerked back from Master Hawk. “What?”

Master Hawk gave her a sad smile. “You’re a damned good thief, Ilanna. Hell of a liar, too. Now Denber, he was just a good thief.”

Ilanna’s breath caught in her throat. “D-Denber?”

Master Hawk nodded. “Came to me a few years back, telling me a half-assed story about a job in Voramis that only you could do. Said it would take you a few months.”

“I remember.” Denber had insisted Master Hawk knew nothing.

“Problem is, I know you better than that. The only way you’d do a job that lasted months was for something big. And I mean Black Spire or Lord Auslan big. Not the few hundred imperials he turned over when the ‘job’ was done.”

“You knew?” she asked.

Master Hawk inclined his head. “Never had children of my own, but I’ve seen my share of pregnant women. You hid it better than most.”

Ilanna sat in stunned silence. He knew! All these years.

“W-Why…” She trailed off. She had no words.

“Why didn’t I say anything?” The House Master scratched at his stubbled chin. “You wanted to keep it a secret. Not just from your House, but from the whole Night Guild. Life hasn’t been kind to you. If it was me in your place, I’d want to keep my child from this life just the same.”

He sighed. “Hurt a bit at first, you know. You not wanting to tell me.” He dropped his eyes. “But the more I thought about it, the more I realized you were doing right by the child. So I did what I could to help.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “How?”

“Claimed the territory about Old Town Market as mine. Said I wanted someplace to play around, for old time’s sake. It kept the rest of the Hawks away. No one’s going to argue with their House Master.” Master Hawk’s lips quirked into a half-smile. “I kept an eye on the place, made sure none of the Foxes messed with it. And that they kept their hands out of that dark girl’s pockets.”

“Ria?” The lump returned to Ilanna’s throat.

“Ria, eh?” Master Hawk nodded. “Pretty name. Pretty girl, too. You could do worse, you know.”

Ilanna glanced askance at him. How could he possibly know that I—?

“To care for the boy,” he clarified. “I’ve seen few mothers who showed their own child half as much love as that girl did yours.”

Tears burned in Ilanna’s eyes, and she turned away. She couldn’t bear to think of Ria or Kodyn. The pain was too much.

Something Master Hawk said stuck in her mind. “You were watching Old Town Market? Does that mean you were watching me, too?” Does he know about my hidden cache? She’d broken no Guild laws by hiding Kodyn’s existence from the Guild. All the gold she’d stolen, that was a different matter.

The House Master shrugged. “I spotted you a couple of times. You’re a damned good thief, I’ll give you that much.”

Ilanna wrung her hands. What now? He knew her secret—part of it, at least. “Who else knows?”

“No one.”

“Master Gold?”

“No one.” Sincerity burned in his eyes. “Not Jarl, not the twins, not even my own nephew.”

Relief flooded her. The thought of Allon finding out about her secret twisted her stomach in knots.

“Your secrets are safe with me.”

She reached out and took his hand. “Thank you.”

The House Master returned her grip. “It is my duty as House Master to care for my Journeymen.” He smiled. “The Night Guild doesn’t turn all men into monsters. Only those who yield to the darkness within.”

Ilanna nodded. For a moment, they sat there, her hand in his. To her surprise, the contact didn’t bother her. Despite the roughness of his callused palms and fingers, his touch brought to mind her mother’s touch. Genuine warmth filled his eyes. He truly cared for her.

Master Gold, the Guild Master, had tried to use her for his own ends. Her needs had aligned with his for years, so she’d allowed herself to be used. But all this time, Master Hawk had gone out of his way to help her.

The House Master spoke in a quiet voice. “What was his name?”

Ilanna looked up, startled.

“Your son. What did you call him?”

The tears stung Ilanna’s eyes again. “Kodyn.” A lump rose in her throat, and her voice cracked. She produced the scorched wooden figurine from her purse. “The Twelve Kingdoms word for ‘hawk’.”

Master Hawk’s face brightened. “You…named him after the House?”

Ilanna met his gaze. “After my mother’s death, my father made life a living torment. Then he sold me to the Night Guild. Master Velvet put me through hell. Sabat—Twelve, at the time—only made it worse. All I had was Three—Ethen—to keep me sane.” She smiled. “Then, on the day of the Choosing, I saw the banner of House Hawk. It wasn’t bright and colorful like all the others. It was simple, plain, and yet something about it called to me. I knew in that moment I wanted to be a Hawk more than anything in the world.”

“I remember.” Master Hawk smiled. “I remember a frail, pale little girl with such determination to succeed that she shattered her fingers trying to prove she could do the impossible. I knew you were a Hawk before you stepped onto that balance beam.”

Ilanna cleared her throat. “House Hawk gave me a home when I had none. Though disease took my mother and baby sister from me, your choosing me gave me brothers. Denber. Prynn, Bert, Jarl, and the twins. Even that pompous ass Conn. I’ve never felt happier than when I was flying across the rooftops of Praamis with the other Hawks.”

“Then why leave?” The pained look returned to Master Hawk’s face. “Why not find a way to work within the Night Guild and still provide for your son? It’s been done before.”

“I couldn’t. I had to put the Guild and this life behind me. After everything—Sabat, Ethen, Denber, the twins.” She shook her head. “I needed to get away from this as much as I needed to take Kodyn away.”

“And now?” Master Hawk fixed her with a piercing gaze.

Ilanna’s shoulders slumped. “I…don’t know.” Her voice cracked again. She’d devoted her time and energy to buying her freedom from the Night Guild, for Kodyn’s sake. For Ria’s sake. But now, with no Kodyn or Ria, what could she do? She’d wanted to build a new home, a new life, yet nothing remained to build it with. She had nothing but the Night Guild.

Master Hawk arched an eyebrow. “I expected you’d be tearing the city apart to find out who did this.”

The House Master’s words touched something her sorrow had been pushing to the back of her mind. The color of the flames. Green. Fire burned yellow, red, even blue and white. But never green.

Old Town Market hadn’t simply burned to the ground. Someone had set fire to the marketplace and her house.

Anger surged within her. Her sorrow over Kodyn and Ria’s deaths added fuel to the flames, until her rage blazed hotter than the inferno that burned her life to the ground.

She leapt to her feet. “Damned right I will.” Her fists clenched until her knuckles turned white. “I will not rest until I get my hands on the person responsible. And when that happens, may the Watcher have mercy on them, for I will not.”
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Chapter 3


Ilanna limped down the passageways that led to House Scorpion. The scorched flesh on her legs had stiffened, making each step agony. An incessant throbbing had settled into her burned hands. She almost wished for the painlessness of her mourning haze.

But the time for grief had passed. Her sorrow wouldn’t bring Kodyn back. Or Ria. Their names were just two more on a list of those she had loved and lost. Her mother. Baby Rose. Ethen. Denber. Werrin and Willem. Prynn.

Now, she had one focus: vengeance.

Duke Elodon Phonnis, brother to King Ohilmos of Praamis, had hanged her friends and sent others to their deaths in the Field of Mercy. In retaliation, she had humiliated him by breaking into Lord Auslan’s vault—the most secure place in the city, or so he’d boasted. What she had done to him would pale in comparison to the hellfire she would rain down on whoever had set Old Town Market ablaze.

She pounded on the double doors to House Scorpion, wincing at the pain that shot through her hands. A moment later, the face of a Scorpion apprentice peered out. “What?” His eyes widened at the sight of her.

“Journeyman Darreth. Where is he?”

The young Scorpion stammered.

Ilanna pushed past. “Take me to him.”

The gaping youth hesitated. He stared at Ilanna’s bandaged hands and head, her charred clothing, and the fire in her eyes.

Ilanna lowered her voice. “Now.” The word held an unmistakable threat.

“Th-This way.” The apprentice motioned for her to follow.

Ilanna limped after the young man. She leaned into every step, wallowing in the pain of her hands and legs. She wanted to remember this torment; she would inflict it a thousandfold on the bastard who burned down her world.

The young Scorpion stopped at a door. “Here.”

Ilanna snarled and raised her bandaged hands. “Knock.”

The apprentice did as instructed. Barely had the answering “Who is it?” echoed in the hallway before he took to his heels.

“It’s Ilanna.”

The door swung open. “Ilanna?” Darreth peered at her, his face wrinkled in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

She held up her hands again. “Got anything for the pain and burns?”

Darreth’s eyebrows shot up. “O-Of course!” He stepped aside. “Come in. Forgive the mess. I wasn’t…er…expecting anyone.”

Darreth’s chambers were larger than hers, but the clutter covering the tables, chairs, shelves, and the small cot in one corner made it seem smaller. The Scorpion shoved a pile of clothing off a simple wooden chair and onto the floor. “Here, sit.”

She obeyed.

He sat on his simple bed and stared down at her hands. “How bad are they?”

Ilanna grunted. “Bad.”

Darreth unwrapped the bandages. His long, slim fingers moved with surprising gentleness. “So it’s true, what they’re saying?”

Ilanna raised an eyebrow.

“You were in the fire that consumed Old Town Market.”

Ilanna nodded. “I was.” She searched his eyes. “Who told you about that?”

“It’s the talk of the Night Guild. More than a few Foxes are missing, believed lost in the fire. A few Hounds as well.”

Ilanna hissed as the bandages tugged free the crusted flesh. “Any talk about who started the fire?”

Darreth’s brow wrinkled. “Arson, you think?”

Ilanna’s hands closed around Darreth’s wrist. “Green fire, Darreth,” she hissed through clenched teeth, squeezing with such force he cried out. “Not a gods-damned chance it just happened.”

He jerked his hands free. Ilanna winced again at the spike of pain in her scorched palms. Darreth stared at her, wide-eyed.

She bared her teeth in a snarl. “That fire burned down something very dear to me. And I’m going to find out who set it. When I do…” She balled her hands into fists despite the pain.

“Not like this, you’re not.” Darreth shook his head. “Those burns are bad. Bad enough to impair the mobility of your fingers if left untreated.”

“Why d’you think I came to you?” Ilanna sat back in her chair, her shoulders slumping. “I can get gokulah from anyone in the Night Guild. I’ve come to you for something stronger.”

The Night Guild used the leaf of the gokulah plant to make an unguent with near-miraculous healing properties. During Ilanna’s training as a tyro, she’d seen it heal bone-deep cuts without scarring. But, if Darreth spoke true, the burns on her palms were more serious than any laceration or wound. She couldn’t afford to lose her hands. They were all she had.

“Let me see what I can find.” Darreth stood and moved toward the door. “Wait here.”

Ilanna nodded. She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. The throbbing in her hands, head, and legs rose to a near-intolerable crescendo.

She looked up at the sound of the door opening. Darreth slid into the room, a small glass jar in hand. “Here.” He removed the lid and scooped out a small dollop of the viscous black ointment. “This should do the trick.”

Ilanna sighed at the cooling sensation of the ointment on her burns. The throbbing in her hands diminished as the healing properties set to work.

“What is it?”

Darreth shook his head. “House Scorpion must have its secrets.” Replacing the lid, he set about massaging the ointment into her hands. He wrinkled his nose. “No escaping that stench of the gokulah, is there?”

Ilanna’s gut churned at the reek of the strange remedy. The unique odor of the gokulah mixed with smells far worse than she’d encountered. “And this will work?”

Darreth waggled his head in a gesture of uncertainty. “Should. Someone applied something to your skin—the Sisters of Mercy, I’m guessing?”

Ilanna nodded.

“Whatever they used helped to slow the damage, but the burns were severe. Even with this, I’m not certain you’ll ever regain full function.”

Ilanna gritted her teeth. One problem at a time. She had no thought for her future. She cared only about her present, and revenge for her son and Ria.

“Tell me about the green fire.” She narrowed her eyes. “What could do that?”

Darreth glanced aside, his face turning a sickly shade of pale. “Nothing good, that’s for certain.”

Ilanna leaned forward. “Tell me,” she growled. He had no reason to wish her harm, but she couldn’t trust anyone.

Darreth winced, then sighed. “The Secret Keepers.”

Ilanna’s heart stopped. The Secret Keepers, priests of the Mistress, god of trysts and whispered secrets. She had broken into their temple in Voramis and stolen Kharna’s Breath and Derelana’s Lance, two chemicals she’d needed to break into Lord Auslan’s vault. The Secret Keepers guarded their creations with bloodthirsty ferocity. Those few thieves foolish enough to steal from them died painful deaths.

Are they coming after me? The thought sent a chill down her spine. Not only had she stolen from them, but she’d killed two priests. Did they burn down my home and my son in retribution for my actions?

It didn’t seem likely. They couldn’t possibly have known where she lived. She hadn’t visited her home after her return from Voramis, not before the Old Town Market fire had been set. Besides, she’d left evidence that the Bloody Hand, the criminal organization in Voramis, had broken into the Temple of Whispers.

“And if not the Secret Keepers? Who else?”

Darreth’s face scrunched. “Hmm. An interesting question.” He stroked his narrow chin. “You remember Journeyman Donneh’s book?”

Ilanna nodded. The tome—stolen from the Secret Keepers decades earlier and smuggled into the Night Guild—had pointed her toward Kharna’s Breath and Derelana’s Lance, the alchemical mixtures that had enabled her to pull off the Lord Auslan job.

“In it, there’s a mention of Serenii fire,” Darreth said, “a liquid that burns longer and hotter than oil. Water has no effect on it. It consumes everything in its path, only dying when it runs out of fuel.” He held up his palms. “And the fire burns green.”

Ilanna snarled. “Serenii fire.”

The Serenii, an ancient race of creatures long since extinct, were believed to have unlocked the secrets of science and magic. Einan still bore the marks of their existence. For example, the Black Spire, a tower of obsidian built to impossible heights. Though Duke Phonnis claimed it for his residence, it had stood far longer than the oldest buildings in Praamis. In fact, the city had expanded outward from the Black Spire.

According to the legends, the Serenii had played a role in the War of Gods and the rampage of demons spreading across the world. She shuddered to think of the fabled power of the Serenii in the hands of the Secret Keepers.

“And only the Secret Keepers have it?” she asked. “What about the Hidden Circle?” The Hidden Circle practiced the science and art of alchemy outside the strictures of the Temple of Whispers.

Darreth inclined his head. “That’s what I’m thinking. Give me a minute.” He rushed from the room. He returned a few minutes later, Journeyman Donneh in tow.

“Journeyman Donneh.” Ilanna gave a respectful nod.

“Young Hawk,” Donneh said, returning the gesture. “From what Master Lornys tells me, you left quite the mess in Voramis.” Dark humor sparkled in the woman’s brilliant blue eyes.

Ilanna shrugged. “Things got…out of hand.”

The diminutive Scorpion gave a derisive snort. “To put it mildly.” A small, furry creature with enormous eyes and ears and a pointed snout screeched into her ear. “I can tell you that Barnabus Timmenson is most displeased with the rumors. But then again, Barney is displeased by just about any mention of Voramis. Nasty place, he says.”

Ilanna grinned. The woman hadn’t grown any less quirky in the weeks since last they’d spoken.

Darreth spoke up. “Journeyman, you know the Hidden Circle in Praamis better than anyone. Tell us, who would be selling Serenii fire?”

Both Donneh and Barnabus Timmenson hissed at the name. The little, furred creature darted into the hood of Donneh’s robe and hid from sight. The tiny woman looked ready to do the same.

“Horrible, foul stuff!” Donneh glared at Darreth. “Now what would you want that for?”

“We don’t.” Ilanna spoke in a curt tone, cutting off Darreth’s protest. “But whoever set the fire in Old Town Market used it.”

Donneh’s face grew shocked, then infuriated. “Serenii fire to burn down Old Town Market?” She rattled off a string of curses that summarized precisely how Ilanna felt at that moment.

“I want to know where they got it from,” Ilanna demanded. “Who in Praamis sells Serenii fire?”

“Outside the Secret Keepers,” Darreth added. “I doubt the Temple of Whispers would look kindly on such destruction.”

“Which means only an unscrupulous third-party would be selling it,” Ilanna said. “Someone who cares more about coin than the lives of others.” The lives of my child and Ria. The thought filled her with a burning rage.

Donneh nodded. “I know of only two men in Praamis who would sell Serenii fire.”

Ilanna leaned forward, her teeth bared in a snarl. “Tell me where to find them.”

*     *     *

The bell over the door of the apothecary’s shop tinkled as Ilanna entered, moving toward the cluttered counter with a limp that was only slightly exaggerated. The numbing effects of Darreth’s ointment had worn off long ago.

A middle-aged man with a pleasant smile appeared, peering up at her. “Welcome, miss.” He stood, wiping his hands on a cloth, and spread his arms wide. “How might I be of service?”

Ilanna placed her bandaged hands on the counter. “Got anything for burns or wounds?”

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “Dearie me, those look terrible!” He bustled around behind the counter and produced a tub of waxy orange paste. “You’ll find that this works wonders. Why, I’ve seen it heal a finger that had been cut clean off the hand. Good as new.” He gave her a grin.

“Good.” Ilanna’s hand shot toward her bracer. She drew a dagger and slammed it to the hilt in the apothecary’s hand, pinning it to the table. “You’ll need it.”

The man’s eyes went wide. For a moment, he stared at his hand in stunned disbelief. His blood-curdling scream set the glass of his windows rattling. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he collapsed to his knees, shrieking and hollering. His hand fumbled for the dagger, but Ilanna seized his wrist. She winced at the pain in her burned hands but didn’t release her grip.

“Serenii fire,” she snarled. “Do you sell it?”

The man’s head waggled wildly from side to side. Ilanna tapped the hilt of the dagger, and the apothecary cried out. “Yes!” Blood stained the counter beneath his hand, spreading out in a pool and trickling down the sides of the table.

Ilanna leaned closer and dropped her voice to a low whisper. “Tell me who you sold it to.”

The apothecary made to protest, but Ilanna shook her head. “Unless you want to see if this ointment can reattach a severed manhood, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”

He did.
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Chapter 4


“You sure he’s in there?”

Errik nodded. “Garrill tracked him here.”

Ilanna was glad for that. She’d contemplated asking Allon for help, but she dreaded the questions he’d no doubt ask. Besides, the longer she could delay the inevitable conversation she had to have with him, the better.

“You sure about this?” Errik’s hand rested on his sword.

Ilanna eyed the dilapidated building. The sign over the door read “The Poxy Fool”—not the sort of place she’d ever intended to visit. Even Errik, one of the most accomplished assassins of House Serpent, hesitated to enter.

“I am.” Ilanna tested her own sword—a slim, lightweight blade that hung in a hidden sheath along her leg—wincing at the pain in her still-healing palms. “He’s the one who did it.”

Errik raised an eyebrow.

“Trust me, the information’s solid.” The alchemist had spilled his secrets for fear Ilanna would do the same to his guts. His hand would heal…eventually.

Jaw clenched, Ilanna strode forward and into the tavern. The interior of The Poxy Fool, one of the many drinking establishments that had sprung up outside the Praamian Wall, matched the shabby exterior. The reek of urine and beer-stained sawdust only barely drowned out the stench of unwashed men. The dim lighting did little to hide the ugliness of the tavern and its rough-clothed, rough-spoken patrons. Even the dull-eyed waitresses could only seem to muster a halfhearted sashay as they moved among the whiskered, dusty men.

Ilanna stopped in the doorway, Errik at her back. “I’m here for Melinn. Point me to him, and I won’t make a mess.”

A few heads turned her way, and chuckles rang out in the tavern. Most of the men huddled over their tankards simply ignored her.

Ilanna strode toward the nearest man. “I’ve come for Melinn. Where is he?”

The man, a balding, bearded fellow with a thick neck and hands large enough to wrap around his tankard, didn’t answer.

“I’ll try this one more time.” Ilanna kept her voice polite, but couldn’t stop the edge from creeping in. “Which one is Melinn?”

“Best you’re off, girlie,” the man drawled. “Trouble’s all you’ll find in here.”

With a snarl, Ilanna smashed his face into the tankard. He staggered back, blood spurting from his nose and split lip. When he recovered, he whirled, eyes blazing, fists clenched in a fighting stance. He charged her and ran into Errik’s sword. A palm’s width of steel slid into his stomach before he could stop.

“If you hold very still,” Ilanna said, snarling, “you might not bleed to death right here.” She caught movement in the corner of her eye. “Of course, if one of your friends over there is foolish enough to try anything…”

Errik applied more pressure to the sword.

The man wailed. “Hold it!” He waved away his comrades. Perspiration trickled down his forehead. His jaw muscles worked as he struggled not to cry out. A trickle of crimson ran down the front of his tunic, over his belt, and seeped along the legs of his dusty breeches.

“Much better.” Ilanna gave the balding man a syrupy smile. “Now, tell me which one is Melinn.”

In the back of the tavern, a wooden chair crashed against the wall, and a slight man sprinted out of the rear entrance.

“Thank you.” At her nod, Errik slid his sword free of the big man’s gut and darted out the door. “Might be a lesson for you, though. Next time someone comes in here and asks politely, best you answer.”

The balding man fell to his knees, pressing a hand to his bleeding gut. “Curse you, poxy bitch!”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Men! Can’t handle a bit of pain.” She fixed the crowd with a baleful glare. More than a few of the balding man’s companions had found their feet. A wild light filled their eyes, and fists balled all around. One man, a thick-necked fellow covered in blue tattoos, had a knife half-drawn from a sheath on his belt.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Ilanna snapped. “Best you take your seats, and I’ll be on my way.” She backed toward the tavern door. “If you’re thinking of following me, know I’ll put a dagger through the eye of the first man I see. And trust me, the Night Guild has blades enough for the lot of you.”

At the mention of the Night Guild, anger turned to hesitation, with a touch of fear mixed in for good measure. The tattooed man’s blade remained in its sheath, though he didn’t take his hand from the hilt.

The balding man’s voice echoed from the door behind her. “Don’t be coming back here, girl!”

Ilanna snorted as she strode into the streets. If she never saw The Poxy Fool again, it would be too soon.

A meaty thump sounded from around the corner, followed by a grunt of pain. When she reached the alley, she found Errik holding a scruffy man by an even scruffier collar. The Serpent brought his knee up into the man’s face with a crunch. Blood sprayed and, with a half-squeak, half-grunt, the man collapsed to the muddy ground.

“Bring him,” Ilanna told Errik. “Let’s take our friend Melinn someplace quiet. We’re going to have a chat, he and I.”

Errik threw a hood over Melinn’s head and hoisted the unconscious man onto his shoulders. Their steps led only a few hundred paces north, toward an empty warehouse she’d chosen for this very purpose. She held the rickety door open for Errik, who had to stoop with his burden to enter.

The building was empty and long-abandoned. Sunlight spilled through a crumbled section of roof, revealing sagging walls and a floor covered with dust, debris, and dried thatch.

“There.” Ilanna pointed to the only pillar still standing.

Errik dropped Melinn, not taking care to be gentle. The blow must have been harder than she realized, for the man didn’t stir as he thumped onto the ground.

Ilanna untied the rope from her waist and handed it to Errik. Within a minute, the unconscious man was secured to the pillar, arms trapped in the loops encircling his torso. He could struggle all he wanted—he wouldn’t get out of the ropes unless she let him out.

She scanned the warehouse, and a nearby bucket caught her attention. The water within reeked, and a slimy muck covered the wood.

She handed the bucket to Errik and tore the hood off Melinn’s head. “Wake him up.”

Errik emptied the foul contents across the unconscious man.

Melinn jerked upright, spluttering and gasping as stinking, icy water splashed over him. “What in the—?” His eyes darted wildly about. He struggled against the ropes, but the knots held. Panic stained his features. “What’s all this?”

His gaze fell on Ilanna, then to the throwing knife she twirled in her fingers. She twisted the blade to reflect the sunlight into his eyes.

He squinted and twisted away. “W-Who are you?”

Ilanna didn’t move, didn’t speak. She fixed the man with a fierce glare and kept the dagger spinning. The movement sent pain shooting through her hands. She didn’t stop; she had to keep the flesh supple while it healed, else risk reduced mobility in her fingers.

Melinn’s eyes darted between her and Errik, who leaned against the wall behind her. “Where am I?”

“Wrong question.” Ilanna spun the dagger faster, grimacing at the pain. “Try again.”

Fear danced across Melinn’s face. His mouth worked, but no sound came. Finally, he stammered out, “W-Why a—?”

“There you are. That’s the right question.” Ilanna smiled, but the chill of her voice matched the icy rage in her chest. Her arm flew back and forward, sending the dagger spinning through the air. Melinn screamed as a finger’s length of steel pierced the meat of his bony shoulder.

She growled. She’d aimed for his leg.

“I have two questions for you,” she said. “Answer them, or your death will be slow and painful. Speak truly, and you need fear nothing. Do you understand?”

Blinking back tears, Melinn nodded.

Ilanna drew in a deep breath. “You burned Old Town Market.” A statement, not a question.

Melinn’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to protest. Ilanna buried another throwing dagger in his other shoulder. At least this time she’d aimed for it.

She waited until his cries died down before speaking. “The man who sold you the Serenii fire identified you. Seems you weren’t bright enough to give him a false name.” She tugged up his shirt sleeve, revealing a long stripe of scorched flesh. “Who knew arsonists could be so clumsy?”

Tears streamed down Melinn’s face. “If you already know, why—?”

Ilanna’s fist slammed into his gaunt jaw, snapping his head to the side. “I’m pretty sure I was the one asking questions. Now, here’s what I want to know.” She bent to place her face level with his. “First, why?”

Melinn clamped his mouth shut. Ilanna tapped the knife embedded in his right shoulder. “Be warned, this dagger’s right next to the muscle that moves your arm. If I push it just right…” She demonstrated, and he screamed until she eased up on the tension. “Make me do that again, and you’ll walk out of here with a useless arm.”

“Keeper’s bones!” the man shrieked, spitting a mixture of tears and snot.

“There are only two reasons a man sets fire to a marketplace.” She held up two fingers. “Either someone’s paying him to do it, or he likes to watch things burn. Judging by the look of you, I’m guessing it’s a mixture of the two.”

“If you already know all this, why the hell are you asking me?” Melinn’s voice had a nervous quaver.

“I’m not asking you why you burned down Old Town Market.” She bared her teeth in a snarl and held a long, curved dagger under his nose. “I want to know why you burned down my house.”

Melinn’s eyes went wide. “Now wait a minute, I didn’t burn no house. That was…” His voice trailed off as he realized what he’d been about to say.

Of course. That fire couldn’t have been started by just one man. Not this one man, at least. He has to have a partner. Maybe more than one.

“Which brings me to my second question. Who paid you to do it?” She narrowed her eyes. “Was it your partner, or someone else?”

Melinn’s face tightened at the word “partner”.

Ilanna rolled her eyes. Sweet Mistress, he’d make the world’s worst gambler.

She ripped the dagger from his left shoulder. He shrieked and writhed in pain, but the ropes held him fast. Ilanna held the bloody dagger above his head. Blood dripped onto his forehead and slid down his face, into his eyes and mouth.

“Tell me your partner’s name,” she demanded, “and this will all be over.”

“I can’t!” Melinn moaned. “He’ll kill me if I do.”

Ilanna shook her head. “You’ll never have to worry about him again. Not when I’m done with him.”

Melinn blinked blood from his eyes and peered up at her. “You swear?”

Ilanna nodded. “On the Watcher’s name. If you give me the name of the man who hired you, I will ensure he is never a problem for you.”

Melinn hesitated. Ilanna could see the sluggish working of his mind as he weighed his options. The dagger stained with blood—his blood—a hand’s breadth from his face tipped the scales.

“Toll. His name is Toll.”

“Good,” Ilanna said. “Now tell me where I can find him.”

Melinn’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know. He finds me when he needs something…burned.”

Ilanna bent close, her eyes narrowing. She searched his eyes for any sign of deceit and found none. “Toll. Did he tell you why?”

Melinn shook his head. “He just showed me the gold.”

Ilanna’s stomach curled. With a snarl, she drove the dagger into his throat.

The arsonist’s eyes went wide. Blood pumped from the wound, spilling down his tunic and dripping onto the ground. Ilanna watched it, her fury blazing hot. The man before her had burned down Old Town Market—destroying the livelihood of hundreds of people, killing and injuring dozens—for nothing more than a few coins and the sheer pleasure of it. The world was better off without him.

Melinn struggled one last time, giving a wet gurgling cough, and his body slumped.

“Ilanna!” A gasp sounded behind her.

Ilanna whirled.

Allon stood in the open door, his eyes wide, mouth agape. His gaze darted between her bloodstained dagger and the sagging corpse beside her.

Ilanna’s fists clenched. “What in the frozen hell are you doing here? Are you following me?”

“Can you blame me?” Allon gesticulated at Melinn’s dead body. “This is insane.”

“Is it?” Ilanna stalked toward him, rage bubbling in her chest. “He’s the one responsible for burning down Old Town Market.”

“And your house?” Allon asked.

“No.” Ilanna fixed him with a furious glare. “He had a partner.”

Allon’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you sure?”

Ilanna nodded. “And I’m going to track him down.” She made to move past him, but Allon barred her way.

“Let me help you.”

Ilanna snarled up at him. “Why?”

Allon flinched, but held his ground. “Because…” He ran a hand through his long hair. “Because you’re hurting and I want to help.” He gave her a strange look.

Ilanna wanted to shove him aside. She could see it in his eyes: he thought she was crazy for being so angry at the loss of a house. After stealing Lady Auslan’s corpse, she had enough money to buy a dozen houses far nicer and larger. But he didn’t know the real reason for her rage. He didn’t know what she had lost.

“Get out of the way, Allon,” she snapped. “I don’t have time for this. I have someone to find.” She couldn’t handle the emotional baggage that came with his presence.

“Why not let me find him? Or her,” Allon added quickly. “I’m a Hound, damn it. It’s what we do.”

Ilanna opened her mouth to retort, but something made her hesitate. She ought to take him up on the offer. She had no idea where to find Toll, and she couldn’t risk the arsonist catching word that she was hunting him. Much as she hated to admit it, Allon was damned good at his job. If anyone could locate Toll, it would be Allon.

“Just give me a name, Ilanna,” Allon said, his tone pleading. “I’ll find the person for you.”

After a long, tense moment, Ilanna sighed. “Toll. The man I’m looking for is named Toll. I’ve no idea where to look for him, but—”

“Got it.” He turned and headed for the door. “Give me an hour, and I’ll send word here.”

“You expect me to wait around for you?” she demanded.

Allon shrugged. “Get something to eat and drink. I’ll wager it’s been a while since your last meal.”

The rumbling in Ilanna’s stomach reminded her she hadn’t seen food all day.

“One hour.” She held up a finger.

With a nod, Allon slipped out of the door.

Errik appeared from a shadowy corner. “Want me to look for Toll as well?”

Ilanna nodded. “Do it.” The wider she cast the net, the greater the chance she’d catch her prey. “Whatever the cost, I’ll cover it.”

She would have words with the man who had burned down her home and murdered her son and Ria.
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Chapter 5


“Hello, there,” Ilanna said as Errik ripped the canvas hood from the man’s head. “Toll, I presume?”

Fear sparked in Toll’s wide eyes. “W-What is th-this?”

“Oh, if I was you, I’d stop moving. Your situation’s a tad…precarious at the moment.”

For the first time, Toll looked around. He stood atop a rickety barrel, a noose around his neck. The rope ran over a wooden ceiling beam, where it was secured to a pillar behind him. One wrong move would tip the barrel over, leaving him at the mercy of the hempen necklace.

“Just tell me what you want!” Desperation echoed in Toll’s voice. “I-I’ve got money. I can pay you to—”

Ilanna drew a dagger. “Shut up.” At a nod, Errik hauled on the rope, pulling it taut.

Toll gagged at the sudden pressure on his neck. He went up on his tiptoes and sucked in a ragged breath. “Please!”

Ilanna settled in the chair she’d placed in front of the barrel. “You’re going to tell me what I want to know.” Toll jerked as she gave the barrel a gentle kick. “Everything. Understood?”

The arsonist nodded and gasped for air. “Yes!”

“Excellent.”

Ilanna drew a dagger and twirled it in her fingers. The scorched flesh of her hands had stiffened, even with Darreth’s ointment. She reddened as the weapon clattered to the floor.

Retrieving the blade, she tapped it against her lips as she stood and walked around him. “We found Melinn. He already admitted to burning down Old Town Market.”

Toll’s rodent face grew deathly pale, and he swallowed.

“But Melinn’s not your problem,” Ilanna said in a hard, cold voice. “Not anymore.”

She snapped her fingers, and Errik dumped Melinn’s corpse in full view of Toll. Horror twisted the man’s expression. Melinn’s face had gone pale in death, his mouth agape, his open eyes fixing Toll with an unseeing gaze. His blood had dried, darkened, and crusted.

Toll’s eyes snapped back to Ilanna as she pulled a chair closer and sat, resting her feet on the barrel. “Now you’ve me to deal with.”

“W-Who are you?” The arsonist’s eyes darted to Errik, who had returned to his place in the shadows of the warehouse.

Ilanna shook her head. “Does it really matter?”

Sweat trickled down Toll’s face. Already his legs had begun to tremble. “You can’t just kill me! The Night Guild won’t take kindly to—”

“Oh, I don’t think you’ve much to worry about where that’s concerned.” Ilanna held up her bracer to show him the insignia of House Hawk. “I’m certain the Night Guild won’t mind me killing the bastard who burned down Old Town Market. After all, a pretty sizeable chunk of our income”—she emphasized the word—“came from the merchants and traders who passed through the marketplace.”

Toll’s shoulders slumped as his desperate hope crumbled. “What do you want?” he cried. Tears mingled with the sweat trickling down his face. “Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you. Just don’t kill me.”

Ilanna hopped to her feet and walked around the barrel, kicking it every second step. “I want you to tell me why you burned down Old Town Market. I want the name of the person who hired you to do it.” She glanced back at Errik and spoke in a low, dangerous tone. “And I want you to tell me why you burned down my house.”

The arsonist paled further. “Your house?”

Ilanna nodded. “That’s right, you festering maggot of a coward. You went into my house and set it on fire, burning down…” She stopped herself from saying “everything I loved”, instead finishing with, “…everything I own.”

She slashed her knife across the back of his right calf. “And you’re going to tell me why.”

Toll wailed, his leg quivering as he struggled to stand. “Please! I just did it for the money.”

Ilanna sliced his left calf. “Who paid you?”

“I don’t know!” The arsonist’s desperate cry echoed in the warehouse. “I never saw his face.”

“How did you know it was a he?”

“His voice. I heard his voice. He wore a dark hood, came to me at night.”

“Did he give you a name?”

“No!” Toll drew in a ragged breath. “But his gold was Praamian.”

Ilanna sneered. “And that’s all that mattered to you.” Anger burned in her chest. “You didn’t care that you were going to maim and kill people, deprive hard-working Praamians of their livelihood.”

“I was just trying to feed my family!” Toll broke down into sobs. “He offered me enough to buy my children food for a year.”

And you burned my child to death. Ilanna tightened her grip on her dagger. Only the pain in her hands kept her from carving Toll to ribbons where he stood. She wanted to make him feel the torment she felt as she watched her house collapse, the agony lancing her chest at the thought of never seeing Kodyn again.

She drew in a deep breath, tried to calm her pounding heart. Something about his words didn’t make sense. “Why in the bloody hell would a Praamian want to burn down Old Town Market?” Trade goods from around Einan flowed through the marketplace. The damage would harm the city’s economy.

“He said something about a bloody hand. I didn’t understand it, but—”

“What?” Ilanna slammed her hand onto the barrel top, setting it quivering. “He said what?”

“I-I…” Toll licked his lips. “He was rambling, didn’t make sense. Said something about the bloody hand wanting me.”

“And that ‘Bloody Hand’ doesn’t mean anything to you?”

“No!” Toll gave a violent shake of his head. “I thought it had something to do with the Night Guild. A secret code or something. Maybe a threat that they’d kill me if I didn’t do it. I had to take the job.”

Ilanna’s fists clenched. Sweet Mistress. The Bloody Hand.

The Bloody Hand had hired Toll to burn down Old Town Market. No doubt out of revenge for the men Ilanna had killed. Either they’d masqueraded as Praamians, or they had contacts in Praamis.

“And the house?” Her blade pierced the back of his right knee. “Why did you burn down the house?”

Toll’s knees buckled and he sagged. At Ilanna’s nod, Errik hauled on the rope, pulling Toll upright once more.

“I’m not done with you,” Ilanna snarled at the wheezing arsonist. “Why did you burn down the house?”

“I don’t know!” Toll gasped, his voice a hoarse croak. “The man who hired me, he showed me where he wanted the fires set. He pointed out your house and told me to make sure it burned with the market.”

Ilanna’s blood ran cold. The Bloody Hand had targeted her. They’d known where she lived. But how? She’d never encountered them until her trip to Voramis. Yet somehow, they had reached Praamis the same day as her to deliver their gruesome message—the corpse of Prynn, her fellow Hawk. But she hadn’t gone home after her return. So how had they known about her home?

“How long ago were you hired?” Steel bit into the back of Toll’s left knee. “When did the man come to you?”

“A week!” Desperation sent Toll’s voice higher. “He told me what night to set the fire, what time. He even told me where to buy the Serenii fire, gave me the gold to cover it.” Tears streamed down his face. “I’ve told you everything I know. Please, don’t kill me!”

Ilanna turned her back on the arsonist. It doesn’t add up. A week earlier, she’d been returning from Voramis with the items she’d stolen from the Temple of Whispers. No one—not the Bloody Hand, not the Secret Keepers—could have traveled from Voramis to Praamis in four days. Icy feet danced down her spine. So whoever it was, they were already here in Praamis.

Her mind whirled. Who in Praamis would have motive to kill her? Duke Phonnis had plenty of reason to hate her, but the Chief Justiciar would prefer a public execution. No way he’d burn down one of the city’s commercial centers. Would any of her enemies in the Night Guild go so far as to burn Old Town Market?

It didn’t make sense. The Bloody Hand would burn down the marketplace, no doubt to send the Night Guild a message. Any enemies in Praamis would burn down her house in the hopes of killing her. But both?

She rounded on the arsonist. “You say he came to you after dark?”

Toll nodded, splashing sweat.

“You didn’t see his face, but you heard his voice. What about his hands? Did he have anything distinguishable about him? Any weapons you could see? Anything that could help you identify him?”

Toll’s face scrunched up. “I-I…” He swallowed. His eyes brightened. “A limp!”

Ilanna’s eyes flew wide. “What?”

Toll gave a vigorous nod of his head. “He walked with a limp. I swear it!”

Ilanna’s heart stopped. She knew one man who fit the description. Bryden, the second-in-command of House Hawk. An old injury had left him with a limp. But he never left the tunnels of the Night Guild. He spent all his time in his office, with Master Hawk, or planning heists for his crew of Journeymen.

Can it be? Bryden hated her; he’d said it to her face. He had plenty of reason to want her out of the Night Guild, but dead?

She remembered the way he’d talked at the meeting when House Hawk had voted to reject the Bloody Hand’s offer of partnership. He had been in favor of considering their proposal, had even voted to accept. Was he working with the Bloody Hand? She didn’t want to believe it, but all the evidence pointed at it.

Her stomach curled. A Journeyman from her House, a traitor to the Night Guild. The man responsible for burning her son and Ria to death. Her fists clenched so tight her knuckles turned white. With a roar of rage, she slammed her boot into the barrel, knocking it out from under Toll. The man gagged and gasped, his legs kicking at the air in desperation.

Ilanna stood and watched. Satisfaction flooded her at the sight of Toll flailing about. The man’s face turned purple, his tongue lolling out. After a long moment, she strode over to Errik and severed the rope. The thump of a body hitting the floor echoed behind her.

She turned and stalked toward the sobbing, wheezing Toll. “I’m not done with you yet. You’re going to rack that tiny brain of yours for anything else you can tell me about the man who hired you.” She needed to be certain Bryden was behind it.

Toll huddled in a pitiful heap on the floor, blubbering like a child.

“Ilanna.” Errik’s quiet voice drifted through the blood pounding in her ears.

“What?” She whirled.

Errik thrust his chin toward the door. “He’s here to see you.”

Allon stood there, a look of urgency on his pale face.

“What do you want, Allon?” she snapped. “I’m busy.”

Allon jerked his head toward the warehouse behind him. “Not here.”

Sighing, Ilanna followed him through the door. “Keep an eye on him,” she called to Errik.

Allon stopped a few paces away. “I’ve been sent with a summons for you to appear before the Guild Council in an hour. But then I find you doing this? What the hell are you thinking, Ilanna?”

“I’m getting answers,” she snarled. “Something no one else seems interested in.”

“But torturing him?” He shook his head. “Surely there has to be—”

“I do what I must, Allon.” She bit off his name like a curse. “If you don’t like it, leave.”

Allon’s expression darkened. “I will. I don’t like this side of you. It’s too…dark.”

“It’s exactly who I need to be. The people who did this need to suffer.”

“Because they burned down your house?”

Ilanna bit back a shout. Because they burned my child alive, you fool! “Yes.”

“You can buy ten houses, Ilanna. You’re the wealthiest person in the Night Guild by far. I understand that you grew up there. More than anyone else, I can understand the place home holds in your heart. But it’s gone. Nothing’s going to change that. Killing people won’t make it better. It’s time to move on with—”

“Are you done?” Her words held more ice than the Frozen Sea. “I’ve almost got what I want. I’m this close to identifying the one who paid him.” She wanted to see Bryden’s face when she told the Guild Council he was responsible for the fire.

“I’m done.” Allon’s face grew hard as the stone floor. “If you’re not willing to listen to me, I can’t help you.”

She wanted to scream at him. I don’t need your help!

Errik appeared from the door. “He’s unconscious.” He wiped blood from his knuckles. “You got a moment?”

Ilanna nodded.

“Want me to keep an eye on him?” Allon asked. “Make sure he doesn’t wake up and run off?”

Ilanna sighed. “Fine.” Anything to get him away from her. He kept turning up. Why didn’t he understand that she didn’t want him around? She’d have to have that talk with him as soon as she came from the Guild Council.

Once Allon disappeared through the door, Ilanna turned to Errik. “What is it?”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Ilanna hesitated. “I only know one person with a limp.”

“Anyone can fake a limp, Ilanna.” The Serpent’s face was serious. “You can’t go accusing Bryden without proof.”

“I know.” Ilanna ground her teeth. “That’s why Toll’s still breathing. If he can give me any more details about the man who hired him, it may give me what I need to prove that Bryden is the—”

A cry of pain echoed from the room. As one, Ilanna and Errik rushed through the door.

Allon was on the ground, a dagger buried a hand’s breadth into the meat of his thigh. Beside him, Toll lay on his back, sightless eyes staring up at the sky. The handle of Allon’s dagger protruded from under Toll’s chin.

No!

Ilanna pressed a finger to Toll’s neck. No pulse.

She slammed a fist against his chest. “Damn it!” She whirled on Allon and screamed, “What in the fiery hell did you do?”

Allon’s face screwed up in pain. “He woke up and attacked me!” Clenching his teeth, he pulled the dagger from his leg. “He grabbed my knife and—”

“And you killed him!” Ilanna snarled at him. She kicked Toll’s corpse once, twice, three times.

“I-I’m sorry, Ilanna! It was self-defense. He was going to kill me.”

Fury stormed in Ilanna’s gut. Damn you, Allon! She didn’t know if Toll could identify Bryden as the man who had set the fires, but now she never would. By defending himself, the Hound had eliminated her only hope of getting justice for her son and Ria.

Allon tried to stand, but groaned and sagged.

Ilanna sighed. “It’s fine.” She couldn’t blame Allon for defending himself. “Is it bad?”

Allon shook his head. “He hit muscle, not arteries, thank the Watcher. Hurts like a donkey kick to the teeth, but I’ll walk.”

Errik slung one of Allon’s arms over his shoulder. Allon hissed as the Serpent pulled him to his feet, pressing a hand to his ribs. “Little bastard could throw a punch.”

Errik helped Allon limp over to a nearby couch. “Go. Don’t keep the Guild Council waiting. I’ll bandage him up and meet you in the Aerie when you’re done.”

Nodding, Ilanna hurried from the warehouse. Frustration churned in her stomach as she rushed through the muddy streets, back toward the Night Guild. She had lost her only lead. Now, she would have to stand before the Guild Council with no proof of Bryden’s guilt.

She wanted to scream, to shout, to lash out in anger. She had come away with nothing. Bryden would evade justice for what he’d done.

Not if I can help it, she determined. She might not be able to do anything now, but she would get the proof. You will suffer, Bryden. By all the gods of Einan, I swear you will feel the pain you have caused me.

The oath rang hollow. Beneath the temporary anger, she felt like she would drown in an ocean of sorrow at her loss. Vengeance wouldn’t bring back her son.
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Chapter 6


Sixteen curious faces stared at Ilanna from across the Guild Council table. Ilanna had eyes for only one.

Look at Bryden sitting there with that smug expression. She wanted to leap over the table and hurl herself at him. She couldn’t prove it, but he had to be the man responsible for burning down Old Town Market—and her house. The “why” of it all still eluded her. But staring at Bryden now, Ilanna didn’t need to understand. Every shred of willpower went into keeping her fists clenched at her side.

“Ilanna of House Hawk, you have been summoned to the Council to give answer for yourself.” Master Gold, Master of the Night Guild, leaned on his elbows and fixed her with a somber stare. “It has come to our attention that there is a grievance against you.”

“Who?” Ilanna’s eyes narrowed and her lip curled into a sneer as she met Bryden’s eyes. She wanted to hear how he would complain for her killing the arsonists.

But Bryden had nothing to say. He met her furious glare with unruffled calm.

Master Hound rose to his feet. “It is House Hound who brings the grievance.”

This caught Ilanna off-guard. “What?”

Master Hound stroked his pinched mouth. “Is it true that you utilized the sewer tunnels beneath Praamis for the purpose of transporting the prize stolen from Lord Auslan’s vault?”

Ilanna nodded. “It is.”

“And is it true that you were pursued through the tunnels by the Arbitors in service to Duke Elodon Phonnis?”

Ilanna hesitated before nodding. What’s this about?

Master Hound’s expression hardened. “Then she is the one to blame.”

“For what?” Ilanna snarled. Her fist tightened around the scorched hawk figurine in her hand, sending pain through her burned hands.

“For the damned Arbitors crawling through the sewer system!” Master Hound’s voice rose to a thunderous shout. He stabbed a finger at her. “Because of you, Journeyman Ilanna, the Duke’s blue-coated bastards have covered every exit and entrance to the sewer tunnels. You led the Duke’s men into those passages, which, until now, have been ignored by the Praamian Guard and the Arbitors alike. Thanks to you, three Journeymen and nearly a dozen apprentices were captured. Your actions have hindered my House’s ability to fulfill its contracts and obligations.”

Master Fox stood. “House Fox has also been similarly affected.” He tweaked his walrus moustache and adjusted the belt around his heavy waist. “My Foxes also use the sewer system from time to time. The presence of the Duke’s Arbitors in the tunnels has placed my Journeymen and apprentices in danger. No longer do they have a safe getaway from pursuit.”

Master Gold frowned. “A serious problem, indeed.”

Master Hound nodded. “House Hound and House Fox wish to seek compensation for the inconvenience. More than a few contracts have gone unfulfilled, and the disruption has led to a steep decline in the Houses’ finances.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “Money? This is about a few bloody coins?” Her knuckles whitened around the wooden figurine.

“Not a few coins.” Master Fox shook his head. “It is more than—”

“You fools want money? Have it! Bryden,” she snarled his name, “see to it that the doddering imbeciles have their coin. Meanwhile, some of us have more important things to worry about. Such as why the Bloody Hand chose to burn down Old Town Market.”

The outrage on the House Masters’ faces evaporated at mention of the Bloody Hand. More than a few faces, Master Gold’s among them, went pale.

“What nonsense is this?” Master Hound slapped a palm on the table. “You expect us to believe that the Voramians have burned down Old Town Market? For what purpose? Why would they do something so reckless?”

Anger burned in Ilanna’s chest. “To send a message, you cretin!” Her shout echoed off the hard-packed earthen walls of the Guild Council Chamber. “They sent us a bloody hand, then the mutilated corpse of my friend. Do you really think those animals would hesitate to burn down all of Praamis if it suited their purpose?”

Master Hound’s face turned ashen, and Master Fox fell to his seat. The silence hung thick in the stale air of the underground chamber.

After a long moment, Master Gold stood. “What proof have you to substantiate this claim?”

“Do you really need proof?” Ilanna turned her glare on the Guild Master. “You know what they are capable of. Who else would set fire to such an important part of the Praamian economy?” She turned her glare on Bryden. “Can you think of anyone who would dare burn down an entire area of the city out of spite?”

Bryden actually flinched in the face of her vitriol. He shook his head. “I cannot.”

“Any of you?” She turned her glare on the assorted House Masters and their seconds-in-command.

None could answer.

“Come now,” Master Hound protested. “We all know of your feelings toward the Bloody Hand and their offer. Just as it is no secret where I stand on the matter. In all my dealings with the Voramians, they have been nothing but courteous. Insistent, perhaps, but never violent.”

“To you, the one they perceive as their ally.” Ilanna’s temper flared. “But you saw what they did to Prynn. Even you, their toady, have to see sense.”

“Journeyman Ilanna!” Master Gold’s roar set the walls rattling. “You will address the House Masters with the respect they are due. Despite your personal feelings on the matter, you must restrain yourself.”

Ilanna bit back a furious retort. She didn’t care what Master Hound thought of her, but she would gain nothing by antagonizing Master Gold.

“Do you have any proof of your accusations?” The Guild Master narrowed his eyes. “Anything to substantiate your claims?”

“I have the word of the men who set the fire,” Ilanna replied.

Gasps echoed in the Guild Council Chamber. Master Hawk’s brow furrowed, and Master Gold’s eyebrows danced toward the ceiling.

“Bring them forward.” The Guild Master spread his arms wide. “Let us hear their accounts.”

Ilanna sneered. “They are dead.”

Stunned silence filled the room. Bryden’s lip curled upward. “Dead, you say?”

Ilanna nodded. “No less than they deserved.”

“And you didn’t think of keeping them alive long enough for us to hear what they had to say?”

Bryden’s patronizing tone set her hands trembling. In her fury, Ilanna hadn’t hesitated to carry out her vengeance on Melinn. She would have done the same once Toll had told her everything. It hadn’t crossed her mind that she’d need proof.

Incredulous, she stared at the men and women behind the table. How can they be so blind? She fixed Master Hawk with a pleading look. He answered with a minute shrug.

Bryden gave a harsh laugh. “You expect us to simply take you at your word? With no proof?”

“It is not just my word!” Ilanna glared. “Journeyman Errik of House Serpent was also present when I…spoke with the arsonists. He will corroborate my evidence.”

Master Gold raised an eyebrow. “Indeed?” He snapped his fingers, and Entar rushed out of the room.

“He is on his way here with a wounded Hound. Journeyman Allon.”

Fury pulled Master Hound’s pinched face even tighter. “Allon? What did you do to him?” Tension showed around Master Hawk’s face as well.

Ilanna shook her head. “Your nephew is fine, Master Hawk.” She ignored the Master of House Hound. “He was attacked by the second arsonist. He killed the man in self-defense, but sustained an injury to his leg. Nothing serious.”

Master Hawk relaxed. “If Journeyman Errik can corroborate your story—”

Ilanna cut him off. “He will back me up.”

“As you say.” Master Gold inclined his head. “With that proof, we will have to consider what steps to take.”

“I won’t believe it.” Master Hound slammed his fist onto the table. “The Bloody Hand isn’t stupid enough to do something like that. It would only turn us against them.”

“They never expected I’d find out they were behind it,” Ilanna snarled. “I’ve no doubt they intended to track down the arsonists and dispose of them before we uncovered their duplicity.”

Master Hawk and Master Gold exchanged frowns, and Master Serpent’s brow furrowed in concentration. The other House Masters, however, seemed less concerned by her statement than she’d expected.

Anger and impatience surged within Ilanna. She’d had enough of these foolish old men who were more inclined to sit and talk than take action. The House Masters had grown fat and lazy while their Journeymen did the hard work. Only Masters Hawk and Serpent looked like they spent more time outside than in the comfort of their Houses.

These are the ones who will protect Praamis from the Bloody Hand? She snorted. Not a Keeper-damned chance.

Her eyes darted to Bryden, who sat beside Master Hawk. And you, you worm. She poured all her hatred and anger into her glare. You want proof? Wait until I put a dagger in your throat. That will be all the proof you need.

Master Serpent spoke for the first time. “Masters, I propose that we adjourn the meeting for now. I will seek out Journeyman Errik and obtain his statement. If what Ilanna says is true, we must take swift steps to deal with this threat before it becomes a full-on incursion. We should all return to our Houses and prepare for war with the Bloody Hand.”

“And if we discover the Journeyman’s claims to be perfidy?” Master Hound raised an eyebrow.

“Then we have nothing to fear.” Master Serpent’s tone held a dangerous edge. “But years as a Serpent have taught me to never disregard a threat, no matter how impossible it may seem. I, at least, care enough for my Journeymen and apprentices to consider Ilanna’s words.” With a stiff bow to his fellow House Masters and their lieutenants, Master Serpent and his second-in-command strode from the room.

Master Hawk stood and left without a word, Master Scorpion a few steps behind.

Master Hound opened his mouth to protest, but Master Gold laid a hand on his shoulder. “You lose nothing by being prepared, Bernard.”

The Master of House Hound shrugged off the Guild Master’s hand and turned to Ilanna. “If I find out you are deceiving us…”

Ilanna met his gaze without hesitation. “I’d rather you consider how you will thank me for saving your life.”

Master Hound swept past her with an imperious sniff. The Masters of Houses Fox and Grubber filed out in silence.

Master Bloodbear actually growled at her. “You’d better not be lying, bitch.”

Only Master Gold’s hand on Ilanna’s shoulder stopped her from launching herself at the man. It didn’t matter that Master Bloodbear stood close to twice her height, or that his arms were thicker than her legs. In her fury, she would have attacked him without hesitation.

The sound of Bryden’s shuffling feet only added to her rage. She drew in a deep breath and fixed the Hawk with a glare. Bryden rolled his eyes and limped out of the room.

“What’s the matter with you, Ilanna?” Master Gold hissed into her ear.

Ilanna rounded on him. “Do you even care?”

“Of course, I care!” Master Gold’s eyes flashed. “You may think me as cold as I am practical, but I am not heartless. I can see through your anger, see the hurt. I know your house burned when the Bloody Hand torched the marketplace.”

Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “How—?”

“Master Hawk told me it was the house where you grew up. He warned me because he knew you were going to do something like this. He wanted me to be ready.” Master Gold placed a hand on her shoulder. “I understand the pain you are feeling. But if you keep going down this path, you will go too far. You will lash out at the wrong person, and there will be nothing I can do to protect you.”

Relief trickled through Ilanna’s anger. Master Hawk hadn’t told the Guild Master about Kodyn. At least that secret was safe.

“Turn that anger against the ones who are behind it all. Use it to help me figure out how we can drive the Bloody Hand out of Praamis.” His eyes glazed over as the wheels in his head started clicking. A sly smile spread on his face. “Even if they weren’t responsible for the fire, we can use that to our advantage.”

Ilanna gave a dismissive wave. “I’ll leave the scheming to you. I have more important things to deal with.”

She turned toward the door. Bryden couldn’t have gotten far. She would track him down and confront him. If he was the one to pay Toll and Melinn, he would have a record of withdrawing the funds from his House account. He wouldn’t keep a secret stash of gold like her. He was too sanctimonious for that. She would see his ledger—take it from him by force, if necessary. His own meticulous nature and rigorous adherence to Guild rules would be his downfall.

But before she’d taken two steps, the door burst open and a Journeyman wearing the grey-trimmed robes of House Serpent staggered into the Guild Council Chamber. Blood trickled from a wound in his pale forehead, and he clutched at a crimson stain in his side.

“We’re under…attack!” With a gasp, he slumped to the carpeted floor and lay still.
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Chapter 7


Ilanna’s hand darted to her sword. The pain of her scorched flesh didn’t stop her from drawing the blade.

“Wait!” Master Gold’s voice cracked like a whip. “Follow me.”

He scurried from the Guild Council Chamber. Ilanna fell in step behind him, her eyes wary. Chaos reigned in the Night Guild. From all around, cries, shouts, and the clash of steel echoed off the earthen walls of the tunnels. Men hurried to and fro, directionless, uncertain where the threat came from.

Yet Master Gold led them away from the tumult.

“Where are we going?” Ilanna demanded. “We need to fight.”

“No.” Master Gold shook his head. “We need to hide.”

Ilanna jerked to a stop. “What?” Fury burned in her chest. “We’re under attack, and your first thought is for your own skin?”

“Think about it, Ilanna.” The words poured from his mouth in a rush. “I am Master of the Night Guild. What will happen to the Guild if I am killed, or worse, captured?”

“But we don’t know who’s attacking us!” Ilanna half-turned toward the sound of fighting. “We have to find out more.”

Master Gold gripped her arm. “Does it really matter?” His jaw muscles worked. “Either the Duke’s Arbitors have found our tunnels, or the Bloody Hand has. There’s no heroism in dying today.”

Ilanna clenched her fists. “Damn it, Master Gold! We have to help.” The clash of steel and the cries of fighting men grew louder.

“No, we don’t.” The Guild Master shook his head. “We need to be safe. House Serpent and House Bloodbear were formed for just this eventuality. They’ve enough fighters between them to drive out a small army.”

“They’re going to get killed!” Ilanna protested.

“And they’ve known that since the first day they were chosen by their Houses. Just as you knew what would happen if you were caught in the wrong mansion.” He gripped her sword arm. “But I must live. If we are to recover from this, we will need a clear head and a firm hand to direct our next step. You know as well as I that there is no one better suited to leading the Guild in a time like this than me. If that means I must act the coward and hide, so be it. I do it for the Guild.”

Ilanna looked in his eyes. His expression showed no sign of fear, only the cold pragmatism that had made him such a useful ally. He spoke the truth. That didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Well,” she snarled, “you may be comfortable running and hiding, but I stand with my House!”

“With those hands?” Master Gold’s voice grew harsh. “You can barely hold that sword without wincing. You wouldn’t last two minutes in a fight.”

Ilanna wanted to argue, but the pain radiating through her scorched palms forestalled her argument.

“If you will not listen to reason,” Master Gold snapped, “you will obey a direct command. Protect me, Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk. Protect your Guild Master. That is an order.” His eyes narrowed. “And before you protest, remember that you are still a Journeyman. You have not yet been released from the oaths you swore to your House, to the Guild. To me.”

Ilanna growled low in her throat. “Damn you, Master Gold!” She had to heed his command.

“Let’s go.” Master Gold jerked his head down a side corridor. “To my office.”

The Guild Council Chamber stood a few hundred paces from the Guild Master’s quarters, on neutral territory belonging to none of the Houses. Master Gold and Ilanna covered the distance in less than a minute.

“Secure that door,” Master Gold instructed.

Ilanna threw the deadbolt. The door, built of solid Ghandian blackwood, would keep out anything short of a battering ram.

“Now what?” Her gaze darted around the room. If they dragged the Guild Master’s enormous desk in front of the door, it could buy a few more minutes.

“Leave it,” Master Gold waved her away from the heavy furniture. “This way.” He strode over to a bookcase, upon which sat seven golden figurines: a hawk, a serpent, a scorpion, a bloodbear, a fox, a hound, and a grubber mole. The Guild Master pulled on the hawk. Mechanisms deep in the wall clicked, and the bookcase slid to one side, revealing a darkened tunnel beyond.

“Secrets within secrets, Ilanna.” The Guild Master pointed to the alchemical lamp that hung on the opposite wall. “We’ll need light.”

Ilanna darted across the room and lifted the lamp from its sconce. Once inside the hidden passage, Master Gold pressed on a stone and the bookcase slid shut without a sound.

Ilanna held up the lamp. The tunnel ran for ten paces before turning a corner. “Where does this go?” she whispered.

“To the sewer tunnels beneath the city. And to the chambers of every House Master.”

Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

Master Gold grinned and shrugged. “There is much about the Night Guild known only to myself and the Masters I trust.”

“Master Hawk?”

The Guild Master nodded.

Relief flooded Ilanna. “So he’ll be safe.” Master Hawk could hide until the Serpents and Bloodbears dealt with the threat.

Master Gold’s expression darkened. “You’ve known Jagar Khat for years.” Sorrow filled his eyes. “Have you ever known him to back down when someone threatened his House?”

Ilanna’s gut clenched. Master Hawk would be the first to face whatever came through the doors of the Aerie. He would protect his House, the cost be damned.

Master Gold’s hand gripped her shoulder. “You can’t go out there. You can’t save him.”

Ilanna whirled. “Damn you, Master Gold!” She drove a fist into the earthen walls.

The Guild Master’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He’ll survive this. He has to.” He spoke as if trying to convince himself.

*     *     *

Ilanna tensed as the bookcase slid to one side, but found Master Gold’s office exactly as they’d left it…an hour ago? Two? She rushed across the room and pressed an ear to the blackwood door. An eerie silence hung thick in the tunnels.

“All quiet.”

Master Gold hesitated, but Ilanna didn’t wait for his permission. She unlocked the deadbolt and ripped the door open.

A strangled cry escaped Master Gold’s lips. Blood stained the mangled face, chest, and legs of the body that slumped through the opening. Slim fingers better suited to holding a quill pen gripped a crimson-edged dagger. The dark eyes of Journeyman Entar stared at the ceiling, sightless and unmoving. Three corpses lay at his feet.

Master Gold dropped to his knees beside the corpse of his aide. “Entar!”

Icy daggers of fear pierced Ilanna’s spine. She knelt and studied the bodies. The men, scarred and heavily-muscled, wore leather vests and simple clothing with no identifying markings. Her stomach clenched. They weren’t the olive-clad Praamian Guard or the Duke’s Arbitors with their blue tunics and shining silver breastplates. Only one other explanation remained.

The Bloody Hand.

Ripping her sword from its sheath, she darted out of Entar’s office and rushed through the tunnels toward House Hawk. She passed clusters of wounded men and women, piles of cadavers, and dark patches where blood had turned the dusty floors a muddy crimson. Journeymen wearing the colors of every House lay on the floor—many dead, many more bleeding.

The stink of death hung thick in the stale air. The cries of the wounded echoed from all around her. Men and women groaned, wept, and begged for aid that would not arrive in time. More than once, Ilanna had to leap over a fallen body or dodge a patch of earth sodden with blood.

She recognized many of the corpses—too many. Idan and Elmar, the Foxes who had taught her the ways of the streets. A trio of the Grubbers who had helped Jarl dig the underground tunnels she’d used to transport Lady Auslan’s corpse. A lump rose in her throat at the sight of Garrill, the Hound that had trained her to sneak through the gardens of Duke Phonnis to reach the Black Spire. So many familiar faces numbered among the dead.

Ignoring the pain in her burned legs, she raced toward the double doors of the Aerie. She rounded the corner and slid to a halt. Bodies lay piled high before the entrance to House Hawk. Rivers of crimson trickled toward her, grisly fingers of agony and death. One of the doors hung from a single hinge, the other ripped free completely. A single figure stood in the entrance. He gripped a mace, its head stained red, covered with bits of white matter and bone chunks.

“Jarl!”

The huge Hawk looked up at sight of Ilanna. Relief crossed his face. “‘Lanna.” He sagged, groaning, his weapon clattering to the ground beside him.

Ilanna scrambled over the mountain of bodies—how many of them belonged to her fellow Hawks?—and dropped to one knee beside Jarl. The big man pressed a hand to a ragged tear in his side. Blood seeped from his gashed forehead.

“Easy, Jarl.” She fumbled in her pouch and drew out a roll of bandages. She pressed the cloth to his side. “The Bloody Hand?”

Jarl nodded. “Scores of them.” Fatigue and pain tinged his voice. “Not just us.”

“Ilanna!” A familiar voice rang out in the tunnels behind her.

Ilanna whirled. “Errik!”

The Serpent rushed toward her, not sheathing his crimson-edged sword or dagger. “You hurt?”

Ilanna shook her head. “No. But Jarl’s in bad shape.”

Errik frowned down at the huge Hawk. Jarl’s face had gone pale, and fresh blood seeped from the wound in his side.

“Stay here. I’ll get help.” He darted away.

Ilanna nodded and pressed the cloth tighter against the wound. Jarl gave a weak moan.

“I-I’m sorry, ‘Lanna.” Jarl’s voice sounded so faint, so weak. “I…tried.”

“No!” Sorrow and anger mingled in her gut. “Don’t even think about dying on me, you big, stupid lummox.”

Jarl’s chuckle turned into a weak cough.

“They’re coming to help, Jarl. You stay strong, you hear?”

Jarl gave a weak shake of his huge head. His eyes closed.

“Help!” Ilanna pressed two fingers to his neck. He had a pulse…barely. “I need help here!”

The sound of running feet grew louder, and Journeyman Tyman slid to kneel beside her. The Scorpion gave him a curt examination. “It’s bad.”

Ilanna snarled at him. “You’re going to fix him, damn it!”

Tyman gave a hesitant nod. “I’ll do what I can.”

Ilanna gripped the healer’s shoulder. “You fixed me all those years ago after Sabat broke me. You’ll do the same for him, you hear?”

“I’ll do what I can,” Tyman repeated.

“Keep him alive,” she shouted, “and you’ll have all the Nyslian wine you could want.” The surge of anger drove back the threatening tears. Now wasn’t the time to mourn the loss.

Tyman gave her a weak smile. “If only it were that simple. Now give me room to work.”

Errik had to drag her away from Jarl.

The Serpent eyed her. “You hurt?”

“No.” She shoved his hands away. “What happened?”

“The Bloody Hand’s what happened.” Errik’s normally placid face creased into a snarl. “Hundreds of them.”

Ilanna growled. “How bad is it?”

Errik shook his head. “Can’t be sure. Haven’t got the count yet.” His eyes slid away. “But I’ve seen the bodies. They hurt us bad, Ilanna.”

“At least you survived.” She gripped his forearm.

“House Serpent got hit hard. We killed scores of them, but they outnumbered us five to one. We lost at least twenty.” He winced. “Maybe more. Master Serpent, too.”

Ilanna’s eyes flew wide. Master Hawk! Her concern for Jarl had driven all thoughts from her mind. She whirled and leapt over the corpses littering the entrance to the Aerie. She had to find Master Hawk, see if he was—

She slid to a halt, horror turning her legs to jelly and filling her veins with ice. She wanted to look away, but her eyes refused to leave the grim sight.

Six bodies, hacked and mutilated almost beyond recognition, hung from the Perch. Six pairs of eyes stared at her, accusation written in their lifeless gazes. Blood dripped from corpses and collected in pools. The Bloody Hand’s mark—a hand with elongated fingers and razor claws—stood out red and cruel against their pale skin.

Ilanna’s heart stopped as she saw the seventh body. Jagar Khat, Master of House Hawk, lay on the floor beneath his dead Journeymen, the bodies of ten Voramian thugs around him.
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Chapter 8


Acid rose to Ilanna’s throat and spewed from her lips. Tears stung her eyes.

Bryden’s voice echoed through the Aerie. “Gorrin. Eustyss. Grillen. Conn. Druce. Harlann.”

Ilanna whirled. Bryden limped out of a tunnel, his face grey.

“You!” Rage burned in her gut. “Where were you?”

His robes bore not a single speck of blood, not so much as a wrinkle out of place. He wore no weapons. He hadn’t defended House Hawk.

Bryden’s eyes slid to one side. “I…evaded them.”

“A likely story.” Ilanna’s hand went to her sword. “The men of House Hawk lie dead or bleeding, and you without a single scratch. Almost as if the Bloody Hand had reason to spare your worthless life!”

Bryden’s eyes flashed. “How dare you! You insinuate—”

“I insinuate nothing!” Ilanna’s shout rang off the high-vaulted ceiling. “You are the reason the Bloody Hand have found us. The destruction of Old Town Market didn’t sate their appetites for carnage, so you led them straight to House Hawk.”

“Preposterous!” Bryden’s voice matched her fury. “How could I have possibly led the Bloody Hand into the tunnels? You saw me in the Guild Council Chamber.”

Ilanna pondered it. “Your crew—”

“Them?” Bryden thrust a finger at the bodies of Eustyss and Grillen hanging from the Perch. “That crew?”

Ilanna wanted to keep shouting, to unleash her anger at him. “You sent them a map of the tunnels, showed them the path to reach each House.”

“How? I haven’t left these tunnels in months.”

“Not even to hire an arsonist to burn down Old Town Market?” she snarled.

Bryden flinched as if struck. “What?” His face went pale.

“You heard me!” Ilanna drew her sword and stalked toward the gaping Journeyman. “A Praamian hired the arsonists to torch the marketplace. But it was the Bloody Hand’s coin that paid for it.”

Bryden shuffled backward. “And you think I did it?”

Ilanna snarled. “I have proof!” She hurled herself at him, but strong hands caught her.

“Easy, Ilanna!” A familiar voice spoke in her ear. Errik held her sword arm with an implacable grip. “Attacking him will only make you a murderer. This isn’t the way to do it.”

Ilanna turned a baleful glare on him. “You’d let him get away with—?”

“With nothing.” Errik shook his head. “If you have an accusation, make it before the Guild Council.”

“The Council is dead!” Ilanna spat. “You said so yourself.”

“I said Master Serpent was dead. I don’t know about the others, but…”

Ilanna ripped her left arm free of his grip and stabbed a finger at the lifeless corpse of Master Hawk. “There is another. Think about it: if the Bloody Hand wanted to take control of the Guild, they would kill off the Council first.” She snarled at Bryden. “Unless one of the Council members was their subservient lickspittle, a traitor!”

Bryden bristled. “You point the finger, Journeyman.” He growled the word as an insult. “Your clothing bears no blood, no sign of battle. Surely you are not free of suspicion. Where were you when the Bloody Hand attacked?”

“Protecting me,” Master Gold’s words echoed behind her. Ilanna turned to see the Guild Master edging around the pale, unmoving form of Jarl. “Journeyman Ilanna prepared to give her life in defense of her House, but I gave the order for her to protect me. It is as she said: the Bloody Hand has attacked the Guild Council. All but you and I lie dead at their hands.”

Ilanna whirled. “You see? It is proof of his—”

“It is proof of nothing!” Bryden’s eyes flashed. “You hurl accusations, but with nothing to substantiate your claims. Unless you’ve suddenly conjured evidence in the short time since the Council adjourned?”

“You know I haven’t,” Ilanna growled.

Bryden turned to the Guild Master. “Master Gold, what does Guild law say about baseless accusations?”

Master Gold’s brow furrowed. “If proof cannot be brought forward, the accusation cannot stand.”

Ilanna sneered. “Of course you’d hide behind Guild law, like the coward you are!” Sabat, the Bloodbear apprentice who had beaten, broken, and abused her, had evaded justice for lack of evidence. As had she when she hacked him to pieces.

She turned her attention to Master Gold, but the Guild Master shook his head. She read the truth in his eyes. He wanted to believe her claims. The loss of Master Hawk—his good friend and former comrade—pained him more than he let others believe. He wanted Bryden to be the man behind it all so he could vent his anger, just as she did. But unless she could come up with proof, Guild law protected Bryden.

She shook off Errik’s hands. “So be it.” She gave Bryden a look that could have frozen the sun. “But I will find proof. And when I do…”

“You won’t!” Bryden met her fury with equally icy calm. “Your accusations are baseless slander, nothing more.”

She searched his eyes for any hint, but saw only a wall of dispassion. It didn’t matter that he stood amidst the corpses of his friends and comrades. He only cared that she wouldn’t discover his duplicity.

Ilanna spat at his feet, whirled, and stalked down the tunnels toward her room. She slammed the door behind her and drove her fist into the earthen wall, heedless of the pain in her still-healing palms.

He can’t get away with it! I won’t let him.

She paced her room, mind racing. Toll the arsonist had said the man who hired him had a limp. That fit Bryden to perfection. But to hire them, Bryden would have had to leave the Night Guild. She would have asked Grillen or Eustyss, two of Bryden’s crew, but they couldn’t hear her from the arms of the Long Keeper. That meant she had to track down Moody, the only surviving Hawk who worked with Bryden.

She drew three throwing daggers from the chest beneath her bed and slipped them into her bracer, belt, and right boot. A push dagger and a dirk joined the weapons on her belt. Almost as an afterthought, she slipped a handful of lead sling bullets into her purse.

The weight of the bullets sent a pang of sorrow through her. Ethen, once known as the tyro Three, apprentice of House Scorpion, had taught her to use the sling. It had saved her life in the Black Spire. But after Ethen’s death, she had stopped carrying the bullets. Because of that, she hadn’t been able to save Willem as he crossed the Field of Mercy. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Checking her weapons one last time, she strode from her room in search of Moody. She found the Hawk among the wounded Journeyman. He lay on the ground, away from the corpses piled high against the wall. A heavy, bloodstained bandage covered the right half of his face, and he clutched his left arm to his chest. His wounds counted among the least grievous.

She crouched over him. “How’s the head, Moody?”

The Hawk gave her a weak smile. “Been better. How’d you fare?”

Ilanna shrugged. “Got roped into protecting Master Gold.”

“Ahh, I always said you lead a charmed life, Ilanna.” His weak chuckle broke off in a groan.

If only you knew…

“Tell me, Moody, has Bryden left the Guild in the last weeks?”

Moody’s brow furrowed. “Why’d’you ask?”

“I think he might have something to do with all this.”

Moody gave a violent shake of his head. “Not a chance, Ilanna!” He clutched at her arm with his good hand. “He’d never do anything like this.”

She gave an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t want to believe it either, but the evidence is pointing at him.”

“What evidence?” His face scrunched up in confusion.

“Just tell me,” she pressed. “Has he left the tunnels in the last week or two?”

Moody frowned in thought. “No, no, I don’t think he’s…” His voice trailed off.

“He has, hasn’t he?”

Moody paled. “You can’t think it’s him, Ilanna! He wouldn’t—”

“When, Moody?” Her voice held a terrible edge.

The injured Hawk scrunched his face. “Week or so. Went out at night. Didn’t say where he was going, but he said it was important.”

Ilanna stifled a triumphant shout. “A week. You sure?”

Moody gave a weak shrug. “Memory’s not working right now, but I think so.”

Ilanna nodded and patted his shoulder. “Thank you, Moody. You’ve done our House, and the Night Guild, a service.”

With a sigh, the Hawk lay back and closed his eyes.

“What did you want with him?” Tension echoed in Bryden’s words.

Ilanna stood and turned. “Nothing.” Her face and voice revealed no hint of her triumph. “Just checking on him, that’s all.”

Bryden narrowed his eyes, but she left before he could speak. She hurried through the Guild tunnels toward Master Gold’s office.

She found the Guild Master sitting behind his huge wooden desk, his face haggard and pale as he listened to the Journeyman wearing the black-trimmed robes of House Scorpion.

“…fourteen apprentices killed as well, Master Gold.”

Ilanna rushed to stand before the Scorpion. “And Darreth? Journeyman Donneh?”

The man, Rian, winced at the second name. “I-I’m sorry. The Journeyman, she…” He swallowed. “Darreth, however, only sustained minor injuries—one of his foolish explosive concoctions gone wrong.”

Sorrow and relief mixed within Ilanna. Journeyman Donneh had helped her twice. She would miss the tiny woman with the odd-looking pet. At least Darreth survived.

Master Gold nodded. “Thank you, Journeyman Rian.” He turned to the green-robed man beside Rian. “And you, Journeyman Crastor? How fares House Serpent?”

“Poorly, Master Gold.” Crastor winced as he adjusted the crutch under his arm and moved his weight off his splinted left leg. “Master Serpent and Journeyman Erys have both fallen, along with fully half our number. Of those remaining, most bear injuries, many grave.”

Master Gold’s face tightened. “Thank you, Journeyman Crastor.”

With a stiff bow, Crastor hobbled from the room.

“How bad is it?” Ilanna asked.

Master Gold sighed and scrubbed at his eyes. “Worse than I feared. House Serpent has taken heavy losses, as has House Hawk. House Grubber fought well, but no more than two score remain unharmed.”

“And the Bloodbears? House Hound?”

Master Gold’s face turned ugly. “The Masters of both Houses lie dead, along with their lieutenants.” He pursed his lips.

“But?”

Master Gold looked down at the reports on his desk. “But their losses are far lighter than any of the other Houses. House Fox as well. Almost as if…”

“The Bloody Hand knew which Houses posed the greatest threat.”

Master Gold gave a slow nod. “Which begs the question of how.”

“And how they knew exactly how to reach each House. And who the head of each House was.”

The Guild Master’s brow furrowed. “We have a traitor in our midst.”

Ilanna nodded. “I know who it is.”

Master Gold pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do you have proof?” He held up a hand to forestall Ilanna’s reply. “Proof that will stand up before all the Night Guild? I have called for a meeting of all the Houses tomorrow, once all have a chance to rest and recover. We will speak of what to do now. We repelled the Bloody Hand, but they’re not gone forever. If you have the evidence needed to convict Bryden, tomorrow you can present it.”

Satisfaction flooded Ilanna. “So be it. I have enough.” I think. Most of what she had was circumstantial, but she was determined to push the conviction through. Bryden needed to suffer for what he’d done.

“Let’s hope so.” Master Gold opened his mouth, but snapped it shut. Sorrow filled his eyes. “I was just going to call for Entar to bring wine.” He swallowed and dropped his gaze. “I forgot he was…gone.” He toyed with the ornate brooch pinned to his vest: a golden hawk clutching a silver dagger, with a diamond sparkling in its eye.

Ilanna gave him his moment of silence. She strode over to a side table and lifted the silver jug sitting there. “A bit left in this one.” She poured the wine into two clay cups and handed one to him. “To Entar.”

The Guild Master gave her a sad smile. “To Jagar Khat, the best damn Master House Hawk has ever had.”

They drained their cups in a single draught and shattered the clay goblets against the floor, completing the Night Guild’s traditional farewell tribute to fallen friends.

“So now what?” Ilanna lifted her gaze. “What do we do now?”

Master Gold stroked his chin. “We need to figure out the defenses of the Night Guild. If the Bloody Hand found their way in once, they’ll do so again.”

“Agreed.” A burden of exhaustion settled on Ilanna. She hadn’t slept in days, and it all came crashing down. She slumped onto Master Gold’s couch. “But we still don’t know how they got in.”

“Then we scour the tunnels until we do.” Master Gold’s words sounded oddly thick, forced. “Once you prove Bryden is…is…” He frowned, his mouth working without a sound.

“Master Gold?” Ilanna found herself struggling to speak. The fatigue washed over her, pulling her into blackness. Her tongue and lips felt thick, as if she’d drunk too much. But she’d only had a glass of wine. Surely it couldn’t—

Master Gold’s eyelids drooped and his head fell to his chest. His hands hung limp at his side.

Ilanna’s head felt suddenly too heavy to lift. Her arms refused to move. She tried to stand, but her legs betrayed her.

Too late, she realized. Poison!

She fell hard but, by now, she was beyond sensation. Darkness pressed in on her, dragging her into its oppressive depths. She clawed in vain to remain conscious. She had to find out who…

All thoughts drained from her mind. Slowly, her eyes, too, fell closed and she knew no more.
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Chapter 9


An irritating tapping prodded Ilanna to consciousness, tugging her from the dark depths. She strained to open her eyes, which seemed impossibly heavy.

“Master Gold?” The familiar voice sounded distant and faint.

Bright light washed over her closed eyelids. She winced and tried to cry out, but managed only a weak grunt.

“Master Gold, the Night Guild has adjourned in the Menagerie as—” The voice—Bryden’s, Ilanna recognized—cut off with a gasp.

Ilanna wanted to ask what was wrong, but her body refused to cooperate. Her lips felt thick, her tongue like a strip of dried leather in her mouth. The pounding in her head made it impossible to open her eyes.

“Murder!” Bryden’s cry, high and piercing, rattled against her ears.

Where? Ilanna tried to look around. Her muscles refused to respond to her commands. Every shred of willpower went into raising her head.

Sensations filtered through the fog in her mind. Her face felt oddly stiff. When she tried to push up, her hand slipped in something slick. The scent of dried blood hung thick around her.

She pried her eyelids open, and a strangled gasp of horror escaped her numb lips. Master Gold lay beneath her, a calm expression on his face, his eyes closed as if in rest. Ilanna would have thought him asleep were it not for the dagger buried to its hilt in his chest, and the pool of crimson spreading beneath him.

Light flooded the room, and strong hands lifted Ilanna from Master Gold’s corpse.

“Murdering bitch!” An angry voice echoed behind her. Ilanna tried in vain to turn her head and catch a glimpse of her accuser.

She wanted to protest her innocence, but her traitorous body ignored her commands to move, to speak. She could not resist as she was dragged away from the cadaver. Oddly, Master Gold’s pants hung around his ankles.

What had happened to her? Her mind struggled to remember. She’d been talking with Master Gold, trying to decide what to do next. They’d had wine and—

The wine!

Her eyes darted toward the table where she’d left the silver pitcher. No pitcher. She and the Guild Master had toasted Master Hawk and Entar, then shattered their mugs on the floor. Not a single shard of clay remained.

She tried to form the words, It’s a set up! Her thick tongue and insensate lips could only manage a pitiful garbling. “I…’uh…e…uh!”

Bryden’s snarling face filled her view. “Save your words, girl. You’ll have plenty of time to talk when you stand trial for murder.”

Anger surged in Ilanna. She tried in vain to break free of the restraining hands. Sharp pain exploded in her kidneys. Groaning, she sagged in the arms of the huge men—Bloodbears, she saw from the crimson hemming on their robes—holding her fast.

“Don’t make this any harder than it has to be, Ilanna.” Bryden’s voice held a cold fury. “I’ve instructed Watt and Ayris here not to hurt you too bad. But keep up the struggle, and I doubt they’ll listen.”

Ilanna’s blood ran cold at the names. Watt and Ayris, two of the Bloodbears who had run with Sabat during their days as apprentices. Two Bloodbears who blamed her for Sabat’s disappearance. They wouldn’t hesitate to break every bone in her body.

She ceased struggling and allowed the Bloodbears to carry her weight. Instinct screamed at her to flee. She had been discovered lying atop Master Gold’s body, stained with his blood. Even a blind man could see her guilt. But she couldn’t escape, not with the two muscle-bound Bloodbears holding her fast. She didn’t even reach their shoulders standing on her tiptoes. They hauled her between them with ease. Even at her best, she’d hesitate before attacking them. Now, barely conscious, her burned hands still healing, she had no chance.

Better to bide my time. She would have to plead her case before the Guild Council. Surely Master Hawk will…

The thought trailed off, and a lump rose in her throat. Master Hawk lay dead on the floor of the Aerie, half of House Hawk with him. Without him or Master Gold to defend her, what hope did she have? She had to find a way out of her predicament. If she couldn’t talk her way out of the trial, surely she’d have a chance to escape before they killed her. She had to try.

The doors to the Menagerie swung open, revealing the entire Night Guild—what little remained of it—gathered there. Ilanna searched the crowd for any allies. She caught sight of Errik leaning against a wall. The Serpent went stiff at the sight of her, his hand darting to his sword.

Ilanna gave a little shake of her head. No use getting him killed. Not yet.

Allon pushed toward her. “Ilanna!”

Watt shoved him back. “Back away from the prisoner, Hound.”

“What is this, Bryden?” Allon demanded.

“Wait and see,” came the Hawk’s cold response.

Bryden shuffled through the crowd ahead of them, snarling and snapping at those in his way. When he reached the eight ornate seats at the head of the room, he directed Watt and Ayris to drag Ilanna off to one side. Straightening his shoulders, he limped into the clear space where Master Gold had always stood to address the Night Guild.

“My brothers, my friends, my comrades, today is a day of mourning. We have all suffered loss—” His face darkened. “—some more than others.”

More than a few Hounds and Bloodbears bristled at the words, but Bryden continued before they could voice complaint.

“For the first time in living memory, the Guild finds itself without leadership. The House Masters have fallen, slain by the Voramians in their raid on our home. The Guild Council is no more. Of fifteen, only I remain.”

A voice called from the crowd. “But what of Master Gold? Surely he—”

“Is dead!” Bryden thundered. “Slain in his office, by this traitor!” He thrust a finger at Ilanna. “A crime for which she will stand trial. But for justice to be carried out, we must select a new Council. New House Masters to sit in judgement of Journeyman Ilanna’s crimes.”

The assembled Journeymen and apprentices muttered amongst themselves. The fact that Bryden presided over the gathering instead of Master Gold left more than a few with looks of stunned surprise.

“As Master Hawk’s second-in-command, I am willing to stand for my House until such a time as we can have a proper vote.” He looked around. “Unless any of my brethren have aught to say against it.”

Three Hawks stood in the crowd. Ten more were being tended by Journeyman Tyman and his fellow Scorpions. Ilanna didn’t know if Jarl still lived or had gone to the arms of the Long Keeper. Either way, Bryden assumed control of House Hawk with nothing more than a few nods.

“So be it.” Bryden nodded. “Let each House present their candidates for acting House Master.”

Errik numbered among the oldest of the surviving Serpents. His nomination and acceptance was over in a minute. Allon, nephew to the former Master Hawk and the wealthiest man of House Hound, was also made acting Master. House Grubber put forward Septin, an older man with one eye, ten teeth, and four fingers.

A scuffle broke out among the Journeymen of House Bloodbear. Shouts and cries of “Layne for Master” warred with “Krew for Master”.

“Gentlemen,” Bryden called out, “perhaps both may act as House Master. After all, it is simply temporary, until we are able to hold proper elections.”

The Journeymen of House Bloodbear agreed, not without plenty of angry looks and bloody noses.

Ilanna’s gut twisted. Krew was the leader of Fifth Claw, the group of Bloodbears to which Sabat had belonged. His hatred of her burned brighter than even Master Bloodbear’s. He would condemn her even if she could convince the others of her innocence.

Layne had no personal enmity for her, only the vendetta of House Bloodbear against the person who had harmed one of their own. She had little hope he’d be merciful.

The Foxes nominated Eden, a greying woman with sharp eyes, a motherly face, and hands scarred from too many knife fights to count.

A slight, pale man in black-trimmed robes stepped forward. “House Scorpion nominates Journeyman Tyman for the position of acting House Master. However, as he is not here to preside over the proceedings, I have been chosen to sit in his place.”

Bryden gave the man a short bow. “Journeyman Damean will represent House Scorpion until such a time as Journeyman Tyman can take his seat. Are all in agreement?”

Save for a few shouts from the Journeymen of House Bloodbear, the Guild accepted.

“So be it.” Bryden nodded. “In accordance with Guild law, we will wait the customary ten days before choosing a new Guild Master. On that day, each House will vote to choose their House Master. But for now, it is us who are forced to deal with the unpleasantness of Master Gold’s murder.”

He snapped his fingers, and the two Bloodbears dragged Ilanna to the center of the open space.

“Just a few short days ago, Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk stood before you in triumph, a legendary treasure at her feet.” He shook his head. “Yet now she stands accused of murder, a very serious charge. Do you have aught to say in your defense, Journeyman?”

Ilanna straightened and swallowed. “It is a lie!”

Bryden’s brow furrowed. “You were found lying atop Master Gold’s body. His blood stains your clothing, your face, your hands. Can you truly believe us so foolish that we will disbelieve the evidence before us and simply take your word for it?” He made no effort to hide the sneer in his voice.

“Answer me this, Bryden.” She deliberately left out his newfound title. “If I was going to murder the Guild Master in cold blood, why would I remain where I could be found?” She pointed to her blood-soaked clothes. “Even an idiot knows to hide the evidence of murder.”

“You speak the truth, Ilanna.” Bryden nodded. “But that does not prove that you did not kill Master Gold. Behold.” From within his clothing he produced the dagger, still stained with Master Gold’s blood. “Look closely, Journeyman. Is this not your blade?”

Ilanna opened her mouth to retort, but her words died in her throat. She would recognize the dagger anywhere.

“Can you deny that the knife used to kill Master Gold belongs to you?” Bryden asked.

Ilanna couldn’t meet his eyes. “It is.”

The dagger in his hands—a simple, practical blade with no adornment—had been given to her by Master Velvet during her days as a tyro. The blade had been taken from her by Sabat and used to kill Ethen, her friend. It had tasted Sabat’s blood as she hacked him to pieces. She had buried it with his corpse, yet found it along with the first of the mysterious notes that had appeared in her room. For the last five years, it had sat at the bottom of a chest beneath her bed in House Hawk.

Had someone broken into her room and taken it? Few outside of House Hawk could defeat the locks on her door. Her gut clenched. Bryden certainly had the skills and the access.

“The knife is yours. Master Gold’s blood stains your clothing. You were found atop the body. And still you maintain your innocence?”

“I do.” Ilanna’s voice came out far too quiet. She cleared her throat and spoke again. “I did not kill Master Gold.”

Bryden turned to the assembled Night Guild. “She claims innocence, but the evidence against her is overwhelming. She was found lying atop Master Gold’s body, her dagger in his chest.” He held up the blade. “What is more, the Guild Master was found in a…vulnerable position.”

Krew, a huge man with a blocky chin and a sloping forehead, leaned forward. “What are you saying?”

Bryden winced. “I do not wish to speak ill of the dead, but Master Gold was found with…” He hesitated, and an eager tension filled the room. “…his pants around his ankles.”

The crowd gasped. More than a few faces turned wide-eyed stares on Ilanna. Ilanna could read their minds. Everyone in the Night Guild knew what had happened to her—the horrible abuse Sabat had inflicted on her. The Bloodbear had escaped official sanction for lack of evidence. He’d disappeared the week after his acquittal. Rumors had flown around the Guild, all centering around what Ilanna had done to take her vengeance. She’d already had a reputation for ruthlessness and savagery after beating him years earlier. Though the Guild Council had found no evidence of her guilt—and they never would, considering that the bastard’s body lay buried in the garden behind her house—no one doubted that she had a role to play in it.

Whoever set her up had painted the perfect picture. Master Gold had tried to force himself on her, and she had killed him. With her reputation, who could doubt the evidence? Her dagger, her reputation, and the blood on her clothes: all pointed to guilty.

But she wasn’t done yet. “Tell me this, Journeyman Bryden, you say the Guild Master’s body was found in a state of undress?”

Bryden’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed,” he said in a slow voice.

“As if he had made an attempt to force himself on me?”

Bryden nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line.

“Then I declare myself innocent of murder.” She held her head high.

Bryden flinched. “What? On what grounds?”

“On the grounds of self-defense.” Ilanna met his gaze without hesitation. “Is it not a woman’s right to defend herself when her honor is threatened?” She turned her eyes on the assorted Night Guild. “If a man were to insult you, call you a coward or a traitor, would you not draw steel or strike a blow in your defense?”

More than a few heads nodded.

“Just as you men have your honor, so, too, a woman has her own honor to defend.” She stared at Journeyman Eden of House Fox, her gaze piercing. “If I was put in a position where my honor was threatened, I am fully within my rights to protect myself.”

The acting Master Fox inclined her head. “It is so.” She turned a glare on the two bristling Bloodbears, her hand dropping to her dagger. “Either of you two says a word against that, I will gut you where you sit.”

Krew and Layne glared, but held their peace.

Ilanna turned to Errik. “Acting Master Serpent.” The Serpent straightened as she continued. “You have spent the last years training me to fight, did you not?”

Errik nodded. “I did.”

“If you were training a Serpent in the ways of your House, how would you instruct them to face a larger, stronger opponent?”

Errik stroked his fine beard. “I would tell them to get in close and find their opponent’s weakness.”

Ilanna bowed. “Thank you, Master Serpent.” She turned back to Bryden. “Master Gold was far larger and stronger than I. If he came at me with ill intentions, I would be forced to defend my honor, would I not?”

Bryden gave a glum nod.

“I regret Master Gold’s death, and for my role in it.” She chose her words carefully. “But I claim that the Guild Master was not murdered by my hand.” Someone else had murdered him and made it look like she had. But no one would believe that. Whoever had poisoned them and killed Master Gold had cleared away any evidence. But without that pitcher of wine or the cups, any claims would come across as desperate. She had only one choice.

“I claim self-defense.”

Bryden turned to the Guild Council. “You have heard the evidence presented. Unless anyone has aught to add, let the Council cast their vote.”

As expected, Krew snarled, “Guilty!” Layne echoed the sentiment a moment later.

“Men!” Eden sneered. She turned to Bryden. “Self-defense, says I!”

Ilanna’s eyes went to Allon. Without changing his pensive expression, he gave her a reassuring wink. “I must say the Journeyman makes a compelling argument. I must find her innocent of murder.”

“As do I,” Errik added.

Septin nodded.

Bryden’s face went blank, his voice calm and cold as a frozen lake. “So be it. The Guild Council has spoken. Journeyman Ilanna acted in self-defense. Master Gold’s death is to be mourned, but there is no call for punishment.”

More than a few angry voices rose from among the assorted Bloodbears. Relief flooded Ilanna. The Mistress’ own fortune had smiled on her today. It had been a close thing, but she’d triumphed. She felt a pang of regret. Master Gold had led the Night Guild to prosperity, had ruled with a fair, firm hand. Yet now he would be remembered as the man who had died trying to violate her. He deserved better, but he was dead. She had to keep living to carry out vengeance for Kodyn, for Ria. And now for Master Gold.

The Bloodbears’ grip on her arms sent a shudder down her spine. She tried to tug free, but they held her fast.

Bryden’s expressionless face grew smug. “The Journeyman may be innocent of murder, but not, I fear, of larceny.” He gave her a smile; the expression a cat gave to a mouse before it pounced. “I accuse you, Journeyman Ilanna, of stealing from the Night Guild!”
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Chapter 10


“What?” Ilanna jerked against the restraining hands. “What are you talking about, Bryden?”

Bryden strode to his chair, upon which sat a sheaf of papers held in a leather binder. He held up the binder. “I have here the proof that you, Journeyman Ilanna, have withheld funds from the Night Guild.”

A stone settled in Ilanna’s stomach. The Night Guild had two crimes punishable by death: murder and larceny. Stealing from the Guild came in a close second to killing a fellow Journeyman or apprentice. In the eyes of the Guild law, failing to disclose all her income was the same as if she’d stolen money from the coffers of House Hawk. Whoever had found the knife—the one used to kill Sabat—had found her hidden fortune.

Panic sent icy feet dancing down her spine, but she couldn’t let it show. She stopped fighting her captors and plastered a calm, disdainful expression on her face. “Lies,” she said in a quiet voice. Any sign of desperation would make her seem guilty.

“We shall see,” Bryden whispered. Triumph shone in his eyes. He turned back to the assembled Journeymen. “As you know, the accusation of larceny is a serious one. Before the Journeyman has a chance to speak in her defense, do I have the Council’s permission to present the evidence against her?”

Errik and Allon both hesitated.

“Yes!” Krew shouted. An eager smile spread across his fellow Bloodbear’s face. If they couldn’t get her with a murder charge, they would settle for larceny. The outcome would be the same.

Septin, Damean, and Eden inclined their heads. “Proceed,” Septin said in his gravelly voice.

With a bow, Bryden opened the binder and drew out a small notebook. The confidence in the Hawk’s limping step sent a chill down Ilanna’s spine.

What does he have? He wouldn’t have spoken against her if he didn’t have concrete proof of her guilt. The stone in her gut grew to a boulder.

Bryden held up the notebook. “When I discovered Master Gold’s body, I found this sitting beneath a stack of papers on his desk. The writing within is in his own hand. The contents of the notebook lay out a series of payments made directly to him. The name ‘Ilanna’ is written beside each payment, along with the sum total. Gentlemen, if this ledger is true, Journeyman Ilanna has stolen thousands of gold imperials.”

“So what?” Ilanna rolled her eyes. “We all know that I’m the best of House Hawk.”

“Ah, but therein lies the problem.” Bryden tapped his lips. “The payments made to Master Gold far surpass what you are owed by House Hawk. As the record-keeper of House Hawk, I know your precise worth. There is no way you could have paid House Hawk its dues and still turned over this amount to the Guild Master.”

Ilanna ground her teeth. No way Master Gold would be foolish enough to keep a ledger. He was too smart for that.

Aloud, she said, “Surely you can’t expect us to believe that was actually written by the Guild Master.”

Bryden shrugged. “In my service as record-keeper of House Hawk, I have received many communiques from Master Gold and Journeyman Entar. I have learned to tell the two scripts apart. There is no doubt in my mind that this is written by the Guild Master himself.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “And we’re supposed to take your word on that?”

“No.” Bryden turned back to the crowd. “Were Journeyman Entar here, I would ask him to corroborate. Indeed, I would ask any of the Guild Council, but none remain alive. Are there any here familiar with the Guild Master’s handwriting?”

Ilanna studied the assembled Night Guild. She immediately discarded Houses Fox, Bloodbear, and Grubber. Few of them knew how to read; few outside the House Masters or seconds-in-command would have received messages from the Guild Master himself. She had to hope someone from the other Houses spoke up.

“I do.” Allon stood. “I have seen messages from Master Gold to my uncle, Master of House Hawk. I have also been charged to deliver his missives to Master Hound.”

“You would recognize his script?” Bryden asked.

Allon nodded and held out a hand. After a few moments of scrutiny, he met Ilanna’s gaze. His mouth formed the word, “Sorry”, and he nodded. “It is the Guild Master’s handwriting.”

Bryden whirled to the crowd. “Two witnesses to corroborate that this book belongs to the Guild Master. Do we have a third?”

Journeyman Damean stood. The Scorpion examined the book and gave a curt nod. “Looks like his.”

Bryden held up the book. “Three House Masters to verify the claim. Can there be any doubt?”

The assorted Guild members muttered among themselves.

“But that is just the beginning!” Bryden’s triumphant cry cut off the chatter. “I would call Goodman Filch to present testimony.”

Ilanna’s stomach clenched. Filch, an unkempt figure that looked more scarecrow than man, stumped through the crowd.

Bryden clasped his hands behind his back, much as Master Gold had. “Goodman Filch, you are the official fence in service to the Night Guild, correct?”

“Aye, ’tis so.” Filch shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortable at the center of attention.

Bryden lifted a stack of papers from the binder. “Do you recognize these?”

Filch squinted at the papers. “Aye.”

“Could you please state for the Guild Council what they are?”

Filch shuffled and scratched his pathetic beard. “They’re payment stubs for items brought by Journeyman Ilanna to be fenced.”

Bryden handed the stubs to Filch. “Could you please read them for all to hear?”

Filch licked his thin lips. “One silver dagger bearin’ the inscription Strength and Courage, Dagmon Graves, stub for five hundred imperials. One golden urn bearin’ the inscription The Long Keeper protect you, Drusus, stub for two hundred sixty imperials. One ruby necklace bearin’ the inscription To the keeper of my heart, yours forever, Adann Ulimar, stub for three hundred imperials.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. What in the bloody hell? She’d been a heartbeat from protesting. She’d never seen the first two items, had never visited the homes of Count Drusus and Lord Graves. But the last item froze the words in her mouth. She had stolen that necklace item from Lord Ulimar’s mansion.

Her mind raced. Had someone brought the items to Filch in her name? She hadn’t received the coin for them, thus Bryden could claim she had stolen from the House.

“Thank you, Goodman Filch.”

With an awkward bow, Filch shuffled away.

“Journeyman Ilanna, each of these stubs bear your mark. Tell me,” he held the papers up to her, “is this your signature?”

Ilanna studied the stubs. Her blood turned to ice. “Th-they are, but I did not…” She trailed off lamely. Anything she said would sound like a pathetic excuse. Her mind reeled. How is this possible? Someone had forged her signature, just as they had Master Gold’s handwriting.

Bryden turned his attention to the crowd. “I have kept meticulous records of every copper bit brought into House Hawk by all its Journeymen and apprentices. The only item recorded in my ledger is the necklace of Lord Ulimar.”

The crowd muttered. Ilanna bared her teeth. Because I didn’t steal the rest!

“That means the Journeyman has defrauded House Hawk of eight hundred imperials.” He shook his head. “But that is not the worst of it.” He drew out a sheaf of papers from his binder. “I have here official complaints made to King Ohilmos by a number of Praamian nobles.” He turned a savage grin on Ilanna. “Would you like to hear what they complained about?”

Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. Where are you going with this, you bastard?

“Lord Graves claims his home was broken into, a number of items stolen. Among them was a silver dagger bearing an inscription. Do you know what that inscription read?” He made a show of squinting at the paper. “Strength and Courage, Dagmon Graves.”

Bryden let the parchment fall to the earthen floor. Silence hung like a thick blanket in the Menagerie.

“Count Drusus’ complaint is similar. Among the items stolen, he mentions the golden urn in which he stored the ashes of his beloved wife. Upon the urn was an inscription. The Long Keeper protect you, Drusus.”

Another parchment fluttered from his hand.

“Lord Ulimar’s claim echoes the previous two. He discovered the thieves had stolen a valuable ruby necklace belonging to his wife. Need I read the inscription?”

Ilanna knew what it said.

Bryden waved a final page. “The final complaint was lodged by Count Chatham. One of the items taken was a brooch in the shape of a golden hawk, with a silver dagger in its talons and a diamond eye.” He drew something from within the folds of his robes and held it up.

Ilanna’s eyes widened. She knew that ornament only too well. Master Gold’s brooch.

“This brooch has adorned the vest of our Guild Master for months. We have all seen him wear it.” Bryden toyed with the jewelry. “The letters etched into the back of the pin match the inscription cited in Count Chatham’s complaint. There is no doubt that they are one and the same.”

Ice seeped into Ilanna’s veins. Watcher’s teeth!

Master Gold had given her an odd look whenever she mentioned it. Suddenly, that look made sense. He thought it had come from her! No doubt the real thief had told him she was the one behind it. And without Master Gold to point out the real culprit, she had no way to disprove the accusation.

She stared at the Journeymen and apprentices assembled before her. The guilty party stood somewhere in that crowd. Even if Bryden had set her up, he couldn’t have acted alone. Her fists clenched. The bastard was probably watching her right now, relishing his—or her—impending victory. Ilanna was trapped.

Bryden continued in a solemn voice. “As you all know, the Night Guild has very strict laws governing our actions. House Hawk maintains a close record of all the nobles paying the Crown for protection. These nobles are meant to be off-limits, yet Journeyman Ilanna flouts the laws of the Guild. Not only has she been proven guilty of larceny and hiding her profits, but she has endangered our fragile peace with King Ohilmos.”

He thrust a finger at her. “She would bring the Praamian Guard and the Duke’s justice down on us. She would see you hauled away in chains to be hung or forced to cross the Field of Mercy. All because of her greed.”

The assembled Journeymen growled and shouted angry threats. Krew and Layne added their voices to the tumult. Journeyman Septin scratched the angry scar running across his right eye. Errik’s face had gone pale, and a deep line furrowed Allon’s brow. Journeyman Eden’s grey eyes had gone cold.

“Guilty!” someone cried out. More voices echoed the chant. “Guilty! Guilty!” The word echoed off the walls of the Menagerie, swelling to a roar.

Bryden raised his hands, but the shouts continued for a full minute longer. When they finally quieted, he spoke again. “Journeymen of the Night Guild, esteemed members of the Council, I have one more piece of evidence to present.”

Septin inclined his head. “If you deem it necessary.”

“We’ve heard enough!” Krew shouted.

“Perhaps,” Bryden acknowledged, “but perhaps my next piece of evidence will lend insight into her actions.” He produced a handful of small, folded parchments. “These papers bear the Guild Master’s handwriting, and their contents are the final proof that Journeyman Ilanna is truly guilty of these crimes.” He handed the papers to Allon. “If you would, Master Hound, read these out for all to hear.”

Allon shot her a worried look, but cleared his throat and read. “Graves Manor. Chatham Villa, tonight. Lord Ulimar. Pay Lord Drusus a visit.” He gave Bryden a puzzled look. “What do they mean?”

Bryden’s face twisted into a masterful parody of sorrow. “Alas, Master Hound, it can only be one thing: Master Gold’s instructions for Journeyman Ilanna to steal from these various targets.” He held up the small notebook. “Master Gold instructed Ilanna on which houses to visit, no doubt for a share of the profits, as noted here.”

Ilanna stared at the notes in Allon’s hand. There was no way Bryden could have them. They were false, all but the one sending her to Lord Ulimar’s. She had burned every note after receiving them. But if she claimed that she’d burned the notes, it would be an admittance of guilt. Again, whoever set her up had nearly trapped her in her own deception.

“I have here the copy of the list maintained by House Hawk. As you can see, every one of the houses mentioned…” He trailed off, his brow furrowing. For a moment, he stared at the parchment. Confusion flitted across his face. Then, he shook his head and addressed the crowd once more. “Every one of the houses mentioned in Master Gold’s notes to the Journeyman is on this list. It is clear proof that they broke Guild law and conspired to breach the peace between the Guild and the Crown. All to enrich themselves by cutting out the Guild.” He turned a glare on Ilanna. “It would not surprise me if she was the one to lead the Bloody Hand to our homes!”

Ilanna threw herself at him. “Lies!” The Bloodbears caught her before she took two steps. “You Keeper-accursed liar! You were the—” She swallowed her words. She couldn’t accuse Bryden of the exact crime of which he’d just accused her. The Guild would see it as the desperate act of the guilty. They wouldn’t be willing to listen to her proof, tenuous as it was, given the mountain of evidence he had presented against her.

“Control yourself, Journeyman.” Bryden’s voice held a nauseating smugness. He turned back to the crowd. “The Night Guild does not mete out punishment without proof, yet does not hesitate when confronted with true evidence. We must give our accused a chance to defend herself. What say you, Ilanna of House Hawk? Have you any proof of your innocence?”

Ilanna’s mind raced. She was trapped. Bryden—she had no doubt he was behind everything—had blended truth and lies to perfection. He had trapped her in her own deceit, proven her complicity in these crimes beyond any doubt. Anything she said now would only add to her guilt.

She held her tongue, but lifted her head. She would meet her fate as she always had: without flinching or hesitation.

Krew slammed a fist onto the arm of his chair. “Her silence speaks for itself!” The Bloodbear stood and thrust a finger at her. “Her guilt is plain. What say you, Council?”

Layne shouted, “Guilty!” Journeyman Eden and Damean nodded. Septin added his vote of “Guilty” in a quieter voice.

With sorrow-filled eyes, Allon whispered, “Guilty.”

Errik turned away. “House Serpent…abstains.”

Ilanna gave him a nod. He could do no more for her now.

“House Hawk finds her guilty as well.” Bryden lifted his eyes. “What say you, esteemed Journeymen of the Night Guild?”

Dozens of voices roared out, “Guilty!”

“Then Ilanna, Journeyman of House Hawk, you are sentenced to the Sanction. Your execution will take place two days from now. May the Watcher have mercy on you.”

Ilanna’s gut bottomed out. The Sanction, the Guild’s ultimate punishment. She would be strapped to a wagon wheel, and tortured to death. Her hands and feet chopped off, her bones shattered, her tongue cut out. Adarus, a Fox, had screamed for a full hour before he bled out. A cruel fate, even by Guild standards.

“Take her away!” sneered Layne. “The sight of this traitorous bitch is making me sick.” Cruel laughter echoed from the Bloodbears in the Menagerie.

The two thugs gripping her arms dragged her away. She didn’t resist. Not now. She had to bide her time. When an opening presented itself, she would be ready.

She cast one last glance at the Guild Council. Errik sat with a pale face and glum expression. Allon’s eyes followed her out of room. The Hound gave her a sorrowful shake of his head and shrugged his shoulders. Septin, Damean, and Eden had turned back to Bryden, but Krew and Layne gave her malicious grins. House Bloodbear would have its vengeance for Sabat.

Bryden cast a glance over his shoulders. The odd expression had returned to his face, a hint of furrow appearing in his brow. Yet when he turned away from her, he spoke in a loud voice.

“Let us discuss how we will respond to the Bloody Hand. We must consider accepting their offer now. After all, the damage they have done to the Guild is…”

The boom of the double doors shutting behind her cut off his voice as the Bloodbears dragged her to her fate.
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Chapter 11


The stale, still air of the enclosed room stifled Ilanna. An overpowering stench of urine and feces rose from the bucket in the corner, and a metallic tang of dried blood hung thick around her. Before the Bloodbears had taken their alchemical lamps away, plunging her into oppressive darkness, she’d seen rust-colored stains darkened the walls in splotches and the dents on the heavy wooden door. She shuddered as images of torture and brutality washed through her mind. No one would care what happened to her in here. The Bloodbears would do whatever they wanted to her.

The Guild rarely used this chamber—they had few reasons to imprison their own—but when they did, they wanted to make its captives’ fate crystal clear. They had brought her here to suffer through the last two days before they executed her.

And suffer, she would. She bit down on her lip to suppress a cry. Even the slightest movement sent spikes of agony radiating from her shoulder. Watt and Ayris hadn’t been gentle. Two more Bloodbears had joined her escort to the cell where she now hung, smoothing any nascent hope of escape. They’d taken her weapons, stripped her to her underclothes. One Bloodbear had poked and prodded in the wrong place—he wouldn’t hold a dagger anytime soon, not until his shattered fingers healed. Her violence had brought quick retaliation from the other three.

At least my hands don’t hurt, she thought with a wry grin. With her split lip, aching head, and dislocated shoulder, the tenderness of her palms faded into the background.

She tugged on the manacles in vain. The thick bands of iron squeezed her wrists, the length of the chain holding her arms at a painful angle. She forced herself to take slow, deep breaths. The stifling darkness brought back flashes of the weeks she’d spent locked in the tyros’ room. She couldn’t let fear take hold of her.

Voices echoed outside the cell door. A few moments later, a key rattled in the lock and the door swung open. Lamplight, blinding after hours spent in total blackness, spilled over her, brightening the room.

Allon’s voice echoed from doorway. “Give us a moment,” he told the Bloodbear.

The huge thug snarled and held up a sausage finger. “One minute.” He turned and left, swinging the door shut behind Allon.

The Hound—Master Hound now, I guess—turned to her. “I-I’m sorry about this, Ilanna.”

Ilanna’s eyes had adjusted to the dim lamplight, and she met his gaze. “You believe them?”

“No.” Allon’s grim expression belied his words. Only a fool would fail to believe the evidence against her. After a moment of silence, his gaze returned to her. “I tried, you know. I tried to talk them out of the Sanction.”

Ilanna shook her head. “You’d have more luck teaching a Bloodbear to count.”

Allon chuckled. “How do you do that?”

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “Do what?”

“Stay strong.” His smile held a deep sadness. “Horrible death or not, there’s no fear in your eyes.”

Because I’ve nothing left to live for, Ilanna wanted to say. Without Kodyn and Ria, she had no life outside the Guild. With Master Hawk and most of her friends dead, nothing remained for her within the Guild. She had no desire to die, but she wouldn’t mind death all that much either. If the stories her mother had told her were true, she would be reunited with her son, Ria, Denber, Ethen, and all her friends in the Long Keeper’s arms. She had that much to look forward to.

She shrugged. “No sense crying about it.”

“It’s one of the things I…” He swallowed.

Her gut clenched. Don’t say it!

Allon’s eyes met hers. “It’s one of the things I…love about you, Ilanna.”

She stifled a groan. Poor, clueless fool. She’d strung him along so long, used him to her own ends. Of course he’d fallen for her.

“I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time,” he rushed on before she could speak, “but with everything that happened—with your friends, then Old Town Market, now this.” He sighed. “I’ve known I felt this way about you since the first time I kissed you.”

The memory of his hands on her body, his lips on hers, twisted her stomach. She’d tolerated him, barely. He would never know what she truly thought of him. It would shatter him. Better she keep him in ignorance. Her last gift to him, in gratitude for all he’d done.

Allon opened his mouth to continue, but the Bloodbear pulled open the cell door. “Time’s up.”

Allon nodded. He turned back to Ilanna with a sorrowful expression. “Goodbye, Ilanna. You were the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”

“We’ll see each other again, Allon.” She gave him a weak grin and a wink that set her head aching. “I’ll be the one strapped to the wagon wheel.”

Allon swallowed hard. “I’ll keep a look out for you.” With a nod, he was gone. The door swung shut and Ilanna, once more, hung in darkness.

She had done everything in her power to find a way out of her predicament. She had tried to talk her way out, fight her way out. To no avail. She’d known the risks when she first began to steal from the Guild. She knew what they’d do to her if they found out. The choice had been easy: she’d do whatever was necessary to feed her son and buy her freedom from the Guild. She’d succeeded, only to have him ripped from her arms by Toll and Melinn. On Bryden’s orders.

Hatred flared in her chest. Bryden had done this to her—she had no doubt about it. She didn’t know how he’d pulled it off—where had he gotten the notes, and how had he convinced Filch to falsify those payment stubs? But no doubt remained in her mind: Bryden had set her up.

The door swung open again. A chill ran through her as she recognized the figure highlighted by the alchemical lamp.

“Well, well, well.” Bryden, acting Master of House Hawk, strode through the door. “I must say I’ve hoped for this day for a long time.” He nodded to the Bloodbear. “I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

The Bloodbear opened his mouth to protest, but Bryden shut the door in his face. With precise, almost fussy movements, he hung the alchemical beamer lamp from a hook in the wall and shuffled to stand in front of her. Just out of reach of her shackled hands, of course.

Ice flooded Ilanna’s veins. “Come to gloat?” Her words came out in a dangerous, quiet tone. Fury curled like a serpent in her gut.

“Perhaps.” Bryden inclined his head. “I would have given all the gold in the world to see Ilanna, the mighty queen of the Night Guild, humbled thus.”

Ilanna ground her teeth. “You did this, you bastard!”

Bryden shrugged. “I simply presented the evidence I had.” He crossed his arms. “I always suspected you were stealing behind the House’s back. Imagine my surprise when I found all those wonderfully damning pieces of paper sitting in that binder on Master Hawk’s desk. Almost as if the Master himself had been building a case against you.” He shook his head. “Had he not been killed—”

“A crime for which you are guilty!”

Bryden’s eyebrows shot up. “You blame me for Master Hawk’s death? This I have to hear.” His face grew smug. “Tell me how I hacked his body to bits with a Bloody Hand sword.”

“You wouldn’t get your hands dirty,” Ilanna snarled. “You had to keep your clothes spotless. Not a trace of your brothers’ blood on you. Yet you are the reason they died.”

Genuine puzzlement crossed Bryden’s face. “What are you talking about?”

“You are the traitor, Bryden!” Ilanna’s voice went cold, flat. “You were the one who hired Toll and Melinn.”

“Who?”

“The arsonists who burned down Old Town Market. Who burned down my house and—” She caught herself before she blurted out “my son”.

Bryden actually flinched. “What in the Watcher’s name are you talking about?”

“I talked to Moody. He told me you left the Night Guild a week ago. The same night a man wearing a hood and walking with a limp hired Toll to burn down Old Town Market. And gave him directions to my house!”

Bryden’s face went pale. “A…week ago?” His eyes dropped.

“You don’t even deny it, you traitor!” Heat flared in Ilanna’s gut. “How many men with a limp do you know, who just so happened to be out of the Night Guild on the very night?”

“I don’t know!” Bryden shouted. He swallowed. “B-But it wasn’t me.”

Ilanna sneered. “Of course you’d say that. Even now, you can’t admit that you were—”

“I’ll admit that I was out of the tunnels that night.” He looked away. “But I had nothing to do with hiring those arsonists. I’ve never met this Toll before.”

Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. “Then where were you? Where did you go? You never leave the Night Guild. Can you expect me to believe it’s just a coincidence?”

Bryden nodded. “Either that, or someone knew I was going to…” He trailed off, his brow furrowing. “Implausible, but not impossible.” The same pensive expression she’d seen at her trial returned.

“You’d say anything to avoid suspicion,” she snapped, “but I know you were the one behind it.”

“Do you, now?” Bryden’s eyes snapped up to hers. “Just like I knew you were guilty of larceny. Just like I found you lying atop Master Gold’s body. A bit too convenient, isn’t it?”

Ilanna had opened her mouth to hurl a curse at Bryden, but it snapped shut. Her mind whirled.

“Think about it, Ilanna.” Bryden frowned. “You and I both know Master Hawk had a soft spot for you. If he found you were guilty of stealing, he would have approached you without involving the House or the Guild Master. He wouldn’t keep a record of it.” He sneered. “Master Hawk was a great man, but he had one enormous flaw: his affection for you.”

Ilanna swallowed. She hadn’t had time to cope with Master Hawk’s death. Too many had died in the last few days for her to truly process the grief.

His expression grew incredulous. “And isn’t it a bit too convenient that the man who hires these arsonists covers his face and fails to hide a limp? The one thing that can distinguish him from everyone else in the Guild?”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Where were you that night?”

Bryden gave a dismissive wave. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Where?” she shouted.

Bryden looked away. “A man has needs.” He swallowed. “Needs that may not be fulfilled by the women of the Night Guild.”

Ilanna understood. Certain secret establishments in Praamis catered to men desirous of the company of other men.

“Someone went to great lengths to make it appear like I hired the arsonists to burn down Old Town Market. Which means that same someone could have undergone the same effort to frame you as well.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “What?” Those were the last words she’d expected from Bryden.

“It’s why I’m here.” The Hawk met her gaze. “It’s a lie. At least some of Master Hawk’s ‘evidence’ is fabricated, if not all.”

Ilanna could find no words.

“I’ve known few Journeymen as clever as you, Ilanna.” Bryden’s expression grew sour. “Gods know I hate to admit it, but if you actually were stealing, you wouldn’t be foolish enough to leave a trail broad enough for a marching army.”

“What are you saying?” Ilanna couldn’t believe her ears.

“That evidence against you was good. Too good.” Bryden shook his head. “And I was foolish enough to believe it.”

Ilanna’s mind whirled. If Bryden had been the one to set her up, this conversation would have gone very differently.

“How did you know?” she demanded.

Bryden scratched his chin. “Lord Ulimar.”

Ilanna quirked an eyebrow, confused.

“The payment stub for the necklace stolen from Lord Ulimar’s mansion,” Bryden said. “When I confronted you, you gave it to me.”

“I remember. You didn’t believe that Master Hawk had given me permission to steal from Lord Ulimar.”

Bryden nodded. “I checked the list, as I told you I would. Sure enough, Lord Ulimar’s name wasn’t on it. Funny thing, though, I could swear his name was there a few days before. And when I saw the list again at your trial, there it was again.”

Ilanna’s eyes flew wide. “You mean—?”

“Someone created a false list,” Bryden confirmed. “Such a perfect replica that I couldn’t tell it apart from the real one.”

Ilanna digested the information. The forger had to be a true master to deceive the persnickety accountant.

“I’d had Filch send copies of every pay stub he gave you to me. The other two, for Lord Graves and Count Drusus, never passed my desk. Either he failed to give it to me…”

“Or I never brought him those items,” Ilanna growled.

“Granted, I wouldn’t put it past you to threaten him if he told me, but Filch knows better than to keep a secret. It would take either a holy fear or an unholy amount of gold to make him lie. And once again, you’re too smart to take stolen items to Filch to fence.” Bryden looked clearly displeased to be complimenting her.

“So you believe I’m innocent?” she asked.

Bryden snorted. “Not for a minute!” His lip curled upward. “I’ve no doubt you killed that Bloodbear—and good riddance, says I—or that you’ve hidden more than a few copper bits from the Guild. Your charming personality alone is enough to make me want to leave you to the Sanction.”

“But?” A grin twitched Ilanna’s lips.

Bryden sighed. “But the someone who set you up—who set the both of us up—is likely the same person or persons who brought the Bloody Hand down on us. And I’d take a brash, headstrong, irreverent, little prick over a mob of bloodthirsty Voramians any day of the week.”

He drew a lockpick from within his clothes. Within seconds, the manacles fell free of her wrists.

Ilanna groaned and slumped, pain flaring in her shoulder.

“That looks bad,” Bryden said in a flat voice.

Ilanna snarled. “You think?” She clutched her arm to her chest.

“Give it here.”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Answer me this first. Where were you when the Bloody Hand attacked?”

Bryden’s expression darkened. “Around.”

Ilanna studied him. Shame burned in his gaze. “You hid, didn’t you?”

Bryden dropped his eyes. “Master Hawk sent me to hide. Didn’t want me to get hurt.” He motioned to his leg. “I can’t fight like this, so he told me to do what he’d trained me to do and hide.”

Ilanna nodded. “Sounds like him.” She had known few men in the Guild like Master Hawk. He had actually cared for the Journeymen and apprentices in his House. Beneath his gruff, aloof exterior, he had been the closest thing to a father she’d had. Sorrow burned in her gut. She had realized it too late.

She cried out as Bryden jerked her arm, and the shoulder slipped back into its socket.

“Hey!” The Bloodbear’s voice echoed through the door, and a key rattled in the lock. “Don’t you go harming the—”

Ilanna was moving before he entered. She seized the door with her uninjured arm and slammed it into his head. Hard wood, driven by the weight of the door and the force of her fury, crunched into flesh and bone. The Bloodbear crumpled, his body flinging the door wide.

“Go!” Bryden drew her bracer from within his robes. “You’ve got a minute, maybe two until you’re discovered. Make the most of it.” He produced a dagger. “You’re the only one who can save the Guild now.” Gritting his teeth, he slammed the pommel into his forehead.

She didn’t wait to watch him collapse. Without hesitation, she turned, scooped up the Bloodbear’s cudgel, and fled down the tunnel.
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Chapter 12


Ilanna’s bare feet pounded over the hard-packed earth of the Night Guild tunnels. Her shoulders tightened at every intersection, every adjoining tunnel. At any moment, she expected to hear a cry or a shout from behind her. Anyone who spotted her would recognize her and raise the alarm.

She ignored the passageway leading to House Hawk. That would be the first place her pursuers would search for her. Instead, she turned toward the Guild Master’s quarters. Master Gold’s office and private chambers stood at the heart of the network of tunnels, on neutral territory. This was done to remind the Guild Master that he owed no allegiance to any House, but to the Night Guild at large. The cell where she’d been held was less than a hundred paces from the entrance to Master Gold’s chambers.

As she sprinted the remaining distance to Master Gold’s door, three figures turned into the tunnel ahead of her. She didn’t slow her pace, but charged the men in the orange-trimmed robes of House Fox. She rushed the middle figure first and slammed the club into the side of his head, dropping him to the ground. Before the other two could cry out, she leapt back.

“Wait!” she hissed.

Joost’s eyes widened at the sight of her. “Ilanna?”

Veslund’s mouth hung open. He took a moment longer to recover. “W-What are ye doing?”

“What does it look like?” She kept a wary eye on their hands.

Veslund managed a stutter. “B-But ye’re supposed to be—”

“Locked up for crimes I didn’t commit? I’m innocent, Ves.” She turned her eye on Joost. “You have to believe me!”

The two Foxes’ faces darkened. “We were there at your trial, Ilanna. You were convicted.”

“After all that time we worked together, do you think I would ever be so sloppy as to leave evidence to incriminate myself? It was all too neat, too perfect.” She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder. “I can’t stay. I have to get out of here before—”

Enraged shouts rang out in the tunnel behind her. The Bloodbears had discovered her absence.

“Decision time, lads.” She tightened her grip on the cudgel. “Let me go, and I swear on my life you will be rewarded.”

Joost’s face scrunched up. “You don’t look in a position to—”

Veslund smacked the back of the slender man’s head. “Shut it, Joost.” He stepped aside. “For old times’ sake, and because ye’ve made us the richest men in the Guild.”

“Thank you!” She made to rush past, but Veslund caught her arm.

“Ye know they’re going to send us after ye, right?”

She nodded.

“Next time, we’ll have to do our duty.” The bearded Fox shook his shaggy head. “Even if it means bringing ye in.”

“So be it.” She glanced down at the unconscious Fox.

Veslund waved her away. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll give ye a few minutes to run.”

“Take care of yourselves, eh? With the Bloody Hand in charge, things are going to get bad.”

She inclined her head to the two Foxes and she sprinted down the tunnels. Master Gold’s door stood ajar. She rushed through the antechamber—the room where Journeyman Entar had once held court—and burst into the office. Blood still stained the rug where Master Gold’s body had lain.

Ilanna didn’t pause in her flight. She raced across the room and reached for the golden figurine of a hawk. She slithered through the hidden door and, triggering the re-locking mechanism, reached for the alchemical lamp hanging on the wall. Switching on the lamp, she rushed down the tunnel. Master Gold had told her it intersected with the sewer tunnels beneath the city. The stench hit her before she’d gone fifty paces.

For the first time, she questioned her decision to escape via the underground tunnel system. Both the Foxes and the Hounds knew the ways far better than she. The few Hawks not wounded in the skirmish with the Bloody Hand would have no chance of catching her on the Hawk’s Highway. But on the rooftops, she would be visible to anyone in the city below. No, her instinct had been correct. The chance of the Foxes or Hounds finding her underground was far lower than high above the city.

Her pursuers—no doubt the Bloodbears, who would enlist the help of the Hounds and Foxes, and perhaps even the Grubbers—would search House Hawk first. After a thorough search of the Hawk’s Highway, they would flood the sewer system in search of her. Errik wouldn’t say anything about her house near Old Town Market, but Allon might. She had to reach her home without being caught.

She grimaced as something slimy squelched under her bare feet. The reek of ordure twisted her stomach, but she forced herself to wade deeper into the filthy water. She had to move quickly to get out of the tunnels before her pursuers blocked her escape.

Voices rang out in the tunnels to her left. She headed right—away from her destination, but she knew another way around. A light shone at the next intersection, forcing her to backtrack.

Damn it! How had they gotten into the tunnels so quickly?

She dimmed the beam of her alchemical lamp and turned down the next tunnel, pressing her body into the shadows of a crumbling section of wall. The lights grew brighter, the voices echoing louder.

“Blast this,” came the rumbling voice of a man. “What in the frozen hell d’you do to get us stuck down here?”

Ilanna didn’t catch the response.

“You idiot!” A smack of a fist striking flesh resounded. “We had the cushiest assignment in the city, and you had to go and piss off the Captain. And I just got these boots!”

Ilanna’s heart sank. Arbitors! The Masters of House Fox and Hound had complained that the Duke’s men had flooded the tunnels. Not only did she have to evade the men the Guild would inevitably send after her, but she had to watch out for the blue-clad Arbitors in their shining silver breastplates.

She slipped down the tunnel, hugging the wall to avoid the light spilling from the Arbitors’ oil lanterns. She bit back a cry as a sharp rock dug into her heel. Any sound, and the Duke’s men would find her.

She took stock of her situation: barefooted, wearing only undergarments, with little more than a few knives and a cudgel. And Ethen’s sling. The loop of leather remained wrapped around her wrist; the Bloodbears hadn’t thought to take it from her. No bullets, though. She needed to get her hands on some coins, and some clothing and boots. She would draw far too much attention running around Praamis half-naked.

Gritting her teeth, she slid down another passage. The detour would take her far out of the way but, hopefully, lead her around the Arbitors. If they’d gotten this far into the sewer system, who knew how many men they had combing the tunnels?

The dim light of the alchemical lantern illuminated the holes in the sewer walls, floors, and ceiling, but not the little pebbles and debris underfoot. It seemed she managed to step on every sharp rock or crumbling section of tunnel. Every fresh, stabbing pain sent worry racing through her—more than once, Journeyman Tyman had pontificated about the deadly infections that set in when fecal matter got into open wounds. She didn’t waste time wishing for boots, but concentrated on navigating through the dry, unused passages.

She flattened herself against the wall as the sound of booted feet grew louder. At the end of the tunnel, a trio of Arbitors came into view. The light of their torches glinted off their silver breastplates and conical helmets.

Taking a deep breath, she peered around the corner. Instead of moving on, they had taken up position at an intersection forty paces away—the same intersection she needed to go through. She cursed inwardly.

Now what?

She had one option: return the way she’d come and find another way around.

She’d gone just five steps and rounded a bend in the passage when more light appeared at the opposite end of the tunnel. It wasn’t the flickering light of torches, but the steady, bright, slightly blue-colored beam of an alchemical lamp.

The Night Guild had found her.

Not yet, you haven’t!

With speed borne of desperation, Ilanna raced toward the lamplight. Twenty paces away, a crevice in the tunnel wall—little more than a section of crumbled stone and caved-in earth—offered the only hiding place. Her heart thundered as the light drew closer and the sounds of her pursuers grew louder. Any second now, the men hunting her would round the corner and cut off her escape.

At the final instant, Ilanna threw herself into the crevice, ignoring the stones scraping her feet, and ducked out of sight. She pressed her face and body against the soft dirt. The smell of damp earth filled her nostrils as she forced herself to take calm, measured breaths.

A deep, grumbling voice grew louder. “…don’t know why we got stuck with this duty.”

She tensed as light seeped into her hiding place. The men hunting her would soon stand right outside her hiding place. If they thought to look in the crevice…

“’Twas you Bloodbears in charge of keepin’ her locked up,” came another voice, this one pitched higher and with just a note of disdain. “Somehow, the little slip of a girl broke out of—”

“I’ve had just enough of your lip, Fox!” the first voice came again, this time heavy with anger. “It was the Keeper-damned Hawk’s fault and you know it. He’s the one stupid enough to bring a dagger anywhere near that bitch.” The lantern gave a loud clank, and the light moved away.

“Take it easy, Rynk,” a third man spoke. “You can defend your House’s honor after Tarrin shows us the way out of here.”

“I ain’t talkin’ to you, Grubber.” Disdain echoed in Rynk’s voice. “This is between the Fox and me.”

“Let me…go.” The second man, Tarrin, spoke in a strained, almost choked voice. “Unless you…want to spend the…rest of the day…down here.”

“Pah!” Rynk snarled.

Tarrin gasped and drew in several deep, panting breaths. “Rot in hell, Rynk,” he snarled.

“You first, Fox!” Rynk responded.

Ilanna didn’t need to peer out of her hiding place to picture the scene. Rynk, a Bloodbear, wouldn’t be pleased at his assignment of combing the stinking sewers. Like any member of his House, he’d unleash his temper on anyone weaker than him. Given his size—he towered at least a head taller than she, and had broader shoulders than most Bloodbears—that meant everyone.

The beam of light once more invaded her hiding place, reaching bright fingers that crept up her filthy feet and the legs of her breeches. Every muscle tensed, and she tightened her grip on the club despite the pain in her hands. Against the Fox and Grubber alone, she’d have a chance. Rynk’s presence made it nearly impossible to fight her way past.

That wouldn’t stop her from trying. They won’t take me without a fight.

The light had reached her knees when a loud “Hey!” echoed down the tunnels.

“You there!” the voice came again. “Stop where you are!” The command had the imperious tone of a man accustomed to being obeyed.

“Get stuffed, Arbitor bastard!” Rynk snarled.

Instantly, the lantern light retreated from her hiding place. The sound of booted feet grew louder, the flickering torchlight brightening the crevice for a moment before racing past. Heart thundering in her chest, Ilanna took deep breaths and stayed perfectly still. Finally, when the tunnels had fallen silent, she risked a glance out of the crevice.

No sign of the Arbitors or the Guild hunting her.

A tremor shook her hands. She blew out her cheeks. That was too bloody close.

Her legs trembled as she padded up the tunnel toward the now-empty intersection. She had to move fast before the Arbitors returned. Turning down a side passage, she sprinted through the darkness, trying desperately to remember the route that would lead her to freedom.

Freedom, what a cruel word.

She’d come so close to being free—free of the Night Guild, of her life of crime, of the dangers that threatened from all sides. All that had been torn away from her in a matter of days. Now, all she could do was escape the certain death that awaited her at the hands of the Guild. Her fate at the Duke’s hands wouldn’t be much better.

Yet she wouldn’t lie down and die—that wasn’t her way. She would fight, even when the odds were stacked against her and she could see no hope of success. She’d overcome insurmountable obstacles before. She would continue fighting—fighting to survive, to find the truth of who had betrayed the Guild and Praamis—until her last breath.

She had no idea where to start her hunt for the real culprit, but that was a worry for later. For now, she had to focus on escape, on survival. With the Guild hunting her, there was only one place she could feel truly safe.

*     *     *

Every muscle in Ilanna’s body ached. She had no idea how long she’d run, but it had to have been hours trying to find her way through the tunnels. Twice, she’d nearly been caught by the Arbitors swarming through the sewer system. Every time she thought she had managed to break away from her pursuers, she ran into another obstacle: a dead end, an Arbitor patrol, or a section of sewer filled with knee-deep refuse.

She breathed a sigh of relief as she finally caught a glimpse of the exit from the sewers. She crouched by the metal grate and peered into the alley. Empty. Darkness hung like a thick blanket over the city. Ilanna had no need for the gods, but she found herself shooting up a prayer of thanks to the Mistress, goddess of good fortune. The shadows of night would conceal her movements.

She climbed out of the sewers and slipped into the streets near Old Town Market…or the scorched wreckage where the marketplace had once stood. The blackened remains of the marketplace sent a shiver down her spine. A week ago, thousands of people, animals, and carts had flowed through the now-silent streets. What had once been bright colors and life had become desolate and dark. Canvas stall covers flapped in the chill evening breeze, and burned wooden walls groaned beneath the burden of tiles cracked by the impossible heat of alchemical fire.

Once, she had walked the marketplace hand in hand with her mother. She had learned to steal in these very streets. Ria had brought her son here. She had dreamed of the day she would join them, and they would stroll through the marketplace free of all burdens and responsibilities.

Free. The word hit her like a blow to the stomach. She had been a heartbeat from the perfect life. Then the Bloody Hand burned it to the ground. They had murdered her son and Ria. They had invaded her home in House Hawk and slaughtered Master Hawk and Jarl, the closest things to family she had left. As she slunk through the burnt husk of the life she’d hoped to have and stared at the torched skeleton of her house, everything became perfectly clear.

The Bloody Hand had hired the arsonists who burned down her house and murdered her son. They had killed Prynn, her House Master, and Jarl. They had destroyed her world. She would return the favor. She couldn’t invade Voramis and kill every damned one of them, but they had made the mistake of coming to her city. She would drive the Bloody Hand out of Praamis, no matter what the cost. She had nothing left to lose.

But how? After her trial, she had little doubt what most Journeymen or apprentices would do if they spotted her. Joost and Veslund had been a heartbeat from stopping her escape. Errik wouldn’t lift a finger against her, but that wouldn’t stop the rest of House Serpent. At best, he could delay the inevitable. She couldn’t go to him, and she certainly couldn’t go to Allon. Darreth, perhaps? But the Scorpion had nothing to offer her right now.

No, for the first time in fifteen years, Ilanna was truly alone. No Three to help her survive Master Velvet’s torments. No Denber, Willem, or Werrin to watch out for her. No Jarl, Errik, Allon, Darreth, Joost, or Veslund to have her back. No Master Gold to scheme with. No Master Hawk to watch out for her. No Kodyn or Ria to comfort her. She had no one.

Better this way. The thought rang painfully hollow.

She had no one to trust, but no one that could be used against her. She had no reason for fear, nothing to hide. She could be Ilanna, the legend, the greatest thief to pass through House Hawk in living memory. She would be the Ilanna that had poisoned a priest of the Apprentice and put a dagger into the eye of a Secret Keeper. The Ilanna who had watched Toll dangle from a rope, killed Melinn without hesitation. The Night Guild had created this Ilanna. And now she would save them.

But not before I find out who the traitor is. She swallowed. Or traitors.

All the facts had pointed at Bryden. Everyone in the Guild knew of her enmity for the Hawk. It hadn’t been difficult to set them at odds. But he’d proven his innocence—had he been the traitor, he would have let her die. With Master Gold and the rest of the Council dead, the way was clear for the Bloody Hand to take over. She was the only obstacle to their success.

If not Bryden, then who? She had nothing to go on. Toll and Melinn, her only links to the person who had hired them, were dead. They had pointed her at Bryden, no doubt the real traitor’s intention. So who did she go to now?

She slipped into the charred wreckage of her home. The walls had crumbled, the roof caved in. She picked her way through the rubble toward what had once been the fireplace. Blackened beams blocked her progress.

Dismay twisted in her gut. She needed to get to her secret cache of gold and weapons. She had nothing but her filthy undergarments, the weapons in her bracer, and the sling around her wrist. Without coin, she’d have no chance of outrunning the Night Guild. But an enormous, blackened roof beam had collapsed directly atop the chest. She heaved with all her might, but she could have tried to lift the Royal Palace for all the good it did.

She scrabbled at the beam, her movements grew more frantic with every anxious heartbeat. They would be coming for her at any moment. She had to get into that chest and get out of here.

She threw her weight against the beam, straining every muscle to move it. Nothing. Agony flared in her arms, shoulders, and back.

Damn it!

Her lungs burned and her still-healing hands throbbed painfully. Her failure added to the tightness in her chest, until the mounting pressure exploded out of her with a violent gasp of air. She slammed a fist against the beam. Again and again, she beat at the wood. When it didn’t budge, she turned her rage on the other debris piled high. She smashed charred furniture and pummeled the crumbling walls. Her cudgel brought the ruins of her life down around her.

One wild blow sent a pile of ashes spraying in all directions, but she caught a glint of metal in the moonlight. She picked up the object and was about to hurl it away, when she realized what it was: a tin hawk. The fire had melted away its sharp talons and curved beak, but the widespread wings remained unblemished. It was one of the last hawk figurines she’d brought her son.

A great sob heaved up from her chest. She bit down on her lip to suppress the flow of tears, but she could no longer outrun her sorrow. She wept then, great sobs bursting from her with a force beyond her control. Collapsing against the wall, she allowed the weight of her heart to drag her to the floor. She rocked back and forth, clutching the little, tin hawk to her chest, her fists clenched so tight the figurine dug into her palms. It was nothing compared to the pain of her loss.

A burden of hopelessness settled on her shoulders. This place, her home, was filled with memories of happiness: time she’d spent reading to Kodyn while snuggled in the stuffed armchair, sharing a meal with Ria, playing in the garden. All gone, lost to her forever. Her son, her friends, her family—all taken from her.

She would never again feel the warmth of her son snuggled against her on the cool winter’s night, never see Ria’s rare, dazzling smile light up a room. They would never again share meals around the kitchen table or laugh at Kodyn’s antics. Their deaths left her cold, empty, and alone.

And she truly was alone.

She’d always had someone to turn to—during her time as a tyro, she’d been able to count on Three; during her apprentice years, she’d had Denber, Prynn, Jarl, and the twins; as a Journeyman, she’d counted on the help of Errik, Allon, and the rest of her crew.

Now, she had nowhere to go. Master Hawk or Master Gold might have had the power to aid her, but the newly elected Masters of House Serpent and House Hound would be risking a great deal if they tried to help. She wouldn’t let them throw everything away.

That only made the feelings of being alone worse. She had to figure out how to survive, how to move forward, but she couldn’t see a way out. The Night Guild was hunting her. They knew her tricks, her habits, her ways of operating. They knew the secret passages of the sewer tunnels and the rooftop routes of the Hawk’s Highway. They’d put out every Fox, Grubber, and Hound to watch the streets. How could she possibly get out of this alive?

To make matters worse, she knew the Night Guild had a traitor—perhaps more than one. Someone was working with the Bloody Hand. She didn’t know who to trust; anyone could be working with the Voramians, and one wrong word could lead to her capture.

A fist squeezed her heart, and her chest tightened. She found it hard to draw breath. Fingers of panic thrust into her brain. It was all just too much, too overwhelming! She wanted nothing more than to hide in the ashes of what remained of her life and let the world forget about her.

The girl she’d once been—Seven the tyro or Ilanna the apprentice—might have curled up and let the problem overwhelm her. But that girl had died long ago. Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk would not lie down and die.

The tears slowed to a trickle, then stopped. Ilanna scrubbed the tears from her cheeks, not caring that her soot-stained sleeve left black streaks on her face. Clenching her fists, she stood and climbed out of the wreckage of her home. The sorrow receded until it remained a dull ache deep in her gut.

She paused at the scorched earth that had once been her garden. Her violas and Ria’s rose bush had withered before the unnatural heat of the fire.

How fitting. The fire had taken her son and her happiness. With the death of Master Hawk and the others, she felt like the bare plot of land.

Yet she moved on with determination in her step. She found herself in an impossible situation, the odds hopelessly stacked against her. But she’d done the impossible before. She’d succeeded where everyone else had failed.

Journeyman Tyman loved to say, “You eat a cow one bite at a time.” Her problems were too big to conquer now, but she could start with one bite.

And she knew where to begin. A filthy, ratty face flashed before her eyes. Filch. The Guild fence had lied about the payment stubs. Either that, or he truly believed the person who delivered those items had come from her.

She swallowed the lump in her throat as she leapt over the garden wall. She had a mission: to find the traitor and bring down the Bloody Hand. That purpose would keep her going, give her something to focus on. She glanced down at the metal figurine in her hand. The memories of Kodyn and Ria were all she needed to drive her.

First, a visit to Filch. He would tell her what she wanted to know, even if it killed him. Plus, he’d have plenty of gold on hand. Her visit to the fence would yield more than just answers.
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Chapter 13


Filch, you bastard!

Ilanna crouched in the shadows of a ramshackle building, studying the enormous warehouse in which Filch the fence stored the Guild’s stolen merchandise. Though the street looked clear, Ilanna had caught a glimpse of dark-cloaked figures huddled in a nearby alley. Bloody Hand or Night Guild, she couldn’t tell, but she had little doubt what they’d do if they caught her.

She’d used the Hawk’s Highway to cross Praamis. The darkness of the rooftop hid her from any watching eyes on the street level. As long as she traveled at night, she could get around the city. She had to be careful—Bryden could have sent the few unwounded Hawks after her, or let the Serpents or Hounds onto the rooftops. However, she could outrun anyone.

What she couldn’t do was break into a heavily-guarded building without time to study the layout and prepare beforehand. She’d discarded the idea of storming the front door. From the outside, it appeared flimsy, one gust of wind from blowing off its hinges. But Ilanna had seen the two-finger-thick deadbolts and the heavy chain Filch used to bar the door. There were no locks for her to pick—she’d need a battering ram and a small army of Bloodbears to break it down. And she doubted the Bloodbears would be inclined to help her. They’d rather bring her in and see her executed. Those pig-headed louts knew how to hold a grudge.

That meant she had to finesse a way in. Most of the time, that meant breaking through an upstairs window, a skylight, or creeping in through a balcony door. The sentries seated atop the warehouse roof made that impossible, even for her.

So what now?

Whoever had used Filch to frame her would assume she would be coming here. That meant the men guarding the warehouse had strict orders to keep an eye out for her. She couldn’t go through the front door or the roof. That left just one option.

*     *     *

“Make a sound and you’re dead.” The knife Ilanna pressed against Filch’s throat reinforced the menace in her voice.

Filch’s eyes flew wide, but his sleep-benumbed mind understood the threat enough to keep his tongue from flapping. He wrinkled his nose. “Keeper’s teeth! You reek.”

“Nice to see you, too. Keep your hands where I can see them.” She applied more pressure and felt under Filch’s ratty pillow until she found his dagger. “I’ll be taking this.” She tucked the blade into her belt. “Can’t have you getting any ideas of using it on me.”

“Can’t blame a man for defendin’ himself. ’Specially when a murderer breaks into his home and threatens him in his own bed.”

Ilanna snarled. “Unless you’d like me to carve out your tongue, best you keep it from wagging.”

Filch shook his head. “You ain’t gonna do it.” He sat up, ignoring the blade against his throat.

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “You don’t think so?” She dragged the edge across his skin, leaving a thin red line on his neck.

He winced but held her gaze. “Guild has somethin’ they need fenced, they call me. Gives a certain power, it does.”

“You mean the men outside?” Ilanna jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Not the most useful lot. Didn’t stop me from getting in here.”

“So you’re here. Don’t mean you’re gonna gut me. Do that and the Guild’ll be after you.”

“Didn’t you hear?” Ilanna bared her teeth in a snarl. “I’ve been convicted of stealing from the Night Guild and sentenced to the Sanction. The Guild and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

Even in the dim light, Ilanna saw Filch’s face grow pale. “What?”

“Thanks to the evidence you presented at the trial.” Ilanna whipped the dagger away from his neck and punched him in the face. “Which explains my being here.” She placed her face dangerously close to his. “I want to know the truth. Why did you say I brought those items to you to be fenced?”

“Because you did,” he hissed.

“No.” Ilanna pushed the tip of the blade into the underside of his chin. “I brought you Lord Ulimar’s necklace, but not the other two.”

“Then someone in your crew is lyin’ to you!” Filch protested. He licked his thin lips.

“Crew?” Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “What crew?”

Filch gave her an odd look. “Your crew. Ichol the Grubber, Shade of House Fox.” He seemed surprised at her shocked expression. “They brought the loot in your name. I gave ’em a receipt and all.”

Wheels turned in Ilanna’s mind. “Swear you’re telling the truth.” She pressed her knee into the fork of Filch’s legs. “Swear it!”

Filch groaned. “I swear!” He gasped when Ilanna eased up the pressure on his groin, his hands going between his legs. “I thought everythin’ was in order when they brought it. I never meant to—”

Ilanna cut him off with a pommel strike to the temple. He’d awake with a headache, a bad one, but he’d live. That was more than she could say for herself if he decided to cry out for the men hidden below. Bloody Hand or Night Guild, they wouldn’t have mercy on her.

Her mind raced as she searched Filch’s office for the gold she knew he kept on hand. Ichol the Grubber, Shade of House Fox. Two Journeymen she’d never shared more than three words with. Did they have a reason to hate her? Gods knew enough people in the Night Guild did.

Hatred or not, they had helped to frame her. They would answer for that.

*     *     *

Ilanna wrinkled her nose at the reek of sewage emanating from her clothing. She’d have to purchase a few more sets if she intended to keep using the sewers to get around Praamis. At least up here, atop the Hawk’s Highway, the wind carried away most of the stink.

She lay on the edge of the rooftop and studied the figures below. Two men in the orange-trimmed robes of House Fox leaned against the wall, talking to a group of Fox apprentices. This part of the city, a few streets south of The Gardens, belonged to the Black Foxes. During her apprenticeship with House Fox, Elmar, a Red Fox, had spoken of the Black Foxes with contempt. Their lack of vigilance and sloppy approach on targets confirmed Elmar’s disdain. The Black Foxes certainly didn’t number among the Night Guild’s most talented.

Works out nicely for me, though. Shade hadn’t thought to look up once, and she’d followed him around the city for an hour. If I can just get him alone…

As if in response to her thought, the other Journeymen shouted something to the apprentices and led them from the alley. Shade stayed behind to paw through a pile of loot. He was the Adam Tiler, the thief who stayed out of sight and held on to the day’s takings. That way, if any of the light-fingers got caught, they wouldn’t lose their entire haul. House Fox cared more for the filched purses and goods than their apprentices. Every new Choosing delivered a fresh crop of tyros to train.

Not for the first time, Ilanna wished she’d had time to grab supplies before fleeing the Night Guild. What she wouldn’t give for soft-soled boots, her gloves, and a length of the marvelous lightweight rope created specifically by House Scorpion. The coarse rope she’d pilfered from an unattended cart burned her bare hands.

Her heavy boots, purchased at the first cobbler who would open the door to her, thumped on the ground. Shade spun, scattering loot in his surprise. Ilanna already had her throwing dagger out and hurtling through the air before he moved. He yelped as the blade scraped along the side of his head.

“Next one’s in your eye, Shade.” He didn’t need to know she’d aimed for his shoulder. The flesh on her palms still hadn’t fully healed, but remained stiff and tender to the touch.

“Ilanna?” His face wrinkled in confusion. “What the hell are you doing here?” He glanced nervously over his shoulder.

“Thought I’d be halfway to the Frozen Sea by now, eh?” Ilanna snarled. “Turns out I’ve a few questions I need answered. And who better to ask than the Journeyman who got me sentenced to death.”

Confusion muddied Shade’s expression. “What are you talking about?”

“Filch and I had a…conversation. He said you brought in something claiming it was from me.”

“Wasn’t it?”

Ilanna sighed. Elmar was right. Stupid doesn’t take a day off with these Foxes.

“Did you get it from me?” She spoke in the voice she’d used to explain to Kodyn why he couldn’t eat ten sweetmeats at a time.

“No.” He shook his head. “But when he gave them to me, I just assumed you knew.”

It was Ilanna’s turn to be confused. “He? He who?”

Shade opened his mouth to answer, when a cry echoed behind Ilanna. She whirled to see the other Fox Journeyman rushing toward her. The thud of booted feet warned her that Shade was rushing her. Without hesitation, Ilanna threw herself to the ground and lashed out with a backward kick. Shade’s knee buckled with a loud snap of bone, and he fell to the ground, shrieking.

“She’s here!” The other Fox’s cry rang out. “I’ve found Ilanna!” He charged her, arms spread wide.

Snarling, she ducked under his grasping hands and slammed an uppercut into the taller man’s groin. The Fox’s eyes went wide and air whooshed from his lungs. With a pitiful wheezing whimper, he collapsed.

Ilanna didn’t wait for Shade’s screams to bring the Fox apprentices, the Praamian Guard, or the Bloody Hand down on her. She rushed toward the rope, caught it, and clambered up the wall with speed developed through years of training.

“There she is!” The shout echoed below and behind her. Ilanna cast a glance downward. Four bull-necked men rushed into the alleyway, cudgels grasped in their thick-fingered hands. Their clothes lacked the red trim of House Bloodbear, and their brutish, heavy faces were unfamiliar. They could only belong to the Bloody Hand.

Damn it! She hadn’t gotten halfway up the rope before it pulled taut in her grip. A Bloody Hand thug swung himself up behind her. He moved far more slowly than she, but the rope groaned under his weight. The anchor couldn’t possibly hold them both.

Ilanna slid her legs over the stone railing of a nearby balcony a heartbeat before the rope fell slack. The Voramian gave a cry of surprise, followed a moment later by a thud and a groan. Angry curses followed her as she dragged herself onto the balcony and leapt up to a nearby rooftop.

She took off across the Hawk’s Highway without hesitation. The Bloody Hand would never get up onto the rooftops, but she had no doubt they had close watch on the streets below. She couldn’t get across the broad avenue that led to The Gardens without being spotted. The busy streets to the west and east would be equally watched. She could only flee south.

For the first time, Ilanna found the open sky made her feel vulnerable, exposed. The heights had always comforted her, lifted her above the rest of the world. Now, she had nowhere to hide.

Worse, she had no idea where to go. Journeyman Ichol had fallen in the raid on the Night Guild—a pair of golden imperials had bought the information and the promise of silence from a Grubber she’d found raking the dung piles where the nobles of The Gardens and Old Praamis sent their offal.

With Ichol dead and Shade surrounded by Bloody Hand thugs, Ilanna had no idea what to do next. He had been a heartbeat away from revealing the man—he definitely said “he”—that had given him the jewelry to take to Filch in her name. The confusion on his face had been genuine. Shade lacked the intelligence to lie so convincingly.

The ache in her muscles and the dryness of her mouth reminded her she’d gone without food, drink, or a solid night of sleep for far too long. She’d collapse if she kept running. She needed to find a place to hole up and plan her next step. But first, she had to get off the rooftops before someone spotted her and—

Three men leapt onto the roof not twenty paces in front of her. Even as she skidded to a halt, their gaze fell on her. The figure in the lead—a Journeyman wearing the garb of House Hawk—opened his mouth and cried out, “We’ve got her!”
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Chapter 14


Ilanna’s heart leapt to her throat. The Hawk, a Journeyman by the name of Orv, was accompanied by Ullard of House Serpent and a Hound Ilanna recognized as Woros. Without hesitation, she turned and fled back the way she came. She clambered up a nearby wall, ducked beneath an overhanging roof, and dropped onto a balcony. Out of sight of her pursuers, she hesitated. They’d expect her to go south, where she could disappear among the slums beyond the Praamian Wall. She didn’t want to head west, toward the Ward of Refuge. Instead, she went east, toward the Royal Palace. No thief in their right mind would flee toward the stronghold of law and order in Praamis.

Instead of clambering back up onto the Hawk’s Highway, Ilanna kept to the lower-level rooftops. She’d spent countless hours studying Jarl and the Pathfinders as they constructed the bridges, rope ladders, and walkways that connected every corner of the city. The rooftops provided the most direct route to her destination, but she had little cover. Down here, she could hide from her pursuers.

She gritted her teeth. Damn you, Orv! The Journeyman, a wiry, soft-spoken man close to Master Hawk’s age, had no reason to be hunting her. And Ullard? Woros made sense—after all, House Hound specialized in tracking elusive prey. But why would House Serpent be coming after her?

The Night Guild had found her guilty of larceny and sentenced her to a gruesome death. No doubt Bryden, to conceal his deception from the rest of the Guild, had insisted on sending Hounds after her. But Serpents? Hawks? They wouldn’t be involved in a manhunt like this.

What in the twisted hell is going on?

It definitely had something to do with the Bloody Hand. The Foxes were working with the Voramians. She had little doubt House Bloodbear had cast their lot in, and certainly House Hound. Allon had told her he’d try to talk the Hounds out of accepting the Bloody Hand’s offer. Clearly he’d failed.

She ran along the top of a wall and leapt into open air, closing her fingers around a rope ladder. The rope swayed and sagged under her weight, but she clambered up with the agility of a sailor. She slithered onto the roof and ran in a crouch. She just had to stay out of sight long enough to—

An arm appeared from behind a chimney, caught her around the waist, and dragged her down. A hand clamped over her mouth.

Instinct kicked in. She ripped a dagger from her bracer and swiped at her attacker’s face. The man twisted his shoulder, deflecting the blow up and over his head.

“Ilanna!” The man hissed.

Ilanna froze at the familiar voice. The tip of her knife hovered a finger’s breadth from Errik’s groin.

The Serpent removed his hand from her mouth. “Bloody hell, Ilanna, it’s good to see you’re still alive!”

“What are you doing here?” She didn’t sheathe the dagger.

“Came looking for you.”

“Why?” Her words came out cold and flat.

“To bring you this.” He picked up the rucksack at his feet and passed it to her. “Thought you might need a few things.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. The pack contained her favorite soft-soled boots, two sets of clothing, a lightweight leather vest, her black gloves, a cloak, and the tools of her trade: a complete set of lockpicks, quickfire globes, a length of black Guild rope, and a jar of gokulah unguent for her hands. Best of all, a pair of daggers sat in simple sheaths.

A lump rose in Ilanna’s throat. “Thank you, Errik.” She gripped his arm. “You’ve no idea how much this means to me.”

He dropped his gaze. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t blame yourself.”

“I should have stood up at your trial and—”

“No! You did what was best for your House.”

He winced. “But not for my friend.”

“You made the right choice.” Her tone brooked no argument. “Had you defended me, you might have been accused of helping me. Now, as Master of House Serpent, you’re in the perfect position to help me.”

He winced again. “There’s not much more I can do at the moment. The Bloody Hand has taken over the Night Guild.”

Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

Errik’s face grew somber. “Less than an hour after you escaped, the Bloody Hand returned. Invited in by the Guild Council.”

Fury set Ilanna’s gut churning. “The Council?”

The Serpent’s eyes fell. “We had to, Ilanna. With most of the Hawks and Serpents dead or wounded, the Bloodbears, Hounds, and Foxes carried the vote. House Grubber, spineless as ever, threw in with them. I had no choice.”

“And Allon?”

“Doing what’s best for his House.” Errik shook his head. “He’s pretending to play nice, for the sake of the Hounds. As Master Hound, he has to think of the wellbeing of his Journeymen and apprentices.”

Ilanna nodded. She understood, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“How bad is it?” She held his gaze.

A shadow crossed Errik’s face. “Bad.” The word felt like a blow to Ilanna’s gut. “The Bloody Hand has taken over the tunnels. Hundreds of ’em, swaggering around like they own the place.” He gritted his teeth.

“Who leads them?”

Errik grimaced. “Big, ugly brute goes by the name of Rhynd. Vicious bastard. First thing he did was round up all the Journeymen and apprentices in the Menagerie, chose twelve at random, and beat them to death with his bare hands.”

Anger twisted in Ilanna’s gut. “And no one did anything?”

Errik’s shoulders slumped. “What could we do, Ilanna? I’ve less than twenty Serpents, plus a handful of apprentices barely old enough to carry steel. No way we can kill them all. Not to mention the traitorous Bloodbears, Foxes, and Hounds.” He shook his head. “I’m doing everything I can to keep my House alive. The Bloody Hand’s raid hit us hard. I won’t risk the Serpents, not unless there’s a real chance we’ll survive.”

Ilanna nodded. “I understand.” She would do the same in his position. “Is that why you and the Hawks are helping hunt me?”

Shame burned in his eyes. “I had to. It’s the only way to keep House Serpent from being butchered by the Bloody Hand. Another of Rhynd’s lessons. One of the Grubbers refused to fall in line. Rhynd shattered every bone in his body, cut out his tongue, and forced oil down his throat until he drowned.” He shuddered. “Bloody Hand bastard had the gall to smile and say, ‘I hope you’ve all learned the cost of resistance.’ No one’s stupid enough to speak out with a display like that.”

A sense of hopelessness settled on Ilanna’s shoulders. Master Gold’s worst fears had come true. The Bloody Hand held the Night Guild captive, a savage killer in command. House Serpent and House Hawk all but annihilated. All of their attention was focused on hunting her, but that wouldn’t last long. They would set their sights on the city next. The Bloody Hand would bring their unique brand of chaos and bloodshed to Praamis. And there wasn’t a damned thing Ilanna could do to prevent it.

“What do we do, Ilanna?”

The desperation in Errik’s voice shocked her. His expression mirrored the hopelessness she felt.

She wanted to answer him, but what could she say? She had no idea.

“Give me time.” She forced herself to sound confident. “I’ll figure something out. For now, hold your peace. Play the obedient House Master.”

Errik snarled, his face flushed. “I-I can’t do that, Ilanna! You can’t ask me to stand by while they—”

“I need you to stay alive, Errik!” She gripped his arm. “I need you to be ready for when I make my move.” What move, she still had no idea.

A glimmer of hope sparkled in the Serpent’s eyes. “What are you going to do?”

“You’ll know when the time comes.” She hoped she knew. “Gather the Serpents you can trust and prepare them to fight back. Get to Darreth, tell him to do the same. And Bryden.”

“Bryden?” Errik’s eyebrows shot upward. “That sniveling weasel of a man?”

“He’s the one who let me out.”

Errik’s jaw dropped. Ilanna gave him a brief rundown of their exchange in her cell, including their shared realization that someone had framed her.

“I can’t believe it.” The Serpent shook his head. “The way he came after you at the trial…”

“Whoever set me up knew what they were doing. They gave him everything he needed to come after me. He truly believed I was guilty.” Which she was, but that didn’t matter now. “But he’s the closest thing we have to an ally in House Hawk. He’s as opposed to the Bloody Hand as we are. So find a way to let him know.”

“And Allon?”

Ilanna hesitated. “No. Keep him out of it.”

Errik lifted an eyebrow. “You sure?”

“He didn’t vote for the Bloody Hand, but his House did. I won’t risk the wrong person finding out and leaking it to the Guild.” She gave Errik a stern glare. “That goes for you, too. Only involve the Serpents you’re sure you can trust.”

Errik nodded. “We’ll be ready.”

A shout of “There she is!” cut off her next words. Six figures appeared on a distant rooftop. She recognized one as a Hound Journeyman, but the other five wore the garb of the Bloody Hand.

“Go!” she hissed at Errik. “Get out of here before they see you.”

He shook his head, half-drawing his sword. “I won’t let them take you.”

“No! I need you inside the Night Guild. Besides,” she said with a wry grin, “they’re going to have to catch me first.”

She stepped into plain view. “Oi, you poxy cunts!”

Angry shouts echoed in answer. The figures rushing her lacked the hulking muscles of the thugs on the streets below. The shorter, wiry men raced across the Hawk’s Highway with a confident agility that could only come from years spent on city rooftops.

Mocking laughter burst from her chest. “Try to keep up, will you?” She whirled, sprinted toward the edge of the rooftop, and flung herself into the air. The tiled floor of a balcony rushed up to meet her. She landed in a roll and came to her feet. Ducking around a thick support pillar, she rebounded off a wall and grabbed on to an overhanging ledge. Within moments, she was running across the rooftops, the Bloody Hand far behind her.

Her triumph died stillborn. More Bloody Hand thugs swarmed from the left and right. Before she’d taken two steps, more men—wearing the robes of House Hound—appeared over the rooftops before her. The cries of the men behind grew louder with every heartbeat.

Panic sent acid surging to her throat. Her mind whirled. They had her cornered on the rooftops. She had nowhere to run. Nowhere but down.

She acted without hesitation, sliding down a rope ladder, dancing across a narrow plank bridge, and dropping onto a second-story balcony. She risked a glance at the alleyway. A trio of drunken beggars sang a bawdy tune at the top of their lungs and argued over a bottle. No Bloody Hand. No Foxes, Grubbers, or Hounds.

Shimmying down a drainpipe, Ilanna dashed toward the mouth of the alley. She had to get as far away as possible before—

A group of bull-necked thugs appeared at the end of the street. Cursing, she turned and dashed the other way, only to find her exit from the alleyway blocked.

“There’s no running, little thief!” one of the Bloody Hand thugs called, his voice harsh and thick with a Voramian accent.

Ilanna’s heart froze. She cast about in desperation, but saw no escape. She was trapped.

Her pursuers stalked through the muddy alleyway, kicking aside debris and refuse as they surged toward her. Ilanna drew in a deep breath of air tinged thick with the reek of human and animal offal.

Her eyes widened. The stink had shown her the way out.

Hope rose within her. Without hesitation, she dashed toward the hole and slid into the storm drain. She bit down a cry as stone and metal scraped away a layer of flesh. Her boots splashed in the muck of the sewer tunnels, sliding on a layer of slime. She fell hard. Foul-smelling water washed over her, but she had no time for disgust. She had to flee. The larger of her pursuers wouldn’t fit through the narrow drain. She had a minute, maybe two, before they found someone who could.

She drew the quickfire globes from the pack Errik had given her. They would only provide a few minutes of light. Enough to get away, she hoped. Fear lent wings to her feet. She had to outrun the men behind her and evade the Foxes and Hounds who no doubt searched the sewer tunnels for her. The Duke’s Arbitors wouldn’t make that task any easier.

A dangerous thought entered her head. She couldn’t defeat the Bloody Hand alone. The Voramians had killed or captured all Guild members who would fight back. The rest would serve the Bloody Hand, help them track her down. If the Bloody Hand caught her, she had no illusions that they would show mercy. Prynn’s mutilated corpse had shown her what the bloodthirsty Rhynd and his thugs intended to do to her.

She had only one person to turn to for help. One person that even the combined might of the Bloody Hand and Night Guild would hesitate to cross.

She smiled at the sight of a lantern bobbing in the distance. Without hesitation, she strode toward the three men gathered around the light.

“Hello, lads.”

Silver breastplates and conical helms clanked as the three whirled toward her, swords rasping from their sheaths. The blue-clad man held the lantern higher to get a better look at her face.

“Keeper’s teeth, it’s her!” One heavy-bearded man nudged his comrade. “It’s the thief girl.”

“I see you recognize me. That’s good.” She spread her hands wide. “Now take me to Duke Phonnis.”
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Chapter 15


Once again, Ilanna found herself in chains. At least the Arbitors hadn’t stripped her clothing. They had removed her bracer and Errik’s daggers. Thankfully, they hadn’t thought to take the innocuous-looking leather strap on her wrist. The presence of Ethen’s sling comforted her even as she walked into the proverbial dragon’s den.

Four stern-faced Arbitors flanked her, faces as stiff as their spines, hands hovering close to their sword hilts. They kept wary eyes on her at all times.

All this for a thief. Ilanna couldn’t help but smile. Good to see the effect I have on the Duke’s men.

The Arbitors had emerged from the sewer tunnels a few streets from the Royal Palace and hustled her through the gates into the sprawling palace complex. Ilanna had always wanted to stroll the Royal Gardens, to swim in the triple-tiered fountain tinkling in the center of the grand avenue. She’d seen them from afar but never had a reason to enter the palace. Now, up close, she had to admit the splendor seemed somehow…wanting.

Autumn had stolen the trees’ greenery and left only spindly branches. Green slime coated the base of the fountain, and a decidedly stagnant reek rose from the unmoving water. Even the grand cobblestoned avenue showed signs of wear and tear. More than once, Ilanna’s escort led her around crumbling, uneven sections of road.

The palace itself hadn’t lost its beauty. Even in the darkness, the red sandstone building seemed to shine. It rose a full sixty paces into the night sky, running at least three hundred paces east to west. Great, crystal domes sat atop lofty towers that no doubt offered a breathtaking view of the city around it.

The Arbitors’ boots clicked on the marble and ceramic tiles adorning the palace entrance. Her escort led her through grand halls and rooms filled with intricately detailed tapestries, rich rugs, and ornate furniture that looked far too beautiful to be practical. The faces of the ancient Kings of Praamis frowned down at her from the paintings on the walls. The Praamian Guards standing at attention throughout the palace added their glances of curiosity.

The Arbitors stopped at a plain, wooden door. The man in the lead rapped gently, and was answered by a quiet, “Come.”

Opening the door, the Arbitor motioned for her to enter. “No sudden moves, girl.” He gripped his sword.

“No need for that.” She gave him a saccharine smile. “I came of my own free will.”

The Arbitor sneered. “Shame you won’t be leaving that way. I’ll choose a nice hempen necklace for you.”

“Make sure it matches my eyes.”

“What is this?” The Duke spoke in a rich, confident voice. When he straightened from his desk, he stood taller than the Arbitors around the room. His midsection had the sag of an administrator, but there was nothing soft about the scars on his strong hands or the solid set of his square jaw. “Who have you brought me, Ingser?”

“Calls herself Ilanna, my lord.” The Arbitor placed her gear on the Duke’s desk. “Says you’d want to hear what she has to say.”

The Duke arched an imperious eyebrow. “And what could you possibly have to say that would be of any interest to me?” He glanced at her clothing and weapons with only mild curiosity.

Ilanna stepped forward. The guards behind her tensed, but the Duke’s face showed no sign of tension.

“Perhaps you’d like to know how I stole Lady Auslan’s body. I figure you have to be racking your brain over that one.”

The Duke’s eyes flew wide. “What?” he roared. “You?” He stared at her for long moments, seeming at a loss for words. His fingers toyed with the gilded hilt of the sword of the Chief Justiciar’s office.

Ilanna hid a smile. “Once you’ve collected yourself, perhaps you’d like to tell your goons to take their hands from their swords and give us a moment of peace.” She spread her empty hands wide. “Your men have taken all my weapons, and a big man like you should hold his own in a fight with an unarmed thief.”

The Duke’s jaw dropped. Tension rolled off the Arbitors behind her in waves. She would give a fortune to see their shocked and horrified faces at her disrespect to, very possibly, the most powerful man in Praamis.

After a moment, the Duke recovered his regal composure. “Leave us.”

“My lord—” Ingser began.

Duke Phonnis cut him off with a sharp chop. “Leave us, Captain.”

Ingser bowed. “As you say, my lord.”

The Duke sat on the edge of his desk and fixed Ilanna with a curious expression. Ilanna ignored him, studying the room. Save for the enormous map of Praamis hanging on the wall behind him, the room held no adornments or embellishments. A shelf stood beside a nearby window, holding books of Praamian law, scrolls, and loose parchments. Clearly the office of a practical, work-minded man.

When the door had shut behind the last Arbitor, the Duke spoke. “You’re the one?” He studied her up and down. “You’re a tad…smaller than I expected.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Size isn’t all that matters, Duke.” She tapped her forehead. “All the muscle in the world won’t make up for an empty head.”

“Indeed.” The Duke worried at his lip, brow furrowed in thought.

“You seem like the kind of man who understands the value of cleverness. It’s why we’re having this conversation right now.”

Again the Duke failed to hide his incredulity. “Forgive me, but I find it hard to believe you’re standing here right now. After what you did to me…”

Ilanna shrugged. “Business is business.” She narrowed her eyes. “Though I can’t say there wasn’t a certain amount of personal pleasure in it. Especially after you hanged my friend!”

The Duke’s mouth twisted. “You came after me because of one more dead thief? Do you have any idea the sort of damage you’ve caused? Dozens of laborers lost their jobs. Stonemasons, metalworkers, locksmiths, Arbitors, all out of work because of some thief girl.”

Ilanna bared her teeth. “Right now, Duke Phonnis, that thief girl is Praamis’ only hope.”

Duke Phonnis snorted. “This I have to hear! Praamis’ only hope—what rubbish!”

“So be it.” Ilanna folded her arms and leaned against the wall. “Everything I’ve ever heard about the great Duke Elodon Phonnis insisted you would care more about the wellbeing of Praamis than your own personal pride. Perhaps I heard wrong.”

The Duke’s cheeks flared red. “Why you…” He caught himself and took a deep breath. “Tell me,” he said, his voice flat and curt. He glanced at the ceremonial sword hanging on his belt. “Tell me why I shouldn’t have my men cut you down where you stand. What dire news makes you bold enough to walk into the palace?”

“The Bloody Hand has come to Praamis.”

The Duke’s eyes narrowed. “Of course they have. They’ve been coming for years. Trying to weasel their way into that precious Guild of yours.” He spat the word as an insult.

“But now they’re here to stay,” Ilanna said in a matter-of-fact tone. “They’ve invaded the Night Guild. Hundreds of them. Killed dozens, wounded more.”

“And how is that my concern?” Disdain showed on the Duke’s face. “They can kill the whole damned lot of you, for all I care. Praamis would be far better off with you scum gone.”

“Would it?” Ilanna held her hands out, palms up. “The Night Guild is a place of law and order. There are rules that must be followed. The Journeymen and apprentices are kept in line by their Houses. How many men have been murdered in the last decade, Duke Phonnis? How many women raped in the streets? How many children stolen from their home to be sold as slaves?”

The Duke’s brow furrowed.

“You see us as criminals,” Ilanna said, “yet even you benefit from our continued existence.”

He bristled. “Why you impudent little—”

“We are what make your business thrive, Duke Phonnis. When the nobles come to you for protection, it is because they worry that we will get our hands on their valuables. Because of us, you have grown rich off the wealthy of Praamis.”

Duke Phonnis rolled his eyes. “Perhaps I should speak to the King. Surely you deserve a parade for your altruistic actions.”

Ilanna chuckled. “No thank you. We prefer to operate in the shadows.”

The Duke opened his mouth to retort, but Ilanna drove on.

“We bring stability to the city. We may lift purses, steal from men with more coin than common sense, or pilfer something of value, but there is balance to our actions. The Night Guild controls the crime in Praamis. Because of us, there is peace.”

She thrust a finger west, toward Voramis. “But with the Bloody Hand, there will be no control, no peace. You have been to Voramis, you’ve seen what they have done to their own city. They burned Old Town Market to the ground, all to send a message to the Night Guild. Would you welcome that chaos and violence in Praamis?”

The Duke pursed his lips. “Go on.”

“I have come to you because you are the only one who can do what must be done. My Guild Master and I have fought to keep the Bloody Hand at bay for years. The Guild Master lies dead. I cannot return to my home. My friends and comrades are held captive by bloodthirsty savages who will not hesitate to turn Praamis into another city like Voramis.”

Duke Phonnis tugged at his lip, seeming deep in thought.

“If what I’ve heard of you is true,” Ilanna continued, “there are two things that matter most to you. Your reputation and your city. Despite the damage the Night Guild has done to your reputation, I believe you will be capable of putting aside your personal enmity for the sake of Praamis. It is for that reason alone that I surrendered myself to your men. Was I wrong?”

The silence hung thick in the office. Tension showed in the taut lines of the Duke’s shoulders and the creases around his mouth and eyes. A trickle of sweat ran down Ilanna’s back, but she forced her face to calm. She would show no hesitation, no weakness.

The Duke’s shoulders relaxed. “Swordsman’s bones, girl, you’ve a pair on you! If you weren’t a thief, I’d make you Captain of the Arbitors in a week.” He paced the office, tapping a finger to his lips. “Your words confirm rumors that have been floating around Praamis. From what my sources tell me, the Bloody Hand has been bringing men into the city for months. In groups of twos and threes, always hiding in plain sight, masquerading as traders or workers. All in preparation to raid the Guild, it seems. But why?” He turned a questioning glance on her. “Why not simply buy their way into your pack of criminals?”

Ilanna clenched her fists. “Because of me, and the Guild Master, and everyone in the Night Guild who refused to let Praamis be destroyed by the Bloody Hand’s greed and violence.” She snarled. “It may surprise you, Duke Phonnis, but some of us actually like the city the way it is. Even if it means our friends die swinging from a gibbet or being swallowed by the Field of Mercy. We would rather fight for Praamis than see it turned into another Voramis.”

“So what are you proposing?” The Duke leaned against the desk, steepling his fingers before his mouth. “How do you expect me to drive the Bloody Hand out of Voramis? I’ve no idea where to find them, much less—”

“That’s where I come in.” Ilanna steeled herself. Her next words would change her life forever. “I will lead your Arbitors and Praamian Guards into the Guild.”

The Duke’s eyebrows nearly hit the ceiling. “You what?”

Ilanna clenched her teeth. “It is the only way. The Bloody Hand has taken over our home. I will show your men where to find them. Even if it means you find us.” She could see the wheels turning in the Duke’s mind. “Is that not a fair price to pay for your aid? You will finally know the secrets of the Night Guild.”

She hated to do it, but she had no other choice. They needed to drive the Bloody Hand out of Praamis. If that meant revealing the location of the Night Guild, so be it. Her offer gave the Duke a way to control the Guild. If they ever stepped out of line, he could send his men to raid their tunnels. Her actions might endanger the lives of her fellow Journeymen and apprentices in the future, but she had to focus on the now. The Duke would never do the sort of damage to them that the Bloody Hand already had.

“No.”

The single word hit Ilanna like a blow to the gut. “No?” Ice ran through her veins. “You would rather cling to your petty hatred of the Guild than protect your city?”

The Duke shook his head. “No. I will protect Praamis. But what I mean is, no, it is not a fair price to pay. You want my help? It will not come without a cost.”

Anger surged in Ilanna’s chest, but she forced her temper back under control. “So be it.”

Her answer caught the Duke by surprise. “What?”

She folded her arms across her chest. “I will pay your price. Name it.”

The Duke opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Clearly, he hadn’t expected her to agree so easily.

An idea struck her. “You want payment, Duke Phonnis? You will have it. In return for your saving the Night Guild, I will bring you the head of Grand Reckoner Edmynd.”
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Chapter 16


The Duke’s jaw dropped. “You stroll in here speaking of murder and simply expect I’ll let you walk away?” He strode toward his sword. “I am the Chief Justiciar of Praamis, girl. What’s more, you speak of the highest-ranked priest of the Apprentice in Praamis. Such impiety cannot—”

“Perhaps I misspoke.” Ilanna stifled a grin. Her words had worked as she hoped. “I do not offer to kill the Grand Reckoner for you.”

The Duke hesitated, hand hovering above the gilded hilt of his sword of office.

“I know the Grand Reckoner is your primary competitor in Praamis. Those noblemen unwilling to pay for your Arbitors and your strongboxes bring their gold and valuables to the Temple of the Apprentice. In his role as Grand Reckoner, High Priest in service to Garridos, Edmynd grows fat—fatter, in truth—off the safety of his vaults. But he is more than your business rival. You also despise the man, even though he is a priest.” She allowed her grin to show. “Perhaps your fear for your immortal soul cannot outweigh your disdain for the man.”

A grimace twisted the Duke’s lips for a heartbeat, but he schooled his expression. “How do you know all this?”

Ilanna inclined her head. “The same way I knew about Lady Auslan. The Night Guild has ears everywhere.” This last was said for dramatic effect. The Duke’s rivalry with Grand Reckoner Edmynd counted among Praamis’ most poorly guarded secrets.

The Duke sat and leaned on his elbows, eyes fixed on her face. “What are you offering?”

“Information. The sort you can use to gain leverage over the Grand Reckoner next time you face each other across the negotiation table.”

The Duke stiffened. “You speak of blackmail?” He sneered. “I am the rule of law and order in this city, girl. I do not resort to strong-arming people to do my will, like your kind.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Do you have much choice, Duke Phonnis? Recent events have no doubt hit your business hard. As you said, many men are now without employment.”

“Because of you!” The Duke stood, slamming his palm on the table. “You broke into the Black Spire, and in doing so thumbed your nose at the rule of law! Thanks to your foolish actions, the nobles have begun to question whether the King is able to govern his own city. After all, they reason, if a mud-born thief can get away with breaking into the Chief Justiciar’s home, the King’s own brother, how is there any hope of preventing other crimes? Your stunt with Lady Auslan only made things worse.”

He strode around the desk, hands flexing and relaxing. “The people of Praamis demand strength, and all you’ve done is undermine the foundation of law and order upon which this city is built.” Rage burned in his eyes. “You would seek to ruin me, all because of some vendetta? I may have hanged your friends, but it is my duty. I uphold the law in this city, while you and yours bring chaos and misery. Those thieves who died knew full well that they were breaking the law. I acted as I am commanded by my King and my city to. You act on your own greed and desire. And you have the gall to stand here and speak to me as if you were a friend offering me a helping hand.”

Ilanna didn’t flinch beneath the Duke’s tirade. “You think I come here of my own free will, Duke?” It didn’t matter that he stood close to a full head taller—she had no time for fear or hesitation. If she didn’t walk out of here with the Duke’s promise to bring the Arbitors and Praamian Guard into the Night Guild, her friends would die. Praamis would descend into chaos.

“I was not given a choice when my father sold me into slavery to the Night Guild,” Ilanna snarled. “I did not choose to be raised as a thief. I did what I had to given my circumstances. Not all are born with the wealth of an entire city to pay for their noble upbringing. Some of us have had to work every day of our lives just to stay alive. Run from those who would harm us. Go to sleep so hungry we would murder our best friends for a single scrap of bread. Watch the ones we love murdered in front of our eyes, or dangling from a hangman’s noose in the name of justice!”

She stepped within striking range.

“You say you uphold law and order in this city? Then do your damned job, Duke of Praamis. The wolves are within your walls, and it is too late to turn the blind eye and pretend all is well.” She jabbed a finger into his broad chest. “I have come to you because you are the only one who can do what must be done. If you are too narrow-minded to put aside your disdain for me and mine that you will not lift a finger in defense of your city, tell me now, so I may go and find someone who will.”

For a moment, the tableau held. The thief girl stared into the dark, angry eyes of the Chief Justiciar, breath coming fast, rage blazing within her.

Soft applause echoed behind her. Ilanna whirled, hand dropping to her belt before she remembered the Arbitors had removed her dagger.

A slim, middle-aged man stood in the doorway, an amused smile on his angular face. “She has fire, Elodon.”

“Brother.” The Duke’s face flushed with a mix of rage and embarrassment. “What are you doing here?”

Ilanna struggled to hide her shock. This was King Ohilmos? Were it not for his rich robes and the circlet sitting on his forehead, he could have passed for a scribe or accountant. That, and the thick circles of scar tissue dotting his face, twisting his nose and lips into a permanent grimace.

King Dayan Ohilmos thrust a chin at her. “Forgive my curiosity, Brother.” He spoke in a rasping voice barely above a whisper. The same plague of Red Blight that killed his wife and infant son had left the King scarred, his throat damaged. “Sleep evades me, and on my stroll of the Palace Gardens I saw your Arbitors hustling this one into your office.”

The Duke shook his head. “Of course, my King.” He swept a hand to the chair. “Please, sit.”

King Ohilmos lowered himself into the Duke’s spartan chair and fixed Ilanna with a curious gaze. “Who are you, and what has my brother done to bring such wrath on his head?”

Ilanna couldn’t help the grin. “Ilanna, my King.”

“A thief,” Duke Phonnis spat.

“The Night Guild?” The King raised an eyebrow.

Duke Phonnis’ face twisted. “Indeed.”

“Is she the one who—?”

The Duke gave a curt nod.

The King’s eyebrows rose to his circlet. “I am surprised she still lives. After some of the curses you have called down on her, Brother, I expected to find her swinging from a noose or decorating the landscape of some forgotten hell.”

Duke Phonnis scowled. “She has come with a request. And an offer.” He looked as if he’d just eaten a pile of fresh horse droppings.

“Indeed?” King Ohilmos leaned back in the chair.

“The Bloody Hand has invaded Praamis.” Ilanna spoke in a flat voice. “Even now, they sit in the Night Guild and consolidate their power. Soon, they will unleash upon our city the horrors they visited upon their own.”

The King’s eyebrows furrowed. “Grave news, indeed.” He turned to the Duke. “Did you know about this?”

Duke Phonnis winced. “The Praamian Guard has caught a handful of Voramians entering the city in disguise. Always in twos and threes. But we cannot stop them all. Especially if they now sit at the heart of the Night Guild.”

“Ahh.” The King gave a sage nod. “Ever the problem.” He turned a wry smile on Ilanna. “The men who founded the Night Guild were cleverer than most.”

The Duke’s scowl deepened. “Do not speak of them so, Brother. They were thieves. They are thieves.”

King Ohilmos ignored the Duke. “Forgive my brother, Ilanna of the Night Guild. He has one love: the law. He would do anything to rid what he perceives to be a stain upon Praamis. But he cannot see the truth of the Night Guild.”

Ilanna inclined her head. “So you will help?”

“You cannot—” the Duke began.

King Ohilmos spoke over his brother. “You mentioned an offer. What was it?”

“Grand Reckoner Edmynd,” Ilanna said without hesitation.

The King quirked an eyebrow. “What of him?”

Ilanna heard the curiosity and interest in his voice. “I will provide evidence you can use to…convince him.”

“To do what?”

“Whatever you want.” Ilanna shrugged. “A lowly thief such as myself has no concern for the business of grander men.”

The King’s laughter echoed in the room. “Swordsman’s beard, Elodon! If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was perfect for you.” He turned a mocking smile on his brother. “Flexible where you are rigid and unyielding. Clever where you are persistent and relentless. Chief Justiciar and thief, a love for the ages.”

The Duke’s expression tightened. “Thank you, Brother,” he said through clenched teeth.

King Ohilmos laughed again. “Take the offer, Elodon.”

The Duke whirled on the King, eyes wide. “What? You would align yourself with—?”

“A thief?” The King nodded vigorously. “Of course I would. Gods know the Night Guild has served us well enough for many years.”

The Duke’s anger flared. “Against my counsel!”

“Perhaps, but that didn’t prevent you from taking the nobles’ gold when they faced the threat of theft. You made no complaint when the recent increase in crime led to the Praamian Guard being increased by a full company.” The King shook his head. “Face it, Brother. You may believe the Night Guild evil but, if so, they are a necessary one. The Bloody Hand is a plague far worse than a few thieves and assassins-for-hire.”

Ilanna couldn’t stop her eyebrows from rising. These words, from the King? She knew the Night Guild had a working relationship with the Crown—House Hawk maintained a list of nobles who paid the King for protection. But she hadn’t expected such…pragmatism from the ruler of Praamis.

King Ohilmos stood and placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I know your feelings on the matter, Brother. You have always done what you could to protect us. To protect Praamis. It is why you are Chief Justiciar. There is no one else I would trust with this. Your wisdom and ingenuity have kept the city safe for decades.”

Duke Phonnis’ expression softened. “Your words mean a great deal, my King.” He clenched a fist. “Let me live up to your trust by giving me leave to handle this matter as I see fit. Already, my Arbitors have flooded the tunnels. At any moment, we will uncover the lair of the Night Guild and—”

“I have no doubt of your ability,” the King said, holding up a hand. “But the question remains: will you find it in time? You have been scouring the sewer system for weeks—what have you uncovered?”

The Duke’s face grew somber, and he said nothing.

“If we had the luxury of time, I would leave it to you, Brother. But we do not. We must set aside the rule of law and order. It is time for war. We are invaded by a foe far more insidious than the barbarian hordes across the Frozen Sea: the enemy within our gates.”

Ilanna found the exchange odd. Why didn’t the King simply order the Duke to obey?

Duke Phonnis shook his head. “But she is a thief! A criminal!”

King Ohilmos shrugged. “One courageous enough to walk into the palace and ask—” He glanced over the Duke’s shoulder at Ilanna “—or should I say demand, our help.”

“And you would trust her?” The Duke’s voice rose to a shout. “After all she’s done?”

The King shook his head. “Just for a moment, put aside your contempt for the sake of Praamis. Think about what it will mean if the Bloody Hand does gain control.”

The Duke’s frown turned to a scowl.

“Everything you despise about us,” Ilanna chimed in, “the Bloody Hand is ten times worse.”

“I doubt that!” Duke Phonnis snarled. “You lot are a vile poison upon—”

The King held up a hand. “Elodon, trust me when I say the Night Guild is the lesser of the two evils.” He shot a glance at Ilanna.

She gave him a wry grin. “High praise.”

King Ohilmos actually chuckled. “If it protects the city, is that not more important than some personal grievance of yours? She’s offering you precisely what you’ve wanted since you became Chief Justiciar. And, to sweeten the pot, you’ll have everything you need to take that fat bastard Edmynd down a peg. Thief or no, it is a deal we will consider. Carefully.”

The King gave his brother a meaningful look, one that caused Duke Phonnis to quirk an eyebrow. Some unspoken communication passed between them, and the Duke sighed. “As you say, Brother.” He turned to Ilanna. “What information do you have on the Grand Reckoner?”

Ilanna hesitated. “At the moment, nothing.”

Both men turned to regard her with naked suspicion, a hint of anger flaring in the Duke’s eyes.

“Do you truly think I would simply walk in here with it on my person?” Ilanna spoke quickly. “There would be nothing to stop you from taking it and throwing me into the dungeons.”

The King inclined his head. “Clever.”

The Duke’s eyes narrowed. “What do you propose?”

“Tomorrow night, I will bring you the information. You will have your men ready to move the moment I hand it over.”

Duke Phonnis pondered a moment. “I won’t be ready for two days.”

“No, we must move—”

“Two days.” The Duke’s expression grew stubborn. “It takes time to muster an army.”

Ilanna didn’t like it. She didn’t have much choice, either. “So be it,” she growled. “You have two days to prepare. But do not gather your men in a visible place. The Night Guild will have eyes on the street. Even a blind fool would notice an army massing within the palace.”

The Duke opened his mouth to retort. Ilanna could hear the words “How dare you?” before he formed them.

Salvation came from the King. “Your thoughts?” he asked before the Duke spoke.

“Have your men go about their normal duties, as if nothing were amiss. But once night falls, gather as many as you can here, here, and here.” She pointed to three spots on the map: the Warehouse District, the Ward of Piety, and near what was once the southern gate of the Praamian Wall. “When they receive the signal, they must move in.”

“What signal?” The Duke stroked his chin, his eyes darting sideways to meet the King’s.

“I leave that to you. But they must all move at once. We must flood the Night Guild in order to catch the Bloody Hand by surprise.”

The Duke pursed his lips. After a moment of silence, he returned his gaze to her. “So be it.”

“You, Duke, will meet me at the Warehouse District. I will deliver the information to you in person, and show you the location of the Night Guild.”

The King’s eyebrows rose. “You play a risky game.”

Ilanna met his gaze. “For the sake of my friends, my home, I must.”

King Ohilmos inclined his head.

Ilanna turned to the Duke. “You understand what must be done?”

The Duke stiffened. The look in his eyes spoke of his disdain at being commanded by a thief. But he nodded. “I do.”

“Then, if that is all for the night, I will take my leave.” She held up her hands. “Of course, these will have to come off.”

Jaw muscles working, back stiff as a spear, the Duke unlocked her manacles.

“I’ll be needing my gear as well.” Without waiting, she pushed past him to collect her cloak, bracer, weapons, and pouch. “My thanks, Duke Phonnis. King Ohilmos.” With an impertinent bow, Ilanna turned and strode from the room.

Four guards stood outside the door, lowered spear points blocking her path.

“Let her go,” the Duke called.

Surprise flashed across the Praamian Guards’ faces, but they obeyed their commander. With a wry smile, Ilanna strode out of the Duke’s office.

The door clicked shut behind her. She kept her pace steady, half-expecting to feel strong arms grip her shoulders and drag her off to the dungeon. Ten steps. Twenty. Forty. The enormous double doors to the courtyard stood before her. The tension in her spine increased with every heartbeat. Nothing happened.

The moment her foot touched the cobblestones outside the gate, a tremor ran through her legs. A wave of exhaustion washed over her. She leaned against the wall, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She felt like a rug after a thorough beating.

What in the frozen hell did I just do?

She’d known she needed the Duke’s help and hadn’t hesitated to ask. But how she had asked! She’d never hesitated to speak with the Guild Council or her fellow Journeymen with such disrespect, but the Chief Justiciar? Her anger at the Duke—the man who had hanged Denber and condemned Werrin to a terrible death in the Field of Mercy—had clearly trumped her good sense.

Not only had she unleashed her rage at the Duke, but she had done the unthinkable: she’d sworn to lead the Arbitors and the Praamian Guard straight to the Guild tunnels. To make things worse, she had even promised to deliver something to give the Duke leverage over the Grand Reckoner. And what did she have? Nothing.

But she knew where to find it. She had gone into the palace with a plan and, though things had changed, she could still get out of this alive. She could save the Night Guild, drive out the Bloody Hand, and hopefully evade the hangman’s noose. It would take a lot of fancy footwork, but it could be done.

It would all start with a visit to the Coin Counter’s Temple.
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Chapter 17


The sounds of the bustling city barely penetrated Ilanna’s exhaustion. She had slept a handful of hours in the last few days. The escape from the Night Guild, her search for the Guild traitor, and her encounter with the Duke had drained her. She lacked the energy to do more than shuffle wearily down the street, which suited her just fine. The slow trudge complemented the grey wig, mud-stained face, eyepatch, and ragged robes of her disguise to perfection. She looked every bit the homeless crone. No one would recognize her as Ilanna.

She hoped.

During her relationship with Allon, the Hound had taught her many tricks of his trade—not only tracking and hunting, but also the art of disguise and deception. When the Hounds hunted, they put themselves in the mindset of their quarry. Where the target went to eat, drink, sleep, the manner of places they frequented, even the skills, personalities, and profession. Understanding these details allowed the hunter to not only follow the prey, but anticipate their movements.

Right now, no one in the Night Guild could possibly expect she’d come to the Ward of Refuge. No doubt the Bloody Hand had invaded the outskirts of the city, hoping to find her among the makeshift huts and tents that provided safe haven for anyone looking to hide. But the Ward of Refuge, the district of Praamis where the temples to the gods stood, not even Allon would think to look for her here.

She couldn’t help a moment of anxiety when she spotted a pair of men wearing the orange-trimmed robes of House Fox. She leaned into her slouch, pulled the ratty cap lower, and emphasized her limp. The Journeymen gave her a wide berth but not a second glance.

She allowed herself to be drawn along with the swirling currents of human, animal, and vehicle traffic. The majority moved toward the Ward of Refuge. Merchants sold their wares in the Temple Market or worshipped at the Temples of the Master or the Apprentice. The noblemen and women trying to keep their clothes from brushing against her filthy rags went to pay homage to their deity of choice. The beggars sought food and drink at the House of Need, home to the Beggar Priests. Ilanna had chosen this particular disguise due to the fact that the Beggar Temple stood opposite the Coin Counter’s Temple. She could sit on the steps outside the House of Need and study the guards patrolling the Temple of the Apprentice without drawing attention.

Minutes after she found a seat, a fair-haired youth in the rough, grey robes of a Beggar Priest passed with a basket of bread and skins of cheap wine. He handed her a crust with a cheery smile and a “Beggar watch over you.”

Ilanna chewed with gusto, ignoring the staleness and mold. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. Her need to find the traitor, flee capture, and reach the Duke had driven aside all thoughts of food and sleep. Now, sitting comfortably on the white marble steps of the House of Need, she could think of nothing else.

After an hour, Ilanna stood and departed. The Praamian Guards’ patrol around the Coin Counter’s Temple hadn’t changed. By all appearances, the disappearance of Reckoner Tyren hadn’t alerted the priests of her and Errik’s break-in to steal from the Grand Reckoner’s secret vault. Perhaps the Mistress’ luck would be with her and she’d have a clear path. Either way, she couldn’t remain on the steps any longer. She’d come far too close to falling asleep already.

Fatigue seeped into her hunched back and exhaustion blurred her vision. She sat on a stone ledge in front of the Temple of the Master, leaning on her knees to catch her breath.

“Here you are, Gran.” A half-drake rattled on the stones between her feet. “Get yourself a hot meal, eh?”

“Thankee, sirrah!” Ilanna slurred and dove for the coin. “Beggar’s mercy on ye.”

The middle-aged, paunchy man before her wore a merchant’s frock, but of a cut common among the wealthier men of The Gardens. With a satisfied nod and an air of self-importance, the heavyset man strode off, his silver-tipped cane tapping the cobblestones.

Ilanna couldn’t help laughing. The merchant had believed himself generous with a silver half-drake; she had a fortune in gold hidden away. She pocketed the coin and resumed her slow, laborious shuffling away from the Ward of Refuge.

She needed food, rest, and to get out of these filthy clothes. Her hands needed one last application of unguent to heal completely. Whatever was in Darreth’s unguent had worked its magic. The stiffness had gone from her palms, and she’d regained much of her dexterity. Though she still fumbled with her lockpicks, she had managed to open the six-pin tumbler guarding the door to her stashhouse.

A familiar smell drifted toward her—a rich, sweet, deep scent. Cacao, the dark brown nibs Ria had called the “Ghandian secret”. Ilanna turned to find the source of the smell, as if its presence somehow meant Ria was nearby.

A dark-skinned girl stood beneath a colorful awning a short distance away. For a moment, Ilanna almost dared to hope. The girl had similar features—a long nose, plump lips, pierced nostril and eyebrows, kinky hair, and willowy frame—but it wasn’t Ria.

Ilanna swallowed the lump rising in her throat and frowned to hold back threatening tears. The delicious scent of the cacao reminded her of the time she’d spent with Ria, in the garden, playing with Kodyn, pretending to live a normal life outside the Night Guild.

She’d brought Ria into her home out of pity. The Ghandian girl needed a safe haven to recover from the abuses she’d suffered at the hands of her Voramian captors. Over time, she’d come to love Kodyn. She’d been so good with him; she’d known just how to make him laugh when he was sad, to stop his tears when he was crying. She nearly wept at the memory of the afternoon spent learning the Kim’ware war dance with Ria and Kodyn in the garden behind her house.

She and Ria had formed a bond over their mutual love for Kodyn, but it had deepened into something more. The night before she left for Voramis, she had opened her heart to Ria and Ria had done likewise. She’d seen something in the girl’s eyes that night, and her heart had echoed the sentiments. That desire to come home to Ria had sustained her during her trials in Voramis as much as her love for Kodyn. She’d been excited—nervous, certainly, but eager as well—to think about a future with Ria. She hadn’t given her feelings much thought, but she’d looked forward to finding out what exactly they could have.

The Bloody Hand had taken that from her. Ria had died in the same fire that consumed Kodyn and burned any hope of a happy future to ashes. She would never be able to look in Ria’s eyes and see that…whatever it was that bound them together.

“Mama!”

The childish voice drove a spike home in Ilanna’s gut. She turned to see a short, curly-haired child racing toward her, arms outstretched. He looked so much like Kodyn that her mother’s instinct cried out.

But it wasn’t Kodyn. It was a girl, roughly her son’s age, but with blonde curls, not black, that hung past her shoulders. The smile, dazzling though it was, lacked the vibrant enthusiasm for life that had made her fall in love with Kodyn every time she saw him. Another woman swept the giggling child into her arms.

The tears came then. Try as she might to stop them, they flowed unchecked. Ilanna ducked into an alley and slid to a seat behind a pile of debris. She didn’t care that the muck seeped into her filthy rags or that her muddy disguise ran—the only thing she could think about was the fist of iron squeezing at her heart.

She wept for her beautiful boy, her little Hawk. My Kodyn. She fumbled in her clothing and pulled out the tin hawk. Her fingers traced the figurine’s contours as she relived the happy moments she’d spent with her son.

There were so few of them. She hadn’t had anywhere near enough time with him. All her efforts to secure her freedom from the Night Guild, and she would never be able to enjoy seeing her son grow up.

Soon, exhaustion overrode her sorrow. The flow of tears lessened as her eyes grew heavy. Ilanna scrubbed the tears from her cheeks and forced herself to stand. Her stashhouse—little more than a hole in a very crumbling wall—wasn’t far. She needed to close her eyes for a few minutes. Once night fell, she had work to do.

*     *     *

She breathed a sigh of relief as she tested the window set into the second story of the Coin Counter’s Temple. She and Errik had used it to enter the temple previously, and she’d insisted he leave it unlocked the last time they’d been there. Thankfully, none of the Apprentice’s priests had found her way in. Without hesitation, she slithered into the darkened storeroom and untied her harness.

Careful not to disturb the thick layer of dust covering the stacked furniture, she crossed to the door and peered into the hallway. A single alchemical lamp hung from a wall sconce at the far end of the corridor. She cursed and considered her options. She could risk it and hope no one entered the corridor, or wait until someone removed the lamp.

She decided to wait. The Lady’s Bells had just tolled out the third hour before midnight. She had plenty of time to slip through the tunnels, descend the Grand Reckoner’s elevator shaft, and rifle through his documents.

She slid to a seat behind the door and closed her eyes. She’d rested for an hour, perhaps two. The hot meal and fresh change of clothes had helped. She no longer felt the fatigue that had plagued her earlier, but she’d learned to seize any chance to rest.

She drew out the melted tin hawk and stroked its smooth surface. With every breath, the tension in her muscles relaxed and her mind began to drift. The events of the last week were overwhelming—from the success of her heist to the promise of freedom from the Guild to the loss of her son, Ria, Master Hawk, and Master Gold. The invasion of the Night Guild. Her arrangement with the Duke and King Ohilmos. Each added a new weight to the burden she carried. She’d lost everything—her childhood, her innocence, her family, her friends, and now her freedom. She had to focus on what came next, the next step in the plan. She couldn’t stop moving forward for fear it would all come crashing down.

She had promised to deliver the Night Guild’s location to the Duke. Betrayal of the Guild, pure and simple. She would turn her friends—Errik, Darreth, Jarl, even Allon—over to the Duke. They wouldn’t understand that she’d done so out of a desire to protect not just them, but the city. The Bloody Hand couldn’t be allowed to take control.

What would happen after the Duke drove out the Bloody Hand? She had no doubt the Guild would want vengeance on her for betraying them. She couldn’t blame them. Her actions would put an end to the Guild as she knew it.

But was that such a bad thing? The Guild had brought her nothing but misery her entire life. From the moment the Bloodbears beat her father, she had been fated to a life of suffering. Had she made the deal with the Duke out of an unconscious desire for vengeance?

Perhaps, but she couldn’t think about that now. She had to focus on stealing into the Grand Reckoner’s vaults. If she didn’t find something the Duke and King could use as leverage, their deal would be void. The Bloody Hand would control the Night Guild and, eventually, Praamis. Everything rested on what she found in the vaults.

She stood and peered out of the door. The lamp remained in place. She reconsidered her plan. In the long minutes she’d been waiting, she hadn’t heard a sound. Surely she could risk the short distance to the nearest intersection. If she moved fast, she could be out of sight in a few seconds.

Damn it, I have to try. Gritting her teeth, she opened the door wider and slipped out into the corridor. She moved on silent feet, her soft-soled boots noiseless on the carpet. Her heart thundered as she approached the adjoining hallway. She sprinted the last few paces and darted down the corridor toward the storage room where she and Errik had entered the Grand Reckoner’s elevator shaft. Not a sound echoed in the darkness as she threw herself into the unlit chamber.

Drawing out her quickfire globes, she gave the room a quick once-over. The shelf remained where she had left it. The pile of loose stone and dust Errik had pushed beneath a stack of wooden chairs hadn’t been disturbed. She dragged the bookshelf to one side and sighed in relief at the gaping hole into darkness.

Her entrance to the Grand Reckoner’s vault had gone undetected.

Anchoring one end of her rope to the same wooden desk she’d used the last time, she slipped into an improvised rope harness and crawled into the hole. She moved on instinct; her muscles still remembered her previous visit. Within a few minutes, she made the descent and stood before the steel door that led to the hidden vault.

Once again, alchemical lanterns flickered to life as she wrestled the door open. Ilanna extricated herself from the harness, letting the rope dangle in the shaft. This time, she had no need to search the storage room—she knew exactly where she needed to go.

She moved through the shelves, her eyes fixed on the ornate bloodwood cabinet she knew contained the private records of both Grand Reckoner Edmynd and Duke Phonnis. She grimaced at the sight of the ten-pin lock. She had the time to spare, but the complexity of the lock would slow her down.

Sighing, she set to work. Her hands, still not fully healed from the burns, seemed thick and clumsy. Her fingertips had lost a great deal of sensitivity. More than once, she had to retrieve a pick or tension wrench that slipped from her fingers.

Finally, the lock clicked open. Storing her tools, she opened the cabinet doors. The upper shelves belonged to Duke Phonnis, so she reached for the documents stored on the lower shelves—Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s important files.

She rifled through the priest’s documents and scanned the various ledgers stacked in the cabinets. One in particular caught her interest. It detailed deposits of vast sums of money, but with no name of the person to whom the money belonged. Only a date and a notation she didn’t understand.

Something about it nagged at the back of her mind. The Grand Reckoner would only keep something here if he wanted to hide it. Not from thieves, but his own people. What sort of information would he feel needed to be so protected?

She tried to make out the strange character beside the dates and amounts. Perhaps he’d taken notes in the secretive script of the Illusionist Clerics. But no, this symbol looked nothing like the markings Master Velvet had translated for her. Of anything, it looked like—

BH! Two vertical lines, with a horizontal line intersecting them, and two half circles above and below the line. A “B” written on top of an “H”.

Ice seeped into Ilanna’s veins. It can’t be! Would the Grand Reckoner be foolish enough to do what she suspected? Surely not.

But page after page of notations told her otherwise. Edmynd, the highest-ranking priest of the Apprentice in Praamis, was storing money for the Bloody Hand. It was the only explanation. The rest of the ledgers spoke of equally large fortunes, and beside each deposit was listed the name of the person to whom the money belonged. The ledger in her hands had no name, only the odd-looking symbols. The more she stared at the symbol, the more convinced she became. This is the Bloody Hand’s money!

Details clicked into place. According to the Duke, the Bloody Hand had spent months infiltrating Praamis. They would need access to money, and could only bring so much with them. Where better to stash it than the safest place in the city?

Such a simple yet clever plan. No one could steal their fortunes, and they could walk into the Temple of the Apprentice and withdraw as much as they wanted whenever they wanted. With the amounts detailed in the ledger, they had enough to buy control of the Night Guild.

The realization hit Ilanna like a blow to the gut. That had to be their plan all along. The Bloody Hand would make the traitor—or traitors, she amended—very wealthy in exchange for betraying the Night Guild. She could think of only a handful of Journeymen who would turn down such a vast fortune. Most would leap at the chance to take the Bloody Hand’s gold.

If her suspicion proved true, she had found the leverage she sought. The Grand Reckoner could face charges of high treason for assisting the Bloody Hand. She had little doubt the Duke would be eloquent enough to convict him. The priest would give Duke Phonnis anything to save himself from the hangman’s noose or the Field of Mercy.

Ilanna tucked the ledger into a secret pocket in her robes and continued rifling through Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s documents. His private correspondence revealed plenty of improprieties with a young noblewoman by the name of Lady Fairen, but nothing incriminating. After an hour of poring over the priest’s papers, she gave up. The ledger would serve her well enough. The Duke would have the leverage he wanted, and Ilanna would have the help she needed to drive out the Bloody Hand.

She replaced everything where she’d found it, yet hesitated before closing the door. The Duke had pledged his help in dealing with the Voramians, but what happened after? He hadn’t concealed his disdain for her and the Night Guild. Only the threat of the Bloody Hand had prevented him from arresting her on the spot and ordering her execution. So what would stop him from doing just that the moment they had dealt with the Bloody Hand?

Not a damned thing, that’s what. She hadn’t tried to get him to swear to leave her and her friends alone. She knew he’d never go for it. The King seemed like he would hear reason, but the Duke’s hatred of the Night Guild—and her, specifically—trumped any argument she could offer. He would see her hang, not just because she was a thief, but because of the damage she’d done to his reputation.

She re-opened the cabinet and reached for the Duke’s documents. There had to be something in here she could use to convince the Duke to leave her alone. Perhaps even leave the Night Guild in peace or, at least, allow the Journeymen to flee. Even the Chief Justiciar of Praamis, a man who lived by a code of law and order, had to have something she could hold over his head. And if there was, it would be here, in the safest place in Praamis.

Thankfully, sunrise was still hours off. She had plenty of time to scour the Duke’s documents and find leverage.
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Chapter 18


The first glimpses of dawn brightened the eastern sky as Ilanna pulled herself onto the roof of the Coin Counter’s Temple. The weight of the ledger nestled in its hidden pocket reassured her. She had what she’d come for, and more besides. Now to make use of what she’d found.

She coiled the thin black rope and stuffed it into her satchel. Sunrise would bring most of the Night Guild—and their Bloody Hand minders, no doubt—out of the tunnels. She had to get out of sight before they spotted her.

She dashed across the rooftop and leapt the narrow gap between the temple and a nearby warehouse. The Ward of Refuge faded behind her as she ran west, then south. No one, not even Errik, knew of the bolt hole she’d set up for just such an occasion. She had chosen a busier part of town; her short stature and dull-colored Guild clothing made it easier for her to blend into heavy traffic. She had to get off the rooftops and down to street level. Up on the Hawk’s Highway, she was far too visible.

Sliding down a rope ladder, Ilanna ducked into the shadows of an alleyway. The muddy street reeked of refuse and garbage. More than once, she slipped on loose debris. Only reflexes honed over years of training in the Perch saved her from a graceless fall. She had just one fresh set of clothes and no access to running water.

She slipped toward the mouth of the alley and peered into the main avenue. In the Temple Market, a few hundred paces up the street, the first yawning vendors had begun to open their stalls. A few wagons and carts rumbled past, drivers and animals alike groaning at being awake so early. The smell of fresh bread rose from a nearby bakery, reminding Ilanna she hadn’t eaten since the previous day. She had the coin, but not the time. Foxes and Grubbers flooded the marketplace during the day, prowling for purses to lift, nobles willing to part with coin, or goods to steal.

Pulling up her hood, she moved into the street and strode away from the Temple Market. She walked with purpose, eyes fixed on the ground, features hidden in the shadows of her cloak. Without her disguise, the chance of being spotted by her fellow Journeymen or the Bloody Hand increased sharply.

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, the way they always did when she thought someone watched her. Without raising her head, she peered under the lip of the hood to scan the streets for any sign of threat.

There!

Two streets ahead of her, a handful of men stood in a tight cluster. Two wore the light brown work clothes of House Fox, and a third was clad in ragged, ripped robes. A Grubber. The rest of the men wore simple, rough-spun clothing, but their darting eyes and the dark wooden clubs gripped in their thick-fingered hands identified them as Voramians. Not even House Bloodbear carried cudgels like those. The Guild never dared to carry weapons in the open, for fear of the Praamian Guard. Only the Bloody Hand would flout the law so brazenly.

Ilanna’s gut tightened. One of the Foxes stared directly at her, his eyes following her movements. She hunched her shoulders and lowered her hood. If she could reach the next street, she could turn out of their path before anyone—

The Fox thrust a finger at her, and the Bloody Hand thugs turned. They hesitated a heartbeat, then waved their clubs and charged toward her.

Damn it!

Ilanna abandoned any attempt at hiding. She sprinted toward the nearest intersection, only to find another group of thugs occupied the next corner. She had only one way to run: back.

She whirled and sprinted the way she’d come, cursing her luck, the Night Guild, and the Bloody Hand. The deserted Temple Market would offer no shelter from her pursuers. The angry shouts behind her would no doubt attract more of the thugs and any Guild members in the area. She would be trapped.

Thinking fast, she pounded back toward the alleyway she had just exited. The rope ladder hung within reach, giving her a quick way up to the Hawk’s Highway. The men chasing her would never follow her up there.

But instead of climbing, she hurled herself behind a pile of debris and quickly pulled as much of the refuse over her as she could. The reek of rotting fruit flooded her nostrils, making her gag. She forced herself to take slow, deep breaths.

Footsteps splashed through the mud toward her. The shouts and cries of her pursuers grew louder.

“Where’d she go?” a man’s voice called out. “She just came in here!”

Something heavy trampled her foot, and Ilanna bit down on a cry.

“Damn it!” another voice answered. “Musta gone up the damned ladder.” The speaker stood a palm’s width from her leg.

“She’s bloody quick, she is.”

“Them Hawks know their way ’round these roofs, right enough.”

“It doesn’t matter,” came a third voice, deep with gravel and anger. “Your Serpents and Hounds are all over the rooftops. Only reason they’re still alive is to hunt her down. She won’t get far.”

“You don’t know her!” the first voice protested. Ilanna recognized Acksul, one of the Foxes. “Once she’s up there, you ain’t gonna find a trace of her.”

The thump of a meaty fist striking flesh came, followed by a bark of pain.

“They’ll find her,” the gravelly voice answered. “And when they do, she’ll answer for her crimes. Not just against your precious Guild, but against the Bloody Hand.” Harsh laughter rang out in the alleyway. “Rhynd’s got something special in mind for her.”

The voices faded as the men left the alleyway. Ilanna remained motionless for long minutes, heart hammering against her ribs. The stink of the garbage piled above her made every second seem an eternity. Yet she made no move to leave.

Her instincts had proven correct. Her pursuers knew she favored the rooftops, so the rope ladder had been all the evidence they needed to guess where she’d gone. They would waste hours searching the Hawk’s Highway for her, never thinking to look in the debris at their feet.

Looks like all that time with Allon paid off. He’d taught her how to think like a hunter. The more confident the hunter, the easier it was to fool him with simple logic.

But she wasn’t in the clear quite yet. She still had to escape the area without being spotted. Thankfully, sunrise had come and gone. The Temple Market would soon be flooded with merchants, carts, and pedestrians. With the bustle of commerce as cover, she should have no problem slipping away unseen.

*     *     *

After the hours she’d spent buried beneath a mountain of debris—she hadn’t dared to move until well after the Lady’s Bells rang out the ninth hour—Ilanna was all too glad for the freshness of the night air and the musty scent of damp earth filling the Duke’s gardens. She shuddered at the memory of the squelching, squishing, oozing pile she’d hidden in that morning. Though she’d changed her clothing and scrubbed her hair, she doubted she’d smell clean anytime soon. Gods knew she wouldn’t feel clean.

She’d spent the day in hiding, resting in preparation for tonight’s endeavor. She needed to be at her best if she was to succeed with this final piece in her plan. Now, creeping through the gardens surrounding Duke Phonnis’ mansion, she felt refreshed and ready for whatever lay ahead. She grinned at the memory of sneaking through these gardens.

Ilanna grinned at the memory of the last time she’d been here, on her way to climb the Black Spire. The smiled faded as she remembered Denber. He’d come for her, had dragged her out of the gardens after her fall from the tower. He and Errik had saved her. With Ethen gone, he’d been one of the few people in the Night Guild she could truly call a friend. So many years spent pushing him away, keeping him at arm’s length.

She’d never be able to repay Denber for his kindness, or repair the rift in their friendship. Duke Phonnis had hanged him—an action that had sparked her crusade against the Duke in the first place. But because of Denber, she had a chance at a future. He’d served as the lifeline to her humanity. He’d shown her kindness amidst the unfeeling cruelty of the Night Guild. He had saved her life and, in doing so, had allowed her to save Ria’s life and bring Kodyn into the world. She would never see her friend again, but would remember him in every moment of compassion.

She swallowed the lump rising in her throat. Focus, Ilanna!

The darkness beneath the thick canopy of trees hid her from sight, but she placed her feet with caution. As she’d learned the last time she crept through the gardens, even the snap of a twig or a rustle of tree branches sounded eerily loud in the stillness. Her eyes scanned the night for any glimmer of light. The patrol should pass in the next few minutes.

Her gaze drifted upward, following the monolithic shape rising high into the night. Legends held that the Black Spire predated the city of Praamis. In fact, some whispered that Serenii hands had erected the tower, using a midnight-hued stone no longer found on Einan. Whatever its origin, the Black Spire was said to be impregnable, an unbroken structure with a single barred window at the top. She’d proven that claim false five years earlier.

A wide open swath of grass stood between her and the base of the Black Spire. She crouched in the shadows of a thick bush and waited for the patrol to pass. Her fingers sought the melted figurine in her pouch. The tin would never hold the complete shape of a hawk again, but the familiar feel of metal brought her comfort.

Lantern light glimmered off to her left. Ilanna flattened herself to the ground, pulling her hood to cover her face. The rich scent of loam filled her nostrils. For a moment, she was Ilanna the apprentice, creeping through the gardens to attempt the impossible. She still had friends—Ethen, Denber, Jarl, the twins, even Prynn. Master Hawk still lived. She had hope, however slim, of a happy life.

Then the patrol passed and reality returned. The Ilanna who climbed to her feet faced a life of misery. Everyone she loved—her friends, Master Hawk, Ria, her son—had died. The Bloody Hand held the Night Guild captive. The Praamian Guards, Arbitors, and her fellow Journeymen hunted her. She had made a deal to betray the Guild to the Duke.

A burden of sorrow settled on her shoulders, but she couldn’t allow herself to stop. She had to keep moving, keep trying, keep fighting. She had to find a way to salvage the shattered remains of her life.

She sprinted across the lawn, vaulted the stone walkway, and slid into the shadows of the Black Spire. Her steps led not toward the tower itself, but along the base, toward the mansion of Duke Phonnis.

She’d pored over the blueprints stored in the Grand Reckoner’s hidden vault. The Duke relied too heavily on the high wall around his property and the presence of his Arbitors as deterrence. She’d gotten through the wall easily. The Black Spire would conceal her from the passing patrols. The sprawling mansion had more than a few blind spots and weaknesses that a clever thief could use to gain entrance. The architectural drawings had shown her a direct path to the Duke’s bedroom.

She had come to deliver two messages to the Duke. One lay folded in her pouch, a parchment upon which she had written, I have what you want. Tomorrow night we move. The other would be clear to the Duke when he realized how the note had come to his bedside table.

Duke Phonnis needed to understand what would happen to him if he tried to betray her. The look in his eyes had told her that he intended to do just that. She didn’t know how or when—definitely after she revealed the location of the Night Guild—but Duke Phonnis wanted her dead. The evidence she’d found in the Coin Counter’s Temple would assure her safety. She had to live long enough to use it. She had a plan on what to do, but that plan would only work if she evaded the Duke’s clutches.

The note’s presence would make it clear to the Duke she could reach him at any time. She believed it would be enough to make the Duke hesitate to clap her in irons. The skull-headed dagger with its ruby eyes would add emphasis. Duke Phonnis would pay if he came after her.
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Chapter 19


Ilanna crept through the darkness of the sewer tunnels beneath Praamis. Her shuttered lamp, a mundane oil lamp rather than the beamers used by the Night Guild, cast a pitiful arc of light on the ground ahead. She didn’t mind. She had spent much of her life in darkness—from the bunk room of the tyros to her room in House Hawk. She only needed the light to see the markings that guided her to her destination.

She’d come this way just once, but years spent memorizing the rooftop ways around the city had trained her memory well. She moved with confidence in her step. Her soft-soled boots made little sound on the hard stone floors. She’d reached the drier sections of the sewer system. A few more minutes, and she’d find the hidden entrance to Master Gold’s office.

The sound of booted feet echoed in the tunnels around her. More than once, she had to stop, shutter the lamp, and duck down side passages as Foxes, Hounds, and their Bloody Hand minders trooped past. The Voramians made little effort to be silent. The way they strode through the tunnels bespoke their arrogance. In their minds, they had all but conquered the Night Guild. Praamis belonged to them.

Not if I can help it.

The logical part of her mind knew her actions went well beyond the realm of folly. Suicide, more like. With hundreds of Bloody Hand thugs occupying the Night Guild, how could she consider entering those tunnels? The Voramians would imprison her on the spot. Probably kill her. She doubted her fellow Journeymen would hesitate to raise the alarm if they recognized her.

She had to take the risk. The Duke’s Arbitors would be flooding the tunnels in a few hours. She needed to save as many of the Night Guild as she could.

Ilanna’s gut clenched as the hidden door to Master Gold’s office slid open without a sound. She tensed, uncertain of what to expect. If Rhynd had taken up residence in the Guild Master’s office, she would have a fight—one she had little hope of winning.

Relief flooded her. The office stood empty and silent. Slipping into the office, she pressed the trigger that sent the shelf sliding back into place. She adjusted her grey-trimmed Grubber cloak and pulled the slouch cap lower. The ratty hat hid her long hair, and the mud and ash she’d slathered over her face concealed her features. She doubted anyone but her closest friends would recognize her.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the door to Master Gold’s office and walked into the waiting room beyond. Empty as well. She’d entered during the busiest time of day, when most of the Journeymen and apprentices would be out on the streets. No doubt their Bloody Hand minders went along to keep an eye out for her.

She chuckled. If only they knew where I really am.

Tension tightened her shoulders as she reached the first intersection and ran into three Journeymen in red-trimmed Bloodbear robes. Her hand tightened on the dagger hidden by her voluminous sleeve. She could take three Bloodbears, but before they raised an alarm? If their bodies were discovered, there would be no way—

The huge thugs strode past without sparing her a second glance. As she’d hoped. The robes of House Grubber offered her a sort of invisibility. Few from the other Houses paid attention to the Grubbers, perceiving them as the cast-offs and dregs of the Night Guild. That suited her nicely.

The double doors of House Serpent loomed at the end of the next corridor. The emerald eyes of the twin serpents stared at her with menace, the reptilian jaws open, fangs poised to strike. The two thugs standing guard took little notice of the intricate patterns, but they stepped forward to stop her.

“No one enters House Serpent, boy,” one said. “Rhynd’s orders.”

“’Pologies, sirs.” Ilanna pitched her voice as low as she could, adding the lilting accent common among those born outside the Praamian Wall. “I gots a message f’r the Master Serpent. Some job as needs doin’.” She waved a piece of parchment before the thug’s nose.

The man took it and studied the writing. “Looks like a lot of scribbles to me.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Don’t know nothin’ ’bout that. Never been much for readin’. But the Serpents’ got their own codes, I hear. Protects the marks, they say.”

The Bloody Hand thug looked to his companion. “What do you think, Cloon?”

Cloon shook his head. “Rhynd says no one gets in, Augie. So no one gets in.”

“Please!” Ilanna whined. “Man who hands me the note, he says I get paid when I put it in the Master Serpent’s hand.” She fumbled for the parchment. “Less’n you got the silver drake I was promised, you gots to let me in.” Her shoulders slumped. “I ain’t et nothin’ all day. I need this to pay my way, else they’ll make me sleep in the streets.”

Cloon set his jaw. “Sorry, kid. We’ve our orders.”

Ilanna turned away, then cast a glance back over her shoulders. “What if I gives you half?” She scrunched her face. “Half the coin, f’r the two o’ you to share. And me with the first hot meal I had in days.”

Cloon’s expression remained stubborn, but greed glinted in Augie’s eyes. “Half a drake?”

Ilanna nodded. “I swears!”

Augie turned to his comrade. “Come on, Cloon. What’s the worst a Grubber’s gonna do? Scrawny thing like that.”

Cloon shook his head. “Orders from Rhynd, Augie. You know that.”

“How’s he gonna know?” Augie spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “He ain’t here, is he now?” Cloon opened his mouth to reply, but Augie rubbed his fingers together. “Half drake’ll buy us a nice skin of wine. That oughta be worth letting him in, eh?”

Cloon sighed and stepped aside. “You’ve one minute, boy.” He grabbed Ilanna’s collar. “And you’d better bring that half-drake or by the Apprentice I’ll give your filthy hide a beatin’!”

Ilanna mumbled a terrified-sounding answer and scurried through the door to House Serpent.

A gloomy pall hung over the Viper-Pit. The absence of sunlight meant a perpetual chill stalked the halls of House Serpent. Yet the low-ceilinged chamber seemed darker, the air more oppressive than usual. The room stood empty and silent, save for the eerie trickle of water leaking from the obsidian walls.

Ilanna hurried toward the tunnel that led to Master Serpent’s office. She knocked at the heavy door.

“Enter,” came the tired voice.

Errik sat at the small table that had belonged to the former Master Serpent. Dark bags hung beneath his red-rimmed eyes, making his pale face appear pinched and drawn. He turned a heavy-lidded gaze to her. “Yes?”

She pressed a finger to her lips and shut the door. “Errik,” she hissed, “it’s me.”

Errik’s eyes narrowed, then flew wide. “Ilanna?” His jaw dropped, and he struggled to speak. “Are you insane? W-What are you doing here?”

“Nice to see you, too.” She grinned. “I’ve come to warn you.”

“Warn me?” Confusion furrowed his brow.

“Something’s going to happen soon. Tomorrow night, or the next. I can’t tell you what or precisely when, but I need you to be ready.”

“To do what?”

“To fight!” Anger tinged Ilanna’s voice. “To drive the Bloody Hand from our home.”

The light in Errik’s eyes faded. “There’s no way we can do it. There are too few of us left to—”

“I’m bringing help.”

Errik’s eyebrows shot up. “What? Who? From where?”

“I can’t tell you.” She grimaced. “But you have to make sure everyone is ready to move.”

“Everyone who?” Errik’s voice held a tone of despondence. “The Bloody Hand is running the few remaining Hawks, Serpents, and Scorpions ragged. The other Houses are working with them. I can’t come up with more than twenty men who can swing a sword.”

“Then make sure they’re armed and ready. They’ll know when the time comes.”

Errik frowned. “If we do, they’ll kill us all.”

Ilanna shook her head. “The bastards will be too busy fighting for their lives. But with you at their backs, we can cut them down and take back the tunnels.”

“Who is we?” The Serpent’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you bringing?”

Ilanna drew in a deep breath. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Errik what she’d done.

“Enough men to drive out the Bloody Hand,” she said simply. “Just trust me, please.”

Errik gave her a sad smile. “You’ve never let me down. No reason to think you will now.”

A lump rose in Ilanna’s throat. She’d first met Errik during the months spent training under Master Velvet. He had been Two, then. He had stood up to Sabat, the tyro known as Twelve, for her. He had helped prepare her for her Undertaking, and had come to her rescue when she fell from the Black Spire. He’d gone with her to Voramis to break into the Secret Keepers’ temple, had saved her life many times over. Because of him, she had succeeded at stealing Lady Auslan’s golden sarcophagus. She owed her life to him.

She swallowed. “Any luck finding the traitor?”

Anger clouded Errik’s eyes. “No. Too many of the Hounds, Foxes, and Bloodbears are helping the Bloody Hand. Not out of fear, but they seem to genuinely want the gods-damned Voramians here. It could be any of them.”

Ilanna sighed. “Keep looking.”

“Of course.”

“I’ve got to go. The thugs outside gave me a minute to deliver a message to you.”

“Consider it delivered.” Grim determination filled the Serpent’s eyes. “We’ll be ready.”

Ilanna turned toward the door, then stopped. “One last thing. Things are about to get bloody. I know you can fight, but I need you to make me a promise.”

“Promise?”

Ilanna nodded. “You see an Arbitor or a Praamian Guard down here, you drop your sword and surrender.”

Errik’s eyes flew wide, and he bolted upright. “What? What did you do, Ilanna?”

“What I had to.” She held his gaze, unflinching. “Promise! It’s the only way you get out of this alive.”

Errik’s jaw muscles worked. For a long moment, he stared at her, anger filling his gaze. He blew out his breath. “So be it.”

The tension drained from Ilanna’s shoulders. “Make sure everyone knows. Fight the Bloody Hand to the last man, but not the Praamian Guards or the Arbitors. Surrender, and they live.”

Errik gave a curt nod.

Relief flooded her. “See you soon, Master Serpent.”

The Serpent gave her a sad nod and dropped into his chair.

She left without glancing back. She had fulfilled her purpose. She had done what she could to save her friends. It didn’t matter that they’d see her as a traitor, the one who’d betrayed them to the Duke. She could live with their hatred knowing they’d survived.

Cloon stopped her at the door to House Serpent. “Forgettin’ somethin’, aint’cha?”

Ilanna plastered a disappointed expression and let her shoulders droop. Without a word, she drew a silver drake from her robes.

Cloon snatched it.

“But you said half!” she protested.

“Ain’t got change, now do you?” the Voramian thug sneered.

“Please, sir! I needs to eat.”

Cloon shoved her hard. “Then get out into the city and do your damned job!” He spat at her. “Filthy street rat.”

Pretending to weep, Ilanna rushed away from House Serpent. Her plan had worked thus far. She just had to reach Master Gold’s office. With any luck, the room would still be empty and she could slip out the secret passage. By sundown, she would be ready for her meeting with the Duke.

The thought of that encounter sent an uneasy tremor through her stomach. The Duke had made his feelings for her plain. Only his desire to maintain law and order in Praamis prevented him from arresting and executing her on sight. He needed to eliminate the Bloody Hand almost as much as she, but that didn’t make them friends, partners, or allies.

One problem at a time. First we deal with the Bloody Hand. She could predict the Duke’s actions. She had no way to predict the outcome of a battle between the Bloody Hand and the Duke’s Arbitors and Praamian Guard.

She contemplated visiting House Hawk to retrieve her weapons, but discarded the idea. Her chances of being recognized grew with every moment spent in the tunnels. If even one Journeyman looked too closely, her disguise would be—

“Ilanna? Is that you?”
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Chapter 20


Ilanna’s heart stopped. She mumbled something and tried to duck away, but a hand gripped her shoulder.

“Ilanna?” Allon hissed. “What in the bloody hell are you doing here?”

Ilanna tore free of his grasp. “Leaving.”

“Good,” he snapped. “You have to leave before…”

He trailed off as a trio of Bloody Hand thugs strode toward them. Allon nodded a greeting, and Ilanna knuckled her forehead to hide her face. The Voramians didn’t pause, but pushed past, knocking her aside.

When the thugs disappeared around a corner, Allon whirled on her, eyes blazing. “You’ve the Bloody Hand and the whole damned Night Guild hunting for you, and you come here? Are you insane?”

“I had to come.” Ilanna shook off his hand. “And now I need to leave.”

She adjusted her clothing and cap and hurried toward Master Gold’s office. Allon’s footsteps sounded behind her. “Wait!” he called in a loud whisper. “You’re going the wrong way.”

Ilanna ignored him. He couldn’t know about the hidden door in Master Gold’s office.

She rounded the corner and came face to face with the largest man she’d ever seen. She barely reached the height of his chest. His arms looked thicker than her legs, heavily banded with muscle and covered in tattoos. The breadth of his shoulders far surpassed even Jarl’s or Master Lorilain, the blacksmith. A cruel intensity burned in the gaze he turned on her. “And who might you be?”

Ilanna’s tongue refused to form words. So this is Rhynd.

Her eyes fell on the man beside Rhynd. He wore richer garments and sported a perfectly trimmed goatee. Fear spiked Ilanna’s pulse. She recognized the man—Blinton had presented the Bloody Hand’s offer of partnership to the entire Night Guild. Would he recognize her as the Journeyman who had spoken scornfully?

“I-I…” she stammered, her mind racing. What could she say? “F-Forgive me, sir, just got turned around in the passages, is all.” She spoke barely above a mumble, slouching to conceal her features.

Rhynd’s face creased into a sneer. “As incompetent as the rest of your lot!”

Blinton chuckled. “If every one of them’s this idiotic, we really are doing them a favor taking over.”

Rhynd nodded. “Aye.” He stepped toward Ilanna and seized her arm in one massive fist. “You’d never survive a day in the Bloody Hand, boy. Lout like you would be dead in an hour on the streets of Voramis.” His face hardened. “But you’ll learn. You’ll learn what it means to be hard, to survive at any cost.”

His blow caught her by surprise. The back of his hand cracked across her face—he hardly put effort into it, yet his massive size and strength made it feel like a brick wall slammed into her. Ilanna staggered and fell against the tunnel wall. She clutched her face, not out of pain, but to hide her fury and to ensure her disguise remained securely in place.

“Get up, boy!” Rhynd snarled, looming over her. “Stand and take your lessons like a man.” His hand reached for her again.

“Hobber, there you are!” Allon’s voice came to her rescue.

Rhynd glanced toward the Hound, who was hurrying down the tunnel toward her.

“Hobber, you nitwit, stop wasting my time!” He strode around Rhynd and, seizing her collar, dragged her upright. “Damned apprentices! I send you to House Fox on one simple errand, and somehow you end up here? You’re as incompetent as Master Septin warned me.”

Rhynd raised a bushy eyebrow. “Working with a Grubber, Master Hound?” He used the title with the sort of respect a nobleman showed the boy responsible for emptying chamber pots.

Allon shook his head. “Not much choice. My Hounds are out running the streets looking for Journeyman Ilanna.” He clouted the back of her head. “Looks like I’m stuck with the dreck of the Night Guild. Foolish boy keeps getting turned around. And him an apprentice for five years now!”

Ilanna knew Allon well enough to recognize the anxiety in his words. The huge Voramian made Allon nervous. And for good reason, given what he’d done. The Night Guild had lost a dozen Journeymen so Rhynd could send a message. She had little doubt more would die before the Bloody Hand cemented its power in Praamis.

“Let’s go, boy.” Allon dragged her away.

Rhynd’s huge bulk blocked their retreat. “My time in the Bloody Hand has taught me one thing.” A dagger appeared in his huge hand. “Lackwits like this never get smarter. Best be rid of them, use the coin they’d cost you on something more worthwhile.”

Allon’s eyes darted to Rhynd’s blade. “H-He’s young yet. He’ll learn.” He whirled on Ilanna. “Even if I have to pound it into him.” His backhanded blow caught Ilanna on the same cheek Rhynd had struck. She gave a weak cry, and another when Allon followed it up with a kick to her rump.

Rhynd loomed over Allon. “Put some sting into it, Master Hound.” His eyes narrowed. “Unless you’re the kind of man who thinks being a soft, sniveling rat is acceptable, even among the Grubbers.”

Allon bared his teeth. “Oh, I’m just getting started!” He seized Ilanna’s ear and began dragging her away. “By the time I’m done with you,” he shouted at her, “you’ll wish you were dead.”

Ilanna didn’t dare look back at the huge thug, but could feel Rhynd’s and Blinton’s eyes following her. Shoulders tightening, she reached for a throwing dagger. She’d be ready if he tried to stop them, if Allon’s ruse failed.

No call came. Allon kept a firm hold on her collar as he marched her through the tunnels. “Keep moving,” he said without moving his lips.

He raised his voice loud enough for Rhynd to hear. “The bruises may fade and your bones may heal, but the lessons will stick with you forever.”

“Where are we going?” Ilanna hissed.

“House Hound,” Allon whispered. “I’m getting you out of here before anyone else spots you. That disguise of yours might fool a Voramian, but any Hound or Serpent is bound to recognize you.”

They’d rounded two corners, leaving the Voramians far behind. Ilanna shrugged off his grip. “We’ll move faster if you stop dragging me.” She rubbed her cheek. “Good thinking, that.”

Allon winced. “Sorry. I couldn’t think of anything else to get him off your back.”

Ilanna gave a dismissive wave. “Better you than him.” She gave him an impish smile. “He hits a little harder.”

The double doors leading to House Hound stood at the far end of a long, straight tunnel. Twin amber-colored gemstones twinkled in the eyes of the hound etched into the face. Long, curving canines served as the door handles.

Within the Kennel, House Hound’s grand chamber, row after row of shelves stood against the wall. Swords, longbows, crossbows, grappling hooks, ropes, and other tools of the Hound trade sat in precise order. Detailed maps of Praamis, Voramis, and the landscape of the south of Einan covered an entire wall. Another bore dozens of parchments depicting the faces, names, and details of their quarry.

A single Journeyman stood within the enormous room, studying a map of Iceport, a city on the coast of the Frozen Sea far to the south. The man didn’t even glance at them.

Allon dragged her down a side passage, toward a heavy iron-banded door. “Master Hound’s office.”

Ilanna tugged on the handle. “Locked.”

Allon nodded. “Been that way ever since the raid. The Purge, the Bloody Hand is calling it.”

“Bastards!” Ilanna snarled. “I’ll have it open in a flash.”

“No.” Allon stepped in front of her. “Keep an eye out. I’ll get it.” He drew a set of lockpicks from within his robes.

Ilanna snatched them from him before he could complain. She knelt and set to work. “Since when do you pick locks?”

“A few years now,” Allon replied. “You wanted to keep us a secret, so I had to find a reason to hang around House Hawk. Your friend Denber was kind enough to let me use your Treasure Room to learn.”

The name of her dead friend brought a lump to Ilanna’s throat. “Why didn’t you tell me? It could have come in handy on the Lord Auslan job.”

“I figured you already knew. The way he talked about you, I thought you two were close.”

Ilanna swallowed. Once, she and Denber had been close. He had trained her since her first day in House Hawk. He’d defended her from Conn, helped her learn the skills of a Hawk. He’d been the closest thing to an older brother until the day Ethen died. She’d changed that day. She’d grown harder, colder, more ruthless. She hadn’t needed Denber, or so she told herself. Even after he covered for her with Master Hawk and helped her conceal Kodyn’s existence. He’d tried in his quiet way to reach out to her, and she’d pushed him away.

“Got it!” The lock clicked and Allon pushed the office door open. The reek of dried, rotted blood filled the spacious room. Allon lit an alchemical lamp, and the light shone on a scene of death and chaos. Master Hound’s papers lay scattered across the floor. A black pool stained the plush rug beside the House Master’s bed. Bernard, former Master of House Hound, had died in his sleep.

“This way.” Allon tugged her toward the shelf at the far end of the room. He reached for the figurine of a hound, and the bookcase slid aside to reveal a hidden door.

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “You know about these hidden passages?”

“Of course!” Allon said. “We Hounds know all the secret ways in and out of the Guild. I’m just surprised you do. Clearly Master Hawk trusted you a great deal.”

Yet another name that brought a pang of sorrow. Master Hawk had known of Kodyn’s existence from the beginning. He’d never said anything to her, simply done what he could to protect her and her son. She would never have a chance to thank him.

Allon looked her over. “The disguise is good, but you need something to cover your face. Scarf around your neck to hide your jawline. A bit of clay for a boil, and a lot more mud. You’d look gorgeous with an eye patch.”

Ilanna snorted. Flirting, at a time like this?

“There are a lot of people who will recognize you, Ilanna. Everyone in the Night Guild knows your face. You need to stay out of sight.”

She nodded. “I will.”

“What were you doing here? What could be so important you would risk coming?”

Ilanna hesitated. Allon had just saved her from Rhynd, brought her into his House and given her a way to escape the Night Guild. Though House Hound had chosen for the Bloody Hand, he’d insisted he voted against. He’d proven his value to her time and again. She could trust him, couldn’t she?

“I came to give warning. Something’s going to happen soon.” She held up a hand. “I can’t say what, but you’ll know it when it comes. When it happens, Errik’s going to be ready to fight back. We’re going to drive the Bloody Hand out of here.”

Allon paled. “There are too many of them. We’ll be slaughtered.”

Ilanna shook her head. “Trust me, Allon. We have a real chance of taking back our home.”

The Hound studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Understood. We’ll do what we can to be ready.”

“Good.” Ilanna strode to the hidden door. “Where does this let out?”

“A dry section near the Ward of Refuge. The tunnels there should be mostly empty, but the Ward itself is crawling with Guild and the Bloody Hand. They’ve been on high alert since spotting you this morning.”

Ilanna gritted her teeth. “Damn it.”

Allon shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’ve sent as many Hounds as I can on other jobs, but I’ve no control over the Foxes or Grubbers. And Rhynd has his men on the streets all day long. He has a full third sleeping during the day so they can patrol the streets at night.”

“How many men does he have? A hundred?”

Allon’s brow furrowed. “Closer to two hundred, I think.”

Ilanna’s gut twisted. Two hundred hardened fighters occupying the tunnels of the Night Guild. Did the Duke have enough Arbitors and Praamian Guards?

“But they’re not in the tunnels all at the same time.” Allon rubbed his jaw. “Most of them are out on the streets, either looking for you or keeping the Journeymen and apprentices in line. Rhynd hasn’t wasted a moment taking over.”

Ilanna sneered. “Let him enjoy it while it lasts.” She would be back to deal with the Bloody Hand soon enough.

She stepped into the tunnel, but Allon grabbed her arm. “Be careful, Ilanna. Last thing I want is for you to end up dead.”

Ilanna gave him a wry smile. “Always.” She depressed the trigger and the door rumbled slowly closed. Her last glance at Allon revealed the Hound framed in the soft glow of lamplight, a worried frown twisting his face.
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Chapter 21


Ilanna slipped across the warehouse rooftop, careful to step only on the support beams. Her dark grey cloak blended with the evening shadows. The watching eyes of the Bloody Hand or Night Guild would never spot her.

Torchlight shone through a narrow window set in the roof of the warehouse. Ilanna slid the window open and slithered through the gap. Her soft-soled boots landed on the warehouse’s upper floor without a sound. She moved with caution; she couldn’t alert the men gathered below. Like a feline on the prowl, she lowered herself over the balcony railing, hung from her hands, and dropped to the warehouse floor.

“Good evening, Duke Phonnis.”

The Duke whirled, eyes going wide. His and ten more swords cleared their scabbards, and a wall of steel ringed Ilanna.

She merely crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at the red-faced Duke before her. “I trust you received my message.”

Duke Phonnis’ jaw worked, but no sound came out. Ilanna suppressed a grin. She’d chosen this warehouse for her meeting with the Duke because of that rooftop access. She needed to throw the Duke off-balance—and keep him that way—long enough to accept her next demands.

“I have what you desire,” she said. “But before I deliver it, I will have a promise from you.”

The Duke stared at her, a mixture of surprise, outrage, and disbelief dancing across his face. “What do you want?”

“Your word that you will allow the Night Guild to surrender.”

Duke Phonnis narrowed his eyes. “What?”

Ilanna met his suspicion with cool confidence. “I have spoken to my…associates within the Guild. Many of whom have reason to hate the Bloody Hand as much as you and I. They will battle the Voramians to the bitter end, but I have convinced them that there is no need to fight your men. After all, you are coming to their aid. Thus, I swore that you would allow any who throw down their weapons to surrender. And I gave them your word that their surrender would be accepted.”

Anger flashed in the Duke’s gaze. “Why in the bloody hell would I honor that promise? You are nothing but common criminals!”

“Because I will not give you what you want until you have given me your word.”

The Duke bared his teeth. “You would renege on our agreement?” He waved around him. “Search her.”

Ilanna whipped out a pair of daggers. “The first man who lays a finger on me will die screaming.” She eyed the blue-robed Arbitors around her. None looked particularly afraid of her, but none made a move toward her. Tension showed in more than a few hands gripping sword hilts. “I do not renege, Duke Phonnis. I am simply adding to the terms. I will give you what you want and, in return, you will give me what I want. Surely it is a fair deal.”

The Duke frowned and tugged at his lip. Ilanna could see the wheels in his mind turning, weighing up her request against the value of what she offered. He gave a slight wave. “Leave her.” The Arbitors stepped back. He held out a hand. “You have my word.”

Ilanna shook her head. “Say it for all to hear.”

Duke Phonnis’ brow furrowed, and he rolled his eyes. “I swear—”

“On your honor as Chief Justiciar of Praamis.”

“I swear, on my honor as Chief Justiciar of Praamis, that I will permit any of the Night Guild who throw down their weapons to surrender.”

“And they will be allowed to walk free,” Ilanna insisted.

“Don’t push your luck, thief!” Duke Phonnis spat. “Your comrades will be permitted to surrender, but they will not escape justice.”

Ilanna shrugged. She’d expected as much. “You’ll have to prove their guilt before the Royal Tribunal before you sentence them.”

The Duke’s frown deepened. “As you say,” he growled.

Ilanna gave him a cherubic smile. Clearly, he intended to have every Guild member hauled off for summary execution. If he tries anything, I always have my back-up plan. Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s vaults had provided all the leverage she’d need.

Sheathing her daggers, she reached a hand into her cloak. The silver-armored Arbitors tensed. “Easy, boys.” She grinned at the Duke. “Nervous lot, aren’t they?”

“Not every day they have to work with a thief.” He spat the last word.

She shrugged. “They can’t be lucky every day.” She drew Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s ledger from within her cloak. “This might be best discussed away from prying ears. Unless you want the whole of Praamis to find out about the High Priest’s shame.”

The Duke raised an eyebrow. “I would and do trust the Arbitors with my life. And my secrets.”

“Perhaps, but secrets are only effective leverage so long as they remain just that.” She gestured to the dozen men around her. “If even one word of what I’m about to tell you leaks…”

Scowling, the Duke nodded. “Leave us,” he ordered his men.

A tall, bearded Arbitor frowned. “But, sir, she’s a—”

“A thief, Captain, not an assassin.” The Duke silenced the man’s protest with a slash of his hand. “And the day I can’t defend myself from a slip of a girl who doesn’t even reach my shoulder is the day you can send me out to pasture.”

The Arbitor pounded his fist to his breastplate. “Understood, Commander, sir.” With a snap of his fingers, the Arbitor Captain sent the blue-robed guards from the room and pulled the door closed behind him.

Ilanna tossed the Duke the ledger. “This is everything you need. Show the Grand Reckoner this, and he’ll be begging to lick your boots clean.”

The Duke chewed at his lip as he flipped through the book. The more he read, the deeper the furrow in his forehead grew. He looked up at her. “You are certain of this?”

Ilanna nodded. “There is no doubt about it.”

The Duke studied her, a queer expression in his eyes. “Where did you find it?”

“Among the Grand Reckoner’s possessions.” She didn’t need to let the Duke know she had access to both his and the priest’s most sensitive documents.

The Duke’s eye twitched. He stared down at the book, then back at her. “Captain!”

The bearded man who’d protested earlier appeared at the door with a bow. “Commander?”

Ilanna tensed, her hand dropping to her dagger. Had the inevitable betrayal come already? She’d expected the Duke to wait until after he cleansed the tunnels, but—

Duke Phonnis ignored her. “Is the Royal Scribe standing by, as requested?”

“She is, Commander.”

“Have her brought here immediately,” Duke Phonnis commanded.

The Arbitor Captain bowed and left the room.

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “The Royal Scribe?”

Duke Phonnis turned his back on her and returned to poring over the map of Praamis he’d been studying when she entered. “I must have confirmation that the ledger truly belongs to the Grand Reckoner, and not some clever forgery.” He shot a scowl at her. “You wouldn’t be the first to attempt such deceit.”

Ilanna found her interest piqued. “How can you be certain? Is it not written in the Grand Reckoner’s hand?” The writing on all the papers and ledgers in the High Priest’s vault had matched this one.

“It is,” Duke Phonnis said. “But handwriting can be imitated.”

Ilanna opened her mouth to ask how, but the arrival of the Royal Scribe forestalled her question.

“Duke Phonnis, you requested my presence.” The slim, dark-haired woman wore thick spectacles that reminded Ilanna of Journeymen Donneh. Ink stained her long, thin fingers and the elbows and forearms of her simple, white robes. “How might I be of service?”

Duke Phonnis passed her the ledger. “Examine this, Ellara, and tell me if it is genuine.”

“I will do my best, my lord.” The scribe opened the book and scanned the pages. “This appears to be in the Grand Reckoner’s handwriting.”

“Indeed. But is it a forgery? A clever duplication? Or is it genuine?”

The scribe drew out a disc of glass. “If you would allow me, my lord?”

The Duke nodded and stepped aside. Ellara placed the ledger beneath the lamp and bent low to study its contents.

“It appears to be genuine, my lord,” the scribe said. “Though if you have a sample to compare it to…”

Duke Phonnis handed her a parchment. “This should suffice.”

Bowing, the Royal Scribe placed the paper next to the Grand Reckoner’s ledger. “The slant of the handwriting is much the same, and the thickness of the lines as close as expected. If you require a more thorough analysis of the lexicon, I could produce it within a few days.”

The Duke shook his head. “That should not be necessary.”

“So be it.” The Royal Scribe bowed. “Then, given my initial examination, it appears that this document is, indeed, written by Grand Reckoner Edmynd himself.”

Surprise mixed with satisfaction on the Duke’s face. “Thank you, Ellara.”

“Of course, my lord. If that is all—”

“How would a document like this be forged?” Ilanna asked. “What would be required?”

Ellara turned to the Duke. “My lord?”

Duke Phonnis narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask, thief?”

Ilanna hesitated. “I have been accused of a crime I did not commit, based on falsified evidence.” She pointed to the paper. “If such a forgery is possible, I would know how so I may find the forger and clear my name. Surely even you would not stand in the way of justice being done?”

The Duke snorted. “Justice? Among thieves?”

Ilanna shook her head. “Justice is justice, my lord. For thieves and grand nobles alike.”

The Duke’s face hardened, his jaw muscles clamped tight. He gave Ellara a curt nod.

The Royal Scribe turned to Ilanna. “Forgery is an art. To duplicate handwriting, one must first have a sample of the original. From there, it is a simple matter of committing the handwriting style to memory and practicing to match it. Any forgery is possible for an artist of passable skill.”

Ilanna’s mind whirled. Someone had imitated Master Gold’s handwriting perfectly. She had burned every one of the notes she’d received from him, yet they had somehow appeared on Master Hawk’s desk for Bryden to find. Few in the Night Guild bothered to learn to read or write. Perhaps forty or fifty Hawks, Serpents, and Hounds had the ability, and most of House Scorpion was literate—part of their apprentice training, according to Ethen. That meant over a hundred people who could have read or written the notes.

But how many of them had access to Master Gold’s papers? That number was far smaller. Journeyman Entar, certainly, and the Guild Council. Had Bryden not been the one to free her, she would have believed him the forger. As bookkeeper for House Hawk, he would have many written communiques from the Guild Master. Who else? She could think of no one the Guild Master trusted enough to permit access to his private documents—not even her. Then again, Master Gold had many secrets. Perhaps he had had an ally or allies he could trust. Someone on the Guild Council before the Voramians killed them. Had one of them taken the secret of the notes to their grave?

“Thank you, Ellara,” Duke Phonnis said. “Have Captain Rodar escort you to the palace.”

“My lord.” With a bow to the Duke and a curious glance for Ilanna, the Royal Scribe bustled from the room.

“Well, Duke Phonnis?” Ilanna asked. “Now you have what I promised you. The choice of what to do with it is yours.”

The Duke gave her a meaningful look. “Do you know what it is you have delivered?”

Ilanna nodded. “I do. Proof the Grand Reckoner has been storing funds for the Bloody Hand.”

“And because of him, the Voramians are able to operate in Praamis.”

She thrust a chin at the ledger in his hands. “That is enough to convict him of treason, send him to the gallows. Or, if you’re so inclined, I have no doubt you can find suitable use for such evidence.”

The Duke stared at her. “And why would I, the Chief Justiciar of Praamis, want such a thing? Blackmail is as much a crime as theft and violence. You would make me a criminal, just like you?”

Ilanna shrugged. “I don’t care if you use it or not. Burn the damned thing for all I care. But I have delivered my end of the bargain. Now it is time for you to uphold yours.”

The Duke sighed. “I am a man of my word.”

“Remember that, Duke Phonnis.” Ilanna’s words held a menacing edge. “You swore you would accept surrender.”

“So I did,” the Duke growled. “And you’d better pray to whichever gods you worship I don’t forget it.”
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Chapter 22


Ilanna strode through the streets near Old Town Market, hood thrown back, face bare for all to see. Her fingers ached to seize her daggers, but she kept her hands by her side. No sense drawing the wrong sort of attention.

The thought made her chuckle. The insignia of House Hawk was emblazoned in gilded thread across her back, and she wore her bracer. Any Foxes, Grubbers, or Hounds would know her immediately. Even the most thick-headed thug in the Bloody Hand should recognize her.

As if on cue, four men moved toward her. She didn’t need to see their narrowed eyes, bared teeth, or rough clothing to identify them as Voramians. When she spotted a second group moving to cut off her retreat, she knew she had them.

She broke into a jog, darting through the crowded streets without hurry. The thugs picked up their paces as well. By the time she turned into a side alley, ten Voramians pursued her, a pair of Hound Journeymen and a Fox apprentice in tow. Ilanna grinned.

Time to make this interesting.

She poured on the speed now. Her feet flew through the debris of the alleyway, and she laughed. How wonderful it felt to run free once more.

An angry shout echoed behind her. “Get her!”

She cast a glance backward. More thugs had joined in the chase. She kept her pace slow enough to stay within their line of sight yet ever out of reach. Through the twisting, winding alleys of Praamis she led her pursuers. By the time she reached the Warehouse District, nearly twenty Voramians and a handful of Foxes and Hounds pursued her.

The open door of a warehouse beckoned to her. She grimaced as the reek of fish slapped her face, but she hurtled into the unlit building. The thud, thud of heavy boots echoed in the building behind her. She slowed to a halt before the crumbled remains of a staircase. Wooden walls and piles of crates blocked her exit.

She whirled on her pursuers, now drawing her dagger.

“Got you now, girlie!” The foremost thug, a fellow with the heavy jowls and dull eyes of a bulldog waved his club at her. “No escaping us.” At his command, the twenty-odd men spread out to hem her in.

Ilanna gave him a sweet smile. “Funny, I was thinking precisely the same thing. You might want to consider throwing down your weapons and surrendering.”

“What?” He stared down at her, confusion twisting his face. “You expect us to surrender to you? Not bloody likely!”

“You sure?” Ilanna leaned against a nearby stack of crates. “Seems like the smart choice.”

With a growl, the bulldog-faced man advanced on her.

Ilanna shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

A platoon of blue-robed Arbitors rushed from their hiding places. One squad darted toward the door, cutting off the Bloody Hand’s escape. The rest engaged the enemy.

The big man charged Ilanna, hurling curses at her. She stood her ground, as Errik had taught her. The Voramian’s vicious sweep of the club should have crushed her skull. Solid wood met empty air as Ilanna flowed to her left, ducking the blow. She slammed her dagger between his ribs and leapt out of reach of his follow-up attack. The thug gasped, coughed blood, and stumbled. His legs gave way and he crashed into a pile of crates. He didn’t get back up.

Pulling her dagger free, Ilanna turned her attention to the skirmish. The Voramians fought with the vicious brutality expected of street toughs. More than a few Arbitors fell beneath the powerful blows of oaken clubs. Yet the Bloody Hand proved no match for the Arbitors’ breastplates, conical helmets, and steel swords. Within a matter of minutes, the last of the thugs threw down his dagger and surrendered to the Arbitors.

She strode over to Captain Rodar, the Arbitor commanding the platoon. “How many does this make?”

Captain Rodar’s jaw clenched. “We’ve got at least forty either incapacitated or incarcerated.”

Ilanna nodded. Her shoulders tightened as she caught sight of two bodies near the door. “Damn it, Captain!” She knelt over the bodies. Blood stained the white-trimmed robes of a Hound Journeyman. The gaunt corpse clad in Fox orange couldn’t have been older than ten or twelve.

Her throat constricted, and she closed her eyes. I’m sorry. They’d died because of her.

Standing, she whirled on Captain Rodar. “The Duke gave his word!”

“To allow any who threw down their weapons to surrender.” Captain Rodar thrust his chin toward the daggers still gripped in the lifeless hands. “Looks like these two were more inclined to fight than face the King’s justice.”

Ilanna sighed. I’d do the same, were I in their place. The Guild had no reason to trust the Duke. They knew him as the man who had pursued, captured, and executed their comrades. Given a choice, she would fight rather than face death by the hangman’s noose or the Field of Mercy.

But she had no choice, and neither did they. If the Guild was to survive the Bloody Hand, they would have to surrender to the Duke. Better alive and waiting a trial—one with little to no evidence of their crimes—than dead.

“It’s not like we can tell them apart, anyway,” one of the Arbitors muttered. “Gutter scum all look alike.”

Ilanna spun toward the man, eyes blazing. Her grip on her dagger tightened until leather creaked. The Arbitor met her with his gaze, cold, cruel amusement on his face. Only the forty Arbitors beside him prevented Ilanna from hurling herself at him.

“Look at their clothing,” she snarled through gritted teeth. She slashed a strip of cloth from the edge of the Hound’s robes and hurled it at him. The bloodstained fabric splashed wetly against his face. “See there? The colors. That’s how you tell a fellow Praamian from a gods-damned Voramian.”

Disdain flashed across the Arbitor’s face. Before he could retort, Captain Rodar snapped a command. “Wardell, Havan, check the door. The rest of you, hide the bodies.”

With a sneer for Ilanna, the Arbitor saluted the Arbitor Captain and strode toward the door.

Captain Rodar spoke in a low, firm voice. “The Duke has given his word of honor that your comrades be allowed to surrender, but I will not put the lives of my men in jeopardy.”

Ilanna drew in a deep breath. “Understood.” Every syllable required conscious self-restraint. The Arbitors tolerated her presence because of her arrangement with the Duke. She had no doubt every one of them wanted to clap her in irons and see her swing, and not only because she belonged to the Night Guild. Word had spread through their ranks that she was the one who had broken into Lord Auslan’s mansion. Her actions had humiliated them all. They would let the Bloody Hand murder her without a second thought. Only the Duke’s terse instructions to keep her alive held them back.

That, and the fact that she knew the way into the Guild tunnels. They needed her alive and conscious. For now.

“Get your men ready,” she told Captain Rodar. “I’ll be back in a few minutes with another batch to deal with.”

*     *     *

“This is taking too Keeper-damned long!” Captain Rodar wiped his sword clean on the robes of a fallen thug. “We’ve been at this all day.”

“And we’ve taken a score of prisoners, with at least thrice that number slain. With no more than a handful of injuries among your men.” Ilanna crossed her arms. “Seems like the sort of odds you’d favor.” She left the insult unspoken. No sense antagonizing the Arbitors. They could, and probably would, turn on her at any moment.

“But this last group was far too small.” He motioned to the handful of corpses and the two Journeymen Foxes that sat bound and gagged against the wall. “They know something’s amiss. They have to. There’s no way this many of them go missing without someone noticing.”

Ilanna wanted to believe the Bloody Hand would prove stupid enough to fall into their trap over and over, but that would be too easy. No, sadly, Rhynd was no fool. If he caught even the slightest hint of what they were doing…

“Once more.” She met Captain Rodar’s gaze. “One more try to lure as many of the bastards away from the Night Guild. The more we can capture here, the fewer we’ll have to deal with when we invade the Guild.”

Captain Rodar glared at her. “Quit stalling for time, girl.” His hand rested on his sword. “You’re not going to weasel your way out of this.”

Anger flared in Ilanna’s gut. He was right in one thing: she had no desire to reveal the location of the Guild tunnels to the Duke’s men. If she had any other way, she would take it. But she had made peace with her decision the moment she spoke the words. The Guild’s future depended on her driving out the Bloody Hand. She could deal with the Duke and his pet guards; Rhynd and his ilk would never listen to reason. Or yield to blackmail. The only way she and her friends would survive was by getting rid of the Bloody Hand completely.

Unfortunately, that meant bringing swarms of Arbitors and Praamian Guards into her home. Once she showed them the entrances to the tunnels, the Night Guild would never be safe. There was no turning back.

“Tell me, Captain Rodar, where would you rather fight this battle on the streets you know, or on ground known only to the Guild and the Bloody Hand?” Her lip curled upward. “You seem like an intelligent man and a half-competent commander. Wouldn’t it be worth the effort to lure them into our trap than lead your men into theirs?”

Captain Rodar scowled, fire burning in his eyes. Ilanna knew she shouldn’t provoke him, but she couldn’t help it. The fate of her friends and comrades was out of her hands—angering Captain Rodar gave her at least a shred of control.

She held up a finger. “One more. After that, I will lead you to the Night Guild.”

The Captain’s anger didn’t fade, but he gave a curt nod. “Last chance. We get as many as we get, then you keep your end of the bargain.”

*     *     *

The Arbitors snapped to attention as Duke Phonnis strode into the warehouse. “What’s the delay, Captain?”

Captain Rodar straightened. “Girl insists on going in, sir.”

“Did you tell her—?”

The Arbitor Captain nodded. “Not an icicle’s chance in a fiery hell, sir, but she insists.”

Duke Phonnis turned to Ilanna, who sat on a stack of crates. “There’s no way I’m letting you accompany my men. Your part in all this ends when you show my Arbitors where to find the Guild.”

Ilanna shook her head. “I’m not asking, Duke Phonnis. And once you hear what I have to say, you’ll give the order.”

Duke Phonnis’ face hardened, his upper lip twitching. “Unless you’re Agarre the Giantslayer herself, you’ll be nothing but a liability.”

“You think because I’m a thief I’ll get in the way of your fancy soldiers.” Ilanna sneered. “Well, your shiny breastplates may look wonderful when you’re on parade, but they’re next to useless when attacking the Night Guild. Worse, the clattering armor will alert the Guild you’re coming. All element of surprise will be lost.” She hopped to her feet and pointed to the map sitting on the table before the Duke. “You and your men may know the streets of Praamis, but you know nothing of the tunnels beneath the city.”

The Duke’s eyes widened at the mention of tunnels. Ilanna could read his thoughts: No wonder we couldn’t find the bastards.

She tapped on the map. “The tunnels of the Night Guild are a maze, spreading out beneath the entire city. How long did your men spend wandering through the sewer system searching for me? How much easier do you think it will be to invade a tunnel guarded by men armed and willing to fight for their homes?”

The Duke narrowed his eyes. “What…do you…suggest?” he snarled, teeth gritted.

“I go with your men and show them the safest routes. I keep them away from any traps and surprises the Bloody Hand or Night Guild have set.” She had no idea if any such preparations had been made, but the Duke didn’t need to know that. “I keep your men alive long enough to get rid of the Bloody Hand. There are easily over one hundred Voramians in the tunnels, plus a few hundred Guild members who will be less than pleased to see your faces. Your men go in alone, they’ll get lost. The Bloody Hand will pick them off squad by squad.”

After a moment of tense silence, the Duke nodded. “Captain. She goes with you.”

Captain Rodar stiffened, but held his tongue.

“You have your wish, thief.” The Duke leaned over the map. “Now tell me where I can find the entrances to the Night Guild tunnels.” He glared at her. “All of them.”
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Chapter 23


A thick, tense silence filled the tunnels of the Night Guild. Anxiety radiated in tangible waves from the olive-clad Praamian Guard and the blue-robed Arbitors surrounding her. The pitiful light of the oil lanterns struggled to push back the thick blackness. A quiet drip, drip echoed somewhere in the darkness, lending an eerie atmosphere to the silence of the underground corridors. More than once, the Arbitors and Praamian Guards jumped at sounds only they could hear.

Dread gripped the back of Ilanna’s neck in a vise, fear twisted her stomach. She’d walked the lightless passages a thousand times before, but never like this. Though she told herself it was only a trick of her mind, she imagined monsters leaping out from all around—monsters bearing the faces of the Bloody Hand and her fellow Guild members.

Captain Rodar’s heavy breathing sounded oddly loud beside her. “Steady on, men. Hold your line.”

Two ranks of five Praamian Guards led the invading force. Their rectangular shields, the width of a man and tall enough to reach Ilanna’s chin, could stop a rioting crowd. Behind them came a line of Praamian Guard spearmen, followed by two rows of Arbitors bearing crossbows. All carried short, vicious swords, perfect for close-quarter combat. With Captain Rodar and Ilanna at the rear, their platoon numbered close to thirty. Ten more groups of similar size and structure had entered the other entrances to the Night Guild.

The Duke had laid out his plan: scour every tunnel and root out every Keeper-accursed thug and thief. He’ll find it’s easier said than done, Ilanna thought. During her years as an apprentice, she’d spent hours wandering the labyrinthine passages of the Night Guild. Even now, she knew there were sections yet to explore.

The soldiers moved with far less noise than Ilanna had expected. The Duke had accepted Ilanna’s suggestion and ordered his Arbitors to remove their silver breastplates. They intended to move through the passages as swiftly as possible. Their only hope lay in surprising the Bloody Hand. If the Voramians and the Night Guild organized a proper resistance, both sides could suffer heavy casualties. Ilanna didn’t care if the Duke’s men fell, but she was determined to keep as many Guild members alive as possible.

She tightened her grip on her daggers. Captain Rodar had refused to give her a sword. “I’d sooner trust a serpent in my britches than let you carry a blade.” Even now, she felt his eyes tracking her every move.

The Duke believed he could cleanse the tunnels with three hundred Arbitors and Praamian Guards. Even with all the thugs they’d captured and killed earlier that day, the Bloody Hand numbered well over a hundred strong. Add to that House Hound, House Fox, and the Bloodbears, and the Duke’s forces faced unfavorable odds. The Duke’s insistence that his men’s superior training would carry the day left her uneasy.

Captain Rodar glanced at her. “Which way?” The two spearmen carrying oil lanterns turned the pathetic beams on the intersection ahead.

Ilanna pointed straight. “There.” The blackness seemed impenetrable, thick enough to cut with a knife. The sound of dripping water had fallen silent, leaving only the whining wind shrieking through the passageways.

“Where do the other two lead?” Captain Rodar demanded.

“Outside.” She pointed to the left-hand passage. “That way leads to the Ward of Refuge. The other heads south, toward the Praamian Wall.”

Captain Rodar thought for a moment. “Wardell, Tarlen, guard the rear. No surprises.”

Two of the crossbowmen slipped behind Ilanna. One, the man named Wardell, shot a suspicious glare at her daggers. She twirled the blades between her fingers and grinned at the Arbitor’s flinch.

“Eyes sharp, lads,” Captain Rodar said, passing Tarlen a lantern.

“Aye, Captain.” Tarlen, a grizzled man with thin lips, narrow eyes, and a hooked nose, checked the bolt seated in his crossbow’s stirrup.

Captain Rodar carved an arrow into the tunnel’s hard-packed earth wall. He’d done so at every intersection they’d passed. Ilanna held her tongue. The Captain no doubt had instructions to learn as much of the tunnels as he could. Duke Phonnis would need the information to carry out his plan to eradicate the Night Guild.

One problem at a time, she told herself. First we cleanse the Bloody Hand, then I deal with the Duke.

The Captain barked a hushed order and the platoon advanced. The nervous tension mounted with every step further into the darkened tunnels. Ilanna’s nerves felt strained, ready to snap at any moment. The outer branches of the Guild passageways had no light—a safety precaution in case anyone stumbled upon the tunnel entrances. In a few minutes, they’d reach the alchemical lanterns that illuminated the way toward the Guild’s innermost corridors.

Suddenly, four men strode around the corner—two wearing Fox orange and two in the dull clothing of the Bloody Hand. They halted, shocked, and gaped at the sight of the Praamian Guard and Arbitors. Before they could turn to flee, five crossbows twanged. Ilanna could almost feel the two thunks as the missiles punched into the Foxes. The force of impact hurled the small men backward.

Two bolts slammed into one Bloody Hand thug, dropping him in his tracks. The final Voramian managed a half-turn when the metal-tipped bolt tore through his abdomen. He lay on the ground, groaning, blood seeping onto the hard-packed earth. One of the Praamian Guards silenced him with a sword thrust.

“Reload!” Captain Rodar hissed.

Ilanna whirled on him. “You bastard! You killed those Foxes without warning, without a chance to surrender.”

Captain Rodar met her glare without hesitation. “And risk them raising the alarm? You heard the Duke; he won’t risk the lives of my men, and neither will I. If that means killing a few of your ilk to guarantee the element of surprise, I’ll damn well do it.”

Ilanna tightened her grip on her daggers, but the tip of a crossbow bolt against the base of her skull stopped her.

Wardell stood behind her. “Go ahead,” he urged. “Try it, see what happens.”

Ilanna drew in a deep breath and raised her hands. “No more, Captain Rodar,” she growled. “No more of mine die without a chance to surrender.”

The Captain snarled. “You’re not in command here, girl. I have my orders from the Duke.”

“And the Duke said to give the Guild a chance to surrender.” She thrust a finger at the two smaller corpses. “You work for the Chief Justiciar, not a butcher. Remember that.”

Captain Rodar’s scowl deepened. “Back in line, thief.” He turned his back on her and gave the order to advance.

Ilanna ached to drive her dagger into his unarmored back. But killing Captain Rodar wouldn’t save her friends. She had to go along, for now. She would do what she could to save her fellow Guild members.

She tried not to look at the two bodies, but couldn’t help it. It seemed their wide, sightless eyes followed her down the tunnel. She swallowed the acidic bite of guilt and forced herself to continue.

Thirty paces farther, they reached the alchemical lanterns. Ilanna’s gut clenched. No turning back now.

She led them right at the next intersection. This particular tunnel led directly to House Bloodbear. She had no idea where to find the Bloody Hand, but she knew the Night Guild’s strong-arms represented the greatest threat to the invading force.

Doubt nagged at the back of her mind. House Fox and House Grubber encouraged a very practical sense of morality; the Journeymen and apprentices would do whatever it took to survive, honor or nobility be damned. But had Errik convinced the remaining Serpents, Hawks, and Scorpions to surrender? She had to believe he’d kept his word. It was the only way the Duke’s men would let them live. Perhaps even a few Hounds would heed Allon’s advice and throw down their weapons.

The Bloodbears wouldn’t surrender without a fight. They prided themselves on their martial prowess. It didn’t matter that they were all strength and fists with little skill; their number and size made them confident. No doubt the thuggish Voramians would find kindred spirits among the Bloodbears. House Bloodbear had to be cleared before the Duke’s men moved on to the rest of the Guild.

Around the corner came a trio of Grubber Journeymen, followed by a gaggle of their apprentices. Their eyes flew wide at the sight of the Praamian Guards and Arbitors.

“Wait!” Ilanna called out. “Don’t run!” It didn’t matter that the Grubbers were filthy and malnourished—the Duke’s men would cut them down without hesitation.

The foremost Grubber squinted at her. “Journeyman Ilanna?”

Ilanna recognized him as Pawel, one of the Grubbers who had helped Jarl dig the tunnel beneath Lord Auslan’s mansion.

“Don’t run!” Ilanna shoved her way through the ranks of crossbowmen and spearmen. “Don’t fight, and they won’t harm you.”

Pawel’s eyes darted to the Arbitors and Praamian Guards then back to her. He seemed at a loss for words, but his accusatory expression spoke volumes.

She gritted her teeth against the surge of guilt. “Surrender and live, Pawel. There’s nothing else to be done.”

A tense moment passed before Pawel nodded. “Aye.” He raised his hands, nodding for his fellows to do likewise. “Ye’ll get no fight from us.”

The shield ranks opened, and the spearmen surrounded the Grubbers. Within minutes, the Journeymen and apprentices lay gagged and hog-tied. “Wardell, keep an eye on them,” Captain Rodar ordered. “We’ll be back when this is all done.”

The Arbitor nodded and trained his crossbow on the captives.

Ilanna turned away from Pawel. The hatred and betrayal burning in his eyes made her want to vomit. She’d done what she must—not only for her sake, but for the Guild’s. She could bear the burden of their enmity if it meant she and her friends survived.

They advanced more slowly now, their formation tight, every man in the platoon tense. They’d gone fewer than twenty steps when a large band of men came striding down a long, straight section of corridor. Ilanna recognized a few Foxes, Hounds, and even one Scorpion, but most wore the robes of the Bloody Hand. A five-man company, or fist, of Bloodbears brought up the rear.

The oncoming men stopped as they caught sight of the foremost soldiers. The Guild members hesitated, but the Bloody Hand thugs drew swords and charged, roaring at the top of their lungs. The Foxes and Hounds followed a few steps behind, but with far less enthusiasm.

“Kneel!” Captain Rodar’s voice cut through the din. In unison, the shield-bearers knelt and rested their shields on the ground.

“Aim!” Ten crossbowmen raised bows to their shoulders, aiming over the rims of the lowered shields.

“Fire!” Bowstrings twanged, and ten bolts sped toward the charging thugs.

Four Voramians dropped without a sound, the bolts punching through their tunics, jerkins, and leather armor with the force of a kicking mule. Two more stumbled backward, shrieking in pain. A tall, bearded thug collapsed atop a smaller Fox, bearing him to the ground. The Voramian didn’t rise—blood gushed from his chest, staining the struggling man beneath him.

The remaining Bloody Hand thugs and Bloodbears rushed on without pause, but the Scorpion, Hounds, and Foxes hesitated.

“Night Guild, throw down your weapons and surrender!” Ilanna shouted as loud as she could. “No Praamian needs die today.”

The Bloody Hand and Bloodbears howled with glee, as if they expected the offer to accept surrender meant the Duke’s men had come for prisoners.

“Stand! Hold the wall!” The Praamian Guard moved with precision attained through years of training. The charging thugs hadn’t taken four steps before the front ranks stood, raised their shields, and braced for impact.

Close to twenty thugs—Praamian and Voramian—slammed into the shield wall. The foremost rank of Praamian Guards were pushed back a step, but the next rank held fast. The olive-clad guardsman ducked behind their shields as the Bloody Hand and Bloodbears attacked with clubs, short swords, and axes.

The shield wall had teeth. Long-bladed spears darted forward, piercing arms, eyes, and throats. The foremost Praamian Guards drove their short swords between gaps in the shield wall. The blades spilled guts, severed tendons, and shredded muscle. Within a few hammering heartbeats, more than a dozen thugs lay dead or bleeding.

“Back!” Captain Rodar shouted.

With military precision, the shield ranks took a single step back, opening a gap. The Bloodbears and Bloody Hand thugs stumbled forward, straight onto the blades of the stabbing spears. The crossbowmen fired at any heads, faces, and limbs that appeared over the shield wall. More Voramians and Bloodbears fell screaming. The foremost ranks of Praamian Guards struggled to maintain their footing as the ground grew slick with blood.

Ilanna’s eyes sought out the Foxes, Hounds, and the single Scorpion at the rear of the battle. She read the hesitation in their eyes; they were thieves, trackers, and poisoners, not warriors.

“Surrender!” she cried again. “Throw down your weapons and live!”

Please! she begged in her mind. She had no problem seeing the Bloodbears die—the gods knew House Bloodbear had inflicted more than its share of torments on her, on the rest of the Guild, and on Praamis. Though none of the other Guild Houses could be called “innocent”, they didn’t deserve to die like this.

The Scorpion threw down his short sword and raised his hands. “I surr—”

“Traitor!” one of the Hounds snarled. His sword flashed up and down in a vicious chop, cleaving through the back of the Scorpion’s neck, silencing him forever.

The Foxes watched the Scorpion fall with terror in their wide eyes. They shrank back from the Hounds. Ilanna read the uncertainty staining their faces. They wanted to surrender, but feared being murdered by their own. She could only watch, helpless, as the Foxes drew their own daggers and charged into the fray.

“No!” Horror writhed in Ilanna’s gut. The Praamian Guards and Arbitors chopped through the Bloody Hand and Bloodbears with ruthless efficiency. When the first rank of shield-bearers caved, the second rank stepped forward to plug the gap. The foremost line of crossbowmen drew swords and reinforced the spearmen.

A feeling of hopelessness washed over Ilanna as the guards tore through the unarmored thugs, then moved on to the Hounds and Foxes. The screams and cries of the wounded and dying men on both sides pierced her to the core.

She had done this.

Within a minute, all but two had died. The survivors, both wearing the orange-trimmed robes of House Fox, hurled their daggers away and fell to their knees, weeping and begging for mercy. They showed no sign of resisting as the Praamian Guards restrained and bound them.

Ilanna stared wide-eyed at the Scorpion’s corpse. Even through the mask of blood staining his pale features, she recognized him—Skeld, a Journeyman only a few years older than she. He had completed his Undertaking the same year as Prynn. And now he lay dead, butchered by his comrades.

“Surprised?” Disdain twisted Captain Rodar’s face. “You expected more from a bunch of criminals?”

Ilanna wanted to hurl an insult in his face, but couldn’t summon the anger. Gone was the morbid sense of satisfaction she’d felt at the Bloodbears’ deaths. Only sorrow and regret remained as she stared at the corpses of the Foxes and Hounds.

How many Journeymen and apprentices had died because of her? How many more would fall before it was done? Once, not long ago, Bryden had accused her of “bringing nothing more than turmoil and misery” to the Night Guild. Those angry words, spoken so long ago, had proven true.
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Chapter 24


“Hold the line, damn it!” Captain Rodar steadied a stumbling Arbitor and shoved him back into the melee. “Don’t let them through!”

Ilanna darted into the press of men and lashed out with her dagger. The blade pierced the throat of a Bloody Hand thug, sending blood gushing over the Praamian Guard at his feet. Before she could help the fallen guard up, two Bloodbears leapt on top of him and drove long, wicked daggers into his unarmored chest twice, thrice, over and over. Ilanna barely managed to backpedal before the Bloody Hand and Bloodbears surged through the ragged gap in the ranks.

The skirmish—how many have we survived now?—raged fewer than twenty paces from the massive double doors of House Bloodbear. The fighting had taken its toll on the Duke’s men. The first row of shields had fallen, brought down by a surge of thugs and buried beneath stomping feet. Two of the spearmen lay dead, a third bleeding. The crossbowmen had resorted to stabbing and hacking with their short swords. All of the Praamian Guards in the front rank bore wounds, many grievous, and none of the Arbitors had escaped injury.

Even as she caught her breath, a Fox leapt over the front row of shields to crash atop a crossbowman. The thief’s blade laid open the man’s throat. He leapt to his feet and charged her, hatred in his gaze and a cry of “Traitor!” echoing from his lips.

Fear, mixed with a generous helping of guilt, slowed Ilanna’s reaction. Even as she tried to raise her dagger, she knew it would be too late.

Captain Rodar’s sword hacked the Fox’s legs out from beneath him. Another vicious chop buried the blade in the thief’s head. Ilanna winced as blood splattered, staining her dark Hawk robes. The Fox fell on his back, staring up at her as life fled his eyes.

Ilanna turned away. The burden of her actions grew heavier with every Guild death. She had saved more than a few Scorpions, Serpents, Grubbers, and even a few Foxes and Hounds. House Bloodbear seemed determined to fight to the death. None had surrendered; only those bludgeoned to senselessness had been taken captive. For the first time since the attack on the Night Guild, she felt relief that so few Hawks had survived. She couldn’t stand to see her comrades killed.

She knelt and retrieved the fallen Arbitor’s sword. Captain Rodar glared at her, but he had no time to protest. A fresh wave of Bloodbears slammed against the remaining shield wall. The Praamian Guards held fast, chopping and stabbing with their short blades, but even Ilanna’s inexperienced eye could see they were a heartbeat from buckling.

“We have to fall back, Captain!” she shouted.

“No!” Captain Rodar snarled and hacked down another Voramian. “We hold our ground. Reinforcements will—”

“You won’t live long enough to be reinforced!” Ilanna deflected a Hound dagger and sent her own hurtling back. The left-handed throw bounced off the Journeyman’s forehead, staggering him but not bringing him down. In that instant, a Praamian Guard buried his spear in the Hound’s gut. The man—she recognized him as Journeyman Idrian—fell screaming.

“She ain’t wrong, Captain!” one of the Arbitors shouted over the din of battle. “Without Wardell and Tarlen, we can’t hold much longer.”

Captain Rodar gritted his teeth. After a moment of hesitation, he shouted. “Back!”

To their credit, the Praamian Guard didn’t break their line. They took one smooth step back, over the bodies of their fallen comrades, but the wall of shields remained intact. The Bloody Hand and Bloodbears stumbled forward, then leapt back to evade the follow-up thrust of spears and swords they’d learned to fear. They tensed for a charge, but the Praamian Guards kept retreating, one slow step at a time, their wary eyes never leaving their foes.

Shouts of triumph and mocking jeers followed them through the tunnels. Captain Rodar’s face tightened with every step. “Swordsman take it!” He growled in his throat.

“Better to step back than die where you stand, Captain,” Ilanna said.

“Spoken like a thief,” Captain Rodar spat.

Ilanna didn’t rise to the insult. She welcomed the respite from killing her comrades. She could chop down Bloodbears and the Keeper-accursed Bloody Hand all day long, but every Fox, Hound, and Grubber death drove another spike into her chest. The burden of guilt grew every time another Praamian fell.

The sound of booted feet echoed through the tunnels. It came from behind them.

“Rear attack!”

Ice flooded Ilanna’s veins as she whirled and raised her sword to defend herself. The short blade weighed more than her rapier, the balance completely wrong. But she had no time to find another weapon. She could only pray she remembered Errik’s lessons.

Instinct screamed at her to stop. “Wait!” She leapt between the onrushing foes and Captain Rodar’s men.

Captain Rodar raised his sword, but Ilanna spread her arms wide. “These are our allies.”

Ten Journeymen—eight men and two women—wearing the green-trimmed robes of House Serpent fixed her with venomous, hate-filled glares.

“What have you done, Ilanna?” the foremost, a Journeyman she recognized as Verum, demanded. “Bringing the Watcher-damned Praamian Guard and Arbitors? When Errik told us what you said—”

“What would you have done, Verum?” She met his furious glare with icy resolve. She wouldn’t let them see how she truly felt. They needed to believe that she believed she was doing the right thing. “I couldn’t very well drive the Bloody Hand out by myself. Not with the Bloodbears, Hounds, and Foxes working with them.”

“Not all,” Verum corrected. “Half the Foxes have barricaded themselves in the Den, refusing to fight. The Bloodbears have been beating at the doors for over an hour. Were they not so distracted here…”

“And the Grubbers?” she asked.

“Spineless as expected.” Verum shook his head. “Fighting when they must, surrendering when they can, hiding in their holes to avoid the fight.”

Ilanna nodded. Better than I could hope. Without the Foxes and Grubbers, the Bloody Hand and their allies in House Hound and Bloodbear numbered only a few dozen more than the combined Arbitors and Praamian Guards. Given how many had fallen in the last hours, her hopes of cleansing the Guild could still be realized.

She glanced over Verum’s shoulder. “Is this all of you?”

The Serpent winced. “A few more holding House Hawk and House Scorpion.”

Captain Rodar shouldered her aside. “Throw down your weapons and surrender to the King’s justice.”

“Not gonna happen.” Verum tightened his grip on his twin swords and studied the Duke’s men. “Eighteen of you and ten of us. I’d take those odds any day. More so, given you’ve an army of Bloodbears and Bloody Hand not twenty paces down that tunnel.”

Captain Rodar’s face paled a shade, but he stepped forward.

“They’re on our side, Captain.” Ilanna slithered around the bulky Arbitor to stand between him and the Serpents.

“They’re thieves,” Captain Rodar sneered, “just like you. Not a chance I’ll accept any of you are on our side.”

“We’re assassins, actually.” Verum bared his teeth in a vicious grin.

Ilanna shot a glare at Verum before turning back to Captain Rodar. “They want the Bloody Hand out of these tunnels as much as you do. For now, that means we’re working toward a common goal.” Captain Rodar opened his mouth to retort, but she cut him off. “Try to arrest them and I guarantee they’ll cut you down where you stand. You might take a few with you, but there’s no way your wounded, tired men can defeat ten Serpents.”

The Arbitors and Praamian Guards bristled, tightening their grips on their weapons.

“Or,” she continued, “you can let them fight the Bloody Hand and Bloodbears for you. You can always try to arrest them later.”

She turned to Verum. “Can you get around behind them? Flank them, catch them from the rear?”

The Serpent scrunched his face. “I think so. Give us ten minutes to get in place.”

Ilanna nodded. She ached to ask about Errik, but not where Captain Rodar could hear. No sense revealing her friend’s location to the Duke’s man.

“Fight well, Hawk.” Verum winked and led the Serpents away.

Captain Rodar took a half-step forward, then caught himself. With a resigned expression, he turned to his men. “If these bastards are half as good as they think they are, we’ve a chance of getting through. Let’s hope Loralt and his platoon don’t dawdle.”

Eighteen Arbitors and Praamian Guards took up their positions: a row of shields in the front, swords behind, and a third row wielding long spears. A ragged formation, but it would have to suffice until Lieutenant Loralt arrived with reinforcements.

After a few minutes respite, the Captain gave the order to advance. He turned a glare on Ilanna. “You’d better pray they come through, thief. You’re as good as dead if they don’t.”

Ilanna shrugged. “They’ll be there.” She could only hope the Serpents found a clear path behind the Bloodbears and Bloody Hand.

Ten paces up the path, they ran into a group of thugs—Praamian and Voramian—charging down the tunnels. The cries of the Bloody Hand and Bloodbears set the earthen walls trembling. A group of grim-faced Hounds followed, with skittish, hesitant Foxes in the rear. More than a few of the orange-robed Journeymen fled before the two forces collided.

The thugs barreled into the shield walls with flying clubs and flashing swords and daggers. Steel and wood collided with unarmored flesh. A pair of Bloody Hand thugs buried a Praamian Guard beneath their bulk. The shield wall collapsed as another olive-clad guardsman stumbled over a slain thug. The line of swordsmen held. Barely.

The Praamian Guards abandoned their spears and waded into the fray with darting blades. Their discipline held, but the fury of the Bloody Hand and Bloodbears threatened to engulf them. Ilanna’s chest tightened. They wouldn’t survive much longer.

An enraged shout echoed behind the wall of attackers. Ten Serpents lent their blades and skill to the battle, falling on the Bloody Hand and traitorous Guild members from behind. The Foxes threw down their weapons in surrender. The Hounds met the charge with drawn steel.

No one could accuse House Hound of cowardice, but they were bounty hunters and trackers. House Serpent trained their Journeymen and apprentices to bring death. The assassins in green-trimmed robes hacked through their Hound comrades with only one casualty. Though they attempted to disable and incapacitate, the Serpents killed when necessary. The Hounds lay dead or unconscious before the Bloodbears realized the danger.

The Journeymen of House Serpent fought the Bloodbears without mercy. They made no attempt to incapacitate or disable, but cut down the men in red-trimmed robes where they stood. Ilanna felt a grim satisfaction to watch the Bloodbears fall. Every one of them reminded her of Sabat’s cruelty. The Guild would be better off with one fewer House.

The arrival of the Serpents caught the Bloody Hand off-guard as well. More than a few turned toward the screams and shouts behind them. The distraction cost the Voramians dearly. The Praamian Guards and Arbitors drove into the ranks of thugs, short swords flashing. Within minutes, the tunnel stood empty save for the Duke’s men and the nine remaining Serpents.

“Go!” Ilanna called to Verum before Captain Rodar tried to have them arrested. “Reinforce House Hawk and House Scorpion.”

Verum gave a salute of his bloodstained blade and sprinted away, his Serpents in tow.

Captain Rodar’s glare could have melted steel. Ilanna spoke before he could. “They’re better off turning their blades on the Bloodbears and Bloody Hand. You’ve few enough men as is.”

As if on cue, Lieutenant Loralt’s platoon charged around a bend in the tunnels.

“Captain!” The lieutenant saluted with a fist over his heart.

“Loralt, how goes the fighting?” Captain Rodar demanded.

“Better than anticipated, Captain. Third Platoon holds the House of Grubbers, and Tenth Platoon should have dealt with the last of the Hounds.”

“Seventh and Eighth?” The two platoons had taken heavy losses outside Master Gold’s chambers.

“Holding, sir,” Loralt said. “They’ve pushed back the Voramians, and most of the Guild have fled into the big room.”

“The Menagerie?” Ilanna asked.

The lieutenant cast a disdainful glance at her. “Sure.”

Ilanna turned to Captain Rodar. “Once House Bloodbear falls, the Menagerie is the last real obstacle. The Serpents will deal with the remaining Bloody Hand in House Scorpion and House Hawk.” She had no doubt Verum and his men could evade the Arbitors and Praamian Guards. “If your other companies—”

“You’re letting the thief tell you what to do?” Lieutenant Loralt’s eyebrows shot up.

“This thief is the only one who knows how to navigate these damned tunnels,” Ilanna retorted. “Who knows how many of you I’ve saved? Unless you enjoy wandering lost for hours.”

“Enough!” Captain Rodar’s voice cracked like a whip. “She’s our guide, Loralt. And I’m giving the commands.” He loomed over Ilanna. “Which way to this Menagerie?”

Ilanna hesitated a moment before nodding toward the left-hand passage. “There.”

Lieutenant Loralt crooked a thumb over his shoulder. “First Platoon’s a few minutes behind, Captain.”

Captain Rodar shook his head. “We move now. They’ll catch up.”

Smart man. The less time the Bloody Hand had to dig in, the easier it would be to root them out.

Dread sat like a stone in the pit of her stomach. The fight in the Menagerie would be brutal and bloody at best. If Rhynd pulled his men back into the big room, he’d have enough to hold the three entrances. The Arbitors and Praamian Guards would eventually break through, but the Voramians would take a toll in blood for every step they gave.

More Praamians would die for the Bloody Hand’s greed.
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Captain Rodar signaled a halt as they rounded the corner. The double doors to the Menagerie stood twenty paces away, shut and no doubt barred from the inside. Row after row of hastily erected barricades—furniture from the various Houses—blocked the path. Almost seventy Bloody Hand, Bloodbears, and Hounds crouched behind the obstructions.

“Shields, forward!”

Three ranks of shield-bearing Praamian Guards stepped forward. Captain Rodar had absorbed Loralt’s platoon into the ragged remnants of his own. Two lines of spearmen stepped close behind, flanked on either side by fifteen men wielding crossbows. The defenders outnumbered the Duke’s men, and they held the barricade.

A few Hounds loosed crossbow bolts at the approaching Arbitors and Praamian Guards. Most of the missiles clattered off the enormous rectangular shields, but one bolt zipped through a gap in the shield wall. The missile punched through a Praamian Guard’s breastplate, sinking into bone and muscle. The olive-clad man fell with a cry. Fifteen crossbows, fired from each end of the line, replied, and the enemy archers went down, caught in the crossing fire.

As the crossbowmen reloaded, the shield wall advanced at a slow, steady pace. Something dark hurtled through the air to shatter against the center of the front rank. Acid hissed, and men screamed as the reek of burning wood, metal, and flesh rose into the air. House Scorpion’s concoctions, no doubt taken by force, did their wicked work. Three Praamian Guards fell, shrieking and wiping frantically at the liquid eating through their clothes, hair, and skin.

“Now!”

The shield wall split down the center, and a column of spearmen charged through the gap. The longer spears enabled the Praamian Guards to attack over the barricade. The Bloodbears and Hounds holding the foremost rank tried in vain to stem the advance. They died where they stood, never giving a step.

The foremost rank of Praamian Guards advanced, and the spearmen slipped back behind the shield wall. With a slow, steady rhythm, the Duke’s men advanced around and over the obstacles of the first barricade. A few haphazard bolts whistled toward them, slamming into the shields or flying high as the increasing panic of the untrained men impaired their aim. Before the opposing forces could take advantage of the momentary disorder caused by crossing the first barricade, the Praamian Guards and Arbitors had formed a new battle line.

At Captain Rodar’s barked order, the shield-bearers knelt and the crossbowmen fired. The thugs holding the next row of barricades died beneath a fresh wave of bolts. The Praamian Guards’ spears finished off the survivors.

Pace by pace, the Duke’s men drove the Bloody Hand and Night Guild back. Blood, guts, and fluids emptied from loosening bowels turned the hard-packed earth slick. The cries of the wounded and dying grew louder as the Arbitors and Praamian Guards advanced. Relentless, inexorable, unforgiving. Those who resisted died; too few threw down their weapons in surrender.

Captain Rodar and Lieutenant Loralt shouted orders, reforming the battle lines each time it threatened to break. When a man in the front rank fell, the rank behind stepped forward to fill the gap. The men in the rear ranks dragged the wounded to the relative safety of the rear. The Duke’s men climbed over the barricades or simply smashed through them. The thugs, thieves, and bounty hunters stood no chance against the Duke’s disciplined guards. By the time Captain Rodar’s platoon reached the final row of barricades—the largest and most heavily defended—they’d lost eight men to the Bloody Hand and Night Guild’s thirty.

“Throw down your weapons!” Ilanna called to the handful of Foxes and Hounds casting uneasy glances at the larger Bloodbears and Bloody Hand thugs. “Surrender and you will be allowed to live.”

“Stand where you are!” roared a massive Voramian. “First man to desert his post dies.”

“Is that how you want the Guild run?” Ilanna thrust a finger at the huge thug. “Commanded like common scum, threatened, and killed? You are Journeymen of the Night Guild. You do not answer to the accursed Bloody Hand.”

Her words had little effect. A few of the Foxes on the outermost edges of the barricades sprinted away, but the rest remained in place. The Bloody Hand had instilled such fear in them that they would choose death over disobedience. Perhaps they believed the Bloody Hand could win. They still outnumbered Captain Rodar’s platoon.

Ilanna sighed. They’ve no idea what’s coming for them.

A tense silence hung thick in the tunnels. For a single heartbeat, not a muscle moved. The world seemed to hold its breath.

Captain Rodar’s command shattered the stillness. “Advance!”

The Praamian Guard marched toward the barricade, their shield wall thinned but holding. The Bloody Hand met them with defiant battle cries and insults.

Chaos and death reigned in the Night Guild. The din of battle echoed from the hard-packed earthen walls. Men shouted, screamed, and wailed. Swords rose and fell, severing fingers, biting into flesh, and piercing organs. Bones shattered beneath the impact of wooden clubs. The stink of blood and dying men filled the tunnels. Praamian Guards and Arbitors fell beside thieves and thugs.

The doors of the Menagerie flew open and out spilled scores of Bloody Hand and Bloodbears. Men clad in Arbitor blue and Praamian Guard olive appeared from side passages and clashed into the ranks of defenders from either side. The thugs, facing forward to attack the organized line, were caught off-guard. The Bloody Hand fell by the score, the Night Guild falling with them.

Ilanna hung back from the battle, seeking her opening. Captain Rodar’s attention remained firmly fixed on the battle, but Lieutenant Loralt never took his eyes from her. His sword hovered a hand’s breadth from her back. If she tried to run, he would cut her down before she took three steps.

She could hold her own in a street fight, but this was battle on a much grander scale than she could comprehend. She could do nothing but stand and watch as Praamians and Voramians hacked each other to pieces.

Her opening came when the lieutenant rushed to plug a gap in the ranks of spearmen. Without hesitation, Ilanna darted backward and down the corridor. Captain Rodar’s furious shout echoed behind her. Half-expecting to hear Arbitors in pursuit, she poured on the speed.

Darting around a corner, she charged down a side tunnel that led toward House Hound. She could cut through the narrow side passages already cleared by the Duke’s men, skirt the tunnels near House Hound, and find her way to House Hawk. She had to hope all the Arbitors and Praamian Guards had joined the battle at the Menagerie. If she ran into a platoon now, they would arrest or kill her on sight.

The Mistress’ luck favored her. She had only the bodies of fallen thugs, thieves, and guards for companions as she sprinted through the tunnels. Hope soared within her. If she could get to House Hawk, she could climb the Perch and slip out the window at the top. The Duke’s men would never catch her on the Hawk’s Highway. She had to reach her safe house and retrieve the item she’d taken from the Duke’s cabinet in Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s vault. It would save the Night Guild. At least she hoped it would.

The clash of weapons grew louder as she approached House Hawk. Ten Bloodbears battered at the double doors to the Aerie, while a dozen Bloody Hand thugs fought off three men in the green-trimmed robes of Serpents. A handful of corpses—most Voramian, but two familiar Serpent faces—littered the ground.

Fury raged within Ilanna’s chest. The Bloody Hand had tortured and killed Prynn, burned down her home with Ria and Kodyn still in it, and murdered dozens of her comrades and friends. Including Master Hawk. Because of them, too many of the Night Guild had and would die at the hands of the Arbitors and Praamian Guards. How many more would swing from a noose or drown in the Field of Mercy? The Duke wouldn’t simply release them. He held the Night Guild in his hands; he would use the opportunity to cleanse the city. All because the Bloody Hand wanted to expand their power to Praamis.

She would not let that stand. She charged with a piercing scream, hurling two throwing daggers. A Voramian fell, gagging on the steel buried in his throat. She ducked beneath the wild swing of a club and hacked the thug’s leg open. The thug fell with a scream, dark blood gushing from the severed artery. She parried a blow, knocked a second strike wide, and drove the tip of her short sword between her opponent’s ribs.

Instincts honed through years of training with Errik kicked in. She moved with grace and agility, dodging, ducking, and deflecting heavy strikes. Like the Bloodbears, the thugs before her relied on strength and fury instead of skill. She could not meet the Bloody Hand blow for blow, but she could outsmart them. She leapt back, opening a gap in the battle line. The Serpent beside her chopped down the thug that stumbled forward. She deflected the strike aimed at the Serpent’s back and laid open the Voramian’s forearm to the bone. A vicious kick to his face sent him reeling into the Bloodbears.

Ilanna’s arrival gave the Serpents the edge. Within minutes, the Bloody Hand lay at their feet. The Bloodbears dropped their battering ram and drew wooden clubs. Ilanna singled out a big, red-faced Bloodbear wearing a pair of brass knuckles. The weapons reminded her of the days she’d spent avoiding Sabat in the Menagerie. Sabat, then known as Twelve, had destroyed a straw training dummy with a similar pair. Ilanna felt only grim satisfaction as she cut the man down.

Swords flashed. Blood sprayed. Men screamed and fell. The world seemed to slow to a crawl as Ilanna carved her way through the Bloodbears. She watched herself cutting down the men she’d known for years, as cold and unfeeling as a butcher carving up a carcass.

Then there were no more. Those few Bloodbears lucky enough to survive lay on the floor, groaning in pain. Two of the Serpents remained standing; the third had fallen beneath three Bloodbear clubs.

A tremor ran down Ilanna’s arms, setting her knees trembling. She stared down at her bloodstained hands, then at the bodies at her feet. She had done that.

She had killed before—Sabat, the Secret Keepers, Toll, Melinn, and others—but never like this. She’d always done it in self-defense, or to achieve some important end. But how could she say she was saving the Guild if she was killing the very people she claimed to want to protect? Her only consolation lay in the fact that the Bloodbears had sided with the Bloody Hand. It proved little comfort, even for her.

The sounds of fighting echoed down the tunnels behind her, and it snapped her from her trance.

“Go!” Ilanna told the man and woman in green-trimmed robes. Her tongue struggled to form the words. “The Arbitors are going to be coming for me. Don’t be here when they arrive.”

With hate-filled glares, the two Serpents slipped silently down the corridor. Ilanna didn’t blame them. Three of their number lay dead because of her. She had done what she must—for the Night Guild to survive, she’d had no choice but to bring in the Duke’s men—but accusation filled their lifeless eyes all the same.

Though her limbs felt leaden, Ilanna forced herself to move. She clambered over a pile of corpses and pounded on the door to the Aerie. “Open up. It’s me!”

Silence met her ears.

Her gut lurched. Please, let there be survivors!

She cleared the lump from her throat and tried again, louder this time. “It’s Ilanna. Open the gods-damned door!”

“Ilanna?” A muffled voice came through the double doors. “Is it really you?”

Ilanna’s heart leapt. That voice!

The door swung open and a pale face peered out at her. Blood matted the man’s blond hair and stained his beard, but there was no mistaking those sharp eyes.

“Jarl!” She threw herself onto the huge Pathfinder and wrapped her arms around his neck.

Jarl grunted. “Good to see you, too, ’Lanna.”

Ilanna released him. “But…” She gaped. “How? You stopped breathing. I saw you die!”

Jarl nodded. “Close thing, that. Tyman kept me from the Long Keeper’s embrace. Barely.”

Tears brimmed in Ilanna’s eyes. She blinked hard and turned to study the Aerie. Corpses of Bloody Hand and Bloodbear thugs lay piled beneath the Perch. Two lifeless Hawk Journeymen had been placed off to one side.

“Errik got word to us,” Jarl said. “We were ready.”

Ilanna nodded, relief flooding her. “And Errik? Where is he?”

Jarl’s face darkened. “Rhynd has him. Dragged him away, along with Darreth, Allon, Joost, and Ves. Took a handful of his best as well.”

Her original crew. The men who had helped her break into the Coin Counter’s Temple. How could he know that? The traitor, whoever he or she was, had to have told Rhynd.

Jarl’s face went pale beneath the blood, and he pressed a hand to his chest.

“You hurt?” Ilanna asked, reaching for him.

A dark stain spread down Jarl’s clothes. “Not healed from last time.” The wound had nearly killed him. Even now, he looked a heartbeat from collapse.

“You need to rest.” She helped him to a seated position, leaning against the wall. Something on the floor beside him caught her eye, and she picked it up. It was a piece of parchment bearing the image of a woman. She frowned at the familiar features, then her eyes flew wide.

“What in the frozen hells is this?” she demanded.

Of course the features were familiar—the image was supposed to be of her. Someone had done a crude job of recreating her face, like an inept artist struggling to reproduce another’s work of art. But the resemblance was close enough that she recognized herself.

Jarl winced. “Bloody Hand had these. It’s how they knew to look for you.” He closed his eyes. “They knew you were a Hawk. Knew too much about you. Knew too much about everything for that matter.”

Ilanna’s fists clenched. “Everything pointed to Bryden, but—”

“But if Bryden was the traitor, he wouldn’t have let you go.” The man himself, now acting Master Hawk, limped into the room.

“Bryden.”

“Ilanna.” He met her gaze. “What in the bloody hell have you done? The Praamian Guards? Arbitors?”

“What I had to, Bryden,” she said. “It was the only way.”

Bryden shook his head. “I hear you paid a late night visit to Filch. Any luck identifying the traitor?”

“Nothing. They’re clever, whoever they are.”

“We need to be cleverer, then.” Bryden’s brow furrowed.

“Right now, we need to be gone. The Duke’s men are probably on their way here right now.” Ilanna turned to Jarl. “Can you walk?”

The Pathfinder struggled upward, Ilanna lending him a hand. She slung his arm over her shoulder and helped him toward the tunnel that led to Master Hawk’s office.

“You going out the hidden tunnel?” Bryden asked.

“Jarl will never make it up the Perch like this.”

Bryden nodded and limped faster toward Master Hawk’s chambers.

Just then, the door to House Hawk burst open and a score of Arbitors and Praamian Guards poured into the Aerie. Ilanna had a moment to react. “Run,” she hissed at Bryden. Without hesitation, he obeyed.

The Duke’s men surged toward her. Ilanna dropped her sword and held up her hands. Olive-clad Praamian Guards surrounded her and Jarl.

“Easy, boys.” Ilanna spoke in a placating tone. “No one here is going to fight.”

“You got her?” the voice of Captain Rodar echoed in the Aerie. A moment later, the man himself strode through the double doors. His grimace turned to an arrogant grin as his gaze fell on her. “The Night Guild has fallen. Ilanna of House Hawk, I hereby place you under arrest for—”

“I demand to be taken before the King,” she said.

Anger flared in Captain Rodar’s eyes. “You’re in no position to make demands, thief. We’ve orders directly from the Duke himself to—”

Ilanna cut him off. “I have information King Ohilmos will find of great value. Information that could affect the Duke as well.”

Captain Rodar raised an eyebrow. “And you think that grants you an audience with the King? A gods-damned thief?” His mocking laughter rang out. “You’d have better luck convincing a Reckoner to part with his gold.”

Ilanna gritted her teeth. “It is my right as a citizen of—”

Captain Rodar’s punch caught her on the jaw. The world spun about her, and she staggered.

Jarl’s enraged shout brought clarity with her reeling mind. “Jarl, no!” Too late.

The Pathfinder swung a huge fist at Captain Rodar. The Captain went down hard. The Praamian Guard raised their swords to strike Jarl, but Ilanna dragged him back.

“No more death!” she shouted. She spotted Lieutenant Loralt. “I surrender, Lieutenant. Take me into custody, but do not harm my friend.”

The lieutenant sneered. “We have no need to kill your friend. He, like the rest of your lot, will soon face the King’s justice.” At his nod, the Praamian Guards snapped manacles onto Jarl’s wrists and dragged him away.

Ilanna’s heart wrenched to see her friend stagger. Fresh blood leaked from the wound in Jarl’s chest.

Lieutenant Loralt loomed over her, sneering. “For you, little thief, Duke Phonnis has something special in mind.”
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Ilanna blinked as the rough hood was ripped off her head. Bright light blinded her, adding to the pounding in her skull. The Arbitors escorting her through the Guild tunnels and out into the city of Praamis hadn’t hesitated to push her when she slowed, kick her when she stumbled, and yank her to her feet if she didn’t move fast enough. Blood from a split lip filled her mouth; a blow to the base of her spine sent tingles of numbness through her legs. Heavy manacles hung from her wrists.

Her eyes slowly adjusted to the brightness. The final golden rays of afternoon sunlight filtered through windows all around her. She stood in a room of stone, bare of all furniture save a tattered straw tick mattress.

When her eyes fell on the man standing before her, all other thoughts faded.

“We meet again, Ilanna of House Hawk,” Duke Phonnis said in a somber voice. “Though it appears your…status has changed somewhat.”

“I demand to see the King.” Ilanna met his gaze without hesitation. “I have something I believe he will want to hear.”

“I’m certain you do. But didn’t you hear?” He gave her a nasty smile. “You died during the raid on your tunnels. A tragic death for one so young, but such is the way of criminals.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “What are you talking about? When the King finds out where I am—”

“The King has already been told of your death. He actually called it ‘a pity’. A pity!” The Duke shook his head with an incredulous expression. “As if one thief actually mattered.”

Ilanna clenched her jaw. Her plan to save the Night Guild would fail if she remained locked up here. Where is here?

“Take a good look around, girl. Do you not recognize this place?”

She studied the room. Something about it looked familiar. She took in the details: dark tiled floor, stone walls, a section of uneven flooring, a steel grate between her and the Duke. Her eyes went to the window. In the sky, threads of purple and pink blended with bright gold and blue. A chill wind shrieked through the chamber.

Horror twisted in her gut. From where she stood, she could not see the rooftops of Praamis. She had to be up high—above the city.

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “No!”

Duke Phonnis gave her a self-satisfied grin. “Welcome to the Black Spire, thief. Welcome to where it all began.” He pushed open the steel grate and one of the two Arbitors accompanying him unlocked her manacles. The Duke gestured toward the window. “Go ahead. Take a look at your new home.”

Ilanna darted to the window and leaned out. The treetops of the Duke’s garden lay far, far below. She raised her eyes. The city of Praamis spread out around her as far as she could see.

“I’ve remodeled a bit in anticipation of your arrival,” the Duke said, “but most of the Black Spire remains the same.”

She rounded on him. “Why am I here? Why am I not with the rest of the Guild?”

Duke Phonnis tucked his thumbs into his belt. “You’re here because you’re special. Many have tried and failed to break into this tower. But you succeeded. That makes you a thief above the rest of your kind.” His brow furrowed. “You escaped the traps, descended the tower, and evaded my guards. No one saw your face. You left only one sign you were here.” He held up the lead balls she’d used to trigger the lever. “Somehow, these got you out of my traps.”

Ilanna glared. “That doesn’t explain why you have me trapped up here.”

“Because you’re a menace to the security of Praamis.” The Duke’s face reddened. “You proved that when you defeated Lord Auslan’s vault. You found a way through Odarian steel, the most impossibly complex lock ever created, and an impenetrable room. When you did that, you ceased being ‘just one more thief’. For the sake of the city, I could not let that stand.”

“I only did that because you hanged my friends.”

“Thieves!” the Duke shouted back. “I am Chief Justiciar of Praamis. It is my duty to punish your ilk, whenever and wherever I can get my hands on them.”

“You call it justice, but I call it the vendetta of a petty man,” Ilanna snarled. “My breaking into the Black Spire tarnished your perfect reputation. You had to strike back at me to repair the damage done.”

The Duke stiffened. “Your little stunt may have cost me a few clients. The noble men and women may still whisper about your exploits, but I am the Duke of Praamis, brother to the King, and the highest authority in the city. The repercussions were minimal, I assure you.”

“So why am I here?” she demanded. “Why not simply try me with the rest of my comrades?”

The Duke’s face tightened. “Because the person who can steal Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s private ledgers is a danger to the city.” Lines appeared around his mouth and eyes. “Who knows what other potentially ruinous secrets you have found?”

Understanding dawned. “You’re worried I’ll reveal your dark secret to the city, aren’t you?”

“What?” The Duke tried for nonchalance, but the rigidity of his posture told Ilanna she’d struck gold. “I am above reproach. I have no secrets.”

“Perhaps.” Ilanna shrugged. “But the House of Keadanis has a shame it prefers to keep hidden.”

Something dangerous flashed in the Duke’s gaze. “Leave us,” he ordered the guards without looking.

The Arbitors obeyed without hesitation, filing from the room and shutting the door behind them.

The Duke studied her with narrowed eyes. “What do you know?” he demanded, his voice quiet.

Ilanna gave him a smug grin. “I know the Night Guild was founded by your great-great-grandfather. In fact, I believe it was your great-granduncle who became the first Master Gold.”

Duke Phonnis flinched as if struck. “You have no proof.”

“Don’t I?” She raised an eyebrow. “How could I have learned all these things and not come away with some way to prove my words.”

The Duke had no reply.

“Let me see if I’ve figured it out correctly. Your ancestor, King Alladon, feared crime in Praamis was growing out of control. He established the Night Guild to keep the criminals of the city in check. To bring order to the chaos. Right so far?”

The Duke answered with a growl.

“Then, a generation or two ago,” she continued, “one of the Kings decided he could use the Night Guild to keep his nobles in check. Thus was born the list given to the Guild Master by the King. A list of all the nobles who refused to pay for the King’s protection against the Guild. A way for the King to earn revenue to finance his royal projects.”

“Until a certain arrogant thief decided she no longer needed to obey her King,” Duke Phonnis snapped. “The moment you stole from those who had already paid for the King’s protection, you proved the Guild had exceeded its limitations.”

Ilanna’s heart sank. She had stolen from houses on the list, but someone else had taken valuable, sentimental objects the nobles were certain to miss. Whoever had set her up had made sure the nobles would complain to the King. They had used her actions to turn the Duke against the Night Guild.

But who would benefit from such chaos? The Bloody Hand would have waited until the Duke raided the Night Guild before taking over. Either that, or they had expected to turn her over to the Duke as a means of appeasement. With her capture and public execution, the Duke would send a clear message to the Night Guild. The Bloody Hand would have eliminated a dangerous threat, and the Duke would have peace.

That had to be why the evidence against her had shown up on Master Hawk’s desk so soon after the raid. The Bloody Hand had weakened the Night Guild and turned the rest against her. When they arrived to take over, she would have been sitting locked in her cell like a sacrificial goat. They could have delivered her to the Duke that day and made peace.

The pieces began to fall into place in her mind. The sequence of events—from the fire in Old Town Market to the raid on the Guild to the trial—was clearly coordinated by a highly intelligent mind. They simply hadn’t counted on Bryden, the man everyone in the Guild knew hated her, setting her free. Her escape had thrown the Bloody Hand’s plan into disarray. They had scoured the city for her with such diligence because they needed to turn her over to the Duke. They’d never expected she would deliver herself into the Duke’s hands of her own accord.

She turned to the Duke. “I demand a fair trial. Before the Royal Court. You must accuse me of crimes, must prove me guilty before sentencing me to execution.”

The Duke shook his head. “You are not to be executed. Your friends will stand trial at dawn the day after tomorrow. But there is no hangman’s noose to fit your neck.” He motioned at the room around him. “You are to remain my guest. Indefinitely.”

Ilanna’s heart sank. She was on the Duke’s property, surrounded by his private army of Arbitors. Imprisoning her here broke the laws of Praamis, but what did that matter? To everyone outside the Night Guild, she was just one more thief among many. No one would care if she lived or died.

She strode to the window and peered down. Perhaps she could descend the tower as she had long ago. But one glance at the Duke told her the truth. He’d ordered these windows open as a taunt, daring her to try. He knew as well as she that she would never be able to climb down without rope and climbing gear.

“You bastard!” Anger blazed in Ilanna’s gut. “You call yourself a man of honor, but I know the truth, Duke of Praamis. You are the sort of man who traps a thief and leaves him to starve. The sort of man who condemns another to a slow death and calls it justice.”

“It is justice,” the Duke snapped. “My brother may believe your kind necessary for the wellbeing of Praamis, but I know the truth. The Night Guild is a blight, a disease that must be excised. By eliminating you, I am ridding the city of the vermin that plague our streets. Praamis will once again be clean, whole.”

“You think because you get rid of the Guild crime will stop? You truly believe people will stop killing, stealing, and harming others for profit? It is not the Guild that is the plague; it is human nature.” She strode toward the Duke, fists clenched. It didn’t matter that he towered a full head over hear—anger fueled her inner fires now. “Greed, lust, a desire for power: these are the diseases that drive men to evil. The Guild curbs that evil, limits it. By eliminating us, you eliminate all control over the crime in this city.” She spat. “Worse, you’ve given the Bloody Hand exactly what they wanted!”

The Duke shook his head. “The Bloody Hand has been driven from Praamis. We killed every damned one of them.”

“No, you killed every one of the Voramians you found in the Night Guild. But what of Rhynd, their leader? He has fled the Guild with a handful of his men, and my friends in tow. You have failed to cut the head off the snake, Duke Phonnis.”

The Duke shrugged. “He will not escape us for long. I will send my men—”

Ilanna sneered. “Your men couldn’t find their own arses with a full company, a road map, and all the lanterns in Praamis. You failed to find the Night Guild all these years—how in the bloody hell do you think they’ll find Rhynd? Your only hope is to let me out and—”

“Aha!” A smirk twisted the Duke’s lips. “There it is! The real truth comes out. You would say anything to save your skin.”

“And you wouldn’t? You stand there in your self-righteousness, but you are fully prepared to blackmail a High Priest of the Apprentice, all for the sake of your business.”

The Duke grimaced. “I would never!”

This caught Ilanna off-guard.

“Long before you were born,” Duke Phonnis said, “I swore to defend the city of Praamis from all wrongdoing. I would never countenance such underhanded dealing.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. She wanted to insist, but the stubborn light in the Duke’s eyes gave her pause. He truly believed himself above such things. He held the antiquated concept of honor above all else.

She replayed the conversation in the palace over in her mind. The Duke had never asked for leverage to use against Grand Reckoner Edmynd. She had offered it and he’d accepted. But it had all been a façade. He’d accepted because he knew she expected it of him. He’d never cared about the Grand Reckoner. She would never have given him what he really wanted—the location of the Night Guild—any other way. He never intended to simply control the Guild; he wanted to eradicate them. He’d sworn to allow her comrades to surrender because he intended to try them before a court of law. That meant he’d gathered enough evidence to prove most, if not all, guilty. And she’d played into his hands.

“In a way, the city of Praamis owes you a debt of gratitude.” The Duke gave her a cold, tight smile. “Because of you, the King gave the order to invade the Night Guild. Because of you, I have the authority to cleanse Praamis of your ilk. In two days, our city will be free of the Guild. And the stain upon the House of Keadanis will be forever erased.”
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Chapter 27


With the Duke’s words, everything suddenly fell into place. Ilanna had the Duke all wrong. She’d perceived him as a petty man, seeking vengeance for the damage she’d done to his reputation. She thought he’d come after her because her actions harmed his business.

But Duke Phonnis, Chief Justiciar of Praamis, held honor above all. Not only his own personal honor, but that of his family. He perceived the House of Keadanis’ role in the formation of the Night Guild as a stain. He would do whatever he could to erase that stain. His vendetta against her had been personal, just not in the way she’d suspected.

For decades, the Duke had used the lure of the Black Spire to goad thieves into greater excesses. He’d built a reputation as a thief-catcher, creating new and clever ways to trap the Night Guild. He had made a spectacle of each Guild death. Each was intended as a taunt. To maintain their reputation, the Guild would be forced to respond to his actions with greater and more visible excesses. Eventually, they would cross a line. The wrong person would be injured or the wrong house would be burgled, and an irate nobleman would complain to the King. Eventually, with enough complaints, King Ohilmos would be forced to act. Duke Phonnis would have the power of the Crown to eradicate the Night Guild.

King Ohilmos had shown his pragmatic side. He tolerated the Night Guild’s existence because he truly believed it served the city. He didn’t know, or simply didn’t care, how much it pained his brother to know his family had created the Guild. The more the King took advantage of the Guild—a valuable tool against his noblemen—the more the Duke suffered.

The relief in the Duke’s eyes spoke more eloquently than any sermon. Years spent planning and patiently waiting would come to fruition in two days when he sentenced every captured member of the Night Guild to death. He had a glimpse of what a life of freedom from the stain on his family’s honor would be like. And he’d be damned if he let her mess it up.

It didn’t take a genius to make the connection between Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s ledger and the Duke’s private documents. The Duke had to know she had the documents in her possession. Which was why he had imprisoned her here in the Black Spire instead of placing her on trial. He wouldn’t risk that the item she’d stolen from the Coin Counter’s Temple could be used against the King.

The nobility of Praamis would riot if they knew the King not only permitted the Night Guild to operate, but used their services. They would overthrow the House of Keadanis for its treachery. The document Ilanna had stolen from the Coin Counter’s Temple—a document that was meant to be impossible for anyone but the Duke to access—gave her the power to turn Praamis upside down.

“Then let us bargain,” she said. “Give me my freedom, and the document will never see the light of day. You will have it in your hands by day’s end.”

The Duke shook his head. “My brother would make such a deal. Perhaps even freedom for a few of your fellow Guild members as well. He, too, knows what would happen if the truth got out. But I would never trust my brother’s life and rule in the hands of your kind. I will not have your actions come back to haunt him. I will do whatever I must to protect my brother.” His eyes glazed over, as if at a painful memory. “He has suffered enough for one lifetime.”

Again, Ilanna’s idea of the Duke crumbled in the face of that single sentence. Duke Phonnis believed in honor and the sanctity of law and order above all else. Yet he, like all men, had one flaw, one vulnerability. His was his love for his brother.

The Duke’s history as a military commander gave him a better seat for the throne of Praamis. Indeed, he would have ruled had not King Radian, his father, died while the Duke battled the barbarian hordes across the Frozen Sea. Ohilmos had assumed the crown to prevent chaos in the city. When Phonnis, then-Duke of Praamis, returned two years later, Ohilmos had established his rule. Yet it was Praamis’ worst kept secret that the city’s nobility would support the Duke should he ever desire the crown. Ilanna had overheard her share of debates as to why the Duke hadn’t seized control from his weaker brother.

Fraternal love…such an odd sentiment from the egocentric nobility of Praamis. The Duke’s love for his brother kept him from doing anything that could weaken the King’s control over the fractious nobles. He’d had enough men to raid the Night Guild for years, but held himself in check because his King commanded it. He had worked within the system to achieve his desires, used his position as Chief Justiciar of Praamis to finally eradicate the Guild. Without harming his brother’s power in the city, he would finally cleanse his family’s honor.

It also explained why the document proving the Night Guild’s origin lay in the Duke’s private vaults, secure in the Coin Counter’s Temple, and not in the Royal Library where anyone could stumble across it. The Duke had no doubt pleaded for the King’s permission to destroy the document, yet honored his brother’s wishes.

Such an odd combination, those two. A sense of honor strong enough to drive the Duke to break an oath and betray his brother’s agreement with me. A brother’s love so powerful he would sacrifice his desires for years. Ilanna shook her head, incredulous. The man before her bore no resemblance to the Duke she had built up in her mind.

Desperation surged within her. How could she appeal to such a man? Her weapons—gold and threats of violence—would do little given her current predicament. She had only one choice.

“You think Praamis is safe because you have captured the Night Guild?” she asked. “The Bloody Hand is still out there. They won’t just leave because you killed a few of them. They’ll return, this time with enough men to hold the Guild.”

The Duke gave her a cold, tight smile. “Let them come. We will be ready for them.”

Something about that made Ilanna shiver. How many men does he have in the tunnels right now? He wouldn’t be content until he learned every secret of the network of passageways beneath Praamis.

“In my years commanding the army,” Duke Phonnis said, “I’ve learned there’s only one way to defeat an enemy: hit him hard, and keep hitting him until he’s dead. That’s exactly what we’re going to do. We’ll hit the bastards so hard they’ll never show their faces in Praamis again.”

“You’re willing to lose more men over it?” she asked. “If you kill Rhynd and his remaining men now, the Bloody Hand will be wiped out. But if you don’t drive out all the vermin, they’ll multiply. Like termites in a house, you’ll never get rid of them. How many more of your men will die because you’re too short-sighted to realize that I’m your only hope?”

The Duke’s face darkened. “How dare you? You’d say whatever it takes to get what you want, but you care nothing for the men who fell in your Derelana-damned tunnels. You’ll never have to see the faces of their wives and children, never have to hear their weeping as you tell them their husbands and fathers won’t be coming home.” A cloud passed over his eyes. “There’s not enough coin in the world to make up for that.”

“Then let me out, and no more need die!” Desperation tinged Ilanna’s voice. “I want to drive the Bloody Hand from Praamis as much as you do. They killed my son, burned him to the ground right in front of me! I want to hunt down every one of the twisted bastards and give them the punishment they deserve.”

“And that,” the Duke said, punctuating his sentence with a thrust of his finger, “is exactly what makes your kind such a plague on this city. The Night Guild was initially created to protect Praamis, to curb the excesses of criminals. But it has become a twisted, perverted creation. One that places gold over human life, so bent on vengeance you forget justice. It is for this reason that you must be done away with once and for all. Even if it means I have to sentence hundreds of Praamians to death. By purging your ilk, we will be forging a better future for Praamis.”

Ilanna met the Duke’s gaze. He actually believes every word he’s saying. And that makes him impossible to sway. Nothing she could offer, promise, or threaten would deter him. There are none so blind as a good man who believes he is doing what is right.

The hopelessness of her situation hit her like a blow to the gut. She couldn’t talk her way out of this one, couldn’t fight through the Duke and his Arbitors empty-handed, couldn’t run or climb away. She was trapped in the tallest tower in Praamis, prisoner of a man who genuinely believed in the correctness of his actions.

Her despair must have shown on her face, for the Duke gave her a satisfied nod. “It is over,” he said. “There is nothing for you to do but get comfortable. You will be here a long, long time. You will outlast your fellow criminals, but you must live with the knowledge that you are the artist of your own destruction.”

Tears burned in Ilanna’s eyes. She felt suddenly tired, so very tired. She’d spent months running. Trying to earn her freedom from the Night Guild. Covering up her secrets. Stealing, torturing, and killing anyone who got in her way. Chasing down the men who had burned her life to ashes. Trying to find a way to deal with the Bloody Hand. Endless hours spent working toward…nothing. She had nothing left.

Ilanna’s shoulders slumped. “Grant me one small favor,” she said, her voice quiet.

The Duke cocked his eyebrow. “Ask. I make no promises.”

“In my pouch, there was a little metal figurine. A hawk, scorched by the fire that…” She swallowed. “The fire that took my son. Please let me have it. If nothing else, it will give me something to remember him by.”

The Duke frowned, eyes narrowed. He searched her face for any sign of deceit. Ilanna kept her expression sorrowful and desperate—an easy task, given the circumstances. He opened the door and snapped his fingers, demanding the pouch. An Arbitor stepped forward and handed it to him. The Duke rummaged for a moment before drawing out the metallic figurine.

Anger burned within Ilanna as he thumbed the bit of scorched metal. That was hers! How dare he touch it?

The Duke tossed the figurine to her. “Keep it.” A shadow passed over his face. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry for your loss.”

Again, the Duke’s words caught Ilanna by surprise. She’d spent so many months hating the man for everything he’d done to her—hanging Denber, sending Werrin to the Field of Mercy, killing dozens of Journeymen. Yet the sympathy in his eyes seemed genuine.

She slumped onto the small cot against one wall, her head thunking on hard stone. Duke Phonnis turned and pressed a pendant to an unnaturally smooth stone beside the entrance, and the door slid open. The Duke and his guards filed out without a backward glance. Ilanna’s eyes fell to the figurine in her hand, her fingers tracing the contours in the metal, as the door to her prison chamber boomed shut with an echo of finality.
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Chapter 28


A moaning, whining wind ripped through Ilanna’s prison chamber atop the Black Spire. The piercing sound drowned out the incessant chatter of her teeth. She huddled shivering against the stone wall. Her threadbare blanket did little to keep out the cold. Indeed, it seemed the wind drove daggers of ice through the tattered fabric and into her skin.

Images of horror and death plagued her dreams. The dead from her past melded with those who would soon stand before the Long Keeper.

The small, wiry Journeymen and apprentices of House Fox fell beneath the flashing blades of the Duke’s Arbitors. Thousands of crossbow bolts riddled the bodies of Scorpions, Grubbers, and Hounds, pinning them to the wall like gruesome trophies on display. Serpents died, crushed beneath the heels of laughing Bloodbears. The faces of the Bloody Hand thugs contorted like demonic masks, fangs sinking into the flesh of her fellow Hawks. Again and again they died, a thousand lives snuffed out a thousand times over.

She felt each death, knew the moment their lives ended. Too soon, she cried out, weeping. Moans and tortured screams blew all around her, carried on the howling wind.

The corpses stared at her with accusing eyes. Ethereal murmurs filtered into her senses, whispering, Because of you. Your fault. Your guilt.

She wanted to protest, but could not. It was because of her. They had died because she chose to bring the Duke’s men into the Guild tunnels.

The dreams worsened. One by one, familiar faces whirled before her eyes.

Master Hawk hung from the Perch, his blood dripping into a crimson pool beneath his feet. Jarl dangled limp and silent from a hangman’s rope, Denber beside him. Allon struggled to break free of an enormous hand clamped around his throat.

Darreth died beneath the pounding of Rhynd’s bloodstained fists—she felt every blow, and cried out at the pain of crushed bones and pulverized flesh. Werrin and Willem struggled against the merciless embrace of the Field of Mercy. She gasped for air, choking as the thick mud slid down her throat, dragged her into oblivion.

Everyone she knew died, the images of horror flashing past one after another.

She stared down into the wide-open eyes of Master Gold. The Guild Master lay unmoving beneath her, his face slack, a shrieking wind tearing from his gaping mouth. She wanted to cover her ears to block out the noise, but her arms refused to move.

A faceless figure—the traitor, she knew—held a dagger to Errik’s back. She tried in vain to cry out, to warn him. Her tongue refused to form words. Errik groaned as the blade plunged between his ribs, and Ilanna wept.

Pillars of emerald fire consumed the world around her. Before her, just out of arm’s reach, Ria and Kodyn lay in a burning bed. Their screams of torment echoed in her skull with such fury that it ripped her from sleep.

She jerked upright, covered in sweat, every limb trembling. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her breath came in ragged gasps. She struggled to remind herself the images were nothing more than her imagination, but they seemed so real. She shook her head in a vain attempt to clear the faces of the dead from her mind.

She struggled to a sitting position, leaning against the chilly stone wall of her towertop prison. Her throat was parched, her tongue so thick she could not form a single word. She had only the sound of her heartbeat and the shrieking wind for company.

Ilanna clutched the lump of melted, misshapen metal to her chest. Though her fingers had long ago gone numb with the chill, she stroked the figurine, her only link to sanity. Slowly, the panic, fear, guilt, and sorrow retreated to the back of her mind—not gone, simply…away for now.

She forced her exhausted eyelids open and stared up at the stars. Their twinkling taunted her. Fly free, little Hawk, they screamed, daring her to leap from the tower.

Despair filled her, accompanied by an aching loneliness that overwhelmed her in the silent darkness. She had lost everything—family, friends, the Guild, even her freedom.

End it all, the wind whispered in her ears. End the misery, the suffering.

Everyone she knew would hang in two days’ time. The Night Guild would be eradicated, and the Bloody Hand would win. Rhynd would kill Darreth, Allon, Errik, Joost, and Veslund. She would spend the rest of her life alone, trapped in the highest tower in Praamis.

The faces of Ria and Kodyn hovered before her eyes. Join us, they seemed to say, and you’ll never be alone. Tears slid down her cheeks, and sobs shook her shoulders. The sorrow poured forth from her in long, keening cries carried away by the wind. For long moments, the temptation to put an end to her suffering fought to overwhelm her. She ached to wrap her arms around her son and pull him close. To see the rare smile on Ria’s face, the hint of a twinkle in her eye.

The Duke’s words echoed in her mind. “You are the artist of your own destruction.”

He was right. She had allowed her confidence in her abilities to run away with her. She should have thought beyond just her immediate plan. She should have known the Duke would use her successes against her. But her desire for freedom had blinded her. Because of that desire, she had failed. Failed to protect Kodyn and Ria. Failed to save Denber, Werrin, Willem, Prynn. Failed to keep the Bloody Hand from destroying the Night Guild. Worse, she had betrayed them all to Duke Phonnis. Hundreds of Journeymen, apprentices, and tyros would hang because of her.

No.

The single word rang in her mind louder than the midnight toll of the Lady’s Bells. She had betrayed the Night Guild to save it. She had done everything in her power to keep the Bloody Hand at bay. She couldn’t have known they would set fire to her house, would torture Prynn to death. She couldn’t have stopped the Duke’s men cutting the rope that sent Willem to his death, from catching Denber and Werrin.

A thought nagged at the back of her mind. She knew Denber too well. He wouldn’t have entered Lord Morrin’s mansion unless he was certain he could get out. She’d never questioned the circumstances surrounding his capture and death, but written it off as the price of their trade. But Denber was too good to be caught.

She bolted upright. He wouldn’t have been caught, not unless someone had alerted the Duke that he would be there. Just as someone had alerted Duke Phonnis of her attempt on Lord Auslan’s mansion. Once, she could call it pure, rotten luck, but twice?

Horror sent a fresh shiver through her. Had the traitor used Denber to goad her into taking action against the Duke? They’d delivered Denber to the Arbitors knowing he was her only true friend. His death had all but guaranteed she would exact vengeance—just as she had on Sabat. The person who had sent the notes knew precisely what she had done to him.

She’d believed the notes bore Master Gold’s handwriting, but they had to have been forged, just like the other evidence found in Master Hawk’s chambers. Someone had been blackmailing her for five years. That meant they—whoever they were—had to know a great deal about her. They had access to her rooms. All the evidence had pointed at Bryden, but the Hawk’s actions had dispelled her theories.

The answer hung just out of reach. Try as she might to corral her thoughts and concentrate on the identity of the traitor, the biting cold and the wailing of the wind drove her to distraction. She had to find a moment of peace to think.

No, she had to get out of here. Jarl would die in two days. Errik, Darreth, and the others couldn’t have much longer. The Duke planned to keep her locked up here for the rest of her life. If tonight was any indication, the wind and chill would drive her insane. She needed out now, before hunger and thirst weakened her. She doubted the Duke would give her more than enough food and water to keep her alive. The fatigue in her limbs and mind would only worsen with time.

She needed to get out of here now.

Grimacing at the pain in her numb limbs, she forced herself to her feet and stumbled toward the open window. The ground was so far below—could she make the descent without rope or climbing spikes? Not a Bloodbear’s chance in a contest of intelligence. Without gloves or shoes, she would plummet to her death. She couldn’t get out that way.

She fought against the overwhelming weight of despair. She had only one option: she needed to go down, through the interior of the tower.

Shivering with the chill, she limped toward the door. The thin slivers of moonlight did little to brighten the room. She ran her fingers over the smooth stone surface, searching in vain for a keyhole.

The Duke used a pendant to get out. She fumbled for the place where he’d placed the pendant to open the door. Even had she possessed a set of lockpicks, she couldn’t have done anything with them. The tower belonged to Duke Phonnis, but it was said to be built by the Serenii. Beyond the tunnels beneath Voramis, she had no experience with the ancient race’s creations. The absence of a keyhole or visible lock told her the Serenii hadn’t relied on the same security methods used in Praamis today. But how had Duke Phonnis gotten his hands on the pendants? How had the stones survived the centuries since the Serenii disappeared from Einan?

Right now, that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she couldn’t pick the lock to get out. Instead, she had to lure the Arbitors into the room long enough to break free. She’d have to fight, with nothing but a melted tin figurine for a weapon.

And a sling! Her hand went to the leather thong wrapped around her wrist. Ethen had told her long ago the sling was foreign to the people of Praamis. The Duke hadn’t recognized the strip of leather as a weapon, at least not one she could use to overpower his armored, sword-wielding, highly-skilled Arbitors. He had full confidence in his men and his prison.

That will be your undoing. With a savage grin, she loosened the thong from her wrist.

*     *     *

“Please!” Ilanna shrieked over the wind. “Please make it stop!” She thrashed on her bed, moaning and screaming. “Make it stop. Don’t let them come. They want to take me away!”

She continued her violent spasms and wailing, though her muscles tired and her throat grew raw. Finally, after what seemed an eternity of incoherent screeching, the door to her cell swung open. Torchlight spilled into her room and two shadows moved toward her.

“Swordsman take you!” snarled a man’s voice. “Be still, girl!”

A hand clasped around her wrist. Ilanna twisted and writhed in the man’s grip. Just a little more…

“Come help me here, Alech,” the first man said. “The Duke’ll have our heads if we let her—”

The moment Ilanna felt a second pair of hands on her, she moved. She whipped the leather thong around and toward the nearest guard. The tin hawk, secured to the end of the sling, struck him between the eyes. Even as the Arbitor fell back with a cry, Ilanna drove her foot up between the legs of the second man, Alech. Alech’s eyes flew wide and, with a pathetic groan, he slumped onto her cot.

Ilanna leapt to her feet and slithered away from the grasping hands of the first Arbitor. She didn’t bother trying to run—her only hope of escape lay in dispatching these two before they could sound the alarm.

The first Arbitor staggered to his feet, reeling, a hand pressed to his forehead. Ilanna darted around behind him. The leather thong flicked out to encircle his neck. Ilanna caught the end, leaping onto the Arbitor’s back and wrapping her legs around his waist. She hauled on the sling with every ounce of strength. The Arbitor gagged and gasped. His hands beat at her arms, her fingers, her face. One lucky blow split her lip and set her vision wobbling, but she refused to let go. He stumbled backward and drove her back against the hard stone wall. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs. Still she clung to the Arbitor, strangling the life from him.

A gust of wind sent a chill down her spine. Acting on instinct, Ilanna unclasped her legs from around the guard’s waist and kicked her feet out behind her. Her toes slipped off the ledge of the window. For a moment, her body dangled in empty air, her hands clinging to the strip of leather around the Arbitor’s neck. Off-balance, the guard teetered, her weight dragging him backward and over the ledge.

Ilanna had a split second to act. Her right hand released the leather thong and grasped at the window lip. Her fingertips clawed for purchase on the smooth lip, caught, and held. Heart thundering a wild beat, she hung by a single hand, watching the Arbitor plummet two hundred paces to the treetops below. His silent fall ended in an ominous crackling of branches.

Ilanna fumbled the sling between her teeth and reached her left hand up to grasp the windowsill. Her toes, numb with chill, dug at the stones. Finding purchase, she scrambled up the tower and heaved herself over the lip of the window.

Alech’s eyes widened at the sight of her. Groaning, he climbed to his feet and limped toward the door. In desperation, Ilanna leapt at him. Her weight landed atop his back, knee digging into his spine. He stumbled forward, feet tangling, and he fell hard. Air whooshed from his lungs with another groan. Before he could move, Ilanna wrapped the leather sling around his throat and pulled upward, driving her knee into the base of his neck.

I’m sorry, she repeated in her mind. She had no personal enmity toward the Arbitor, but he stood between her and freedom. The Duke had given her no other choice.

That didn’t make the deed any easier. She clung to Alech as his choked cries and gagging grew quieter, his struggles weakening. Gritting her teeth, she forced her trembling hands to grip the thong tighter until her forearms burned. For a full minute after the Arbitor lay still, Ilanna kept the pressure on the sling. Finally, she slumped to the ground beside him, gasping for air.

For long seconds, she couldn’t move. Her eyes remained fixed on his blue face, the blood filling his open eyes, his lolling tongue. She wanted to vomit—she’d never killed anyone like that. Swallowing hard, she levered herself upright and fumbled in Alech’s robes.

A nagging doubt echoed in her mind. Had the other Arbitor taken the pendant with him? If so, she had no chance of getting out of the door, much less escaping the tower. Her dread grew with every passing second, and still she hadn’t found what she sought.

Then her fingers closed around the pendant, tucked into an inner pocket in the dead Arbitor’s robes. She nearly wept with relief. Stumbling to her feet, she pressed the stone to the wall in the same place as the Duke had the day before. After a heart-wrenching moment of silence, the door swung open without a sound, revealing a torchlit staircase.

The tension in Ilanna’s chest snapped, and she blew out a long, ragged breath. She cast a glance over her shoulder. The Arbitor hadn’t moved.

Steeling herself, she turned her back on the corpse. She had no time for the weakness of guilt. She needed to escape. She forced herself to walk calmly through the door, leaving her prison, the night chill, and the shrieking wind behind.
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Chapter 29


Ilanna stood on the top step of the stairs descending the interior of the Black Spire. Torchlight revealed nothing odd or out of place on the stone walls, ceiling, or the steps themselves, but she knew better than to trust a first glance, especially where Duke Phonnis and the Black Spire were concerned.

Her first experience with the Duke’s traps had taught her to look beyond the immediate. That night in the Black Spire so many years ago, she had avoided a visible section of raised tile, only to trigger a trap she could never have spotted even in broad daylight. The misstep had nearly cost her her life.

She studied everything, letting her well-honed instincts take in the details: the perfect circular shape of the interior walls, even though the exterior was built in an octagon; the smooth granite of the walls and ceiling, and the torches hanging in bronze sconces. No flicker meant no air currents sweeping up the staircase. The interior of the Serenii-built tower showed little of the wear and tear of the exterior.

Wear and tear.

The Duke had mentioned remodeling the room atop the Black Spire. That meant workmen traveling up and down the stairs. Workmen with heavy boots that would disturb gathered dust and scuff the stones.

Ilanna retrieved a nearby torch and held it close to the smooth surface of the stairs. The step immediately beneath hers bore a pair of scratches. No doubt from the Arbitors’ hobnailed boots. The next step down, however, showed no scuffs in the layer of dust covering it. The lack of wear meant those who used the staircase purposely avoided the step. Knowing the Duke, it was a trap.

The third stair bore the marks of the Arbitors’ passage in the center, with thick layers of dust along the edges. Ilanna leapt over the trapped stair to land lightly on her toes in the middle of the step. She held her breath in anticipation. Nothing happened.

Blowing out her cheeks, she stooped to examine the next step. She saw no scratches, but it showed more wear than the untouched stair she’d avoided. The same for the following step. Three down, she paused. Once again, a thin sheen of dust lay undisturbed. Another trap, and another five steps farther.

Ilanna gritted her teeth, frustrated at the slow pace of her descent. Hundreds of stairs lay between her and freedom. At this rate, she would be out of the tower at the week’s end.

Her study of the Duke’s security systems had revealed his reliance on the more popular traps: a hidden crossbow, poisoned darts, a stair that broke away underfoot to send her plummeting into a spike pit, or a spout shooting a gout of flame. But she had no idea what manner of traps the ancient Serenii would have integrated into their creation. No doubt the Duke had added his own layers of security, but she couldn’t risk triggering something invisible built into the very foundation of the Black Spire.

Worse, she feared triggering the traps would set off the alarm bells that had rung out the first time she’d crept into the Black Spire. The bells were intended to alert the guards below that the traps above had snared an intruder. She couldn’t risk stumbling into a group of Arbitors waiting for her at the bottom of the windowless tower. That meant keeping her pace slow, no matter how much it frustrated her.

A thought nagged at the back of her mind. The Duke uses these steps. And his Arbitors, and whoever remodeled the room. So how did they get up the steps without triggering the traps?

She sat on the stairs and pondered the question. She studied the staircase below for any marks, scratches in the wall, anything to indicate which steps were safe and which concealed snares. Nothing. She turned to stare at the stairs above. Perhaps the marks were hidden to those who descended, only visible from below. Still nothing.

How in the fiery hell do they know which stairs to step on?

She forced herself to think like the owner of the Black Spire. In her desire to keep her tower safe, she built snares and hidden traps into the steps. But she would want to ascend and descend without fear for her life. Without visible markings, how would she have the confidence to climb the staircase?

A memory from her time in Voramis flashed through her mind. Graeme, the Hidden Circle apprentice, had taught her the code to navigate the Secret Keepers’ temple. He’d used a simple numerical pattern to determine whether to turn right, left, or go straight at each intersection.

So what if this follows the same concept?

She held the torch to the steps, counting as she descended. Two steps to the first trap. Three steps to another. Five steps down, she hit a third. Three more to hit a trap. Two steps down. Three down. Five, then three.

Excitement set her heart thumping. Anyone climbing the stairs would have to remember the simple pattern. 3-5-3-2. The descent would simply be the same pattern in reverse. 2-3-5-3.

Keeper’s horny elbows, it’s brilliant! Even a child could remember such a simple pattern. All the Duke and his Arbitors had to do was count the steps and they could avoid the traps.

She tested her theory, studying each step carefully before she placed her foot. The heat of the torch stung her face. Sweat stood out on her forehead, and nervous tension set her shoulders aching. For long minutes, she descended at the slow pace, counting with each step.

2-3-5-3. 2-3-5-3. She studied each trapped step carefully for any sign of scuff marks before stepping. If she was wrong about the pattern, she would trigger a trap. She could expect painful death at worst, ringing alarm bells at best.

Yet the pattern held true. By the time she’d descended a full sixty steps, she knew she had hit on the secret of the Black Spire. Triumphant, she picked up the pace, not bothering to study the stairs. Elation surged within her chest. She could be down and out of the Black Spire well before morning. As long as the Arbitors didn’t change shifts in the middle of the night, she could escape undiscovered.

Her bare feet made little sound on the stone, though a chill seeped through her soles. Ilanna gripped her improvised weapon—the tin hawk tied to the end of the sling—tightly. The Arbitors at her door had carried no swords, clubs, even daggers. Nothing she could use in case she ran into anyone farther down the stairs.

The barest hint of sound trickled into her ears. She froze, uncertain. Was the Black Spire playing with her imagination?

No, it came again, voices, low and incoherent, hardly above a whisper, but voices nonetheless. The torch danced and flickered with a thread of air. Ilanna’s heart leapt. Air meant a door or window, a way out. But voices meant Arbitors, no doubt with swords, silver breastplates, and a willingness to kill her.

Perhaps if she charged down the stairs, she could catch them off-guard. She discarded the idea immediately. Errik had spent hours teaching her to wield a sword, daggers, and other weapons. His lessons had also included very strict instructions never to face armed men in direct combat whenever possible. Her small size set her at a distinct disadvantage. Years of climbing ropes and running the Hawk’s Highway had developed her muscles, but she had no chance against fully-armored men. She was a thief, not an assassin. She had to think like one.

Setting down the torch, she slipped down the stairs in silence. Worry and fear mixed like acid and vinegar in her gut. She forced herself to take slow, quiet breaths as she descended. The voices grew louder with every step, but twenty stairs down and she still hadn’t reached the Arbitors. She understood. The Black Spire was playing tricks with her. The design of the staircase amplified the sounds within. Just as she could hear the Arbitors below, they would hear her.

That suited her just fine. She stopped, a wicked, dangerous idea flitting through her mind. She turned it over, analyzing it. She would have to take the risk. She couldn’t fight her way past the Arbitors, not without a weapon. The leather sling and tin hawk would do little to stop the Duke’s men from raising the alarm. She had only one choice.

“Help,” she moaned in the weakest, most pathetic voice she could muster. The reedy sound floated down the staircase as she cried again. “Help…me.”

Seizing her shirt, she tore the neck to reveal a good deal more of her breasts than modesty preferred. Another tug ripped the shirt at her belly. She slipped one side of her pants down over her hips and lay down on the stairs, twisting her knees and elbows at an awkward angle.

“Please!” she wailed. “They…hurt…me.”

Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs. Ilanna rumpled her hair and splayed it over her face. Closing her eyes, she lay back and groaned weakly.

“You heard that, Trund?” a male voice sounded.

“Aye, so I did,” another man answered. “Prob’ly just Alech playing the fool.”

Ilanna gave another pathetic moan, adding a whimper for dramatic effect. “Oh gods…help me!”

“That don’t sound like Alech, Rafe!” said the first man, Trund.

Rafe muttered something inaudible, and the sound of heavy footfalls approached more rapidly.

Ilanna’s breathing sped up, her chest rising and falling as if in panicked terror.

“Keeper’s teeth!” Rafe’s voice came from a few steps below her. “It’s her. The thief from the tower.”

“What happened?”

“Judging by her clothing, I’d say Alech had his—”

Ilanna jumped up and whipped the tin hawk toward the Arbitor. The metal figurine caught him on the top of the head and spun away as the leather thong snapped. Rafe, a big man with a beard the red of a Bloodbear’s robes, stared at her wide-eyed. Seizing the moment of hesitation, Ilanna pushed off the staircase and leapt through the air. Her feet slammed into his chest. She shoved as hard as she could. He was strong, far stronger than her, and her weight barely moved him. But he stumbled a single step backward—right onto a trap.

The moment his foot touched the stone stair, a dark blur shot from the wall. Blood spurted and Rafe screamed, staring in horror at the arrow buried in his knee. He fell back, catching Trund off-guard. Rafe’s bulk knocked Trund off-balance. The Arbitor’s boot came down hard on another trapped stair.

Before Ilanna could react, green fire bloomed from dozens of holes around the blue-robed man. A pillar of emerald flame washed up and down the staircase, reaching for Ilanna with blistering fingers. She had a split second to hurl herself flat against the inner wall as a wave of heat and fire blew past her. The roaring inferno consumed the screams of the Arbitors as greedily as it devoured their flesh.

The heat faded in a flash, leaving Ilanna standing alone in the staircase. The curving staircase had saved her from the worst of it, but the blaze had eaten away at her shirt and locks of her hair. The flesh of her shoulders, neck, and back stung. Her ears rang from the concussive force of the fire.

Horror writhed in her gut as she stared at the Arbitors. The sudden burst of flame had charred Thund beyond recognition. Rafe still lived, little more than a mess of blackened flesh. Only his legs had escaped the blaze. Viscous green liquid oozed from the tip of the shaft protruding from his knee. What little blood trickled from the wound had turned as black as the burned skin of his face.

Ilanna felt a momentary stab of pity. No man deserved to die in such agony. At least the poison, whatever it was, would grant him a merciful death. Burn victims could suffer for days before succumbing to the overwhelming pain.

Something within Ilanna mourned the death. Was that how Kodyn and Ria died? Screaming, shrieking as the fire turned their flesh and bone to ashes?

She had suffered at the loss of her loved ones, but what about these men? Did they have someone waiting at home for them—a son or daughter, wife, parents, friends, loved ones? What had the future held for them—a future that had ended because of her?

Not only because of me. Grim resolve mingled with the stabbing guilt. The Bloody Hand and its thugs are the ones to blame. They are the ones who brought this chaos and misery on our city.

The Bloody Hand had threatened the wellbeing of Praamis. They’d been the ones to set Old Town Market alight—or they had ordered it, even if a Praamian carried out the deed. They had raided the Night Guild, killed dozens. Because of them, she had been forced to summon the Duke’s aid. She was only in this predicament as a result of their actions.

For that, they will pay.

The Arbitors were unfortunate to stand between her and Rhynd, the leader of the Bloody Hand in Praamis. She needed to escape if she was to wreak vengeance on the man who had ordered her house burned. If she had her way, Rhynd would die a slow, painful death. Ethen had spent hours at her bedside, teaching her the poisons of House Scorpion. She’d learned enough from him to prolong Rhynd’s agony for days.

But first, she had to get out of the Black Spire. She’d do what she must to break free—hopefully, that wouldn’t mean leaving more corpses behind her.

She stepped over Rafe. The dying Arbitor reached for her with fingers like sausages left too long on the fire. His eyes, a vivid green, remained fixed on her as she leapt over the silent corpse of Thund. He tried to speak, but only a hollow croaking emerged from his ruined throat.

Grimacing, Ilanna wrapped a strip of cloth around her hand and reached for the still-smoldering dagger on Rafe’s belt. Though the fire had consumed the leather grip, the steel remained undamaged. With a grim nod, she slipped the tip of the blade into the base of Rafe’s skull. The Arbitor gave a shudder and lay still.

She closed her eyes. Be at peace.

Swallowing, Ilanna lifted a torch from the wall and continued her descent. She paused only a moment to retrieve the tin hawk. The smell of burnt meat followed her down the steps. Without a breeze to clear the air inside the staircase, she could not escape the stench of death.

Her resolve hardened with every step. She would do whatever it took to get out of the Black Spire and save Errik, Darreth, Allon, Jarl, and the others. No matter how many Arbitors had to die. Rhynd and the traitor would pay for what they had done. Their actions had brought death and ruin to the Night Guild. They had taken something from her she could never get back. For that, she would make them suffer.

She quickened her pace. Sunrise lay an hour or two off. The ache in her leg muscles told her she’d descended far—perhaps half the distance to the ground. But she had a long way to go. If she didn’t get out of here before dawn, she doubted she’d have a chance of—

The peal of an alarm bell shattered the silence of the staircase.
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Startled, Ilanna leapt back up the stairs, catching herself a heartbeat before her left foot landed on the step that would trigger the fire trap.

What in the frozen hell? Her mind raced, going over the pattern. She’d kept the count, she was certain of it. The stair she’d stepped on should have been safe.

Dread writhed like a worm in her gut. Traps upon traps.

The Duke—or the Serenii that had originally built the Black Spire—would have a back-up plan in case a clever thief figured out the secret of the stairs. He had thrown in an extra trap, one that triggered the alarm bells. Now, the Duke and his Arbitors knew she was coming.

She muttered a string of curses, clenching her fists in frustration. She’d come so far only to have her escape foiled.

No. They haven’t stopped me yet. She still stood, alive and unhurt, a dagger in her hand. She didn’t care how many Arbitors awaited her below—she would keep moving until she had won her freedom or died in the attempt.

Determination burning in her chest, she continued her descent. She winced with every toll of the bell. Every shred of self-control went into maintaining her steady pace down the stairs. Fear told her to run, to flee toward safety at full speed. The panic would get her killed. She had to keep her mind focused on counting each step and avoiding the traps.

An icy hand gripped her neck as she stepped on another stair and a second bell rang out. Did her ears deceive her, or was the note higher? A few dozen steps below, a third alarm filled the air with an even higher tone. Her dismay blossomed into full-blown panic. The bells warned the Arbitors below of her approach. They had no need to rush up the stairs to meet her—they knew exactly where she stood, and how fast she descended.

Heart in her throat, Ilanna dashed down the stairs at a breakneck pace. Only her reflexes and agility, honed over years of training on the Perch and the rooftops of Praamis, kept her from falling as she leapt over the steps concealing hidden traps. She careened off the walls, dropping the torch to use her right hand to maintain her balance. Her grip on the stolen dagger in her left hand tightened until the handle pressed into her palm.

As she ran, her mind ran through every possible scenario. The confines of the staircase gave her a slight advantage, but the Duke had scores of men he could send up to capture her. She had one way out, one way to freedom. Her only chance lay in reaching the ground level of the Black Spire before the Arbitors charged up the staircase.

Hope surged in Ilanna’s chest as the stairs ended in a flat landing. No Arbitors stood within the staircase. No silver-armored men barred her way to freedom. None she could see, at least. How many waited beyond that door, that was a different matter.

Thinking fast, Ilanna wrapped the leather sling around the handle. She slipped behind the door and forced herself to take deep breaths. Any sound at this point would alert the Arbitors to her presence.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled the door open and gave a gentle tug on the strip of leather. The door swung slowly toward her. Pressing herself deeper into the shadows behind the door, she tightened her grip on her dagger and waited.

Nothing happened. For long seconds, only the sound of her throbbing pulse reached Ilanna’s ears.

Had she made a mistake? Had she misjudged the Arbitors? No, the Duke’s men would be waiting for her just outside—

“What the bloody hell’s going on?” A whisper drifted toward her.

Ilanna froze. She willed her heart to slow its furious beating.

“Ain’t no one there!” another louder whisper pierced the silence.

She waited, tension knotting her shoulders and neck. Come on, she begged silently. Take the bait.

“Slowly, forward.”

Armor clanked beyond the door, and the sound of heavy shuffling boots grew louder.

“Eyes sharp, lads,” came the command.

“Sure it ain’t Alech playing another prank, Cap’n?” the first voice came again.

“No.” The tone of quiet authority in this voice was unmistakable. “Even Alech’s not stupid enough to trigger that many alarm bells. Only one person it can be.”

Ilanna’s throat constricted. She’d dared to hope the empty staircase would trick the guards into believing it a false alarm. Please, she begged in her mind, please don’t make me do this.

The heavy wooden door swung toward her, pressing her against the stone wall. She took a deep breath and forced herself to remain motionless.

“Swordsman’s taint, Cap’n! Those bells is bloody loud.”

“We’ll turn them off once the prisoner’s caught. For now, keep your mouth shut and your eyes peeled.”

Boots scuffed on the landing beside her. Nothing but a few planks of wood stood between her and an indeterminate number of men dead set on capturing her. She doubted they’d hesitate to kill her. The laws of Praamis gave them the right to defend their master’s property from intruders.

The first heavy footfall sounded on the stone stairs. The clanking of armor and the heavy breathing of wary men filled the narrow staircase. Ilanna almost held her breath, but years as a thief had taught her the inevitable exhalation always made more sound than slow, steady breathing. She closed her eyes and listened to the Arbitors filing into the staircase. Eight pairs of boots, perhaps more.

“She’s a clever one, this thief,” the Captain said. “Got past enough traps to trigger the bells.”

She risked peering around the door. Her eyes fell on the broad, armored backs of the Arbitors climbing the stairs. Her mind whirled. Wait until they climbed out of sight, or catch them off-guard? If she escaped before they saw her, she wouldn’t have to kill—

The last Arbitor in line made the decision for her. He turned, hand outstretched toward the door handle, and stopped at the sight of her. His mouth opened.

Ilanna moved before he made a sound. His cry of alarm cut off in a high-pitched cry of pain as she buried her dagger in his inner thigh. Dark blood gushed over her hands. Her small stature worked to her advantage. She ducked beneath his outstretched arms. Then she drove her shoulder into his gut with all the force of her legs. He fell backward atop the Arbitor a step above him.

A meaty thunk echoed in the staircase and another Arbitor screamed. Ilanna hurled herself toward the door as the stone wall spewed a wall of green flame. The fire turned the blue uniforms and bright silver breastplates an eerie jade. The men writhed and screamed, staggering up the stairs—right onto the final trap.

An enormous chunk of the ceiling collapsed atop the foremost Arbitors. Blood sprayed as the massive stone crushed the men against the stone stairs. Screams of agony filled the staircase. Men lay on the ground, writhing and shrieking, their armor melted into their flesh. Gut churning at the gruesome sight, Ilanna turned and rushed out of the open door.

Darkness greeted her with its shadowed embrace. A quick glance around revealed she stood on the battlements connecting the Black Spire to the Duke’s mansion. More Arbitors rushed at her from the mansion. She had seconds before they reached her. Or before they raised the crossbows in their hands and loosed.

She vaulted the stone railing and dropped to the garden two stories below. Time seemed to slow as the ground rushed up toward her. She envisioned herself leaping off a rooftop on the Hawk’s Highway—it was no different. She landed on the balls of her feet, knees bending, and she flung herself into a forward roll. Pain flared behind her heels and her legs groaned from the impact, but she lurched to her feet and staggered deeper into the garden.

Crossbow bolts whizzed toward her. One thunked into a tree less than a hand’s breadth from her head. She didn’t slow. She couldn’t. The Duke’s men knew the gardens far better than she. They would be coming after her en masse, enraged by the deaths of their comrades. So long as she kept moving, she had a chance of outrunning her pursuers.

The thick foliage of Duke Phonnis’ gardens loomed before her, and she dove into the nearest thicket as a fresh wave of crossbow bolts peppered the ground around her. She preferred the noise of crashing through the bushes if it deprived the archers a clear shot.

The memory of hours spent preparing for her Undertaking with Garrill kicked in. She moved with the bushes and branches as he had taught her so long ago. An experienced tracker could follow his prey with nothing more than broken sticks and bent blades of grass. In the dark, the Arbitors would never be able to track her, but she wouldn’t risk them finding her way in and out of the Duke’s gardens.

I’ll be safe, so long as they don’t have—

As if in answer to her thought, the baying of hounds echoed through the gardens.

…dogs!

Fear drove the pain from Ilanna’s legs and feet. The dogs could track her on scent alone, and they moved far faster than she. From the howling and barking, the Duke had nearly as many hunting dogs as he had Arbitors.

She abandoned all attempts at stealth and crashed through the heavy foliage with speed borne of desperation. She had to reach the narrow tunnel dug beneath the Duke’s garden walls before the dogs found her. If she could believe the stories, the Duke’s hounds had brought down bears and mountain cats. Their razor-sharp teeth and strong jaws would have little trouble with her.

Where is it? Her eyes scanned the darkness, desperation growing. The barking grew closer with every panicked step. Ilanna’s lungs burned and her heart hammered against her ribs. Fatigue thrummed in every muscle, the lack of food and water taking its toll. Her body would give out at any moment. If she fell, she knew the hounds would tear her to shreds before she could get back up.

Her heart leapt as she spotted the stand of trees concealing the Hound’s tunnel into the Duke’s gardens. Without hesitation, she dove into the tunnel and wriggled her way through the narrow passage with frantic motions. At any moment, she expected to feel sharp canine teeth sink into her feet. Hand over hand she pulled herself, like a mole burrowing deeper into the earth. She had to get out!

A glimmer of light shone in the distance. Though dust rained into her eyes and mouth, she forced herself to keep crawling. The baying of hounds grew fainter until, after what seemed like an eternity trapped in darkness, she dragged her body onto the cobblestone street of Old Praamis. Shoving aside the debris placed to camouflage the hole, she leapt to her feet and sprinted away from the Duke’s mansion.

The alarm bells within Duke Phonnis’ mansion filled Old Praamis with their piercing chimes. The sound drowned out the shouts and cries echoing from within the mansion. Ilanna risked a glance over her shoulder and caught sight of Arbitors pouring out of the Duke’s front gate. She darted around a corner, turning east toward The Gardens. If she could get out of Old Praamis, she could get onto the Hawk’s Highway and the safety of the rooftops.

She tightened her grip on the tin figurine nestled in her palm. With this, she had everything she needed. The Duke could keep the rest of her belongings. Her clothes, weapons, and everything in her pouch—the lockpicks, finger knife, quickfire globes, and the other tools of her trade—could be replaced in the Night Guild. The melted hawk was all she had left in remembrance of her son.

The sight of Watcher’s Square brought a sick feeling to her stomach. In less than two days, Jarl and the rest of the Night Guild would stand trial. The Duke had said it with such confidence she had little doubt he would convict and execute every last Journeyman, apprentice, and tyro. His desire to cleanse his honor could very well triumph his adherence to the law.

But she knew when Jarl and the others would die—the Duke had told her they would stand trial at dawn, and no doubt face execution soon after. Rhynd could kill Errik, Darreth, Allon, Joost, and Veslund at any moment. Hells, she didn’t even know if they were still alive. All she knew was that the Bloody Hand thug had taken them at least a day earlier. She had to find them and hope they still lived.

Much as it pained her to leave Jarl in his prison, she had no choice. Errik and the others came first. Once she eliminated the Bloody Hand and rescued her friends—how, she had no idea, but she would figure something out—she would find a way to free Jarl.

With a grimace, she turned away from Watcher’s Square. I’ll be back for you, my friend. I swear I will!

All she had to do was survive Rhynd.
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Ilanna slithered down the Perch without a sound, wary for any sign of Arbitors or Praamian Guards. Knowing the Duke, he’d kept a few score of his men in the tunnels just in case. He had finally driven the Night Guild from their home; he wouldn’t give up the ground he’d fought so hard to claim.

Relief drained the tension from her tired muscles. The Aerie stood empty and silent, not a blue- or olive-clad guardsman in sight. She had the high-vaulted room to herself.

To herself and her dead.

The reek of decay—a scent sickly and sweet—hit her like a blow to the gut. She covered her mouth with her cloak and tried not to breathe in the nauseating, overpowering stench. Someone had stacked the corpses—Hawk, Bloodbear, and Bloody Hand alike—like cordwood beside the double doors. The bodies had stiffened and gone pale in death. Flies buzzed around the Aerie, feasting on the rotting flesh of people she had known for years—some she’d even called friends.

With effort, she ripped her eyes from the bodies before the tears flowed. Her fellow Hawks—Master Hawk among them—deserved far better than to rot abandoned and discarded like refuse. When this was over, she would make sure her House Master and the others received a proper burial.

The moment her feet touched the hard-packed earth floor, she sprinted toward the nearest tunnel. She had to get away from the sight of her fallen comrades. And, she couldn’t risk a random patrol of Arbitors or Praamian Guards spotting her, not yet. Barefooted, weaponless, wearing nothing but a ripped undertunic, she wouldn’t be able to put up much of a fight.

She padded down the tunnel with feline grace, ears attuned for even the slightest sound. She’d always loved the stillness of House Hawk, but now the ominous silence pressed in on her. With few Journeymen and no apprentices, she’d had all the solitude she wanted. The emptiness had made it easy to slip away for a visit to Kodyn and Ria.

Now, the absence of life and sound served as a reminder of everything she had lost. Denber. Master Hawk. The twins. Ria. Kodyn. A burden settled on her shoulders. Sorrow squeezed her heart, and she struggled for every breath. If she didn’t act soon, Jarl, Errik, Darreth, and the others would be more names on her list.

She paused at the entrance to her quarters, stomach sinking. The door hung from one hinge, the lock shattered. She lifted an alchemical lantern from the wall and shone the beam across the wreckage of her life. Someone had ransacked the room, turning over her bed and emptying drawers. Her clothes lay strewn. The lid of her wooden chest had been chopped to kindling, the contents joining the other items littering the floor.

“It’s gone.”

Ilanna spun, hand darting toward a dagger that no longer hung on her belt.

Bryden stood at the mouth of the tunnel. “It’s all gone.”

Ilanna hurried toward the man—Master of a House devoid of Journeymen. “What happened?”

Bryden grimaced. “The Duke’s men.” His face seemed even more pinched and pale than usual. Dark, heavy bags hung beneath his bloodshot eyes. “They ransacked the House. Every House. Took anything of value. All the House’s coin…” He swallowed and croaked out. “Gone.”

Ilanna’s heart sank. “Is there nothing left?”

Bryden shook his head. “Not a copper bit.”

“I don’t give a damn about the gold right now, Bryden. I need weapons, equipment, clothing!” She motioned to her thin tunic. “I can’t go around Praamis looking like this!”

Bryden’s eyes glided over her form with disinterest. He jerked his head toward Master Hawk’s office. “I’ve managed to scrounge a few things they missed. Might be you find something there.”

Ilanna pushed past him and hurried to the House Master’s chambers. Every door she passed had received the same treatment as hers. The Arbitors and Praamian Guards had destroyed everything they did not take.

The Duke means business. He wants to see the Night Guild gone forever. He had to know he didn’t get all of us, so he’s making it impossible for us to continue. He hadn’t counted on her escaping, or on the item she’d taken from his private vault. Your time will come, Duke Phonnis.

She rummaged through the items piled on Master Hawk’s broad desk. A pair of leather gloves lay among the lot, along with soft-soled boots she recognized as Prynn’s. They and the set of dark grey robes she chose were a few sizes too large, but she pulled them on nonetheless. She completed her ensemble with a set of worn lockpicks, two pairs of chipped quickfire globes, and a hooded cloak that was more holes than cloth.

Bryden’s shuffling step sounded in the tunnel behind her. “What are you going to do?”

“Jarl and the rest of the Night Guild stand trial before the Duke tomorrow.”

“And what?” Bryden’s lip curled into a sneer. “You think you’re going to break them out of the Royal Dungeons?”

Ilanna let his scorn roll off her back. “No. I’m going after Rhynd first.”

Bryden’s eyes flew wide. “What?”

Ilanna set her jaw. “He fled when the Duke’s men raided the tunnels. He’s hiding somewhere in Praamis, with Errik, Darreth, and the rest of my crew.”

A furrow deepened Bryden’s brow. “He expects you to come after him?”

“Why else would he take those specific people? It’s the only reason I can think of that makes any kind of sense. The Bloody Hand eliminated all the House Masters and Master Gold. They wanted me locked up so they could turn me over to the Duke. You ruined their plans when you set me free. They set the entire Night Guild and Bloody Hand to hunt me down. They see me as a threat to their plans.” She clenched her fists. “And I’m going to damned well prove them right!”

Bryden inclined his head. “I’ll give you that much. But how did Rhynd know to take them?”

Ilanna snarled. “The traitor, whoever they are, had to have told him. I take it you’ve had no luck finding out who betrayed the Night Guild?”

Bryden winced. “Nothing. But look around you.” He motioned to the room, as ransacked as her quarters. “Not much of a chance I’ll find out anything no? As you can see, there aren’t a lot of people to ask. At least, not without going to the Royal Dungeons and talking to the Journeymen and apprentices in their cells.”

Ilanna’s anger flared at the accusation written in his eyes. He blamed her for what had happened. And he wasn’t wrong. “You knew what you were doing when you let me out of that cell, Bryden. You knew I’d do whatever was necessary.”

“Never this!” he growled. “I never dreamed you’d be foolish enough to go to the Duke. Worse, to bring the Arbitors and Praamian Guard to our front door.”

“And you’d choose the Bloody Hand—?”

“Over watching every Journeymen and apprentice die at the Duke’s hands?” he demanded. “You’re Keeper-damned right I would!”

“They’re not going to die.” Ilanna’s voice grew hard and cold. “I’ve a plan to set them free. But I can’t do anything until I’ve dealt with Rhynd and gotten the others back.”

“The others?” Bryden sneered. “Or are you simply hunting Rhynd because he’s taken the man who’s warmed your bed these last months?”

The words struck Ilanna like a blow to her gut. “What?”

Disdain flashed in Bryden’s eyes. “Allon, the Hound.” He shook his head. “Sleeping your way into Master Hawk’s graces was a clever ploy, but surely you—”

“You knew?” Shock sent Ilanna’s voice an octave higher. She’d believed her relationship with Allon a secret.

Bryden snorted. “Of course I knew.” His expression turned mocking. “Hells, the whole House knew, along with any Journeyman in the Night Guild with enough sense to wipe their arses after taking a shite.”

“How?” She’d insisted Allon visit her when most of the Hawks were out on the streets.

“Please!” Bryden rolled his eyes. “The way he was always hanging around House Hawk, even when you were out, like a puppy dog waiting for his master to get home. Begging Denber to teach him our Hawk tricks. We all knew he just wanted an excuse to stay in the House until you returned, then he’d slip off to your room.”

Anger burned in Ilanna’s gut. To think everyone knew about her and Allon…

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Bryden growled. “Tell me you’re not going after Rhynd first because he has Allon.”

“You’re wrong.” Ilanna spoke in a flat, cold voice. “Allon means nothing to me. Never has.”

Bryden arched an eyebrow. She met his gaze without hesitation. She had nothing to hide. From the beginning, she’d known she was simply using Allon.

“So why, then?” the Hawk asked. “Hundreds of your fellow Journeymen and their apprentices will hang tomorrow. Or face the Field of Mercy. You’re wasting your time saving five men who—”

“No.” Ilanna cut him off with a savage chopping motion. “I’m saving the men who were loyal to me when all others in the Night Guild turned their backs.” She thrust a finger at his chest. “When you turned the others against me, they remained firm and helped me. For that, they deserve my help.”

“And the others? Jarl, Moody, and the few Hawks still alive? Tyman? The Journeymen and apprentices of every other House? You’d let them hang?”

“The Duke himself told me they’d stand trial tomorrow,” she said. “I have a whole day to save them. Who knows how long the others have. Do you really think Rhynd will keep them alive if he thinks their deaths will serve him better?”

Bryden dropped his eyes.

“So unless you have something helpful to add, get the fiery hell out of my way!” She shouldered past him, mind racing. She had no idea where to start looking. The Bloody Hand had to have safe houses around Praamis. She’d have to scour the entire city to—

“That’s it?”

She whirled. Bryden leaned against Master Hawk’s desk, arms folded over his chest. “What?”

The Hawk stared at her. “You’re just going to walk away?”

Ilanna stopped, her mouth hanging open. “I—”

“You are responsible for the capture of every Journeyman and apprentice, Ilanna of House Hawk. You are the reason they stand trial tomorrow, the reason they will be hanged or drowned in the Field of Mercy. You brought the Duke’s men into our homes. It is on your head to stop them from being executed. Even if that means turning yourself over to the Duke. If your death can save the lives of every man, woman, and child in the Night Guild, you will do it.”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “You think I would lay down my life to save any of you?” She strode toward him, her anger flaring. “You, who have stolen my life, beaten and broken me, violated my body, and forced me to serve your greed?” She pressed close to him, her voice dropping dangerously low as she glared daggers. “I earned my freedom from this life to which I was condemned so long ago. I owe the Night Guild nothing. I owe you nothing.”

She stalked away. Bryden’s shuffling limp echoed in the tunnel behind her. “So you would allow hundreds to die?”

“Perhaps I would!” Her voice rose to a shout. “There is only one person who I would save from the Duke’s wrath, and I intend to. But if every other man and woman in the Night Guild dies for their crimes, I will not lose a moment of sleep.”

“And the children?” Bryden’s words froze her in place. “The apprentices and tyros? They are as much a victim of their circumstances as you claim to be. If your plan fails and you can’t free them in time, you would have them swing?”

Ilanna wanted to fling his words back into his face, but she couldn’t. The image of Kodyn’s little body dangling from a hangman’s rope filled her mind. He was innocent, as she had been the day her father gave her to the Night Guild in payment of his debts. As were the tyros and younger apprentices. The Night Guild hadn’t yet twisted them into hateful, cruel monsters. She didn’t care if every Journeyman hung for what they’d done, but she couldn’t allow innocent children to suffer.

“I swear.” Her words came out barely above a whisper.

“What?”

“I swear,” she said in a louder voice. “I swear that I will do whatever I can to stop the Duke from executing the Night Guild.”

For long moments, Bryden stared at her through narrowed eyes. He seemed to be searching her face for something, but she kept her expression impassive. Finally, he nodded. “So be it.” He jerked his head toward the Aerie. “Now get out of here. But first.” From within his robes he drew a dagger. “Take this.”

Ilanna reached for it and froze. She recognized the plain, utilitarian weapon. It was the weapon given to her by Master Velvet during her days as a tyro—the one that had killed Ethen, Sabat, and Master Gold. The weapon the traitor had used against her. Bryden had taken it during her trial; why had he kept it? Perhaps a keepsake celebrating his triumph and her defeat. She’d expect nothing less from him—he was that petty.

It didn’t matter now. She needed a weapon, wherever it came from. She took the familiar dagger and slipped it into her belt. Fitting, she thought. With a nod to Bryden, she strode down the tunnel and leapt onto the Perch.
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Ilanna grimaced as the Lady’s Bells tolled out noon. She’d wasted too much time on her visit to the Night Guild. The image of a sand timer hung in the back of her mind. The last grain of sand would fall when the sun rose tomorrow. Eighteen hours to scour the entire city of Praamis, find Rhynd, and rescue her friends.

One hell of a tall order!

Ilanna had no idea where to start searching. Rhynd could be hiding anywhere in the city. She had no idea if the Bloody Hand had friends or contacts in Praamis. She had only one thing to go on: Rhynd had her friends.

Allon had explained how the Hounds hunted their quarry. They tried to think and act like the person they tracked. She had to do the same with Rhynd.

The huge man would stand out in crowded areas. His accent would give him away as a Voramian. He’d stay away from populated areas for fear of being spotted by someone willing to sell the information to her.

She could rule out Old Praamis. No aristocrat in their right mind would sell to the Bloody Hand, not after what they had done in Voramis. The empty mansions of The Gardens could provide shelter, but the Arbitors and Praamian Guards prowling the streets would increase the chance of Rhynd being spotted. He’d fled the Night Guild on too short notice to have a plan in place to transport prisoners through The Gardens undetected. The Ward of Refuge was out as well: too much traffic to and from the temples.

That just leaves the rest of the city. Ilanna ground her teeth in frustration. And everything outside the city walls, of course.

She took a deep breath and forced herself to keep working at the problem. She’d figured out how to break into the most secure room in the city—surely she could find a Voramian thug in the city of Praamis.

Errik would no doubt fight or try to break free. Allon as well, she suspected. She’d chosen Joost and Veslund for her crew because they were clever and resourceful; they’d try to escape as well. Rhynd would need guards to keep an eye on them. That meant he had at least two or three thugs with him, perhaps more. He’d need space to house ten to fifteen people. If he intended to hole up for a few days, he’d also need access to food, water, and supplies. He’d select a location close to a marketplace.

Had he not ordered Old Town Market burned, Ilanna would have begun the search for him there. On the other hand, the Warehouse District gave him plenty of space to hold captives. Privacy if he intended to torture her friends. He could have supplies stockpiled against such an eventuality. The nearby Stannar River gave him a means of escape.

Of course, the slums outside the Praamian Wall could provide easy hiding. The Praamian Guard rarely ventured beyond the city wall. Theft, murder, and all manner of vices raged rampant. Even the Bloodbears had struggled to maintain order in the filthy alleyways, shanties, and inns that filled the borghetto.

If I was a Bloody Hand thug, which would suit my needs best?

The anonymity of the borghettos held appeal, but a smart man would prefer to remain within the order and safety of the city. The fact that Rhynd had orchestrated the coup of the Night Guild with precision a clockmaker would envy indicated he was a smart man. He’d want access to supplies and an escape route that didn’t involve narrow, winding streets clogged with detritus, human and otherwise.

She turned her steps toward the Warehouse District. The Guild had a few contacts in the neighborhood, though she doubted she’d get much information without coin to offer. She cursed the Duke for emptying the Guild’s coffers. If she hadn’t met the man, hadn’t seen the look in his eyes, she would have almost believed that was his real reason for invading the Night Guild. The amount of gold stored in the coffers of House Hawk alone could pay the salary of every Arbitor and Praamian Guard for a year.

She had little doubt he would find good use for the fortune he’d taken from the Guild. Perhaps repairing the Royal Palace or hiring more men to patrol the streets. Even if she stopped Rhynd, he had to know the Bloody Hand would return. She could only hope he’d spend the gold preparing for the inevitable war.

Anxiety pinged at the back of her mind. She had mere hours to search one of the largest and least populated areas in the city. Her chances of finding Rhynd were finer than the hairs on an infant’s chest. But she had to try, for her friends’ sake, and for the sake of Praamis.

*     *     *

Ilanna’s anxiety blossomed into full-blown panic as the Lady’s Bells rang out. She had six hours until midnight, another six until dawn. She’d scoured half the Warehouse District, hit up every contact she could think of. Still she’d come up empty-handed.

She growled in her throat. The grains of sand in her mental sand timer moved faster now. She couldn’t afford to waste time, yet it seemed like every step she took led her farther from Rhynd. Worse, her search for the Bloody Hand and her friends would move more slowly. The inspection of each warehouse would take longer and require her to descend from the rooftops to walk through each one.

Damn it! This isn’t working. She had to approach the problem from a new angle, but the “how” of it eluded her. Without gold to pay for information, she had to rely on the goodwill of her contacts. The Night Guild hadn’t gone out of their way to make friends. She’d always used the Foxes, Grubbers, and Hounds as sources of information. It felt as if she strode the streets blind and deaf.

I don’t have gold, so I need to get some. She’d waste too much time trying to dig her chest out from beneath the rubble of her home. She had no idea if Filch lived or if the Bloody Hand had gotten to him. That meant she’d have to get money the old-fashioned way.

She clambered down a drainpipe and dropped to the streets below. The Warehouse District bordered the Ward of Refuge. She only needed to find a few men with heavy purses and empty heads, and she’d have enough to pay for all the information she wanted. The thought of having to pick pockets rankled, but she had no choice. She’d spent enough time in fruitless activity.

Tugging up her hood, she hunched her shoulders and shuffled into the main avenue. A few streets away, a company of olive-clad Praamian Guards stood watch. Ilanna cursed and ducked back into the alley.

Can’t go that way. Every Praamian Guard and Arbitor that had gone into the Night Guild tunnels would recognize her on sight. She’d seen the Duke’s men pocket a few of the images of her that lay strewn around the Houses they’d raided. Her days of traveling Praamis under the cloak of anonymity had come to an end.

Now what? She peered around the corner, studying the Praamian Guards. They seemed in no hurry to move. The six olive-clad men stood straight, hands on their swords, eyes scanning the crowd. They had to be searching for her.

Movement in an alley on the opposite side of the street caught her attention. A man in a hooded cloak identical to hers slipped into the main avenue and strode toward the Ward of Refuge with the confident stride of a man on business. The Praamian Guards paid no attention to the man, further confirming her suspicion that they sought only her.

Something about that man looked familiar. The way he moved—always on the balls of his feet, his right hand close to his belt, his eyes never pausing in one place—reminded her of Errik. And Ullard. And Denber, for that matter. The lithe grace and the air of casual danger about him screamed House Serpent.

So one of them got out. Relief flooded her. If one Serpent had survived, perhaps more had. No one knew the sewer system beneath Praamis like the Hounds, but no one could ever accuse the Serpents of being unprepared.

But she couldn’t follow the Serpent into the Ward of Refuge. The guards would spot her immediately, and a day spent searching Praamis had left her exhausted. She’d had only a few hasty mouthfuls of water all day long, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. She had no desire for a prolonged chase through the city streets. Or, Watcher forbid, a fight.

Her shoulders tightened, and frustration growled in the back of her throat. She needed to find that Serpent. If nothing else, he could help her track down Rhynd. A second set of eyes and a Serpent’s skill with weapons would go a long way toward freeing her friends.

Her mind raced. How am I going to get past those guards?

As if in answer to her unspoken question, a train of oxen-drawn wagons rumbled toward her, wooden wheels clacking on the cobblestones. Piles of cabbage, lettuce, and other green vegetables rose high. A trio of sleepy-looking caravan guards rode on the near side of the procession.

If she timed it just right, the wagons would provide cover for her to slip past the Praamian Guards and into the Ward of Refuge. She cast a quick glance up the street. The tall man in the Night Guild hood had disappeared around the corner. She’d have to hurry to catch up, but it could work.

Without a second thought, Ilanna slipped out into the street and ducked under the nearest wagon. The laden cart rumbled at an infuriatingly slow pace, but step by step she drew closer to the Praamian Guards. As they drew abreast of the guards, she slipped out from beneath the wagon. Her short stature worked to her advantage. Within a few seconds, the carts had rumbled past the olive-clad men and into the busy marketplace.

Ilanna ducked away from the wagons and dove into the crowd of late-night shoppers and merchants. She slithered through the press of bodies, each step leading her closer to the street where the Serpent had turned. Rounding the corner, she found herself in front of a row of brightly-colored stalls. Her eyes darted up and down the street, searching. The Serpent had disappeared.

She balled her fists in frustration. Watcher take it! He couldn’t have known she followed him. He’d likely made himself scarce to avoid the notice of the Praamian Guards.

Something about the Serpent’s actions nagged at the back of her mind. He’d emerged from the alleyway—a dead end, she knew from experience. A hidden rope in the alley led to the Hawk’s Highway. So what was the Serpent doing there?

Her stomach tightened as she retraced her steps. She paused just out of the Praamian Guards’ field of view, waiting for the right moment to move. A horse-drawn carriage rumbling away from the Coin Counter’s Temple provided her with cover, and she slipped into the alley.

Darkness met her eyes. The stink of debris, ordure, and vomit filled her nostrils. She didn’t dare draw out her quickfire globes for fear of alerting the Praamian Guards. Even after her eyes had adjusted to the gloom, she could see nothing out of the ordinary.

So what the hell was the Serpent doing in this alley?

An arm wrapped around her neck, and the tip of a dagger pressed into the underside of her chin. “Give me one good reason not to slit your throat, Ilanna the traitor.”
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Ilanna froze, too late. Blood trickled from the skin split by the dagger’s razor edge.

“A bit of blood will brighten up this alley.” The harsh voice spoke again. “So why stay my hand?”

“Because killing me will be the biggest mistake you’ve made all year, Verum.” She cursed herself; she’d spent so much time training with Allon and Errik, she should have spotted the Serpent doubling back. Coupled with her fatigue, the urgency of finding her friends had made her careless.

Her captor stiffened. Ilanna twisted, punched him in the solar plexus, and danced backward. She wiped at the skin of her neck. “Yes, I’m glad you’re alive, too.”

Verum straightened with a wince and cough. “Traitor!” he spat. “You deserve death for what you did.

She folded her arms. “What I did was save the Night Guild from the Watcher-damned Bloody Hand.”

“By bringing the accursed Arbitors into the tunnel?” Verum tightened his grip on his dagger. “By Derelana, I ought to—”

“You will do nothing.” Her voice dropped to an angry whisper. “You think I wanted to bring the Duke’s men into our home? You think I wanted to watch dozens of Foxes and Grubbers cut down because the Bloodbears and Hounds were ruled by greed instead of sense?” She stepped toward him, heat burning in her chest. “I was the only one who found a solution for the problem all of you were too scared to deal with.” Logic warned her against provoking the Serpent, but anger smothered rationale. “Even after you lot condemned me to execution—because of falsified information planted by the real traitor—I’ve done nothing but try to prevent more Praamian deaths. You can hate me all you want, Verum, but that won’t stop me from doing every bloody thing from finding Errik and putting an end to the Bloody Hand once and for all.”

Verum met the force of her tirade without flinching, but at the mention of her friend, something else—grudging respect, perhaps—glinted in his eyes. “You’re going after Errik? Even with the Duke’s men after you?”

Ilanna nodded. “Damned right I am.” She clenched her fists. “Rhynd took Darreth, Allon, and my Foxes as well. When I find him, I’m going to gut him and watch him die in agony. Then I’m going to do my damnedest to stop the Duke from executing the rest of the Night Guild.”

Verum’s eyebrows lifted. “How?”

“By using the King’s secrets against him. But for that to happen, I need to find Rhynd and the others first. We’ve got mere hours, and all my efforts have come up empty. You had any luck?”

Verum looked away. “We…”

“You haven’t been searching?” Ilanna wanted to shout, but didn’t dare risk alerting the nearby guards.

“We’ve been busy surviving!” Verum’s eyes blazed. “Between the Bloody Hand and the Duke’s men, House Serpent isn’t exactly in fighting condition. There are just three of us left. Sonna’s in bad shape, and Leo’s busy guarding our prisoner.”

“Prisoner?”

Verum gave her a savage grin. “Got our hands on a Voramian.” He thumbed the edge of his blade. “Leo’s got a way of making men talk, especially when they don’t want to.”

Ilanna’s mind raced. Perhaps her luck had turned. She wouldn’t need to spend the rest of the night searching for Rhynd when she could get the answer she wanted from one of his thugs.

“Take me to him.”

Verum raised an eyebrow. “Why would I do that?” He set his jaw. “You’ve already told the Duke where to find the Night Guild. What’s stopping you from turning the rest of us in?”

“Because the Duke already made his feelings for me very clear. He planned to lock me up in there.” She thrust a finger at the Black Spire rising high above the city. “He’d have killed me along with the others if he wasn’t afraid I’ll spill his secrets. The Duke wants me dead—a long, tedious death by starvation and thirst. He’d keep me alive until everyone forgets I exist, then let me die and make my body disappear. Not exactly best friends, the Duke and I.”

Verum’s eyes narrowed, the wheels behind his eyes turning.

“Think about it, Verum. If I was working for the Duke, why wouldn’t I simply call out and alert the Praamian Guards that I was in danger. I know my way through the sewers as well as a Serpent.” A lie, but he didn’t need to know it. “I could have led the Duke’s men to you at any time.”

Verum’s skeptical expression cracked, but he hesitated. “I still don’t know—”

“Has Errik ever mentioned me?”

Verum nodded.

“He considers me a friend, doesn’t he?”

Again, a nod.

“At this very moment, there is no one in the Guild more important to me than your fellow Serpent. Every minute you spend doubting me is one less minute we can be looking for him and that bastard Rhynd. Think about Errik, and do the right bloody thing!” She drew her dagger and extended it hilt first. “This is my only weapon. Take it if you must, but stop wasting time. Errik’s life—and the lives of every other Journeyman, apprentice, and tyro hangs in the balance.”

After a moment of hesitation, Verum shook his head. “Keep it.” He jerked his chin toward the rear of the alley. “This way. I’ll take you to our prisoner.”

*     *     *

A miasma of foul odors hung thick in the sewer tunnels through which Verum led her. The Serpent skirted a particularly noxious puddle of a brown-green Ilanna had never seen before. The crumbling stone walls and ceiling spoke of the tunnel’s age.

These have to be the original sewers. They’d spent at least half an hour trekking through the tunnels. Given their starting point near the Ward of Refuge, the distances made sense. They strode beneath the towering mansions and sprawling estates of Old Praamis.

Memories of her imprisonment in the Black Spire kept Ilanna trotting to keep up with Verum’s longer stride. The Duke wanted her dead, but he’d settle for every other man, woman, and child in the Night Guild. If she didn’t deal with Rhynd soon, the Watcher’s Square would be filled with the corpses of her comrades. She couldn’t bear to see Jarl’s body join the many, many others that had already died.

She struggled to hold her tongue. Every moment they spent striding these tunnels was a moment they couldn’t spend hunting down Rhynd or trying to save the Night Guild. They had less than twelve hours before the Duke began the trial. The executions would take place shortly after.

“This way.” Verum nodded with his head. “Watch your step.” He took a running start and leapt over a gaping hole into blackness.

Ilanna peered into the abyss, which descended at least a half-dozen stories into the earth. The foul odor of decay and rot rising from the crevasse sent a shudder down her spine.

“Can you make it?” Verum’s eyes dropped to her shorter legs.

Scowling, Ilanna backed up and took a deep breath. She’d cleared greater distances on the rooftops of Praamis, but that didn’t make the threat of painful death any less terrifying. One wrong move, one misstep on the tunnel’s slick stones, and the Duke wouldn’t need to worry about executing her.

No time for hesitation. Errik’s counting on you.

She dashed toward the edge and hurled her body through the air with every shred of strength in her legs. The far side rushed toward her, and her landing sent a jolt of pain through her knees. Her right foot slipped out from beneath her. She tottered and would have fallen if not for Verum’s steadying hand.

She nodded. “Thanks.”

Verum inclined his head. “Just a little more.”

A few minutes later, Verum pointed to a blank section of wall. “Here.” He pressed what seemed to be a random stone. A thin crack split the wall and a hidden door slid open.

Ilanna marveled at the perfection of the design. No human stonemason could have built such a flawless door. Stories circulating around the Night Guild credited the Serenii with the creation of the network of underground tunnels. They resembled the tunnels beneath Voramis—tunnels Graeme had insisted were also the handiwork of the ancient lost race.

The sight beyond the door drove all other thoughts from Ilanna’s mind. A man in the green-trimmed robes of House Serpent knelt beside a woman in similar garb. Blood stained the front of the woman’s tunic, and the ground beneath her had turned a dark ochre. Even as Ilanna approached, she caught a glimpse of a ragged gash in the woman’s gut. She had a few hours left to live, perhaps a day or two. They would be painful.

The man, Leo, looked up as she entered. His hand flashed to his dagger. “What’s she doing here?”

“Stand down, Leo.” Verum stood between Ilanna and the Serpent. “She’s here to find Errik.”

Leo’s face darkened. “After what she did—”

“She will stand before the Guild Council and answer for her actions. But that means we have to stop the Guild Council from being killed. Starting with Master Serpent.”

Anger still burned in Leo’s eyes, but his hand fell away from his dagger.

Ilanna strode around Verum. “Where is he? Take me to him.”

Leo sneered. “I don’t have to—”

“The more time we waste, the longer Rhynd has to think of new and clever ways to make Errik’s life misery.” She met Leo’s disdain with firm resolve. “And the harder it’ll be to stop Duke Phonnis from executing the rest. So if you’re done with this prick-measuring contest, tell me where you have the Voramian.”

Sonna, the Journeyman on the ground, gave a weak laugh. “Pair on her’s bigger than the both of yous.” Her smile turned wry. “Even though she’s a traitorous bitch.”

Ilanna half-bowed in mockery.

Verum grabbed her arm. “This way.” He led her around a crumbling stone wall.

“How’d it happen?” Ilanna thrust a chin toward Sonna and Leo.

“Company of Arbitors caught us leaving House Hawk. We tore ’em a new one, but one of the bastards caught Sonna.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “She’s been like that for two days?” The wound should have killed her by now.

“She’s a stubborn one, Sonna. Refuses to let go until the Bloody Hand is gone. Leo won’t leave her side. Even if he decides to help us once…” He swallowed. “…once Sonna’s gone, he’s going to want you dead for what the Arbitors did to her.”

“He might very well get his wish. Going up against Rhynd could very well be the death of me. Of both of us.”

Verum raised an eyebrow. “And what’s to say I’ll be helping you? After what you did…”

“You’ll help me because of what I did.”

The Serpent’s eyebrows nearly touched his receding hairline. “You’ll have to explain that logic to me.”

Ilanna bared her teeth in a savage smile. “You know there’s nothing that will stop me from doing what needs to be done. No one to stop me. Sabat. The Duke. The Bloody Hand. I’ve proven what happens to anyone who gets in my way. Rhynd happens to be the one standing between me and Errik.”

“Gods have mercy on Rhynd, eh?”

Ilanna nodded. “But first we have to find him, which means getting your prisoner to talk, by whatever means necessary.”

The ferocity of Verum’s grin matched the fire burning within her. “Oh, I believe we’re uniquely suited to help you convince our friend to be forthcoming.” He cracked his knuckles. “He’ll give us what we need to know. I guarantee it.”

She followed the Serpent into a nearby section of tunnel. A man lay hog-tied on the floor, a gag in his mouth. Ilanna crouched over him and spoke in a soft voice. “Hello, friend. You and I are going to have a little chat.”
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Blood stained the face, neck, and bare chest of the Voramian. Burns showed on his wrists and ankles where the rope dug into his flesh. When Verum rolled the thug over, Ilanna caught a glimpse of dark lines carved into his chest, a match for the lacerations on his back and shoulders. Two fingers on each of his hands would never heal straight; it looked as if Leo had taken a hammer to them.

Yet the man’s eyes held no fear. He stared at Ilanna with hatred and stubborn defiance.

She motioned for Verum to follow her around the corner.

“What?” he snapped.

“How long have you been working him over?”

Verum snarled. “A day or so.”

“Has he given you anything?”

Verum bared his teeth. “We haven’t exactly been asking him many questions.” He cast a glance at the man crouching over Sonna. “Leo’s needed to let out a bit of his anger. Better the thug than you, eh?”

Ilanna ignored the remark. “So you’ve been torturing him for a day or more, and in all that time he’s never cracked?”

“No.” Verum shrugged. “But with a bit of time, he’s sure to—”

“Time is something we don’t have.” Her words came out tight, clipped. “Errik doesn’t have time for us to waste on torture. If we can’t get something out of him soon, we’re back to searching the streets of Praamis on foot. And I’m fresh out of ideas on where to find Rhynd.”

Verum’s expression tightened. “What are you suggesting?”

“I’ve an idea I think could get him to crack. But for it to work, I need you to pretend you hate me.”

“Shouldn’t be too much trouble.”

Ilanna nodded. “Good. Now go back in there and work him over for a few minutes. But when I come in, you do as I say, got it?”

Verum raised an eyebrow. “Think you’re an expert in torture, girl?” Disdain twisted his face. “You don’t look like no Serpent to me.”

Ilanna met his gaze without wavering. “I’ve learned a thing or two about getting people to do what I want. Even without chopping them up.”

Verum rolled his eyes. “Fine by me. But when your way fails, we’ll go back to doing it the Serpent way.”

“Fair enough.” She fixed him with a piercing stare. “Do exactly as I say, got it?”

“I got it.” With a dismissive wave, Verum strode back toward the bound thug. “Feel free to wait a while before disturbing us.”

Ilanna sighed. Men and their egos. One of the best things about Errik was the fact he didn’t let his pride get in the way of common sense. If only there were more men like him.

Moments later, the meaty sound of fists thumping into flesh came from around the corner, followed by grunts and a few weak coughs. Ilanna gave Verum a few minutes to work the thug over. She trusted him to leave the Voramian alive and conscious. A few fresh bruises and broken bones wouldn’t stop the thug from answering her question. Unless, of course, the Serpent set to pounding on the man’s head.

She strode around the corner and stopped, her eyes going wide. “No!” With a piercing shriek, she rushed toward Verum. “Stop! Stop!” Her voice came out high and fearful. “Please, stop hurting him!”

“Get off me, girl!” The Serpent shoved her away, sending her stumbling.

Catching herself on the wall, she hurled herself between the thug and Verum’s upraised fist. “Please! Don’t hurt him anymore.”

Verum narrowed his eyes. “He’s got the location of Master Serpent, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to get it out of him.”

“Please!” Ilanna poured every shred of pathetic supplication into her words. “Please, let me talk to him first.” She cast a glance over her shoulder, giving the Voramian a full look at the tears in her eyes. “No more violence,” she said in a quiet voice.

Verum played his role to perfection. He snarled at her, spat on the Voramian thug, and stalked off muttering a string of curses.

Ilanna turned to the thug, her expression filled with concern. “A-Are you badly hurt?”

The question was a foolish one, she knew. Verum had removed the ropes around the Voramian’s ankles, but he hung suspended from a hook set in the stone ceiling. Dark purple bruises covered his front and sides, and his right eye had swollen shut. Blood trickled from dozens of cuts on his body left by knuckles and knives. But her “worried woman” act was necessary to get him to trust her.

The Voramian coughed up blood. “I’m…fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “My grandmother…hits harder…than your man.” He spat a mouthful of crimson saliva.

“He’s not my man.” Ilanna dropped her eyes. “Rhynd took my man.” She made her voice sound as pitiful and plaintive as she could manage. “I need to get him back. Will you help me?”

The thug’s harsh laughter echoed in the tunnel. “Girl…you’re wasting…your time.” A fit of wet coughing seized him. “Your man…can do…anything he wants…to me. You won’t break me.” His voice grew stronger.

“I know.” She shook her head. “I tried to tell him that, but he won’t listen to me. No one listens to me. They think I’m weak because I’m just a thief, not a Serpent like them.”

“Y-You’re…that Ilanna…girl…aren’t you?”

Ilanna nodded, hiding a wince. She’d hoped not to be recognized on sight.

“They say…you’re some big deal in…the Night Guild. Like you’re going to single-handedly…stop us from taking over.” The thug eyed her up and down. “Don’t look like much…to me.” His breath came in wheezing gasps.

“I’m a thief, not a killer. I don’t care about Rhynd or the others. I just want to get my man back.” She gave him a shy smile. “Will you help me?”

The thug laughed. “Not a Keeper-damned chance, girl! Rhynd would…skin me alive if he knew I…sold him out.”

“There has to be something we can do…oh!” She frowned. “I don’t know your name.”

The man studied her, but she kept her expression one of concern and trepidation. She had to play the role of a woman looking for her man.

After a moment, he grunted, “Osser.”

“Osser.” Ilanna tried the name and gave him a smile. “Will you help me, Osser? Just tell me where I can find my man, please!”

Osser sneered. “I’ll say nothing to you, girl. The Bloody Hand doesn’t squeal!”

She glanced over her shoulder. “Please. Verum’s going to come back any minute, and he’s going to keep hitting you. The other one’s angry because someone hurt his woman, and you’re the only thing he has to let out his anger on. I don’t think I’ll be able to stop them again.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Please, just tell me anything so he doesn’t keep hitting you. I hate all the blood…” She turned away, as if sick.

“Pah!” Osser spat another mouthful of blood. “You think this is bad, girl? I’d rather that milksop keeps hitting me. If Rhynd gets his hands on me, I’m a dead man.”

Ilanna hid a smile. The truth comes out. Osser was afraid of Rhynd, for good reason. Rhynd had beaten a dozen men to death with his fists. He wouldn’t hesitate to rip Osser apart if he suspected betrayal. But that gave her the perfect way in. She could use that as leverage against Osser.

“What if I gave you gold? Enough so you’d never have to worry about Rhynd again.” Excitement filled her voice. “Yes! You could leave Praamis and Voramis for good. Everyone thinks you died in the raid—let them keep thinking that. You could be free from Rhynd forever.”

Just as she’d expected, a light shone in Osser’s eyes. She could see his mind working.

“You know I’m Ilanna, so that means you know what I’ve stolen. Millions of imperials in gold and jewels.” She dug into her pocket and drew out a gemstone. “Like this.”

Osser’s eyes widened at sight of the blue sapphire. Ilanna had retrieved it from one of her many stashes around the city, intending to offer it for information as a last resort. It would serve her needs now perfectly.

“And you’d just hand it all over to me?” Osser sneered, never taking his eyes off the gemstone. “Not bloody likely.”

“What’s money without someone to share it with?” Ilanna gave him her most forlorn expression. “Without Errik…” She trailed off and turned away, sniffling loudly and wiping at her eyes for effect.

“What about your friends?” A hint of hopefulness echoed in Osser’s voice. “What’s to stop them from putting a dagger in my ribs the moment I give them the information you want?”

Ilanna turned to him. “Look.” She drew her dagger with the clumsy motion of someone unused to edged weapons. “I can cut you free, and you can escape before they return.” She pointed down the tunnel behind him. “A few hundred paces that way, you’ll find a way out of the sewers.” No such exit existed, but the thug didn’t need to know that.

Osser’s mouth twitched. He was a heartbeat away from telling her what she wanted to know.

“I think my friends want to kill Rhynd,” she said in a fearful whisper. “They’re angry at him. If you tell me where to find him, you won’t have to worry about him ever again. You can take the gold and run, disappear forever. Your masters in Voramis probably think you’re dead. You can start a new life away from here.”

Osser remained silent for a long minute. Ilanna let her lower lip tremble, and she cast nervous glances over her shoulder, playing up her fear of Verum returning.

“Millions of imperials, you say?” Osser spoke in a quiet voice.

Ilanna nodded. “Mostly gold, but a lot in jewels, too.” She showed him the sapphire again.

After a moment, Osser nodded. “I’ll tell you what I know. But cut me down first.” He, too, cast a glance at the tunnel behind her. “Before your friend comes back.”

“Thank you!” Ilanna let the desperation echo in her voice. She shuffled around behind Osser and sawed clumsily at his bindings. More than once, she allowed her knife to nick Osser’s wrists, and she took far longer than she should have.

“Hurry!”

A minute later, the knife severed the last thread of rope and Osser dropped to the ground with a groan.

Ilanna stepped back, holding the knife before her like a shield. She played the role of terrified woman to perfection. “So where do I find Rhynd?”

Osser shook his head. “Jewel first.” She tossed it to him. “Now tell me where to find the rest.”

“No. I cut you down. Tell me where to find Rhynd, then I’ll take you to the gold.”

Osser studied her up and down, and disdain flickered behind his eyes. She could almost hear his thoughts: he believed he could take her on, knife or no.

“You’ll find him in the Warehouse District, off Fishmonger’s Row. Big, brown warehouse with a white door. Faded sign of an old brewery or somesuch.” Rubbing his wrists, Osser climbed to his feet. “Now the gold and jewels.”

“How many men does he have with him?” Ilanna didn’t lower the knife.

Osser rolled his eyes. “Don’t know, don’t care.” He took a threatening step toward her. “Now give me the gold, girl, or—”

Ilanna moved too fast for him to react. The knife slipped up under his chin, pierced the roof of his mouth, and drove into his brain. A few drops of blood gushed from the wound, but he collapsed to the stone floor without a sound. Crouching, she plucked the gemstone from his hand and stuffed it back into her pocket.

She stared down at the corpse with disgust. Men underestimated her because she was a woman, perceiving her as weak. One more man had learned the truth the hard way. At least his misogyny had given her what she wanted.

She had no doubt Rhynd would underestimate her as well. He’d continually done so since their attempted takeover of the Night Guild. Had he truly perceived her as a threat, he would have sent every member of the Night Guild and Bloody Hand after her. No doubt he’d realized his mistake when she brought the Arbitors and Praamian Guard crashing down on him. If he believed for a single moment she wasn’t the greatest threat to his existence in Praamis, he wouldn’t live long to regret his mistake.
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Verum looked up as she strode into the chamber where he, Leo, and Sonna waited. “Get him talking?”

Ilanna nodded. “He gave up Rhynd’s location.”

The Serpent raised an eyebrow. “How’d you manage that?”

“Did you promise him he could kill the rest of the Night Guild?” Leo growled.

Ignoring the insult, Ilanna drew out the sapphire. “I simply appealed to the one thing that rules all men. Greed.”

Verum whistled. “Rock like that, no wonder he gave it up.” He stood and drew his dagger. “I’ll take care of him.”

“No need. He’s been handled.”

Leo rolled his eyes. “Leaving you the only one who knows Rhynd’s location.”

“So you can’t kill me…yet.” She gave him a too-sweet smile. “You’ll have to keep me alive long enough to lead you to Master Serpent.” The anger in the Serpent’s eyes told her she’d read his mind. She didn’t blame him for his hatred—she’d felt the same about the person who betrayed the Night Guild.

Keeper take it! She kicked herself inwardly. She’d forgotten to ask Osser for the traitor’s identity. She doubted he’d have told her, but he might have dropped a hint. Too late for regrets.

“We can always torture the information out of you.” Disdain twisted Leo’s face. “You don’t look half as tough as the Bloody Hand bastard.”

Ilanna tensed. “You’re welcome to try. Last one who laid his hands on me—”

“Leo…enough!” Sonna’s voice had grown weaker in the last minutes. Judging by the pallor of her cheeks and the flush of her forehead, she would be in the Long Keeper’s arms before midnight. “Be at peace. She did…what she thought…was right.” Sonna’s piercing stare held surprising strength. “And she…is trying to…make it right…isn’t she?”

Ilanna nodded. “Starting with Master Serpent. With Errik.” She met Leo’s gaze. “For that, I’ll need your help.” She turned to Verum. “Both of you.”

Verum shrugged. “If it keeps you alive long enough to stand trial before the Guild Council, I’m in.” His tone held only a shred of anger. Clearly, the idea of her doing “as needs must” had taken root in his mind.

“Not a Watcher-damned chance!” Leo shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere with her.” He dropped his gaze to Sonna. “And I’m not leaving you, Sonna.”

Sonna gave him a weak smile. “Foolish, foolish man.” She coughed and spat a gob of bloody phlegm. “You don’t…have the time…to waste on me.” The Serpent’s eyes met Ilanna’s. “Isn’t…that right?”

Ilanna nodded. “The trial of the Night Guild begins at dawn. The Duke believes he has all the evidence needed to convict most, if not all. We have to get there and stop him.”

“And how would you know that?” Leo narrowed his eyes. “Oh, that’s right, you’re in league with the bloody Chief Justiciar!” His hand dropped to his dagger.

Ilanna bared her teeth in a snarl. “I know because he held me captive in the Black Spire. He planned to hold me captive until the world forgot about me.”

“So how are you here?” The intensity of Leo’s fury matched hers. “You may have gotten into the Black Spire once, but no way you got out.”

“Yet here I am.” Ilanna held out her arms. “Now can you quit wasting time so we can go save Errik and the others?”

Leo shook his head. “I’m not leaving Sonna.”

“Of course…you are,” Sonna rasped. “You…need to go with her.”

Leo set his jaw. “Not yet.” He swallowed. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

“Everyone…dies alone.” Sonna smiled up at him. “You need…to think about…the living.” She coughed again. “Master Serpent…needs your help.”

A tear slid down Leo’s rough, bearded face, but he dashed it away. “I’m not leaving you, Sonna.” His voice came out harsh. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Not after everything…” He bent and whispered in her ear.

A smile played at Sonna’s lips, and moisture filled her eyes.

Ilanna jerked her head, and Verum nodded. In silence, they strode a respectful distance down the tunnel. “Let them have a final moment of peace.”

Anger flared within her as she waited. She hadn’t had a chance to say farewell to Kodyn or Ria. Or Denber, Prynn, the twins, or even Master Hawk. If she didn’t find them soon, Errik, Darreth, and Allon would be gone as well. Jarl would face death at the end of a hangman’s rope or drown in the Field of Mercy. She refused to let that happen. She had Rhynd’s location. Even if she had to hunt him down herself, she would—

Leo appeared around the corner, eyes red-rimmed but his face hard as steel. “What now?” The fury remained in his eyes and the tightness of his voice, but it was no longer directed at her. He would expend his rage on Rhynd and the Bloody Hand.

“Osser gave me the location where we find Rhynd. But I can’t get too close without being spotted.” She drew out the parchment she’d picked up in the Aerie. “They know what I look like. If they see me, they’ll run.”

“So we’ll do the scouting, eh?” Verum rubbed his stubbled chin. “Always thought I could do a Hound’s job better than them.”

Laughter bubbled from Ilanna’s throat. She didn’t try to suppress it. After everything that had happened in the last few days, the humor came as a welcome change.

“Scout the location, then what?” Leo didn’t smile. “Rhynd’s bound to have more than a few men watching his back.”

“Nothing a pair of Serpents can’t handle, I trust.”

Verum’s expression grew thoughtful. “Let’s have a look at the place first, then we’ll figure out what comes next.”

Ilanna nodded. “So be it. But if we’re to save the rest of the Night Guild, we have to move quickly.”

She turned to go, but Leo stepped in front of her. “Be warned, Hawk: try to run, and I’ll hunt you to the ends of Einan.”

Ilanna met his gaze without hesitation. She had no intention of running.

He stabbed a finger at her. “When this is over, you will stand before the Guild Council and answer for your actions.”

“Are you done?” Ilanna arched an eyebrow coolly. “Can we get on with saving Errik and the others now?” Without waiting, she turned and strode down the tunnel. After a moment, the sound of the Serpents’ boots echoed behind her.

They walked in a tense silence. Leo radiated tangible anger. Given a chance, Ilanna knew he’d put a knife in her back. Thankfully, they had a mutual enemy. She could use that fury, channel it into finding and dealing with the Bloody Hand. Before the night was out, Rhynd would be dead. Or she would. Either way, it ended tonight.

*     *     *

Ilanna crouched in the shadow of an overhanging rooftop, studying the brown warehouse below. Two burly men stood before the white door, beneath the faded sign of the “Silver Tongue Brewery”. The wariness in their eyes and the tension in their stance screamed of high alert. They could only be the Bloody Hand.

I’m coming for you, Rhynd.

She drummed her fingers against her forearm. Verum and Leo had been gone for close to an hour now, since just after the Lady’s Bells had tolled out midnight. She had too few hours to deal with Rhynd and get to the palace to stop the Duke from executing the Night Guild. If the Serpents didn’t hurry, she’d be too late.

As if on cue, two shadows detached from the corners of the warehouse. Verum and Leo glided toward the Voramians, silent as wraiths. They struck in coordination, clamping their hands over the thugs’ mouths and driving slim daggers between their ribs. The Voramians died without a sound. The Serpents dragged the bodies into the shadows.

A few minutes later, a quiet whistle echoed from the alley beneath Ilanna. She slithered down the rope and dropped to the stone street beside Verum.

“Four guards, all handled.” He drew a finger across his throat. “Leo’s doing one last sweep around the perimeter. Two ways in: front and back door.”

Ilanna shook her head. “Three.” She pointed upwards. “Rooftop hatch.”

Verum inclined his head. “Thoughts?”

“One in the front, one in the back. I’ll slip in from up high. Any idea how many are inside?”

Verum scratched his chin. “Rhynd had at least three big fellows who never left his side. He probably took a few more, just in case. No way to know until we get inside.”

Ilanna winced. Jarl had told her Rhynd fled the tunnels with a handful of his best. The Serpents had eliminated at least four enemies, but she could be walking into the arms of dozens more. She had little doubt Rhynd would be on the lookout for her. Thanks to that image of her circulated amongst his men, the Bloody Hand would recognize her on sight.

The Duke’s words echoed in her mind. You are the artist of your own destruction, he’d said. Why did that stick with her? What was it that refused to leave her alone?

Suddenly, everything made sense. Dozens of pieces clicked into place in her mind. She drew out the parchment and studied it in the weak light spilling from a nearby street lamp.

It’s not possible! She wanted to refute the idea but couldn’t. How could I have been so blind? The answer literally stared her in the face.

“What’s wrong?” Verum asked. “You just went dead silent.”

Ilanna answered in a voice of quiet, cold fury. “I know who the traitor is.”
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A chill wind swept over the Praamian rooftops, but the anger burning in Ilanna’s gut could ward off a blizzard. A torrent of emotions churned within Ilanna: hatred at the person who had betrayed not just her, but the Night Guild; disdain and self-loathing at her inability to see the truth; fury that the traitor’s actions had put her in such a dangerous position—had put them all in this position.

By aiding the Bloody Hand, the traitor had forced her to seek the Duke’s help. Dozens of Journeymen and apprentices from every House had died. If Duke Phonnis had his way, the rest would follow suit. And there wasn’t a Keeper-damned thing she could do until she dealt with Rhynd and however many Voramians waited below.

But she swallowed her feelings, compressed them into a burning ball of fire in her gut. She couldn’t act yet, not until Errik, Jarl, and the rest were free.

She took a deep breath; it did little to still the angry tremble in her hand. Gripping her dagger tighter, she slipped across the flat warehouse roof. She placed each foot with caution. One misstep and the creaking of the wooden beams would alert the thugs within the building. Her mission to rescue Errik, Darreth, and the others would end in death. Hers, certainly; her crew would likely follow close behind.

Reaching the small, wooden hatch set into the roof, she sheathed her dagger and drew out the pair of worn lockpicks she’d found in House Hawk. The first tension wrench snapped when she twisted it in the lock. The second and third wrench followed suit. Cursing, Ilanna drew out the last one. She let out her breath in a silent whistle as the lock clicked open.

She pressed her ear to the hatch. Silence. She listened for anything to indicate life within: creaking floorboards, footsteps, heavy breathing, or the snores of sleeping men. Only the eerie moaning of the cold wind met her ears.

The hinges of the hatch squeaked as she pulled it open. She moved as slowly as she dared, opening it just far enough for her to slip her head through. The faint sliver of light leaking through the open hatch revealed a room empty of everything save a thick layer of dust.

Ilanna squirmed her body through the hatch, let herself hang at arm’s length, and dropped the short distance to the floor. She winced as her soft-soled boots whumped on the wooden boards. The hatch thunked closed above her. She darted toward the door and pressed herself against the wall.

She waited, heart thundering, and counted two full minutes—more than enough time for someone to investigate the noise. She poked her head out of the door and peered into the open space two stories below.

Four men sat in the heart of the warehouse. On the table before them stood a lantern, a deck of playing cards, coins, and the remnants of a meal. All four sported the heavy musculature, thick hands, and wooden clubs marking them as Rhynd’s thugs, but no sign of the man himself. Ilanna couldn’t decide if that was good or bad. Had Rhynd set those men in plain sight to lull her into a false sense of security? Or were they simply doing as men in their profession tended to do with moments of inactivity? Ilanna didn’t care to find out.

Pressing herself into the shadows of the upper floor, she slid toward a door a few paces away. She tested the handle. Locked. Drawing out the lockpicks, she set to work. Four pins. Within a matter of seconds, the lock clicked and she cracked the door.

Empty. The tiny surge of hope turned to bile in her throat.

The next door stood ajar, but again only blackness and silence within.

Damn it! Muttering a silent curse, Ilanna moved on.

Fifteen heart-pounding minutes later, and her search of the upper floor had proven fruitless. Ilanna hesitated at the stairway to the second level. The closer she drew to the thugs sitting below, the greater the chance they’d see or hear her.

She tested each step with her foot before resting her weight. Silver Tongue Brewing Company had gone out of business a decade earlier; years of neglect lay heavy over the warehouse. Thieves had taken everything of value: wall sconces, wooden furniture, even the glass window panes. The building had become just one more of the abandoned constructions left to rot.

Her heart leapt to her throat as heavy footfalls sounded on the floor beneath her. She froze, fingers tight on the dagger tucked into her sleeve. She had no desire to fight the Bloody Hand unless necessary. Her training with Errik had taught her to outthink her opponent. That meant keeping the element of surprise as long as possible. The longer she remained undetected, the greater the chance she’d find her friends and free them without alerting the Bloody Hand. The rooftop hatch would provide a safe exit. If only she could find them.

The thumping boots moved on after a few tense seconds. The Voramian called out to his friends at the table and joined in the game. So long as they remained clustered around that table, in the direct lamplight, she could slink through the shadows unseen.

She slipped beneath the cover of the staircase and tested the door handle. Locked. A few seconds of work with her lockpicks and it opened.

Moonlight streamed in through a rectangular window high on the far wall. In the faint illumination, Ilanna caught a glimpse of a figure huddled on the floor.

Without a sound, Ilanna glided toward the figure. She didn’t dare call out for fear of a trap. Rhynd could easily have left one of his thugs here, waiting for her to—

“He…llo?” a familiar voice whispered. The figure’s face turned toward her. She stifled a cry of horror. Both of Errik’s eyes had swollen shut, and blood stained his cheeks, mouth, and nose.

“Errik!” she hissed. She darted across the dusty floor to crouch beside him.

The Serpent recoiled at her touch. “No! Don’t hurt m—”

Ilanna pressed a hand to his mouth. “Errik, it’s me!” She spoke in a low, firm voice. “It’s Ilanna.”

“I…lanna?” Confusion filled Errik’s voice. “Ilanna’s…dead. Saw her die.”

“Not a chance, Errik.” A lump rose in her throat. “It’s me, you fool. I’m here to get you out.”

Errik forced open an eye, and he gasped. “Ilanna?” He blinked, as if unable to believe it. “Is it…really you?”

Ilanna nodded. “Of course, silly man. Think I’d let you take down Rhynd all on your own?”

Errik flinched at the name. “Is he—?”

“Dead? Not yet, but as soon as I find him, I’ll make the sorry bastard wish he was.”

“No!” Errik moaned. “No, this is all wrong.” Errik shoved her away. “You can’t be here.”

“I’m getting you out of here.”

“No!” Errik’s voice had regained some of its strength. “You need to get out of here now. Before Rhynd finds you.”

“No one knows I’m here. Verum and Leo took care of the sentries outside. They’re keeping an eye on the warehouse. At the first sign of alarm, they’ll attack.” She studied Errik, for the first time noticing the heavy chain running from the collar around his neck to a ring set in the wall. A second chain linked to a steel band wrapping his ribs. She drew out her lockpicks and set to work. “Where are the others?”

“I don’t know,” Errik rasped in a voice like crackling parchment. “Rhynd’s been keeping us in separate rooms. I haven’t seen the others since…”

“But they’re all alive? Darreth? Joost and Veslund? Allon?”

Errik winced at the last name. “I heard Allon screaming earlier. No doubt Rhynd’s doing the same to him as he did to me.” He motioned to his bloodied face.

“Anything broken?”

Errik shook his head. “Nothing serious.” Every breath held a quiet wheeze. “Busted ribs, more bruises than a Fox caught by a pack of Bloodbears.” He prodded his cheeks and winced. “Probably lost my good looks, too.”

Ilanna chuckled. “See what happens when I leave you boys alone?”

Errik laughed then gave a quiet groan. “Don’t! Hurts just to breathe.”

“You think you can make it onto the rooftops?” Ilanna jerked a thumb at the ceiling. “Found a rooftop hatch. It’s our way—”

“Roof hatch?” Errik stiffened. “And there was no one there?”

Ilanna shook her head. “Dark and quiet.”

Errik’s swollen eyes flew wide. “No, that’s not right. They were up there…”

The fear in his expression sent an icy dagger of fear into Ilanna’s gut. “What?”

“They left it unguarded, Ilanna,” Errik hissed.

Ilanna’s gut lurched. Of course they did. Rhynd had known she used the Hawk’s Highway to get around Praamis. He’d sent his thugs to the rooftops with the Serpents and Hounds to find her. How could I be so foolish to believe—

The door banged open and dazzling lamplight flooded the room. Ilanna blinked, momentarily blinded, and leapt toward the wall behind Errik. She had to open space between her and the thugs, give her eyes time to recover.

Hands closed about her wrists. She reacted as Errik had trained her to. Her right elbow shot up and to the side. Blood spurted down her arm, and a man cried out. The grip on her right arm loosened. She brought her dagger across her body in a vicious swipe meant to open the throat of the opponent on her left. Her hand met a hard forearm before the blade came close. The strike distracted the man from her true intention: her right knee driven between the fork of his legs. The fingers around her left arm fell away.

Ilanna’s eyes adjusted to the light in time for her to see two more thugs closing in behind the first two. These held clubs and approached her with caution. Errik’s weak kick glanced off a calf as thick as a tree trunk. The thug snarled and slammed his truncheon into the top of the Serpent’s head. Errik collapsed, his face thumping on the hard, dust-covered floor.

The distraction gave Ilanna the opening she needed. She’d positioned herself behind Errik in an attempt to split up her assailants. She darted toward the one on her left and drove the dagger into his gut. He fell with a shriek, hands clasping the hilt.

She tried to leap over the falling body, but the Voramian’s swiping hands caught her foot. She stumbled, fell hard, and scrambled back up. Strong arms wrapped her waist and pulled her backward. Ilanna drove her heel into the arch of the thug’s foot. The man squealed and dropped her. She stamped on his groin as she sprinted toward the door.

Something the size of her entire head slammed into her face with the force of a rushing carriage. The blow snapped her head up and hurled her backward. She collapsed, world whirling around her at a dizzying speed. Tears stung her eyes and ran down her cheeks to mingle with the warm blood filling her mouth.

“Take her,” a rough voice said.

She tried to move, to fight, but more hands gripped her arms and legs. Loops of rough hemp were passed over her wrists and ankles and pulled taut. Another loop slipped around her neck. With a yank, the noose was jerked tight. She gasped for air as she was hauled upright by the rope.

A cruel, bearded face hovered in her wobbling vision. “Hello, little girl.” Rhynd gave her a smile reminiscent of a cat grinning at a mouse trapped between its paws. “I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you, Ilanna of House Hawk.”
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Ilanna blinked away the tears and stared up at the huge Voramian. Rhynd towered close to two heads taller than her. Heavy bands of muscle bunched along forearms bigger than her thighs. Intricate tattoos decorated every part of his body—from the swirling lines around his eyes to the razor wire wrapping his legs, every decoration shrieked of cruelty and malice. The delighted gleam in his eyes sent icy feet dancing down her spine.

“You’re a pretty little thing, aren’t you?” He leered at her. “You’d fit in among the painted women working The Arms of Heaven nicely.”

The noose pulled tight around Ilanna’s neck prevented her from retorting. Every bit of effort went into drawing breath through the constricting force crushing her throat.

“Come, girl. We’ll leave your friend here to get some rest.” Rhynd’s huge fingers twitched the rope, as if tugging at livestock. “I’ve a special pen made up just for you. But first.”

His hands pawed at her clothing, poking and prodding as he searched her. He held up her dagger. “Cute little thing.” Tucking it into his belt, he drew out her pouch. He threw the lockpicks and quickfire globes into the corner of the room.

Ilanna stiffened when he found the melted tin hawk.

His eyebrows rose. “Something important?” He ran a thick thumb over the figurine. “Looks like the sort of thing a child would play with. Your child, perhaps?” His tone rang of cruel mockery. “Shame about that fire, eh?”

Ilanna leapt toward him, snarling. The thugs holding the ropes around her limbs dragged her back. One punched her hard in the side, and she sagged with a groan.

“Bring her.” Rhynd tossed the metal figurine to another thug. “Throw this in the fire.”

Ilanna wanted to cry out, to scream, but the noose around her neck cut off her air. She could do nothing as a Bloody Hand thug lifted her onto his back like a satchel of flour and followed Rhynd from Errik’s room and up the staircase. Her gut twisted as the man dropped her to the floor of the chamber where she’d entered. The light spilling from the lamps in the thugs’ hands revealed four rings of steel set into the walls. Two men seized the ropes around her wrists and ankles and threaded the ends through the rings. She resisted their pull on her limbs, but her strength proved no match for theirs. The tightening ropes pulled her legs apart and stretched her arms until her shoulder joints protested.

Rhynd’s huge fingers dug into her throat as he loosened the noose and pulled it over her head. Ilanna sucked in a deep breath. Her throat ached and her head pounded, but at least the blackness filling her vision retreated with the rush of oxygen.

Without a word, Rhynd’s thugs trooped from the room, leaving her alone with the huge Voramian. Rhynd sat on a chair that had mysteriously appeared in the once-empty room. “The way my comrades in Voramis talked about you, I expected something a lot bigger and…more impressive.” He scratched at his beard, shedding large flakes of skin. “Though, given the fact that you’re a thief, this makes more sense.”

“What…do you…want?” Even the few words sent pain stabbing into her throat.

“A golden throne. Beautiful women to bounce on my knob. The lost treasure of Rach-chan-neth.” His face darkened. “A Keeper-damned thief to fall in line and accept the Bloody Hand’s power in Praamis. Looks like I won’t be getting any of those things, will I?”

Rhynd rose to his feet. He towered over her, his bulk as imposing as the fires burning in his eyes. “You’ve cost me a lot, girl. You and your ridiculous defiance. Years we’ve spent working to turn the Night Guild to our desires, wasted! Because some silly little girl gets it in her head she wants to run things herself.”

“What?” The words caught Ilanna off-guard.

“Even a fool could see your plan, plain as the tail on a horse’s ass. You wanted to become the next Master Gold. And you couldn’t have us coming in and spoiling that for you.” He bared his teeth. “Big mistake. People who piss off the Bloody Hand don’t live long to regret it.”

Ilanna’s injured throat made her laughter sound coarse, weak. He had no idea how wrong he truly was.

“Laugh all you want, girl. It’ll make breaking you more fun.”

Ilanna’s mirth died. “Torture me all you want, I’ll—”

“Save your breath.” Rhynd shook his head. “We’re not after any hidden treasures, any secret maps of the city. We have all that. Your foolish actions have stalled us for a month, maybe two. But we know everything we need to know. When we come back, everything the Night Guild once owned will be ours.”

Ilanna stared at him with defiance burning in her eyes.

“Funny thing about torture.” Rhynd gave her a cruel smile. “If you want answers, you’ve got to keep your victim alive long enough to get what you want. But that’s not what we’re after. My master, the First of the Bloody Hand, intends to make an example out of you. He studied under the Masters of Agony. He’ll make your death last for weeks. By the end, you’ll look like a sack of flesh and broken bones. Sort of like your friend did before we nailed him to that post.”

Ilanna’s gut churned at the memory of Prynn’s corpse.

“I’ve got orders to bring you to Voramis,” Rhynd said, “alive if possible, but dead’s not a problem. You’ll end up a corpse anyway. The how of it isn’t all that important to the First.”

He drew closer—so close his stink of sweat, garlic, and rancid meat flooded her nose. Close enough that his abdomen pressed against her face.

Ilanna bared her teeth. “Touch me, and I’ll—”

Rhynd’s hand clamped on Ilanna’s jaw, twisting her head toward his.

“You’ll do what?” He glared, his grip so tight she felt her jaw would break. When she made no answer, a mocking grin split his face. “Damned right, girlie. There’s not a bloody thing you can do.”

He released her, and her head sagged. “I’ll kill you,” she growled.

Rhynd laughed, a cold, cruel sound. His open palm cracked across her face. The impact rocked her head to the side. Blackness flashed through her vision, and the room whirled. She sagged against the ropes. Only the pain in her stretched shoulder joints kept her from losing consciousness. “No you won’t. All you can do is pray to whatever god you serve that you please me. Else I’ll have the rest of my crew take a turn with you.” His cold, hard eyes met hers. “And there’ll be a reward to the man who hurts you most.”

Dread writhed like a serpent in Ilanna’s gut. She refused to give up hope. Verum and Leo are still out there. She’d told the Serpents to give her a half-hour, and to enter at any sign of alarm. They’ll come for—

“For now, I get to have my bit of fun with you,” he hissed.

Ilanna shuddered as he rubbed himself against her with a little groan. She felt him swell against her ribs, and she fought down the urge to vomit. She couldn’t retreat from his touch; the ropes on her wrists and ankles held her fast. His breath came quicker as he pressed his knee between her legs. He gripped her jaw and twisted her face up, pressing a rough kiss on her. Ilanna clamped down on his lip, biting until she drew blood.

Rhynd shoved her away with a growl. He tested his lip, grinning at the crimson on his hand.

Ilanna spat to clear the taste of him from her mouth.

“Good,” the Voramian breathed, “that’s the spirit. A bit of fight makes it all the better.”

He rubbed against her again. His huge hands trailed down her neck, shoulders, and around to her front, groping, pawing, squeezing. Every touch sent a shiver down her spine.

“Ten days between Praamis and Voramis, little girl.” His voice held the promise of horrors. “Maybe even longer. You never know when a sandstorm will kick up. We may be stuck for days with nothing to stop us from enjoying each other.”

He fumbled with her belt and tugged at her pants. His breathing grew faster, and Ilanna’s gut twisted at the sound of a loosening buckle.

“We’re going to have some fun, you and I,” he whispered.

The door opened and one of Rhynd’s thugs entered. His eyes widened at the sight. “Uh…sorry, sir…”

“What in the bloody hell d’you want?” Rhynd roared.

The thug’s face turned crimson, his eyes dropping. “Uh, you need to see this, boss.”

“Fuck off! Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Sir, yes, sir. It’s just…” He trailed off.

With a growl, Rhynd stepped back from Ilanna and buckled his trousers. “Bleeding morons can’t do a thing without me holding your hands!” He squeezed Ilanna’s buttock, his hand digging between her legs, and rubbed the visible bulge in his trousers. “Don’t go anywhere. We’re not done yet.”

She twisted away from his touch. Laughing, Rhynd strode from the room, slamming the door behind him.

Acid surged in Ilanna’s throat, and she spat bile. Anything was better than the foul taste of the Voramian in her mouth. The feel of his hand on her body lingered, bringing another shudder.

Less than a minute passed before the door banged open and Rhynd strode in. A mocking smile broadened his face. “Might these be friends of yours?”

Two thugs entered the room behind him, carrying something over their shoulders. They hurled their burdens to the floor. Ilanna’s eyes widened. Leo’s head hung at an awkward angle, his eyes wide and sightless. Blood stained Verum’s tunic and breeches, seeped from wounds on his forehead, neck, and face.

Ilanna found her voice. “You bastard! You’d better kill me now, or I swear by all the gods that you will die screaming.”

Rhynd chuckled. “I love me a bit of fire, girlie.” He winked and rubbed his crotch with a huge hand. “But I’ll save the pleasure until later. For now, you need time to rest. We’ve got a long day of travel ahead of us.”

With that, he left and took the torchlight with him.

Ilanna screamed at the closing door, a wordless sound of rage and fury as useless as her struggles to break free of the ropes holding her bound. The thugs had tied her up with a skill any sailor would envy. The rope didn’t even creak as she strained with every shred of strength, but the loops around her wrists and ankles pulled tighter with every movement. She ceased her efforts with a heaving, sobbing gasp, pain stabbing into her shoulders and hips.

Her mind raced. What now? Rhynd had taken her tools, her dagger, everything of value. She had no way out.

She slumped beneath the burden of defeat. Rhynd had known she was coming. Of course he had. And he’d known how she would get in. The fact that he’d imprisoned her in the room with the rooftop hatch proved it. He was mocking her.

And there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about it. Her only hope lay dead a few paces away. This was one predicament she couldn’t get out of.

Worst of all, she would never have vengeance. Against the Bloody Hand—and Rhynd, in particular—for burning down her home, for killing Ria and Kodyn, and for the horror they had unleashed upon Praamis. Against the traitor for their role in the destruction of the Night Guild and the death of Master Hawk, Prynn, and the others. Against Duke Phonnis for his efforts to destroy them. All of them deserved to suffer for their actions. So long as Rhynd held her captive, they would go unpunished.

But what could she do? Bound by ropes, surrounded by men who would gladly kill her, destined for a painful end in Voramis, she had no hope for her future.

The thought of her death no longer held terror. Rhynd had promised the First would inflict all manner of pain and torment upon her. So be it. The suffering would end. In the Long Keeper’s arms, she would be reunited with Kodyn, Ria, Ethen, Denber, Master Hawk. Her mother and Baby Rose. Everyone she had lost would be waiting for her.

I will die. Acceptance brought a semblance of peace. At least the pain will be over.

She’d lived such a long life filled with so much pain. The pain of losing her mother and baby sister, of losing the only friends she’d ever had. The pain of watching her house burn to the ground and knowing she’d failed to rescue her son. The pain of guilt, guilt over all the deaths that had resulted from her actions. Soon enough, the Long Keeper would wash away all pain.

She relaxed in her bonds. Her struggle was over. Rhynd could do his worst; she wouldn’t fight. The priests of Kiro the Master, god above all, taught that the spirit lived on long after the mortal body turned to dust. The Bloody Hand could harm her flesh but never touch her soul. She would cling to her hope of a better hereafter through whatever torment they inflicted on her.

Closing her eyes, she allowed her mind to drift. Memories flashed before her eyes: moments spent in the garden, playing with Kodyn and learning to dance the Kim’ware from Ria; days laughing with Denber and the twins, striving to match Ethen’s skills with the sling; seeing the genuine concern in Master Hawk’s eyes; the rush of triumph as she conquered the Black Spire and fled Lord Auslan’s vault.

Serenity washed over her. A smile touched her lips.

The quiet rattling of the door handle snapped her out of her happy recollections. Every muscle tensed. Had Rhynd returned?

The figure that appeared in the doorway was shorter and far slimmer than Rhynd. He carried no lamp, but crept through the darkness toward her without a sound. With a furtive glance over his shoulder, the man slithered toward her.

A thread of hope pierced the veil of Ilanna’s despair. She would recognize Allon’s strong shoulders, narrow waist, and strong jawline anywhere.
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“Allon?” Ilanna resisted the urge to shout. Her chest tightened at the sight of the Hound.

Allon held a finger to his lips. “Hold on.” He slipped back to the door and pressed it shut without a sound. “Didn’t think I’d let you rot here, did you?”

“How?” Ilanna hissed.

“I wriggled my hands free of my bonds an hour ago,” the Hound said, “but I knew I had to bide my time. Now that Rhynd and his men have left—”

“No, how did you know I was here?”

Allon’s teeth shone in the faint light. “I’d recognize your voice anywhere, Ilanna.”

Ilanna swallowed the emotion surging within her. “Is Rhynd—?”

“Gone,” Allon said. “And half his crew with him.”

“How many?”

The Hound’s face scrunched up in contemplation. “Four, I think. They kept me blindfolded, so all I could do was count the footsteps.”

“And the others?” she asked. “Darreth, Joost, Ves, Errik?”

“Alive,” Allon said, “at least as far as I know. I heard the bastards beating on someone in the room next to mine, but I don’t know who.”

“Errik, I think.” Ilanna gritted her teeth. “You should see his face.”

“You’ve seen him?” Allon sounded surprised.

“I managed to get into his room before they caught me.”

“Damn it!” Allon cursed. “They were waiting for you, weren’t they?”

“Yes.” Ilanna’s fists clenched. “They knew I was coming in through the roof. Right in this very room.”

Allon’s sharp intake of breath came from near the wall. “What?”

“Above my head. A roof hatch, locked from the outside.” The loop around her right wrist tugged, and she hissed at the strain on her shoulder. “Easy!”

“Sorry,” Allon mumbled. “These knots aren’t making it easy.”

Ilanna wished for the knife Rhynd had taken from her. All the easier to cut the ropes, and his throat, with.

Allon spoke from behind her. “Please tell me you have reinforcements about to storm the warehouse and rescue us.”

Ilanna snorted. “We’re it. The Duke rounded up the rest of the Night Guild. Only Bryden and a few Serpents escaped.”

“Good. We could use a few Serpents right now.”

Ilanna shook her head. “They’re dead,” she said, thrusting a chin at the corpses Rhynd had dumped in the corner.

Allon’s breath hissed again. “Damn it!” The tugging on the rope continued, and Allon growled a steady stream of curses.

“Did you hear where Rhynd went?” she asked.

“Why?” Confusion filled Allon’s voice.

“Because we can’t let him leave the city alive. Not him, not any one of his men. We can’t let them take back the secrets of the Guild tunnels.”

“What the frozen hell are we supposed to do about it?” Allon’s voice grew angry. “We’ll be lucky just to get out of here alive.”

The rope holding Ilanna’s right arm fell slack, and she groaned as the tension on her shoulder loosened.

“We have to deal with him, Allon,” she said, her voice firm. “It’s the only way the Night Guild survives this.”

“The Night Guild is gone, Ilanna.” The Hound’s words came out tight, clipped. “They were gone the moment the Duke’s men invaded our home.” The moment you brought them, the words went unsaid.

“It’s not over yet, Allon.” Ilanna winced at the pain in her left shoulder. “There’s still a chance we can stop the Duke from executing them. But for that to happen, we need to get out of here.”

“What’s the point?” Allon spoke in a harsh tone. “Too many have died. There’s no coming back from this.”

Anger flared in Ilanna’s chest. “That’s not true, Allon! Enough survived. There is a chance the Night Guild can be rebuilt.”

“You don’t even want that.” The tension on her left arm relaxed. “You got what you wanted. You got our help to get out of the Guild. You were going to leave it all behind.”

Ilanna heard the “leave me behind” in his voice. “That doesn’t mean I want to watch everyone I’ve ever known die. It’s within my power to stop them from being executed—I’m damn well going to try.”

He stepped aside. “Then go.”

Ilanna’s left leg buckled, and she bit the inside of her cheek to hold back a scream. Her hip, injured in the fall from the Black Spire, hadn’t healed properly, and Rhynd’s torture had torn something. Excruciating pain scorched her pelvis.

“Get out before Rhynd returns,” Allon insisted. “You have time to run and save the others.”

“Not without Errik, Darreth, and the others. I came here to get all of you out.” She had lost everyone else—the people she had come to save were all she had left in the world.

“It’s too dangerous,” Allon insisted. “There’s no way you can get past all four of the thugs below. Errik and the others are chained. Unless you’ve got a pair of lockpicks on you—”

“Rhynd took them from me.” Ilanna clenched her jaw and forced herself to stand despite the fire in her hip. “Maybe he left them someplace we can find them.”

Sarcasm thickened Allon’s voice. “Yeah, on the table where his men are playing cards. No way we can get them without alerting the guards.”

“Then we kill them.” The words came out quiet, calm, determined.

“Please, Ilanna, that’s insane. There’s no way we can—”

Ilanna froze as a quiet moan sounded from near the door. Thick cloth rustled, and something metallic scraped over the wooden floor.

Ilanna’s heart leapt. “V-Verum?”

The Serpent hissed. “Keeper’s teeth!” More rustling, and another weak groan. “Ilanna?”

“It’s me,” she said, kneeling beside him. “Allon’s here, too.”

Verum looked up at her. “Where are we?”

“The Bloody Hand captured us. Killed Leo. They must have thought you were dead.”

The Serpent groaned. “The way my everything’s pounding, they’re not far wrong.”

Ilanna chuckled. “Pain’s a good thing, Verum. It means you’re still alive.”

“Some comfort that is,” Verum growled. “If you don’t mind, I’m just going to lie here a few minutes and—”

“No time,” Ilanna spoke quickly. An inkling of a plan began to form in her mind. A dangerous idea, but one that could work. “Anything broken?”

“A few ribs and fingers,” Verum said. “But I’ve been hurt worse sparring.”

Ilanna ignored Allon’s quiet snort. “Think you’re up for a fight?”

“Are you serious?” Allon’s voice rose to a dangerous volume. “There’s no way we’re going to take on the Bloody Hand!”

“There are three of us, and four of them, right?” She didn’t wait for Allon’s confirmation. “We have a chance.”

“Not without weapons,” Allon said, a stubborn set to his jaw. “Verum’s injured, and neither you nor I are in any shape to fight.”

“We don’t have a choice, Allon.” Ilanna swallowed hard. Now wasn’t the time to unleash her anger on the Hound. She needed to save it for dealing with Rhynd. “We also don’t have a lot of time. Rhynd and the others could be back at any moment.”

“What’ve you got in mind?” Verum asked. “Nothing suicidal, I hope.”

*     *     *

“Hey, pig-fuckers!” Ilanna’s shout echoed through the warehouse. She stood at the top of the stairs, arms folded. “What’s a girl got to do to get a decent meal around here?”

The four Bloody Hand thugs jumped and whirled toward her.

“Bloody hell!” One man’s eyes went wide. “How’d she—?”

“Get her!” another shouted.

The four men charged up the staircase toward the second floor where she waited. When they drew within a few paces of her, she turned and sprinted toward the staircase leading up the third floor. She took the stairs two at a time, teeth gritted against the pain in her hip. She had no time for weakness.

“Stop her!” a thug shouted. “Don’t let her reach that roof hatch!”

Ilanna grinned. They knew full well they had no chance of catching her once she reached the Hawk’s Highway. She skidded to a halt inside the room where Rhynd had imprisoned her and reached for the noose she had left there.

A cry of shock and pain echoed in the warehouse, followed a moment later by the thumping of a heavy body hitting the stairs. Ilanna dashed from the room just in time to see the two foremost thugs clotheslined by the rope Verum suddenly pulled taut. Before they could recover, Ilanna darted toward the nearest, cast the loop around his neck, and leapt from the railing.

She plummeted toward the hard stone floor below, then the rope pulled tight with the eerie snap of bone. She winced at the pain in her arms and swung toward the second floor. Her grip on the rope loosened as she landed on the wooden planking. She didn’t wait to watch the body plummet toward the ground behind her, but sprinted toward the nearest thug.

The man was still picking himself up when Allon, who had hidden beneath the stairs to yank his feet from beneath him, reached him. The thump of the Hound’s knee slamming into the thug’s face sent a shiver down her spine. The Voramian’s wail of pain cut off with a gagging cry.

Ilanna leapt past the kneeling man and raced toward the staircase. At the top, Verum struggled to break free of the encircling arms of a Voramian. Another thug still stood halfway up, eyes wide and filled with uncertainty. Ilanna charged up the stairs and drove her fist up between the man’s legs, into his groin. He groaned, his breath hissing through his teeth. She dodged his fumbling hands and punched at his throat. Her knuckles rebounded off his chin.

Sucking in a gasp of pain, Ilanna retreated down the staircase. The Voramian stumbled after her, fury mingling with the pain etched in the lines of his face. “You bitch!” he roared. “You’ll pay for—”

Ilanna leapt over the railing of the staircase a heartbeat before a flying body collided into the thug. The two Voramians clattered down the stairs to land in a groaning, bleeding heap at Allon’s feet. Allon stamped down hard on one’s wrist as Ilanna drove her heel into the other’s throat. Their efforts to protect themselves only added to Ilanna’s rage. Over and over, she pounded them with her feet and fists. Blood flew, the men cried out, and then all was silent. Still she beat at them. She wouldn’t stop until they were dead.

“I think you got them.” Verum stood doubled over at the top of the stairs, wheezing, leaning on the railing for support.

“Now what?” Allon panted.

“Now we free the others,” she said without hesitation.

Allon protested. “But their chains—”

“Can be opened with that set of lockpicks.” Ilanna pointed to the leather case sitting on the card table. She darted down the stairs. “Allon, check the doors. Errik’s in the first one, but we need to find the other three. Verum, check the bodies for weapons.”

The sound of rattling door handles echoed behind her as she scooped up the lockpicks and her pouch. She cast around in vain for the tin hawk. Rhynd’s instructions to his thug to burn it echoed in her mind. She bit down on a surge of anger. The bastard had taken the only thing left of her son, but she didn’t have time for emotions. Her life and that of her crew depended on her.

Racing up the stairs, she burst into the room where Errik lay chained and set to work on the padlock holding the collar around his neck.

“Ilanna?” Errik sounded so weak.

“Lie still, and I’ll have this damned thing off you in a moment.”

“You need…to go.” Errik tried to push her away. “Rhynd will…”

“Rhynd is gone. And we’ll be out of here before he returns, if only you’d stop moving around.” Sweat trickled down her brow as she twisted the tension wrench. The lock clicked open and the collar fell away.

“Verum!” she called out. “Get in here!”

Long seconds passed before the Serpent shuffled into the room. He was gasping, his face pallid and a hand pressed to his ribs. He looked a heartbeat from collapse.

“Here, help Errik.” Between the two of them, they should manage to remain upright. “I’m going to check on the others.”

“No!” Errik called after her. “Get out of here.”

She turned back to him. “Not without you and the others. So shut up and let Verum help you before you get us both killed.”

Allon stood in front of a room two doors down. “This one.”

Ilanna set to work on the four-pin lock. The ache in her shoulders grew with every heartbeat, but she gritted her teeth against the pain. She pushed open the door and ran to the figure huddled against the wall. Joost still breathed, but he lay unconscious. A moment of work and the collar around his neck snapped open.

Allon was already inside the next room, crouching over the unmoving form of Veslund. The burly Fox had endured far worse than either Errik or Joost. Blood dripped from his mouth, nose, and ears. His breath came in wet, ragged gurgles. Ilanna didn’t need Tyman’s expertise to know the Fox had a punctured lung. He wouldn’t survive being moved.

She bowed her head. I’m sorry, Ves. He had died because of her.

“Ilanna!” Allon’s call snapped her from her moment of sorrow. “I found Darreth.”

Ilanna patted Veslund’s head and darted out of the room. Allon pointed to the last door before the descending staircase. “He’s in here.”

“Did you say Ilanna?” The wooden door muffled the voice, but Ilanna recognized Darreth’s precise diction.

“I’m going to get you out of here, Darreth. Just hold on.” She knelt before the door, but the pain in her shoulders set her hands trembling.

Allon reached for the lockpicks. “Here, let me.”

With reluctance, Ilanna passed them to him. As Allon set to work on the lock, Ilanna studied her pathetic crew. Verum and Errik clung to each other for support. Joost sat leaning against the banister, his eyes glazed and unfocused. Her hips, shoulders, knees, and elbows ached. If Rhynd came back now, they were in serious trouble.

A metallic ping sounded, and Allon cursed. “Damn it!”

Ilanna’s heart sank. The last tension wrench had snapped, the end still stuck in the lock. No way they could get the lock open now. But if they tried to break down the door, the noise could draw attention. She couldn’t risk the Praamian Guard finding them. Right now, they were as much the enemy as the Bloody Hand.

She cast around. What now? Her mind raced, but she could find no solution. If she didn’t hurry—

The door opened, and Rhynd and his four thugs strode into the warehouse. She had run out of time.
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Ilanna had a single moment to decide what to do. She could escape through the roof hatch and Rhynd would never catch her on the Hawk’s Highway. But her crew would never make it out. Errik and Verum could barely stand; Joost still sat dazed and half-conscious. And Allon…

Had disappeared? She glanced around and saw no sign of the Hound. She stood alone, facing Rhynd and his four thugs.

The Voramians froze as they spotted the empty table. As one, they turned toward her, and their eyes flew wide at the sight of her standing at the top of the staircase.

A vicious smile broadened Rhynd’s face. “Damn, girlie! Aren’t you the clever one?”

Ilanna swept a mocking bow. “I wish I could say the same about your men, but…” She shrugged.

Rhynd’s smile tightened. “You’re going to make this fun for me, aren’t you?” The crack of his huge knuckles echoed through the warehouse. “I suppose the First will have to settle for a corpse.”

Fury burned in her chest. This was the man who had destroyed Old Town Market, burned down her home, killed her son and Ria, and beaten a dozen of the Night Guild to death. “By the time I’m done with you, there won’t be enough left to send back in a jewelry box.”

The huge Voramian laughed, a sound which held cruel amusement. “Oh, I’ll enjoy this, little girl.” He bared his teeth in a snarl. “I’m going to break every bone in your—”

“Boring.” Ilanna yawned. “If it’s all the same to you, I could do without the dramatics.” She hefted the club and beckoned to the thugs. “Let’s just get on with it, shall we? I don’t have all day.”

Her mock bravado was intended to anger the thugs. Judging by the dark looks of Rhynd’s companions, it had the desired effect. They raced toward her, drawing their own clubs, daggers, and even one short sword. With shouts of fury, they charged up the stairs.

She leapt over a low swipe and brought her club down on the foremost thug’s head. The blow staggered the man, but his comrades surged around him. Ilanna darted backward to avoid a vicious dagger thrust, blocked a swinging club, and ducked beneath the chopping short sword. She stayed within striking range. If she could keep the attention of the thugs long enough—

With a shout, Errik and Verum joined the fight. Despite their pain—evidenced by the tightness of their pale faces—they fought with the skill of their House. Verum grunted as a thug drove a club into his gut but wrapped his fingers around the man’s wrist and twisted, breaking the man’s grip on the weapon. Errik leapt atop the man with the short sword. Though half the thug’s size, he had spent more than a decade training in every manner of combat.

The two remaining thugs joined in the fray—one coming for her, and the other laying into Errik. Ilanna winced at the loud thud of wood striking flesh, but she had no time to worry about the Serpent. The Voramian was pressing her hard, a club in one hand and a dagger in the other. She ducked, dodged, and blocked the dagger and club strikes, but lack of food, water, and rest left her exhausted. She couldn’t block every attack—she had no choice but to give ground.

Something crashed into the man’s legs, sending him stumbling forward. The thug pitched to the ground, and Joost pounced atop the fallen man’s back, raising his club. The Voramian lashed out with an elbow, and Joost fell back with a cry, blood streaming from a broken nose. The Voramian managed to stumble upright before Ilanna could strike. She gripped the club in both hands and brought it against the inside of her opponent’s knee with bone-crunching force. The Bloody Hand thug grunted, his shattered knee giving way. Ilanna brought the club up, striking him beneath the chin and snapping his head back. He sagged backward, hitting the wooden floor with a thump.

Ilanna had no time to hesitate. Joost lay pinned beneath the fallen man, hands clasped to his broken nose. Somehow, the Voramian remained conscious. Dazed, but aware enough to fumble for Joost’s throat. The Fox wheezed as the thug’s fingers encircled his neck and began to squeeze.

With a snarl, Ilanna brought her truncheon down on the base of the man’s skull. Bone crunched. The man flopped atop Joost. Again, Ilanna struck, this time bringing the club crashing into the back of the Voramian’s neck. The thug twitched once and moved no more.

A weak gurgling sound caused Ilanna’s head to snap upward. Rhynd stood at the top of the staircase, huge fingers wrapped around Verum’s throat and leg, holding the man over his head. Blood trickled from Verum’s mouth and nose. He coughed and beat in vain at Rhynd’s grip on his throat. Rhynd’s enormous muscles bunched.

“No!” Ilanna could do nothing but watch in horror as Rhynd hurled the Serpent across the warehouse. Verum hung in the air for a terribly long time before he crashed into the table. Cards, coins, and shards of wood flew in all directions.

Acid surged into Ilanna’s throat. Verum lay so still, his head twisted at an unnatural angle. Blood pooled around him. The Serpent would never rise again.

Rhynd’s harsh laughter echoed in the warehouse. He turned his leer on her. “You fly next, little Hawk.”

With a shout of rage, Ilanna charged the huge Voramian. Rhynd carried no weapons, but his massive hands flexed and relaxed in anticipation. His grin broadened as he crouched on the balls of his feet.

Two paces from Rhynd, she hurled the club at his face. His eyes left her for a heartbeat as he reached out to catch the weapon. Ilanna slid between his tree trunk legs and scooped up the short sword that had fallen from the grip of Errik’s opponent. She whirled and slashed.

Rhynd moved with impressive speed for his bulk, leaping backward. Instead of digging into the artery in his leg, the blade drew a thin line of red just above his knee.

Rhynd gave a derisive snort. “That the best you can do? I’ve had worse cuts—”

The Voramian staggered forward with a grunt as Joost drove his heel into the huge man’s knee. Ilanna swiped at Rhynd with the sword. Rhynd slapped the blade wide and slammed his fist into Ilanna’s chest. The blow hurled her backward, knocking the air from her lungs. Her head struck the wooden planks hard. Pain radiated from her breastbone. She gasped, wheezed, and clawed for breath.

She dimly heard a cry of pain. Joost’s. Ilanna tried to focus her blurred vision. Rhynd stood over the lanky Fox, pounding at him with blows powerful enough to shatter stone. Ilanna staggered to her feet. Though the world spun about her, she gritted her teeth and launched the short sword at Rhynd. The weapon clattered against the Voramian’s broad back harmlessly.

Rhynd paused, fist raised, and turned to her with a sneer. “Really? That’s it?” He gave a mocking shake of his head. “Pathetic.” He stalked toward her, outstretched hands still stained with Joost’s blood. “I’m going to enjoy ripping you to pieces, you little c—”

A figure darted from a darkened room and slammed into Rhynd. Ilanna cried out as the huge thug crashed through the wooden railing, taking Allon with him. She felt as much as heard the meaty thump that echoed in the warehouse.

Allon had saved her life, had given her a chance. She dropped to the floor below, landing in a roll and rising to her feet. The Hound lay still, but Rhynd had already begun to move.

Without hesitation, Ilanna seized a sliver of the wooden railing and drove it into Rhynd’s leg. The huge thug grunted and fumbled for her. Leaping back, she scooped up a thick plank. She brought the wood down hard on Rhynd’s outstretched hands. Fingers bent and cracked, and Rhynd cried out.

As Ilanna cast about for another weapon, Rhynd roared and hurled himself atop her. His huge arms wrapped around her knees. She fell hard, her head striking the stone floor of the warehouse. Spots swam in her vision. A fresh wave of pain exploded in her side as Rhynd’s fist slammed into her ribs. She cried out. Bone bent but held.

She tried to squirm free of Rhynd’s grip, but he closed his uninjured hand around her throat and drew her face toward his. “You bitch!” he roared, spraying spittle. “You’ll pay for—”

Something slammed into the back of his head. His grip on her throat weakened, and Ilanna tore free of his grasp. Errik stood over them, a wooden truncheon clutched in blood-soaked hands. He raised the club and brought it down hard atop the back of Rhynd’s head.

Rhynd struck out with a wild blow that caught Errik in the knee, sending him staggering. His hand returned to Ilanna’s throat and squeezed. Ilanna choked out a strangled cry. Her right hand lay trapped beneath Rhynd’s bulk, and her left beat at the thug’s iron-hard forearms in vain. Blackness pressed in on the edges of her vision.

Rhynd’s face filled her world. Teeth bared in a snarl, eyes alight with maddened rage, the huge Voramian leered down at her. Desperation surged within Ilanna. This would be the last thing she’d see before she died.

Her right hand pressed against something hard. The dagger in Rhynd’s belt. Her dagger.

With all her remaining strength, she bucked her hips and knees upward. She had no hope of dislodging him, but the movement opened up enough space for her to rip the blade from his belt. The razor edge sliced into the flesh of her stomach as she pulled it free. Snarling her rage, she drove the tip of the dagger into the side of Rhynd’s neck.

Rhynd’s eyes flew wide. His ruined hand fumbled at the dagger’s hilt, his hold on her throat never weakening. Ilanna tore the blade free. Blood sprayed from the wound, a crimson torrent that washed over her hand. She brought the edge across the back of the hand choking the life from her. Rhynd’s fingers instinctively twitched, releasing their hold. She squirmed backward as the thug gasped and hacked. His hands went to his neck in a vain attempt to stanch the arterial spray. His rage-filled eyes never left hers as the light faded. His movements grew weak, his breathing ragged. With a twitch and a hoarse croak, Rhynd lay still.

Ilanna gasped for air. Her throat ached, and fire raced through her lungs, chest, and ribs. Rhynd’s weight pinned her to the ground. The stink of blood and his loosened bowels washed over her.

Errik crawled toward her, his face twisted in pain. Together, they levered Rhynd’s corpse from atop her until she could wriggle free. She lay panting on the floor, too tired to move, to think. Allon gave a weak cough that ended in a groan. Joost’s bruised and bloodied face peered over the balcony.

Ilanna dragged herself over to Allon. The Hound’s right arm lay twisted at an angle that turned her stomach. Blood seeped from a massive gash in his forehead. But he would live.

Every shred of effort went into climbing to her feet. Retrieving her dagger, she stumbled up the stairs to collapse before the room where Darreth waited.

“I-Ilanna?” Fear filled the Scorpion’s voice. “Is that you?”

Ilanna coughed and winced at the fire in her ribs. “It’s me, Darreth. I’m going to get you out of here.” She forced the dagger into the space between the door and frame and shoved. The door popped open. Darreth knelt in the darkness, ropes holding him bound instead of chains.

“I’ve come…to save you.” She staggered two steps forward and collapsed. The dagger skittered from her hands as exhaustion, fatigue, and pain washed over her. With a weak cough, she gave in to the merciful embrace of unconsciousness.
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The peal of the Lady’s Bells snapped Ilanna awake. Each toll drove the dagger of fear deeper into her chest.

Six bells. The sixth hour of morning. Dawn lay less than an hour off.

She lay on the hard stone floor of the warehouse, not the wooden planks of the second story. Darreth must have cut himself free and carried me down here. Three bodies lay on the ground beside her. One belonged to Veslund, and beyond him Allon lay silent and still. Rhynd’s enormous corpse remained undisturbed. A fire crackled in the brazier beside the card table where the Bloody Hand thugs had sat.

She tried to leap to her feet, but her body proved clumsy and unresponsive. Every muscle throbbed, adding to the pounding in her head. Her chest ached with every labored breath.

Darreth looked up from where he crouched over the unmoving figure of Allon. “Ilanna, you shouldn’t be moving. You need more rest before—”

“No…time!” Ilanna gasped out. It felt as if a mountain sat atop her chest. The thump of her heart sent threads of pain darting through her torso, and each breath brought fresh waves of fire. “Have…to go.”

Darreth stood and bustled over to her. “One wrong move and you’ll snap your breastbone. It’s only by the Mistress’ grace that the bone’s not broken.” His eyes flicked to Rhynd’s corpse. “Had he caved in your chest, not even Tyman could’ve saved you.”

She gritted her teeth against the pain. “But there’s no immediate danger? No ribs about to puncture my lungs? No internal bleeding?”

Darreth shook his head. “No, but if you move—”

“Can’t you wrap it or something?” she demanded.

Darreth shook his head. “You don’t wrap injuries to the ribs or sternum—adding pressure runs the risk of snapping the bone. That’d be dangerous. Any sort of movement is dangerous right now.”

“I don’t have a choice.” Ilanna groaned and struggled to a crouching position.

Frustration in his eyes, Darreth helped her to stand. “You really should take it easy, Ilanna. Your injuries may not be as severe as the others, but they’re bad enough to warrant bed rest.”

“I’ll have time to rest later. First, I have to stop the Duke from executing the Night Guild.”

Darreth’s eyes flew wide. “What?” Confusion marred his face. “What do you mean?”

Ilanna winced. Rhynd had dragged Darreth, Errik, and the rest of her crew from the Night Guild tunnels when the Duke’s men invaded. They had no idea she was behind it. “I…”

She had no desire to tell them the truth. They would no doubt perceive her as a traitor and hold her responsible for the death of so many of their comrades. But she couldn’t lie to them, not about this. If they discovered the truth on their own, she would lose the trust of the only people in the Guild she considered her allies, her friends.

“When I heard what Rhynd was doing to the Night Guild,” she said, her words coming out slowly, “I enlisted the help of the only person in Praamis who could do anything. I brought the Duke’s men into the tunnels.” She steeled her expression at Darreth’s sharp intake of breath. “It was the only way to get rid of the Bloody Hand. And it worked. But then the Duke arrested me and every Journeyman, apprentice, and tyro. Their trial starts at dawn.” In less than an hour. Every second spent here could mean more Night Guild deaths.

“What can we do?” Errik’s quiet voice echoed behind her.

Ilanna whirled. Errik’s swollen eyes looked worse in the light of the meager fire. Mottled bruises covered his face, and he winced with every limping step. A cloth sling, torn from the blood-soaked robes of dead Voramians, held his right arm cradled to his chest. Yet his expression held only grim determination.

“Nothing,” she said. “I made this mess, so it’s up to me to clean it up.”

She cast a glance at the window. The first traces of dawn had crept across the horizon.

“You’re not goin’ to do this alone.” Joost came up beside Errik. The Fox wasn’t in much better shape than Errik. The bruises on his face matched the Serpent’s, though perhaps not as severe.

Ilanna shook her head. “You’re barely able to stand, much less fight your way through a pack of Praamian Guards and Arbitors.”

“Neither are you.” Errik rolled his eyes. “And we both know that was never your plan. You have something in mind—you always do. So let us help you.”

Joost’s expression grew stubborn. “You may feel it’s your responsibility to clean up the mess, but remember those are our brothers facin’ the King’s justice. If there’s somethin’ we can do to stop it, you’re a damned fool if you think you’re goin’ to do it alone.” He gave her a wry grin. “Besides, your last plan made me rich. Perhaps this one will make me famous. Think about it: the Fox who saved the Night Guild.”

Ilanna’s chuckle turned into a groan. “Foolish men. Trying to get yourselves killed.”

Errik shrugged. “It’s what we do. So tell us what you need.”

Ilanna took a deep breath. Her eyes strayed to Allon. Though the Hound’s chest rose and fell, his breathing was shallow, his face pale and clammy.

“He’ll be fine.” Darreth made a shooing motion. “I’ll keep an eye on him. And the Serpent.” He jerked a thumb toward Verum, who lay beside Allon. “You go and do what must be done.”

With a nod, Ilanna turned to Errik and Joost. “If we’re going to do this, here’s what I need…”

*     *     *

Ilanna gritted her teeth against the stabbing pain in her chest and forced herself to keep moving. One foot in front of the other.

She wanted to stop, to catch her breath, to sit even for just a moment. Fatigue blurred the edges of her vision. The fire in her breastbone and the fist squeezing her lungs made it impossible to think beyond her next step. She knew if she stopped moving, she wouldn’t make it. The exhaustion would wash over her and drag her into unconsciousness. By the time she awoke, the Duke would have executed the Night Guild.

She’d made the journey from the Warehouse District to Watcher’s Square dozens of times. It should take no more than half an hour running at full speed across the Hawk’s Highway. Walking the streets of Praamis, pushing through the crowded marketplaces and bustling streets, gasping for each agonized breath, she had no chance of arriving before the Lady’s Bells tolled out the ninth hour of the morning.

Blood rushed in her ears. Her heart pounded a staccato rhythm. Too late, it seemed to say. Too late. Over and over, mocking her failure.

She pushed away the thought of Jarl’s body dangling at the end of a hangman’s noose. No, she told herself, I’m not too late.

Duke Phonnis had started the trial of the Night Guild at dawn, but Praamian law required him to present evidence for each person accused of crimes. That should take hours. Hopefully long enough for her to arrive at Watcher’s Square and stop the executions.

The “how” of that particular problem had yet to present itself. She had no idea what to say or do to stop the Duke from simply arresting her and adding her to the ranks of the condemned. But she knew she had to try. That meant reaching Watcher’s Square before the executions commenced.

A passing cart slammed into her, sending her sprawling to the muddy street. Tears of pain streamed from her eyes as fresh waves of pain radiated from her chest. Coughing, gasping for breath, she staggered to her feet.

The Ward of Refuge loomed in the distance, and Ilanna turned east to skirt the heavily-traveled temple district. Those Praamian Guards not fortunate enough to be selected for duty in the Watcher’s Square would be watching the Temple Market. Only a blind idiot would miss the blood and mud staining her clothes. Best she avoid drawing attention for now.

Someone bumped into her, and she stumbled against a wall. Fire screamed through her chest. Darreth hadn’t wanted to wrap the ribs, but he’d insisted she take it easy. She couldn’t afford to take it easy, not until she had stopped the executions. Every Night Guild death would rest on her shoulders.

She pushed aside her fears. Joost and Errik knew their roles; she had to trust them. She had no other choice. The success of her plan hinged on her entering the Watcher’s Square alone.

Step by agonizing step, she drew closer to the Watcher’s Square. The buildings around her grew more elegant, the neighborhoods cleaner and more organized. A few more streets and she would reach her destination.

Her gut twisted at the sound of cheering and shouting from ahead. The tumult increased in volume with every laborious breath.

The executions had begun. She was too late.

Ignoring Darreth’s admonitions, she shuffled forward at an awkward run. The fire in her chest churned her stomach and brought acid to her throat, but she had no time for rest. She had to stop the executions before anyone died. She couldn’t let the Duke kill her comrades. Not because of her.

Time slowed to a standstill as she lurched around the corner. Six bodies dangled from the gibbet. Two wore the orange-trimmed robes of Foxes. One, wearing Grubber grey, was smaller than she. A Grubber apprentice. A tyro, perhaps. The two on the far left still kicked and twitched, their legs jerking as they fought for air. Dark hoods obscured their faces, but their white-trimmed robes proclaimed them Hound Journeymen.

But the figure dangling far to the right drew her eye. A hulking man, with huge arms tied behind his back and dark grey clothing trimmed with Hawk brown. She couldn’t see his hair, but there was only one Hawk it could be.

Ilanna’s lungs refused to draw air. Her heart stopped beating, as if devoid of purpose. She watched the huge body—Jarl’s body, it had to be—swinging back and forth without a twitch, and a tremor swept over her. She slumped to the cobblestone street, tears streaming down her face.

She had arrived too late. Jarl was dead, because of her. The Duke had executed her only remaining friend in House Hawk. She would save everyone in the Night Guild, but her friend—

The Praamian Guards ripped the hoods from the now-unmoving bodies, and hope surged within her. The man wearing Hawk brown was unfamiliar, with the rough, dark features of a Voramian. Not Jarl’s blond hair and beard.

Climbing to her feet, she clambered onto a nearby wagon and craned her neck to see over the crowd. The captive Night Guild stood assembled behind the gibbet, guarded by men in blue tunics and silver breastplates. A handful of bodies—mostly Hounds and Bloodbears, from what she could see—lay in a cart beside the scaffold platform. Those remaining alive wore the ragged clothes of Foxes and Grubbers, with a few Scorpions and Serpents among them.

And there, in the front of the line, stood a hulking man with flaxen hair and a thick, yellow beard. Ilanna wanted to weep at the sight of Jarl. His face had a sickly pallor and his clothes bore dried bloodstains, but he stood with his head held high, a stubborn look on his craggy face.

Yet Ilanna’s relief died a moment later when the Arbitors shoved Jarl and a handful of Grubber Journeymen and apprentices up the stairs. The cheers and shouts of the crowd quieted as they waited for the executions.

A fresh wave of horror mixed with the painful tightening in Ilanna’s chest. What could she do? Thousands of Praamians had flocked to Watcher’s Square to watch the executions. She’d never reach the scaffolding in time to stop the execution. Even as she pondered, the hangman strung the noose around Jarl’s neck and slipped a hood over his face. Her friend would die unless she did something now.

She did the only thing she could. In the inevitable breathless silence as the crowd waited for the next body to drop, she shouted as loud as she could. “Praamians!”

Her voice echoed across Watcher’s Square. A few heads turned toward her, but not enough. However, the guards on the scaffold looked up. The hangman paused, his hand hovering over the lever.

In desperation, she called out again. “Citizens of Praamis, hear me!” Her voice cracked with the strain of shouting, but she forced herself onward. “My name is Ilanna, Journeyman of the Night Guild, and I have a dangerous secret to tell you—one that would destroy the very foundation of this city!”
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Her words had the desired effect. The crowd turned toward her, eyes seeking the source of that strong voice.

“Listen well, people of Praamis.” Though every word sent pain flashing through her chest, Ilanna stood straight and spoke in a strong clear voice. “For decades, the line of Keadanis has ruled over our fair city. They have demanded much—your hard-earned coin not least of all—and given little in return. All the while, they lied to you. Treated you like fools.”

Her gaze fell on Duke Phonnis. The Duke stood on the scaffold, his finger thrust at her as he sent the Praamian Guard surging through the crowd.

Ilanna hid a smile. “Your King believes you to be incapable of understanding the truth. For they fear what you could do if you rose up and took control of the city. You are many, and they are few.”

The olive-clad figures shoved their way through the press of people. She had another minute, perhaps two, until the Duke’s men reached her.

Perfect.

“They conceal a dangerous secret not only from you,” she continued, “but from all in Praamis. Even the ones they call their fellow lords and ladies. A secret so dark and loathsome that the Chief Justiciar of Praamis would send his men to murder any who know.”

Few things could steal the crowd’s interest away from an execution; a royal conspiracy counted among those things. Anger twisted more than a few faces, and more than a few Praamian Guards found their way barred. Shouts rose among the crowd—some called out for “death to the thief”, yet more echoed in anger against the King.

“Behold!” She stabbed a finger at the nearest pack of Praamian Guards. “They come to silence me, for they fear what I would reveal. They may lock me away in the dungeons, but they cannot silence the truth. Be ready, people of Praamis, for you will soon know what they would seek to hide from you!”

Strong hands dragged her down from the wagon. She cried out as pain flared in her chest. The Praamian Guards hustled her toward the gibbet amidst a wave of angry cries and shouts. Every jostling step sent agony lancing through her torso, but she forced herself to keep up. Hands reached out from the throng to strike at the olive-clad guardsmen. Her inflammatory diatribe had served its purpose.

“Peace!” Duke Phonnis tried to still the crowd, but they refused to be silenced. Their shouts of “justice!” resounded off the high walls of the Royal Palace.

The Praamian Guards hauled Ilanna up to the scaffold and set her roughly to stand beside the Duke.

“You call yourself Ilanna of the Night Guild?” The Duke’s face showed no sign of recognition.

“I do!” Ilanna turned her eyes to the crowd. “And I demand to be brought before King Ohilmos, where I will stand fair trial.”

The Duke’s eye twitched. “You question the impartiality of the Chief Justiciar of Praamis, servant of the Watcher?”

“As a citizen of Praamis, I have the right to appeal my case before the King.”

“No evidence has been presented against you.” Duke Phonnis spread his hands in a magnanimous gesture. “You have not been accused of anything.”

“Yet my comrades of the Night Guild face execution,” she said. “Surely I am to be given the same fate?”

The Duke’s mouth curled down into a frown.

“Then as is my right,” she said, “I will appeal to King Ohilmos. Not only on my behalf, but for all in the Night Guild.”

Duke Phonnis’ frown deepened to a snarl. “The evidence—”

“He would deny me justice!” Ilanna whirled to the crowd, thrusting an accusing finger at the Duke. “He fears what I have to say.”

“Justice!” a voice roared from the crowd. More voices took up the cry. “Justice! Justice!”

Hatred and rage filled the Duke’s eyes, yet a hint of fear tinged his expression. Her plan to rile up the populace with inflammatory words and accusations had worked. He had no choice but to accede to her demand to stand trial before the King. If he didn’t, the crowd, which had fully supported the execution of the criminals that had preyed on them for so long, would turn against him. Crowds were fickle that way.

“Peace!” Duke Phonnis held up his hands, and the chanting gradually faded. “She will stand trial before the King. And when she is proven guilty, she will join her comrades.” He turned to her with a smile of barely-restrained fury. “You demand the King’s justice—you shall have it!”

At the Duke’s gesture, the Praamian Guards closed around her and hustled her off the scaffold. Relief flooded her as more olive-clad men removed the hoods and nooses from Jarl and the others. She had delayed the executions. Now she had to stay alive long enough to stand before the King.

Heedless of her cries of pain, the guards dragged her through the palace gates, up the walkway, around the empty fountain, and into the palace itself. The Duke marched at the front of the entourage, his back stiff and ramrod straight. The moment the double doors of the palace boomed shut behind them, the Duke whirled on her.

“Foolish girl! Do you have any idea how dangerous this game is?”

“Of course I do.” Despite the agony in her chest, she met the Duke’s eyes without hesitation. “Which is precisely why I fanned the flames of their anger without actually giving them the truth.” She forced her voice to sound confident to conceal the fear thrumming through her.

The Duke jerked back, eyes narrowing. “What?”

Ilanna chuckled. “It’s easy to rile a man up: simply tell him someone else believes him to be a fool. He’ll turn his anger on the person insulting him. Add to that the insult of the King’s taxes, and you have the perfect recipe for an angry mob.”

A mailed fist slammed into her kidneys. She slumped, coughing, as pain flared through her side and spread up to her chest.

“And that mob could turn on you and rip you to pieces!” Duke Phonnis bent over her, anger burning in his words. “Or turn a peaceful city into total chaos.”

“Which is why I allowed your men to capture me,” she said. Pain tightened her voice. “You save face by agreeing to bring me to justice, and I stand before the King.”

Wheels turned behind the Duke’s eyes. He straightened, his face hard and expressionless. “Take her to the dungeons. Lock her up and throw away the key.”

The Praamian Guards seized her wrists, but Ilanna spoke quickly. “That would be a mistake.”

Duke Phonnis sneered. “And why is that?”

“Because I have the proof of your secret.”

The Duke jerked back as if struck. His eyes searched hers, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Search her.”

Before she could respond, the Praamian Guards shoved her against the wall. Ilanna cried out as her injured chest struck stone. One guard shoved her face into a tapestry, and the scent of ancient dust and moldy fabric filled her nose. The rough hands of the guards fumbled up and down her body. Her stomach twisted, and it took every shred of self-control not to strike out—not that it would do much against the armored men holding her bound.

“Nothing, my lord,” a Praamian Guard said. “Not so much as a weapon.”

“You think I’d be foolish enough to bring it here?” The tapestry muffled Ilanna’s words.

The Duke snapped his fingers, and the Praamian Guard released his grip on her head.

Ilanna straightened her clothing and glared at Duke Phonnis. “Outside, hiding in plain sight of Watcher’s Square, one of my friends is waiting.”

The Duke opened his mouth, no doubt to order his men to find the man, but Ilanna didn’t give him time to speak. “You’ll never find him. He’s wearing the same plain clothes of every other man in that square. But he watched your men drag me in here, and he has strict orders of what to do if I don’t come back out in the next hour. He’ll go to the man who has that piece of paper proving my words. Within days, thousands of copies of that paper will flood the city. Everyone—from the poorest beggar to the wealthiest noble—will know the truth, Duke.”

The Duke’s eyes narrowed. “Lies,” he growled. “You couldn’t possibly have the proof.”

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “Are you willing to risk this particular secret getting out?” She leaned forward. “The Bloody Hand killed my friends. The rest are standing on your scaffolding awaiting execution. I have nothing to lose, Duke Phonnis. You, on the other hand, have everything to lose.”

The Duke licked his lips, his gaze darting to the Praamian Guards around him.

“Take me to the King, Duke Phonnis,” she said, “and your secret will remain precisely that: secret.”

Her confident grin belied the nervous roiling in her stomach. She stood before the Chief Justiciar, surrounded by Praamian Guards, and with no one to help her. Her contingency plan would do nothing for her if the Duke decided her death and that of the Night Guild was worth the damage to his political reputation. Her entire plan hinged on her belief that Duke Phonnis held his honor and his desire to protect his brother against all else, even his duties as Chief Justiciar.

A single bead of sweat trickled down the Duke’s forehead. After a moment that seemed to last an eternity, he nodded. “So be it. You will stand trial before the King. And when I present him the evidence I have accumulated, he will have no choice but to proclaim your guilt. You will join your comrades on the gibbet, and Praamis will be rid of your kind once and for all.”

Ilanna inclined her head. “You are nothing if not fair, Duke Phonnis.”

He tensed at the mocking tone of her voice. The muscles in his jaw worked, and his spine straightened.

Ilanna met his distrustful expression with a placid smile. “Come, Duke, my trial awaits.”

*     *     *

All eyes in the Throne Room turned to regard her as the double doors swung open. Expressions of curiosity and confusion mingled on the faces of the ten men sitting on either side of the room.

King Ohilmos looked up from the tome in his hands and raised an eyebrow. “Brother? What is this?”

The Duke spoke in a tight, clipped voice. “Another traitor to Praamis to stand trial before the throne, my King.”

The King frowned. “I thought we had already concluded the trials earlier. Why are you…?” He narrowed his eyes at Ilanna, and his rasping breath caught in his throat. “Oh!”

“My King.” Ilanna swept a bow. “It is truly a privilege to stand before you today.”

“Indeed,” the King said. He scratched at the circle of scar tissue twisting his lips upward. “I must admit my…surprise at your presence.” He narrowed his eyes at the Duke. “From what my brother told me, he had tried all living members of the Night Guild.”

“Night Guild?” An older man with wispy, grey eyebrows rose to his feet. “This is another of those vermin?”

“Not just another one, my Lord Vorrel,” the Duke said, a hint of anger tingeing his somber voice. “She is the worst of the lot.”

Lord Ralston, a tall, lean man with a drooping moustache and teeth stained yellow from tabacc smoke—a habit she had encountered first-hand the night she broke into his home—sat back in his chair. “Then by all means, let’s get on with this.”

Ilanna’s eyes took in the rest of the Royal Council. Lord Kannassas, the King’s third cousin, sat at the King’s left hand, his ample belly straining at the gilded buttons on his blue crushed velvet vest. The twitchy man with a patchy beard and a prominent hook nose could only be Lord Illiran, the noble whose herds of cows and horses and flocks of sheep and goats grazed most of the land beyond the limits of Praamis. Lord Draidan, Lord Athir, and Lord Untler—the three nobles responsible for most of the commerce that flowed in and out of Praamis—occupied the rest of the table.

Opposite them sat Lord Vorrel, the owner of the only silver mine in the entire south of Einan. A man wearing the colors of the House of Auslan sat in Lord Auslan’s seat. Lords Unvar and Brayl, masters of grain and corn, filled two more chairs. The fifth, on the King’s right hand, stood empty. Duke Phonnis strode toward the massive chair and lowered himself into its plush depths. With head held high and a voice that rang out loud and clear in the hall, the Duke proclaimed, “Let the trial of Journeyman Ilanna of the Night Guild commence.”
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King Ohilmos leaned forward in his chair, slim fingers steepled beneath his chin. “Present your evidence, Brother.”

The Duke raised an eyebrow at the King. “What is there to say? She herself has admitted to being a member of the Night Guild.”

“Which means what, precisely?” Amusement crept into Ilanna’s voice. “What is the Night Guild?”

“A group of cutthroats and thieves,” Duke Phonnis growled.

Ilanna folded her arms. “Is that so? Or is it simply that a few members of the Night Guild have committed crimes, for which they face execution in the Watcher’s Square.”

The Duke’s expression darkened.

Ilanna lifted her head. “My King, I put to you the question: what is the Night Guild? Some would claim a criminal organization, but what proof is there that the Night Guild even exists?”

“You yourself have just said you are a member!” Duke Phonnis rose to his feet, his face flushed.

“Indeed, which begs the question, member of what?” She was surprised to find her voice held no quaver. Her knees, however, threatened to buckle—the hurried journey to the palace had sapped the last of her energy.

Ilanna hid a smile as the Duke’s frown deepened. “A band of criminals, Watcher take it!” he snapped.

“But what proof have you of their existence? Beyond my claim that I belong to the organization, of course. More, what proof is there that the organization is comprised of, as you say, criminals and cutthroats?”

“Yes!” Duke Phonnis’ voice rose to a shout. He strode toward her, stabbing a finger at the window. “Out there are over a hundred of those who belong to your organization.”

“Show me the proof, Duke Phonnis.” Ilanna allowed herself to smile now. “Prove that the Night Guild exists.”

The Duke’s mouth hung open, his eyes wide as if unable to believe the nonsense she spouted.

King Ohilmos chuckled. “I believe I understand what you are saying, girl.” He spoke in his quiet, rasping voice. “A man could claim to be a descendent of the Serenii themselves, but what is that claim without proof?”

Ilanna gave the King a half-bow. “And no matter how many claim to be Serenii-born, the claim itself does not make it true. Truth is proven through evidence, through facts.” She turned to the Duke. “Prove to me, Duke Phonnis, that the Night Guild exists. Until you do, you cannot simply accuse me of crimes by virtue of my association with them.”

The Duke’s jaw muscles worked, his eyes narrowing. Uncertainty mixed with the anger in his expression.

“I put it to you, King Ohilmos, lords of the Royal Council, that there are no documents to back up the claims of the Night Guild’s existence.” Her eyes fell on the bespectacled figure seated beside and slightly behind the King’s throne. “With your permission, my King, might I address the Royal Scribe?”

Surprise showed on the faces of both Duke and King, but none looked more shocked than Ellara.

“You may.” King Ohilmos gave a magnanimous wave.

“Thank you, your Highness.” She turned to the woman. “I ask you, Mistress Ellara, how would one prove the existence of, say, a silversmith’s guild?”

Ellara blushed, her eyes dropping, and shuffled the papers in her lap. “I-I…” She cleared her throat, clearly discomfited by the attention. “I would search the Royal Records for the guild’s application and the certifications granting them royal approval to operate as a guild within the city of Praamis. And, of course, the official charter and bylaws governing said guild.”

“And do any such documents exist for the Night Guild?” she asked.

Ellara’s redness deepened. “I would need to…er…search the Royal Archives.”

“To the best of your knowledge, as the Royal Scribe officially tasked with keeping records on everything that occurs in the city, do such documents exist?”

Ellara hesitated and, with a nervous glance at the Duke, shook her head. “They do not.”

“Thank you, Mistress Ellara.” She nodded and bowed to hide her relief. She’d gambled that a criminal organization wouldn’t bother with royal documents, no matter its origins. She’d had to take the chance that no such documents would exist.

Swallowing a triumphant grin, she turned back to the Duke. “I ask you again, Duke Phonnis, where is your proof of the Night Guild’s existence?”

The Duke uttered a low growl. “You play with words well, little thief, but your deceit will not absolve you of your crimes.”

“And what crimes are those, Duke?” Despite the quaking in her gut, Ilanna met the Duke’s gaze with no sign of hesitation.

“Too many to count!” Triumph shone in the Duke’s eyes as he stalked around the Throne Room, counting off her crimes on his fingers. “Grand larceny and theft. Breaking into and stealing from the noble houses of Praamis, including my own mansion. Grave robbery and the desecration of sanctified remains. Absconding with the remains of Lady Auslan from the vaults of Lord Auslan’s home in Old Praamis, along with the gold and gemstone-encrusted sarcophagus that served as a repository for those remains. The brutal murder of four of my Arbitors.”

The King frowned, his expression growing somber. “Serious accusations, each and every one.”

“Men have been executed for even one of those crimes,” the Duke snarled. “Put them all together, and you have a truly heinous criminal, worthy of the harshest punishment the Crown can devise.” His face grew smug. “Fortunately, the Watcher is a merciful god. His justice is swift and sure. She will join her fellow—”

“It’s a beautiful list, I’ll admit.” Ilanna folded her arms, wincing at the pain in her chest. “But you’ve yet to prove any of it.”

Her words seemed to catch the Duke off-guard. “We have more than enough proof of your wrongdoings.”

“Then bring them forward,” she replied simply.

Confusion twisted the Duke’s face. “Them?”

“The witnesses.” Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “The people who watched me committing all those crimes. The ones who will swear before the King and the Watcher in the Dark that I was the one who broke into all the mansions of Praamis and stole your valuables. That my hands are stained with the blood of your Arbitors, and”—she gave a little chuckle—“that I lifted the golden sarcophagus of Lady Auslan from this vault in Lord Auslan’s manor and carried it away.” She flexed her biceps. “Quite the feat of strength, even for a dangerous cutthroat and criminal like myself.”

Smiles tugged at the lips of Lord Ralston and Lord Ulimar. Lord Vorrel actually gave a little chuckle.

The Duke flushed with anger. “I have the testimony of dozens of nobles accusing you of theft.”

“Me personally?” Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “Indeed?” She turned to regard the men sitting in their plush seats. “What of you? Do any of you recognize me?”

A few of the noblemen bristled, but none of them spoke.

She continued. “If I were to tell you that I had broken into four of your homes, which of you would believe yourselves to be the victims?”

Eight hands shot up. Only the dozing Lord Athir failed to raise his hand.

“You see? None of you can identify me, yet every one of you believes I have stolen from them.” Ilanna met the eyes of each nobleman in turn. “Perhaps you are victims of the Night Guild, but you have no proof beyond the fact that you are missing items of value.”

“Aha!” The Duke smiled, triumphant. “You admit to stealing their valuables!”

“Not in the slightest.” Ilanna shook her head. “Thieves wouldn’t steal worthless items, so it stands to reason that those who truly are victims of theft have been relieved of their valuables. But your answers serve to illustrate my point. You all accuse me of stealing from you, yet you have no proof that I am the thief. I’d dare say you have no proof that the Night Guild is even behind the thefts.”

“What of this?” Lord Ulimar drew out the skull-headed dagger and held it up. The ruby eyes glistened in the bright sunlight. “I found this beside my bed. A message from the Night Guild.”

Ilanna hesitated. She had delivered the dagger. But Lord Ulimar had no way of proving it. “A dagger? Beautiful, but how can you be certain it is from the Night Guild.”

“Everyone knows the meaning of the dagger.” Lord Ulimar toyed with the blade. “It means the Night Guild has marked you for death.”

“So anything that is ‘common knowledge’ must be true?” Ilanna stared at the nobleman. “Common knowledge once held that rubbing mud on a burn would cause it to heal faster. Now, ask any physicker or herbalist, and they’ll tell you such foolishness only leads to worse infections.”

Lord Ulimar glared, but had no words to counter.

“Common knowledge is not proof, Duke,” Ilanna said, her voice level and calm. “Unless you have the one who delivered the dagger or a witness to verify the identity of its messenger, it is not true evidence.”

King Ohilmos leaned back in his chair. “She’s not wrong, Brother.” He rubbed at his gaunt cheeks, his fingers toying over the thick, circular bands of scar tissue. “Without an eyewitness…” He shrugged.

“So be it.” The Duke’s face hardened, his voice going flat. “You demand a witness?” He turned to the Praamian Guards who stood beside him. “Bring in the blacksmith.”

Ilanna stiffened. Fear brushed icy fingers across the nape of her neck. She knew only one blacksmith in Praamis. If the Duke really has called her…

Duke Phonnis radiated smugness as he spoke. “Presenting, Master Lorilain of the Smith’s Guild.”

Ilanna’s heart stopped. Dread writhing in her gut, she turned to see the huge blacksmith stride into the Throne Room. Master Lorilain’s eyes widened slightly at the sight of Ilanna. Her massive shoulders hunched, tense and stiff, as she came to stand beside Ilanna.

King Ohilmos spoke in his rasping whisper. “Master Lorilain, do you understand why you have been brought here?”

The blacksmith bowed to the King. “I do, your Majesty.”

Duke Phonnis gave an impatient wave. “Then speak, good smith.”

Master Lorilain turned. Ilanna caught a hint of regret and sorrow in her eyes, but the smith spoke in her strong, unwavering voice. “This is the woman who hired me to construct a facsimile of the door guarding Lord Auslan’s vault.”

A boulder settled in the pit of Ilanna’s stomach.

“You are certain?” The Duke’s voice rang with a note of triumph. “You are sure she is the one who paid you?”

“I am.” Master Lorilain nodded. “I spoke with her at length on the subject of how to get through the door, the construction of the vault itself, the differences between Odarian and high-carbon Voramian steel, and the tools she would need to get through.”

Ilanna clenched her fists, anger flaring in her chest. Jarl had told her she could trust Master Lorilain. She should have known better. The blacksmith had taken the Night Guild’s coin and betrayed them without hesitation.

“And this door,” the Duke went on, “you built it for her?”

Master Lorilain nodded, her face impassive. “I was paid to build a door according to the specifications given to me by this woman. I had no way of knowing it would be used to commit such a heinous crime.” The smith shot a sideways glance at Ilanna.

Ilanna was taken aback. Was that an apology in her eyes? Perhaps the smith wasn’t here because of her duty as a citizen to Praamis. Had the Duke forced her to turn on the Guild? The tension in the smith’s huge shoulders and the worry on her face told Ilanna something more was going on, something she couldn’t see.

Duke Phonnis nodded. “Thank you, Master Lorilain, for your honesty.”

“Of course, Duke.” With a bow to the King and Duke, the massive blacksmith allowed the Praamian Guards to escort her from the Throne Room.

Ilanna’s mind raced. The smith’s testimony had connected her to the theft. The smug look on the Duke’s face told her exactly what he would say next.

“As you can see, my King, noblemen of the Royal Council, there is ample proof that this thief is the one responsible for the theft of Lady Auslan’s sarcophagus. Between the theft and the desecration of the noble lady’s resting place—”

“One question, Duke Phonnis,” she interrupted.

The Duke scowled at her. “What?” he snapped.

“If the smith’s testimony is to be believed, I am the one who hired her to build a replica of Lord Auslan’s vault door, correct?”

The Duke nodded. “Your guilt is—”

“Tell me, my lord, what is the crime in building a door?” Ilanna feigned confusion. “Surely Praamian law doesn’t forbid its citizens from constructing doors.”

The Duke’s jaw dropped and his eyebrows shot toward the roof. “Are you serious?” he roared. “You know full well the door you built was an exact reproduction of Lord Auslan’s vault door. It is a clear connection between you and the break-in of the vault.”

“A connection, perhaps.” Ilanna inclined her head. “Much the same way a raindrop is connected to the tidal wave that destroys a village.”

The Duke spluttered, unable to find words.

“I am guilty of building a door, yes,” she continued. “Perhaps that door was identical to the door to Lord Auslan’s vault, the same door you claim was penetrated by thieves. Yet can you prove that I was the one to break into Lord Auslan’s vault?”

Lord Ralston bristled. “But the door—”

“Is precisely that: a door.” Ilanna turned to the Duke. “Can any of your Arbitors claim to have seen me in Lord Auslan’s mansion on the day of this theft?”

The Duke’s face darkened.

“What about your Praamian Guards?” she asked. “Surely if one of them spotted me breaking into Lord Auslan’s vault, they would come forward to see the King’s justice carried out.”

Duke Phonnis scowled and refused to answer.

She turned her attention to the nobles. “And what of you? Can any of you provide witnesses to support your claims of my guilt?”

Silence hung thick and heavy in the Throne Room.

Triumph surged within Ilanna’s breast. She’d stood trial twice in her short life: after the deaths of Sabat and Master Gold. The first trial had taught her the value of a lack of evidence. It was for that reason she had been so cautious every time she broke into a nobleman’s home. The second trial had taught her that any and all proof could be called into question. The traitor had been forced to fabricate evidence to assure her conviction. Even with the bloody knife from Master Gold’s chest, she had swayed the verdict in her favor. The trials had taught her one simple fact: a clever tongue could repudiate all, even ironclad arguments.

“Your Majesty.” Ilanna directed her words to the King. “I stand here accused of crimes against the nobles of Praamis, against the Chief Justiciar himself. Yet the evidence presented against me is tenuous at best.”

She regarded Duke Phonnis and the seated nobles. “You lay these crimes at my feet, call me thief and murderer, but can bring no proof to back up your claims. You have no eyewitnesses to swear testimony of my guilt. You have nothing but a door to link me to any of these crimes. In the eyes of the Watcher and all the gods, can you truly say that is sufficient evidence to sentence me to death?”

Her eyes met the Duke’s. Hatred seethed in his expression. She knew he wanted nothing more than to see her dead. Had they stood alone in the chamber, he would have ordered her execution on the spot. But his position as Chief Justiciar put him in an impossible situation. He had to be seen by the nobles to uphold the laws of Praamis.

She’d counted on that. That was why she’d demanded a trial before the King. The Duke could have her imprisoned and murdered quietly, but he would never subvert Praamian law just for the sake of killing one thief. By riling up the crowd, she’d made herself a public figure—too public for the Duke to simply make her disappear. Now he had no choice but to accede to the King’s decision.

The King’s rasping whisper drifted through the Throne Room. “Journeyman Ilanna of the Night Guild, you have been accused of the crimes of theft, grand larceny, desecration, and murder. Crimes deserving of execution.”

He stood and strode down the stairs of his throne. His robes hung from shoulders as gaunt as his hollow cheeks, but his step never faltered.

“Yet without evidence to prove your guilt, the throne has no choice but to dismiss the charges. I declare you innocent.”

The Duke leapt to his feet, eyes blazing. The King’s upraised hand forestalled any argument. “This is my judgement as rightful King of Praamis. It will not be disputed.”

Anger stained every line of the Duke’s face as he gave a curt nod. “As you say, my King.” His words came out tight, clipped by his barely-restrained fury. He waved away the guards beside Ilanna. “Release her.”

The Praamian Guards obeyed. At the King’s pronouncement, Ilanna felt as if an immense weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She’d always known the Duke would try to convict her of her crimes; she hadn’t truly been confident she could evade the King’s justice. Yet to hear the proclamation of her innocence came as a relief.

“Thank you, your Majesty.” Ilanna’s words rang with genuine sincerity. “I give thanks to the gods for a King as wise and just as you.”

King Ohilmos’ lips twitched, as if fighting off a smile.

“But now, your Majesty,” she said, holding her head high, “I would bargain for the lives of the rest of the Night Guild.”
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Every man in the room leapt to their feet, shouting at her, at the King, at the Duke. Even the sleeping Lord Athir stood, albeit more out of solidarity with his fellow lords than any genuine understanding of what was happening.

Duke Phonnis’ face had turned an intriguing shade of dark purple, and a fire of fury smoldered in his eyes. King Ohilmos, however, showed no sign of surprise. He returned to his throne, sat forward in his chair and studied her with an impassive stare.

Ilanna weathered the angry shouts and the King’s scrutiny with the implacable calm of a mountain in a storm.

“My lord!” Lord Ralston’s voice echoed loudest in the Throne Room. “Surely you cannot be considering—”

“Do not presume to tell me my thoughts!” The rough edge to the King’s rasping whisper made it all the harsher.

“Of course, my King,” Lord Ralston backpedaled. “I simply mean to say that—”

Duke Phonnis cut the nobleman off with a glare. “What Lord Ralston means to say, Brother, is that sentence has already been passed, the executions begun. Our city will soon be free of the scourge of the Night Guild once and for all.”

“Once you hear what I have to say, my lord King, I believe you will reconsider.”

King Ohilmos raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

Ilanna nodded.

A tense silence hung in the Throne Room for the space of a heartbeat.

“Well?” snapped Lord Ralston. “What could you possibly say to change the outcome in this matter?”

Ilanna’s eyes never left the King. “Perhaps this is a matter best discussed in private, lord King. Some things are meant for the Crown alone.”

The nobles spluttered and protested, but the King held up a hand. “You are certain this will be worth my time?”

Ilanna gave the King a sweet smile, and now she turned her gaze to the Duke. “I believe this the sort of information men would kill for.”

The Duke responded with a snarl. “My King, this is madness. She is a thief, and every word from her mouth is a filthy lie. You cannot—”

“I will.” King Ohilmos’ tone brooked no argument. “I will hear what she has to say.” He raised his eyes to the nine noblemen. “My lords, the Council will adjourn for the day.” He held up a hand to forestall Lord Ulimar’s protests. “I understand your worries and will take them with the utmost consideration. However, if this is truly valuable information, it behooves me—behooves us all—to give her a chance to speak. Now if you would kindly leave us.” The edge in his rasping whisper made it a command.

With dark looks for Ilanna and muttered words to each other, the noblemen trooped from the room.

The King raised an eyebrow at the Duke. “And you, Brother?”

“I’m going nowhere.” Duke Phonnis’ jaw set. “I will not leave you alone with this insidious thief to have your ears twisted by her clever words.”

“You believe me such a fool, Brother?”

Duke Phonnis flushed. “O-Of course not, but—”

Ilanna spoke up. “What I have to say ought to be heard by his ears as well.”

King Ohilmos gave a dismissive wave. “So be it.” He turned to Ilanna with a curious expression. “You have my attention. Though I find myself curious as to why you felt the need for this façade, given the deal we struck.”

The Duke’s jaw dropped. “Deal?”

“She came to me again the night after our first encounter in the palace. We spoke and came to an agreement.” The King’s eyebrows rose. “I assumed she told you, Brother.”

Ilanna shrugged. “I fully intended to, my King, but I had a suspicion he would not believe it unless he heard it directly from your mouth.”

The Duke turned to his brother, eyes narrowed. “What have you done, Brother?”

The King rolled his eyes. “Elodon, we may be in private, but that doesn’t mean I enjoy being talked down to. I know of no other Duke who speaks to his King with such disrespect.”

“I know of no other King who would bargain with cutthroats and criminals!” the Duke spat.

The King sighed. “Brother, every King is forced to bargain with cutthroats and criminals. Some may wear fancy clothes and call themselves ‘lord’ but, in the end, it all comes down to the same thing. As Father taught both of us, the needs of the kingdom come before all.”

“Which is why you cannot strike a deal with this thief!” Duke Phonnis’ voice rose to a shout. “If you pardon her—if you pardon any of her comrades—you would do irreparable damage. The people need to believe in the infallibility of the Crown. To stay your hand from executing the Night Guild after judgement has been passed would be foolishness.”

“I believe the truth of the Night Guild’s origin would cause significantly more harm to the stability of Praamis,” Ilanna interjected. “If the nobles ever discovered that the House of Keadanis founded the Night Guild and wielded it as a tool to control them, there’s no telling what they’d do.”

The Duke’s hand went to his sword, but Ilanna shook her head. “You know what will happen if I do not leave the palace unharmed.”

The Duke half-drew the blade.

“Easy, Brother.” King Ohilmos held up a hand. “You will walk out of here unharmed, Ilanna of the Night Guild. You have been declared innocent, as agreed. Now turn over that paper.”

Ilanna shook her head. “Not quite yet.”

Both the King and Duke seemed shocked by her response.

“My innocence was proven before the Royal Council. Thus, our deal is void. If you want the paper as promised, we must come to a new arrangement.”

The King’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, girl. I agreed to your offer the first time, but you do not command me.”

Ilanna folded her arms. “I know what I have, my King. The damage it can do to you—both of you—makes it worth far more than a few lives.”

“A few?” The Duke’s eyes flew wide. “There are close to two hundred people out there awaiting execution. All lawfully convicted of crimes—”

“Committed by the Night Guild, of course.” Ilanna’s snarl echoed in the Throne Room. “But can you bring accusations against specific members of the Night Guild for crimes they committed? To condemn them all to death would be like executing all blacksmiths because one murders or steals from their client.”

Both men regarded her with dangerous expressions. A part of Ilanna’s mind warned her to be careful. Either of them could order her execution. She couldn’t push too far, else she would lose everything.

“The lives of a few dozen men, women, and children”—she emphasized the last word—“versus chaos and revolts tearing the city of Praamis apart. The noblemen of Praamis are a proud lot; surely you can predict how they will react if they discovered the truth of the Night Guild’s origin. In exchange for the Night Guild’s freedom, your secret remains safe.”

The King stroked his angular, scarred chin. “Even if I were to consider your request, what of the people? Will they simply stand by while convicted thugs, thieves, and murderers—the same ones who have brutalized them for decades—walk free?”

Ilanna opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. She’d taken everything else into account, yet she’d failed to think about the populace. A few inflammatory words had riled them up. What would they do if they saw the King releasing the Night Guild?

“Ah, and thus you see the conundrum.” The King inclined his head. “I made the agreement with you because I know the value of the Night Guild. It offers control over the crime in this city, and maintains order in a way the Praamian Guards never could. You are a tool the House of Keadanis has wielded for centuries, a very useful tool, indeed.” He held his palms up, as if balancing a scale. “But as every workman knows, a tool must be discarded once it has served its purpose. My brother believes the Night Guild has outlived its usefulness.”

The Duke’s sneer emphasized the belief.

“And you, King Ohilmos?” Ilanna met the King’s gaze. “Do you believe the Night Guild is no longer useful? After we have driven the nobles of Praamis into your arms, and protected the city of Praamis from the threat of the Bloody Hand?”

The King cast a questioning glance at the Duke. “I am given to understand that a few Voramians remain alive.”

The Duke scowled. “The slippery bastards must have accomplices in the city. How else can they continue to evade my men?” He shook his head. “But no matter. I will have them soon enough. They cannot escape the full might of the Praamian Guard.”

Ilanna snorted. “I’ve evaded the Praamian Guard for days, ever since I broke out of your accursed Black Spire.”

The King’s eyebrows rose.

“Oh, yes, did your brother not tell you?” Ilanna spat the word like a curse. “He imprisoned me at the top of his tower, where I would never escape.”

“You told me she was dead.” King Ohilmos spoke in a flat voice, his face hard as flint.

“I-I did it to protect you, Brother.” Shame mixed with embarrassment on Duke Phonnis’ face. “I knew she would try to turn you.” Anger sparkled in his eyes. “As she clearly has done.”

“You’re fortunate I escaped, Duke Phonnis.” She sneered at the Duke. “Had I not, the last of the Bloody Hand would have left Praamis unnoticed and returned to Voramis with information that would allow them to return in full force and infiltrate Praamis under the Praamian Guards’ very noses.”

“Impossible!” the Duke spat. “My men at the gates would never allow them in.”

“But your men have no idea the extent of the tunnels running beneath Praamis. The tunnels that belong to the Night Guild.”

Her words struck the Duke like a blow. His mouth worked without a sound.

“Why else do you think the Bloody Hand invaded the tunnels?” She’d worked out the Voramians’ logic. “They wanted to quash resistance, but they needed to learn the ways of the underground passages for when they invaded the city in force. With that information, they’d have taken over the city long before you knew they were even here.”

“You say ‘would have’.” The King gave her a curious expression.

Ilanna crossed her arms. “Thanks to me and my crew, the last of the Bloody Hand lie dead.” She pointed to her clothing. “These stains are all that remain of Rhynd, the leader of the Voramians.”

“Indeed?” The King sat back in his throne. “Intriguing.”

The Duke’s eyes went wide, and he rounded on his brother. “You can’t seriously be considering this!”

The King waggled his head. “Her offer holds merit. The Night Guild would maintain order in the city, and the nobles would never find out about the Night Guild’s true origins. I’d say that’s worth sparing a few lives.”

“No!” The Duke’s voice rose to a shout. “I do not! For far too long, I’ve held my peace as these thieves and murderers ran rampant in Praamis. You’ve kept me leashed for years, when all I wanted to do was erase their stain upon our city, upon our honor! And now that we are finally about to be free of them once and for all, you would pardon them?”

“That is where you and I differ, Brother.” Steel echoed in the King’s rasping voice. “The Night Guild is no stain upon our honor. They are our tool, to use as we need. Why else do you think Master Gold has always been a member of the royal family?”
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Ilanna started. “What?”

Duke Phonnis scowled. “Never the royal family, Brother.”

King Ohilmos gave a dismissive wave. “Not directly, no. Every generation has produced a royal bastard or two.”

The revelation shook Ilanna to the core. “Master Gold was…?”

The King’s expression turned musing. “The current Master Gold—or, judging by your expression, the former Master Gold—was the product of my uncle’s philandering. Good man, Uncle Rainer, but never able to master his desires.”

The Duke shot his brother a strange look. There was something hidden in his expression that Ilanna didn’t understand.

Her mind struggled to digest the information of Master Gold. “A-And he knew?”

The King shrugged. “At the proper time, he was informed of his parentage.” He steepled his fingers. “The knowledge came with certain…perquisites that enabled him to gain control of the Night Guild. Gold, primarily. Information to use when convincing his fellows to see things the way he wanted. Truth be told, he was one of the best Guild Masters produced in the last hundred years. The tributes he delivered to the Crown were significantly higher than in decades past.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. She could find no words.

King Ohilmos shook his head. “Sadly, my generation has produced no unwanted offspring.”

The Duke gave the King another odd look.

“With no one to groom as the next Master Gold, we have feared losing control over the Night Guild.” The King leaned forward, his eyes piercing her.

Ilanna’s gut tightened. “Why are you telling me this?” The King wanted something, but what?

King Ohilmos pursed his lips. “Because you need to understand what you’re asking. The Night Guild was created as a tool to maintain control over crime in Praamis. Yet with the death of Master Gold, our grip on the Night Guild is broken.”

A good thing, Ilanna wanted to say, but held her tongue.

“A dagger cuts friend and foe alike. Without a way to curb or moderate your actions, the Guild could turn to unbridled lawlessness. That is something we cannot permit.”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “What do you suggest?”

King Ohilmos shook his head. “You demand the lives of your comrades. It is in the interests of Praamis to restore the Night Guild.”

“My King—!” the Duke began.

The King shook his head. “You prize your honor too highly, Brother. I am willing to bear the stain upon our line for the sake of the city.”

The Duke’s face tightened. “You cannot allow these thieves and cutthroats to roam our streets.”

“You would prefer crime to go unchecked? Gangs terrorizing the citizens of Praamis, thieves stealing without restraint, murders on every corner?” Ilanna spoke with a voice of confidence. “We offer control.” She turned back to the King. “You desire to be the hand that holds the reins of the Night Guild.”

King Ohilmos inclined his head. “That is, after all, the reason the Crown has tolerated your existence all this time.”

“Then you have nothing to fear. Your brother already holds a dagger to our throats.”

The King’s curious expression matched the Duke’s.

“He knows the location of our tunnels. His Praamian Guards and Arbitors have already looted the place for everything of value.” Angry heat surged in Ilanna’s chest at the memory of the chaotic scene in House Hawk. The Duke’s men had torn the place apart. “If the Night Guild steps out of line, he will be able to find and punish us.”

“A fair point.” King Ohilmos fingered the band of scars on his cheek.

A dangerous light glinted in Duke Phonnis’ eyes. Ilanna clenched her fists. She could almost read his thoughts: he’d invade and wipe them out the first chance he got. As Chief Justiciar of Praamis, he would have no trouble finding a reason to get rid of the Night Guild.

“But for our arrangement to be of any value to the Crown, we must be able to go about our business unmolested by the Duke’s men.”

The Duke’s face flushed. “If you think for a moment—”

“She speaks the truth, Brother.” King Ohilmos’ expression grew pensive. “The Night Guild must be able to operate as usual, lest they suspect the truth. They must continue to believe they are operating independently of our control. The marionettes must never see the strings that make them dance.”

Ilanna nodded. “And, in return, I will ensure the next Master Gold knows the truth. They will all owe their lives to me.” Never mind the fact her actions had led to their arrests. “Whoever they choose as the next Guild Master will be made to understand that their continued existence depends on their obedience to the Crown.”

King Ohilmos cocked his head. “You say ‘their’.”

Ilanna’s face hardened. “The Night Guild has taken my past from me—I will not give them my future as well.”

“Indeed?” A sly smile spread the King’s lips. “Perhaps you’d consider becoming my Royal Thief. I could use someone with clever fingers and a sharp mind.”

The Duke’s sharp intake of breath made his thoughts on the matter clear.

“No.” Iron edged Ilanna’s voice. “I am done with the life of a thief.”

The Duke snorted. “A likely story.” His lip curled upward. “Once a criminal, always a criminal.”

Ilanna held his gaze without flinching. She had nothing to fear from the Duke. He couldn’t arrest her; the King had declared her innocent. Much as he wanted to see her hang, the Duke would never go against his brother’s words. He’d no doubt send his Arbitors and Praamian Guards to find her, but she had no desire to remain in Praamis. The moment she walked out of the palace, her days of looking over her shoulder would end. She would be free.

To go where and do what, she knew not. She had only the money stored in the chest beneath the ruins of her home. It would be enough to leave Praamis forever. Perhaps she’d go to Malandria, or one of the cities farther north. All that mattered was that she would leave the Night Guild and her old life far, far behind.

The King’s rasping voice broke the momentary silence. “If I release your comrades, you will do as promised and turn over the document?”

Ilanna nodded.

“And you will deliver the next Guild Master to me?”

“He will understand that our very lives depend on it.” She turned to the Duke. “But first, he must swear not to invade the Night Guild without royal consent.”

“You’ll get no such oath from me, girl!” The Duke’s face flushed.

“I would expect no less from the man who broke his oath once.” She bared her teeth.

“But you will swear to me, Brother.” The King’s rasping voice had a commanding edge to it. “As she said, the Guild must be allowed to operate freely in this city for them to serve any use.”

The Duke opened his mouth to reply, but the King drove on. “You are free to arrest any you catch in the act of committing a crime. As Chief Justiciar, it is your duty to uphold law in this city. But I will have your oath that you will act only as your office of Chief Justiciar permits. No more.”

A deep purple suffused the Duke’s face. Fire and hatred burned in the gaze he turned on Ilanna. His silence dragged on for long heartbeats. When he finally spoke, his words came out in a low growl. “You have my word.”

The King’s mouth pressed into a line. “Swear by the Watcher, Brother.”

The Duke’s expression darkened, and his mouth twisted into an angry snarl. “I swear, in the name of the Watcher, who weighs the souls of men and punishes all oathbreakers, that I will act only as my office of Chief Justiciar permits. And that I will allow this filth to continue ruining our city until such a time as you grant me permission to wipe every one of the Keeper-accursed scum from the face of Einan.”

The King sighed and lifted his eyes heavenward. “Brother, no one will ever accuse you of being flexible. Too righteous and rigid by far.” He turned to Ilanna, shaking his head. “That is as good as you can expect from him.”

“It is enough.” Ilanna gave the Duke a saccharine smile.

“Which still leaves you with the problem of explaining to the crowd why you are letting hundreds of murderers and thieves walk free,” Duke Phonnis interjected. “Criminals who were rightfully tried and condemned to die.”

“Indeed.” The King frowned. “The nobles will be none too happy about it either.”

Ilanna toyed with her clothes. Rhynd’s blood had dried to a hard crust that chafed on her skin. She shifted her tunic to a less uncomfortable position, and an idea struck her. Bloody hell, that’s brilliant!

“The Bloody Hand.”

Both the King’s and Duke’s eyes snapped to her.

“Use the Bloody Hand to convince the crowd.”

King Ohilmos’ right eyebrow danced upward. “You said the last of the Bloody Hand are dead.”

“And they are. Thanks to the Night Guild.” Ilanna stepped forward. “Everyone knows what the Bloody Hand did to Voramis, how they’ve all but destroyed the city since they assumed control. Use that fear to sway the crowd.”

“Intriguing.” The King stroked his scarred chin with slim fingers.

“The Night Guild has been tried for crimes they committed. But Praamian law grants the King power to offer a pardon.”

“To hundreds of criminals?” The Duke shook his head. “Not bloody likely.”

“Once you regale the crowd with how the Night Guild was instrumental in repelling the brutal Voramians from the city, they would be far less likely to take umbrage at the pardon.”

“Paint them as heroes of Praamis?” The King chuckled. “You’ve got a pair on you, girl, I’ll give you that much.”

“It would also paint you as a King as merciful as you are just. Men, women, and children of Praamis stood against the tide of violence that threatened to sweep the city. In return, they are given their lives.”

A smile tugged at the corners of the King’s lips.

“Add to that the announcement of reduced taxes, and—”

“What?” the Duke roared. “We cannot afford to lessen taxation. Of anything, we should be increasing it.”

Ilanna’s grin matched the King’s. “Thanks to Grand Reckoner Edmynd, the Crown won’t have to worry about money for now.”

Shock stained the Duke’s face. “What did you have to promise that fat bastard to get him to part with his gold?”

“His life.” The King chuckled. “The Grand Reckoner and I had a pleasant chat yesterday. When I informed him I knew about his dealings with the Bloody Hand, he was more than happy to offer the Crown a loan at a drastically reduced rate. And, of course, to turn over every copper bit deposited by the Voramians.”

The Duke’s mouth worked without a sound.

Ilanna grinned. Her first meeting with the Duke had made one fact plain: he wanted her and the Night Guild dead. With that understanding, she’d gone behind his back and paid a visit to the King on the same night she’d left the skull-headed dagger and the note on the Duke’s bedside table. The King had proven much more amenable to her bargains—for both the Grand Reckoner’s ledger and the document linking the Crown to the Night Guild. He’d offered her freedom in exchange.

She’d delivered the ledger into the Duke’s hands before the raid on the Night Guild, but had kept the other document hidden away against this very day. She’d anticipated the Duke’s betrayal and subsequent arrest of the Guild members. She’d intended to get into the palace again and convince the King to release the Night Guild. Her plan hadn’t included being locked in the Black Spire or capture by Rhynd—she’d very nearly failed because of Duke Phonnis and Rhynd.

“Do we have a deal, my King?”

King Ohilmos studied her for a long moment, his expression indecipherable. “We do.” He stood, his royal robes falling around his gaunt shoulders, and strode down the dais toward her. She knelt and kissed his outstretched hand.

“Master Gold trained you well. He always spoke so highly of you.” The King spoke in a voice pitched for her ears only. “You sure I can’t convince you to be the Royal Thief, girl?”

She shook her head. “Thank you, my King, but my days of crime are done.”

King Ohilmos shrugged. “So be it.” He turned to the Duke. “Go, Brother. Speak to the crowd and tell them my decision. My final decision.”

His words cut off the Duke’s protest. With a stiff bow for the King and a hate-filled glare for Ilanna, Duke Phonnis strode from the room. The double doors boomed shut with a note of finality.

“My brother is many things—fiercely loyal, honorable, and nobler than any Keadanis ought to be. But he will never understand that a King must make certain dishonorable decisions.”

“Is that why you neglected to tell him about the twenty percent of Grand Reckoner Edmynd’s gold you promised me?”

The King shook his head. “We agreed on five percent.”

“Ten it shall be.” Ilanna gave him a bold smirk. “The document will be delivered within an hour. I suppose it’s too much to ask for the Duke to return the equipment his men looted from the Guild tunnels?”

“I’d have better luck convincing the rain to stop falling.”

Ilanna sighed. “Not making our lives very easy, are you?”

The King chuckled. “Like Elodon says, you’re criminals. What sort of King would I be if I did?”

With a bow, Ilanna turned and strode from the Throne Room. Every muscle in her body was tense, and her nerves felt frayed and ragged. But she forced herself to maintain a slow, steady pace until she had left the palace complex.

The Duke stood in Watcher’s Square, addressing the crowd from atop the scaffold. He spoke in a strong, commanding voice that echoed across the open space. The angry shouts and jeers rising from the throng fell silent as he wove a tale of Voramian treachery and brutality and the heroics of the Night Guild with a skill that any bard would envy. His face bore no sign of the disgust she knew he felt. By the time he delivered the King’s decision to reduce taxes for the next two years, the crowd had actually begun to cheer.

Ilanna’s eyes went to the Night Guild standing behind the gallows. Their expressions were a mixture of stunned shock, relief, and confusion. They seemed unable to understand why the Praamian Guards cut their bonds.

As she strode from the Watcher’s Square, a mountainous burden of exhaustion settled on Ilanna’s shoulders. She was tired, so tired. She had walked into the Throne Room and dared to speak to the Duke and the King himself with such irreverence. Yet she had done it: she’d saved the Night Guild from death. It didn’t matter that they had nothing—no equipment, no gold, nowhere to hide from the Duke’s men—they still lived. It had to be enough.

Now, she wanted nothing more than to sleep for a week. And eat; gods, how she wanted to eat! She hadn’t had a proper meal in…she couldn’t remember how long.

But not yet. She had just one more matter to attend to.
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Shadows hung thick in the warehouse, and Ilanna shivered as an eerie wind whistled through the shattered windows on the second floor of the abandoned building. She rubbed the exhaustion from her eyes.

Hard to believe I was lounging comfortably in my room just one week ago. Too much had changed in such a short amount of time.

Anxiety tickled in the back of her mind. She had freed the Night Guild, but she wasn’t free of them yet. She had to make sure the next Master Gold understood the importance of a relationship with the Crown. That meant going back into the tunnels and facing the memories of her dead friends and comrades.

But first, she had to deal with the traitor. Her note had told them to come alone. With their allies in the Guild and the Bloody Hand dead, she doubted they had anyone to help. But that didn’t make them any less dangerous.

The keen edge of a dagger pressed into her throat. Breath fell hot on her ear. “Why, Ilanna?” Sorrow filled Allon’s voice. “Why did it have to be you?”

Ilanna remained unmoving. “Easy, Allon. I came to talk.”

The knife never left her throat as the Hound moved to stand before her. A small splotch of blood stained the bandage around his head, and pain showed in the lines around his eyes and mouth. But his hand pressed the dagger to her neck without a quiver.

Ilanna raised her empty hands. “Did you come alone?” The movement sent pain flaring through her chest, and she winced.

“Did you?” Allon’s eyes darted around, searching the gloom of the warehouse for hidden assailants.

“I know you, Allon. You searched the warehouse before coming out. Did you find anyone?”

Allon shook his head. “No.” Suspicion permeated his expression. “If you just want to talk, why bring me here?” He moved the blade from her neck but didn’t sheathe it.

Ilanna glanced toward the enormous steel door that stood in the heart of the warehouse floor. “I thought it fitting. We spent weeks here working on the Lord Auslan job. All of us: Darreth, Errik, Joost, Veslund, Jarl. And in all that time, you never once mentioned you were working with the Bloody Hand.”

Allon’s face darkened. “You don’t understand, Ilanna. I—”

“You’re damned right I don’t understand!” Ilanna’s shout echoed through the empty building. “You know what they did to Voramis, how they turned their city into a cesspit. How could you want to bring that here? How could you want to destroy everything we have?”

“Everything we have?” Anger flared in Allon’s eyes. “What exactly do we have, Ilanna? A life of slavery? It may be dressed up in fancy titles—Journeyman killer and thug—but that doesn’t change what it is. Enslavement by men who care for nothing more than gold and profit.”

“And your solution for that is the Bloody Hand? You may hate the Night Guild’s avarice—Keeper knows I’m more than sick of the endless grasping for coin—but the Voramians are far worse. They’d bring violence, cruelty, and bloodshed that would make even the Bloodbears look tame. No matter how much I hate the Night Guild and everything it stands for, I would never go that far.”

Allon’s face hardened. “Your hands aren’t exactly spotless, Ilanna. I’d dare say more of the Guild died because of your actions than mine.”

“I won’t deny that, Allon. But the difference is the reason why I did what I did. I was trying to save the Night Guild—”

“And I was trying to save the city of Praamis from the bastards that rule over us!” Allon’s voice rose to a shout. “They call themselves ‘noble’, believe themselves better than us. They live in their fancy mansions and grow fat on the blood and sweat of the men and women they have enslaved. Their appetites run unchecked. They do whatever they want to whomever they want, consequences be damned. They ruin innocent lives for the sake of power and control.”

Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. She’d never heard Allon speak this way. She’d always believed he bore the same disdain for the nobility as all in the Night Guild, yet this sounded…personal.

Her conversation with the King and Duke flashed through her mind. The King had spoken of royal bastards with the carelessness of a man accustomed to doing whatever he pleased. Most of the noblemen in Praamis had a mistress, and it was no secret that many took their pleasure with serving girls, maids, or whatever morsel of flesh happened to cross their paths.

She caught her breath. She’d never asked about his parentage—few in the Night Guild talked about or even remembered life before their days as tyros and apprentices. But Allon remembered. He remembered everything. Apprenticeship in the Night Guild began around the age of eight. The flawless memory that had made him the perfect addition to her crew would not let him forget his eight years of life before the Guild.

“What happened, Allon? What happened to you as a child that caused such hatred?”

“Absolutely nothing!” Allon bared his teeth in a snarl. “I had a life as close to perfect as an unwanted bastard could have. Food, clothing, a warm bed, a mother that loved me even if my father never acknowledged me. And they took it all away when I became ‘an inconvenience’! A three-year-old child, ripped from his home and condemned to live in the streets because no one could know the truth.”

His eyes flashed. “Do you know what it’s like to watch the only person that cares for you die a slow, painful death, and there’s not a damned thing you can do about it?” Sorrow mixed with his anger. “She starved to death. She gave me the scraps of food she begged, stole, or whored herself out to buy. She endured it all, for me!”

Ilanna’s gut twisted. She could find no words.

“So yes, I hate them. I hate every Keeper-accursed one of those men and women too noble to know what it’s like to lie awake at night praying to deaf gods for a bite of food, a scrap of cloth to keep out the cold. To feel the agony of watching your mother slowly die because the man who calls himself a King is too much of a coward to acknowledge the consequences of his wantonness.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. King?

“There is nothing I wouldn’t do to make them understand the pain I felt as I sat beside my mother and watched her slowly waste away. All the while, those bastards in the palace eat and drink to their hearts’ content.”

The King’s words flashed through her mind. “Sadly, my generation has produced no unwanted offspring.” He’d said that without any sign of deceit. He truly believed he had no royal bastards. Yet the Duke had given the King a strange expression—one filled with guilt, perhaps?

Realization hit her like a blow to the gut. The Duke’s desire to protect his brother superseded his sense of honor. Would Duke Phonnis hesitate to dispose of a royal bastard if he believed the child’s existence could be used as a weapon against the King? She doubted it.

If the King knew he had a bastard son, and that the bastard was a member of the Night Guild, he never would have permitted the Duke to eliminate the Night Guild. The Duke had had to keep Allon’s existence a secret from the King. It was the only way to eventually be rid of the Night Guild once and for all. For more than thirty years, he’d withheld the truth from his brother out of a desire to both protect the King and be rid of the stain on his family’s honor.

Yet in doing so, the Duke had nearly brought about the destruction of Praamis. Allon’s treachery had come within a hair’s breadth of giving the Bloody Hand control of the city.

“I understand wanting to make the nobles suffer, even the King. But that doesn’t justify all the death and bloodshed you’ve caused.”

“I know. I…” Allon dropped his eyes. “I didn’t want it. But I had no choice.”

“You always have a choice!”

“You don’t understand.” Allon lifted his gaze to meet hers. “I had to do it…to protect you.”

Ilanna flinched as if struck. “What?”

“The Bloody Hand came to me the day you returned from Voramis. They said they knew someone from the Night Guild had killed their men—a man and a woman.”

“And you just told them it was me?”

“I had to!” Desperation flashed across Allon’s face. “They threatened to expose me to Master Gold, give him proof that I was working with them. I couldn’t face the Sanction.” He shuddered.

“So you told them it was me. Knowing full well the torments they’d subject me to would be far worse.”

Allon’s face burned. “I…I tried to fix it. I knew the Duke had put a massive bounty on your head, so I alerted him that you were going to try for Lord Auslan’s vault.”

Which explains why they were waiting for us, she thought. He’d left one of the Arbitors alive so the alarm would be raised.

“The Duke would have captured you, imprisoned you, probably tried and executed you. But in that time, I would collect the reward and find a way to break you out. We could take the money and get away from Praamis.”

Fury burned in Ilanna’s chest. “And if you couldn’t find a way to get me free?”

Allon winced, his eyes falling to the floor. “An execution by the Crown would be kinder than the fate the Bloody Hand had in mind for you.” His expression grew pleading. “Besides, if anyone could cross the Field of Mercy alive, it would be you.”

“How long?” she growled. “How long have you been working for the Bloody Hand?”

Allon refused to meet her gaze.

“How long, Allon?” she shouted.

“Since before we met,” the Hound said in a quiet voice. “Master Hound found out the truth somehow and came to me. He offered me a chance for vengeance against my father”—the Keeper-damned King of Praamis, Ilanna thought—“He would become Master Gold and would make me the master of House Hound.” His eyes searched hers. “I wanted to make things better—not just for the Night Guild, but for the city of Praamis. No more bastards would suffer because of Kings and nobles too cowardly to take responsibility for their actions.”

“Even after everything you knew about the Bloody Hand?” Ilanna couldn’t believe it. “You’ve heard the same stories I have, Allon. You know what they’re capable of.”

“And that’s exactly why I had to do it, Ilanna.” His eyes sparkled with a ferocity she’d never seen. “The First of the Bloody Hand himself met with me. He sat and talked with me, shared his vision for a city controlled by the Night Guild and the Bloody Hand. By the people, not men who rule because of titles and slaves. There was something…otherworldly about him. An almost divine light burning in his eyes. I know it sounds silly, but he seemed somehow more than human.”

Ilanna gaped. The Hound’s face had taken on an almost fanatical expression.

“They offered a better future, for all of us. I had to take it.”

“At the cost of hundreds of lives.” Ilanna shook her head. “How can you believe that is anything close to better?”

Allon winced. “That’s not how it started out. They wanted to join the Night Guild peacefully, and together we would take control of the city.”

Nothing she’d seen about the Bloody Hand spoke of peace. They had preyed on Allon’s desires, manipulated him into doing their will.

“But Master Gold kept refusing, kept swaying the Guild against the Bloody Hand. He was the one who made the Bloody Hand act out of violence. Which is why they needed to get rid of him.”

Revulsion twisted in Ilanna’s gut. Of course it was him. Allon had planted the dagger—her dagger—in Master Gold’s chest. No doubt he had poisoned the wine as well. He had framed her for Master Gold’s murder, just as he had left falsified proof of her thefts.

She had no doubt it was him. The Royal Scribe had described forgery as an art. “Any forgery is possible for an artist of passable skill,” she’d said.

In Allon’s room, she’d seen the sketches of her. The same sketches that had to have been reproduced for the Bloody Hand to recognize her face. He was more than just a passable artist, no doubt about it. He had only to ask Master Hound for a sample of Master Gold’s handwriting, and he could practice until he had the forgery just right.

An icy hand of horror gripped her. “Were you always the one sending the notes? The ones that appeared to be written by Master Gold?”

Allon hung his head, but nodded.

“Why? Why me?”

“Because of Sabat. And because of Master Gold.”

Her brow wrinkled in confusion. She didn’t understand.

“Once you declared the Black Spire as your Undertaking,” Allon said, not meeting her eyes, “Master Gold began showing an interest in you. Master Hound had someone keep an eye on you. Especially after you did the impossible and succeeded. If Master Gold actually managed to convince you to join him, you would be a real threat. But after Sabat…”

“Master Hound saw a weakness he could exploit.” Acid rose to Ilanna’s throat. “And he used it—you used it—to get me to break into the mansions of those nobles under the Crown’s protection. Which led them to complain to the Crown and turn the King and Duke against the Night Guild.” The final pieces of the puzzle had fallen into place. “The Bloody Hand wanted the Duke to weaken the Guild, to thin the herd. With most of their opposition eliminated, they could take over.”

Allon swallowed. “You understand.”

“Of course I understand, Allon!” A fresh wave of anger washed over Ilanna. “I understand that you blackmailed me for five years. I understand that you lied to my face even as you used my body. I understand that you tried to get me arrested and executed by the Duke, and convicted of murder and larceny by the Night Guild. I understand you betrayed me and the rest of the men you called your comrades to both the Bloody Hand and the Duke. All of these things I understand. One day, perhaps even be able to forgive.”

Hope surged in Allon’s eyes.

Ilanna’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. “But I will never forgive the fact that you are responsible for the death of my child.”
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“Ch-Child?” Horror filled Allon’s eyes, and his face turned a sickly grey-green. “I thought…it was just a house!” he whispered. “With the Lord Auslan job, you had more than enough to build another. I never imagined…” He jerked to the side, retching.

Allon’s reaction surprised Ilanna. She’d come here expecting smug satisfaction, outrage at his plans being foiled, even arrogance. But guilt? That, she hadn’t anticipated.

“And you never thought that they’d try to burn the house with me in it?”

“I wouldn’t let them.” Allon wiped a dribble of vomit from his lips. “They wanted to deal with you personally, but I made them agree to turn you over to the Duke.”

Ilanna snorted. “Because Duke Phonnis and I are best pals. He’d have invited me over for tea and biscuits.”

“No, he’d have placed you on trial. But I know you, Ilanna. You never left proof of your presence—at least not where any guard or nobleman could see. Only a thief would know how you got in and out. Hells, half the time even I didn’t know.”

Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. She’d often suspected someone was watching her traverse the city. Though she’d shrugged it off as her Guild-bred paranoia, someone had watched her. Allon had used his forged notes to send her to the homes of the nobles under the Crown’s protection. Which means he had to have gone in after her and stolen something visible, then sent those items to Filch in her name. It explained how the fence had the stubs proving delivery of those items.

“It sounds insane,” Allon said, “but a trial was a far better fate than what the Bloody Hand had in store for you.”

“You said that already,” Ilanna replied in a cold, hard voice. “That doesn’t absolve you of the guilt for your actions.”

“I know!” A pleading light filled Allon’s eyes. “But I couldn’t let them hurt you. And after what you did to their men in Voramis, they were coming after you with everything they had. They focused all their hatred of Master Gold and his resistance on you. And by the time I realized what they were going to do, it was too late.”

“By the time you realized?” Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re the one who hired Toll and Melinn to burn down Old Town Market. How could you not connect those dots?”

Allon’s gaze dropped. “They had already threatened your life. I made them see that burning down your house would send you a clear message. But I swear on the Watcher’s name I never would have done it had I known…” The sickly color returned to his face.

“You thought I needed protecting.” Ilanna’s jaw clenched. “If you were worried about my life, why not simply tell me? Keeper take it, Allon, you could have told me the truth!”

“And what would that have accomplished?” The Hound shook his head. “You would have kicked me off the crew, and the Bloody Hand would have found someone else to get at you. As long as I was on your crew, they let you alone, with my promise that I would get you out of the way.”

“A promise you tried to keep more than once, and that got Willem killed!”

“I would have let a dozen Willems die, Ilanna. With the Duke’s money, we could have—”

“There is no we, Allon!” Ilanna’s shout echoed off the rafters. “There was never a ‘we’.”

Pain contorted Allon’s face. “Don’t say that, Ilanna! You don’t mean it.” Desperation filled his voice. “I know it started out as just something fun, but I know it turned into more. We were so good together—you can’t deny that what we had was special. I…I love you, Ilanna!”

Ilanna bared her teeth in a vicious snarl. “I never felt anything for you. You were a tool that served a purpose. I put up with your groping hands and revolting grunting because of that. But you were never special.”

“You…used me?” Tears brimmed in Allon’s eyes. “But those things you said—”

“A lie!” Ilanna felt a grim satisfaction. Suffer, you bastard! You destroyed everything I loved. Now you will know how it feels. “You were useful for getting the deed to my house, and earning Master Hawk’s goodwill. He loved you, and you killed him!”

Allon reeled beneath the force of her words. “It should never have happened!” he shouted. “They promised he’d live.”

“You bargained with the devil, Allon,” Ilanna snarled. “The Bloody Hand never intended to keep their word. Not to you, not to—”

With a scream of rage, Allon leapt upon her. His left hand closed around her throat and he shoved her into a nearby stack of crates. The blade in his right hand hovered a finger’s breadth from her throat.

“Shut up!” A manic light filled his eyes. “Shut up! Shut up!”

Ilanna cried out at the agony in her chest. A twinge of pain ran down her spine, but she met Allon’s eyes without hesitation. “Do it, Allon!” she coughed. “Kill me. You already killed my son, my friends, Master Hawk, everyone. Put an end to it here and now. You’ll finally get what you want.”

“No!” A horrible moaning sob tore from Allon’s throat. “I never wanted this! I never wanted Master Hound dead, or my uncle, or anyone else. I just wanted my father to suffer for what he did to me.”

“Did he know?” Ilanna spoke in a quiet voice, struggling to ignore her pain. “Did Master Hawk know who you were?”

Allon shook his head. “No.” Tears streamed down his face. “He thought my mother, his sister, was still at the palace until after she died. I…I couldn’t tell him the truth.” Shame burned in his eyes.

Allon had kept the secret for more than thirty years, and it had twisted him into this angry, bitter, pathetic husk of a man. He had brought sorrow and misery not just to the Night Guild, but to the city of Praamis.

“I’m sorry!” Allon sobbed. “So sorry.” A wild light filled his eyes. “You have to help me, Ilanna.”

She winced as his jerking motions pressed the dagger harder against her neck.

His expression grew manic. “Yes, you can help me! You defeated the Duke, you saved the Night Guild. They’ll listen to you. You can make them understand what I did.”

“What you did?” Ilanna swallowed the acid rising to her throat. Her skin crawled at his touch. “What you did was kill the only people in this world that truly cared about me.”

“But I care about you.” Allon pressed himself against her, his face dangerously close to hers. “You have to know that. You have to see—”

The pain overwhelmed Ilanna. She reacted as Errik had taught her: her elbow coming across to strike the side of Allon’s neck, her fist driving into his solar plexus. She hit him with every shred of strength she had left. Allon staggered backward, caught himself, and lunged for her again. He suddenly flew to the side, as if jerked by an invisible hand, and collapsed with a groan. Ilanna let out her breath and pressed a hand to her neck. A trickle of blood leaked from the wound left by Allon’s dagger.

Straightening her clothes, she walked over to the prone Hound and crouched beside him. Her eyes went to the crimson-stained steel tip of the crossbow bolt protruding from his side. The flaccidity in his legs told her the bolt had severed his spine.

A grim satisfaction spread through Ilanna. Allon had been the cause of so much pain. He’d tried to have her captured and executed by the Duke, framed for murder and larceny, and turned over to the Bloody Hand. She had no doubt he’d been the one to identify her crew to the Voramians—how else would Rhynd have known who to haul away? Besides, Rhynd had left before the Duke’s raid. She had told only Errik and Allon of her intentions.

She’d suspected then, but the final piece of the puzzle had fallen into place when she realized that Allon was the artist behind the image of her. He’d confirmed it the night he’d cut her free: his neck and wrists hadn’t borne the bruises and abrasion left by the chains worn by the others.

It didn’t matter that his actions had saved her life. The balance had been tipped too far against him.

His eyes were wide. “Help…me!” he gasped.

The pleading in Allon’s eyes had no effect on her. He’d played her from the beginning—even before he knew her. His relationship with her had given him access to her room to leave the notes. He’d camouflaged his true purpose in House Hawk by pretending to befriend Denber. Perhaps he’d even played a role in her friend’s capture.

He’d forged the notes, deceived her about his stance on the Bloody Hand’s offer, and sent the Bloody Hand to burn down her house with her son and Ria in it. He deserved every moment of suffering.

“I am.” Her voice could have frozen molten steel. “The Guild would have subjected you to the Sanction. This is mercy, and a fate far better than the one you would have offered me.”

“You…can’t…do this!” Allon’s breathing had grown labored. “The Guild…will never…convict me. No…evidence.”

“I know. Which is why this is how it has to be.” The Guild had done nothing to punish Sabat; she couldn’t let Allon get away with what he’d done. His actions had led to too much death and suffering for him to evade punishment because of a lack of evidence. She wouldn’t risk it, even if it meant dealing with him herself. Gods knew she had blood enough on her hands. His death wouldn’t add to her burden.

His hand fumbled for his dagger, but Ilanna pried it from his weakening fingers. Biting down on the flare of pain in her chest, she drove the blade into his ribs. Steel sliced through flesh and muscle with horrendous ease. Allon’s struggles stilled and he fought for each breath. Panic, horror, and fear mingled in his expression.

Ilanna met his gaze. “Be at peace, Allon.”

The light dimmed and faded from his eyes. With a final rasp, his muscles relaxed, the tension drained from his face, and he moved no more.

Despite her anger, Ilanna felt an odd sense of sorrow mixed with her relief. She’d thought Allon’s death would bring satisfaction; it only left her feeling hollow, oddly melancholy. Traitor he might have been, yet also something akin to a friend.

His death left one fewer person in the world to care what happened to her. People in her orbit seemed to die: Ethen, Denber, the twins, Master Hawk. Even Veslund, the Fox who had served in her crew, had died because of her. Allon’s desire to protect her had saved her life in the end, but cost him his.

Her legs felt suddenly weak, and she slumped to the ground beside him. Tears threatened—not for the fallen Hound, but for everything else she’d lost. Too much. The weight of sorrow pressed against her chest, cutting off her breath. With effort, she swallowed the lump in her throat and wiped the moisture from her cheeks.

It didn’t help. Everything she’d endured in the last few weeks had taken a toll on her. She had nothing left.

A soft-soled boot scraped on the stone floor behind her. “Is it done?” Errik asked.

Ilanna nodded without looking up. Her head felt too heavy to lift. She just wanted to sit here and let the world pass her by.

The Serpent’s hand rested on her shoulder. “You were wrong, you know.”

His words caught her off-guard. She lifted her face to him. “About what?”

The swelling around Errik’s eyes had diminished, but the bruises remained a mottled yellow, purple, and blue. He looked as tired as Ilanna felt, with a pained hunch to his shoulders. His ragged clothing hung from once-strong shoulders gone gaunt and bony. His right arm was cradled to his chest, and with his left he held a crossbow over his shoulders.

“What you said to him.” Errik indicated Allon’s corpse with a thrust of his chin. “He didn’t kill all the people in the world who care.”

The words, spoken in a voice of quiet calm, brought a lump to Ilanna’s throat. She closed her eyes and let out a long, ragged breath. The burden of sorrow slowly lifted from her shoulders.

Groaning at the agony in her chest, she stood and gripped Errik’s shoulder. “Thank you, my friend. For everything.”

He nodded. “Want me to take care of him? I can make him disappear forever.”

Ilanna shook her head. “No. He deserves a different fate.”
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Chapter 47


Ilanna ignored the burn in her shoulders and forearms, but the pain of her fractured sternum threatened to steal her breath. Yet she refused to stop moving. She pushed the handcart to the clearing in the heart of the Menagerie. A sheet covered its lifeless burden.

She hadn’t wanted to return to the Night Guild. She had no doubt they would want her head for what she’d done. She regretted nothing. The Bloody Hand had left her no choice. But she wouldn’t expect the Guild to understand that. They had all lost friends and comrades. Of course they would blame her. For the raid on the Guild, for the Duke’s executions.

She wouldn’t deny them their anger. If they needed someone to focus it on, she’d bear the burden. But she had to face the Guild Council—hastily assembled as it may be—and stand for her actions. She had earned her freedom from the Night Guild. She had come to claim her freedom, as promised by Master Gold and the former Council. After today, she never needed to worry about the Guild’s anger. With the money she had hidden away, she could leave Praamis and start a new life.

Stifling a groan, she set the handcart down and turned to face the six figures seated in the chairs of the House Masters. In the bright torchlight of the Menagerie, Errik’s bruises made his face appear pale and skull-like. Bryden whispered into the ear of Journeyman Tyman, the healer nominated to act as Master Scorpion.

Master Grubber raised an eyebrow. “Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk, considering what you have done, I will admit surprise to see you here.”

Ilanna held her head high. “I come to bid farewell to one of the Night Guild’s own.” She twitched aside the sheet. The assembled Night Guild gasped at the sight of Allon’s pale, lifeless face.

Verianna, one of the few remaining Hounds let out a choked sob. She numbered among the women of the Night Guild who would mourn Allon’s death. Ilanna did not.

“Master Hound has fallen,” Ilanna intoned. “The Long Keeper has gathered our comrade into his arms, where he will know peace forever more.”

Eden, the Fox chosen for House Master, leaned back in her chair. “How did it happen?” She narrowed her eyes. “What was your part in his death?”

Dark mutterings ran among the Journeymen gathered behind the Masters’ chairs.

Ilanna spoke without hesitation. “He threw himself in the way of a crossbow bolt meant for me.” She rested a hand on the crossbow beside Allon’s body.

“That is a Serpent weapon, is it not?” Septin cast a glance at Errik.

The Serpent nodded. “Stolen by Rhynd’s thugs as they fled the Guild, no doubt.” He shook his head, his expression somber. “Truly a sorrow that it was used against one of our own. And a House Master at that.”

The sorrow on his face hid the anger simmering inside him. The moment Ilanna left the palace, she’d sought out the Serpent and explained everything to him. He hadn’t wanted to believe her. It had taken her over an hour to convince him of Allon’s guilt. He’d only agreed to help her after she swore she’d do nothing unless Allon incriminated himself. Yet when he’d crept into the warehouse after Allon, he’d heard the words from the Hound’s lips. His hand had held the crossbow that killed Allon, and he’d helped Ilanna concoct the story. He understood that they did what needed to be done.

“But he died saving the Night Guild.” Ilanna’s voice rang out with strength that surprised her. “He saved my life and, because of him, the Bloody Hand will never sink their fangs into Praamis.”

It was only partially a lie. Allon had saved her life when he untied the ropes holding her bound, and again when he tackled Rhynd in the warehouse. It didn’t matter that his actions had led to the Bloody Hand’s rise in the first place—in the end, he had played a part in saving the Night Guild.

A Hound Journeyman whose name she couldn’t remember stepped forward. “House Hound will see to his burial.”

Ilanna nodded and moved aside. As the Hound wheeled away the handcart, Bryden turned to the empty white- and red-cushioned seats of House Hound and House Bloodbear. “Who will act in the place of Masters Hound and Bloodbear until such a time as a proper House Master can be elected?”

After a few minutes of deliberation, a Hound by the name of Shaw was pushed forward. He took a seat without a word. The Bloodbear who stepped forward was unfamiliar to her. Eyes downcast, face burning, he slid into his chair and refused to look at any of his fellow House Masters.

The handful of Bloodbears that had survived the Duke’s raid on the Night Guild and the executions huddled in a corner of the room. Once the second most numerous House in the Guild—after House Fox—only a mere two dozen of House Bloodbear remained. The Journeymen of Houses Scorpion, Grubber, and Serpent cast baleful glances at the strong-arms. If the Guild Council didn’t intervene, Ilanna doubted the brutish Bloodbears would survive the week. Most Journeymen and apprentices blamed the Bloodbears as much as they blamed her.

Ilanna studied the crowd gathered behind the House Masters’ chairs. The Menagerie looked so empty. More than fifty had fallen in the Bloody Hand’s raid on the tunnels. Scores more had died as the Duke drove out the Bloody Hand—mostly Hounds and Bloodbears, but far too many Foxes and Grubbers. The Duke had executed close to two dozen before she could bargain for their freedom. Less than one-quarter of the Night Guild remained alive. Of those still standing, most were tyros and apprentices barely old enough to shave. The ranks of Guild Journeymen had been drastically culled. And it was her fault.

Yet one face in particular brought relief surging within Ilanna’s chest. Dark bags hung beneath Jarl’s eyes and dried blood stained the bandage around his chest, but he gave her a reassuring smile. She clung to that for dear life. She needed allies for what she knew came next.

Bryden stood, his face a mask as cold and lifeless as granite. “Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk, will you answer for your actions?”

Ilanna’s gut tightened, but she answered in a clear voice. “I will.”

Bryden turned to the seated House Masters. “If none of you object, I will speak for the Guild Council.” When none protested, he drew in a deep breath. “When last you stood before the Night Guild, you were accused of murder and larceny, is that correct?”

“It is. And I was acquitted of murder.”

“Indeed, you were.” Bryden inclined his head. “Yet you were convicted of larceny, of theft from the Night Guild.”

“A conviction based on forgeries.”

“Have you discovered the identity of the forger?”

Ilanna hesitated. If she answered yes, she would have to reveal Allon’s guilt. But if she didn’t, the conviction of larceny would stand. She would still face the Sanction.

After a moment, she shook her head. “I have not.”

Allon didn’t deserve a hero’s death, but something within Ilanna knew he didn’t deserve to be remembered as a traitor either. She and Errik knew the truth, but Allon would be remembered as just another casualty in the war for Praamis. A tragic culmination to the story of a royal bastard abandoned and condemned to a life of crime. But years of harsh experience had taught her happy endings didn’t exist. She would give Allon the farewell he’d have wanted.

“You have not,” Bryden repeated in a slow voice. “You claim that the evidence presented was falsified, yet you have no proof of your claim.”

“I do not.” Ilanna’s jaw muscles tightened. She knew Bryden would enjoy pronouncing her sentence of guilt. He had wanted to get rid of her since—

“Fortunately for you, Journeyman Ilanna, new evidence has been presented to me that corroborates your claim.” Bryden turned to the assembled Night Guild, his arms spreading in a grand sweeping gesture. “The documents were forgeries intended to sentence Ilanna to the Sanction. Though I cannot identify the forger responsible for the creation, I can uphold the Journeyman’s claim that she is innocent of larceny.”

Ilanna’s gaze darted to Errik. Though his expression never changed, his right eyelid drooped in a half-wink. What did he tell Bryden to convince him? It didn’t matter. Bryden had believed him.

The hope surging within her died at the Hawk’s next words. “But what of the deaths, the losses suffered by each House of the Night Guild?” He thrust a finger at each of the House Masters in turn. “Your Journeymen, apprentices, and even tyros lie dead because of the actions of Journeyman Ilanna.”

Acid surged in Ilanna’s throat. She had no defense against the truth. Bryden didn’t need the charge of larceny to convict her; he could call dozens of witnesses to verify that she had led the Duke’s men into the tunnels.

“Every man and woman here knows what you have done, but it is the way of the Night Guild to let the defendant answer for their actions. So I ask you, Ilanna of House Hawk, will you give answer?”

Ilanna nodded, her throat suddenly dry. She clenched her fists behind her back and wished she had the metal hawk figurine; the smooth metal surface would calm the nervous roiling in her stomach.

Bryden clasped his hands behind his back and limped in a circle around her. “Did you escape incarceration and flee with the intention of evading Guild-decreed justice for your crimes?”

Ilanna’s breath hitched. Bryden had been the one to release her. “I fled with the intention of stopping the Bloody Hand from destroying the Guild.”

“So you say, but that doesn’t change the fact that you fled, does it?”

“No,” Ilanna said through clenched teeth.

“And once escaped, did you seek out Duke Elodon Phonnis and offer to reveal the location of the Night Guild?”

“In exchange for him driving out the Bloody Hand!” Ilanna’s voice rose to an exasperated shout.

“And did you lead the Arbitors and Praamian Guards into our tunnels, into our very homes? Knowing full well the Duke would arrest all in the Guild.”

Ilanna bit back an angry retort. “I did.”

“You see?” Bryden turned to the assembled Guild. “She takes responsibility for her actions, actions that have led to the deaths of many. Duke Phonnis and his Praamian Guards and Arbitors know how to find us. They know the secrets of the Night Guild, the hidden ways we use to traverse the city. They know our faces, and they know how to find us. There is nowhere in Praamis we will be safe from the law.” He whirled on her, his finger stabbing at her face. “All of this, because of you!”

Ilanna wanted to hurl her defiance in his face. How could he not understand what she’d done? Of anyone, she believed Bryden would have the pragmatism to realize that her actions had been for the sake of the Night Guild. But his anger and hatred of her clouded him to the truth. He didn’t care that she’d saved every man, woman, and child in the Guild; he only cared that he could sentence her to death all over again. He wanted to be rid of her, truth or logic be damned.

Ilanna felt tired—so very, very tired. The weight of sorrow, loss, and guilt settled onto her shoulders as if a mountain had collapsed atop her. She had given everything she had to the Night Guild, lost everyone she held dear because of it. Just like Allon, it didn’t matter what ending she’d hoped to have. She was like a drowning man wearing a suit of armor. Try as she might to break the surface, in the end life would condemn her to a bleak fate.

Her shoulders relaxed, and the tension drained from her muscles. So be it. She would fight no longer. Let this be over. At least the suffering will end.

Bryden turned back to the crowd with a grim expression. “Because of Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk, many of our brothers and sisters will never walk through those doors again.” All eyes darted toward the double doors of the Menagerie. “So many have died because of her.”

Ilanna drew in a breath and closed her eyes. Bryden’s next words would sentence her to the Sanction.

“Yet because of her, we all still live. Her actions have kept the Bloody Hand from destroying the Night Guild, have stayed the Duke’s hand from executing every one of us. Which is why I propose that Journeyman Ilanna become the next Master of the Night Guild.”
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Chapter 48


Ilanna’s eyes snapped open as the collected Night Guild let out a stunned gasp. What in the bloody hell? Had those words really come from Bryden’s mouth?

All in the Menagerie wore shocked expressions. All except Errik; a smile twitched the corner of the Serpent’s mouth.

The room erupted with shouts of outrage. Master Bloodbear leapt to his feet, his thugs crowding in behind him. Foxes and Grubbers and Hounds added their voice to the tumult. Even a few Scorpions joined in.

“Silence!” Bryden thundered. “We will have order!”

The din refused to die down as the Journeymen and apprentices hurled their protests and anger at her.

Bryden’s voice echoed over the tumult. “You cannot deny that her actions showed the true pragmatism the Night Guild needs to survive the hard times. And make no mistake, my brothers and sisters, times will be hard.”

“Because of her!” someone yelled.

“Partly, perhaps.” Bryden inclined his head. “She did bring the Duke’s men into our homes, but where would we be if she hadn’t? Enslaved to the Bloody Hand? Dead?” He turned a piercing gaze on the men and women gathered behind the Masters’ chairs. “You know as well as I which of those fates would be worse.”

Angry mutterings echoed among the crowd, but the ferocity of the protests abated.

“Yes, the situation in the Night Guild is dire. The Duke’s men have taken all of our equipment, supplies, and weapons. All that remains to us is what we have on our persons, or what we have hidden away. We are in for lean times. And I put to you that there is no one better to get us through it than the only one of us with the forethought to not only turn the Duke loose on the Bloody Hand, but then somehow convince the King of Praamis himself to release you.”

The crowd fell silent. None could deny that she had freed them, though few knew the truth of how.

Ilanna couldn’t believe her ears. How is Bryden the one leading this? The mischievous glint in Errik’s eye told her he had a hand in it, but it seemed impossible that he’d convinced the Hawk to lend support.

“The Duke’s men know where to find our homes. We must prepare for their eventual return. The people of Praamis know our faces. But they will soon forget about us, and we will be free to resume our occupation. All we have to do is wait, and—”

“Wait?” A swarthy, black-haired Fox by the name of Drusus stepped forward. Anger burned in his eyes. “We’ll starve! The coffers of House Fox are empty.”

“As are those of House Scorpion,” Tyman said.

“And House Hawk, and no doubt every other House in the Night Guild.” The other House Masters nodded agreement. “But we are not without coin—or at least the promise of coin. Filch still holds items of great value to be fenced off for gold. Most of which belong to her.”

More than a few eyes went wide.

“The gold and jewels from Lady Auslan’s sarcophagus were worth millions of imperials. None of which the Duke’s men seized.” He let that sink in for a moment, and not a sound echoed in the Menagerie. “Millions of imperials, my fellow Journeymen. More than enough to restore what was lost and a great deal besides.”

Filch would gouge them for every coin when he discovered their desperation, but it didn’t matter. With the gemstones he had to fence for them and the melt value of the gold, they had enough to survive.

But Bryden’s words echoed in her mind. Most of it belongs to me. She was owed well over a hundred thousand imperials for the theft. With it, she could take it and be rid of Praamis and the Guild forever.

“No.” The word came out at barely above a whisper.

Bryden whirled, eyebrows rising. “What?”

“No,” Ilanna repeated in a louder voice. “I will not be the next Guild Master.”

The Hawk’s jaw dropped. Even Errik seemed surprised by her response.

“Why in the bloody hell not?” Bryden demanded. “You’ve been angling to take over since—”

“I never wanted to take over anything.” Ilanna spoke in a cold, hard tone. “I simply wanted to be free of the Night Guild. And I will be. I will take the freedom and gold promised to me by the Guild Council and leave Praamis forever. As I told the King, I am done with the life of a thief.”

Bryden gaped, at a loss for words.

Ilanna studied the assembled Night Guild. “You blame me for the death of your friends and comrades, but I am no more to blame in this than all of you. You chose to submit to the rule of the Bloody Hand when you should have fought back. Some of you out of fear, others out of greed.” She pounded her chest. “I, with the help of those few brave enough to stand up, did what needed to be done. My hands are stained with blood, but it is the blood of Rhynd and his comrades, the ones who would seek to enslave you. You owe me your lives. And I have come to collect. My price is my freedom.”

Disappointment filled Errik’s expression, but fury flashed behind Bryden’s eyes. “You choose the way of cowards? Take what belongs to you and run, leaving the rest of your comrades to starve.”

“I am what the Night Guild made me,” Ilanna snarled. “From the brutality of Master Velvet’s training to the indifference of the Guild Council to the enmity and ingratitude of those I fought to save, I have learned that the only way to survive is to take care of myself. After all, I am the only one who will.”

Bryden’s face darkened. “You’d empty the Guild coffers and condemn every man, woman, and child in the Night Guild to death? Without equipment, food, and the basic necessities of life, we will not survive.”

Ilanna shook her head. “Be that as it may, I will not remain in a place where human life is valued so little.”

The words came from somewhere deep within her. The fact that she had to steal had never bothered her—she’d found a certain thrill in outwitting the nobles with more gold than good sense. But she’d never been able to come to terms with the Guild’s casual attitude toward the suffering it caused.

Sabat had escaped punishment time after time, until he killed Ethen and violated her. She’d murdered him and gotten away with it. The Guild Council had hardly cared that Sabat was dead. Master Gold had used her to his own ends, and Allon and Master Hound had betrayed the Night Guild in order to seize power. They might have claimed to have the Guild’s best interest at heart but, in truth, they’d only cared about their personal desires for power or vengeance. Master Hawk had been alone in his regard for the wellbeing of his Journeymen and apprentices.

How many lives had the Guild ruined in their harsh indoctrination under Master Velvet? Every man and woman in the Menagerie had suffered the same physical, mental, and emotional abuse, and it had turned them into monsters. So little good remained in the Guild.

Yet she couldn’t ignore the desperation in the eyes of the men and women around her. They’d dedicated their lives toward their own ends—earning gold through murder, theft, and violence—only to have everything they’d worked for hauled away by the Duke’s men. The threat of the Duke’s wrath hung like a sword over their heads. They had nothing left, and it terrified them.

A burden settled atop Ilanna’s shoulders, but of responsibility rather than guilt. She had played a part in the destruction of the Night Guild. Could she really abandon them to face the consequences alone? Much as she hated the idea of staying, something within her refused to leave. They needed her. She could see the realization in the expression of every Journeyman and apprentice. Someone had to tell them how to move forward, how to recover. And they wanted that someone to be her.

Worst of all, Ilanna knew she couldn’t leave. She had nothing else either.

The dreams of starting a new life outside the Guild and Praamis had made sense when she had Kodyn and Ria. They were dead, and she was alone. She had nothing to pull her away from the last vestiges of home that remained.

She sought out Jarl. The huge Hawk stood behind Master Hawk’s empty chair, sorrow in his eyes. For over a decade, he had been a solid, silent presence at her back, never speaking a word but ever supporting her.

Despite the lines of fatigue on Darreth’s slim face, the intelligence that had made her seek him out still burned in his eyes. They had formed a friendship—a tad awkward, perhaps, but mutually understood and appreciated.

And Errik. The acting Master of House Serpent sat slumped in his chair, disappointment and hurt written in every twitch of his facial muscles. He’d lent his unquestioning aid, thrown himself headlong into danger beside her time and again.

One by one, her gaze found the people who had lent her aid in the past: Journeyman Tyman the healer, Elmar and Joost the Foxes, even Verum with the bloodstained bandage around his head. Their lives of crime hadn’t erased all traces of their inherent goodness, or that of the men and women no longer alive. Journeyman Donneh. Master Hawk. Denber. Werrin and Willem. Ethen.

Inevitably, her eyes turned to the boys and girls scattered throughout the Menagerie. Their faces lacked the twisted, haunted look of their older counterparts. The lives of thieves, assassins, poisoners, and thugs hadn’t yet driven all sense of decency from them.

And what of the next wave of tyros and apprentices? The children would be condemned to the same life of suffering, deceit, and crime. How could she let anyone else endure the same horrors she had?

Kodyn’s arrival had made her realize she wanted a better life for her son. She’d kept his existence a secret because she knew the Guild would sink its clutches into him and drag him down into the mire. She wouldn’t be able to give him the better life she’d wanted, but perhaps she could offer it to the innocent children that would inevitably find themselves in the Night Guild’s hands.

“However,” she found her voice again, “I will consider becoming the Master of the Night Guild on one condition.”

Bryden quirked an eyebrow. “And what condition is that?”

Ilanna drew in a deep breath. “The Night Guild must change.”

A stunned hush blanketed the room. For long moments, no one spoke. All eyes rested on her, as if waiting to hear the next words from her mouth.

Ilanna took advantage of the silence. “For too long, the people of Praamis have regarded the Night Guild in the same way the people of Voramis perceive the Bloody Hand. They hate and fear us, for we bring nothing but suffering into their lives.”

An image played through her mind: her father, weeping and bleeding under the clubs of the Bloodbears, begging for mercy. Another memory followed, this one of men, women, and children screaming in agony as green fire consumed them, of people huddled in the smoking ruins of Old Town Market.

“But I believe it is time to change that. We have been given a chance to start afresh—let us be the Night Guild that protects the city of Praamis instead of destroying it.”

Eden, the Master of House Fox, frowned. “But we are thieves.” She gestured to the other House Masters. “Assassins, poisoners, strong-arms. Criminals all. We cannot simply change who we are.”

“Nor should you.” Ilanna shook her head. “You have dedicated your lives to being masters of your crafts, and no one is foolish enough to believe that will change.”

“So what, then?” Master Grubber’s brow furrowed. “What are you suggesting?”

“Do any of you know why the Guild was originally created?” Ilanna’s gaze roved over the Journeymen, apprentices, and tyros in the Menagerie. None answered. “The Guild was conceived as a means of controlling crime in the city of Praamis. Every city will have its thieves. Wherever there are noble men and women, there will be a demand for assassins and poisoners. And,” her mouth stretched in a sly grin, “there will be a need for clever third-story thieves to part the nobility from their ill-gotten gains.”

This brought a few chuckles, but most of the Guild remained silent.

“The title of ‘Guild’ was chosen because it signified the practice and control of a craft. Our craft is crime, but we are no less professional an organization than the guilds of silversmiths, steelworkers, or cobblers. We cannot allow ourselves to devolve into senseless murder, mayhem, and violence just because it is in our nature to do so. We must hold ourselves to a higher standard. For if we do not, the King and the Duke certainly will.”

Ilanna let the words sink in. “In gratitude for our defeat of the Bloody Hand, King Ohilmos has forbidden Duke Phonnis from sending his Praamian Guards and Arbitors to invade. But that will change if we turn Praamis into another city like Voramis, one ruled by fear and violence. Our continued existence depends on our being better.” She met the eyes of each House Master. “We must improve the city, not destroy it.”
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Chapter 49


Septin, Master of House Grubber, snorted. “You want us all to become bloody Beggar Priests? Give all our earthly possessions to the poor? Good luck bringing that about!”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Are you so short-sighted that you can’t see the truth?” She turned a baleful gaze on all in the Night Guild. “When we steal from the nobles, the common people of Praamis secretly smile behind their hands and mutter that the wealthy bastards got what they deserved. But when our actions set us against the common man—the merchants plying their trade, the laborer, those struggling to earn a living—we become the thing we hate. We are as bad as the nobility; we take from the poor to fill our pockets.”

“What are you suggesting?” Eden leaned forward, her eyes narrowing. “That we only steal from the wealthy? That may work well enough for you Hawks, but what about the Foxes and Grubbers working the streets?”

“In the months I spent alongside the Foxes, I never saw one take a single copper bit from the hands of a man or woman who had less than they. You know as well as I, a smart Fox targets the wealthy man with a heavy purse and a careless eye.” She shook her head. “The dispute lies not with House Grubber or House Fox. The problem is House Bloodbear.”

The Bloodbear who sat in the House Master’s seat looked up. “What?” he spat. The few remaining Bloodbears bristled as well.

“How many honest, hard-working men and women of Praamis have you beaten? How many shops destroyed, homes wrecked to send your message?”

Anger flared in Ilanna. House Bloodbear had been the cause of all her woes, from the very beginning. Their beating of her father had led to her mother’s death and her sale to the Night Guild. Sabat had tormented her from her first day in the Menagerie. House Bloodbear had sided with the Bloody Hand.

“If we are to survive the Duke’s wrath and return to our former prosperity, House Bloodbear must no longer continue to operate as they have. They have brought pain and suffering to too many innocents in the name of the Night Guild. They are the reason so many curse our names.”

Agreement sparkled in the eyes of many of the Journeymen, apprentices, and tyros around the Menagerie. The brutes and strong-arms of House Bloodbear hadn’t restrained their violence to the shopkeepers and merchants they extorted. Their bullying, thuggish ways had brought pain to every House in the Night Guild. The angry glares cast toward the half-dozen Bloodbears emphasized her statements.

The new Master Bloodbear leapt to his feet. “So what, you’d simply do away with us?” He sneered. “Kill us all, or turn us over to your new ally, the Duke?” His huge hands balled into fists. “Over my dead body.”

Steel glinted in the lantern light as the Bloodbears drew weapons. Serpents, Hounds, Foxes, and Grubbers replied with bared weapons of their own. The atmosphere in the Menagerie grew dangerously tense.

“Stop!” Ilanna’s voice cracked like a whip. “You see? We leap at each other’s throats at the slightest disagreement. Are we no better than the accursed Bloody Hand? Are you no better than the Voramians?”

The Journeymen and apprentices lowered their weapons but didn’t sheathe them.

Ilanna held Master Bloodbear’s gaze. “The men of House Bloodbear are strong and capable, no doubt about it. But your strength is wasted on the wrong people. If the Night Guild is to survive, House Bloodbear must cease their predations and violence—not just toward the people of Praamis, but toward their fellow Journeymen and apprentices as well.”

The voices of over one hundred Guild members echoed agreement.

“Instead, let House Bloodbear be the protectors of Praamis. Let them stand against the Bloody Hand’s attempts to infiltrate our city, and be the strong arm to drive out the Voramians when they return. For make no mistake, they will return. Without knowledge of the tunnels, but with their desire for power undiminished. But with the might of House Bloodbear to stand against them, the Bloody Hand will fail again. And again.”

A smattering of cheers rose from House Scorpion, House Grubber, and the few remaining Serpents, Foxes, Hounds, and Hawks.

“No more will House Bloodbear extort the hard-working men and women of Praamis for their hard-earned gold. Instead, they will be the protection they have claimed to be. Their might will be turned to the betterment of Praamis.”

The House Masters nodded. Even Bryden looked impressed, though Master Bloodbear’s face had taken on an angry flush.

“And,” Ilanna shouted over the murmurs, “they will be the law and order in the Guild. They will work under the Guild Master to solve disputes between Houses and Journeymen. Let them be the strong arms that shield the Night Guild from harm, not the cause of it.”

Master Bloodbear’s face relaxed, and the tension drained from his shoulders. He inclined his head in agreement.

“If all can agree to this change, I will accept the position as Master Gold until such a time as the Night Guild has sufficiently recovered. On that day, I will pass command of the Guild on to the next Master Gold, one duly elected by the Journeymen of the Night Guild.”

Errik stood and turned to face the crowd. “Are all in agreement?”

The cries of “Aye” and “So be it” echoed off the hard-packed earthen walls.

Bryden nodded, his face a mask of careful control. “The Guild has spoken.” He crossed his arms before his chest in the ceremonial salute and bowed. “Hail, Ilanna, Master of the Night Guild.”

“Hail, Ilanna, Master of the Night Guild!” chanted the crowd.

“May the Watcher have mercy on us,” Bryden muttered as he turned back to his seat.

*     *     *

Ilanna found the plush apartment of the Guild Master terribly uncomfortable. Too many wide-open spaces, and not enough sunlight. Not for the first time in the hours since her election to the position of Master Gold, she wished to be back in the Aerie. Life was simpler on the Perch; she had only the limits of her skill and the laws of gravity to contend with. She’d been Master Gold for less than a day and already hated every minute of it.

“…heavy casualties in the last weeks,” Bryden was saying. “The good news is that there will be fewer mouths to feed, and the gold I have commanded from Filch should hold us over for a week or two at least. But we must begin recruitment if we are to—”

“No!” Ilanna slammed a hand on the table. “No more recruits, not until we’ve had time to consider the way we go about training them.”

“Consider?” Bryden stiffened. “Surely you don’t intend to change that as well?”

“You’re Keeper-damned right I do!” Ilanna met the Hawk’s gaze without hesitation. “Do you remember your training under Master Velvet?”

Bryden gave a slight wince. “I do. Unpleasant, but effective. And it’s the way it’s always been done.”

“Which is precisely why we need to change it. Master Velvet created the training regimen in order to break the tyros’ spirits, to erase all trace of their pasts to make them willing slaves of the Night Guild. But Master Velvet is dead. Let his cruelty die with him.”

Ilanna had seen the old man’s body during the Duke’s raid on the Night Guild. He’d worn the same crimson vest stained with the blood of countless tyros, his face unkempt and drooping with age. The sight of his silent, pale form had actually brought a smile to her lips.

No more children would suffer because of the former Illusionist Cleric. He would never beat another Twelve, send another Seven to bed hungry because she was too weak to carry a heavy bucket.

“Master Velvet’s methods may have worked in the past, but that was the old Night Guild. The new Night Guild will be better—must be better. For that to happen, we cannot build on a foundation of callous brutality and anguish. The training of the tyros should improve their quality of life, not destroy it.”

Bryden sighed. “Hours as Master Gold and already you’re intent on tearing down everything that makes the Night Guild what it is.”

“I intend to excise the rot that is poisoning the Night Guild.” Ilanna spoke in a voice as cold as the Frozen Sea. “By whatever means necessary. You knew that when you proposed making me Master Gold.”

Bryden’s expression grew stony. “If I knew the chaos you intended to cause…” He shook his head. “I always knew you’d bring turmoil and misery to the Guild. In the end, I was right.”

“Perhaps,” Ilanna snarled, “yet I’m also the one that’s going to save the Night Guild. Again.” She swallowed her anger. “And you know I’m doing the right thing, which is precisely why you’re going to help me.”

Bryden opened his mouth to retort, but the door opened and Darreth’s head poked into the room. “Master Serpent to see you, Guild Master.”

Ilanna grinned. “Thank you, Darreth.”

The Scorpion had been delighted when she asked him to be her aide. Ilanna knew that what he lacked in interpersonal skills, he more than made up for with his keen intellect. He and Bryden would figure out how to keep the Night Guild solvent until the Houses’ earnings picked up.

With a nod, Darreth retreated. A moment later, Errik strode into the room.

“Master Hawk.” He nodded to Bryden.

“Master Serpent.” Bryden’s tone held ice. He turned back to Ilanna. “If that is all, Master Gold.” His face twisted as if in revulsion at the words.

“Thank you, Master Hawk.” Ilanna inclined her head. “The Guild Council convenes in an hour. We have much to discuss.”

With a grimace, Bryden limped from the room.

Errik waited until the Hawk had left before letting out a small chuckle. “You’re going to have to make peace with him eventually, Ilanna.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Infuriating man.” She knew Errik was right, but she wanted to continue her dislike of the Hawk for at least a while longer. Her pragmatism hadn’t yet overruled the part of her that Bryden forever seemed to rub the wrong way.

He sat in the chair opposite her and ran a hand along the Guild Master’s desk with an appreciative whistle. “Fancy digs, Hawkling.”

Ilanna scowled. “That’s Master Gold to you, young Serpent.”

“Master Serpent,” Errik said, his face twisting into a mock frown. He shook his head. “You really don’t do anything by half-measures, do you? The Black Spire, Lord Auslan, even the King himself.”

“That was your idea, just so you know.”

Errik’s eyebrows hovered near his hairline. “You’ll have to explain that to me.”

Ilanna grinned. “If I recall correctly, you once said to me ‘Next you’re going to tell me you’ve convinced the King of Voramis to take care of the Bloody Hand for us.’ Seems like the blame for all this mess falls squarely on your shoulders.”

Errik laughed, his eyes wide in disbelief. “Only you could turn an off-the-wall remark into a crazy plan to save an entire city.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Why else do you think they made me Master Gold?” Her expression grew suddenly serious. “How much of this is your fault? Were you the one who suggested it to Bryden?”

“Well,” Errik said, hesitant, “it was my idea, but he didn’t take a lot of convincing. He may not be your favorite person in the world—mine either, I’ll admit—but he’s bloody smart.”

Ilanna grimaced, but she couldn’t deny it. Bryden shared her sense of pragmatism, and he understood what needed to be done to move forward.

That doesn’t make him any more likeable.

“The Duke will be coming for you, you know.” Errik fiddled with the hilt of his dagger. “He won’t let this go.”

“I know.” Ilanna shrugged. “But he swore an oath to the King, and he’ll honor it. For a while, at least. Long enough for us to get back on our feet.”

Ilanna’s nonchalant tone hid her very real concern. The Duke knew where to find them, and he wouldn’t be content until he rid himself of the stain on his honor. He’d find a way to come after them—her personally, as well. Her agreement with the King would only last until the Duke found a loophole or a way to get what he wanted without violating his oath to King Ohilmos.

“And if he sends someone after you?”

“Assassins?” Ilanna raised an eyebrow. She’d considered it. The Duke had gold enough to hire the bloody Hunter of Voramis if he decided she had to die. “Good thing I have a few of my own, then.”

She met Errik’s gaze. The Serpent—I’ll never get used to calling him Master Serpent, she thought—gave her a smile. “You’re the talk of the Night Guild. General consensus is that you’re either the best thing to happen to us or the worst. A bit of both, I’d say.”

Ilanna mock-scowled at him. “They don’t have to like the changes. They just need to accept them. And for that to happen, I’m going to need your help.” She gave him a wry smile. “I always knew it’d be handy having a House Master in my back pocket.”

Errik chuckled, but a hint of sadness shone in his eyes. “It’s going to take us a while to recover from this.” From within his robes, he drew something small and dark and placed it on her desk. “Some of us more than others.”

A lump rose to Ilanna’s throat at the sight of the little wooden figurine taken from her when she stood trial for Master Gold’s death. She closed her fingers around it and gripped it so tight her knuckles turned white.

She would never recover from her loss, that much she knew. Her desire to change the Night Guild had come from the pain she felt at Kodyn and Ria’s death. No one else should suffer as she had. She would do what she could to ensure the Night Guild wasn’t the cause of further misery.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking.

He nodded and stood. Without a word, he left her alone with the memory of her son.

*     *     *

Ilanna strode through the tunnels of the Night Guild. The handful of Journeymen and apprentices she passed regarded her with mixed awe, anger, suspicion, and respect. An odd combination, one she found terribly disconcerting. Hearing them address her by the title of “Guild Master” made her feel even more out of place.

It’s definitely going to take a while to get used to this Master Gold thing.

She rounded the corner and came face to face with the familiar double doors of House Hawk. Her heart lightened; stepping into the Aerie felt like coming home. Bright sunlight streamed through the window at the top of the Perch, and a cool breeze drifted through the room.

Memories flashed through her mind: of the hours spent training in the Perch, running the Hawk’s dozen around the Aerie, laughing and chasing Prynn, Bert, Willem, Werrin, and Denber through the maze of ropes and ladders. The images brought back the burden of her sorrow. She would never see her friends again, never hear their inane banter, never challenge them to a race up the Perch or across the rooftops of Praamis.

But there was one friend she would see again. Jarl sat on the lowest level of the Perch, legs dangling off the wooden platform. The huge Hawk glanced down and grunted as she strode toward him. “’Lanna. Or Master Gold, now.”

Ilanna grimaced. “Not you, too!”

Jarl shrugged. “’Tis what it is.”

Ilanna clambered up the rope ladder, danced across a narrow plank bridge, and settled to a seat beside her friend. She leaned her head on his huge shoulder. For long moments, they sat in silence. No words were necessary.

Jarl spoke first. “You need anything, you let me know.”

Ilanna took a deep breath. “I could use your help with the Bloodbears.”

The big man shifted but said nothing.

“I need you to keep the Journeymen in line, train the tyros and apprentices to be better.”

He gave his usual eloquent grunt.

“Make them more like the Pathfinders. Helping, not harming.”

Jarl nodded his shaggy head. “For you, ’Lanna.”

She climbed to her feet, kissed his craggy forehead, and darted up into the Perch. Up the ladders and ropes she went, muscles bunching as she hauled herself higher and higher. She refused to let the pain in her chest slow her. Her eyes never left the window at the top of the Aerie. Beyond it stood the Hawk’s Highway and freedom.

Her role as Master Gold would condemn her to a life of endless drudgery, politics, and arbitration. The daunting task of revitalizing and restructuring lay ahead of her. The threat of Duke Phonnis and the Bloody Hand hung over her head. As Master of the Night Guild, the burden weighed more heavily on her than ever.

But she didn’t have to start yet. Guild Council be damned—she needed a final moment of freedom. She would take one last trip across the rooftops of Praamis as Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk, with nothing but the open sky overhead and the city spread out below.

She would fly one last time.
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Epilogue


Warm sunlight bathed Ilanna’s face. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath as a gentle breeze wafted past. For a moment, she basked in the muted sounds of the city around her. Up here, atop the Hawk’s Highway, all was still. Below, life had begun to return to Old Town Market.

King Ohilmos had hired builders to clear away the wreckage of the burned marketplace. No doubt the coin Grand Reckoner Edmynd had turned over defrayed some of the burden on the Crown. The first vendors had hauled their carts into the sections not covered in ash or rubble. People trickled past in twos and threes. Old Town Market would be revived within a month.

That was ever the way of people: to find a way to rebuild what was destroyed. She would do the same with the Night Guild. The Bloody Hand and the Duke had decimated their ranks, but they would rise from the ashes. They would be better.

Her duties as Master Gold beckoned, but she had to visit her old home one last time. She had to bid farewell to the life she’d lived. Only then could she move on.

She slithered down the drainpipe and dropped to the alley below, then slipped out into the streets. Hood thrown back, head held high, she crossed the marketplace in full view of the Praamian Guards. The olive-clad guardsmen watched her with wary expressions and hands hovering near their sword hilts.

Ilanna ignored them. She didn’t care that every Praamian Guard and Arbitor in the city recognized her. They couldn’t arrest her, not without breaking the Duke’s oath to the King. Unless she committed a crime, they couldn’t lay a hand on her.

Not today, at least.

Her steps led toward the blackened skeleton that had once been her home. Only the front wall remained upright; the weight of the collapsing roof had brought the rest of the house down. A pile of burned wood and ash was all that remained of her life outside the Night Guild.

She carefully opened the front gate and walked up the stone walkway. She didn’t go inside—she had no need. She could send Jarl to retrieve the chest buried beneath the rubble. He’d do it without asking questions. The gold—a little over eight thousand imperials, at last count—would aid in her efforts to revitalize the Night Guild.

Instead, she turned toward the garden at the rear of the house. The fire had destroyed her violas and the lilies so carefully tended by Ria, but the first blades of grass had begun to poke through the scorched earth.

Kneeling in the dusty earth, Ilanna bowed her head and closed her eyes. She let the memories of the garden wash over her. Images played through her mind: dancing in the garden with her mother, practicing the sling with Ethen, laughing with Kodyn, learning the Kim’ware war dance with Ria. The garden had served as her refuge from life in the Night Guild.

But those days were gone. She had chosen to become Master Gold—she could no longer strive to escape her life. She had no use for the refuge any longer.

She loosened the leather strap around her wrist, coiled it, and set it gently on the ground beside the little creek that ran through the garden. Producing the wooden hawk figurine from her pouch, she ran her fingers gently over the scorched surface.

She pressed her lips to the figurine. Goodbye, my little hawk. A lump rose in her throat as she placed it next to Ethen’s sling. For long moments, she remained unmoving, her eyes fixed on the last two links to her past. The past she had to leave behind.

With a heavy sigh, she rose to her feet and turned away. She gritted her teeth against threatening tears and strode from her house. She dared not look back; if she did, the sorrow would overwhelm her.

Yet she couldn’t help it. She cast one last glance over her shoulder. The house—her house—stood silent and mute, a shell of what had once been.

Swallowing hard, Ilanna turned to leave when something caught her eye. Two figures shuffled toward her. Bandages swathed the face and hands of the taller one. Long, dark curls streamed from beneath the smaller figure’s slouch hat.

They seemed somehow…familiar.

No! Ilanna’s eyes went wide, and her heart paused mid-beat. It can’t be.

Her feet moved of their own accord, sending her stumbling back toward the wreckage of her house. Her eyes never left the smaller figure. The child.

“K…Kodyn?” The word came out barely above a whisper, drowned out by the bustle of workers and tradesmen moving through Old Town Market. She tried again. “Kodyn?”

The little figure turned, scanning the crowd. His eyes, those honey-colored eyes that shone bright against his dark curls, settled on her. “Mama?”

Ilanna broke into a run, and the child tore from the bandaged hand of the taller figure. Ilanna scooped him into her arms and pressed him to her chest. Tears flowed now and sobs shook her shoulders, but she didn’t stop them. She clung to Kodyn as if afraid the chubby arms wrapped around her neck were nothing but a figment of her wishful thinking.

But there was nothing imagined about the little body in her arms. Kodyn held her tight. “I knew you’d find us, Mama!”

Ilanna couldn’t speak. She showered his round face with kisses until he complained and squirmed from her grasp.

Kodyn turned to the figure behind him. “See, Ria, I told you!”

Pressure mounted in Ilanna’s chest as she stared into Ria’s dark eyes, the only thing visible through the bandages covering her face. She could find no words.

Ria hesitated and dropped her gaze. Ilanna stepped toward the Ghandian girl and reached for her. Ria took a reflexive step back. “Please, don’t. The fire, it…” She motioned to her bandages. “I had to save him.”

Ilanna gently took Ria’s bandaged hand and pressed it to her chest. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.

Tears filled Ria’s eyes. She nodded and returned Ilanna’s grip.

Kodyn tugged at Ilanna’s robe. “Did you see the big fire, Mama?”

“I did, my little hawk.” Ilanna reached down and took his hand.

“It was so bright.” His expression darkened. “But it burned our home.”

“Don’t worry.” Ilanna pressed a kiss to his chubby cheek. “We have a new home. One with so many tunnels for you to explore, and a maze of ropes and ladders for you to climb on.”

Kodyn’s eyes widened. “Really, Mama?”

Ilanna hesitated. She’d accepted the position as Master Gold believing she had no reason to leave the Guild. But here were Kodyn and Ria, alive. How could she continue in the Guild now?

She didn’t have to figure it out today. She had them back. It was enough for now.

Ilanna kissed her son again. “Yes, it will be our new home.” She looked at Ria. “For all of us.”

The tension in Ria’s shoulders drained, and her hand squeezed Ilanna’s once more.

“Come, my little hawk.” Ilanna scooped him into her arms. When had he grown so heavy? “Let me tell you all about the Night Guild…”

The End?



  

    A Word from the Author


  


  Probably the most difficult about writing this book was typing “The End”. Since I conceived the character of Ilanna in 2016, I’ve grown incredibly fond of her. Her strength, courage, determination, and perseverance are everything I wish I could be. I can only hope I have a fraction of what drives her, what makes her the amazing character that we’ve followed along on this journey.


  The thought of saying goodbye to her absolutely broke my heart. She has changed me through her journey, and I couldn’t imagine a world in which there were no more Ilanna stories to tell. I was also very disappointed that I couldn’t tell more of Ria’s story, showcasing the girl she was before being taken from her home, as well as the woman she had become over the course of her trials—largely thanks to Ilanna.
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