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      If you have not yet read the Queen of Thieves trilogy, I strongly urge you to do so. While this story can stand on its own, it's intended as a follow-up to the events that occur in the Night Guild books. The characters of Ilanna, Ria, Kodyn, Errik, and all the others will come so much more to life once you read their adventures in Child of the Night Guild, Thief of the Night Guild, and Queen of the Night Guild.
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      Ilanna peered over the roof's edge at the shadow-cloaked figures below. Three men, wearing the dull-colored, rough-spun clothing of commoners. Wary eyes and hard faces belied their nonchalance as they lounged before the door of what ought to be an empty, abandoned warehouse on the bank of the Stannar River.

      She tensed as a figure slid up beside her.

      "All is ready, Master Gold," whispered Errik, Master Serpent, his expression grim. "Everyone is in place."

      Ilanna drew in a deep breath. Eight years of serving as Master of the Night Guild hadn't diminished the excitement of creeping across the rooftops of Praamis, leaping, running, and flying over the Hawk's Highway. But what they did tonight had nothing to do with thieves' craft.

      A hand slipped into hers and squeezed. Ilanna turned to the figure on her left, a dark-skinned woman a few years younger than her. Ria's grip had a strength that reassured Ilanna without need for words.

      She nodded. "Give the signal. Move in."

      Errik, Master over the assassins of House Serpent, returned the nod and slithered away from the edge, disappearing into the night. A few moments later, a muted tap-tap echoed behind her.

      A score of large, heavily-muscled men with scarred knuckles and heavy maces boiled from the doorways across from the warehouse and the surrounding streets. The three guards cried out and reached for their own weapons.

      Ilanna didn't wait to watch the confrontation. When it came to ruthless ferocity, the strong-arms and heavy-handed enforcers of House Bloodbear had no match.

      She leapt to her feet and darted toward the edge of the rooftop, whipping a strip of greased canvas up and over the rope that stretched across the street. She sped through the air and dropped onto the warehouse roof, rolling with the impact. The thump of Ria sounded behind her.

      Ilanna didn't glance back—she had no need to worry about the dark-skinned woman—but sprinted across the rooftop toward the trapdoor that led into the warehouse's upper level. Figures wearing dark grey cloaks seemed to appear from the darkness. She nodded at the apprentices of House Hawk, the third-story thieves of the Night Guild, and reached for the door.

      "No!" hissed Tandril, a broad-shouldered youth with a patchy beard and long, dark hair. "I have express orders from Master Hawk not to let you take any unnecessary risks."

      Ilanna snorted. "Mother hen Bryden is worried for me, eh?"

      Tandril's eyes slid away. Everyone in the Night Guild knew Bryden, Master of House Hawk, had little love for his Guild Master.

      "Get that door open and get out of my way, Tandril," Ilanna commanded. "You and the other apprentices need to get back to the Aerie."

      Tandril bristled and opened his mouth, no doubt to protest that he wanted in on the action below.

      "Mouth shut, and follow orders, apprentice." Ilanna's tone left no room for argument. "The Hawks have done their job to satisfaction. Let the others do theirs."

      Tandril hesitated a moment, and Ilanna stepped forward. Swallowing, the Hawk apprentice bent and tugged the trapdoor open.

      A hand gripped Ilanna's arm and held her back.

      "Me first," Ria said, stepping in front of her and drawing her assegai, a spear with a forearm-length shaft that ended in a long leaf-shaped blade.

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow. "Don't for a minute think I'll let you order me around just because I'm sweet on you."

      Ria grinned. "I'm pretty sure you will." With a wink, she twirled the spear once and descended the steps into the warehouse.

      Ilanna followed a step behind, long, slim sword and dagger held at the ready.

      Darkness met her eyes, but the sounds of fighting echoed from the lower floors. Ria slipped through the empty halls with the grace of a desert greatcoat. Ilanna couldn't help admiring the lithe, willowy frame ahead of her.

      The sound of booted feet grew louder, and a heavy-set man raced around the corner, lantern jangling in his hand. He lurched to a halt as he caught sight of the two women.

      Ria danced forward, her short spear stabbing out like a viper's flicking tongue. The man gave a strangled cry and crumpled. Blood gushed from the puncture in his throat, mixing with the oil seeping from the shattered lamp beside him.

      Ilanna pushed past Ria and burst through the next door.

      A disheveled, sweat-soaked man leapt to his feet, fumbling in desperation at the breeches around his ankles. His eyes flew wide as Ilanna rested the tip of her rapier against the base of his throat.

      "Please!" The man's hands flew up, causing his trousers to drop. "Don't harm me. I-I'm just…"

      "I know exactly who you are, Lord Illiran," she snarled, her voice cold as the Frozen Sea.

      The nobleman's face turned an interesting shade of beet red, sickly green, and terrified white. "I-I…" he stammered.

      Ilanna's lip curled into a sneer. "Better you say nothing, my lord." She spat the words. "I've no mind to kill you, but one wrong word from your mouth could change that."

      Lord Illiran's mouth snapped shut.

      "Good. Now sit in that corner and don't move. If you're not here when I return, the Night Guild will be paying you a visit shortly. Do you understand?"

      The nobleman's head bobbed as he hastened to obey.

      Ilanna turned her attention to Ria. The dark-skinned girl hovered over the bed—if a pathetic pile of straw covered in a filthy sheet could be called such—that Lord Illiran had recently vacated. Its occupant was a girl that couldn't be older than thirteen or fourteen, with an emaciated face, filthy skin, and little more than rags for covering.

      "How bad is she?" Ilanna asked.

      "Bad." Ria pressed a finger to the girl's neck. "Pulse is weak, and her breath is weak."

      "Bonedust?"

      Ria nodded, her face grim.

      Ilanna swore and produced a corked phial from her pouch. "Will one dose suffice?"

      "I don't know." Ria's brow furrowed. "The way she's lying there, it looks like they've been over-dosing her for weeks. But I'm no Tyman."

      Tyman was not only Master of the poisoners and potion-makers of House Scorpion; he was also the Night Guild's preeminent healer. He had been the one to brew up the potion to counteract the hallucinogenic, paralytic, and addictive effects of Bonedust, the narcotic named for both its color and the way it caused rapid bone degeneration. Its effects simply slowed down the physical decay, but couldn't fully stop it.

      Ilanna cursed again. "The moment we're done here, I'll make sure the Bloodbears transport her and any others in bad shape back to Tyman first."

      Ria nodded and bent over the girl again. "I think it might be too late for her, but we can hope."

      Anger swirled in Ilanna's gut, and it took all her self-control not to lash out at Lord Illiran. The thought of what he'd been doing to the girl, the same age as her own son and too drugged to resist, brought back memories of what had been done to her.

      The girl muttered something inaudible. Ria bent her ear to the girl's mouth.

      "What's she saying?" Ilanna asked.

      Ria shook her head. "It's too faint to—"

      "…ti-dote." The girl spoke louder.

      "Antidote?" Ria demanded.

      The girl nodded, a tiny movement of her chin. Ilanna waited with bated breath for her to say more, but the girl lay listless and silent, her lips blue, mouth hanging slack, only the whites of her eyes showing.

      Damn it.

      "Go," Ria said. "Do what you need to do. I'll stay with her." She hefted her assegai. "And keep an eye on him."

      Lord Illiran refused to meet her eyes as she stalked from the room.

      Ilanna stomped down the hall, through an empty room, and toward the descending staircase. One thug stumbled on her in his flight up the stairs. She cut him down with a savage chop that severed his upraised hand and bit into the side of his neck. A terrified face peeked through a crack in one door, but Ilanna ignored it. She had only one thought: kill every Keeper-damned pimp in the place.

      She was a thief, not an assassin, but she felt no guilt for these deaths. Not after what these brutes had done.

      By the time she reached the lower levels, she found no one left to kill. The few pimps still left alive lay face-down on the floor. A trio of scowling, slope-shouldered men wearing the red-trimmed robes of House Bloodbear stood over them. They nodded as she entered.

      "This all of them?" she demanded.

      "No, Master Gold," said one, a man named Bancer. "Just the ones up here."

      "And the rest?"

      Bancer pointed at the wooden floor. "Last I heard, Neyn and his lads were breaking down a door on the first floor."

      "Good." She scowled at the prostrate men. "They so much as move, Bancer…"

      Bancer grinned. "We know what to do, Master Gold." He demonstrated by driving a heavy boot into one man's ribs. "Bloody Hand scum."

      The Bloody Hand. The name had once brought fear to many in the Night Guild. A rival organization from the nearby city of Voramis, they had tried for decades to establish control over her city of Praamis. When their efforts to join forces with the Night Guild had failed, they'd opted for bribery, treachery, and ultimately an invasion of the criminal underworld. She had foiled their attempt, killed their henchmen, and driven the Bloody Hand out of their city.

      They had tried to return to Praamis over and over, but her position as Master of the Night Guild gave her all the men, resources, and power to stymie their efforts. First, every bounty-hunter, skip-tracer, and tracker in House Hound had hunted down all the thugs hiding throughout the city. The assassins of House Serpent left no corpses as witness. The two Houses had moved on to the Voramians' supporters, sympathizers, and investors among the populace. More than a few noblemen had died on her orders, the price they paid for aiding the Bloody Hand.

      For eight years, she had fought them. This raid was just the latest skirmish in the drawn-out war to save Praamis from their brand of greed, violence, and ruthlessness.

      Ilanna descended to the ground floor of the warehouse. Six bodies lay scattered across the floor—six Bloody Hand thugs. She let out a sigh she didn't know she'd been holding. None of her people had died.

      Close to thirty barely-clad, hollow-eyed girls huddled against the wall, trying in vain to cover themselves with little more than rags. Ten Bloodbears stood in a protective circle around them, but their looming presence only added to the girls' terror.

      She snapped her fingers. "Otis, get them some blankets."

      "Yes, Master Gold," a heavy-set Bloodbear said. He and another Journeyman set about tearing down the threadbare blankets hanging from the walls, the only thing in this hell-hole to offer some measure of privacy for the “clients”. No doubt the upstairs room had been the “luxury suite”.

      The girls, none older than twenty, looked up at the sound of her voice. A hint of hope shone through the fear staining their tear-streaked, pale faces.

      "You are safe," Ilanna said in a soothing tone. "If any of my men so much as lays a finger on you, they know the penalty." She held up the sword, showing its bloodstained edge.

      Only a few of the girls responded with a nod or a mumbled word. Most simply stared at her with vacant, Bonedust-clouded eyes.

      In the warehouse's basement, Ilanna found the rest of the Bloodbears standing over the lifeless corpses of four Voramians. One man lay in a daze, blood seeping from a broken nose and pulped lips.

      Ustin, a Bloodbear who towered a full head above most of his House, wiped crimson from his brass knuckledusters. "Took this one alive, Guild Master."

      "Thank you, Ustin." Ilanna nodded. "Between House Serpent and House Scorpion, they should have no trouble getting answers from him and the others."

      Ustin bowed, then motioned to the far end of the basement. "You'll want to see this."

      Ilanna moved past him to stand before the four wooden barrels lined against the wall. Atop the lids was painted a crude symbol: two red battle axes crossed over a black raven. It reminded her of a crude rendition of a coat-of-arms, but one she'd never seen before.

      She pried up one lid and held it out to one of the Bloodbears. "Get this back to Journeyman Darreth. Have him trace its origin."

      "Yes, Master Gold." The man bowed and hurried away.

      At her nod, Ustin popped the other three lids, revealing canvas-wrapped packages covered in an off-white powder. "Keeper's teeth." She whistled. "That's a bloody lot of Bonedust."

      "Aye," Ustin replied. "But it's what's in the other barrels that nearly made Aldsmor piss in his breeches."

      "I didn't—" Aldsmor's unruly beard and wild hair shook as he protested.

      Ilanna ignored the sputtered protest and studied the two barrels that stood apart from the four containing the Bonedust. In truth, they were rundlets, half the size of a typical beer barrel, but made of steel rather than wood. They also featured the same unusual mark as the wooden barrels, branded into the metal rather than painted. When Ilanna opened the lid, she hissed at the brightly-colored, viscous liquid within.

      "So I'm right?" Ustin asked. "It really is Serenii fire?"

      Ilanna's stomach tightened. The alchemical liquid known as Serenii fire produced a jade-green flame that burned hotter and brighter than any wood fire. Worse, it couldn't be put out with water or sand. It simply consumed everything in its path, burning out once it depleted its fuel source. The Bloody Hand had used it to burn Old Town Market to the ground. The blaze had taken her house with it, and nearly killed Ria and her son in the process. Thanks to Ria's quick thinking, the two of them had gotten out alive, but the girl still bore the scars.

      So what the hell is more of the damned stuff doing in Praamis?

      Two alchemists in the city had sold the liquid years earlier. A few polite visits from the Master of the Night Guild—accompanied by a few Serpents and Bloodbears—convinced them they were better off finding an alternate revenue source. If the Bloody Hand was bringing Serenii fire into the city, they were getting it from somewhere else.

      Perhaps the same place where they are getting the Bonedust.

      All her efforts had failed to uncover the origin of the narcotic. She knew it came from up the Stannar River, and that the Bloody Hand was smuggling it through secret warehouses like these. But that was all she had discovered.

      She stared at the dazed Voramian. He didn't look clever enough to find his arse with both hands and a full troop of scouts to guide the way, much less manage this operation. Still, the Serpents and Scorpions would get answers from him. Not many, but the more information she had, the better.

      For now, she had the problem of the Bonedust and Serenii fire to deal with. A simple solution, this one.

      She turned to Ustin. "Get rid of it. All of it. Throw it in the river."

      Ustin's eyebrows shot up. "All due respect, Master Gold, but that seems like a bloody waste." He gestured to the wooden barrels. "That's at least a few thousand imperials in Bonedust, maybe more if we can sell it to the nobles of Praamis. Surely it wouldn't make sense to—"

      "Ustin," she said in a quiet voice, "I'm not in the habit of repeating myself. You have your orders."

      The big man hesitated. For a moment, he seemed about to argue. He studied her, as if weighing up her reputation and position as Master Gold against her size and the fact that she stood alone in a room filled with Bloodbears, all easily twice her weight.

      Ustin was one of the "old crew", a Bloodbear from the time before she became Guild Master. The House had hated her because she had killed Sabat, an apprentice. They didn't care that he had beaten her, broken her, and raped her. All that mattered was that she had killed him and gotten away with it, due to a lack of evidence. Those enmities didn't die easily.

      "I'm just saying," he said, his words slow, hesitant, "it's good money you're wasting."

      "I know." She spoke in a voice as hard and edged as her sword. "But money isn't all that matters. Come with me."

      Without waiting, she swept from the room and climbed the stairs. After a moment, she heard the creak as he followed.

      She led him into the main room and stopped in front of the huddled mass of girls. "Look at them," she commanded.

      Ustin complied, his expression grim.

      "Now," Ilanna snarled, "imagine that was your mother, your sister, your daughter."

      "Don't have no daughter," Ustin muttered, a weak attempt to argue.

      "But if you did, is that a fate you would want for her?" she snapped, her voice rising in anger. "Enslaved, mind ravaged by Bonedust, body sold to any man with a few copper bits?"

      Ustin dropped his eyes.

      "Look at them, Ustin!" Ilanna shouted. Though the Bloodbear towered head and shoulders over her, he flinched at the intensity of her fury. "Is this worth a few thousand golden imperials? Condemning these innocent girls to this manner of suffering? Surely even you are not that cruel."

      Ustin shook his head. "I-It's just that—"

      "Or could it be that you just don't care?" Ilanna glared up at him. "Has the Night Guild turned you into an unthinking, unfeeling monster who would rather earn a few coins at the cost of these girls' dignity?"

      "Dignity don't put gold in our pockets," the Bloodbear muttered. "Dignity don't pay our dues to the Guild or put food in our bellies."

      Ilanna fought back the urge to lash out. The huge man was ruled by the same mercenary greed she'd tried for years to stamp out. Her efforts had led to the improvement of the Night Guild, but some men never changed.

      "Then take this." She drew a purse and hurled it at his face. "This will more than cover the cost of your services."

      Face bright red, Ustin stared at the floor. He made no move to retrieve the fallen purse.

      "You may not agree," Ilanna said, her voice low and dangerous, "but remember who is the Master of the Night Guild and who is the Journeyman."

      Ustin lifted his eyes to meet hers. Momentary defiance flashed there, replaced a moment later by grudging acceptance. "Of course, Master Gold," he replied in a submissive tone. "Your orders will be carried out immediately."

      "Good." She gripped his arm as he moved away. "Remember, Ustin, the old House Bloodbear—the ruthless, self-serving, violent thugs who once were—is gone. Your mission is to serve and protect the people of Praamis. Especially people like these women who cannot protect themselves."

      "Yes, Master Gold," he said, bowing.

      She released his massive bicep, and he disappeared down the staircase.

      A Journeyman wearing the white-trimmed robes of House Hound slipped through the shadows of the warehouse toward her.

      "Did you get them all, Henley?" Ilanna demanded.

      The Hound's eyes slid away. "No, Master Gold. One managed to escape in the chaos. Killed Eskal in his flight."

      Ilanna clenched her fists. "Damn it!" She allowed her anger to show, but kept her sorrow hidden—they'd have time to mourn later. She'd tried her best to minimize casualties on her side. In eight years of raids, they'd lost fewer than twenty Journeymen. Every loss stung. She was the reason Eskal was dead. Worse still, his death meant one of the thugs had escaped.

      "But I've already dispatched half a dozen of my best Hounds to track him down," Henley said. "Master Fox has provided squads of Foxes to watch the city gates. Wherever he goes, we will find him."

      Ilanna nodded. "Good." She hoped he didn't hear the grief in her voice. "Journeyman Darreth will settle your accounts once it is done. Day rates, of course."

      "As you say, Master Gold." Henley bowed. "You've always treated House Hound fairly."

      And how did House Hound treat me not too long ago? Ilanna bit back the angry retort. During her years as a Journeyman of House Hawk, a Hound had blackmailed her, lied to her, and ultimately betrayed the entire Night Guild by siding with the Bloody Hand. He had paid for his treachery with his life—the memory of the night she killed him still haunted her nightmares—but even now she couldn't truly forget the fact that the entire House Hound had joined forces with the Bloody Hand. Neither could they, which explained their eagerness to curry favor with the Guild Master.

      "What should we do with them?" Henley motioned to the girls huddled against the wall.

      "Bring clothing, food, water, blankets, anything else they need. Get the ones in dire need of care to Tyman now, and bring the rest to the Guild before dawn."

      Henley frowned. "Such a large group will surely be noticed by the Praamian Guard. Certainly word of tonight's activities has reached Duke Phonnis by now."

      Ilanna shrugged. "Duke Phonnis and the Praamian Guard will not interfere with us. After all, we are doing their job for them."

      Henley raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      "Get them back to the Guild, Henley. All of them. See them taken care of."

      With a bow, Henley hurried away to comply.

      "So one got away, eh?" said a voice behind her.

      It took all of Ilanna's willpower not to flinch.

      "Hounds are tracking him," she replied through gritted teeth. She hadn't heard Errik's arrival; the Serpent had an uncanny knack for moving in utter silence. "But we got the rest."

      "Thugs, pimps, and hired hands." Disgust filled Errik's voice. "The real leader was probably the only one clever enough to escape."

      Ilanna nodded. "Bring them all to the Viper-Pit and get them to talk."

      The Serpent shrugged. "Doubt they'll know much, but I'll extract what answers I can."

      "Good," Ilanna said. "One of the girls upstairs said something about an antidote. At least, I think she did. She's in bad shape."

      "Antidote?" Errik raised an eyebrow. "For the Bonedust?"

      "That's my best guess."

      Errik's brow furrowed as he studied her.

      Ilanna glanced down at the blood spattering her clothing. "It's not mine."

      His face relaxed. "Ria?"

      "Upstairs. She's doing what she can to keep the girl alive until Tyman works his magic." She gave him a feral grin. "And, by the Mistress' own luck, a prize fell into our laps."

      Errik's eyebrow rose. "Oh?"

      Ilanna chuckled. "You're going to love this." Motioning for him to follow, she climbed the two flights of stairs to the upper room.

      Lord Illiran climbed to his feet as she entered. He'd managed to buckle his trousers and regain some of his composure. His chest puffed up in the pompous air nobility in his position adopted when speaking with the “common rabble” and he stared down his long hooked nose. "Now, see here—"

      Ilanna slapped him, a blow meant more for insult than injury. "What did I say, Lord Illiran?" She drew her dagger and waved it before his face. "I told you I had no intention of killing you, but I feel my mind changing."

      Hand pressed to his cheek, the nobleman stared at her, stunned.

      "I can, however, be convinced to let you walk out of here with everything left intact." The blade of her knife pointed toward his crotch. "In fact, I'm willing to be very reasonable. Or, as reasonable as you will be generous."

      "G-Generous?" Lord Illiran stammered.

      Ilanna nodded. "What is it the priests of Garridos tell us, my lord? 'The Apprentice rewards those who give to the needy with a pure heart free of avarice.' There are close to thirty of the truly needy gathered below. I believe a donation of five, no ten, golden imperials apiece would bring the Apprentice's most bountiful reward on your house."

      The nobleman's eyes went wide. "B-But this is extortion! Blackmail of the foulest sort!"

      Ilanna shrugged. "Call it what you will. I like to call it 'payment to keep my mouth shut and not tell King Ohilmos that Lord Illiran was working with the Bloody Hand.' You know his feelings on the matter."

      Lord Illiran blanched. "Working with…" His jaw dropped, and fear filled his eyes. "I will admit to taking pleasure here, but certainly not—"

      Ilanna's fist to his jaw cut off the rest of his sentence. "I'm certain you'll have a chance to plead your case before the King, Lord Illiran. Unfortunately, something tells me you'd rather this matter remained a secret. And I fear a formal trial is such a public affair." She stepped closer and lowered her voice. "Who knows what other secrets would be uncovered?"

      Lord Illiran swallowed hard and gave a jerky, desperate nod. "Very well!" he cried. He took a step back and bumped into the wall. "You will have it."

      "How truly kind-hearted of you, my lord," Ilanna said in a cheerful voice. "My friend here will be happy to escort you safely home and see that all the required funds are delivered to their destination. Alas, despite our best efforts, we have yet to drive out all the truly vile elements from Praamis."

      Illiran's eyes darted to Errik. The Serpent stood with his back against the wall, twirling a pair of throwing knives between the fingers of each hand. The nobleman's gaze followed the blades until Errik tossed them up, caught them, and sheathed them in his belt with one smooth motion. Illiran flinched as Errik stepped forward.

      The Serpent only gestured toward the door. "This way, my lord."

      With a venomous glance at Ilanna, the nobleman left. Errik shot her a mischievous grin before following. A moment later, jeers and shouts echoed from the warehouse below. The Journeymen had clearly recognized Lord Illiran.

      Ilanna turned to Ria. "How is she?"

      The dark-skinned girl shook her head. "I do not believe she will live to see the morning." She pressed a hand to the girl's forehead while checking her pulse with the other. "The Bonedust has weakened her heart."

      Ilanna came to stand beside Ria and squeezed her shoulder. "How long?"

      Ria didn't look up. "Soon." Tension knotted her muscles, and she spoke in a voice of controlled fury. Ilanna had rescued her in a place much like this one. Clearly, she still wrestled with the memories.

      "We will stay with her, then."

      With a nod, Ria sat on the bed and leaned over the emaciated figure. She sang, the same haunting melody she had sung to Kodyn when he was a child. Though Ilanna didn't understand the words, in Ria's native Ghandian, the mournful tune needed no translation. She clasped Ria's hand and closed her eyes, waiting for the dying girl to take her final breath.
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      Ilanna sank into the plush chair with a tired sigh and rested her feet on the massive wooden desk that had belonged to her predecessor, the former Master Gold. She needed a few minutes of rest before—

      "Ah, there you are, Guild Master." The grating voice of Darreth, her aide and former Journeyman of House Scorpion, cut into the silence of the office.

      Ilanna opened her eyes to see the slim, sharp-featured man rushing toward her, a stack of parchments and a leather-bound tome clutched in his long fingers. She held up a hand. "Darreth, I've had a bloody long night, and haven't slept in two days. I'm not going to stare at another of your Keeper-damned ledgers until I get some food, rest, and something strong to drink."

      Darreth tsked and fidgeted with his spectacles. "But Master Gold, there are important matters to discuss before the Guild Council meeting tomorrow."

      As ever, his eyes failed to meet hers, instead hovering just over her right shoulder. His body quivered with a nervous energy and his fingers never stopped moving. He had his quirks, but they didn't stop him from being a capable administrator. On the contrary, he was the real mind that kept the Night Guild running smoothly, the ledgers balanced, and the coins flowing in and out of the Guild's coffers. Sadly, he insisted on trying to get her to do her job as Master Gold—a damned inconvenience at the moment.

      "Does it have anything to do with that coat-of-arms-looking symbol I sent back?"

      Darreth shook his head. "I've set a few Scorpions to digging, but it'll take time. I can tell you straight off that if it is a crest, it doesn't belong to any noble of Praamis I know of. Perhaps a member of a minor house, or from another city. Either way, I won't have an answer for you immediately."

      "So be it." She rubbed her eyes. "These 'important matters', then, are they something you can handle for me?"

      The Journeyman harrumphed. "I've already handled everything I can, Guild Master. If I could distract you from your play long enough to pay attention…" He trailed off, making no attempt to hide his displeasure at her lackadaisical attitude toward what she considered the "mundanities" of her position.

      She raised an eyebrow. "You know, Darreth, for an aide, you've got a lot of attitude."

      Darreth snorted. "For a Guild Master, you seem to find an awful lot of ways to distract yourself from your true duties." He sighed and set the stack of parchments on the table in front of her. "I've made notations on everything truly vital for you to know. Read over these and sign them. Before your next adventure, if you please."

      Ilanna gave a theatrical groan.

      Darreth rolled his eyes. "If you need me, Master Gold, I'll be right outside. Perhaps some food and drink would improve your mood?"

      "My mood was just fine until you brought me this bloody paperwork." She waved him away. "But yes, do have food and drink sent in."

      "As you wish." With a bow, Darreth shuffled from the room.

      Five minutes of mind-numbing work later, Ilanna wished for the thousandth time she'd never accepted the position as Master Gold. She'd done so with the hopes of improving the Night Guild, but who knew there would be so much drudgery involved?

      Her eyes wandered the finery filling the office: the colorful oil painting of Praamis hanging in an oak frame, the plush couch, thick carpet with its intricate details, and the ornamental sconces that almost made her forget that the walls were hard-packed earth. The trappings of Guild Master came with too heavy a burden.

      She shoved the paperwork aside. If I have to deal with one more Keeper-accursed balance sheet, I'm going to murder someone. Thankfully, she had a few Bloody Hand captives she could vent her anger on.

      A knock sounded at her door. "Come in," she called. The sight of Ria brought a smile to her face.

      The last eight years had treated Ria with a great deal of kindness. Her dark skin seemed to glisten in the soft glow of the alchemical lamp, giving her an exotic appearance further enhanced by her long nose, full lips, and kinky black hair. Thanks to Tyman's ministrations, the burn scars on her face—courtesy of the Bloody Hand's attempt on Ilanna's life—were only visible in direct light. She moved with a willowy grace that had grown more predatory in the last years, since beginning weapons training with Errik and his Serpents.

      "Am I disturbing something important, Guild Master?" Ria asked, her voice teasing.

      "Nothing is too important I can't take a moment with you." Ilanna stood and came around the desk, sweeping Ria into an embrace. The girl's strong arms held her tight for a long moment. "How are you?"

      Ria frowned. "I'm fine, Ilanna. You shouldn't worry—"

      "But I do." Ilanna gripped her hands. "That look in your eyes, back in the brothel, it's hard for you to go into those places."

      "It is," Ria admitted. "Every time I see those girls, it reminds me of…" She swallowed. "…of what was done to me."

      Ilanna squeezed, and Ria returned the grip with force.

      "But that is why I go," the dark-skinned girl continued. "Why I will be there every time until the Bloody Hand is driven out of Praamis. I will not let any more of these girls suffer as I did."

      "I know." Ilanna stood on her tiptoes and kissed Ria's lips. "I can't say I like the fact you're willing to risk yourself, but I know there's no sense trying to stop you.'

      "Risk?" Ria snorted. "Growing up on the grasslands of Ghandia, we feared the lion, the hyena, the night leopards. Those were true perils, and I braved them from the day I was born." She sneered. "These thugs are no more threat than the birds that feed on carrion, or the maggot that crawls on rotten fruit."

      Ilanna smiled. Ria had changed a great deal. Gone was the fearful young girl who slept with a dagger under her pillow. In her place was a strong woman, confident in her abilities, afraid of nothing. And that was half the problem. Ria's past, her suffering at the hands of the Voramians who had brought her in sexual slavery to Praamis, had taught her the price of weakness. She never backed down from anything or anyone. Ilanna worried that would one day get her killed. The Night Guild was not a forgiving place.

      Thankfully, Errik had agreed to train Ria, just as he had Ilanna. That much brought her a sense of peace—Master Serpent was unrivaled in his House, and in the Night Guild. Some whispered that his skills surpassed even the Hunter, legendary assassin of Voramis.

      Ria slipped her hands free. "The girls are all in the Menagerie, and Tyman and his Scorpions are caring for them."

      "Excellent." Ilanna beamed. "Errik should be back from Lord Illiran's soon, and with him enough gold to give them at least a chance at a future."

      "You will speak to them, then?" Ria asked.

      "Of course, but tomorrow. Give them time to rest, recover." Her hands went around the girl's trim waist. "And I can think of nothing I'd like more than a few hours abed."

      Ria's eyes twinkled. "I suppose we could both use some sleep."

      Ilanna leaned forward and nuzzled Ria's neck. "Who said anything about sleep?"
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      Ilanna pulled the silk robe, one of her few luxuries, tight around her body and kissed Ria's forehead. The dark-skinned girl didn't so much as stir. The previous night's raid had taken an emotional and physical toll on her.

      Pushing open the door to her chambers, she padded barefoot toward the Guild Master's desk—her desk now—and served herself wine from the carafe Darreth had delivered. She lifted the goblet to her lips, but hesitated. The previous Master Gold had been poisoned and stabbed, and she had been blamed for the murder. She would always think twice before drinking from a bottle she didn't uncork herself.

      Sighing, she downed the goblet's contents. Darreth was as much her minder as administrator; she doubted any but the most determined Scorpion would get poison past him. As far as she knew, she was on good terms with Tyman and House Scorpion.

      Keeper knows I've sent more than a fair share of business his way, what with these raids.

      Thoughts of the previous night's raid shattered her brief moment of happiness. They'd captured enough of the Bloody Hand's thugs to make it worth the effort. Then there were the girls they'd freed. She counted the night a success, yet it galled her that one man had escaped. If he was the ringleader, as she suspected, the Voramians' incursions into the city had been stymied but not halted.

      A rhythmic tap-tap-taptap knock sounded at the door.

      "Come in, Darreth." Just one more of the Journeyman's quirks.

      Darreth hesitated at the door, but entered when he saw she was alone. "Master Gold, I had no desire to wake you, but…"

      Ilanna waved him forward. "Sleep is a luxury I seem unable to afford much of these days. What important matters demand my attention now?"

      Darreth placed a small stack of parchments on her desk. "House Hound, House Serpent, and House Fox have all requested payment for services rendered leading up to and during the raid on the Bloody Hand. I have little doubt Master Hawk will be submitting his within the hour as well."

      Ilanna smiled at the way Darreth's nose wrinkled at the mention of Bryden, master of the third-story thieves of House Hawk. Good to know I'm not alone in my disdain for the man.

      She glanced at the columns of numbers scribed on the pages. The bookkeepers of the Night Guild were thorough when demanding fees for their services. She had little doubt the estimates were padded, but if Darreth had brought them to her, it meant he'd accepted the figures as "accurate enough".

      The Scorpion tsked when she reached for the graphite sticks she preferred to write with. Rolling her eyes, she picked up the feather quill and unstoppered the inkwell. She glanced up at Darreth as she dipped her pen.

      "Judging by your expression, either you've been sucking on all the lemons in the kitchen or something's bothering you."

      Darreth sucked in a hissing breath. "Well, I would not be doing my job as your aide if I didn't mention the financial strain this vendetta of yours is placing on our resources. By my account, we've burned through nearly half of this month's stipend just with this single raid." His face hardened, as if expecting an angry response. "While I can understand there is a certain amount of…personal motivation for this campaign," he said, his eyes flicking toward the door to her chambers, "perhaps we would be better off focusing our attention on less costly ventures?"

      Ilanna couldn't argue with his logic. The position of Master Gold had its drawbacks—like that Keeper-damned mountain of paperwork Darreth kept foisting on her—but it came with a few perks. In addition to five percent of every imperial paid by each House in dues to the Night Guild, she had a certain degree of latitude when it came to summoning aid from the Houses. So long as everyone was paid, no one minded.

      But she had spent a small fortune on her efforts to stamp out the Bloody Hand in Praamis over the last few years. Some of the coin had come from the stipend she earned, but the vast majority had been paid out of her personal fortune—a fortune earned from her theft of the golden sarcophagus of Lady Auslan. That fortune had saved them after the Bloody Hand and Duke Phonnis raided the Night Guild coffers, but even with the interest she earned by loaning it to the Guild, it wasn’t inexhaustible. If Darreth brought it up, he had genuine cause for concern.

      "What do you recommend, Darreth?" she asked.

      He opened his ledger and scanned its contents. "From what I gather, these raids have yielded a not-insubstantial quantity of Bonedust. Perhaps you could—"

      "No." She spoke the single word in a tone that brooked no response. "Enough people have suffered for it. I will not see the people of Praamis turned to mindless husks dependent on such potent narcotics."

      "Understood." Darreth scribbled something into the ledger. "I hear that a few of Praamis' more venerable citizens were found in the warehouse you raided last night. Aside from Lord Illiran, two more high-ranking noblemen and four members of the minor nobility had been caught in various states of undress and intimacy. If a few members of House Hawk or Serpent were to pay them a visit, perhaps they could be convinced to part with a few coins to cover up their misdeeds."

      Ilanna nodded. "Do it." She had no problem extorting money from the nobles of Praamis. Quite the contrary, in fact. During her years as a Journeyman of House Hawk, she had earned vast sums preying exclusively on the wealthiest Praamians. No matter how much she took, they always seemed to have more. "What else?"

      Darreth pursed his lips. "I have come upon a few business opportunities, courtesy of Lord Beritane. I believe a few of those we intend to visit could also be convinced to offer us excellent returns on our investment."

      Lord Gileon Beritane was the Night Guild's "pet nobleman". He provided them with a respectable cover for their operations, and they kept him supplied with the gold he needed to eat, drink, and amuse himself however he saw fit.

      "Excellent." Ilanna nodded. "As usual, Darreth, you remind me that you are far better suited to the post of Master Gold than I."

      Darreth colored, but he waved her words away. "Sums and figures, I can manage. To you I leave the unenviable task of dealing with people." He ran a finger down his parchment. "If that is all, I believe Master Scorpion will be finished with his ministrations soon."

      Ilanna stood. "Thank you."

      With a bow, Darreth retreated and shut the door behind him.

      Ilanna smiled. Even after eight years, it still felt odd standing in this office. She'd never intended to remain in the Night Guild; her fortune would have bought her freedom. But when the Bloody Hand had burned down her home, she'd believed Ria and Kodyn dead. With nothing left to draw her away from the Guild, she'd accepted the position as Guild Master, only to discover her son and lover remained alive. Sometimes, she tried to imagine what life would have been like had she been brave enough to walk away, but she'd done so less and less recently. Life, while not truly happy, was as good as she could hope for. A woman to love, a son to protect, and enough friends to make up for the trials of leading the Guild.

      She padded toward the bedroom and, shrugging out of the silk robe, reached for her clothes. She winced as her belt clunked against the chest at the foot of her bed. Crap!

      Ria stirred. "'Lanna? Is it time?"

      Ilanna sighed. She'd wanted to let Ria sleep, but the Ghandian woman would insist on being there for what came next. "Yes. Tyman will be done with them soon."

      Ria sprang from the bed and switched on the alchemical lamp. The soft glow accentuated her lean, tight body and alluring color of her skin. For a moment, Ilanna allowed her eyes to roam.

      Ria chuckled. "Master Gold, if I didn't know better, I'd say you had something inappropriate in mind."

      With effort, Ilanna ripped her gaze away. "Later, I'll show you exactly what I was thinking." Her tone grew serious. "But right now, we have more important matters to deal with."
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      Ilanna paused at the massive double doors that led into the Menagerie. She couldn't help remembering when Master Hawk had led her through those doors to begin her training as a Hawk, or when the crowd of apprentices and Journeymen had cheered her name after her success first with the Black Spire, then with the golden sarcophagus of Lady Auslan. But she'd never forget the day she'd been hauled into the Menagerie to stand trial for the murder of Master Gold, or when she'd joined Duke Phonnis' Arbitors to invade her home and drive out the Bloody Hand.

      At that moment, one of the doors opened and Tyman, Master of House Scorpion stepped through. He gave her a respectful half-bow. "Guild Master." Age hadn't stooped his shoulders, but his hair and beard had whitened, his midsection grown and sagged visibly.

      "Master Scorpion." Ilanna inclined her head. "How are they?"

      Tyman's face was grim. "Of the thirty-three brought into the Night Guild, four arrived either dead or beyond even my skills to assist. Five more succumbed to malnutrition, exhaustion, the trauma of their ordeal, or the effects of the Bonedust. As for the rest, they have been fed, clothed, and tended to. Their bodies will recover, given time. As for their minds…" He shook his head.

      Ilanna knew only too well what happened to those enslaved thus. "Thank you, Tyman. Journeyman Darreth will settle accounts with House Scorpion."

      "My thanks, Master Gold." He gave a theatrical groan and pressed a hand to his back. "My apprentices will remain behind to continue ministrations, but my old bones cry out for a few hours of rest."

      Ilanna smiled. "When you wake, I will send a bottle of that Nyslian wine you love so much."

      Master Scorpion's expression brightened. "As always, Guild Master, you are too kind." He made to leave, but Ilanna caught his arm.

      "Did any of the girls mention an antidote, Tyman?"

      His brow furrowed. "Not that I can recall. For the Bonedust, you mean?"

      Ilanna nodded. "One of them…the girl who didn't make it…she whispered something that sounded like antidote."

      Tyman's face grew pensive. "My counter-agents simply slow the progression of the Bonedust, not fully stop it. If such an antidote exists, it would go a long way toward saving these girls' lives." He sighed. "Unfortunately, unless you can present me with such a remedy, we must make do with what we have."

      Ilanna's mind was already working. "So, if I somehow find some of this antidote, you think you could replicate it?"

      Tyman scrunched up his wrinkled face. "Perhaps. Our alchemists might be able to do something for—"

      "Excellent!" Ilanna squeezed the old man's arm. It was thinner than she remembered; age had sapped the strength from his body, if not his temperament. "It will be found."

      "As you say, Master Gold." With a bow, Master Scorpion strode down the hall.

      Ilanna stepped into the Menagerie, Ria at her heel. As always, her eyes roamed the massive open space. Much had happened within these hard-packed earth walls, beneath the high-vaulted ceiling. Her gaze wandered toward the seven flags hanging on the west side of the room—one for each House of the Night Guild.

      Beneath the brightly-colored flags, rows of cots had been set up for the girls freed in the raid. Ilanna's stomach twisted as she studied the thin, pitiful figures huddling within their blankets. They're so young.

      The girls came from all around Einan. Light-haired Voramians sat beside swarthy girls from Al Hani, and even a couple of the flame-haired, pale-skinned barbarians from across the Frozen Sea joined the mix. Despite their disparate origins, they all had two things in common: none was older than twenty—some as young as ten or twelve—and they all bore the same gaunt faces, hollow cheeks, sickly skin tone, and eyes filled with a mixture of fear and confusion. The weeks, months, and years spent in sexual slavery and the harsh narcotics had branded them with the same traumatic mark.

      The raid had saved thirty-three girls. Thirty-three, out of what had to be in the hundreds or even thousands. No matter how many of these illicit brothels they raided, two more sprang up. The Bloody Hand carted these girls like livestock across the Windy Plains and smuggled them into Praamis, despite her best attempts to suppress their operations. No matter how high the rewards she offered for information that led to the discovery of a new brothel, she couldn't keep up. Not until the Bloody Hand was dealt with once and for all.

      The girls were controlled through violence, threats, and drugs. Brothels sprang up overnight in even the most affluent neighborhoods around Praamis, only to close as she or the Duke drew close to shutting them down. The deplorable conditions and endless stream of customers left these girls little more than husks, walking skeletons.

      She had no desire to put an end to all crime in the city—the Night Guild thrived on theft, extortion, and murder. But this type of slavery destroyed lives, depriving the girls of their dignity and hope of any sort of life. This was one manner of crime Ilanna would never abide. Not when she'd seen first-hand what such abuse could do.

      She glanced over at Ria. The dark-skinned girl's lips were pressed tightly together, and fire burned in her eyes. Ria had been taken from her home by Voramian slavers and brought to Praamis. Had Ilanna not rescued her, she would have died. The scars on her wrists spoke of her desperate attempts to free herself from a life of abuse. She had proven especially ferocious in her efforts to eradicate the sexual slave trade in the city. Ilanna had had to restrain Ria on more than one occasion; they needed captives alive to question, but Ria wanted to slaughter every Keeper-damned one of the pimps and slavers.

      Darreth couldn't understand the truth. None of the others did. None but Ria.

      This is why we do it. She reached for Ria's hand, and the Ghandian girl returned her grip. It doesn't matter how much gold we spend if we can save even a few of them.

      She stepped forward and cleared her throat. All eyes turned to her, and fear filled the expressions of the twenty-odd girls around the Menagerie. They had no idea who she was or what she wanted—all they had were the memories of the abuse they'd suffered for too long.

      She held her hands up. "I mean you no harm. You are safe here, and will remain so for as long as you are in my Night Guild."

      More than a few pairs of eyes went wide. She didn't need to read minds to know what they were thinking.

      "My name is Master Gold, but you may call me Ilanna." She stepped forward and spoke in a softer tone. "You have endured more than anyone ought to, suffered cruelties I cannot begin to imagine. All I can offer you in return is the knowledge that the men who held you captive are even now being repaid in full measure." Her face hardened. "None will live to see the light of day again. None will ever lay a hand on you."

      The tension, anxiety, and fear in the girls' faces softened. A few were still too deeply under the effects of the Bonedust to comprehend her words, but they understood her gentle tone. Some of the girls collapsed weeping into their cots, the floodgates of relief opening. Others stared at her with expressions not quite hard, but filled with questions.

      "I do not know how you ended up in the clutches of your former masters," she said, "but your days of being forced against your will are over. You will never have to go back to that life."

      She clasped her hands behind her back. "You are now faced with a choice: the choice of what you wish to do now." She held her right hand palm up. "If you wish to return to your homes, you will be provided with coin to speed your passage. I cannot promise you a fortune, but it will be enough to start your journey back to your people, your families, your loved ones."

      She held her left hand palm up. "Or, I offer you a home here, in my Night Guild. We are what we are: thieves, assassins, criminals. I cannot promise a life of peace, of happiness." Her voice hardened. "But I can promise that you will never have to suffer abuse at the hands of a man again. If you join me, become members of the Night Guild as have so many others in the past, you will be taught to fight and given the weapons to do so. You will learn the skills needed to survive on the streets of Praamis, to earn enough to make a life for yourself without the Houses of the Night Guild." She lowered both hands. "Either way, you decide your fates now. The gods have ignored your pleas for help, but I will not turn my back on you. Whatever you choose, I will do everything in my power as Master of the Night Guild to help you. Upon the Watcher in the Dark, I swear it."

      A few of the older girls exchanged glances, suspicion and mistrust plain.

      One, a slim, raven-haired girl with the coloring of the Twelve Kingdoms far to the north, spoke first. "What manner of choice is that?" She spoke in the melodic accent of the people of Al Hani. "For those of us with no families, we must become criminals like you?"

      Ilanna shrugged. "A terrible choice is better than none at all."

      The girl scowled. "Like a eunuch deciding which testicle to have removed first."

      Ilanna fought to keep her jaw from dropping. This one's fiery. I like her.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      The girl folded her arms, a stubborn set to her jaw. "What does it matter to you? You hold us captive, just as they did." She spat. "You are no better than those men."

      Ilanna motioned toward the door. "You may leave any time you choose. You will have coin and supplies." She stepped closer. "You are prisoner no longer."

      To her credit, the swarthy girl didn't flinch. She met Ilanna's gaze levelly, a hint of defiance in her eyes.

      Ilanna extended a hand. "You choose your fate. Stay or go, you are free."

      The girl stared down at Ilanna's hand for a long moment, then took it in her own. "You may call me Aisha, Ilanna of the Night Guild."

      Ilanna grinned up at her. "Well met."

      A few of more girls pressed toward Ilanna, offering their names and words of gratitude. Ria slipped away from the crowd to tend to those too weak, sickly, or drugged to move. She had no need of the attention, Ilanna knew; she only cared that the girls were being cared for.

      A discreet cough sounded behind her. Ilanna turned to see Jarl and Errik standing in the shadows beside the double doors to the Menagerie.

      As Ilanna moved away from the girls, they reached for her, grasping her robes with desperation, relief, and hope. With effort, she extricated herself and strode toward her two friends.

      She caught the arm of Hassel, a Hound, who was hurrying toward the girls with an armload of fresh clothing. "Journeyman, see to the transportation of those who wish to return home. For those who wish to stay, bring them to Matron Secila for training to join the Houses."

      "Yes, Master Gold," the Hound responded with a short bow.

      Matron Secila had been among the first rescued women. Instead of becoming a Journeyman of any one House, she had accepted Ilanna's charge to care for and train the girls who chose to stay. She worked with Master Seemhon, a former Serpent too injured to carry on the trade of an assassin. Their training lacked the callous brutality that had marked Master Velvet's tenure.

      Ilanna approached Jarl and Errik. "What news?" she demanded.

      "We found him, Ilanna." A grim expression darkened Errik's face. "And, possibly, their true base of operations."

      Triumph surged in Ilanna's chest. "Where?"

      Errik grimaced. "The Gardens."

      Ilanna ground her teeth. The Duke's Arbitors and the Praamian Guard wouldn't be pleased to see the Night Guild flooding the affluent neighborhood. But it didn't matter.

      "Let's go." She turned to Jarl. "Gather your Bloodbears and get them on the move."

      "All of them," Errik added.

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow. Errik wasn't prone to exaggeration; if he believed they needed all of House Bloodbear, they were in for a rough fight.

      "Do it," she ordered. "I want the place surrounded before nightfall."

      With his usual loquacity, Jarl grunted and strode from the Menagerie.

      A hand gripped Ilanna's arm. "Don't think for a minute you're leaving me behind," Ria said.

      Ilanna opened her mouth to protest, but she knew that look on Ria's face too well. Nothing would stop the Ghandian woman from accompanying them.

      She sighed. "Gear up. We move out now. When the sun rises tomorrow, I want the Bloody Hand out of Praamis once and for all."
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      How in the fiery hell did we miss this?

      From her vantage point atop the Hawk's Highway—the network of ropes, ladders, and catwalks that spanned the rooftops of Praamis—Ilanna had a clear view of the furor below. Dozens of men rolled wooden barrels from the warehouse, down the quayside, and up the jetty toward the barge docked along the bank of the Stannar River. In the last ten minutes, close to fifty barrels—no doubt filled with the packages of Bonedust—had been loaded. The Bloody Hand was clearing out their operation in a hurry.

      Ilanna scanned the figures. Most had the rough features, thick necks, and heavy shoulders of dockhands. Here and there, men shouted orders, but none bore the authoritative carriage and demeanor of the true power behind this operation. Perhaps she'd find the person in charge within the warehouse. Watcher knew the enormous building had enough rooms for thrice this many thugs to hide out.

      She glanced at Ria. The Ghandian's dark eyes scanned the warehouse, her expression hard as stone. Her fingers danced across the wooden shaft of her assegai.

      Motioning for Ria to follow, Ilanna darted across the narrow plank that spanned the gap to a nearby building, dropped onto a darkened balcony, and leapt the short distance to the roof of the warehouse. Ria made no more sound than she—the last seven years spent training with the Hawks and Serpents had transformed her into a sure-footed, stealthy thief. She easily kept pace on the Hawk's Highway, a fact Ilanna fought hard not to envy.

      Three figures waited for her on the warehouse roof. None older than fifteen, they all wore the dark grey clothes of Hawks. She knew them all by name, but her eyes went to the curly-haired youth at the front of the pack.

      "What in the Watcher's name are you doing here, Kodyn?" she demanded.

      "Working," her son responded in a harsh whisper filled with a mixture of defiance and pride. "You asked for House Hawk's help, so here I am."

      Ilanna gritted her teeth. She had sought to buy her freedom from the Night Guild for fear her son would end up enslaved to the same cruel masters that had turned her into a ruthless thief and killer. When she accepted the post of Master Gold, she'd believed him dead. Her joy at finding him alive had turned to anxiety and fear for his future. Even as Master of the Night Guild, she couldn't truly prevent him from following in her footsteps.

      Without Master Velvet's harsh training regimen, induction into the Night Guild had become less a manner of servitude and more of the typical training underwent by apprentices of any profession. At least he'd determined to join House Hawk—a decision she had forced Bryden to comply with. Master Hawk had had a sort of vicious glee at the prospect of having her son under his thumb.

      She'd done everything she could to train him, teach him the skills that had made her the best of House Hawk. And yet, every time she caught sight of him in his work clothing, carrying the tools of a third-story thief, worry roiled in her stomach.

      "Your work here is done, Kodyn," she snapped. "Go back to the Aerie and report to Master Hawk."

      Kodyn folded his arms.

      Ria stepped forward. "Little hawk," she said, speaking in her native Ghandian, "your mother and Guild Master commands you."

      "I know," Kodyn responded, also in Ghandian. He and Ilanna had learned enough of the dark-skinned girl's tongue to carry on a conversation, which they did whenever he wanted to argue with her. "But I don't care. I want to fight." He drew a dagger. "Master Serpent has been training me, just like he said he trained you."

      Ilanna gritted her teeth. Seems I need to have a little chat with Errik. She'd done her damnedest to keep her son out of harm's way.

      "Listen," she snapped, "House Hawk was to watch from the rooftops, but no one said anything about fighting. We have Bloodbears and Serpents for that."

      "But Mother, I—"

      "I have decided," Ilanna said, speaking Einari so the other Hawks could understand her orders. "The Hawks have done their job."

      Kodyn's expression grew sullen. He'd grown so much in the last eight years. At the age of thirteen, he stood taller than her, and far broader in the shoulder. He had just begun to lose the childish pudginess, his training hardening his muscles the way it had done to her. "Remember," she said in Ghandian, "I can still bend you over my knee and spank you. Or just have Jarl do it."

      Scowling, Kodyn nodded. "Fine." He rolled his eyes and stalked toward the edge of the roof.

      Ilanna watched him go, her heart leaping to her throat as he dropped out of sight. He knew the Hawk's Highway as well as any of his House, but that didn't stop her from worrying.

      She turned to the other two Hawks. "Did you get a look inside the upper-story windows?"

      The oldest, a lanky boy named Tuck, nodded. "Raith here," he said, hooking a thumb at a stocky youth Kodyn's age, "actually snuck in and took a closer look around. The rooms on the top floor are empty, but the other floors are occupied."

      "Did you get a count of the girls?" she asked Raith.

      The boy colored and hastily shook his head. "Didn't want to risk gettin’ caught."

      Ilanna nodded. "Smart lad."

      "If'n it helps, though," Raith added, "there was a fella who was givin' orders like he owned the place. Poncy manner, he had. Seemed 'fraid, though. He was rushin' round the main floor like a headless chicken, hurryin' the heavies. Said they had to clear out quick-like."

      "Excellent!" Ilanna beamed. She'd hoped to find the one in charge of the operation. If she could get her hands on him, the Serpents could extract a wealth of information from him. "You've done well. All of you. Pass on my compliments to your master."

      "Aye, Master Gold," Tuck gave her an awkward bow and Raith knuckled his forehead, then both followed Kodyn over the side of the roof.

      Ilanna turned to Ria. "Can you get word to Errik and Henley? If he's the same one that escaped us last time, I want him taken alive. Break his arms and legs if they must, but he has to talk."

      Ria raised an eyebrow. "I can, but I won't, not unless you give me your word you'll stay out of things this time. The Bloodbears, Serpents, and Hounds have the place locked down. There's no need for you to go in. No sense taking foolish risks, Guild Master."

      "Are you going to sit this one out?" Ilanna demanded.

      Ria said nothing, but Ilanna knew the determined look in her eye too well.

      "Then neither am I. I will, however, promise to wait to give the signal until you return. If you're so worried about me, the least I can do is allow you to watch my back."

      Ria's teeth gleamed in the starlight. "You're just hoping I compliment you on how pretty I think that back is, aren't you?"

      Ilanna chuckled. "Go, and return quickly. We have to move quickly if we're to catch them all."

      With a nod, Ria sped back the way they'd come and leapt onto the adjacent roof. Ilanna watched the dark-skinned girl until she disappeared into the shadows, then padded toward the river-side of the building. She crawled on her belly and peered over the edge of the roof—three stories above the dock—and scanned the movement below.

      Up close, the wooden barge seemed enormous, the same size as the vessels that transported grain upstream and wine downstream. Ilanna lost count of the barrels stacked on the deck, but there had to be close to seventy. A veritable fortune in Bonedust and whatever other illicit substances the Bloody Hand dealt in.

      But the Bonedust was low on her list of priorities. Sinking the barge would hamstring the Bloody Hand's operations, but she wanted to bring it all crumbling down. That meant capturing the one in charge of the operation. And, she would save a few girls from a life of misery and sexual servitude in the process.

      Yes, tonight will be a good night.

      A new figure joined the men bustling to and from the barge. The man was slim and of average height, with rough features. Yet something about his bearing and the way he shouted commands at the dockhands spoke of nobility. His accent had the sharp, harsh tones that marked him as Voramian.

      This has to be him.

      She studied the man. His left hand rested on the hilt of a slim fencing sword, an affectation popular among the nobility of Praamis and Voramis. Despite his stiff posture, he moved with the casual ease of a dancer or fighter.

      "That's the last one, sir," a rough voice sounded from within the warehouse. A moment later, a thick-necked dockhand appeared from within. "All seventy-five barrels loaded and ready."

      "Excellent," the man replied. Raith had been right; he spoke with a distinctly lofty tone, and had a habit of staring down his nose at the other man. "Let's cast off, then. Stonecroft will be waiting for our cargo."

      Stonecroft, eh? Lord Mayharn Stonecroft was a minor noble of Praamis, one of those lords who held little power or influence in the city beyond their title and holdings. Seems like we've found who in Praamis is collaborating with the Bloody Hand.

      "Aye, sir. Very good." The dockhand hesitated. "And the…er…other cargo?"

      The man drew a finger across his throat. "Dispose of it."

      Ice danced down Ilanna's spine. We have to go now.

      From within her cloak, she drew out two fist-sized glass spheres filled with a dark amber liquid. She raced to the far end of the warehouse rooftop and hurled one sphere into the midst of the four men clustered before the door. The shattering of glass sounded loud in the silence of the street, followed a moment later by a sudden roar as the flammable alchemical liquid within burst into a pillar of golden fire.

      The Bloody Hand guards cried out and fell back, shielding their eyes from the flames. At that moment, a flood of Bloodbears, Hounds, and Serpents charged them. The men, half-blinded and stunned, had no time to defend themselves before the Bloodbears' maces brought them down.

      Without hesitation, Ilanna charged back toward the river-side of the building and hurled the remaining sphere toward the wooden pier. Bright flames reached heavenward as the glass shattered, and one unlucky thug screamed as the fire licked at his clothes, hair, and flesh.

      Ilanna scanned the dock for any sign of the leader. She spotted him charging away from the conflagration, toward the edge of the quay. He slid to a halt as a trio of Hounds clambered onto the wooden pier. His sword flashed out of its sheath, and he backed away.

      "Take 'em, lads!" Henley shouted. He and his fellow Hounds carried short swords and maces.

      A trio of Bloody Hand thugs burst from the warehouse and charged Henley and his men. His opponents occupied, the slim, tall man turned to flee.

      Damn it! Ilanna clenched her fists and glanced around. She had to find a way to get down to the quay and stop the man from escaping.

      She caught sight of the crumbling chimney poking up from the flat warehouse roof, and an idea struck her. Uncoiling the length of black rope from her waist—her years as a Hawk had taught her never to go out without her tools—she looped it around the chimney, her fingers flying as she tied a knot. Holding the rope in one gloved hand and her sword in the other, she raced toward the edge of the roof and dropped.

      Instead of hurling herself straight out, she leapt to one side. Her weight brought her swinging across the side of the warehouse like a pendulum. Heat singed her flesh as the rope slid through her gloved hands, but the tough leather provided her enough grip to slow her descent. By the time she reached the bottom of the arc, she hung a few paces above the ground.

      She released her hold on the rope and dropped the rest of the way. Her heels and calves protested as she landed, but she rolled with the impact and leapt to her feet. The fleeing man, stunned at seeing her seemingly drop from the sky, ground to a halt in front of her.

      "Nowhere to run, you bastard!" she shouted. "The Bloody Hand has meddled in Praamis for the last time." All around, the shouts and cries of battle echoed around her, punctuated by the screams of terrified girls.

      The rough face creased into a sneer. "You've no idea what—"

      Ilanna didn't let him finish. She charged, her sword leading the way. He turned the low thrust aside and riposted with surprising adroitness. Ilanna had to hurl herself to the side to avoid the blow. She winced as her shoulder collided with the warehouse wall, but had no time to think about it. Her opponent pressed the advantage, his sword whistling through the air with blurring speed.

      Ilanna gave way, evading his longer reach and lighter sword. She fought with confidence earned through years of training with Errik, the best assassin House Serpent had to offer. No matter how hard the man tried to press, she evaded or turned aside his strikes.

      She slashed out with the tip of her sword, scoring a long gash across his forehead. She darted backward. At any moment, blood would drip into his eyes, blinding him. She would—

      Her eyes went wide. Instead of blood, it seemed the flesh of his forehead peeled away. His brows, nose, and mouth seemed to sag, widening the tear.

      The man cursed and fumbled at his face, as if trying to push his skin into place. Horror twisted in Ilanna's gut. What manner of demon is he?

      With a growl, the man seized his flesh and ripped it free, revealing a markedly different face beneath. Instead of a thick nose and sloping brows, the man had slim, angular features and a sharp chin.

      Ilanna's eyes darted to the skin in his hand, back up to his young, aristocratic face, and again to the skin. Her mind struggled to comprehend what she was seeing.

      "Bitch!" the man snapped. He hurled the flesh away and raised his sword. "You'll pay for that!"

      Stunned, Ilanna barely managed to interpose her blade. Again and again he struck, his blade moving almost too quickly for her sluggish mind to register. Only years of training and her thief's reflexes saved her from being impaled. She winced as a thrust slid past her guard to pierce her shoulder.

      "Ilanna!" a shout echoed beside her. A dark figure barreled from the warehouse and slammed into the man, bowling him over. Ilanna caught a glimpse of Ria's long, lithe arms wrapped around the man's waist before they both plunged off the quay into the dark, fast-flowing Stannar River with a splash.

      At that moment, a Voramian thug charged her, truncheon raised to strike. Ilanna ducked beneath the wild swing and drove her sword into the man's chest. The heavy-set man stumbled backward with a weak, bloody cough, ripping her blade from her grip.

      Ilanna drew her daggers just as an enraged cry tore the night behind her. She whirled to see an enormous man rushing her, a wild light in his eyes, one of the Hound's short swords gripped in a huge hand. She had no time to react, to hurl herself out of the way. The sword descended toward her head.

      And stopped as an equally massive hand seized the Voramian's wrist mid-air. Jarl drove a fist into the man's gut, knocking the breath from his lungs and doubling him over. Seizing the thug by the throat, he spun, his powerful muscles knotting, and shoved hard. The Voramian's feet actually left the wooden quay as he flew backward to crash into a wooden piling. Wood splintered beneath his bulk and the jetty quivered and sagged. With a weak groan, the limp figure slipped into the Stannar River.

      "'Lanna," Jarl said, inclining his head to her. "You good?"

      Ilanna nodded. "I'm fine, but Ria…" She rushed to the edge of the quay and scanned the rushing river. Moonlight shimmered on the fast-flowing water, but Ilanna saw no sign of Ria. Worry twisted her gut. The girl had fallen in mere seconds ago, but the current was strong and Ria a poor swimmer at best.

      "Jarl!" she snapped. "Send a team of Foxes to search downriver. She took the leader of the Voramians in with her." She gave a description of the man's true face. "Search as far as Stonecroft Manor."

      Jarl raised an eyebrow and gave a questioning grunt, verbose as always.

      "Stonecroft's helping the Bloody Hand."

      Her friend's huge face darkened, his fists clenching.

      "Go! She could be in—"

      "Ilanna?" a faint voice called her name.

      Ilanna's head snapped up. She'd recognize that voice anywhere. "Ria?" She spun toward the sound. "Ria?" she shouted.

      "Down…here." A weak, wet cough punctuated the words.

      Ilanna leaned out over the quay. A short distance downriver, Ria clung to one of the thick pilings supporting the wooden quay. The girl's dark face was pale and pinched, strained with the effort of holding on against the rapid current.

      "Jarl!" she shouted again. "She's here!"

      Without hesitation, she sprinted toward the end of the dock. "Hang on, Ria! I'm coming."

      "Hurry, Ilanna," Ria replied. "I can't…hang on…much longer." She coughed again, vomiting water.

      Heavy boots thudded on the wooden dock as Jarl rushed up behind her.

      "Rope!" she demanded.

      The huge man, once a member of House Hawk, now de facto leader of the reformed House Bloodbear, unwrapped a rope from his waist.

      Ilanna grinned at him. "Some habits die hard, eh?"

      He returned the grin.

      Her hands flashed as she tied the end of the rope into a simple loop. Handing the length to Jarl, she dangled the loop over the edge. "Ria, try to grab this!"

      Ria stretched for the rope, but her hand fell short. "It's too far."

      Ilanna cursed. She swung the rope, sending the looped end closer to Ria. Again, the girl reached for it, but a surge of water slammed her into the wooden piling.

      "Come on, Ria!"

      Don't let her drown, she prayed to whichever of the gods would listen. She'd thought she lost Ria once; she wouldn't survive that agony a second time.

      She swung the rope again. Ria's hand darted out, her fingers latching on to the end of the loop. Immediately, Ilanna pulled the end tight and dragged on the rope. "Jarl, help me!"

      Together, they hauled Ria out from beneath the quay, fighting the rapid current. Ria groaned as the rope lifted her from the river. Trusting Jarl to handle the dark-skinned girl's weight, Ilanna lay flat on the dock and reached to clasp Ria's hand. With every shred of strength, she hauled the girl's shivering frame up and onto the wooden quay.

      "Blankets, now!" she snapped. A pair of Hounds rushed to obey.

      Ria coughed and retched water.

      "Damn it, Ria! Why'd you have to go and do that?"

      "Save you, you mean?" Ria asked. "Trust me, I won't be doing that again."

      Ilanna's eyes widened at the sight of blood staining the girl's dark clothes.

      "You're hurt!"

      The river barnacles clinging to the wooden piling had shredded Ria's clothing and lacerated the flesh of her legs, thighs, and waist. But the real concern lay in the crimson trickling from Ria's side.

      Ilanna ripped open Ria's shirt, revealing a deep puncture wound just above her belt. Cursing, Ilanna ripped off her cloak, bundled it, and pressed it to the wound.

      Ria groaned. "Bastard stuck me with a dagger."

      "Where is he?"

      "I don't know," Ria said. Her shrug turned into a shiver; the Stannar River was as cold as it was deep and fast-flowing. "After he got me"—she gestured at her side—"I lost my grip on him. It was all I could do to stay afloat. I was lucky the river carried me into the pilings."

      Ilanna squeezed the girl's hand. "What in the twisted hell were you thinking?"

      Ria returned the grip with force. "You were in danger."

      Relief welled in Ilanna's chest. She pressed her lips to Ria's and crushed the girl's lean frame to her chest, uncaring that she was getting soaked. All that mattered was that Ria was alive.

      When she broke off the kiss, a polite cough sounded behind her. Jarl held a thick woolen blanket out to her, an apologetic grin on his face. More than a few Hounds, Serpents, and Bloodbears stood gathered around. They made a show of not looking at her and Ria.

      Ilanna took the blanket and wrapped it around Ria.

      "Go," Ria said, pushing her away. "Do your duty as Guild Master."

      Ilanna hesitated.

      "I'll be fine," Ria insisted, sitting upright.

      "That wound—"

      "A scratch." Ria shook her head. "Barely even hurts."

      The flow of blood had slowed, though Ria still winced when she moved. Sighing, Ilanna released her grip on the dark-skinned woman and stood. "Henley!" she called.

      The Hound hurried forward. "Guild Master?"

      "Get her to Tyman. I don't care if you have to drag him out of bed or pull him off Master Acorsa, he's to see to Ria immediately."

      Henley grinned. "You got it, Master Gold. Though I expect he'll be sharin' his displeasure with you at full volume later."

      Ilanna shrugged. "Perks of the job, Henley."

      With a chuckle, Henley began shouting orders at his Hounds.

      Ilanna strode toward the nearest door into the warehouse, but not before casting a final worried glance over her shoulder. That girl's going to get herself killed one day. Ria was fierce, bold, and headstrong, admirable qualities that brought more than their fair share of worry.

      All thoughts of Ria faded as she entered the building that served as the Bloody Hand's base of operations in Praamis. The crumbling, ramshackle exterior was a façade; the warehouse's roofs had been shored up with thick beams, and doors of solid oak provided a sturdy barrier that would take a battering ram to bring down.

      Wooden walls had been erected to divide the massive warehouse floor—easily sixty paces wide and thirty long. Rings of dust indicated where the Bonedust barrels had been stacked within the huge section that occupied the northern third of the building. Open doors revealed living and sleeping quarters built into the southern third of the building. Truncheons, staves, and swords sat in racks beside the four doors leading out to the street and the quay. A bright fire still burned in the two metal braziers that stood in the middle of the warehouse. Chairs, tables, playing cards, and coins lay scattered around the floor—proof of the Bloody Hand's swift reaction to the assault.

      Not swift enough. More than thirty corpses littered the warehouse floor, most wearing the dull-colored clothes of the Bloody Hand. Here and there, however, she spotted robes trimmed with green, red, and white. The Voramians hadn't yielded without a fight.

      At least some were smart enough to surrender. Fifteen men lay hog-tied on the floor. Their Bloodbear guards nursed bruises, cuts, and wounds; any attempt to break free or struggle would be met with fierce punishment.

      Errik stood nearby, arms folded, leaning against a pillar. "Master Gold." He inclined his head. "Quite the haul tonight."

      "Master Serpent." She returned his nod. "How fares your House?"

      He winced. "One dead, two wounded."

      Ilanna placed a hand on his shoulder. "My condolences."

      Errik sighed. He cared about his Journeymen and apprentices as people, not just sources of income. It was one of the things that made him a good House Master, and a true friend. They'd endured a great deal together—she owed him her life many times over, a debt she would never repay.

      "But take comfort in this: we know who is helping the Bloody Hand from within Praamis."

      Errik perked up. "Who?"

      "Lord Stonecroft."

      Errik's brow furrowed. "Mayharn Stonecroft?"

      "Is there any other?"

      He shrugged. "No, but it seems an odd choice. He's one of the least powerful nobles in Praamis."

      "Which makes him the perfect tool," Ilanna replied. "All they have to do is offer him enough money, and he'll do anything they want." In Praamis, a patent of nobility meant very little without the coin to back it up.

      Errik nodded. "Fair point." He cracked his knuckles. "Perhaps it's time the Night Guild paid our Lord Stonecroft a visit."

      Ilanna gave him a savage grin. "Get what you know from him, then turn him over to the Duke."

      Errik's eyebrows shot up. "The Duke?"

      Duke Phonnis, brother to King Ohilmos, was Chief Justiciar, highest-ranked servant of law and order in Praamis. She and the Duke had a past, one of him trying to kill her in vengeance for stealing from and humiliating him. He also had personal reasons for hating the Night Guild—his ancestors had founded the criminal organization, and every Master Gold before her had been a royal bastard. Only her deal with the King had prevented the execution of hundreds of Journeymen and apprentices.

      "Say what you will about the man," she said, "sanctimonious, pompous, arrogant—"

      "Spear-up-his-arse rigid," Errik added.

      "Aye, all that." Ilanna grinned. "But he will see justice done. King Ohilmos will not take his collaboration with the Bloody Hand lightly. We may be able to torture and kill Lord Stonecroft, but the King and the Duke have the power to eradicate his house, seize his holdings, and ruin him completely. Given what he's done, I'd consider that fair recompense."

      Errik nodded. "Wise as ever, Master Gold." His voice had only a hint of sarcasm.

      Ilanna waved him away. "You have your orders, Master Serpent. Dismissed."

      With a mocking bow, he hurried away.

      Ilanna turned to Jarl, who had remained hovering protectively behind her. "Where are they?"

      With his usual verbosity, he grunted and thrust a finger toward a nearby door.

      Ilanna hesitated a heartbeat, took a deep breath to steel herself, and entered the room.

      A wall of stench assaulted her nostrils—the reek of filth, stale air, soiled fabric, and ordure. A single candle flickered at the far end of the room. The faint light shone on the pale, fearful faces of the thirty girls packed into a space barely ten paces wide and long. There were no beds or furniture, only ragged, threadbare blankets lay strewn across the floor.

      "Get them out of here," she said, her voice hoarse with emotion. Her legs quivered as she hurried from the room. White-hot rage surged within her. A lump rose to her throat, and she swallowed to hold back the flow of furious tears. No one should endure such horrors. These conditions alone were bad enough, but she had no desire to imagine what the girls had been forced to do.

      Her eyes fell on the fifteen Voramians hog-tied on the ground, and a desire to see them suffer gripped her. It took all her self-control to keep her hands away from her weapons.

      "You!" she shouted. At her nod, the Bloodbear nearest her dragged one of the prone men upright.

      Ilanna glared into his eyes. "Let me be perfectly clear: I would love nothing more than to slit your throat here and now, watch you bleed out. However, my knives will remain sheathed if you answer me a simple question."

      The man tried to keep his expression defiant, but a Bloodbear's fist sent him back to the ground. When he'd been jerked back up, a hint of fear shone in his eyes.

      "An antidote for the Bonedust: does it exist?" Ilanna demanded.

      The man's brow furrowed. His eyes darted to the side, but Ilanna gripped his chin and dug her fingers into the joint of his jaw.

      "Speak," she snarled, "or I will put weapons in the hands of the girls you so cruelly mistreated and let them have their way with you."

      The Voramian swallowed, made difficult by her grip on his jaw. "It does," he muttered. "Given to the girls the master wants to keep alive longer."

      "Where is it?"

      The man met her gaze, and the defiance had returned. "It went into the water with our master."

      Ilanna's fist cracked into his face. He fell hard, and the Bloodbears didn't help him up.

      Damn it! She cursed and strode away from the thugs. She couldn't fault Ria—the Ghandian girl couldn't have known—but that didn't erase the frustration. So close, only to come up empty-handed again. When next she saw the nobleman, she would be certain to question him—before killing him, of course.

      Just then, the girls emerged from their rooms, hesitant at first, their expressions growing fearful as they saw the men of the Night Guild surrounding them.

      "Come!" Ilanna said, motioning them forward. "You are safe. No one will hurt you."

      Sorrow flooded her as she studied them. Emaciated, haggard, clothed in filthy rags, far too young. More than a few still had the too-wide pupils of Bonedust intoxication, but all bore the haunted, terrified look she recognized.

      Ustin emerged from a nearby staircase, and behind him followed a second group of girls. Strong Bloodbears carried those too weak or drugged to move. Aldsmor led a third group, and a Hound whose name she couldn't remember appeared with a fourth. Every new face added to the burden of sorrow on Ilanna's shoulder. She counted more than a hundred, and still they came.

      One group of girls drew her attention. Dark-skinned, like Ria, they clustered together apart from the rest. They had the same willowy frames, dark eyes, and plump lips as Ria.

      She hurried toward them. "You are from Ghandia?"

      They stared at her, their expressions blank.

      She switched to Ria's native tongue and repeated the question. Their eyes went wide, and one rattled off a string of words that sounded vaguely Ghandian, but filled with odd-sounding clicks.

      She shook her head. "I don't understand," she said in Ghandian. "But I know someone who might."

      "Poller," she demanded of a tall, grizzled man wearing the white of House Hound, "find out if Henley has already transported Ria back to the Night Guild. If not, have her brought here."

      "Of course, Master Gold." The Hound nodded and rushed off.

      Another wave of girls shuffled from a nearby doorway. These wore cloth wrappings that barely afforded any modesty, along with cloth masks that covered their mouths and nose. Off-white dust covered them from head to toe, turning their hair and skin a deathly pale.

      "Lorrin," she called to the Bloodbear leading them, "what is this?"

      The bull-necked man shook his head, sending shaggy hair whipping all around him. "They was processin’ Bonedust," he said, his voice deep and booming. "Shackled like cattle, they was. Workin' as if they had no idea anythin' happened up here."

      Of course they don't. Their eyes had the dull, glassy look of a Bonedust overdose. The cloth masks wouldn't stop them from ingesting the tiny grains of powder floating in the air.

      Her stomach twisted. These were all women, many into their fourth or fifth decade. Their bodies bore the marks of childbirth and age. Even if the Bloody Hand couldn't sell their flesh, they would still find a way to profit.

      "Here she is, Master Gold." Poller's voice echoed behind her.

      Ilanna turned to see Ria limping into the warehouse, arms slung over the shoulders of Poller and another Hound. She winced with every step, and blood stained the bandage wrapped around her waist. The moment she caught sight of the group of dark-skinned girls, she seemed to forget her pains.

      The girls' eyes went wide as they saw her, and words poured from their mouths in an endless flood. They pressed close to Ria, as if seeking protection from one of their own. But they shed no tears. Though the fearful, haunted look remained, there was a hint of fury and defiance as well. They had the same strength that had drawn her to Ria.

      After long minutes, Ria turned to her. "They are of the Issai, neighbors to Ghandia."

      "You understand them?"

      Ria nodded. "It has been many years since I have heard their tongue, but I can communicate enough." Her face hardened. "Their story is much like my own. They were taken by slavers, brought by ship to Voramis, and sent here. But they were not meant to remain in Praamis, or so they believed. This one, Afia"—she pointed to the tallest of the girls—"said that many girls have been loaded onto boats to be sent upriver."

      "Did she know where they were sent?"

      After a short exchange in the Issai language, Ria shook her head. "They do not speak your tongue."

      Ilanna nodded. "Perhaps some of the others will know. Once they have had a chance to rest and recover, we will ask them." She knew the girls had come from Voramis, but not who bought them or where they went. If she could find out, she'd be one step closer to shutting down the operation for good. She spoke in Ghandian. "Thank you. You honor your people with your strength."

      Ria's eyes shone with pride.

      The girl Afia snarled something in her native tongue. Ilanna didn't need to understand the words to recognize the fury.

      Ria translated. "She wants to know what you will do with the…" She rattled what sounded like a vicious curse and pointed to the Bloody Hand thugs.

      Ilanna grinned. "Once we have questioned them thoroughly, they will either be turned over to the law or disposed of. Either way, they will suffer for what they have done."

      Ria repeated this to Afia, who spat and retorted something angry.

      "She says those three deserve a fate far worse than death for what they've done." She continued to translate Afia's words. "They were the cruelest of the lot, beating us for no reason, forcing themselves upon us. When any of us tried to resist, they forced the white powder down our throats. They stuffed us in those filthy, cramped rooms, filled with our own filth. When it was our turn to service the hyenas who came to have their way, we were thrown into the river to wash. Two of my sisters drowned while they laughed."

      Her eyes filled with tears as Afia continued speaking. "I-I…" She swallowed. "I will spare you the rest." She squeezed Afia's hands and said something in the Issai language. "I told her that you would not let them go unpunished."

      "You were right," Ilanna said, nodding. "Ask her which ones did that to her."

      Afia stabbed a finger at the three men lying on the far end of the line.

      Ilanna turned to Jarl, who had returned to stand protectively behind her. "Bring them here."

      At Jarl's nod, three Bloodbears cut the ropes holding the three men bound, hauled them upright, and dragged them over to where Ilanna stood.

      Ilanna studied the captives. Common as mud, the three of them, with features that would blend into a taproom at any Lower Voramis tavern. She'd half-expected leering, grinning villains, but they looked as bland and ordinary as anyone she'd met. And yet, hearing what they'd done to the girls, she wanted nothing more than to hack them down where they stood.

      She forced herself to speak in an even tone. "Take them to the barge."

      The Bloodbears hesitated, puzzled.

      Ilanna pointed. "Tie them to the wooden barrels."

      The three men complied, dragging the shrieking, pleading men along. One actually managed to break free and darted toward the edge of the pier. A pair of Hounds brought him down, pinning him to the wooden planks until he ceased his struggles.

      Ilanna followed the captives out onto the quay. Arms folded, she watched the Bloodbears lash the men securely to the barrels of Bonedust stacked high on the barge.

      "Bring lanterns, lamps, and whatever fuel you can find," she ordered one of the Hounds watching the spectacle.

      Hounds and Bloodbears brought oil lamps and alchemical lanterns from within the warehouse. At her direction, they poured the fuel onto the boat, dousing the bound men as well.

      When the last of her men had left the barge, Ilanna reached into her pouch and produced a firestriker. "Burn it."

      Jarl took it with a satisfied nod and strode toward the boat. The captives' eyes grew round as they watched Jarl's slow approach. In vain, they struggled against their bonds and screamed against their gags.

      Jarl struck a spark to the fuel. A line of fire raced toward the center of the boat, where it caught alight the oil and alchemical lantern liquid dumped there. Flames exploded into the night sky, reaching hungry fingers toward the bow and stern of the barge, the wooden barrels, and the men bound there.

      The light of the burning barge reflected off something lying on the dock. Ilanna stooped to retrieve it: a slim fencing sword, well-crafted, with an ornate hilt and a crest of arms etched into the steel pommel. The same crossed battle axes and raven crest found on the barrels of Serenii fire in the previous raid.

      Her mind raced. He must have dropped it when Ria tackled him. Immediately, she cast around for the mask the man had hurled away. It lay in a heap against the warehouse exterior. Picking it up, she marveled at the texture—so soft and pliable, almost like real flesh. She turned it over in her hands. Something about it was familiar, but she couldn't place it.

      The screaming began. The fire had burned away the cloths gagging the bound men but not their vocal chords. Their wails of agony filled the night.

      The sound brought a sense of satisfaction to Ilanna. She turned to watch the boat burn. There was a horrible beauty to it, like a fire that burned away the Bloody Hand's taint on Praamis. It rankled that the leader had escaped, but she'd won a great victory tonight. They had Lord Stonecroft. They'd rescued over a hundred girls. That was enough.

      For tonight. She fingered the sword hilt, tracing the crest. Tomorrow, the hunt for the man behind the operation would begin in full force. Whoever had done this to the innocent girls within the warehouse would suffer.
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      "My brothers and sisters of the Night Guild, tonight we mourn."

      Ilanna faced the crowd of hooded figures assembled before her. Close to three hundred Journeymen and apprentices stood in the Menagerie—their numbers had swelled in the last two years. Yet she saw only the faces of those who were not standing among them. The pale, lifeless faces of the eight men and two women lying on wooden biers in the heart of the Menagerie.

      She clasped her hands behind her back much as the former Master Gold had. She lacked his eloquence, but she would do what she could to honor those who had fallen in the name of her crusade.

      "Eight years ago, the Bloody Hand made the mistake of trying to wrest Praamis from our control. They sought to bring bloodshed, chaos, and cruelty to our fair city. By the Watcher's grace, we defeated them and reclaimed the Night Guild."

      She imagined the hate-filled glares many of the assembled Journeymen directed at her. They had stood in Watcher's Square, prepared to swing from the hangman's noose. Thanks to her. She had brought the Duke's forces into the tunnels in a desperate attempt to drive out the Bloody Hand. They might have seen fit to elect her their Guild Master, but they would never forgive or forget all the deaths she had caused. These ten only added to her tally.

      Her gaze fell on Errik. The Master of House Serpent sat on his ornate chair at the front of the assembled Journeymen, the other House Masters seated beside him. His face was hard, revealing nothing, but his nod encouraged her.

      Swallowing, she squared her shoulders and held her head high. "Since that day, we have waged war on the Bloody Hand—a war fought in the shadows, one few in Praamis knew of." She raised a clenched fist. "Yet today, we triumph! The last stronghold of the Bloody Hand has been uncovered, and the rats driven from the nest. Better still, we have uncovered their ally in Praamis. Even now, Lord Mayharn Stonecroft stands in chains, and I have no doubt King Ohilmos will deliver the justice and retribution he so richly deserves."

      Shocked mutterings ran among the crowd. Though few knew of the special relationship between the Guild Master and the Crown, the fact that Ilanna had earned a pardon from the King himself eight years earlier—not just for herself, but for every one of them—had given rise to plenty of rumors. Ilanna made little attempt to quash the whisperings. Ria had listening ears among every House in the Night Guild that would warn of any plotting or betrayals.

      But tonight was not about politics or power. Tonight, they assembled to honor the slain.

      "We have all suffered losses." She spoke in a quiet voice, one heavy with emotion. "Friends, comrades, and allies have fallen in our efforts to drive the Voramians from our city. These ten, our brothers and sisters, join the ranks of those who sacrificed for the good of Praamis."

      A lump rose in her throat. She drew in a deep breath and fixed her gaze on the seated figures arrayed before her. "House Masters, step forward and speak the names of those we will honor this night."

      Errik stood first. He stood between two biers, upon which lay a middle-aged man and a woman barely in her twenties. "Journeyman Verys and Journeyman Swaia of House Serpent."

      Eden, Master Fox, joined them next. Despite her grey hair, her back remained straight, her shoulders broad, and she spoke in a strong voice. "Journeyman Cernal, Journeyman Rillick, Journeyman Ingen, and Journeyman Lerold of House Fox."

      Shaw, Master Hound, was a tall, lanky man with sallow cheeks and sunken eyes. "Journeyman Byl and Journeyman Imdris of House Hound."

      Poltor, Master Bloodbear, towered a full head taller than her, and he spoke in a coarse voice thick with emotion. "Journeyman Huall, Journeyman Llir, and Journeyman Dellum of House Bloodbear."

      Ilanna knew the names of every one that had fallen; the ceremony was for the rest of the assembly. Once, the deaths would have gone unnoticed, unmarked even by the Houses of the fallen. But she had striven for change, for a better Night Guild. Death came to all eventually—the least she could do was honor those who had died to protect the innocent.

      "These ten brave men and women fell in honorable service." Her words were measured, her tone somber. "Not in the pursuit of coin, but to protect those who are unable to protect themselves. There is no cause more noble, no death more worthy. By their sacrifice, these ten have made Praamis a better place for the rest of us. For our children…"

      Her voice cracked. She had nearly lost her son to the Bloody Hand. Ria, too. No one else would die, not if she could help it. She'd do whatever was necessary to ensure the Voramians left them alone for good.

      She cleared her throat and tried again. "For our children, and for those who remain to mourn them. We honor them this night. We honor them with our silence."

      She bowed her head, and everyone in the Menagerie did likewise. The silence stretched on for a full minute before she spoke again.

      "We honor them with our blood." She drew a small knife from her belt and cut a thin slash along her forearm. She stood over each body in turn, letting a single drop splash on each cold forehead. The House Masters added their blood to the bodies of their fallen Journeymen.

      "We honor them with our wrath." She raised a fist. "Death to the Bloody Hand!" she shouted.

      Every person in the Menagerie took up the cry, until the walls rang with the force of their collective anger.

      When the shouts died down, Ilanna continued in the same solemn voice. "We honor them with our memories. For though they are with the Long Keeper, they will never be forgotten." She pointed to a brass plaque set into one of the earthen walls of the Menagerie. "Their names will be inscribed alongside the rest of the fallen, where they will look down upon us with pride at all that we will achieve because of them."

      Twenty-six names were carved into the metal, each belonging to a Journeyman or an apprentice slain in the war on the Bloody Hand.

      She placed her hands on the foreheads of the two fallen Serpents and bowed her head. "May you find rest and comfort in the arms of the Long Keeper."
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      Ilanna toyed with the mask the Bloody Hand leader had discarded. The funeral services had left her in a somber mood, but she couldn't get the odd-textured thing off her mind. She marveled at its lifelike feel, its malleability, even the coloring. It felt and looked exactly how she imagined skin would.

      She racked her mind. The familiar feeling nagged at her, but no matter how much she poked and prodded it, she couldn't figure out where she'd encountered it before.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      "Enter," she called.

      Darreth strode into the room, his eyes heavy and ringed with dark circles, as if he'd stumbled out of bed after too few hours of sleep. "Master Gold, I wish you would have told me of your return."

      She dismissed his complaint with a wave. "Watcher knows you've got enough work for four Journeymen, so I figured you could use a few more minutes of rest." Truth be told, she'd been so consumed with the funeral and the mystery of the strange substance she hadn't given him a thought at all. "But the fact that you're here means you want or need something."

      Darreth pursed his lips. "Aside from the payments requested by Houses Fox, Bloodbear, Hawk, and Hound, there's still the matter of what to do with those recovered in the recent raids on the Bloody Hand." He glanced at his ledger. "By my count, there are one hundred and fifty-seven souls depending on us to feed, clothe, and house them. Then, of course, there's the matter of those who expressed a desire to leave. You promised them coin and supplies."

      Ilanna nodded. "I did. And that promise will be honored."

      "Indeed. And Errik…er, Master Serpent delivered the funds generously contributed by Lord Illiran, but that was for the initial thirty-three recovered two nights ago. The fact that…" He consulted his list. "…eighteen have chosen to join our ranks means the coin will cover the cost of sending home many of those recovered last night, but not all."

      "So be it," Ilanna replied. "If my stipend as Guild Master is insufficient to cover it, you have full authorization to access my personal funds."

      Darreth winced. "Master Gold, I must counsel against—"

      She cut him off. "Until such a time as we find alternate methods of financing this endeavor, I will do what I must to see these girls made whole. If I cannot protect them here in the Guild, the least I can do is offer them coin to speed them on their way home."

      Despite Darreth's clear displeasure, he bowed. "As you say, Master Gold." He tapped his lips. "Perhaps Master Serpent could pay another visit to Lord Illiran? I'm certain he can be convinced to make another charitable contribution to such a worthy cause." His eyes twinkled the way they always did when he had a clever idea. "His family is renowned for their generosity to the House of Need and the Sanctuary. Surely he would see the benefit of this investment."

      Ilanna nodded. "See it done."

      Darreth bowed but made no move to leave.

      "Is there something else?" she asked.

      Darreth opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

      "In all the years we've worked together, Darreth, I've learned that the only time you hesitate to say something is when you would rather hide the truth from me. Either because of bad news, or because you're concerned I'll do something rash."

      Darreth inclined his head. "If memory serves, you have been impetuous from time to time."

      Ilanna scowled. "I'd like to think I was audacious, bold even."

      "Call it what you will," Darreth replied, his face a blank, "but the results are the same. Given your current position as Master Gold, I'd hope you would—"

      "Whatever it is," she said in an exasperated tone, "spit it out before I lose my patience. You have my word that I will carefully consider the information before acting."

      With a sigh, Darreth produced a piece of parchment from within his ledger. "I believe I have uncovered the origin of the crest you sent me to study."

      Ilanna bolted upright in her chair. "You did? Show me."

      He placed the parchment on the desk before her. "This particular crest belonged to one Lord Torath."

      Ilanna studied the image. Twin axes were crossed over a raven, emblazoned on a red oval-shaped escutcheon.

      "These axes," she tapped the weapons, "they're not the same as the ones I saw on the Bloody Hand's barrels." The ones on the crest before her resembled woodsmen's axes, with a narrow blade and solid, flat butt. The axes painted onto the barrels were battle axes, with a longer, heavier blade and spiked butt.

      "From what I understand," Darreth said, "these particular weapons are common among the barbarians across the Frozen Sea."

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow. The thought of Darreth knowing anything about weapons surprised her.

      He sighed. "Master Serpent was kind enough to point out the difference. But it lines up with the stories of Lord Torath. It is said that he earned his title as a reward for valor in the execution of his military duty, which is precisely the heraldic meaning behind the crossed axes." He tapped the raven with a slim finger. "In heraldry, the raven signifies knowledge and divine providence, but also is an homage to the Long Keeper, god of death. If the stories are true, Lord Torath single-handedly slew seven hundred Eirdkilr barbarians after they slaughtered his comrades."

      Ilanna sat back in her chair. "Death-bringer, indeed."

      Darreth shrugged. "Stories like that tend to be vastly overblown, but whatever the case, Lord Torath's actions earned him a patent of nobility from the King."

      "But you said 'belonged' a moment ago. I take it that means Lord Torath's noble house is no more?"

      "Correct," Darreth said, nodding. "Or so my sources have discovered. Twenty years ago, the last Lord Torath succumbed to the Bloody Flux, followed by his wife and only son. With no family members to take on the title, the properties and holdings of House Torath reverted to the Crown."

      Ilanna frowned. "But you think this crest is the same?" she asked.

      Darreth hesitated. "The similarities cannot be ignored." He tapped the parchment. "The red oval escutcheon could be reflected in the red paint used on the barrels. The battle axes could simply be a more modern reflection of the primitive barbarian axes used for the old crest. If I may hazard a guess, the rising position of the black raven is much the same and may indicate someone is trying to resurrect House Torath."

      Ilanna considered the information. During her years as Master Gold, she'd been forced to learn more about the noble houses of Praamis. In many ways, they were her political equals. The Night Guild was as much a power in the city as any lord, simply one that operated from the shadows. They traded in theft, extortion, and murder rather than gold, silk, or cattle. She'd never heard of House Torath, but she trusted Darreth.

      "Can you prepare a report for me to take to King Ohilmos and Duke Phonnis?" she asked. "They will want to know that one of their noblemen is…" She trailed off, her eyes narrowing at the sudden set of his jaw and stony expression. "What are you not telling me?"

      Darreth sighed. "House Torath is not under the rule of King Ohilmos." He hesitated a moment before speaking. "It is a noble house of Voramis."

      Voramis. The word echoed in her mind.

      The Bloody Hand controlled Voramis; indeed, they ruled the city in all but name. Their city guard, the Heresiarchs, turned a blind eye to their crimes out of fear or was simply paid off. It was said nothing happened in Voramis that the Bloody Hand didn't orchestrate, approve, and profit from.

      "I will remind you, Master Gold," Darreth said, "you promised not to make any hasty decisions."

      She narrowed her eyes at him.

      "In all our years working together, I've learned exactly what that look on your face means. You're going to come up with a hare-brained plan that puts everything in danger."

      Ilanna scowled up at him. "I'm sure you haven't forgotten how I ended up being chosen for Master Gold."

      "Which is precisely why I'm saying this. I can already see you planning on gallivanting off to Voramis."

      Ilanna couldn't hide a grin.

      "Damn it!" Darreth threw his hands up. "The Bloody Hand would love nothing more than to get their hands on you, and yet you insist on dancing straight into the dragon's mouth?"

      "How many others in the Night Guild know their way around Voramis?" she asked.

      "Master Serpent, for one. Many of the older Hounds as well."

      "Which is why I'm bringing them with me," Ilanna retorted.

      Darreth glared. "And if the Bloody Hand gets their hands on you?"

      Ilanna shrugged. "They won't." She sounded more confident than she truly felt. "They'll never know I'm there. I'll wear a disguise if I have to, or—" She stopped.

      A memory flashed through her mind. Graeme, an apprentice alchemist, had led them through the Temple of Whispers, the temple of the Secret Keepers in Voramis. In exchange for guiding them to find the alchemical ingredients she'd needed to steal from Lord Auslan, he had insisted she help him break into a room so he could steal a clay-like substance.

      She picked up the mask and toyed with it, remembering Graeme's words. "Looks and feels as real as your own skin, yet can be manipulated however you want. Let’s just say the right client is willing to pay a fortune for such disguises."

      Could it be? Graeme had stolen such a small chunk, but perhaps he'd managed to replicate it and sold it to “the right clients”. It could be pure happenstance, but years as a thief had taught her never to discard anything, no matter how coincidental.

      That settled it. She had to go to Voramis, if nothing else than to look Graeme in the eyes when she asked him about it.

      She stood and strode toward the door.

      "Damn it, Ilanna!" Darreth called from behind her. "You promised—"

      "No, Darreth," she said without looking back, "I promised I'd carefully consider the information before acting. I have, and now I'm acting."

      "But what of the Night Guild?" he demanded. "You cannot shirk your responsibilities as Master Gold."

      She stopped now and turned to him. "Why, Darreth," she said with a saccharine smile, "that's why I have you!"
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      Errik shook his head. "Not a Keeper-damned chance, Ilanna." He folded his arms and leaned back in his plush chair. "No way I'm letting you anywhere the Bloody Hand can get their hands on you. You remember what happened last time we went to Voramis?"

      Ilanna grinned. "Of course I do." She toyed with the velvet arm of her chair, a twin to Errik's. "But what's life without a bit of danger?"

      "A long, happy one," Errik retorted. He sighed and rubbed his eyes. "Things have changed since the last time, Ilanna." He reached for the snifter of brandy—an affectation he'd grown quite fond of since taking control of House Serpent—and drained the rich, heady liquor in a single gulp. "We're both older, and I certainly thought wiser. Do you really think this is the smart play?"

      Ilanna paused with her own crystal goblet at her lips. "Truth be told, I don't." She took a sip and winced at the sting of the brandy. "But I can't figure out any other way to do this."

      Setting down her glass, she stood and paced. "If Darreth is right, we need to find out more about that crest. That means visiting the Royal Archives in Voramis and doing a bit of digging."

      "I’m certain we could send a Scorpion to handle that."

      "Certainly," Ilanna agreed, "but then what?" She toyed with the ornate carpet, imported from the Twelve Kingdoms, drawing patterns in the fabric with the toe of her boot. "Once we find out who's using this mark, we have to find him."

      "Assuming he didn't drown in the Stannar River, of course," Errik interjected.

      Ilanna snorted. "Please, has the Mistress' luck ever been that kind to us?"

      Errik inclined his head. "But why does it have to be us? More accurately, why does it have to be you?" He motioned to the collections of weapons in the sword rack hanging on his wall. "I'm not being prideful when I say none of the other Serpents can handle the job as well as I can. None of them can handle a blade as well, and only Sys has ever visited Voramis. But what's your reason for going? Why not stay safe in the Night Guild where there's no chance the Bloody Hand—or the Duke, Praamian Guard, or even the Heresiarch—can capture or put a blade in you?"

      Ilanna sighed. It was easier to deal with Darreth's melodrama. The Scorpion's idea of danger was sipping a wine glass without first reading the label. He was clever, sharp-witted, and a genius with figures, but no one had ever accused him of excess bravery. Of course he'd counsel against leaving the safety of the Guild tunnels.

      Errik, on the other hand, had an irritating tendency to make rational arguments. He knew her skill with sword and blade—he'd been the one to train and spar with her well over a decade. His argument wasn't out of fear, simply concern for her safety.

      "I know staying here would be the smart thing to do, the safe thing. But I'm tired of being cooped up in here." Her words came out in a sharper tone than anticipated. "I'm sick of the Keeper-damned paperwork, the Council meetings, and all the mundane rot that comes with the position of Master Gold. I've never regretted accepting the position, but Watcher's beard, it's bloody boring at times."

      "So run the Hawk's Highway. Break into a nobleman's mansion. Hells, bait the Praamian Guards or, if you need a real thrill, the Arbitors." Errik shook his head, his face hardening. "But I doubt there's anyone in Einan the Bloody Hand hates more than you. If they knew you were in Voramis—"

      "They'd set every one of their thugs, cutpurses, and killers out on the streets to find me. I know." She threw her hands up. "I know the risks, Errik. I knew them the moment I came up with this plan. But think about it: if we do this right, we could put an end to the Bloody Hand's operation in Praamis once and for all."

      "The Duke ought to be arresting Lord Stonecroft at any moment," Errik returned. "We've captured their main base of operation, captured their thugs, and deprived them of their income."

      "But if we don't cut the head off the snake, they'll be back." She held up a hand to forestall his argument. "No, I'm not suggesting we try to assassinate the First."

      "Gods know we've wasted enough effort trying." Errik's brows knitted.

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow. She'd known of a couple of attempts made to eliminate the leadership of the Bloody Hand—the Five Fingers, they were called; a bloody stupid name!

      She plowed on. "Think about what would happen if someone eliminated Lord Beritane. We'd still be able to operate in Praamis, but we'd lack the element of legitimacy. We wouldn't be able to make the investments that keep the Night Guild solvent, and we'd never gain access to the upper nobility. We'd be left with whatever the Foxes and Grubbers scrounged up, or whatever the Hawks steal."

      Errik inclined his head. "Fair point."

      One of Ilanna's biggest surprises upon assuming the mantle of Master Gold was just how much money came from legitimate business ventures. The Night Guild had part-ownership in merchant vessels, farms, cattle ranches, and dozens of other companies. All through Lord Beritane, of course.

      "Whoever is running things from here, in Praamis, they'll have all the information we need to winkle out the people secretly supporting the Bloody Hand. We'll be able to find out who is selling the Bonedust, who is buying the girls, and everything else we need. Just one man, and we could effectively put an end to the Bloody Hand in Praamis."

      She reached into her cloak and produced the strange alchemical flesh. "Then there's this."

      Errik examined it with a blank look.

      "Remember what Graeme took from the Temple of Whispers?" she asked.

      Errik's eyes narrowed. "Yes," he said, slowly.

      "The leader was wearing this to hide his real features. He looked like just one more roughneck, but it was just to disguise his features. There's no doubt about it, he's a nobleman through and through. His face, his voice, the way he handled his sword—he's an aristocrat."

      "But Darreth said House Torath had no heir."

      "No legitimate heir," she responded. "But what if there was a bastard? He wouldn't be the first nobleman's son to end up working for the Bloody Hand."

      Errik’s expression soured. He'd been as surprised as she to discover that Allon, the Hound who had been a part of her crew, was actually the illegitimate son of King Ohilmos. He'd aided the Bloody Hand in a misguided attempt to bring down the nobility that had ignored, abandoned, and mistreated him.

      "If he is a bastard son of the late Lord Torath," Errik mused, "it would explain the use of that crest." He motioned to Darreth's parchment.

      "It would. And if he is a nobleman's son, it means he'll have connections among the nobility of Praamis, especially the minor nobles. We could have more than just Lord Stonecroft working for them."

      "So explain to me why this necessitates you traveling to Voramis?"

      Ilanna grinned. "I'm the only one who knows what he really looks like."

      Errik's face fell. "Damn. I was hoping you wouldn't find an excuse so damned incontrovertible." He steepled his fingers and placed them under his chin.

      "Look, I know it sounds crazy. Hells, even I have a hard time believing that I'm volunteering to go. I know how dangerous it is there. But this is something I have to do. Because of Ria, it's personal—you of all people should get that. If I can bring a bit of suffering to the people who have made so many girls suffer, I'm bloody well going to do it. I'm doing it for Praamis, for the Night Guild, and for me, too. That's reason enough, in my book."

      After a long moment, Errik sighed. "Aye, no arguing that." His brow wrinkled, his expression growing pensive. "How many are you thinking for the job?"

      "Aside from you and me?" Ilanna shrugged. "Two, maybe three more Serpents you can trust."

      "Shame we can't bring Darreth along. He'd be the right man to do some digging on this mystery nobleman and the Torath crest."

      Ilanna nodded. "He'll be running things in my absence, but he gave me a couple of names. Jonoh and Keltor."

      "Keltor, for sure," Errik said without hesitation. "He can handle himself on the streets."

      "Good," she replied. "Do you think we need a Hound or two?"

      Errik pondered the question. "Maybe. Give me a few hours to think about it, and I'll let you know. If I think we can use them, I've got a couple of lads in mind."

      "Excellent." Ilanna rubbed her hands. "I've got a way into Voramis figured—both for us and more than enough gear for the job."

      Errik cocked an eyebrow. "Do I want to know?"

      Ilanna grinned. "Not until it's too late to protest."

      Errik groaned. "Just remember, Ilanna, I'm not as young as I used to be. No more cartwheels or flying trapezes for me."

      "Well, so much for that plan, then." Ilanna mimed ticking an item off a list. "Don't worry, I've got something much less flamboyant in mind."

      He shook his head. "Why does that make me feel less comfortable?"

      Ilanna laughed. "Trust me, Errik. You won't do anything too embarrassing." She stood and strode toward the door. "Now, I've got one last stop to make before we go."
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      Ilanna slipped into the Menagerie without a word. Instead of the ornate, gold-trimmed robes of Guild Master, she wore plain, simple clothing sturdy enough for travel and a dark cloak to cover it all. With her hair hanging loose and her sword, daggers, and pouch hanging from her belt, she looked more like the Hawk she'd once been than Master Gold.

      The change of clothing had its desired effect. Only a few of the girls recognized her. The Issai, however, brightened at her approach and surged toward her, chattering in their language.

      Ria's voice cut through their words, and the girls backed away. The dark-skinned Ghandian smiled up at Ilanna from her cot. "They have just called down the blessings of their gods on you. You are very fortunate, Mkombazi."

      "You going to tell me what that means?" she asked.

      Ria's grin widened. "There is no word in your language, but in the language of the Issai, it means 'fierce devil'. A compliment, I think."

      Ilanna chuckled and sat on the edge of Ria's cot. "How are you?"

      Ria motioned to the bandages covering her side and the lacerations on her legs and thighs. "Once Master Tyman ceased his complaining about being woken up at 'an hour for heathens and idolators', he managed to take a closer look at it. Says it didn't hit any organs." She winced. "Doesn't make it hurt any less, though."

      "I can ask him for a remedy for the pain. I know he has some—"

      "No!" Ria's voice cracked like a whip, so hard and loud it turned heads. "No," she repeated in a softer voice. "I need nothing to dull the pain."

      Ilanna nodded. Many of Tyman's remedies contained narcotics similar to those Ria had been forced to take during her enslavement at the hands of the Voramians. She would never allow herself to be that weak again, even if it meant enduring terrible pain.

      "How are the girls?" she asked, quickly changing the subject.

      Ria glanced toward the eastern side of the Menagerie, where close to a score of pale, shivering girls lay on hastily erected cots. "Not well. Tyman says they will not live long, even with his potions."

      Ilanna gritted her teeth. "You remember the girl who said there's an antidote?"

      Ria nodded.

      "One of the Bloody Hand thugs confirmed it. It exists. Problem is, it was with the nobleman in charge."

      Ria muttered a curse in her native language. She looked Ilanna up and down. "Judging by that outfit, you're going after it. And something tells me it's somewhere dangerous."

      "I…" Ilanna hesitated. She glanced toward the brass plaque set in the wall. Ten new names had joined the twenty-six already etched there. "I have to go to Voramis."

      "Voramis?" a voice sounded behind her.

      Ilanna whirled. Kodyn stood a short distance away, his eyes wide. His grip on the wildflowers in his hand tightened until his knuckles turned white.

      "Kodyn, I—"

      "No!" He stomped toward her. "You can't go. It's too dangerous."

      Ilanna sighed. "This isn't the place to talk about it, little hawk."

      Anger twisted his handsome face. "There's nothing to talk about, Mother."

      She winced at his use of the word—he only called her “Mother” when angry.

      "Going to Voramis is suicide!" Her son's voice grew strident. "You're going to get yourself killed, for what?"

      "Kodyn, come here." Ria's words were soft, gentle.

      Stiff-backed, face taut with anger, Kodyn circled around Ilanna to Ria's opposite side.

      "Sit," Ria said, patting the edge of her cot. When Kodyn hesitated, her voice took on a commanding tone. "Sit, Khodein." She used the Twelve Kingdoms variation of his name for emphasis.

      He obeyed. She took the wildflowers from him and gripped his hands in hers. "Your mother must go." She held up a hand to forestall his protest. "Look around you, Kodyn. Look at these girls. See how young they are, how frightened. They need someone to protect them, just as your mother has protected us all these years."

      Kodyn's gaze darted to her, his anger still undimmed. "But—"

      "Hush, little hawk." Ria cupped his cheek. "I fear for her, too. She is running into the fire, and there is a great chance she will be burned."

      Kodyn's eyes went wide.

      "We ran into the fire once," Ria continued in a voice barely above a whisper. "We did it to survive. But your mother runs into the fire not for her sake, but for the sake of others. Others like I once was, those who need her protection. We must let her go, because these others have need of her."

      Ilanna swallowed the lump Ria's words had brought to her throat. She had expected Ria to protest, but the woman had said what she needed to hear. Reaching out, she took Ria's hand and squeezed. She slipped her other hand into Kodyn's. After a moment, he returned her grip, his expression somber and tears in his eyes.

      They sat there, the three of them, joined as a family. There were no words needed and none spoken. Ilanna drew strength from their presence, their acceptance. The love in Kodyn's eyes was reflected in Ria's. When she reached for her son, he allowed himself to be drawn into her embrace, and his arms wrapped around her waist.

      "Be safe, Mama," he whispered in a voice that reminded her so much of the chubby, curly-haired boy she'd gone to extraordinary lengths to protect. "Come home to us."

      "Yes, kauna," Ria added, squeezing Ilanna's hand. "Bring back the means to save these girls if you can, but most important of all, come home to us."

      Ilanna bent and kissed the Ghandian girl. "Kauna? I've never heard that before." Behind her, Afia and a few of the Issai girls giggled as she mangled the pronunciation of the unfamiliar word. "Are you going to tell me what it means?"

      Ria's hand slid up the outside of Ilanna's leg. "Later."

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow.

      Ria grinned. "Now you have a reason to return."
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      The red-robed Heresiarch raised an eyebrow. "And just what the bloody 'ell is you lot s'posed to be?"

      Errik drew himself up to his full height. "My good sir, how is it possible that you do not recognize us?" He spoke in a pompous voice, staring down his nose at the Voramian city guard. "Surely the fame of Les Tueur de Fous has reached even this far south!"

      The guard ran an eye over the ornate coach, taking in the words painted along the wooden side in bright red, orange, and yellow. "Lay what now?"

      With a theatrical sigh, Errik hopped down from his position atop the box seat and swept a courtly bow, flaring his purple- and gold-sequined cloak out behind him. "Les Tueur de Fous, my savvy friend. Only the most spectacular theatrical company to come out of Nysl since the great Queriolus took the stage." He sniffed. "Bringing to your backwater city a multifarious selection of the most delectable farces, masques, and mystery plays to bewitch your minds and dazzle your eyes." He raised his voice and proclaimed, "Behold, Voramis, maiden of the south, for we have arrived!"

      His only response was a "Shut up and hurry it!" from the people in line behind their cart. Atop the wagon's roof, Ilanna stifled a laugh. Who knew Errik had so much melodrama in his bones?

      With a roll of his eyes, the less-than-impressed Heresiarch moved past Errik. "You lot bringin' anythin' of value?"

      "The greatest value!" Errik decried, striking a noble pose. "The poetry of the Enlightened Age, the works of the greatest playwrights of Einan. Tales that will chill your bones and bring nightmares to your children."

      Ignoring Errik, the guard poked his head into the coach's interior. "Troubadours, eh?"

      "Faw!" Errik clapped his hands to his breast, as if mortally wounded. "Simple troubadours we are not, you ignorant—"

      The guard rounded on him, anger flaring in his eyes.

      "Er…what I meant to say, good sir, is that we are a great deal more than troubadours. Music is but a portion of the magic we will weave in your fair city." He waved his hands in broad, sweeping circles, pantomiming casting a spell. "Like the Serenii of old, but with words and songs so potent you will—"

      "Move along," the Heresiarch cut him off, stepping aside and waving him through.

      Errik seemed to deflate. He stood in the street, his mouth half-open, at a loss for words.

      "Now!" the guard snapped.

      "Er…of course." With a hasty bow that had lost its theatrics, Errik clambered onto the coach's seat and set the horses in motion through the gate and into Voramis.

      "Bloody troubadours," the Heresiarch muttered as they passed.

      Ilanna gave him a jaunty salute of her broad-brimmed, red-feathered hat. He only shook his head and turned to the next person in line.

      "Keeper's beard, Errik," Ilanna said, sliding from the roof of the coach and onto the seat beside him, "you are full of surprises."

      Errik scowled at her. "One word of this gets back to the others, and there'll be hell to pay."

      "I'm almost sorry he didn't ask you for a demonstration." She struggled to suppress her giggling.

      Errik adopted the thespian voice of his character. "The inbred boor wouldn't know his Encarnada from his Taivoro! No doubt he'd whinge at the absence of a dancing bear to complete the show."

      Ilanna burst into laughter, and Errik chuckled.

      The disguise had been her idea, much to the chagrin of Errik and the others. They understood the logic behind the farce—the Bloody Hand would never expect the Night Guild to enter the city in plain sight, and the elaborate costumes concealed their true identities—but they didn't like it. However, after a few long days of crossing the Windy Plains in silence, they'd begun to practice as a way to pass the time.

      She'd been surprised to learn Errik had a real knack for showmanship, and Sys, his fellow Serpent, could hold his own on the lyre. By the eighth and final day of their journey to Voramis, they had managed to play the most basic tunes expected of a troubadour.

      Not that they'd spend much time entertaining in taverns. The brightly-colored coach with its gaudy sign and ribbon streamers held their true equipment and weapons. Before nightfall, the coach would have a fresh coat of paint—one far less garish. The passenger box would be stripped down, leaving only the frame to be converted into a freight wagon.

      First, they had to reach their destination: The Sour Mash Inn, the same roadhouse where she and Errik had hidden from the Bloody Hand the last time they'd come to Voramis.

      Though she played the role of troubadour—waving to the crowds and strumming her lute with fingers that refused to form proper chords—her eyes never stopped roving. Any of the dust-covered houses lining the streets of Lower Voramis could conceal threats.

      The Bloody Hand's power in Voramis was near-absolute. They held court in the Blackfall District in the northeast, but their tendrils spread through the entire city. If even one person suspected that they were anything but what they pretended to be, news of their arrival could reach the wrong ears. She had no desire to spend her time in the city dodging thugs and killers, and they couldn't remain indefinitely. They needed to find the information she sought, locate Lord Torath, and eliminate him. After finding out everything about the Bloody Hand's trafficking operations to Praamis, of course, and getting the antidote to the Bonedust from him. From his corpse, if necessary.

      At least I don't have to worry about them recognizing me, she thought as she tucked a whipping strand of hair—freshly dyed strawberry red—back under her broad-brimmed hat. A heavy layer of cosmetics gave her cheeks and lips a fuller appearance while making her eyes appear sunken. The Bloody Hand weren't the only ones adept at using disguises.

      There was little chance Errik or any of the others would be recognized. Only Sys had ever visited Voramis, and he'd had little interaction with the Bloody Hand.

      Disguise or no, she couldn't shake her nervousness. Every heartbeat led them deeper into enemy territory. Her shoulders tightened, and the sweat trickling down her back had nothing to do with the heat of the day. Every shred of self-control went into keeping her hands away from her belt daggers. Her eyes swept the people they passed for any indication that they'd been recognized.

      Within a nerve-wracking hour, they'd passed through the Merchant's Quarter and into Lower Voramis proper. She heaved a sigh of relief as she caught sight of the sign depicting a frothing tankard of ale and weather-faded words proclaiming "The Sour Mash Inn". Errik led the coach into the stableyard at the rear of the inn, and she leapt down to shut the gate door behind her. The thunk of the iron latch sliding into place brought a sense of security.

      Goodman Haldrin, the tall, slim tavern-keeper, slipped out of the kitchen door, a worried expression on his florid face. "Rotten time you've chosen to arrive." He spoke with the rough accent that marked him as a Lower Voramian, his long fingers twitching at the towel tucked into his apron. "There's a brace of the Fifth's hired knives at dinner and drink, and them showin' no sign of wantin' to leave."

      "Back way in?" Errik asked, his voice tight.

      "Aye," Goodman Haldrin nodded, sending his wispy grey hair flinging about. "In there." He indicated a rotting wooden door at the far end of the inn. "I'm hopin' you lot don't mind the stink of the privies too much."

      Errik shrugged. "Better'n a knife in the gut."

      Ilanna marveled at how easily the Serpent had adopted the clipped, lazy inflection to match Haldrin's.

      "Leave the wagon where 'tis," Haldrin said, waving at the colorful coach. "I've got someone comin' round to take it off your hands."

      "Thank you," Ilanna said, stepping forward.

      Goodman Haldrin nodded. "I'll have some grub sent up to your rooms soon as I can. Might be a while, though, so get cozy. Same rooms as last time." With that, he turned and hurried back into the kitchen. As the door clanged shut behind him, the scent of roasting meat and baking bread wafted toward them.

      Errik banged on the coach's wall, and the four figures emerged from within. Keltor, a slim, fussy-looking Scorpion who wore spectacles perched on the tip of his nose, stretched with a groan. Sys, a grizzled Serpent with nine fingers and the scars of his trade, made no protest as he slipped out of the coach. Athar, a Serpent almost ten years her junior, adjusted the collection of weapons secreted about his person. Laken, one of the few Hounds to survive the Bloody Hand's tenure in the Night Guild, lifted the coach's floorboards to reveal a dark grey satchel, which he slung over his shoulder.

      Together with Errik, these four were her crew—a marked difference from the last band she'd gathered.

      Errik led the way through the door Goodman Haldrin had indicated. Ilanna braced herself as she entered, but the smell in the enclosed room was far worse than anything she could have anticipated, even after traipsing the sewage tunnels beneath Praamis. The privies were garderobes, flat wooden planks with holes for the user to sit on. Instead of running through pipes like in Praamis, the garderobes used wooden buckets. She didn't envy the poor bastard tasked with emptying them.

      Fighting down the urge to vomit, Ilanna hurried through the privies, past a drunk snoring in a cot beside the kitchen, and up the stairs. She took deep breaths, glad for the odor of stale beer and sawdust that drifted down the hall from the inn's common room.

      Their room was on the top floor, at the far end of the inn, beneath the eaves. The slanting roof made the room feel cramped, but it had one saving grace: a large window that opened onto a narrow ledge that ran around the rooftop. The escape route led to the rooftops, across a series of wooden planks similar to the Hawk's Highway in Praamis, and ended in a rope ladder descending to an abandoned alleyway.

      "Good to be back, eh?" Errik said, looking around.

      Ilanna nodded. During the hours she'd spent cooped up, hiding from the Bloody Hand, she'd had a chance to memorize every corner of the room. Save for the threadbare bedspread and the patina on the copper washbowl, nothing in the room had changed in eight years.

      "Right," she said, "let's get out of these clothes and into something a bit more comfortable."

      The five men nodded and shrugged out of the brightly-colored troubadour’s robes. Athar kicked his bright green tights into the corner of the room and gave a contemptuous sniff. "If I never have to wear those again, it'll be too bloody soon."

      "But they was so darn flatterin'," teased Sys. "Showed off your pretty legs, they did."

      Athar scowled, but that only encouraged the older Serpent. He continued poking fun at the younger Journeyman until Athar nearly lost his temper and Errik was forced to intervene.

      Ilanna took advantage of their distraction to slip out of her clothing. Athar was young enough to be interested enough in staring at her smallclothes that he'd fail to remember her position as Guild Master. Keltor and Laken were polite enough to keep their eyes fixed firmly on the arguing Serpents.

      She donned the plain jerkin, leather vest, and woolen trousers she'd brought. The roughspun clothing wouldn't stand out among the commoners of Lower Voramis, but the outfit concealed enough weapons to make her feel safe walking out in the open.

      Errik, Laken, and Sys wore similar clothing, but Keltor had donned scribe's robes and Athar wore the clothes of a page.

      "Sys, you know your task?" she asked.

      "Aye," the older Serpent nodded, rubbing his hands with a satisfied smile. "There's more'n a few taverns I've got a mind to visit. Perfect place to chat up the locals and find out what tidbits I can."

      She drew out a purse and tossed it to him. "Don't flash too much coin, but don't hesitate to buy drinks for anyone who looks sufficiently loose-tongued."

      "Why does Sys get that job?" Athar asked, his voice barely above a whine. "Old fart like him'll be passed out after a couple of tankards."

      "And you think you're able to hold your liquor like a real man?" Sys challenged.

      "Damned straight!" Athar straightened, puffing out his chest. "I can drink you under the table any day, Gramps."

      Errik hid a grin and held up a hand. "In this case, Athar, we follow the time-tested method of divvying up responsibility: seniority rules."

      Athar's face fell. "But—"

      "Hear that, laddie?" Sys smacked Athar's back. "Perks of age, that is."

      Errik rolled his eyes. "That doesn't give you an excuse to get too deep in your cups, Sys."

      "Aye, I know." Sys shook his head. "You younglin’s, have a bit of trust, will you?"

      Ilanna cut off Errik's retort. "Athar, you're to accompany Keltor to the Hall of Records."

      Athar's disappointment matured to full-blown dismay.

      "Why else d'you think you're dressed like a page, boy?" Sys sniggered.

      Ilanna placed a hand on the young man's shoulder. "Don't worry, Athar. Keltor will be handling the research. I just need you to guard his back. He's a scholar, not a fighter."

      "Maiden's knees!" Keltor said, his voice precise with just a hint of the superiority common among the nobility. "I'm not chopped liver, you know. Nor some helpless damsel who'll cry over a scraped knee."

      Ilanna nodded. "All the same, I'd rather not take the chance. You're the only one who can find the information we need in the shortest possible time. I'd prefer you alive and offended than dead because someone thought you were an easy mark and put a dagger in you."

      "How very considerate," Keltor said, not quite hiding his miffed tone.

      Ignoring him, Ilanna turned to Laken. "You're here because you're one of the few Hounds who knows their way around Voramis. For now, hit the streets and see what you can find out. About the Bloody Hand, Lord Torath, anything you think we need to know."

      Laken nodded. "You got it."

      He was a curious man, this Hound. He hadn't spoken much during their trip, but when he spoke, he always added something of value. He bore himself with confidence and had an easy way with people. He had been the one to teach Errik the showman's patter, a skill he'd learned from watching his father, a merchant in Praamis. With his plain features, brown hair and eyes, and friendly manner, he made the perfect person to gather information. Save for the scar on his right cheek, he looked like half the men in Voramis.

      She turned to Errik. "Which leaves you to guard my back."

      He inclined his head and gave her a sly grin. "An honor, Guild Master."

      Ilanna rolled her eyes. "You've all been given your assignments. As soon as Goodman Haldrin gives us the all-clear, you head out. Sys and Laken, meet us back here at midnight." The two named men nodded. "Keltor and Athar, once the Hall of Records closes for the night, hang around the Palace of Justice and see what you can find out about Lord Torath. Perhaps there's someone there willing to chat."

      "As you wish, Guild Master," Keltor said, adjusting his spectacles.

      "What about you, Master Gold?" Athar asked. "You never said what you'd be doing."

      A predatory grin split Ilanna's lips. "I'll be paying a visit to an old friend."
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      The tinny protest of The Angry Goblin's doorbell brought back memories of the last time Ilanna had been in Voramis, in this very shop. Donneh, an old Scorpion Journeyman, had instructed them to seek out Lornys and enlist his aid in their efforts to break into the Temple of Whispers. Despite his initial protests, Lornys had offered them the help they needed—in the form of Graeme, his assistant.

      The last eight years hadn't treated Graeme kindly. Time had routed his hairline, forcing it to beat a hasty retreat to little more than a fuzzy fringe. His cheeks had thickened and sagged, and a gut strained to burst free of his ink-stained robes. Gone were the horn-rimmed reading spectacles, replaced by a pair made of silver and ivory.

      "Business has been brisk, it seems," Ilanna commented.

      Graeme frowned and squinted at her. "Er…what?"

      Ilanna grinned. "Come now, Graeme, has it truly been so long that you've forgotten me?" That much was good news: if he didn't recognize her, there was little chance the Bloody Hand would.

      He adjusted his spectacles and pursed his thick lips. "D-Do I know you, miss…?"

      Ilanna shook her head. "You have forgotten. And here was me thinking I was special after all those hours we shared in the Serenii tunnels beneath the city."

      Graeme's eyes narrowed, then went wide. "Ilanna?"

      "In the flesh." She spread her arms and swept a bow.

      "What are you doing here?"

      "In Voramis," she asked, "or here?" She glanced around, taking in the rickety shelves laden with books, the dust hanging thick in the air, and the cobwebs proudly occupying every spare corner. "I hate to think of what Lornys will say when he sees the state of his bookstore."

      "My bookstore," Graeme snapped, finding his voice and temper. "Lornys has gone to pester the Long Keeper."

      "Leaving you in charge of The Angry Goblin." Ilanna leaned closer and winked. "And his other business ventures, no doubt?"

      Graeme looked ready to argue, but seemed to reconsider. She knew of the Hidden Circle, the group of alchemists operating in Voramis in defiance of the Secret Keepers—a group to which Lornys and he belonged.

      "Something like that," he finally said in a begrudging tone. Adjusting his spectacles, he glanced at Errik, then back at her. "Now that we've had this wonderful opportunity to become reacquainted, perhaps you'll tell me what brings you on this fine day."

      "Business to be about, Graeme?" Ilanna asked in an innocent voice.

      The fat alchemist shrugged. "The usual. Customers to attend to, inventory to take."

      Ilanna raised both eyebrows. "Customers, eh?" She snorted. "By the looks of things, these are the same books that were here the last time I stopped in for a visit."

      Graeme's lip curled. "No one ever accused Voramians of being a cultured lot. But I'm sure you didn't come to insult our intellect." He spoke through gritted teeth. "What do you want?"

      "Answers." Ilanna drew out the false flesh and plopped it on the table with a wet squish. "About this."

      Graeme managed not to blanch, but the sudden tightness of his expression spoke volumes. "Where did you get this?"

      Ilanna bared her teeth. "I cut it off a man's face."

      The alchemist's face turned a shade paler. "Off…his face?" He poked the flesh with a pudgy finger.

      "That's right. And the funny thing is, this looks an awful lot like something we stole from the Temple of Whispers. You know, the stuff that 'looks and feels as real as your own skin', as I remember you saying it. Might be you found the 'right client' after all, eh?"

      Graeme's mouth hung open. "Surely you can't believe—"

      "Come now, Graeme, let's skip the part where you play dumb and pretend you've no idea what I'm talking about, and we hop right to the end." She leaned on the counter and spoke in a low voice. "Tell me who you sold it to."

      Her attempt at menace seemed lost on him. His expression held more surprise than fear.

      Irritated, she drew her dagger and set about cleaning her fingernails. "I'm in a mood to get answers, at any cost."

      Graeme actually chuckled at this. "Ah, sweet, innocent girl, you'll have to try better than that to terrify me." He removed his spectacles and wiped them with the hem of his soiled robe. "Trust me, I've been threatened by the best."

      Ilanna scowled. "I'd rather not have to threaten you, but if you're uncompliant…" She nodded to Errik, who took a step closer.

      Graeme rolled his eyes. "You've convinced me! Not out of fear, mind you, but pity." He shook his head. "I can give you what you want and spare us all this pathetic attempt at intimidation. You're far less…menacing than I remember you. It seems age plays tricks on our minds in more ways than one." Despite his flippant tone, he cast a sidelong glance at Errik, and his hand disappeared under the counter.

      Ilanna sheathed her dagger and folded her arms. "So? Tell me what I want to know so we can both get on with our lives. I'm sure you've no desire to see me again."

      "Indeed." The alchemist inclined his head, a movement that pushed out a heavy roll around his neck. "One impossible client is more than enough headache."

      With a frown, he lifted the alchemical flesh and studied it, splaying it out on the table to study its indentations and ridges. After a few moments of muttering to himself, he lifted his gaze. "No chance you'd listen to a friendly word of warning to leave well enough alone on this, is there?"

      Ilanna gave him a blank stare.

      Graeme sighed. "Once again, you seem determined to get yourself killed. So long as it takes you away from me, who am I to stand in your way?"

      He lifted the flesh and spread it over his palm, displaying the heavy, rough features. "I am not lying when I say there is no one else on Einan who makes masks like these. The artistry that goes into sculpting the face, the perfect mixture of adhesive that keeps the masks in place yet allows the wearer to remove them with ease, the way the masks cover just enough to conceal one's true features yet retains the natural movement of the face." His chest puffed out. "A masterpiece, I tell you."

      Ilanna recognized an artist's desire to impress others with his prowess. Men had a tendency to crave acknowledgement for their handiwork. She might not like the neediness, but she would play along if it meant she got answers.

      "Such a complicated work of art must have taken hours of work."

      "Not hours!" Graeme exclaimed. "Days, weeks of back-breaking labor! First the flesh must be made and coated with a special…"

      Ilanna's attention wandered as the fat alchemist launched into the complex process of creating the masks. Darreth would find it interesting, but she was more interested in learning who he'd sold it to.

      "…before the final step of—"

      "Graeme!" she snapped, cutting him off with an impatient chop. "Who did you sell it to?"

      The alchemist's expression darkened, growing sullen. "Only three people in Voramis have come to me for these masks. The first is of no interest to you."

      "Why not?" Ilanna demanded.

      "He died four years ago." Graeme scratched his heavy chin with a pudgy hand. "Sadly, I've yet to master the formula that keeps the alchemical flesh stable for more than a few months, a year at the outside."

      "Who are the other two?"

      Graeme's gaze darted to the side. "One is a man you never want to meet, trust me on that."

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow.

      "If he was the one behind the mask, you wouldn't be standing here right now. None have seen his true face—not even me. Even your Serpents wouldn't stand against him."

      Errik stiffened beside her, his hand dropping to his belt.

      "And the third?" Ilanna asked.

      Graeme pursed his lips. "The third is Lord Estyn Damuria."

      Ilanna sucked in a breath. Lord Damuria was well-known in the south of Einan. He owned half the arable land around Voramis, and a sizeable portion of the Praamian countryside through business partnerships with minor nobles in Praamis. His fortunes didn't quite rival Lord Auslan's, but he was considered one of the wealthiest men south of the Chasm of the Lost.

      "Yes," Graeme said, nodding, "that Lord Damuria."

      Ilanna frowned. "Why did he want it?"

      The question caught Graeme off guard. "What?"

      "What reason did he give you when he ordered it made?"

      "Reason?" Graeme's brow furrowed. "A nobleman of Lord Damuria's standing has no need to give any reason. As long as his coin is good—and it certainly was—I have no reason to ask questions. Especially when he orders a dozen such masks, which cost him more than the average Voramian sees in a lifetime."

      A dozen! Ilanna's mind raced. What in the bloody hell does a nobleman need with so many disguises?

      "But, if I might offer a bit of advice for old time's sake, don't do anything to anger Lord Damuria. From what I hear, his private mercenaries rival those Arbitors your Duke Phonnis keeps on hand. He's wealthy enough to hire a thousand assassins to hunt you down." He leaned forward and dropped his voice to a whisper. "And, if the rumors are to be believed, he is in service to the Bloody Hand."

      No doubt he'd meant to frighten her, but his words only hardened her resolve. He'd just given her the connection between a nobleman of Voramis and the Bloody Hand's operations in Praamis.

      "What do you know of Bonedust?" she demanded.

      The alchemist raised a thick eyebrow. "I know the Bloody Hand makes a bloody fortune off the stuff." His eyes narrowed. "You didn't strike me as a user."

      Ilanna scowled. She'd never touched narcotics in her life. "Is there an antidote?"

      Both of Graeme's eyebrows rose toward the ceiling at this. "Antidote?"

      "For the degeneration, the other nasty effects."

      "Ahh." Graeme nodded. "Here's me thinking you were looking for something to counteract the hallucinations." He prodded his thick chin with a stubby finger. "I've heard rumors, but that's all."

      Hope surged within Ilanna. "So an antidote could exist?"

      Graeme shrugged. "A beer-producing cow that farts rainbows could exist. All I've got are whispers—you'll have to find the truth for yourself."

      For Ilanna, that was good enough. "Thank you, Graeme. Despite yourself, you've been quite helpful."

      "Let me guess," Graeme said with a heavy sigh, "you're going to ignore my warnings, aren't you? You're going to piss off all the wrong people by poking your nose somewhere you don't belong."

      Errik spoke for the first time since entering The Angry Goblin. "She has a tendency to do that."

      Ilanna glared up at him, and he returned her anger with impassive calm.

      Graeme shook his head and adjusted his spectacles on his nose. "Well, at least do me the kindness of forgetting we ever spoke. I'd rather avoid the notice of the Bloody Hand, thank you very much." He motioned around. "As you say, business has been brisk, and I'd like to keep it that way. I'd like to keep my fingers and toes intact as well."

      Ilanna inclined her head. "You have my word, Graeme, that if the Bloody Hand asks, I'll make sure they know who ratted them out."

      With a mock salute, she turned and strode from The Angry Goblin, leaving the balding alchemist with the sourest of looks on his pudgy face.
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      Ilanna cursed as she counted another pair of steel-clad guards striding the expansive courtyard in front of Lord Damuria's mansion.

      That makes ten patrols in the last hour. The guards, part of a mercenary company that called itself the Steel Company, looked fresh, their eyes wary and postures alert as they marched. Their weapons and burnished steel armor gleamed in the light of the lamps and torches ringing the open space. No way we're getting past them easily.

      From the main gate in the high wall surrounding the Damuria mansion, a broad cobblestone avenue led toward the fortress-like mansion. The building was short and squat, clearly built for security. The architectural flair of the stone gargoyles, rooftop garden, and bay windows had been added as an afterthought.

      Above the four-story mansion, a tower rose into the darkness. The monolithic construction reminded Ilanna of the Black Spire, though far less daunting and built by human hands, not Serenii. According to Errik, the breathtakingly beautiful Lady Kerina Damuria made her home in the tower, where she could gaze out across the sprawling city from a vantage matched only by the Palace of Justice. Also according to Errik, the tower provided her a place away from prying eyes where she could cuckold her husband, a fact known to all but Lord Damuria.

      But Ilanna had no interest in the fortune in gemstones and jewelry Lady Damuria was rumored to store in her towertop. Well, not much interest—once a Hawk, always a Hawk.

      No, her true interest was in finding out why Lord Damuria had purchased the alchemical masks, and how Lord Torath, as she'd come to think of the man, had gotten his hands on them. Was Lord Damuria truly working for the Bloody Hand? If so, she would be making a powerful enemy by shutting down the trafficking operations in Praamis.

      Without access to Lord Damuria's home, she'd never find answers. Unfortunately, eighty-five highly-trained, well-paid mercenaries stood between her and Lord Damuria.

      Back in Praamis, she would have called on the Pathfinders—the members of House Hawk responsible for maintaining and expanding the Hawk's Highway—for a way to gain access. Their ingenuity and the vast resources at their disposal would have helped her solve the problem of how to get in. She would simply go over the mercenaries' heads, sneaking in via a rope traverse or some other cleverly designed bridge.

      But this was Voramis, and she had no Pathfinders to help her. Worse, the buildings of Voramis weren't as tightly packed together as Praamis. Her attempts to traverse the rooftops had quickly ended when she reached an avenue too broad to leap across.

      The Damuria mansion also rose two stories above its nearest neighbors, and the high wall that ringed the estate gave the Steel Company mercenaries ample view of its surroundings. A grappling hook and rope could get her over the wall, but she hadn't found a way to reach the mansion once inside. She could only hope Errik found a way in around the rear of the property.

      Then there was the matter of the Heresiarch patrols. The red-robed city guards seemed to pass at unpredictable intervals. Though few of them could match the alertness and professionalism of the Steel Company, they were the only ones allowed to openly carry swords in the city streets. Their piercing whistles could summon reinforcements from every street corner. Here in Upper Voramis, the affluent section of the city, there seemed to be an abundance of Heresiarchs.

      She pressed herself flat against the rooftop as another Heresiarch patrol passed below her. Once the tromp, tromp of booted feet had passed, she poked her head over the ridge. Within the Damuria mansion, a pair of mercenaries marched around the side of the building and crossed the courtyard.

      No, there's no way we're getting in there. Muttering a quiet curse, she slipped down the angled roof and dropped onto a darkened balcony. She tested her rope's knot and, finding it secure, slid the two stories to the alleyway.

      Errik was waiting for her there. The pale moonlight added a grimness to his somber expression.

      "That bad?" she asked in a whisper.

      He nodded. "Couldn't find any way in the back. Those Steel Company bastards know their job well."

      "Damn!" She coiled the thin black rope around her waist, using the time to ponder their next move. They'd have to keep working at the Lord Damuria problem, but that wasn't the only thing to bring them to Voramis. "We've got an hour or so until midnight. Let's get back to the inn and see what the others have come up with."

      Errik inclined his head. "Precisely what I was going to suggest."

      "Good to see I still think faster than you, eh?" She grinned at him.

      "Damn straight! The last thing we need is an idiot for a Guild Mas—Ow!" He rubbed his shoulder where she'd punched him.

      "Watch your tongue, Serpent!" Her face contorted in mock anger. "I'd hate to remind you what happens to those who fail to show respect to their superiors. I've got an entire House of assassins just waiting to do my bidding. Scrawny runt like you wouldn't put up much of a fight."

      He held up his hands. "Keeper's teeth, had I known you were so sensitive, I'd have—Ow!"

      She grinned and cracked her knuckles. "One more wisecrack out of you, and I'll set you to babysitting Keltor."

      Errik rolled his eyes but said nothing.

      "Smart man." Ilanna pulled up the hood of her cloak and peered out of the alley. "Now, let's see if you can make it back to the inn without getting us caught."

      Ignoring his muttered "pig-headed, jumped-up Hawkling", she slipped into the main street and hurried toward Lower Voramis.
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      Their room was dark and silent as Ilanna clambered in the open window. Though Errik preferred to use the back entrance into The Sour Mash Inn, Ilanna found herself drawn to the rope ladder and rooftop access. It reminded her of coming and going from the Aerie, the days she spent training in House Hawk. Simpler days. Happier, too, in some ways.

      She tensed at the creak of the floorboard outside the door. Her hand darted to her knife, but she made no move to draw. The handle turned and the door swung open to reveal Errik.

      "The common room is almost empty, save for a few career drunks, as Goodman Haldrin calls them. He says no one's asked about us. No one seems to know we're here."

      Ilanna nodded. "Let's hope we can keep it that way." If the Bloody Hand even suspected she was in Voramis, they would flood the streets looking for her. "Any sign of Sys or Laken?"

      "Not yet, but they've still got time until—"

      The tolling of a bell echoed across the city, ringing out the hour. Voramis had just a single bell, whereas Praamis had four—one for each quarter of the clock.

      Once the midnight chimes had fallen silent, Ilanna said, "Now we wait."

      Errik handed her a cloth-wrapped bundle. "Compliments of Goodman Haldrin."

      The package contained a fist-sized loaf of fresh-baked bread, a wheel of gooey washed-rind cheese, a handful of nuts and dates, and a respectable chunk of ham. The grumbling of her stomach reminded her she hadn't eaten since mid-morning. Even then, the meager meal had been little more than a cup of watery stew with over-sized veggies and chunks of fat floating around. After eight days of trail rations, this seemed like a feast fit for King Ohilmos himself.

      The food disappeared all too quickly, and Ilanna licked her fingers to clean up the last crumbs. Errik produced a small wineskin, which they emptied in silence. The fleeting distraction of food and drink did little to dissipate the tension of waiting for the others to return.

      The creaking floorboards set them on high alert, but the opening door revealed the grizzled face of Sys. The stink of cheap ale, sweat, body odor, and the heady floral perfumes worn by strumpets drifted in with the Serpent.

      "Watcher's beard, Sys!" Ilanna crinkled her nose. "You reek!"

      Errik grunted. "You smell like you've cleaned every taproom in Voramis with your clothing."

      Sys gave a loud hiccup. "Well, then…" He belched, filling the room with a noxious gas. "Sheemsh like I've done my-my job jusht right."

      He staggered into the room and shut the door behind him, then straightened. "It's been a long time since I've drunk like that." He'd dropped the pretense of slurring his words, but he still spoke in a voice of someone concentrating on enunciating clearly. "Now I remember why."

      "Here." Errik produced a phial from within his cloak and held it out to the older man. "This'll set you right."

      "Cheers," Sys said and emptied the contents down his throat.

      Ilanna shot Errik a quizzical look.

      The Serpent grinned. "Let's just say I know a Scorpion who brews a mean potion that neutralizes the effects of alcohol."

      Ilanna's eyes widened. "Remind me to ask you about that when we get back to Praamis. We could make a fortune off that particular invention." She turned back to Sys. "Now, tell me what you've learned."

      The grizzled Serpent rubbed his stubble with a calloused hand. "A great deal, but a whole lot of nothin’, if you catch my meanin’."

      Ilanna crossed her arms, her lips pressing in a tight line.

      "Lower Voramis is a goldmine of gossip on just about everythin' from the color of King Gavian's underclothes to which nobles are knockin' boots. But when it comes to real, valuable information, there ain't much to get."

      "What did you find out?"

      Sys' brow furrowed. "Well, whenever I steered talk in the direction of Lord Torath, people were more'n happy to spew tall tales of Torath Blood-hand, as they call him. The more they drink, the wilder the tales of the Eirdkilr Wars got. Seems like everyone's got a version to tell." He shook his head. "But when I asked about a new Lord Torath, their mouths shut tighter'n a maiden's pucker."

      Ilanna frowned, more at the news than his vulgarity. "Any idea why?"

      "Well," Sys mused, "judgin' by the way everyone's eyes got all shifty-like, might be it has somethin' to do with their utter fear of the Bloody Hand. Just my guess, though."

      Ilanna nodded and was about to speak when the door opened, revealing Laken. The odor of liquor he brought in lacked the pungency of the miasma clinging to Sys, but there was still enough reek to make Ilanna wish she hadn't just eaten.

      "You're late," she told the Hound.

      "Sorry," he said, tilting his head, "but took me a bit longer to break free than expected." He gave her an apologetic grin. "When you're the one buying drinks for the crowd, people tend to get real chatty."

      "Learn anything of use?" Errik asked.

      "Might've," Laken replied. "Heard rumors of how much we've pissed off the Bloody Hand at everything we're doing in Praamis."

      Ilanna grinned. "Means we're doing it right."

      "Aye, that we are." Laken sat on the room's only chair and leaned back.

      "Anything on Lord Torath?" she asked. "From what Sys tells me, people are fairly tight-lipped on the matter."

      "Ain't that the truth!" Laken snorted. "I shelled out a full imperial around the Merchant's Quarter and got barely more than a few stories of the Blood-hand's exploits in the War. If I never hear the name Torath again…" He grimaced. "But there was a tidbit I picked up in Upper Voramis that I thought you'd find interesting."

      The Hound leaned forward and waggled his eyebrows. "I know where to find the Torath mansion."
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      Ilanna stared at the mansion of the former of Lord Torath. The architecture of the two-story building lacked the pretension of its neighbors; it was a solid, practical construction clearly built for a man who favored function over form. From the high, turreted wall enclosing the property to the sturdy pillars supporting the arches and flat roof, it looked more like a stone fortress than the palatial estates of the nearby Upper Voramians.

      No lights flickered in the windows, and she saw no sign of inhabitants. She turned to Laken with a questioning glance. "Abandoned?"

      The Hound shrugged. "No one I talked to seemed to know. Or, they were in no hurry to share the information with me."

      Ilanna's eyes narrowed as she turned her gaze back to the Torath manor. According to Darreth's research, King Gavian had reclaimed the estate after Lord Torath's death. Even a simpleton would know to sell the mansion—in a prime location in Upper Voramis—to another nobleman rather than keeping an empty property. And yet, by all appearances, the property was unoccupied.

      If only I could get a better look inside. Without a rooftop vantage, she could see only the wall and the upper story of the building. She could scale the wall easily enough, but the passing Heresiarch patrols made that a dicey proposition.

      "What's the play, Ilanna?" Errik asked.

      Ilanna chewed her lip for a moment. "Laken, get around back, see if you can find another way in."

      The Hound nodded and, drawing his dark cloak tighter, slipped off into the shadows.

      Ilanna leaned against the wall, her mind racing. She could head back to The Sour Mash Inn in the hope Keltor and Athar had returned. But if their search had proved fruitless, she'd have made the journey across Voramis in vain.

      She turned to her friend. "What do you think, Errik?"

      The Serpent hesitated before speaking. "If that man you faced in Praamis really was a Torath bastard, he's bound to return here. Provided he survived the Stannar River, of course."

      Ilanna rolled her eyes. "Has the world ever been kind enough to deal with our problems for us?"

      Errik inclined his head. "Point. So given that he's bound to return, we wait and watch until he does."

      "But why would he come here?" She motioned toward the dark, empty mansion. "Doesn't look like anyone's lived here for decades."

      "True," Errik agreed, "but do you have any better ideas? Unless you can find a way through the Steel Company, I don't think we're going to get any answers from Lord Damuria."

      Ilanna ground her teeth. Given time, she'd manage to find a way in. But time was something she didn’t have much of. Her duties as Master of the Night Guild beckoned, and every day she stayed increased the risk the Bloody Hand would discover her presence.

      She drew in a breath to answer, but a faint sound cut off her words. She paused, holding her breath, straining to hear. Had it just been a trick of her mind, or something rattling in the wind?

      It came once more: the rattle of a chain, followed by the familiar thunk of a heavy deadbolt.

      She gripped Errik's arm and pulled them deeper into the shadows as the postern gate to Torath mansion opened. A dark figure emerged and peered up and down the street, then ducked back inside. Moments later, the main gate swung open on creaking hinges, and a covered wagon clattered out.

      Ilanna paid no attention to the two drivers, but she scanned the mansion interior for the few seconds the gate remained open. Dozens of rough-looking men moved about, hauling wooden barrels from within the building and loading them into two more wagons. Shuttered lamps provided just enough illumination for them to work without lighting up the mansion. When the gates swung shut behind the departing wagon, the high walls muffled the sounds of labor.

      Ilanna traded glances with Errik, and he nodded. "It has to be."

      The wooden barrels were identical to the ones she'd burned on the dock in Praamis. They could contain anything—from Nyslian wine to Drashi ale to Twelve Kingdoms olive oil—but she would wager a fortune in gemstones that they contained Bonedust.

      This reeks of the Bloody Hand. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. The men working within the Torath mansion had a distinctly thuggish look about them. Most of Voramis' legitimate enterprises were headquartered in the Merchant's Quarter, and never among the ostentatious buildings of Upper Voramis. Besides, what merchant waited until the pre-dawn hours of the morning to move lawful merchandise?

      And let's not forget the man who was running everything in Praamis. That link between the Bloody Hand and the Torath crest is too definite to ignore.

      So what now? Much as she wanted to, she couldn't rush the gates and slaughter every Bloody Hand scum within. That wouldn't solve her problem—how to stop the flow of drugs and trafficked women through her city—but would get them all killed.

      No, if she'd learned anything from her years in the Night Guild, it was that information was power. Too many questions hadn't yet been answered. Was the man from Praamis truly a bastard of House Torath? What had the Bloody Hand promised him in return for his aid? And how was Lord Damuria connected to it all? She needed to learn more in order to find a way to bring down the Bloody Hand's operations in her city once and for all.

      A new sound set her on full alert: the unmistakable clip clop of horses' hooves accompanied by the rattle of metal-shod wheels on the cobblestone. Shrinking deeper into the shadows, she peered up the street. A post-chaise, the sort used by wealthy merchants and nobles journeying long-distance, clattered around the corner. A pair of muscle-bound men rode on the front, with another pair standing on the tail board and clinging to the roof.

      Ilanna had eyes only for the figure within the carriage. In the dim light of the shuttered lamps swinging from the lantern holders, she caught a glimpse of familiar slim, angular figures.

      Lord Torath!
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      The man she'd come to call Lord Torath reclined on the post-chaise's plush seats, his expression calm, confident.

      Anger surged within Ilanna. Her hand gripped the hilt of her dagger so hard the leather creaked. This man—the one in charge of the Bloody Hand's operations in her city and the bastard who had stabbed Ria—rode in luxury while the women he bought and sold like cattle were condemned to live in filth and squalor, mistreated and abused.

      A hand gripped her arm, and she whirled. Errik shook his head. "Not now," he mouthed.

      She tore her arm from her friend's grip. He meant well, but she hated the fact that he believed she'd do something foolish, no matter how angry she was.

      Heart pounding a furious tattoo against her ribs, she watched the carriage approach the mansion gate. One of the thugs leapt down from the seat and knocked on the postern gate. A few moments later, a man appeared, and the two carried on a hushed conversation.

      Ilanna's hands flexed and relaxed. If only she had a crossbow, she could put a bolt through Lord Torath. But no, after what he'd done to so many innocent young girls, he deserved a fate far worse than a quick death. And she'd get answers before she sent him to the Long Keeper. When she was done with him, she'd have everything needed to shut down the Bloody Hand's operations in Praamis for good. She'd scorch the earth so thoroughly the bastards would never be able to return.

      Still, it took all her self-control to remain hidden in the shadows, motionless as the main gate opened and the carriage disappeared within the mansion.

      Errik's breath whistled softly beside her. "Well, at least we know where to find him."

      "If only there was a way to get at him," she growled. "With all those thugs for protection in there, we've got a better chance of sprouting wings and flying back to Praamis." She ran a finger over the hilt of her dagger, her mind working at the problem. Perhaps Laken would find a back way into the Torath mansion, or—

      The gate suddenly rumbled open again, and Lord Torath's carriage clattered out and down the street.

      She whirled on Errik. "Wait here for Laken, then head back to the inn. I'll be there as soon as I can."

      "But what about—"

      Ilanna didn't hear the rest of his question. She was already out of the alley and racing down a side street. She had to follow that carriage!

      Lord Torath had gone down the main avenue that cut through Upper Voramis, but Ilanna couldn't follow him directly and risk being detained or delayed by a Heresiarch patrol. Instead, she turned down a side street, one that ran parallel to the one the carriage traveled.

      The mansions lining this route lacked the breathtaking opulence of those along the broad thoroughfare—no doubt owned by the merchant-nobles and noveau riche that had purchased estates in Upper Voramis instead of simply inheriting them. Still, Ilanna's thief instincts couldn't help cataloguing every access point to the mansions. Even if the estates didn't belong to someone with a “lord” in their name, they still had plenty of wealth to steal.

      Every perpendicular street she passed, she cast a glance toward the main avenue in search of Lord Torath's carriage. The avenue ran a circuit around Upper Voramis, with only one broad intersection belonging to the thoroughfare that led to Lower Voramis.

      Her heart sank as she realized the street ended in a cul-de-sac a few hundred paces away. With no other choice, she darted down a side road that connected with the main avenue. She'd have to risk being spotted by Lord Torath's thugs or the Heresiarchs—it was the only way to keep following her target.

      She pressed herself against a wall as the carriage rattled past. Just as she was about to step out into the road, the tromp of heavy hobnailed boots drifted up the street. The light of torches and lanterns brightened the night. Biting back a curse, she slipped behind a hedge and waited, breathless.

      The Heresiarchs seemed to march at a snail's pace, taking their time to reach the side street in which she hid. She shrank deeper into the foliage as two red-robed guards stomped toward her. They stopped a short distance away, swinging their lanterns to and fro as they scanned the street. One actually moved toward her, and she froze as the light drew nearer her hiding place.

      "Come on!" shouted a voice. "Stop playing with your pricks and get back here so we can complete our Keeper-damned round."

      "Shut it, Darak," snarled the Heresiarch nearest her. "Just because we've got the cushy job, that don't mean we can half-ass it. You remember what happened to Holthar when Captain Burnal found him drunk on watch."

      "Aye, poor bugger," replied a third voice. "The Midden's no place for a lad with such a delicate constitution. Last I heard, he was so busy puking up his guts…"

      The voices grew faint as they returned to their patrol and marched down the street.

      Ilanna waited until the sound of their booted feet faded into the night, then peered down the avenue. The carriage had vanished. Muttering a curse on the Heresiarchs, she sprinted in the direction it had gone. It couldn't have gotten far, but that didn't offer much consolation. Lord Torath could have turned down any of the connecting streets. With no idea where he was going, she had little hope of finding him.

      Dismay twisted like a knife in her gut as she ran. She gasped for air, her legs burning from the exertion, but she refused to stop. The first rays of dawn were already appearing over the eastern horizon. The streets would soon fill with servants going about their masters' business and wealthy nobles off to do whatever nobles did. A dark-cloaked woman running through Upper Voramis would attract the wrong kind of attention.

      A short distance away, a young girl—no older than eight or nine—pushed a four-wheeled flower cart up the street.

      "You, child!" Ilanna shouted, rushing toward her. "Did you see a carriage pass this way?"

      The girl looked up from her labor, surprise and a hint of fear on her face. She wore the ragged grey robes of the Beggared, orphan children raised by the Beggar Priests.

      Ilanna produced a silver drake. "The carriage should have passed within the last few minutes."

      The girl nodded. "It went that way." Her finger indicated a street that ran perpendicular to the main avenue.

      "Thank you!" She flipped the coin to the girl and sprinted away.

      "Beggar bless you," the child called after her.

      Ilanna raced up the street, head swiveling as she searched for the post-chaise. Her heart soared as she caught a glimpse of it rounding a corner. She poured on the speed, her soft-soled boots flying over the cobblestones.

      She slowed as she approached the intersection Lord Torath had turned down and peered around the corner. The street ended in a solid wall after fifty or sixty paces, with a gate that was even now rumbling closed behind the post-chaise. Shock coursed through her at the sight of the men closing the gate: they wore the burnished armor of the Steel Company.

      Ilanna slipped closer, her gaze rising over the high wall to take in the four-story building behind it, and the enormous tower rising into the pre-dawn morning. There was no mistaking it, this was Lord Damuria's mansion.

      Now what the hell is Lord Torath doing here?
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      Damn it! Ilanna ducked behind a passing wagon. That's the third Heresiarch patrol to side-eye me in the last hour.

      She wasn't surprised—the Duke's Arbitors or the Praamian Guard would have treated her the same had she loitered in Old Praamis or The Gardens—but that didn't make her task of staking out Lord Damuria's mansion any easier. She couldn't reach the rooftop perch from the night before, not in full daylight with the heavy pedestrian and carriage traffic up and down the main avenue.

      She'd spent the hours watching for any sign of Lord Torath. From her current position, sitting on a comfortable stone bench beside a bubbling fountain, she could keep an eye on both the street that led to the rear entrance and the main gate at the front of Lord Damuria's mansion. But if the Heresiarchs' attitude was any indication, she'd overstayed her welcome.

      With one last glance at the imposing gates that stood between her and her target, she stood and strode toward the avenue that led out of Upper Voramis, through the Merchant's Quarter, and into Lower Voramis. She needed to check in with Errik and the others, figure out a new plan of approach.

      They needed a way to get into Lord Damuria's mansion, past the Steel Company mercenaries. If they could catch both Lord Torath and Lord Damuria in the same place, she could get the answers she needed. If Lord Damuria truly was mixed up with the Bloody Hand—which Lord Torath's presence in his mansion seemed to confirm—taking him out would remove an important piece from the Nizaa board. His resources and reputation no doubt aided the Bloody Hand's business efforts around Voramis, Praamis, and the south of Einan.

      Unfortunately, the hours she'd spent studying Lord Damuria's estate and the surrounding manors hadn't yielded any hopeful outcomes. Perhaps she could find a way to lure the noblemen out from behind their high walls. But how? What would cause them to—

      Someone collided with her, nearly knocking her off her feet. A heavy-set man with a thick beard, curiously dark eyes, and a generous paunch stared down at her in surprise.

      "F-Forgive me," he stammered, nervously adjusted the collection of needles and clothier's tools in his breast coat pocket. "I-I didn't see you—"

      Ilanna waved him away. "It's nothing. Just watch where you're going next time."

      "Of course, of course." With a bow, the pudgy tailor hurried up the street.

      Ilanna resumed her trek through the Merchant's Quarter. By the time she reached The Sour Mash Inn, the Lady's Bell had rung the midday hour. Slipping around the back, she entered through the odorous privy door and up the stairs to her room.

      She took care to step on the creaking floorboard in the hall, then tapped on the door. "It's me," she said in a low voice.

      The door opened, and Errik's worried face appeared. "Bloody hell, Ilanna, where have you been?" he demanded as he sheathed his dagger. Behind him, Sys and Athar also stowed their drawn weapons.

      "Tracking our prey." She shut and locked the door behind her. As she turned, her gaze fell on the stick-thin figure of Keltor, who lay stretched out on one of the room's two beds. "But first, tell me he's uncovered something useful."

      "Aye, that we have," Athar said, with a grin.

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow. "Well?"

      "As per your orders," Athar began, "we paid a visit to the Voramis Hall of Records in the Palace of Justice. You should have seen it, Master Gold! It makes King Ohilmos' palace look like—"

      A muffled snort came from the prone Scorpion. "Trust the youngster to utterly lose track of his mind." With a yawn, Keltor sat up and produced his spectacles, settling them on his nose. "As spectacular as the Palace of Justice may be," he said, making no attempt to hide his derision of the young man, "I doubt the Guild Master cares. If you can't be trusted to stay on topic, perhaps it's best you keep your mouth shut."

      Athar colored. "See here, Keltor," he snarled, bristling, "I've had just about enough of—"

      "Keltor!" Ilanna snapped. "Get to the 'something useful', if you please."

      Athar's expression grew surly, reminding her a great deal of Kodyn.

      Keltor gave the young Serpent a smug smile. "Of course, Master Gold," he said. "With a bit of clever guile, I was able to gain access to the records for House Torath."

      "It was my idea, you know?" Athar interjected. "I was the one who said you should say you were writing a treatise on the history of the Eirdkilr Wars."

      Keltor dismissed him with a wave. "Once inside the hall, I was able to comb over all records pertaining to the Torath family. Business transactions, investments, royal appointments, and such. More importantly, genealogies of the late Lord Torath, his wife, and his immediate forebears."

      Ilanna sighed. "While I'm all for learning how the butcher makes the sausage, Keltor, perhaps you could skip to the important information?"

      "Of course." Keltor's face showed his displeasure, an expression contrasted by Athar's delight at her reproach of the Scorpion. "As I was saying, we were able to trace Lord Torath's lineage back to Torath Blood-hand, and we studied the branches of the Torath family. Cousins, in-laws, and such." His face grew grim, and he shook his head. "Not surprisingly, the noble house's line ended with the late Lord Torath."

      "But I had the idea to ask one of the messengers about it," Athar cut in, "and they had an interesting story to tell. One about Lady Torath's dalliance with the captain of the household guard."

      "Lady Torath?" Ilanna asked, her eyebrows rising.

      Athar nodded. "A few of the other pages and messengers added to the rumors. According to them, no one knows what happened to the bastard—some say Lord Torath had him put to death, while others say Lady Torath hid him from her husband."

      "Rumors, the lot of them!" Keltor snorted. "Unfortunately, my efforts to uncover evidence on this illegitimate child proved fruitless."

      "And what of the crest?" Errik asked.

      "Yes," Ilanna added, "I take it you showed the sigil around?"

      Keltor gave a half-hearted nod. "The sigil is not registered among the official heraldic charges of Voramis. However, when I broached the subject at the heralds' offices, it was agreed that the sigil could be an altered version of the crest of Torath."

      "Thus backing up the theory of a Torath bastard working with the Bloody Hand," Ilanna said, more thinking aloud than addressing anyone specifically. "The Bloody Hand gives him the gold to rebuild his House and, in return, he is their pawn." An idea struck her. "Tell me, how would a bastard son of House Torath go about establishing his legitimacy?"

      Keltor frowned and adjusted his spectacles. "He would need to belong to an established noble family, which House Torath is…or was." His brow furrowed. "In addition, his claim to nobility would need to be recognized by the ruling monarch, King Gavian. Or, at the very least, he would require three families from among the established nobility."

      "Such as Lord Damuria?" Ilanna asked.

      Keltor's gaze snapped to her face, and his eyes went wide. "Lord Damuria?" He tugged at his pale, prim lower lip. "Yes, if Lord Damuria lent his endorsement, that would go a long way toward verifying the claim."

      The picture began to take shape in Ilanna's mind. "And Lord Damuria would have no trouble convincing a few of his fellow lords to back his claim." As one of the wealthiest men in the south of Einan, he no doubt had many favors and debts he could call in.

      "Curious you should think of House Damuria," Keltor mused. "That was one more of the important discoveries we made. Lord Estyn Damuria had a sister, a woman named Roseleigh, who married a young man by the name of Danale Torath."

      Ilanna's breath caught. "Keeper's teeth!" She whistled softly. "Lady Torath?"

      Keltor nodded. "One and the same."

      "That would make Lord Damuria…"

      "Uncle to the Torath bastard!" Athar burst in. His face brightened with the same eager excitement she'd seen in Kodyn's expression as he spoke of the Hawk's Highway.

      "But that's not all," continued Keltor. He turned to Errik. "Before we left, I heard that the Serpents had paid a visit to one Lord Mayharn Stonecroft. Is this so?"

      Errik nodded. "We did, though he walked away in far better shape than most of those visited by House Serpent."

      Sys grinned. "Though, I'd say given the King's dislike of Bloody Hand collaborators, I'd wager he ain't feelin' too hot at the moment." He mimicked a noose. "A hempen necklace ain't a pleasant way to start the mornin'."

      Keltor gave a dismissive wave. "Stonecroft is a name I came across once I learned of the connection between House Torath and Damuria. Specifically, it was Lady Kerina Damuria's maiden name."

      Lady Damuria and Lord Stonecroft. Lord Damuria and Lady Torath. The connections formed a chain that only a fool would ignore.

      "One final piece you may find helpful," Keltor added. "As you know, the properties and estates of House Torath reverted to King Gavian upon the death of the ruling lord. However, to say the King has expensive tastes would be a bit of an…understatement."

      The King’s extravagant lifestyle was one of the primary factors that had enabled the Bloody Hand to gain control over Voramis. As long as they kept putting money in his pocket—directly and indirectly—he remained more concerned with hunting, dueling, and throwing elaborate revelries than governing the city. His Justiciars and Heresiarchs did what they could to keep order in the city, but those not lining their pockets with Bloody Hand gold fought an impossible battle.

      "Among the records of House Torath was a bill of sale for the Torath mansion in Upper Voramis to Lord Estyn of House Damuria." Triumph shone in the Scorpion's eyes.

      Ilanna grinned. "Keltor, you brilliant, brilliant man! As always, House Scorpion proves its worth in abundance."

      The prim, fussy man actually blushed and gave an embarrassed half-bow. "Thank you, Guild Master."

      Ilanna took a seat on the room's only chair. Keltor's discovery had made it clear that Lord and Lady Damuria were either aiding Lord Torath in his service of the Bloody Hand, or serving them directly. But unfortunately, that didn't solve the problem of how to get at either Lord Torath or Lord Damuria, nor how to sever the Bloody Hand's operations in Praamis.

      "Errik," she said after a moment, "can you get your hands on some clothing appropriate for Upper Voramis?"

      Errik nodded. "Shouldn't be a problem."

      "Get outfits for you, Sys, and Athar. Keep an eye on the Torath and Damuria mansions, and use Athar to send back any important information I need to know." She turned to Keltor. "Can you remain here?"

      "Gladly!" Keltor replied. "After a sleepless night, I'd love nothing more than to close my eyes for a few hours."

      "Good." Ilanna turned to Athar. "Anything I need to know, you come straight here. If I'm not in, Keltor will tell you where to find me." She frowned, for the first time noticing the absence of the Hound Journeyman. "Where's Laken?"

      Errik grinned. "Probably into his fourth tankard of ale by now."

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow.

      The Serpent chuckled. "I sent him out to do the rounds of the taverns and alehouses, see if he could learn anything new." His expression darkened. "Before you ask, he didn't find a way into Torath manor. Place is sewn up tighter than a corpse's bunghole."

      Ilanna sighed. "Why can't things ever just be simple and easy?"

      Sys snorted. "What's the fun in that?"

      Ilanna scowled at the grizzled assassin. He gave her a wry smile and leaned back against the wall.

      Errik shot the older Serpent a meaningful look.

      Sys seemed to get the hint. "Let's go, pup." He grabbed Athar's arm and dragged him toward the door. "Give the Masters their privacy."

      When the door closed behind the Serpents, Errik turned to Ilanna. "Our visit to Graeme the other day got me thinking about the Serenii tunnels beneath the city. Maybe we could use them to get into the Damuria and Torath mansions, like you did with Lord Auslan's."

      Ilanna and Allon, a Hound Journeyman, had used the sewage tunnels beneath Praamis to get past the high walls around Lord Auslan's mansion and the Arbitors guarding them.

      "I was thinking of paying Graeme another visit and seeing if he can help."

      "Good thought," Ilanna mused, "but he wasn't exactly thrilled to see us."

      Errik shrugged. "I can be quite convincing, you know."

      "Of that, I have no doubt." Ilanna grinned. "However, he might be a bit less annoyed if I go alone. You're not the only one with skills of persuasion."

      The frown on Errik's face made plain what he thought of her going alone, but he knew better than to voice protest. "Be safe."

      Ilanna gripped his arm. "Always."

      With a nod, he slipped from the room.

      Ilanna turned to Keltor. "If Laken returns, tell him I went to The Angry Goblin bookstore in Lower Voramis. I'll be back within an hour, but he can find me if he has urgent news."

      "So be it." The Scorpion reached into his pack and produced a worn, weather-beaten book bound in leather. "Now, if you don't mind, Guild Master, I've a date with the works of Taivoro."
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      Ilanna peered through the grimy glass windows of The Angry Goblin bookstore. Despite the early afternoon hour, the door was locked and the store empty. Casting a surreptitious glance up and down the street, Ilanna drew out a steel pick and rake and inserted them into the lock. Within a matter of seconds, it clicked open.

      She reached up to stop the bell from jangling as she entered, releasing it only after closing the door behind her. The thick clouds of dust in the air made the silence in the store seem eerie, cloying. Without hesitation, she slipped across the room and behind the counter.

      On her first visit, Master Lornys, the then-owner of the store, had activated some hidden mechanism beneath the countertop. Her practiced fingers located the hole in the wood where the trigger had once been anchored, but not the trigger itself.

      Graeme must have moved it. She ran an experienced eye over the shelves, searching for anything out of place. The sheer number of books, titles, and authors set her head spinning. Hard to believe anyone had the time to put so many words into the same place, and on the same subject.

      Though the skills she'd developed over her two decades and more as a Hawk could easily fill a volume larger than any on the shelves, much of it was instinct, knack, and practice. Anyone could teach pickpocketing and lockpicking, but only years of experience imparted the wisdom needed to survive.

      And that wisdom was telling her not to waste her time here. She'd come to speak to Graeme, and had only broken in out of habit rather than necessity. She could return the following day and talk to the balding alchemist without stealing from him now.

      She didn't bother muffling the bell as she left. The side alley was empty, and traffic on the street beyond moved at a sluggish pace. Summer brought a near-intolerable heat to Voramis, and the temperature remained consistent during the day even as summer turned to autumn. The nights, however, tended to be cooler, growing downright biting the closer they drew to winter. Voramians had adapted to the summer heat by carrying out most of their activities early in the morning and later in the afternoon. Midday was the lunch hour, spent indoors and in the cool shade.

      Those unlucky enough to be on the streets during the heat of the day moved slowly, perspiring freely despite the filmy tunics and broad-brimmed hats. Few lifted their eyes as she passed. Even the oxen and mules pulling carts seemed more exhausted, barely uttering a sound of protest as their sweating drivers cracked whips to urge greater speeds.

      A knot formed in her gut as she caught sight of a familiar figure sprinting down the street. Laken's cloak flew behind him, and his feet fairly flew over the cobblestones. She scanned the avenue behind him, searching for pursuers—clad either in Heresiarch red or the dull-colored clothing of the Bloody Hand. Yet she saw nothing but a few slow-moving pedestrians and a cart piled high with over-ripe apples.

      So why the hurry?

      The worried lines of his face only added to her anxiety.

      "Laken!" she hissed as he approached. "What's wrong?"

      Breathless, Laken threaded his arm through hers and steered her to the side of the road, into the shadows of a shuttered merchant's stand.

      "Guild...Master…" he panted.

      "Easy, man. Take a breath, tell me what's the matter."

      Laken bent over, hands on knees. "Bloody…Hand!"

      Her shoulders tensed. "What of them?"

      He met her eyes, and genuine fear filled his expression. "They know…you're here!"
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      "What?" Ilanna's heart stopped. "How do you know? Are you certain?"

      He sucked in deep breaths, fighting to regain control of himself. "Yes," he gasped, nodding. "Heard…someone talking…about it."

      "Who?" Icy feet tiptoed down her spine.

      "Tavern…" He pointed west, toward the Port of Voramis. "The Iron Arms…two thugs, had to be Bloody Hand."

      Ilanna cursed. "How did they find out?"

      "Don't know." He regained some measure of control over his breathing. "But between there and here, I've run across six groups of goons pretending not to be watching the street. They have to be looking for you. Who knows how many more there are around the city?"

      Ilanna's eyes narrowed. "Did you catch any hint of who they're looking for?"

      This seemed to puzzle the Hound. "I just said it. You."

      She shook her head. "Description, Laken. Hair color, height, features, clothes, that sort of thing?" She gestured at her hair. "None of the Bloody Hand have seen me in years, so how do they know what to look for?"

      His eyes went wide. "N-No," he stammered. His face reddened. "I didn't think about that. All I know is that I heard a thug say 'find Master Gold', and I had to come warn you."

      Ilanna gripped his shoulder. "You did the right thing." It wouldn't do to berate the man. His instincts had been correct; if only he'd gotten a bit more information. "Do you think you can find a clear path between here and the inn?"

      Laken's expression grew pensive. "I think so," he replied in a slow voice. "If you don't mind slogging through a few back alleys."

      Ilanna shook her head. "Not at all. It's easier to scrape a bit of shite off your boots than Bloody Hand scum." She grinned. "Though I'm not sure how to tell the two apart…"

      Her humor had the desired effect. The tension lining Laken's face relaxed. "Truer words were never spoken, Master Gold."

      She glared. "Keep a lid on that name, will you? For now, you can just call me Viola."

      He shot her a questioning look.

      "Everyone in the Bloody Hand knows the name Ilanna," she said. "But call me Viola, and no one will think twice."

      "Viola." He tried the name out. "Pretty name. Like the flower."

      She nodded. "Just like the flower."

      He'd never know that Viola had been her true name, the one given to her at birth. The Night Guild had stripped it from her and given her a number—Seven. She'd had to earn the name Ilanna. The Viola she remembered was a weak, scared child that bore little resemblance to the Ilanna she was now.

      "Let's go," she said, motioning for him to lead the way.

      The Hound was a few years older than her, and one of the most experienced Journeymen in his House. His training had included disguises and false personas. She had no need to tell him how to travel the streets of Voramis without attracting attention.

      He wore the rough-spun, simply tailored clothes typical of Lower Voramians. If he walked with his head erect, his posture confident, he could pass for a merchant. Add a bloody apron, and he'd fit the role of butcher perfectly. Now, he walked at a slow shuffle, his back bent and eyes fixed on the ground—the perfect imitation of a commoner down on his luck.

      Ilanna matched her pace and posture to his, playing the role of submissive wife by walking a step behind him. Her bright red hair hung down over her face, concealing her features. Adding a stoop to her shoulders completed the façade.

      She scanned the street through the curtain of her hair. A knot formed between her shoulder blades, both from the uncomfortable hunch and presence of a group of men standing on the corner of a nearby intersection. Two were the heavy-set, bull-necked ruffians adept at cracking skulls and intimidating shopkeepers. One had the shifty eyes and wary, restive posture that could only come from years spent on the streets stealing for a living. The fourth man seemed relaxed, leaning against the wall with a casual air. The way his hands never strayed from the weapons on his belt made his occupation as a killer perfectly clear.

      They look exactly like members of the Night Guild. The thought was horrifying yet undeniable.

      Thugs, thieves, and assassins were the same in every city. She'd told herself the Night Guild was different than the Bloody Hand, but was that true? The Guild itself brought a sort of order to Praamis, preventing the chaos caused by crime. But the Bloody Hand did the same. They stole, murdered, and hurt others, just as the Guild did.

      Are we any different, then?

      The question raced through her mind as they walked. She tried to refute it but could not. For all she believed the Night Guild did good to Praamis, in the end, they were criminals. They flouted the laws of the city in the endless pursuit of ill-gotten gains.

      "Sorry about this."

      Laken's whispered words snapped her out of the maudlin thoughts. Before she had time to react, he seized her by the scruff of her tunic and yanked her out of the street.

      "I said it before, woman," he shouted, "you give me lip one more time and I'll beat you ‘til you beg." His face hovered so close she could smell the ale on his breath. "Now you've gone and done it!"

      He shoved her toward a nearby door, sending her stumbling. His boot slammed into her rear and she fell hard in a pile of muck. Filth squelched beneath her hands, staining her tunic. She whirled on him, eyes flashing, only to be met with the cracking end of his leather belt across her shoulder.

      "I've heard enough of your Keeper-damned nonsense!" he shouted as he struck her again, this time in the leg.

      The blow stung more than hurt, but she cried out in surprise.

      "This'll learn you, you sharp-tongued shrew!" Again, leather snapped across her shoulders.

      Ilanna recovered her wits enough to catch the belt as it descended.

      "Behind me!" Laken hissed.

      From her position on the ground, Ilanna caught a glimpse of six Bloody Hand thugs striding down the street, eyes fixed on them.

      "Please!" she begged. "Help me, or he'll beat me to death."

      The belt cracked across her outstretched arms, and she let out a pitiful bleat.

      "Oi! You there!" one of the thugs called. "What's this, eh?"

      Laken spun on the thug. "Just teaching the missus a bit of manners, that's all."

      "Help me," Ilanna moaned in her most pitiful voice, using her hair to cover her face. "Don't let him hurt me."

      "Shut your mouth, you carping hag." Laken's voice held surprising vitriol. "I've listened to your nagging long enough. 'Work harder, Lan,' you say. 'Clean the house, Lan,' you say. 'Why don't you have a bigger prick, Lan?' you say." He growled. "I've had more than a man can take, and then you have to go and insult my manhood?"

      The Bloody Hand thugs seemed to be struggling not to grin as they watched the exchange, making no move to interfere.

      "If we weren't in public, Gara, I swear I'd teach you a lesson you'd never forget." He seized her hair and pulled, giving her enough time to find her own feet. "We'll put this right, lads," he called to the thugs over his shoulder as he hustled her down the alley. "Next time you see her, she'll be as sweet as an angel."

      "Might want to think about getting a bigger prick, though," one of the thugs called after them.

      Laken shouted an insult back and half-dragged, half-shoved her down an adjoining street. The reek of rotten vegetables mixed with the stench of discarded beef and pig offal, and a thick layer of green-grey mud covered the floor. Ilanna nearly slipped but caught herself on a rough brick wall.

      Laken released her and doubled back to peer around the corner. When he returned, he wore an expression of mixed relief, chagrin, and fear. "Please forgive me, Master Gold." His voice held more than a little terror. "They were looking right at us, and I was certain they were going to stop us. I had—"

      She held up a muck-covered hand. "Peace, Laken. You thought and acted quickly." With a wry grin, she rubbed her shoulder. "I might have suggested an alternate plan, but you saved us."

      The worry faded from his face, and he let out a long sigh.

      She fixed him with a stern glare. "If I ever hear this story so much as whispered around the Guild, however, I'll cut your balls off myself, roast them, and feed them to every Journeyman of House Hound. Do you understand?"

      The Hound's eyes flew wide, his fear returning. "O-Of course, Guild Master."

      "So long as that's clear." Ilanna gave him a syrupy smile. "Now let's get off the streets before we have any more trouble."
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      "Fiery hell, you reek!" Keltor pinched his slim nose with a delicate hand.

      "Get stuffed, Kel," Laken snarled. "You try wading through the alleys of Voramis and see if you come out smelling like roses and lilies."

      Their encounter with the Bloody Hand had left both of them wary of the main avenues and thoroughfares. They'd opted to return via the back streets of Lower Voramis. Unfortunately, the concept of cleanliness seemed even more foreign here than in Praamis. People emptied slop buckets out their windows, and only Ilanna's quick reflexes had saved them from being doused in Keeper-knew-what unmentionable liquids and solids. The denizens that lived in the parts of Voramis unseen from the more heavily-traveled streets emptied their bladders and bowels wherever they chose. In places, the piles of debris, refuse, and more than a few unconscious and drugged people rose as high as their knees.

      The journey had been made in tense silence, the only sound the wet slurp of booted feet struggling through ankle-high mud. Laken refused to meet her eyes, and she'd caught him flinching whenever she drew too close. He'd recover, in time. For now, she welcomed the instinctive fear her reputation inspired. He'd keep his mouth shut, that was certain.

      While Laken bickered with Keltor, Ilanna slipped out of her soiled clothes and into a fresh tunic and breeches. Her boots had kept out the odd-colored fluids mixing with the muck and mire of the back alleys, but she'd have to get a new pair once this was all done. She had no desire to bring that particular miasma of odors back to Praamis with her.

      "Are you certain?" Keltor was asking when Ilanna returned her attention to the two Journeymen. "How could they have known we were here?"

      Laken shrugged. "No idea." He scratched his stubbled cheek. "Truth be told, I don't think they knew we were here. All I heard was they were looking for Master Gold, not for the Night Guild."

      "A fine distinction." Keltor sniffed.

      "Yet an important one," Ilanna chimed in. Both men turned toward her. "So they know I'm here, but they don't know about the rest of you. Perhaps they'll assume I have people with me, but they won't know who or how many. As long as you don't do anything to give yourselves away, you should be able to continue moving around unimpeded."

      The Journeymen seemed to ponder the statement.

      Keltor nodded first. "A fair point, Guild Master." His slim lips puckered, and a line deepened in his forehead. "Which means you're confined to the inn, at least until dark."

      "Agreed," Ilanna said. "Under cover of night, I should have no problem staying out of trouble. Or fleeing from it."

      She glanced out the window. The sun still shone high in the sky; she had at least three or four hours until sunset. A younger Ilanna would have hated the idea of being cooped up; now, she almost welcomed it. After a sleepless night, she could use a few hours of rest.

      "Right, then," Laken said, heading for the door. "Back off to beat the streets." He tugged on the pocket of his vest, setting the coins jingling. "I can hear the taverns of Voramis calling."

      Ilanna rolled her eyes. When the door closed behind the Hound, she turned to Keltor. "Any word from the Serpents?"

      He shook his head. "Nothing."

      Ilanna let out a slow breath. Nothing from Errik and Sys meant Lord Torath and Lord Damuria were still holed up in their mansions. In a way, that was good news—at least she knew where to find them.

      Now, if only I can figure out how to get to them.

      She lay on the room's second bed and closed her eyes, bringing to mind the images of the Damuria and Torath mansions. Both had plenty of vulnerabilities, but only after she got over—or under—the walls and past the men guarding them. Perhaps tomorrow Graeme would be at The Angry Goblin, and she could convince him to guide her through the Serenii tunnels. If not, at least he could point her to an entrance near enough to the mansions that she could find her own way in.

      She worked at the problem but made little progress. Her mind kept wandering back to the dark-skinned girl and the boy—no, Kodyn's a young man now—waiting for her in Praamis. A smile touched her lips as she drifted off to sleep and dreamed of her home and family.
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      "Guild Master." A hand shook Ilanna's shoulder. "Guild M—"

      Her eyes snapped open and she was on her feet, drawing her dagger and pressing it to her assailant's neck in the same motion.

      The man before her froze, hands held high. "I-It's me, Master Gold!" Fear echoed in his voice and filled his wide eyes.

      Ilanna stared at him with unseeing eyes. For a moment, she still lived in the world of dreams, reliving the terrors of her past: locked in a darkened room with a dozen weeping children, screaming in agony as Sabat shattered her bones, the horror of the green flames burning her home and family to ash.

      Her mind snapped back to reality. In the dim moonlight, she recognized the man's broad, friendly features. "Laken?" she asked.

      The Hound nodded, gaze fixed on the dagger against his throat. "I'm sorry to wake you, but…" He swallowed.

      She lowered the dagger. "Tell me," she said, her voice deliberately calm after her violent reaction. "What news?"

      Laken rubbed his throat. "I-I think something big is happening tonight."

      Ilanna's mind was instantly alert, all traces of sleep gone. "Tell me everything."

      The Hound drew in a deep, shaky breath before speaking. "I'd been hanging around the taverns and alehouses in the Merchant's Quarter, chatting up locals, buying drinks, and keeping an ear out for rumors floating around." His expression grew pensive. "One of my new drinking companions had a piece of friendly advice for me: 'Keep clear of the docks, boyo,' he told me. 'Nuthin' good's goin' on there after dark.'"

      He hesitated. "After a couple more taverns and far too much to drink," he said with a grimace, "I managed to get a bit more information from some other roustabouts and dockhands. Seems like most people know to steer clear of the southern half of the Port of Voramis tonight—from the second or third hour after dark until sunrise."

      Ilanna pursed her lips. It didn't take a genius to guess the reason why everyone would avoid the port.

      "What's more," Laken continued, "I got the sense that this happens regular-like."

      That confirmed it. "The Bloody Hand," she snarled.

      Laken nodded. "Only thing I could think of."

      Ilanna clapped his back. "Good job, Laken!" She spun back to the bed and reached for her belt, weapons, and cloak. "Southern half of the port, you said?"

      "Yes, Guild Master." He spoke in a hesitant voice. "If you'd like, I could let Master Serpent and the others know--"

      "Do that!" Ilanna stalked toward the door. "Tell Errik—Master Serpent—to come to the docks. I'll want him to be ready to move when I give the signal. Have him bring Athar or Sys, if he can spare one."

      "Signal." Laken repeated the word in a wooden tone. "Guild Master," he said, his voice hesitant, "no disrespect meant, but do you think it's wise to—"

      Ilanna cut him off with an upraised finger. "Don't finish that sentence, Laken."

      The Hound's mouth snapped shut, his face coloring. "But the Bloody Hand is looking for you."

      "Aye, that they are." Ilanna nodded. "And do you think they'll expect me to be walking right toward them? Only a fool would do that."

      Laken looked like he wanted to say something, but wisely held his tongue.

      "Your concern for my wellbeing is touching, but I can look after myself."

      "F-Forgive me, Guild Master," Laken stammered. "I meant no offense."

      "And I took none." Ilanna checked her daggers and sword in their sheaths. "But you have your orders, so carry them out."

      Laken bowed. "Of course, Guild Master." He turned toward the door.

      "Laken." Her call stopped him with his hand on the latch. "Once you pass the message to Master Serpent, you're to take his place."

      Laken's face fell.

      "I admire your desire to take a stand against the Bloody Hand—Keeper knows we need more stalwarts willing to bring them a taste of their own foul medicines. I do not doubt your skill at arms; Master Serpent would not have brought you otherwise. But you have other talents that will serve me and the Night Guild better."

      The dismay on Laken's face diminished, but didn't disappear completely. "As you say, Master Gold." With a short bow, he slipped out of the room.

      Ilanna opened her pouch and ran a practiced eye over the assorted tools within. She doubted she'd need the lockpicks, but the other items—leather gloves, quickfire globes, alchemical beamer lamp, even the curved finger knife—would come in handy.

      She'd just turned to climb out the window when she caught the creak of the floorboard outside the room. A moment later, the door opened and Keltor entered, a frothing tankard in hand.

      "Ah!" He started at the sight of her, splashing a few drops of ale onto the floor. "Ahh," he said in a calmer voice after he recovered, "Guild Master, I did not expect to see you awake." He raised an eyebrow. "And, it seems, going out? Surely the streets of Voramis aren't—"

      Ilanna cut him off with a sharp gesture. "If you say 'safe', Keltor, I'll send you back to Praamis tied between two mules."

      Keltor frowned. "Empty threats don't become you, Guild Master. No doubt were Master Serpent here, he'd suggest the same."

      "And I'd ignore him just the same." Ilanna gave a dismissive wave. "Enjoy your ale. If Master Serpent sends word through Athar, let him know that I've gone to the Port of Voramis."

      "The port?" The Scorpion's brow furrowed. "What's so important that you'd take the risk?"

      Ilanna shrugged. "All I know is that the entire southern half of the port's been cleared out."

      Keltor's eyes widened. The Port of Voramis accommodated hundreds of cargo ships, boats, pleasure yachts, and barges. Thousands of dockhands, vessel crews, tax collectors, and merchants plied their trades in the port, and thousands more plied the crafts of thievery, pick-pocketing, prostitution, and press-ganging. To clear out the entire southern half required the sort of power and influence only wielded by King Gavian and his Justiciars, or the Bloody Hand.

      "That is worth checking out," Keltor agreed. "Would it not be wiser to send the Serpents?"

      Ilanna shrugged. "Perhaps. Did Athar bring any news while I slept?"

      Keltor shook his head. "Nothing."

      "Which means Lord Damuria and Lord Torath are still exactly where we left them. But I don't want to miss whatever the Bloody Hand is doing tonight. We can't afford to wait for Athar to show up and get word back to Master Serpent."

      Keltor pursed his prim lips. "I don't like it, but I can't argue the logic."

      Ilanna climbed onto the windowsill. "I sent Laken to alert Errik, but if for some reason he misses Athar, I need you here to tell them where I've gone."

      With a sigh, Keltor nodded. "So be it. May the Watcher in the Dark protect you."

      Ilanna gave him a wry grin. "Tonight, I will be the one doing the watching."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ilanna flattened herself against a stack of wooden pallets and drew in slow, steady breaths. The tromp of heavy boots grew louder, accompanied by the dim light of torches blown by the crisp wind rolling off the Endless Sea. A trio of Bloody Hand thugs marched past a scant ten paces from her hiding place. The whipping breeze carried away their low conversation, but Ilanna had no need to hear what they said. No doubt they were busy complaining about being stuck out here, where their torches did little to ward off the darkness and chill.

      Ilanna slithered deeper into the shadows and ducked under the prow of a dry-docked ship. When she emerged from behind the massive vessel, the thugs had disappeared. A faint glimmer of light on the far side of a long line of stacked barrels marked their position clearly.

      The Bloody Hand had a reputation for ruthlessness and violence, but clearly professionalism and efficiency mattered far less than the ability to crack skulls. She'd had no problem avoiding the straggling bands of thugs sent to patrol the docks. It seemed more a formality than a necessity, as if the Five Fingers that ruled the criminal organization had total confidence in their control over the city. No one would dare to disobey them for fear of reprisal.

      Ilanna had lost her fear of the Bloody Hand long ago. She would sneak into the First's stronghold and put a dagger in him if she knew where to find it. Sneaking through the empty port and evading the Bloody Hand thugs proved a far less daunting task.

      Unfortunately, the last hour of search had yielded nothing but the reek of rotting fish and decaying ocean debris. She'd contemplated following the patrolling thugs and hope they led her where she wanted to go, but decided she'd waste less time searching the port for herself. Until now, her decision seemed the poorer choice.

      Yet, as she rounded a massive wooden storage structure, she caught a glimmer of torchlight, accompanied by the sound of rattling metal and feet pounding on a wooden gangway. Heart pounding with nervous anticipation, she hurried toward the sound as quickly as she could while hugging the shadows.

      At the far end of a wooden pier, a mid-sized cargo ship sat at anchor. Lamps cast a faint radius of light across the ship's deck, but from her vantage point, she couldn't get a clear glimpse of the figures moving about on board. There was no mistaking the four huge, heavily-muscled figures waiting on the dock.

      She'd found the Bloody Hand.

      She slipped closer, her soft-soled boots padding across the stone dock without a sound. A barrel provided her with a stepping stone to leap up and grab ahold of the top of a shed. With no more noise than a midsummer zephyr, she crawled to the end of the roof closest to the ship.

      The vantage gave her a better view of the figures on board the ship. Two rough-looking sailors held wooden truncheons, while a third knelt over a locked hatch set into the deck. Another sailor busied himself with the rigging. As she watched, a man wearing the garb of the ship's captain appeared from the cabin, followed by a grizzled man carrying a drawn cutlass. The captain shouted something at the kneeling man, who tugged open the hatch and peered in.

      A head emerged from the hatch, then the slim, short figure of a young girl. For a moment, Ilanna thought the night's shadows obscured her features. But when the girl stepped into the light of the torches burning aboard the ship, Ilanna's jaw dropped.

      Ghandians!

      Another girl climbed from the hatch, followed by a third, fourth, more. Tattered rags hung from their willowy frames, the grey material contrasting sharply with their ebony skin. Blood, sweat, and worse plastered their kinky hair to their scalps. More than a few limped, hobbled, or sported facial bruises. One cradled her wrist close to her chest. Ilanna caught a glimpse of striped and shredded flesh on more than one dark back.

      Disgust churned in her gut. The rattle of chains carried on the night breeze, and light glinted off the steel manacles securing their wrists, ankles, and necks. One of the sailors gave a vicious yank on the lead chain, sending one column of girls stumbling forward. When they failed to move fast enough, another sailor struck the rearmost girl in the lower back with a truncheon.

      A memory flashed through her mind: a dark-skinned girl lay chained to a soiled bed, her cheeks hollow and eyes dull from narcotics. Ria had looked like that the day Ilanna found her, all those years ago. Little more than skin and bones, her body wasted. She would have died—either of repeated abuse, malnourishment, and thirst or at her own hands—had Ilanna not rescued her.

      This was the primary difference between the Night Guild and the Bloody Hand. The Guild was filled with thieves, killers, cruel men and women. Yet they followed laws, imposed both by their own Houses and--unbeknownst to them--the Crown, through Master Gold. Under Ilanna's tenure, conditions for those in the Guild and Praamis had improved, if only slightly.

      Yet the Bloody Hand operated without restrictions, without oversight. King Gavian was too terrified to resist, and the Heresiarchs and Justiciars turned a blind eye or played willing participants. The Five Fingers encouraged anything that turned a profit, no matter how much misery it brought to Voramis and the rest of Einan. They did what they pleased, uncaring of who they harmed.

      Which is why they have to be stopped. If not by me, by someone.

      The Night Guild could never challenge the might of the Bloody Hand, but they could mitigate the horrors inflicted upon Praamis. It had to be enough. For now.

      One day, I will find a way to make them pay.

      To her horror, the lines of chained figures continued climbing from the hatch. Two sailors herded the first group down the gangway to clear space. The Bloody Hand thugs sent the girls stumbling toward a wooden shed identical to the one upon which she lay. When her gaze returned to the ship, close to a hundred girls crowded the deck, descended the gangway, or shuffled toward the structure.

      And still more emerged.

      Ilanna had little knowledge of boats and their cargo capacities, but it seemed impossible that the ship could carry so many. They had to have been stacked up like cordwood. She shuddered to imagine the terrible conditions the girls must have endured while sailing down the Endless Sea, at the mercy of the sailors. Their fate with the Bloody Hand would be little better.

      A few of the girls struggled or tried to fight back, but the sailors towered over them. Ilanna had little doubt the captives had been fed and watered just enough to keep them alive. The Bloody Hand would add mind-numbing drugs to starvation and thirst. How many more girls would die before they were separated and sent to their final destinations?

      Ilanna's fists clenched. No more, she determined. Not if I can help it.

      She'd come to Voramis to put an end to Lord Torath's trade of women to her city. The truth came as a harsh realization: the girls she'd rescued in Praamis were but a fraction of those taken from their home and sold around Einan. Even if she cleaned up her city, it would do nothing to save those sent elsewhere.

      But what could she do? She was one thief, alone against impossible odds. Four Bloody Hand thugs stood around the ship, along with the five sailors. Add to that the thugs patrolling the port, and she had little chance of surviving a direct confrontation.

      If only she could get word to Errik or Sys in time, maybe they could help. Even just one of the Serpents could make a difference. With the element of surprise on her side…

      A movement in the darkness to her left set her on full alert. She flattened herself against the roof of the shed, trusting her cloak to hide her from watching eyes. Peering over the edge, she scanned the shadows. Nothing stood out of place. Perhaps she'd just imagined it, or it had been a cloth rustled by the evening breeze.

      There it is again! No mistaking it: it was a person slithering through the night.

      She strained to see, but the shadows were too thick for her to catch more than a glimpse of movement. The figure glided through the darkness like a shade, moving at a slow, steady pace toward the ship. It stopped just beyond the ring of torchlight illuminating the Bloody Hand thugs and their captives. Crouching, it waited and watched.

      Ilanna's heart leapt. Only one person she knew moved like that.

      She slid her legs over the roof's edge and dropped, her soft-soled boots landing on the dock with a muffled thump. She imitated the figure's movements, flitting between the shadows, keeping out of sight of the gathered men. A short distance from the crouching figure, she drew out her quickfire globes. At the same time, she hissed, "Errik."

      As the figure whirled, she brought the two alchemical globes close enough together that a spark of red and blue shone in their glassy depths. She held the light for a heartbeat before pulling the globes apart.

      Errik crept toward her. "Ilanna?" he asked, crouching behind a nearby stack of barrels.

      "You got my message, good."

      "Message?" Errik sounded confused. "What message? What are you doing here?"

      Ilanna thrust her chin toward the ship. "Laken heard rumors something was going on." Now it was her turn to be confused. "Didn't he tell you?"

      "Laken?" Errik shook his head. "I haven't seen him since this morning."

      Ilanna's brow furrowed. "But I sent him to tell you…" She trailed off. "If he didn't find you, what are you doing here?"

      Errik pointed toward the ship. "Following my targets."

      Ilanna's eyes widened. She whipped around, scanning the crowd gathered around the gangplank. "Targets?"

      At that moment, a tall, broad-shouldered man stepped into the ring of torchlight. His white-blond hair was pulled back into a tight tail at the nape of his neck, and he wore his beard trimmed in a precise goatee. A dark cloak hid his body from view, but Ilanna spotted the outline of a sword.

      Even as she opened her mouth to speak, another figure appeared at the first man's shoulder. Even from this distance, she had no trouble recognizing the slim, angular features she'd seen on the dockside in Praamis.

      Lord Torath.

      Two men in burnished steel armor flanked Lord Torath and Lord Damuria. One scanned the darkness with wary eyes, while the other fixed the Bloody Hand thugs with a cold, hard stare.

      "How in the bloody hells are they both here?" she demanded.

      "Don't know," Errik answered. "Lord Torath must have been in Lord Damuria's mansion all this time."

      "So Sys is watching an empty house?"

      "No." Errik shook his head. "The moment I saw the two noblemen leaving, I sent Athar for Sys."

      "How will they know where to find you?"

      Errik hesitated. "They won't."

      Ilanna cursed. "So we're on our own."

      "For now. But you said you sent Laken, right?"

      Ilanna nodded.

      "No one's better at tracking than the Hounds. He'll find Sys and Athar, bring them here." His brow furrowed. "You did tell Laken where you were going, right?"

      "He was the one who told me about it," Ilanna said.

      "Good." Errik inclined his head. "Then all we need do is wait for the others to arrive."

      "And if they don’t?" she asked.

      The Serpent's expression grew grim, but he said nothing.

      Ilanna left the question hanging in the air and turned her attention back to the activity around the gangway. Lord Damuria and Lord Torath were speaking with the Bloody Hand thugs, their voices too low to overhear from this distance. The heavy-set brutes' posture showed deference, while the two noblemen stood with the confidence of command.

      She had lost count of the captives, but she guessed close to two hundred were held in the ship's hold. The final lines of chained girls had descended the gangway and were being herded toward an open-air animal pen beside the shed that held their fellows. The pen was even smaller than the ship, and she caught the stink of old dropping even from this distance.

      She placed her lips close to Errik's ear. "We need to get closer. Follow me."

      Not waiting for his reply, Ilanna darted behind another shed, ducked beneath a dry-docked skiff, and slipped into the shadows of a pile of wooden barrels. She took a deep breath, catching a whiff of the potent liquor dripping from one leaking cask, and peered toward the dockside. The noblemen stood watching the last of their property being unloaded from the dock. Their casual attitude toward the pitiful column of slave girls set her stomach churning.

      Errik tapped twice on her shoulder, a signal for her to move. She sprinted across an open space and slid behind the shed adjacent to the one holding the captives. Without waiting for Errik, she climbed onto the roof and crawled forward to peer over the edge.

      Her hand went to the throwing knife in her wrist bracer. She just needed the two noblemen to come a bit closer, and she'd—

      "You there!" Lord Damuria's call froze her in place. "Sailor."

      "That'll be Captain, sir," the captain of the ship responded, unfazed by the nobleman's disdain. "Captain Dynnys."

      "Captain." Lord Damuria's voice dripped contempt. "You were to deliver a full two hundred twenty. By my count, there are only one hundred ninety-five."

      Two hundred twenty. The dispassion in Lord Damuria's voice brought acid to her throat. He talks of them like they're sheep or bales of hay.

      "'Bout that," the captain said, scratching his stubbled chin, "lost a few of 'em to the Stillwater Fever a few days out. You know how it is, all of 'em packed tight in that hold. Seems like there ought to be room for a margin of error, if you catch my drift. Your masters know as much, at least."

      "My masters," Lord Damuria snapped, "expect to receive the goods as promised. You are to be paid for the one hundred ninety-five delivered, rather than the full two hundred twenty heads."

      "Now see 'ere—" The captain swallowed his protest as the four Bloody Hand thugs stepped forward. "Right, then. Seems fair 'nuff, I s'pose."

      "Good." Lord Damuria turned to Lord Torath. "Pay the man, Echard, and let's be away." Gathering up his robes, the nobleman strode away from the ship. The two Steel Company mercenaries fell into step beside him.

      Lord Torath produced a purse, counted out a handful of coins, and tossed the rest to Captain Dynnys. "We expect the next shipment to arrive in better condition. There are always other captains willing to deliver our goods."

      The captain muttered something Ilanna didn't hear, and Lord Torath nodded. "See that you do." With a haughty sniff, he turned and followed Lord Damuria into the night.

      Ilanna spider-crawled backward until she bumped into Errik. "They're leaving!" she hissed. "We have to stop them."

      Errik shook his head. "Not a bloody chance, not just the two of us against all of them. We wait for Sys and—"

      "There's only four of them—the two mercenaries and Lord Damuria and Lord Torath. The Bloody Hand stayed to guard the girls. Surely we can work with those odds."

      Errik frowned. "I don't like it, Ilanna."

      "You don't have to. You just have to do as your Guild Master commands."

      He raised an eyebrow. "This is an order then, Master Gold?"

      Ilanna hesitated. She knew she was acting in haste, without a plan. It bordered on desperate and foolish. But this was the best chance she'd have to get her hands on Lord Torath, possibly even Lord Damuria as well. Perhaps her only chance, given that the Bloody Hand knew she was in Voramis.

      "It is." She drew a dagger. "We've come this far, and I won't leave empty-handed. Besides, we've survived worse odds, right?"

      With a sigh, the Serpent drew his own dagger. "Never by choice."

      She turned to leave, but Errik's hand on her shoulder stopped her.

      "I go first," he said. "No arguments." Not waiting for her reply, he slipped into the shadows.

      She followed him, marveling at the utter silence of his step, the way his clothing seemed not to make a sound even as it flapped in the wind. He moved with the grace of a predator, in control of every step. She'd yet to meet anyone who could match him with sword or dagger.

      We've got this, she told herself. Two of us against four of them.

      Yet try as she might, she couldn't banish the worry. Lord Damuria didn't seem the sort to travel with just two guards. And what if they ran into a Bloody Hand patrol, or someone managed to summon reinforcements? She'd fought Lord Torath in Praamis; he wouldn't surrender without a fight. Too many things could go wrong.

      It's worth it, though. I'll swallow a bit of risk if it means we can put an end to this flesh trade tonight.

      She froze as Errik held up a hand. After a moment, he pushed her around behind another storage structure that reeked of fish.

      He held up four fingers. "Steel Company on the outside, noblemen in the middle." He bent his middle and ring fingers. "Eliminate the mercenaries first."

      Ilanna drew out a leaden bullet from her pouch and uncoiled the sling from her wrist. "Those guards chose the wrong day to forget a helmet," she said with a savage grin.

      Errik produced a throwing dagger. "Once they're down, think you can handle Torath?"

      Ilanna nodded. "He's mine."

      "Good. I'll take Damuria. If I can bring him down quick, I'll help you take care of Torath. We do this right, it'll be done in less than a minute. We do this wrong…"

      She gripped his arm. "Then let's do it right."

      With a quick nod, he pointed toward a stack of wooden crates. "Wait there until they pass, then make your move."

      "Got it."

      He looked like he wanted to say something, but thought better of it. "Watcher keep you," he said, and slipped away.

      "And you," she called quietly after him.

      The silence and darkness pressed in on her as she took her place. They'd hurried to get in front of the noblemen, but her targets would pass at any moment. She drew in a deep breath, tasting the salty tang of ocean on the cool night air. In a few minutes, this would all be over.

      Her ears pricked up as she caught a faint noise. A heartbeat later, it came again: the faint jingle of armor. She huddled deeper into the shadows and listened for the approaching mercenaries. Her grip on her weapons tightened, and her heart pounded a nervous beat. At any moment, the light of the mercenaries' lamps would brighten the night.

      Again, the clank of metal armor reached her ears. That can't be right. The sound came from somewhere off to her right, but Lord Damuria would be coming from her left.

      Her brow furrowed. Could the night and her nerves be playing a trick on her mind?

      At that moment, Lord Damuria, Lord Torath, and the two Steel Company mercenaries appeared around the corner. The lantern in their hand brightened the night, and their armor clanked with every step.

      But there was no mistaking the sound that had come from the opposite direction. Even as she slid deeper into the shadows, she scanned the darkness, ears straining to hear. The clatter of the approaching mercenaries' mail drowned out any other sound.

      Had she been imagining it?

      Realization hit her like a blow to the gut.

      It's a trap!
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      It had to be a trap. The Bloody Hand knew she'd come to Voramis, and they knew what she wanted. What better way to flush her out than offer her a tethered goat?

      The four men reached her hiding place and marched past at an unhurried pace. Lord Torath passed within five paces of her, as if tempting her to spring out. But the instinct shrieking in her mind kept her in place. The Bloody Hand had lured her into the empty port at night, and she'd fallen for it.

      She had to get out of here, get away before—

      One of the Steel Company mercenaries suddenly went rigid, giving a hoarse cough, and crumpled to the ground. Horror surged in Ilanna's gut as a dark figure dropped from the roof of a one-story shed, directly in the path of the three remaining men.

      Errik!

      She moved on instinct. "It's a trap!"

      Even as she screamed the warning, she dropped the bullet into the sling pouch, whirled it twice around her head, and let fly. Her aim was off. The heavy lead projectile she'd intended for Lord Torath crunched into the back of the second mercenary's head. He stumbled forward and fell hard onto his face.

      The shadows around them came suddenly alive. Before she could draw another bullet, half a dozen men in burnished steel armor boiled out of the darkness. Booted feet pounded across the port toward them.

      The instincts that had kept her alive all these years kicked in, and she whirled to flee back the way she'd come. Two sword-wielding mercenaries leapt out ahead of her, cutting off her escape. With agility honed through decades on the Perch, she raced up a pile of barrels and onto the roof of an animal enclosure.

      She had an instant to decide her escape route. Dropping off the far side of the structure, she raced toward the thick shadows between a row of piled crates. If she could just get out of sight long enough, she could—

      Four huge figures surged into view. These wore no armor and held truncheons in ham-sized fists. She skidded to a halt—no sense trying to cut her way through those slabs of muscle—and sprinted between two more sheds.

      Keeper take it!

      "Got you!" Strong arms encircled her waist and a man crashed into her back, bearing her to the ground. She fought to break free, but the man held her fast. "I've got her!" he shouted. "She's—"

      Ilanna's small push dagger cut off his words. Gagging, he clapped a hand to his throat, trying in vain to stem the flow of blood pumping from his jugular.

      Ilanna shoved him off her and leapt to her feet. Too late. Men carrying lanterns and torches appeared from everywhere. Close to fifteen men—some wearing the burnished armor of the Steel Company, others in dull Bloody Hand garb--surrounded her. She whirled, desperate, but they had cut off her escape.

      She slid her sword from its sheath with a whisper of steel on leather. "First one of you bastards to lay a hand on me will find out first-hand whether or not it's possible to live without a cock."

      One bull-necked man chortled. "Feisty little thing, ain't she?" He stepped forward, his gaze falling to her sword. "Little pig-sticker like that won't…" He trailed off, his expression growing confused. His hand went to the stiletto that had sprouted in his eye. After a moment, his body seemed to receive the messages sent from his brain, and he collapsed.

      Ilanna straightened and hefted another throwing dagger.

      A strong, commanding voice spoke behind her. "Master Gold, I presume?"

      She whirled, raising the stiletto.

      Two Steel Company mercenaries stood between her and Lord Damuria. Beside him, Lord Torath stood, his face frozen in a scowl. "She's the Guild Master?" he asked.

      Lord Damuria nodded. "Hair's the wrong color, but there's no mistaking that spirit."

      Ilanna snarled. "Come a bit closer and I'll show you what we of the Night Guild think of you Bloody Hand cunts."

      Lord Damuria grinned. "Save your vitriol for someone who cares, woman. I'm sure the First will have a wondrous time carving you up and hearing you scream. All that matters to me is that you pay for the interruptions to my business." His face hardened. "Men who cross me tend to end up dead, and none of them have done half the damage you did on your last raid alone. I look forward to the day the Bloody Hand displays your corpse at the city gates."

      As the nobleman spoke, Ilanna scanned the crowd of men. She saw no sign of Errik—that could be good or bad, depending on how quickly he realized it had been a trap. The longer she could stall, the greater the chance Sys, Athar, or Laken would show up.

      "Tell me, my lords," she snarled. "How can you sleep at night knowing what you're doing to those poor girls?"

      Lord Damuria sniffed. "I sleep quite well, thank you."

      Lord Torath sneered. "Business is business, isn't that right, Uncle?"

      "Quite," Lord Damuria agreed. He gave a dismissive wave. "Prostitution is the oldest profession known to man. We've simply found a way to meet the demand at a significantly lower overhead."

      The sound of clanking armor alerted her to movement behind her, and she whirled. "Back!" The tip of her sword carved a gash into the thigh of a Steel Company mercenary too slow to retreat.

      "Enough of this!" Lord Damuria sounded bored. "Take her."

      Men rushed at her from all sides, too many for her to fight off. She managed to wound three before the others bore her to the ground. Heavy fists slammed into her ribs, head, and face. More than a few hands groped her breasts and between her legs as they held her down. She bit, kicked, and fought with everything she had.

      Screams of pain echoed above the ringing in her head. The ring of steel on steel filled the night. She caught a glimpse of a Bloody Hand thug slumping to the ground, a dagger hilt buried in his throat. One of the men holding her down coughed blood and sagged atop her. Another released his hold on her leg and whirled, only to collapse with a cry. Crimson gushed from his throat.

      Ilanna ripped her right hand free of a thug's restraining grasp. Seizing the dagger from his belt, she drove it into his groin. He fell back with a pathetic whimper. She drove her boot into the face of the man holding her other leg, slashing out with the stolen dagger at the last man beside her. Her first attack opened a shallow gash along his forearm. The follow-up blow carved a long, deep line from his elbow to his wrist.

      One mercenary rushed her, sword held high. Her low thrust kick shattered his unprotected knee. He fell, and she leapt onto his back. The tip of her dagger severed the base of his spine with the ease of a smith's hammer crushing a watermelon.

      "Get me out of here!" Lord Damuria's booming voice rang out above the sounds of battle.

      Ilanna's head snapped around. Six Steel Company mercenaries ringed Lord Damuria, weapons held at the ready. Lord Torath stood just outside the protective circle. He gripped his slim fencing sword in a steady hand, his face a mask of fury.

      "Let's go!" Lord Damuria shouted.

      With the precision of a military company, the mercenaries retreated, keeping Lord Damuria at the center of their formation. Lord Torath seemed too preoccupied with the fighting to realize he was being left alone. When he finally glanced back, his eyes went wide.

      "Wait for me, Uncle!" he cried.

      Ilanna's hand dipped into her pouch, drawing out a lead bullet and fitting it into her sling. She whipped the leather thong around her head and forward. Her aim was true. The projectile struck the back of Lord Torath's knee, and she heard the crack of shattering bone. He fell with a cry. "Uncle!" he wailed.

      Lord Damuria hesitated, but the Steel Company mercenaries dragged him away. Ilanna caught one last glimpse of the blond-haired, bearded nobleman before he disappeared into the shadows.

      An enraged cry brought her attention back to her immediate surroundings. A huge Bloody Hand thug charged her, truncheon raised to strike. Ilanna's eyes darted around in search of a weapon. She couldn't face this massive brute empty-handed.

      "Ilanna!" Errik's cry came from behind the onrushing thug.

      At that moment, a figure materialized beside her, a long sword thrusting over her shoulder. Unable to stop himself, the charging thug impaled himself on the blade. His collapsing body bowled her over, sending her flying into her rescuer.

      The impact knocked the wind from her lungs and set her head spinning. She caught a glimpse of a groaning Athar, who lay beneath the immense weight of the thug. Blinking to clear her vision, she struggled upright. Her hand dropped to her belt, but her sword and daggers were gone. A heavy truncheon lay on the floor. She bent to scoop it up.

      A cry of pain pierced her ears. Athar lay pinned beneath a Bloody Hand thug, a dagger driven into the meat of his shoulder. The Voramian ripped the dagger free and raised it to strike once more.

      Ilanna crossed the distance to Athar in a single bound and brought the truncheon crashing down on the Bloody Hand thug's head. The wood cracked in her hand, and the impact left a deep indentation in the top of the brute's skull. He toppled to the side without a sound.

      Seizing the dagger, Ilanna whirled to face a new threat. She had a moment to breathe, to evaluate the battle. Errik and Sys were engaged with four Bloody Hand thugs, while Laken fought off a Steel Company mercenary. The Hound was holding his own, but a gash in his leg slowed his movements. He wouldn't last much longer.

      Ilanna watched the fight through narrowed eyes, biding her time. When the mercenary's sword came up, she hurled the dagger. The pommel clattered off his forehead, knocking him back. Laken's short sword slipped under his burnished steel breastplate and opened his gut.

      "My thanks, Guild Master!" Laken called.

      "Seems fair," Ilanna shouted back. "After all, you lot saved me."

      Errik grunted with the effort of fighting off three Voramians. "Not to spoil your fun, Ilanna, but we really ought to get out of here before more of them show up." A vicious chop of his long sword opened the side of one man's neck. He ducked beneath a wild truncheon blow, his dagger flashing out to pierce the man's unprotected thigh. He laid the final man low with an upper cut to the underside of his arm. "What do you want to bet this whole damned place is surrounded?"

      Ilanna quickly surveyed the scene. Fifteen men lay groaning, bleeding, or dead on the ground—most wearing the Bloody Hand clothes, but a pair of Steel Company mercenaries joined them.

      Errik rushed toward her. "Most of Damuria's hirelings fled with him, but we can't hold off the whole Bloody Hand for long."

      "No argument from me." Ilanna stooped to examine Athar's wound. "How bad is it?"

      "Hurts," Athar grunted, "but I don't think it's too serious."

      Errik shoved the bulky corpse from atop the young Serpent. "To your feet, Journeyman."

      Athar took Errik's outstretched hand and pulled himself upright. "Point me at 'em, House Master."

      "Take him." Errik pointed to Lord Torath.

      The nobleman had regained his feet and had hopped a short distance away from the fight. Despite the pain twisting his face, he still clung to his sword.

      "He won't go easy," Ilanna warned.

      Athar grinned. "More fun that way." The young Serpent scooped up his sword and chased the fleeing nobleman.

      Shouts and cries echoed from the port behind her. She spun in search of a weapon.

      "Go!" Errik shouted, shoving her after Athar. "We'll keep them occupied long enough for the two of you to get away."

      "But—" Ilanna began to protest.

      "Don’t think for a minute I'm planning to die a heroic death for you, Hawkling." Errik turned to face three thugs charging at them. "The moment you're clear, we'll make like ghosts."

      She stooped to pick up her fallen weapons and shot a grin at him. "You damned well better!" She raced after Athar.

      The sounds of fighting grew faint behind her. She welcomed the darkness and silence of the port; they just needed a few minutes to make good their escape.

      Not without Lord Torath.

      Around the next building, she came upon Athar and the nobleman locked in combat. Lord Torath's slim sword whipped through the air, holding the Serpent back. His wounded leg hobbled his movements, but the puncture in Athar's shoulder bled freely.

      Lord Torath swung hard, his blade crashing into Athar's long sword and knocking it free of the Serpent's grip. Athar ducked beneath the follow-up swing and charged forward, only to be met with the nobleman's knee to his face. Though the young man staggered, he forced himself forward, inside Lord Torath's guard. He wrapped his arms around the nobleman's waist and slammed him against the wall of a storage shed.

      Growling, Lord Torath brought his elbow down on Athar's spine. The young man fell to one knee. Lord Torath shoved him back and raised his sword to strike.

      Ilanna was already moving. Her sword deflected the blow aimed at Athar's neck, sending Lord Torath's sword wide. Caught off guard, the nobleman had no time to dodge Ilanna's kick. He cried out as her boot struck his shattered knee. He fell hard, and Ilanna brought the pommel of her dagger down on his head. His unconscious form thumped to the wooden dock.

      Athar groaned and rose to unsteady feet.

      "Anything badly hurt?" Ilanna asked.

      Athar winced but shook his head. "He stunned me, is all."

      Ilanna retrieved the Serpent's sword and offered it to him. "How's the shoulder? Think you can carry our friend here?"

      Athar nodded. "I think so." He knelt and struggled to lift Lord Torath's unconscious frame. The training of House Serpent had made Athar strong, but the nobleman was tall and broad-shouldered. Athar grunted under Lord Torath's weight.

      "This way." Ilanna pointed away from the sounds of clashing steel echoing through the port behind them. "There's too many of them to go out the normal route." She took off, moving slow enough that the burdened Serpent could match her pace. Through the buildings, piles of barrels, and dry-docked boats she led them—back toward the wooden shed that held the Ghandian girls.

      Of the four Bloody Hand thugs she'd seen earlier, only two remained to guard the animal pen. "Leave now, and I'll spare you the fate you deserve."

      The larger of the two snarled. "Think again, girl! We're the Bloody H—"

      Her sword whipped up and out faster than he could follow. A ragged line of red appeared along his throat, and blood cut off his words.

      She moved before the man fell, executing a perfect fencing lunge. The tip of her slim sword punctured the other man's chest just beneath the ribs. She twisted the blade once and pulled it free, evading the reflexive swing of his truncheon with ease. The thug took two stuttered steps forward and gave a weak cough. His brow furrowed, as if puzzled, and he fell to one knee. A dark stain spread down the front of his tunic. He collapsed to the port beside the silent form of his companion.

      Ilanna stepped over the corpses and studied the padlock holding the enclosure closed. She didn't bother with her lockpicks—she jammed her dagger into the crude lock and twisted hard. The cheap metal snapped open. Pulling the lock free of the door handle, she tugged the doors open.

      Fear-filled eyes turned toward her, and the dark-skinned girls shrank back.

      She held out a hand. "You're free," she said in Ghandian. "Run now, before they return." From within her cloak, she drew out a heavy purse and tossed it into their midst. "May the Watcher speed you on your way."

      Ilanna repeated the process with the lock holding the wooden shed closed.

      "Guild Master!" Athar's worried cry came from behind her.

      Ilanna whirled. The sailors stood at the top of the gangway, their eyes fixed on her. Two held drawn cutlasses, two more truncheons, and the fifth held a pitted, rust-eaten dagger. Only the captain held no weapons.

      Ilanna strode toward the ship. Fury burned in her chest. These men were the slavers responsible for bringing the girls to Voramis. Even if they hadn't been the ones to take them from their homes, they had contributed to their enslavement. For that, they deserved to suffer.

      The captain shouted an order in a language she didn't understand, and the two truncheon-wielding men hauled up the gangway.

      "Cowards!" Ilanna snarled. She turned back to the enclosure. A few of the older girls had ventured cautiously from their prison. They scanned the darkness with expressions of mixed disbelief and fear. At the sight of the thugs' corpses, they turned back and called for the others to follow.

      "We've got to go, Guild Master," Athar said. "I think I hear more of them coming."

      Ilanna cursed. Though she couldn't help all the girls—here in Voramis, she had limited resources and no way to help more than she already had—she'd at least wanted to make sure all the girls escaped. But she couldn't let the Bloody Hand catch her. Right now, escape was more important.

      "Where do we go?" Athar asked.

      Ilanna pointed to the empty black expanse of the Endless Sea. "There."

      The Serpent grimaced. "Really?"

      Ilanna shrugged. "Can you think of any other way of evading the Bloody Hand? Knowing them, they've got the entire southern half of the port surrounded, along with more than enough eyes on the streets to spot us leaving. If it makes you feel any better, I'm not loving it either."

      The young Serpent rolled his eyes. "How comforting."

      Ilanna cast one last glance at Captain Dynnys and his crew. They stood watching her, but made no move to cry out or interfere. She checked her pouch, belt, and weapons to ensure everything was secure. Taking a deep breath, she dropped off the edge of the dock.

      Icy water surged up and around her, pulling her under with thick fingers. She fought toward the surface despite the biting chill that sapped the strength from her muscles. Her heavy cloak threatened to drag her down, and she fumbled at the ties around her throat. Finally free, she burst from the water with a gasp.

      Athar emerged a moment later. His breathing quickly grew labored with the effort of staying afloat beneath the weight of Lord Torath's unconscious form. Unfortunately, the shock of the cold water snapped the nobleman back to consciousness. He floundered, crying out, and flailed at Athar in wild desperation.

      Ilanna swam over to the struggling Torath and, wrapping her legs around his waist, pressed a dagger to his throat. "That's quite enough of that, my lord," she snarled in his ear. "Not another sound."

      Lord Torath's frantic movements ceased, his body going limp. "Don't do this," he protested. "My uncle is—"

      Ilanna struck the back of his head hard enough to silence his protests. Dazed, the nobleman floated in the water, eyes unfocused. She'd give him one of Darreth's special sleeping draughts the moment they reached shore. He'd be easier to manage unconscious.

      Athar coughed and spat water. "Bastard!" He eyed Lord Torath, as if contemplating how best to drown the man.

      Ilanna glanced back at the dock. The current of the ocean had pulled them a few dozen paces northward of where they'd jumped in. If they could stay afloat a while longer, they'd be far enough away that they could swim back to land and evade the Bloody Hand patrols.

      If we don't freeze first. The chill of the ocean made it hard to think, much less move. Already her teeth had begun to chatter. But she could get warm later, once she'd escaped. With no other choice, she lay on her back and surrendered to the current.
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      Ilanna shivered in the biting morning breeze but forced herself not to hurry. Though the street between her and The Sour Mash Inn appeared empty, she wouldn't risk being discovered by the Bloody Hand this close to safety.

      Their journey across Voramis had been a miserable one. After floating for far too long in the frigid water, she and Athar had swum ashore, dragging the unconscious Lord Torath with them. On dry land, the first things she'd done were secure Lord Torath's mouth with a gag and bind his hands behind his back. A nearby tarp had provided her a way to conceal the nobleman from watching eyes. Athar had grunted with the exertion of carrying the nobleman, but never spoken a word of protest.

      In a way, she almost envied the young Serpent. The effort would drive away the chill, while all she could do was wrestle with her chattering teeth.

      Just a few more steps, and we're safe.

      After a minute of observation, she decided to risk it. She nodded to Athar and slipped from her hiding place. Her boots squelched with every step, and she winced at the raw blisters, but that didn't stop her from hurrying toward the inn's carriage entrance. When no one confronted her, she motioned for Athar to follow.

      A shadow burst from beneath the eaves of the inn. Ilanna's hand went to her dagger.

      "It's me," hissed a familiar voice.

      Relief flooded Ilanna. "Errik!"

      Master Serpent grinned at her. "About time. And here was me about to start worrying."

      She gripped his arm. "Laken? Sys?"

      "Sys walked away with a few minor cuts and bruises, lucky bastard." His face darkened. "Laken wasn't so fortunate."

      Ilanna's eyes widened. "Is he—?"

      "No," Errik said quickly, "but if we don't get him some help quickly, he won't make it back to Praamis. Keltor said the wound to his leg is beyond his skill. Tyman would know what to do…"

      "By then, it'll be too late." Ilanna's mind raced. Journeyman Tyman was the Guild's preeminent healer, thanks to the training he was rumored to have received under the priests of the Bright Lady. "Can we get a healer from The Sanctuary to look at him?"

      Errik shrugged. "I've already sent Sys. Let's just hope he can convince a Ministrant to make a house call." His eyes went to the burden on Athar's back. "Brought me a present, have you?"

      Ilanna motioned to the young Serpent. "Drop him."

      Athar complied, not bothering to be gentle. The canvas-wrapped bundle screeched and wriggled.

      Ilanna strode toward the inn's rear entrance. "Bring him."

      Errik and Athar followed, dragging the bundle between them.

      The stink of excrement, urine, and vomit assaulted her nostrils, but she made no move to exit the privy. Instead, she turned and motioned for the Serpents to dump the body beside the nearest hole.

      "Open it," she commanded.

      Lord Torath's face contorted in rage when he caught sight of her, then twisted in a grimace of disgust as the overwhelming odors assaulted his nostrils. Ilanna drew a dagger and bent toward him. The nobleman flinched, but she seized his hair to hold him fast. With a quick flick of the blade, she severed the cloth gag—and carved a bloody furrow into his cheek.

      "You mud-born bitch!" Lord Torath shouted. "You—"

      Ilanna shoved his head into the garderobe hole, pushing until the nobleman's face squelched in the foul muck. She counted out a slow ten seconds before pulling him free. Lord Torath gagged and vomited into the garderobe. She waited until he'd emptied his stomach, then released his hair.

      "I thought noblemen were supposed to have civil tongues," she snarled. "You'd do well to exercise your lordly etiquette given your current situation."

      Lord Torath glared at her. "You're making a mistake of epic proportions, holding me like this. When my uncle finds out what you've done—"

      "Yes, your uncle." Ilanna leaned against the wall. "Tell me about Lord Damuria."

      The nobleman's eyes narrowed. "You will get nothing from me, other than the promise that my uncle will hunt you to the ends of Einan to extract vengeance."

      Ilanna grinned. "He's welcome to try. Tell him he's welcome in Praamis any time." She motioned to Errik. "I've a special welcome party prepared for him."

      Torath gave a harsh chuckle. "Oh, he'll never come in person. He will not deign to visit your filthy, backwater city. He'll simply hire every assassin and killer south of the Chasm of the Lost."

      "Seems like a waste of good coin," Ilanna said. "Especially considering you're nothing more than a bastard son of his sister."

      Torath's face darkened. "Better a bastard than a c—"

      Ilanna drove her boot into his gut, cutting off his insult. The nobleman doubled over, sagging to the muck-covered floor of the privy, where he lay groaning.

      Ilanna crouched over him. "Let me make things perfectly clear for you, my lord." She spat the last two words. "I'd love nothing more than to kill you right now. Given what you did to those innocent girls, Watcher knows you deserve it."

      "Innocent girls?" Lord Torath's laughter surprised her. It was a cold, cruel sound, the same sort of laughter she'd heard from Sabat's mouth as he shattered her bones. The refuse caking his face made it seem somehow more horrible, twisted. "Is that what this is all about?"

      Ilanna stood, folding her arms.

      Lord Torath sat up and fixed her with a glare. "If you think the Bloody Hand had it out for you before, you've just made it a thousand times worse. My uncle will keep sending them after you until you're dead." He laughed again. "And all over a few hundred pathetic whores!"

      Ilanna wanted nothing more than to ram her dagger deep into the nobleman's mouth, to carve out his vile tongue. But she needed to know more about the Bloody Hand's operations if she was to cut off the flesh trade to Praamis entirely.

      "Give me the names of the men in Praamis, Voramis, and every other city around Einan that buy the girls," she demanded.

      Lord Torath raised an eyebrow. "Is that all? Perhaps you'd like the name of our Bonedust supplier as well."

      "Of course." Ilanna nodded.

      "And why don't I also tell you where to find the Five Fingers of the Bloody Hand?"

      Ilanna's face hardened. "Pretend your life depends on the information you provide me."

      "Information?" Torath laughed. "You'll get nothing from me, bitch. I've survived on the streets of Voramis, endured more than you could possibly imagine. I've had men threaten, torture, and abuse me to within an inch of my life, yet I still live and they lie rotting in some nameless grave."

      Ilanna fought back a wave of disgust—not at the smell in the privy, but at the man before her.

      Lord Torath's face hardened to a sneer. "I sought out the Bloody Hand, asked for the privilege of running the trade for my uncle. I will reclaim the glory of my House and my place as a noble of Voramis, whatever it takes. There are no prices too high, no lives I will not condemn." His voice rose to a shout. "No one will ever grind me into the dust again. The House of Torath will once again—"

      Fury raged within Ilanna. She seized his hair and shoved his face into the garderobe once more. His shoulders twitched and his hands strained against their bonds. She'd tied the knots well. No matter how he struggled, he could not break free.

      "Ilanna!" Errik's voice came from behind her. His hand gripped her shoulder. "We need information from—"

      She whirled on him, baring her teeth in a feral snarl. He retreated.

      The nobleman's struggles grew frantic, desperate. His uninjured leg kicked out feebly. A low growl built in the back of Ilanna's throat as she shoved his head deeper, deeper. She knelt atop his back, pushing down with all her weight.

      Slowly, his movements grew weak, jerky. He gave one last twitch, then moved no more.

      Ilanna remained kneeling atop him, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The fires of rage burned in her chest. She wanted to bring him back to life so she could kill him again.

      Suddenly, horror roiled within her. The antidote! In her fury, she'd forgotten to demand the Bonedust counter-agent from him.

      A strong hand gripped her shoulder. "Ilanna," Errik said in a quiet voice. "It's done."

      Ilanna looked up into his somber face. Beside him, Athar stared at her with horror in his wide eyes.

      With frantic movements, Ilanna fumbled in Lord Torath's pockets. The corpse made no protest. Something clinked against the coins in his purse. Ilanna held her breath and tore at the purse so hard it ripped the drawstring.

      There, resting against a small fortune in silver drakes and golden imperials, lay a glass phial containing a sea-green liquid.

      Hope surged within her. She wasn't certain that it was the antidote, and she couldn't confirm it with Lord Torath now. But it had to be. She couldn't have come all this way to leave empty-handed. She couldn't fail the girls who clung so stubbornly to life against all odds, despite everything that had happened to them. It had to be the Bonedust antidote.

      With a snarl, she released the nobleman's hair and climbed off his back.

      "Dump him in," she instructed. "He deserves no less for what he's done to so many others."

      She opened the privy door and strode toward the staircase that led up to their room.
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      "Guild Master?"

      Athar's timid voice snapped her from her reverie. She blinked and looked up at him.

      "Er…Master Serpent thought you'd want to know about Laken," the Serpent said.

      Ilanna didn't understand, but she nodded. Athar retreated through the window and back into their upper-floor room.

      She didn't know how long she'd sat on the roof of The Sour Mash Inn, staring across the city of Voramis with unseeing eyes. She'd relived Lord Torath's final moments over and over, felt the same surging fury burning within her chest. She knew she'd acted rashly, out of anger, but it didn't matter. Einan was better off without him.

      Her joints protested as she stood. She glanced up and was surprised to see the sun hanging high in the sky. Had she really been there that long?

      Errik and Sys nodded as she clambered through the window. Keltor hovered over the shoulder of the white-robed woman who sat beside Laken. The Hound was pale-faced, his eyes sunken.

      "How is he?" she asked.

      The Ministrant turned to regard her. Ilanna flinched; the woman's face and head was a thick mass of burns.

      "The wound is grave," the white-robed woman said. "But the Bright Lady will have mercy on him."

      Relief washed over Ilanna like a soothing balm. "Is he fit to travel?"

      The Ministrant frowned, then gave a hesitant nod. "I'd advise against it. He's weak from loss of blood." She pointed to the gash in his thigh. "The artery was nicked, but by the grace of the Bright Lady, not fully severed. Only the quick intervention of your man here"—she indicated Keltor with a thrust of her chin—"saved his life. Had I arrived even ten minutes later, the patient would have exsanguinated."

      Ilanna's gut clenched, and a burden of guilt settled on her shoulders. She had led Laken and the others to Voramis, put them in danger. Her actions had led to his injury. He would live, but to hear that it had been a close thing…

      "However," the Ministrant continued, "I can provide you with the necessary bandages, poultices, and remedies to care for him, if you must travel. As long as the sutures hold, all that remains is for him to rest. He should regain use of his leg. Mostly."

      Ilanna produced a heavy purse and held it out to the woman. "Thank you, Ministrant…?"

      The priestess reached for an odd-looking metal crutch, slipped it under her right arm, and stood. "Fern," she replied, taking the pouch with her left hand. Her right was bent at an awkward angle, as was her left leg. "If your man will accompany me back to The Sanctuary, I will see that he has the necessary supplies."

      She hobbled toward the door, then stopped and turned back. "It should go without saying, but do not let him ride a horse. Best you hire a carriage or coach, keep him on his back."

      "You hear that?" Errik asked the Hound. "You're going to spend the trip home lying about like the lazy bastard you are."

      Laken gave a weak smile, but couldn't manage a reply.

      "Of course, Ministrant." Ilanna bowed.

      The white-robed woman opened the door and limped out, Sys a step behind.

      When the door clicked shut, Ilanna turned to find Errik staring at her. Worry filled his eyes, just as it had the time she'd murdered a priest of the Apprentice in front of him, or when she'd killed Allon for betraying them all to the Bloody Hand.

      "We got what we needed from him," Ilanna said. "He told us that he was the one running things, but it's Lord Damuria that's the real power behind the operation."

      Errik's mouth tightened, but he nodded without a word.

      "What?" she demanded. "Whatever you're going to say, spit it out already."

      Errik hesitated a moment before speaking. "We can't do it. Not now."

      Ilanna raised an eyebrow.

      "You saw how well-guarded that mansion of his was, and that was before we assaulted him and murdered his bastard nephew." Errik folded his arms. "House Serpent is good, Ilanna, but I wouldn’t send any of my Journeymen to do this job."

      Ilanna scowled and opened her mouth to argue.

      "There's also the little matter of the Bloody Hand," Errik plowed on. "They know you're here, they know what you look like now, and they're royally pissed. I wouldn't be surprised to find them breaking down our door at any moment."

      "What are you suggesting?" Ilanna asked through gritted teeth.

      "We return home." Errik's voice was quiet, yet firm. "We get out of Voramis before the Bloody Hand finds us."

      "And Lord Damuria?" Ilanna demanded. "After all we've done to shut down the flesh trade, we can't simply walk away now!"

      Errik shook his head. "We have Lord Stonecroft, his contact in Praamis. We've closed their warehouses and cut off their supply of Bonedust. Without Lord Torath, he's going to have to find someone else to start things up again. That will take time."

      Ilanna's anger returned. "And during that time, how many more girls will be stolen from their homes and sold into slavery?"

      "I don't know, but is it really worth getting yourself killed over?"

      Ilanna's eyebrows shot up, and she prepared to unleash her fury on him.

      "I know you want to help them," Errik said before she could speak. "It's why I agreed to come along. I know you can make a difference, can save them, just like you saved the girls back in Praamis. But I'm not going to let you get killed over it." He crossed his arms. "Ria gave me an order to bring you home safe. That's one order I intend to keep, even if I have to tie and gag you to do it."

      Athar gave a little gasp behind Errik.

      Errik's lips twitched. "We'll make a nice bed for you beside Laken, somewhere comfortable, somewhere I can keep an eye on you and make sure you don't do anything foolish."

      Ilanna hated that he was right. They'd had their chance at Lord Damuria and failed. The Steel Company mercenaries would be on high alert. Did she dare risk any more of the Guild going after the nobleman?

      "Fine," she growled. "We'll go home." The thought of leaving Voramis rankled. She couldn't sit by and do nothing, not while so many suffered.

      Errik snapped his fingers, and Athar leapt to pack their bags. Almost as if he'd given the Serpent a command to be ready before they ever spoke.

      She glared. Errik knew her too well.

      "But that doesn't mean I'm done with Lord Damuria." She spoke in a cold voice. "I intend to see him dealt with once and for all."

      Errik nodded. "On that, we can agree."

      Ilanna began to pace, her mind setting to work on the problem. "We'll head back to Praamis, gather reinforcements, then return to—"

      "No." The single word was spoken with more force than she'd ever heard from Errik. His expression grew as hard as granite. "This isn't a problem we can handle."

      Ilanna clenched her fists. "And if I command you to do it?"

      Errik crossed his arms over his chest. "As Master of House Serpent, it is within my rights to refuse a direct order from my Guild Master if I deem it is in the best interest of the Journeymen and apprentices under my command."

      Ilanna's jaw dropped. Errik had never done more than disagree with her, but this was downright mutiny.

      "Damn you, Errik!" she snarled. "I never thought you were—"

      "However," he said, cutting her off, "I have another idea. Specifically, I've an idea of someone we can use—someone who will guarantee the death of Lord Damuria."

      Ilanna narrowed her eyes. "Who?"

      Errik sighed. "The last person I'd ever think of under any other circumstance. Call it professional pride, if you will." He shook his head. "Worse, he's not going to come cheap."

      "Whatever the cost," Ilanna snapped, "It's worth it. I will pay for it personally if the Guild will not." Her voice lowered to a harsh whisper. "No matter what, Lord Damuria must die."
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      "Lord Damuria must die."

      Despite the nobleman's attempt to sound confident, there was an unmistakable quaver to his voice. His slim, angular face revealed the depths of his unease, and perspiration trickled down his aristocratic forehead. The smell of fear and flop sweat soured his unique scent—a mixture of rose oil, old alcohol, and silk—drowning out the odor of mold and dust hanging thick in the cramped Room Four of The Rusted Dangle Inn.

      The Hunter hid a cruel grin. He relished the man's nervousness—he'd spent a fortune instigating rumors of his brutality, his inhuman abilities. Terrified clients were far less likely to seek vengeance on him in the future.

      "Er…did you, er, hear me?" the nobleman asked. "Lord Damuria has inter—"

      "I heard." The Hunter spoke in a low, deep growl, a voice he adopted for the sheer joy of watching men squirm. With his face hidden beneath his hood and his form concealed in the room's shadows, the terrifying effect of the façade was complete. His hyper-sensitive nostrils detected a hint of urine mingling with the man's perfume. "You have the gold?"

      The nobleman drew a purse from within his cloak and held it out to the Hunter with a shaking hand. "Your usual fees, from what I gather. Paid in full."

      The Hunter snatched the purse, a sudden movement that set the nobleman flinching, and hefted it in a pretense of judging its contents. He let the silence drag on, eliciting a fresh wave of fear from the slim man before him. Finally, he nodded. "It will suffice." He tucked the purse into his cloak. "Are there any...special requests?"

      "S-Special requests?" the man stammered.

      The Hunter stepped toward the man and dropped his voice to a harsh whisper. "Do you wish for his death to send a message to his family, or to a rival?" He raised a clenched fist before the man's eyes. "Do you wish for him to suffer unimaginable pain before I send him to the embrace of the Long Keeper?"

      The nobleman paled. "Er, no. He…" He swallowed and shook his head. "He must die, that is all."

      The Hunter raised an eyebrow at the hesitation in the man's voice. He'd had many dealings with intermediaries before and recognized the familiar uncertainty. This man was not the real client, simply an underling trying to carry out his master's bidding despite his fear.

      "So be it," the Hunter said in his low growl. "Lord Damuria will be eliminated. But first, you have the other item?"

      "Other…item?" the nobleman asked, his voice rising in panic. "Surely the coin is—"

      The Hunter cut him off with a slash of his hand. "A token."

      The nobleman flinched. "I, er, I…" He cleared his throat. "I could not procure it. Lord Damuria has proven notoriously difficult to contact as of late."

      The Hunter narrowed his eyes. "You seek to hire my services yet come unprepared to meet my price?" he growled.

      "I tried!" the man whined. He shuffled nervously from foot to foot, and once actually wiped sweat from his forehead. "But it proved impossible to even get an audience with him. Surely with the coin, it is enough."

      "If you cannot produce a token of Lord Damuria's," the Hunter snarled, "then I will take one from you!"

      The man actually yelped and stepped back as the Hunter held out a hand. When the Hunter made no other move, the lordling recovered enough to reach into his breast pocket and draw out a silk handkerchief. "W-Will this suffice?" His voice trembled, as if expecting the Hunter to demand a finger or ear.

      The Hunter took the square of cloth. "It will do." He always demanded a token from his clients. After being cheated by one money-grubbing noble, he'd adopted the practice. Having something of theirs made it easy to track them down and extract payment—either in gold or flesh.

      To be fair, since Lord Eddarus, there hasn't been much call for it. The sight of his dead, mangled corpse had sent a clear message to anyone thinking of cheating the Hunter.

      "Return to your master," the Hunter said, "and tell them it shall be done."

      The nobleman's eyes widened and he caught his breath, but no words came out.

      Without a sound, the Hunter ducked back into the open secret passage and slid it shut behind him. An abrupt exit always left his clients shaken and added to the myth of his supernatural abilities. Instead of descending the stairs to The Rusted Dangle's common room one floor below, he climbed the ladder that led to a rooftop hatch. He slid down the sloping tiles and crouched behind the chimney. A few minutes later, the nobleman staggered out of the ramshackle inn and, with a nervous glance behind him, hurried up the street.

      The Hunter smiled. He enjoyed the fear his reputation bred in those seeking his services—it provided safety, of a sort. No one knew where he lived or, thanks to Graeme's alchemical masks, what he looked like. Anonymity had proven as effective a shield as a reputation for ruthlessness.

      I wonder why a Praamian nobleman wants Lord Damuria dead.

      He recognized the man: Lord Berithan or Berithane. He had only visited the neighboring city a handful of times to establish and maintain his false identity of Lord Anglion, but his keen ears had picked up the man's lilting accent, common among the upper crust of Praamis.

      He shrugged it off. He never bothered with the clients' reasons. All that mattered was the gold in his pocket, and the thrill of the job.

      Feed me, whispered the voice in the back of his mind. He grimaced. More than a week had elapsed since his last kill, and Soulhunger was growing restless. The dagger, hanging in its sheath on his hip, would grow louder and more demanding. Its insistence pounded like a headache behind his eyes. If he didn't give the blade what it wanted, its lust for blood and death would overwhelm him.

      He never knew where the dagger had come from—he'd had it for as long as he could remember, since the day he strode into Voramis empty-handed, his mind a blank slate. Soulhunger and his abilities had never been explained to him, but he'd stopped questioning them long ago. The superhuman speed, strength, reflexes, and senses served him well, made him the legendary assassin the people of Voramis believed him to be.

      He drew in a deep breath, and Soulhunger's strident protests settled to a dull ache at the base of his skull.

      From his vantage point on the inn's crumbling rooftop, he had a clear view across the city of Voramis. To the southwest, a forest of ships' masts filled the Port of Voramis, and beyond spread the clear blue expanse of the Endless Sea. Behind him, to the west, the breathtakingly grand Palace of Justice dominated the skyline, standing like a looming sentinel over the city. In the Temple District to the north, the stately shrines of the thirteen gods of Einan rose high into the sky.

      But his steps led southeast, to a hill upon which stood the mansions and sprawling estates of Upper Voramis, home to only the wealthiest nobles of the city. Including one Lord Estyn Damuria.

      [image: ]

      I wonder what's got their loincloths in a twist.

      Mercenaries wearing burnished armor patrolled the broad courtyard, the rooftop, and even the perimeter outside the walls of Lord Damuria's mansion. Though the nobleman tended to keep his property well-guarded, this far exceeded his typical level of security. The mercenaries—the Steel Company, as they called themselves—came from the city of Odaron far to the north, and they charged exorbitant rates for their services. Lord Damuria had to be paying a hefty fortune to have an entire company, fully ninety steel-clad men, on hand.

      The Hunter had spent the last two hours watching the mansion from the comfort of a nearby rooftop. Even from two hundred paces away, his keen eyes could pick out the shape of the daggers resting in their belts, the dents and notches in their metal armor. None of them would see him lying flat on the sun-baked clay tiles.

      Below, Upper Voramis bustled with the typical early morning traffic. Nobles' carts rattled up and down the broad avenue, drawn by teams of horses outfitted in finery that cost more than most Lower Voramians earned in a year. Vendors hawked their wares at the top of their lungs until the red-robed Heresiarchs shooed them away.

      The white cobblestone streets of Upper Voramis were far cleaner and brighter than the mud-covered ways of the city below. Instead of the reek of mud, refuse, and unwashed men and women that permeated Lower Voramis, the perfumes of myriad flowering trees and bushes predominated. The nearby Maiden's Fields added a touch of green life that the dust-covered commoners in the rest of the city would spend a fortune to enjoy.

      The Hunter relished the beauty of Upper Voramis, and had crafted a number of disguises and false identities that allowed him to blend in with the well-dressed nobility and merchant-nobles. Today, however, was not a day to bask in the sweet scent of the Snowblossom trees or stroll the petal-lined walkways of Maiden's Fields.

      He turned his attention back to Lord Damuria's estate. The walls towered a full ten paces high, more than sufficient to keep out thieves and assassins. Save for him, of course. He could scale it in under a minute, his powerful fingers finding holds in tiny fissures or between the stones. If necessary, he could carve his way through the Steel Company mercenaries and enter Lord Damuria's mansion by brute force alone.

      But that wasn't his style. He had been paid to kill Lord Damuria, but he had no vendetta against the hired guards. Every time he paid an unannounced visit to the Damuria mansion, he simply avoided the guards.

      His eyes rose to the tower rising above the four-story building. He hadn't visited Lady Damuria in nearly half a year, not since the "young Lord Anglion of Praamis" had excuse to come to Praamis. The fact that her husband hadn't left Voramis in all that time played a role as well. When Lord Damuria traveled, he took most of his Steel Company mercenaries with him, leaving the mansion with only enough men to keep out the riffraff. The Hunter had never had trouble scaling the mansion, using the gargoyles and other unnecessary architectural flourishes as handholds, and entering the towertop room. His efforts had always been rewarded—Lady Kerina Damuria was nothing if not enthusiastic.

      He gritted his teeth. He hadn't been with a woman for far too long, and it was distracting him. Perhaps it's time to pay a visit to The Arms of Heaven. Suzette knew his desires well enough, and he could spare a bit of coin.

      That brought a smile to his face. With the exorbitant fees he charged for his services, he could afford anything he wanted. He'd actually purchased a Praamian patent of nobility to establish his Lord Anglion identity.

      Pushing aside thoughts of beautiful women, he turned his attention back to Lord Damuria's mansion. The constant flow of Steel Company mercenaries confirmed his suspicions. Something had Lord Damuria skittish as a newborn foal.

      The Praamian nobleman—Beritane, that's the name—had said Lord Damuria was difficult to contact. Whatever it was had Lord Damuria in fear for his life.

      Odd, given that he's one of the wealthiest men in Voramis. I guess all the gold in the world and a private army isn't enough to make you truly feel safe.

      He contemplated his plan of attack. He could approach this target any number of ways, but which would lead to the fewest unnecessary complications? After a few moments, he made up his mind.

      Time to see how good these Steel Company mercenaries really are. Human error had simplified his job more times than he could count. One lazy patrol, sleeping guard, or moment of inattention could open a hole for him to slip through to reach his target.

      He slipped down the sloped roof. The mansions of Upper Voramis were spread too far apart for him to travel their rooftops conveniently, forcing him to use the main avenue. Of course, he always came prepared.

      He dropped to the ground behind the concealment of a thick hedge and reached the satchel he'd tucked beneath it earlier. The rough-spun clothing of a workman lay within, along with a pair of pruning shears and a small shovel. He still wore the alchemical mask concealing his true features. The clothing and tools completed the disguise of a grizzled, one-eyed gardener.

      As he came around the hedge and emerged onto the side street, he adopted a stooped posture and dropped his eyes to the street. With the slow shuffle of a weary working man, he would draw little attention. If anything, the nobles would ignore him—they didn't need his sort muddying the pristine image of life in Upper Voramis. The Heresiarchs would say nothing as long as he didn't loiter.

      The flow of people, carriages, and vendors thickened on the main avenue that ringed Upper Voramis. Myriad scents assaulted the Hunter's sensitive nostrils. If he wanted, he could identify the unique odors of each person and animal that passed him. But without a target to follow, he simply forced himself to take slow, deep breaths until his nose adjusted to the overwhelming array of smells.

      As he passed the Maiden's Fields, he searched the avenue for the little wooden cart with its buckets of flowers. Disappointment twisted in his gut. He'd hoped to see Farida here—her favorite place to set up her bright blooms. At the same time, he found himself relieved not to see her. Perhaps her absence meant she was receiving lessons in reading, writing, arithmetic, music, and history from the Beggar Priests. He'd given more than enough coin to ensure her life in the House of Need was as comfortable as their austerity permitted.

      He picked up his pace, wending through the busy streets and exiting the gates that led down the short, steep descent to Lower Voramis.

      The buildings at the base of the hill were like nothing in either Upper or Lower Voramis. Though their architecture was the same mixture of brick, stone, and wood as the rest of the city, they were painted garishly bright colors—each color indicating a different manner of entertainment.

      Painted women in scanty garments lounged outside the white buildings, calling out to passing pedestrians, offering teasing glimpses of their wares. The men who stumbled out of the orange and yellow buildings had glazed eyes, dull expressions, and the manic grins of narcotic-fueled euphoria. Thick clouds of opium and arguilah waterpipe smoke puffed from within the grey buildings, while the shouts and cheers of men enjoying dog fights and bare-handed brawls shook the walls of the red buildings. Heavy-set bouncers allowed only men to enter the blue buildings, while women were sent to the green "pleasure palaces". No one ever spoke of what went on behind the walls painted a funereal black.

      This was the Blackfall District, home to the Bloody Hand, and the place where citizens of Praamis indulged in every sort of entertainment, vice, and depravity that could be desired or imagined. The Hunter had little reason to frequent this section of town, save for the infrequent visit to The Arms of Heaven—always in disguise, of course. The Bloody Hand ruled Voramis from the shadows, controlling the city through the threat of violence, blackmail, and crime. Thieves, assassins, pimps, thugs, smugglers, they had their hand in everything illicit. No one operated in Voramis without their permission.

      Except for him, of course. Though he despised what they were doing to the city, he'd made a point of avoiding direct conflict with the Bloody Hand. Not out of fear, but because he didn't need the hassle. If he angered them, they could prove a powerful enemy. Only a fool pokes an unchained greatcat, someone had told him. As long as they stayed out of his way, he had no reason to interfere with their business.

      His steps led through the Blackfall District, toward the monolithic sanctuaries of the Temple District. He avoided Divinity Square; at this time of day, the broad plaza around the Fountain of Piety would be crowded with the pious, poor, and pompous. He had no need for gods anyway.

      Beyond the white-washed temples, the streets grew muddier, the houses dirtier and shabbier. The people also looked rougher. They wore work clothes, their hands gnarled and callused from heavy labor, faces stained with dust, sweat, and grime. The commoners of Lower Voramis minded their own business, preferring to live their lives without interference from the King, nobility, or the Bloody Hand.

      A wall of foul odors hit him as he entered the Beggar's Quarter. Debris lay piled high along the streets, and people emptied buckets of refuse into the alleys without care for those huddled in makeshift huts below. The denizens of this section of Voramis were the forgotten, downtrodden, and abandoned.

      That's what makes it the perfect hiding place.

      He set his gardening tools against a nearby wall; someone would find them and sell, trade, or perhaps even use them. From within his leather satchel, he produced a shabby cloak, which he slung over his hunched shoulders. He moved at a quick shuffle, fast enough to avoid being accosted but not so hurried he drew questioning gazes.

      Deeper into Beggar's Quarter he went, occasionally pausing in his journey to "rest" and scan the road behind him for any sign of pursuit. No one knew he was the Hunter—his alchemical masks concealed his true features—but decades as an assassin had taught him to be wary.

      Confident he was unobserved, he ducked into an alley. His stomach churned at the concentrated odor of filth and refuse in the tight space, but he forced himself to move at a steady pace toward the door at the far end of the narrow lane.

      The interior of the building appeared empty at first glance. The rotting wooden beams looked ready to collapse beneath the weight of the roof, and large cracks ran through the mortar of the stone walls. However, deeper in, thick pillars shored up the ceiling, and a layer of plaster kept the wind from whistling through the walls.

      Makeshift huts and tents dotted the floor of what had once been a warehouse. People moved among the dwellings, and the smell of smoke and cooking food permeated the building. A child ran past, a dog yapping at his heels. Two men sat before a barrel, a deck of ragged playing cards spread out before them.

      One looked up as he entered. "Is that you, my lord?"

      The Hunter nodded. "Aye, 'tis." He spoke in the thick accent common among the Einari living on the continent of Fehl across the Frozen Sea. "What d'ye think of my new face, Karrl?"

      The man, known by his friends as Twelve-Fingers Karrl, grinned. "Looks mighty fine, mighty fine indeed." He squinted up at the Hunter. "I hardly recognize you."

      "That's the point, eh?" The Hunter gave him a dramatic wink. "If ye don't recognize me, neither will them what's lookin' fer me."

      "S'truth," said the other man, a fellow by the name of Jak the Thumb, on account of his disfigured thumbs. "They can't harm you if they can't find you." He tried to tap his nose, but he'd clearly had too much of whatever was in the clay jar on the barrel.

      The Hunter grinned and tapped his own nose. "Right ye are."

      He'd had one of his contacts in Lower Voramis put out the word that this building was a place beggars could squat without fear of hassle. Their presence made certain no one would think to find him living here. To explain his odd comings and goings and the odd disguises, he'd started a rumor that he was a nobleman from the land across the Frozen Sea, hiding from assassins sent to kill him. No one had questioned it—the people living here tended not to ask questions as long as they could find shelter from the wind.

      He glanced at the empty chair before the barrel. "Where's Thrifty Pete?"

      Karrl shrugged. "Dunno. Ain't seen much of him recently."

      "Tisn't like him to stay gone this long," Jak muttered in a slurring voice. "Seems a lot of us has gone elsewhere."

      The Hunter raised an eyebrow. "What's he talkin' about?"

      Karrl gave a dismissive wave. "Oh, you know how Jak gets when he's had too much to drink."

      "I ain't had too much!" Jak protested. "Pete, Rozyn, Tarth, a few others. They ain't come 'round these parts in weeks."

      "Is that true?" the Hunter asked.

      Karrl shrugged. "I ain't seen 'em either, but might be they've just found somewhere else to hole up a while."

      The Hunter nodded. The men, women, and children that stayed in the building were a transient lot, always on the move to find better opportunities.

      He thrust his chin at the clay jar sitting on the barrel. "Spare a nip of that fer me?"

      Karrl shook his head. "Jak's had more than his fair share. The Mistress herself couldn't coax a drop out of that jar."

      "Ach!" The Hunter threw up his hands. "And here's me achin' for somethin' to wet me whistle." He drew a silver drake from his purse. "Might be the two of ye's could pop out and fetch another fer me? The change's yers fer the trouble."

      Jak stared at the coin through bleary eyes, but Karrl snatched it from the Hunter's hand. "Back in three shakes of a bull's dangle." He pulled Jak to his feet and dragged the man away.

      The Hunter had no intention of drinking whatever foul swill Karrl brought back, but the men had their pride. Something about the plight of the people living here made him want to help. Perhaps it was due to the fact that they were outcasts, just like him. The only difference was that he could afford luxury, while they were condemned to a life of hardship and misery.

      As he hurried toward the heart of the building, he glanced at Old Nan's tent. The old woman was nowhere in sight. She couldn't have gotten far, not with her limbs twisted by age and malnutrition. A short distance away, a young girl—Ellinor, I think—rocked a screaming child in her arms. Little Arlo would start walking any day.

      A few more of the men and women nodded or offered a polite greeting, but most went about their business, ignoring him. He liked it that way. He had his own affairs to attend to.

      His steps led toward the thick wooden door that guarded the entry to his private rooms. He quickly worked the complex locking mechanism, and the door swung open on silent, well-oiled hinges. Once inside, he pushed the lever that re-engaged the lock. Nothing short of a battering ram would get through that.

      He strode toward the wardrobe that occupied the entire western wall of his room. Within lay an assortment of alchemical flesh masks, periwigs of every conceivable hair color, and outfits ranging from the formal wear of the nobility to the rough cloth of a dockhand. With care, he peeled off the mask he wore and set it gently in its place.

      He stripped off his dirty workman's clothing, tossing them into a ball beside the bathing chamber, and splashed water over his body. As always, his fingers traced the scars on his back and chest. One for every life Soulhunger took. It was as if an invisible hand carved the marks in his flesh, a reminder of the death he brought.

      Drying off with a soft cotton towel, he strode naked toward the wardrobe and perused the masks. He selected the face of a young man—well, younger than the disguises he usually wore. Though his memories stretched back forty or fifty years, he appeared in his mid-thirties, no older than forty. Perhaps whatever gave him his inhuman strength, stamina, and speed also kept him from aging. He was too tall, too broad in the shoulders to convincingly pull off the disguise of a much younger man. However, for the part he was to play, he needed to appear no older than twenty-five. The Steel Company would never buy his act otherwise.

      Reaching into a drawer, he pulled out a jar of Graeme's special alchemical adhesive. The paste was water- and sweat-resistant, and affixed the mask to his face with such precision that it appeared perfectly lifelike. After years of practice, the Hunter could apply the disguise in a matter of minutes.

      He turned to the mirror and stopped as he caught a glimpse of his true features. Strong jaw, a nose neither too long nor too thick for his face, and prominent cheekbones—a face most in Voramis would consider handsome. But from beneath his heavy eyebrows, black eyes peered back at him in the mirror.

      That was what marked him as an outsider. Those eyes couldn't be human, but he had no idea what they were. The few people who had seen them had stared in horror, or attacked him, shrieking of demons.

      His eyes, like the dagger on his belt and the scars on his chest, were another mystery he'd failed to solve. Though he rarely thought about them anymore, the question of his past still haunted him.

      With effort, he shrugged the maudlin thoughts aside and set about applying the disguise. Lord Damuria's men handle patrols and watch duty well enough, but let's see how they respond to an actual intruder.
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      The young man who swaggered up the streets of Upper Voramis looked nothing like the man beneath the façade. Bright red hair spilled down his shoulders, and featherglass lenses turned the Hunter's black eyes a blue as deep as the Endless Sea. Though he had the same tall, lean build, his stride had an exuberance and buoyancy only found in those not yet worn down and burdened by life. He flashed his crooked smile and waved a jaunty greeting to everyone he passed.

      "Flower, sir?"

      He turned to smile at the young girl standing beside the rickety wooden cart. "Why of course, dear girl!" Shifting the cloth-wrapped bundle under his left arm, he produced a coin from within his jacket. The girl, no more than eight, watched wide-eyed as he made the silver drake dance between his fingers. He flicked it into the air, caught it deftly, and made it disappear. The girl's puzzled frown was replaced by laughter a moment later when he produced the coin from behind her ear.

      "How many flowers will this get me?" he asked.

      "Two bundles of my finest roses," she replied. "Not a wilted petal among the lot of them."

      "Tell you what." He crouched beside her and dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "I'll take just one of the roses with me now, but next time you see a pretty lady come along, you give her the rest and say 'A gift from Gladrin Silvertongue'."

      The girl raised a curious eyebrow. "You call yourself Silvertongue? A silly name, that."

      He stood, and his hearty laugher rang out across the Maiden's Fields. "Of course I don't call myself that." He gave her a wink. "But who am I to argue with the name given me by the good ladies of Lakeshore?"

      She stared at him from under her long, dark lashes, the look in her piercing green eyes filled with childish curiosity.

      The Hunter couldn't help noticing how much she'd grown in the last year; she almost reached his chest. The girl—Farida was her name—wore the rough, simple clothing of a Beggared child, though her slight frame had yet to fill out the over-large robes. He determined to have some better-fitting clothes made and delivered to her. In the eight years since he discovered her lying freezing on the streets of Voramis and deposited her on the steps of the House of Need, the Beggar Priests had received a number of mysterious packages containing coins, clothing, and other things a growing girl could need. He stopped by to see her whenever he could, always in disguise. She was safer not knowing who he truly was.

      He made the coin dance across his knuckles once more. "Do we have a deal?"

      "We do!" She held out a slim hand, which the Hunter shook with the gusto expected of the young man he was pretending to be.

      "But make sure she's very pretty, eh?" With a sly grin, he deposited the coin in her hand. "I'm counting on you to have a discerning eye."

      "Of course, sir." She gave a little curtsy and tucked the coin away.

      The Hunter's face spread in a broad grin. That should cover her expenses for a few days. Whenever he managed to visit Farida, he always found ways to give her extra coins. The Beggar Priests provided for the orphans, but the children were expected to earn their keep as much as possible. The Heresiarchs turned a blind eye to the Beggared children unless a particularly onerous lord or lady raised a fuss.

      "Then, my fair little lady, I wish you a glorious day." He swept an exaggerated bow, which elicited a giggle from Farida.

      "To you as well, sir," she called after him as he strode away. The cart's rear wheel squeaked as she pulled it farther up the street.

      The Hunter found himself enjoying his role as Gladrin, young buck from the village of Lakeshore, three days' walk to the south. Something about being able to step out of his own skin and into that of the witty, optimistic, adventurous, over-confident youth gave him a break from the grim reality that was life in Voramis. For a few hours, he could be a "someone else" diametrically opposite from his true nature.

      Perhaps this was one reason he'd adopted the disguises in the first place. Though they gave him anonymity, they also provided a glimpse into other worlds. Worlds where men and women had loved ones, friends, and family—things he'd never had. Since the day he arrived in Voramis, penniless and with nothing but Soulhunger for company, he'd been alone. Farida provided a bright spot in his life, but visits with her had been few and far between. Though Karrl, Jak, Old Nan, and the others lived in his proximity, he couldn't truly consider them more than acquaintances.

      The sight of the imposing wall around Lord Damuria's mansion shoved the thoughts from his mind. He had a role to play, and brooding simply wasn't in young Gladrin's nature. Plastering on his best crooked grin, he strode toward the steel-clad mercenaries standing at the front gate.

      "It's true!" he called in a voice filled with wonder. "I heard rumors that you are here in Voramis, but I could only dare to hope."

      The two mercenaries guarding the gate looked up at his approach. Their expressions changed from casual disinterest to wary suspicion as he drew closer.

      "After all this time," the Hunter breathed in Gladrin's overeager voice, "I've found the Steel Company at last!"

      One of the two men thrust a hand out to stop him. "State your business with Lord Damuria, or be on your way."

      The Hunter drew up, as if taken aback. "Why, I'm not here for any Lord. I'm here to join the Steel Company!"

      For a moment, the two men shared an incredulous look, then they burst out laughing. "Gor!" guffawed one, a heavy-set man with a patchy beard a shade darker than his blond hair. "That's a good one, lad!"

      The second man, a rail-thin fellow with a sharp chin and a long hooked nose, slapped his thigh. "I ain't heard nothing so amusing in a long while, boy." He turned to his companion. "He thinks he's just gonna waltz up and join us. And him so green he's still got snot on his face."

      The Hunter grinned, as if enjoying the joke along with them. "That's right." He pushed past the two men. "And when I heard the Steel Company was here in Voramis, I knew I had to find them."

      The two guards' laughter faded as they realized the young man had somehow gotten through them. Despite his far superior strength, the Hunter hadn't been particularly rough; he simply hadn't allowed them to bar his way. He'd angled his body to slide between the two chuckling men.

      He strode through the gates and into Lord Damuria's mansion, all the while keeping up a stream of enthusiastic conversation. "My father always told me about the Steel Company. Oh, the tales he'd tell! The battle of Forge Hill, how the Steel Company held their ground when the Legion of Heroes was a breath away from collapsing. The last stand of Razor Gorge. All the battles where they earned their reputation." He grinned at the pounding footsteps of the two guards chasing him.

      "Stop!" the thin man shouted. "Stop right there!"

      He pretended not to hear. "My father, before he died, Keeper rest his soul, he told me, 'Gladrin, the day you're of age, you go and get yourself hired.' I'd heard the rumors that the Steel Company was somewhere in the south of Einan, but I couldn't find where. So I practiced and trained and worked until—"

      He stopped as the guards caught up to him and leveled swords at his throat. Three more men appeared from the building, hands on their hilts. They reacted quickly to threats, that much was clear.

      "Until here I am!" he finished with a bright grin, as if unconcerned at the sharp blades against his neck.

      "Keeper-damned lackwit!" snarled the heavy-set of the two guards, trying hard not to show how winded he was. "We ordered you to halt, but no, you—"

      A gruff voice rang out in the open expanse of the Damuria courtyard. "What's going on here, Gren?"

      Immediately, the two guards snapped to attention, somehow managing to keep their blades trained on the Hunter. "Nothing, Sergeant Rakhan, sir," the thin guard replied. "Just a young fool intent on getting himself killed."

      The man striding toward them had the tanned skin of a native of Drash, a city far to the north of Voramis. Though his height was unremarkable, his lean muscles rippled with every step. His hair was coiled in tight braids on the side of his head, with another long strip braided along his crown and down his back, hanging to his waist. Tattoos swirled around his eyes and cheeks, tracing his jawline toward his ears and running down his neck to disappear beneath his steel breastplate.

      "Who is he?" Sergeant Rakhan demanded.

      "Don't know," replied Gren. "He didn't—"

      "Gladrin of Lakeshore," the Hunter said, stepping forward so the two sword blades slipped away from his throat. He held out a hand. "My grandfather served in the Steel Company."

      "Grandfather, eh?" The Sergeant stroked his close-cropped beard with a scarred hand. "What was his name?"

      "Reynan. Reynan of Lakeshore." The Hunter held up his cloth-wrapped bundle. "He kept this, said he earned it for his valor in battle." He unbound the coverings to reveal a ragged leather scabbard.

      The two mercenaries beside him stiffened as he drew the blade. Their expressions grew scornful at the sight of the rust-pitted, notched sword. The Hunter had purchased it from the seediest metalsmith in the dirtiest part of the Merchant's Quarter—the perfect accoutrement to complete the façade of the town boy.

      Disdain twisted Sergeant's Rakhan's face. "Quite the heirloom you have there," he sneered. "A truly deadly weapon, if you don't mind waiting a few weeks for your opponent to die from rust infection."

      The Hunter allowed the pitted sword to droop, his shoulders to wilt, and ran a hand nervously through his hair. Gladrin wouldn't know a long sword from a backsword or spatha; to him, the weapon in his hands was a prized possession. To hear it mocked would sap the vim from even the most optimistic youth.

      "You say your grandfather served the company?" Sergeant Rakhan asked.

      The Hunter brightened and gave an eager nod. "Yes, sir. Reynan of Lakeshore. Said his fellows called him 'Cowpoke', on account of his way with horses."

      "Way with horses, eh?" Gren muttered. "Known more than a few men a bit too close to their mounts. With a name like 'Poke'…" He snickered.

      The Hunter had enjoyed crafting this particular backstory, expecting the foul-minded mercenaries would come to this interpretation. He had no idea if anyone named Reynan had ever served in the Steel Company, nor did he care.

      As he spoke, his eyes roved the interior of Lord Damuria's property, scoping out the positions of the mercenaries, the number of men visible in the courtyard, the layout of the mansion. His previous visits had always occurred at night, his path leading up to Lady Damuria's tower. He had never had reason to break into Lord Damuria's chambers or offices in the main house. Judging by the security, it would be no easy task.

      Aside from the two men standing guard at the gate, close to twenty more were ranged around the front of the property. Some stood at attention beside the mansion's main entrances, while three squads were constantly on the move around the walkways that cut through the expansive garden. As he'd seen last night, the courtyard had been flooded with the light of torches, lanterns, and braziers. Even with his skill, he'd be hard-pressed to cross from the wall to the mansion itself unseen.

      A rough hand seized his collar, and the tattooed face of Sergeant Rakhan hovered a finger's breadth from his own. "Never heard of no Reynan," the sergeant snarled. His unique scent—chewing tabacc, aniseed, and the metallic tang of his armor—filled the Hunter's nostrils. "No farm boy from Lakeshore's ever joined our ranks. We tend to keep the Company free of rubbish." He spat the last word, spraying spittle.

      The Hunter stammered. "I-I…"

      "I-I…" the sergeant mocked. He cuffed the Hunter hard. "Lying sack of shite. You think you can come in here and—"

      "That's quite enough, Sergeant." A new voice rang out, this one with the calm, precise tone of a commanding officer.

      Sergeant Rakhan released the Hunter's collar, but the scowl never left his face.

      The Hunter studied the man who strode toward them. He had hair even darker than Sergeant Rakhan, so dark it appeared purple in the bright sunlight. He was slightly taller than the sergeant, with a build and facial features average enough to belong anywhere in Lower or Upper Voramis, given the right clothing. But his eyes—there was something about those cold, grey eyes that sent a shiver down the Hunter's spine.

      He came to stand beside Sergeant Rakhan and crossed his arms. "What's this, now?"

      "Young buck here thinks he's got the moxie to be a Company man, Captain Dradel," the sergeant snarled. "Brought his own weapon and everything."

      Captain Dradel held out a hand. "May I?"

      After a moment of hesitation, the Hunter handed the man his blade. He caught a whiff of rosewood, oak, and the olive oil that glistened in the man's dark hair.

      The captain studied it, his expression pensive. "Once a fine blade, perhaps. Now?" He hurled it behind him, where it clattered to the cobblestone courtyard.

      "Hey!" the Hunter shouted and stepped forward.

      Sergeant Rakhan's fist plowed into his gut. The Hunter doubled over, making a show of being in pain.

      "That is no weapon worth a Company man," said Captain Dradel in a cold, calm voice. Steel whispered on leather as he drew his own sword. "This, however, is a weapon worth its weight in gold." He whipped it through the air, setting it singing. "Would you like to own a sword like this?"

      "Yes," the Hunter said, groaning for effect.

      "Then I will make you a wager." Captain Dradel sheathed the sword and folded his arms once more. "You say your grandfather served the Company. Surely he taught you to use that thing." He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the Hunter's fallen weapon. "The Steel Company is always looking for more good men to join. If that is your wish, you will have it."

      The Hunter's expression brightened. "Really?"

      "On one condition." The captain's face twisted into a sardonic grin. "You'll have to defeat Sergeant Rakhan."

      Behind him, Gren and his companion chortled. A broad smile split the sergeant's face. "It'd be my pleasure, Captain." He drew his weapon—a long, hand-and-a-half sword with runes etched into the blade—and swung it dangerously close to the Hunter's head. "Careful, boy. Nysny here's like a dying man in the desert. But water's not what she's after."

      The Hunter struggled to hide a smile. I ought to introduce him to Soulhunger one day. The dagger, hanging in its sheath nestled against his back, pulsed in eager anticipation.

      Captain Dradel snapped his fingers. "Gren. Give him your blade."

      The slim mercenary complied, drawing his sword and handing it to the Hunter hilt first. "You remember which end is the dangerous one, boy?"

      The Hunter took the sword and gave a few experimental swings. Though it lacked the mastery of his preferred weapon, the blade was well-crafted, with a near-perfect balance just above the tang. It would move easily in his hand, a sword ideal for cutting, thrusting, and slashing. He could hack his way through Sergeant Rakhan, Captain Dradel, and the other two mercenaries in a matter of seconds.

      But Gladrin could not. The farm boy wouldn't have even a fraction of his experience. He would, however, be foolish and daring enough to attack first.

      With a shout, he swung at Sergeant Rakhan, a blow that even a middling swordsman could have turned aside. The sergeant didn't bother to deflect or block; he simply leaned back, letting the wild swing pass in front of his chest. He stepped forward quickly, his sword snapping up to strike the Hunter's ribs.

      The Hunter groaned and staggered back, much to the amusement of the Steel Company mercenaries. Growling, he recovered and lunged forward, sword extended in a reasonable imitation of a thrust. Sergeant Rakhan slapped the strike aside and whacked the Hunter's foreleg with the flat of his bastard sword. The Hunter pretended to stumble with the blow, actually falling to one knee for dramatic effect.

      "Come on, boy!" Sergeant Rakhan mocked. "Surely your feckless lout of a grandfather taught you better than that."

      The Hunter gave a desperate cry and attacked with great, wild swings. His blows had all the power of a young farm boy's muscles and the berserk imprecision of an untrained warrior. Sergeant Rakhan retreated, allowing him to tire out. The Hunter pretended to grow weary, his movements slowing, his attacks becoming erratic. The sergeant knocked aside the last weak strike and drove his fist into the Hunter's face.

      Sergeant Rakhan loomed over him, a sneer on his tattooed face. "Get up, boy."

      The Hunter rose, shaking his head as if dazed. The punch had caught him by surprise. Blood trickled from his nose, and a dull ache pounded in his head. But his real concern was his alchemical mask. Too many blows to the face could tear the false flesh or rip the paste holding it in place.

      No more lucky shots for him.

      The sergeant raised his sword. "Try and last a bit longer this time, eh?"

      The Hunter blocked the first attack, stumbling backward, plastering a panicked expression on his face. Sergeant Rakhan gave chase. The Hunter gripped the sword in two hands, crying out every time the sergeant's heavy sword slammed into his.

      The pretense of inexperience required a surprising degree of skill—he couldn't leave himself open to another blow to his face, but he had to find ways to turn aside or dodge the sergeant's attack without appearing too competent. It took all his skill not to riposte when the sergeant left a gaping hole in his defense or over-committed to a blow. He fought like a soldier rather than a fencer, with the efficient brutality of a battle line instead of the grace of a solitary warrior.

      Finally, the Hunter had had enough of the charade. As he gave ground, he pretended to stumble over his feet and fell to the paved courtyard. He forced his fingers to release their grip on the sword, sending it clattering away. When he scrambled after his fallen blade, Sergeant Rakhan slapped his hand with the flat of his sword.

      The sergeant loomed over him. "Go back to your mother, farm boy." He pressed the sword into the Hunter's chest, piercing cloth and drawing a trickle of blood.

      The Hunter shot a pleading glance at Captain Dradel. The dark-haired man shook his head. "You're no more use to us than tits on a Secret Keeper." He gave a dismissive wave. "Get rid of him."

      Gren and the other mercenary seized the Hunter's arms and dragged him across the courtyard. The Hunter feigned a struggle, but his eyes roved the property, mapping out the positions of the guards. They were disciplined, he had to give them that much. Of the twenty within eyeshot of the courtyard, only two had left their posts to watch the sergeant whaling on him. The rest hadn't moved, only occasionally glancing back, chuckling and shaking their heads at the foolish youth.

      As he was manhandled through the gate, the Hunter committed everything to memory—from the guards' positions to the routes of their march to the number at each location. The more he knew, the easier it would be to avoid them when the time came to eliminate Lord Damuria. His client, Lord Beritane, hadn't given him a deadline. He could take his time setting up the final execution in order to reduce the body count.

      He gave a theatrical grunt as the two mercenaries hurled him to the ground outside the front gate. Gren seized his collar and shook him roughly. "You know what's good for you, we'll never clap eyes on you again, got it?"

      The Hunter plastered a fearful expression on Gladrin's face and gave a frantic nod.

      "Good, now off with you!"

      Gren dragged him to his feet and shoved him away. The Hunter pretended to stumble, cast a fearful glance over his shoulder, and rushed down the street. The guards' mocking laughter followed him until he rounded the corner.

      Immediately, he ducked beneath a thick hedge and into the shadows of a vacant estate. The previous owner had fled the city after being accused of withholding the King's taxes. The Hunter had no doubt the King would reclaim the property and sell it, but for now it gave him the perfect vantage point to watch Lord Damuria's mansion.

      A window to the rear of the mansion gave him access to the interior. He withdrew his satchel from its hiding place beneath a pile of splintered furniture and drew out the simple tunic and dark grey cloak he preferred when traversing the rooftops of Voramis. A few gentle tugs in the right places loosened the alchemical face of Gladrin, and he wrapped the mask in its oilcloth before stuffing it into the bag. After changing his clothing, he buckled his sword belt in place and drew on the cloak.

      He cast a glance up at the sun. He had at least an hour before sunset, perhaps two. He wanted to rest, could feel the fatigue dragging at his muscles, but Soulhunger wouldn't let him. Too much time had elapsed since his last kill. The longer he waited, the louder the dagger's insistence would grow. Its voice would keep sleep at bay, filling his head with the pounding cries for blood.

      I'll have to satiate it soon if I want peace. The dagger left him alone only after he had killed. But the Damuria job is proving tougher than I expected.

      The Gladrin façade had given him a clearer understanding of how the Steel Company protected Lord Damuria's property. Between the rotating guards, moving patrols, and well-covered entry points, he'd be hard-pressed to find a way past them undetected. Worse, the moon had just entered its fullest phase, meaning brighter nights.

      Decades as an assassin had taught him to approach his jobs from every conceivable angle. He didn't have to cut Lord Damuria down in the comfort of his own home. All he needed was something to lure the nobleman out from behind the safety of his walls.

      But what? Therein lay his problem. Lady Damuria was renowned for her social graces, attending every soiree and jubilee held in Upper Voramis. Lord Damuria, however, preferred to avoid public appearances unless absolutely necessary. Unlike most noblemen of Voramis, he spent the majority of his time within his mansion, using his specially picked courier service to communicate with the outside world. Scribes, Reckoners from the Coin Counter's Temple, and clerks completed his work force—each carefully scrutinized by the Steel Company before entering.

      The only exception was Lord Damuria's travels to the north. He visited the city of Malandria four times each year, but he'd just returned from his last journey a few weeks ago. His next departure wouldn't take place for another month or more.

      Unless something draws him out of the city, that is. The Hunter simply had to find something that would convince Lord Damuria to make another trip. Or, he could create something.

      He climbed the steps of the abandoned mansion and stepped out onto the third-floor balcony of the master bedroom. The view of the Maiden's Fields was breathtaking, with the city of Voramis spread out far below. He drew in a deep breath and he closed his eyes, savoring the sweet scent of the Snowblossoms drifting on the late afternoon breeze.

      Feed me! The thumping of Soulhunger's demanding voice set his head aching.

      Grinding his teeth, he clambered onto the stone railing and leapt up to the roof. The clay tiles were still warm through the soft soles of his boots. Just beneath the pinnacle of the rooftop, he lowered himself to his belly and settled in for a few hours of watching Lord Damuria's mansion.

      His mind wandered as he studied the patrolling mercenaries. Lord Damuria's fortunes came from his ownership of fertile land, not only around Voramis, but also near Praamis. At least, the fortunes people knew about.

      Every wealthy nobleman in Voramis made money through illicit means. He'd discovered that within months of beginning his career as an assassin. No matter how honest, virtuous, or respectable the noble family, there was always dirt concealed beneath the shining façade.

      So how does Lord Damuria truly make his money? The coin earned from farmland could sustain a wealthy man, but never afford the extravagant rates charged by the Steel Company. All that remains is to find out what he's doing.

      The easiest way to instill fear in a nobleman wasn't to threaten him with bodily harm—though that worked often enough to make it effective. No, if he wanted to truly terrify Lord Damuria, he would simply have to threaten his income.

      And I know just the man to help me figure out how to do that.

      He'd risen to leave, but movement below caught his eye. Two men emerged from Lord Damuria's mansion and strode off down the street. Even without their armor, the Hunter recognized Captain Dradel and Sergeant Rakhan. The fact that they wore simple, plain clothes raised the Hunter's curiosity.

      He shrugged it off. Even mercenaries had to have a life outside their work. No doubt they're off for a few drinks after a long shift. Fighting men all learned to drink, sleep, and fornicate whenever possible—one never knew how long they'd survive in their martial profession.

      Still, his eyes followed them down the street until a nearby rooftop hid them from view. He remained on the rooftop for another hour, waiting for them to return. Lord Damuria had provided the Steel Company quarters in his mansion. Shadows crept across the city, drenching Upper Voramis in darkness. Night fell, and still the two mercenaries hadn't returned. By the time the Lady's Bell rang out the ninth hour of the afternoon, his curiosity had been fully piqued.

      Soldiers knew not to drink on duty, and their commanding officers would rain down the Keeper's own wrath if they did anything to impair their abilities on watch, parade, or in combat. The Steel Company had a reputation for being as professional as the Legion of Heroes. It seemed odd that the captain and a non-commissioned officer would spend so much time in a tavern.

      Perhaps they hadn't sought the pleasure of liquor, but instead the arms of a companion. That could prove useful. Humans were always the weak spot in any defensive system. The man who lost all focus when confronted with a beautiful woman. The soldier who fell asleep on watch. The patrol that huddled near the fire for warmth instead of doing their rounds. The guard who abandoned his post to empty his bladder or bowels. The Hunter had blackmailed his share of cheating husbands and wives, killed more than a few of his marks in bed—their own, or that of the wrong person.

      He remained in position for another hour, but no one else exited the front gates of the Damuria mansion. By the time the Lady's Bell rang out midnight and the two mercenaries hadn't returned, he knew he had something he could use.

      Tomorrow, he would follow the two men, find out where they went. Whether they frequented a tavern, brothel, or opium den, he'd find their weakness. It would be a simple matter to incapacitate them, steal their armor, and gain access to the Damuria mansion. If he used something sufficiently potent, he could craft his alchemical masks into a disguise convincing enough to fool the guards. He could be in and out in minutes, and no one would be the wiser until they discovered Lord Damuria's corpse.

      A thrill of anticipation coursed through him. He always enjoyed the hunt, and his disguises served as one more tool of his trade. There was something exhilarating about hiding in plain sight.

      But that would have to wait until tomorrow. Tonight, he needed information on Lord Damuria, and he'd get it from a little bookstore in Lower Voramis.
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      With its rickety walls, dust-covered windows, and a door barely hanging on its hinges, The Angry Goblin bookstore appeared as dull and boring as any of the rundown shops in Lower Voramis. The exterior provided the perfect façade for its true commerce: the buying and selling of alchemical potions, elixirs, remedies, and more exotic liquids. And, of course, the purveyance of information.

      An unimaginable wealth of secrets flowed through the little shop. Graeme, the alchemist who owned and operated it, made a lucrative trade either selling those secrets or extracting coin from people who would prefer they remain hidden. Atop that, he had earned a reputation for brewing some truly marvelous alchemical draughts. Whenever the Hunter needed something he could not obtain legitimately, he went to Graeme.

      Graeme was one of the few people in Voramis who knew his identity, though he always wore a disguise when visiting the alchemist. The little fat man seemed less terrified of him than one would expect when face to face with the legendary assassin known as the Hunter. It was one of the things the Hunter liked about him.

      It also made him harder to intimidate than the rest of the city. At that moment, Graeme was proving particularly stubborn—one of his less charming traits.

      "Not a Watcher-damned chance," Graeme snapped, folding his arms over his portly belly. "If you think I'm parting with the information before I see your coin, you're a bigger fool than the man who dipped himself in honey and leapt into the bear's den."

      The Hunter rolled his eyes. "You know, even after all these years, you're still an awfully suspicious bastard."

      The alchemist snorted. "You say suspicious, I say 'wise business practices'. Besides," he waved, a gesture that encompassed the Hunter's imposing figure, "look at you. You don't like what I have to say, how hard will it be for you to take back your coin? Once the information has left my mouth, there's nothing to guarantee payment." He held out a pudgy hand. "Which is why I always expect payment up front. Have I ever let you down?"

      "Well, there was the matter of those little blue bottles."

      Graeme colored. "That was not my fault and you know it." His face darkened. "That idiot Tiall was the one who couldn't tell a poxy love potion apart from a healing draught."

      "You're just lucky I heal quickly," the Hunter growled. "Somehow I suspect the good nobles of Voramis would be far less likely to hire my services if my face was covered in heart-shaped scars."

      Graeme threw up his hands. "Fine! Have I ever let you down when it comes to information?"

      The Hunter inclined his head and drew a heavy purse from his cloak. Graeme hefted it, feeling the weight of the coins, and nodded. "Lord Damuria, eh?" He tapped his lip with one hand, while the other made the purse disappear into a hidden drawer beneath the desk in his back room. "Anything specific you want to know about him?"

      "Where his money comes from, to start." He held up a hand to forestall Graeme's words. "And if you say from his farmland, I'll be taking my gold back this very moment. You know as well as I that there's no such thing as an honest Voramian nobleman."

      Graeme's lips twisted in a wry grin. "That's truer than you could possibly imagine." Turning away from the Hunter, he rummaged through a sheaf of parchments sitting on one of the many cluttered shelves lining the walls. "If my sources are correct—" He turned and gave the Hunter a knowing smirk. "—he's invested heavily in a number of sailing vessels in the last few months."

      "Sailing vessels?" The Hunter raised an eyebrow. The noblemen of Voramis enjoyed their yachts and pleasure barges, but to his knowledge Lord Damuria had no interest in nautical pastimes.

      "Merchant ships, cargo vessels, even a few river barges." Graeme selected a parchment and studied it. "Almost as if he's amassing a merchant fleet. But interestingly enough, none of them are under his own name." A frown twisted the fat alchemist's face. "Odd. The investments are all made under the name Stonecroft. Unusual name, that. Never heard it. Can't be any nobleman in Voramis, that much I'm certain."

      The Hunter grinned. Lord Damuria could have myriad reasons for making such investments under an alias, none of them indicating legitimate enterprise.

      "Any idea what he's transporting?" he asked.

      Graeme's frown deepened to a scowl, and he shook his head. "On that, my sources have been somewhat…tight-lipped."

      "Which means he's definitely not transporting cargo he wants anyone to know about."

      Graeme inclined his head. "Either that, or someone's helping him conceal his movements."

      Though he didn't say the name aloud, the Hunter had no doubt the fat alchemist was referring to the Bloody Hand. The criminal organization had a hand in everything. If Lord Damuria was smuggling cargo, they were taking a cut of it.

      Damn, he thought. That complicates things. Interfering with Lord Damuria's illicit operations could lead to a confrontation with the Bloody Hand—something he would rather avoid.

      "That's not the face of a satisfied customer," Graeme said. "You look like someone pissed in your porridge."

      The Hunter scowled. "Someday, I'm going to run out of patience with you, you know."

      A self-satisfied grin widened Graeme's broad face further. "Always a charmer, you are." He turned his attention back to the parchment in his hands. "Aside from his recent nautical interests, I fear there's nothing more of relevance that I can tell you about Lord Damuria. Lady Damuria, on the other hand…" His smile grew wicked, the way it did when he was reading one of the racier passages of Taivoro the mad playwright.

      The Hunter gave a dismissive wave. "Not necessary." He knew more than enough about Lady Kerina Damuria's pastimes.

      "Then, consider this well of information dry." Graeme replaced the parchment in its drawer.

      "That's all?" the Hunter asked. "There was a time when that many golden imperials bought something of real value. Perhaps you're outliving your usefulness to me."

      Graeme's pudgy face revealed no hint of fear. "If you were expecting a song and dance, you'd spend your coin at The Arms of Heaven. You come to me for information, and what I've given you more than earns the pitiful purse you handed me."

      The Hunter couldn't argue with the fat alchemist. If Graeme couldn't uncover more information on Lord Damuria, there would be no more to uncover. Still, it rankled that he'd gotten so little—he needed a good deal more if he was to find another way to get at his target.

      "However," Graeme said, "I do have something I believe you'll find of great interest." He reached beneath his desk and produced a wooden box roughly the length of his stubby forearm. His sausage fingers fumbled at the clasp until it opened, and he lifted the lid. Within lay six glass phials filled with black liquid. "A fresh batch of argam, if you're interested."

      The Hunter drew out one of the phials. The liquid within was thick, the consistency of hot tar. A few drops of the potent poison could kill a man in under a minute.

      He nodded. "I'll take them all."

      Graeme snapped the lid shut and handed him the box. "Consider us even, then."

      The Hunter's eyebrows rose in surprise. "Graeme the alchemist, giving something away for free?" He reached toward the man's broad forehead. "Are you ill? Surely your fever is making you—"

      Graeme batted the Hunter's hand away with a scowl. "Not free, Hunter. You paid good coin for information, and I would never have it said that I come up short on my bargains."

      "How virtuous you are!" the Hunter said, chuckling.

      The alchemist rolled his eyes. "In my profession, reputation is everything. Even the worst clients must walk away satisfied."

      The Hunter tsked. "Careful, Graeme. You might actually hurt my feelings."

      Graeme muttered something under his breath, which the Hunter chose not to hear.

      "Now," said Graeme, "if that's all, I've a meal gone cold and wine gone sour. You always know how to come at the most inopportune time."

      The Hunter grinned. "Always a pleasure, Graeme."

      "I wish I could say the same," the alchemist replied with a shake of his head, "but I fear that would encourage you to return. And the Keeper knows I've enough grief in my life without you adding to my misery."

      The Hunter swept a mocking bow and turned to leave.

      "One question."

      Graeme's voice stopped him in his tracks. He turned and gave the man a quizzical look.

      "Not that I'm one to judge, mind you," Graeme said, a note of hesitance in his voice, "but you wouldn't know anything about the bodies turning up around the Beggar's Quarter?"

      The Hunter cocked his head. "Bodies?"

      Graeme nodded. "More so than the usual corpses that show up from time to time." He tugged at his ink-stained sleeve, something he only did when nervous. "I thought it might be you, given…"

      The Hunter's eyes narrowed. "Given what?"

      Graeme's gaze slid to one side. "The state of the bodies. Sliced up, drained of blood."

      Ah, of course. He'd encouraged many legends about himself, including one that claimed he consumed the blood of his victims.

      He shook his head. "Not my doing. If I'm going to leave a message, I'll make sure it's clear what I'm saying. Like with Lord Eddarus."

      Graeme nodded, relief evident on his pudgy face. "Good, I didn't think so. Carving up vagrants didn't seem your style."

      Vagrants? This piqued the Hunter's interest.

      Jak's words from the previous day rang in his mind. "Seems a lot of us has gone elsewhere. Pete, Rozyn, Tarth, a few others. They ain't come 'round these parts in weeks."

      "Might just be the Bloody Hand's doing," Graeme said, his voice tinged with anger. "Keeper alone knows if the poor sods did something to piss them off."

      Life in Lower Voramis was hard, but death came cheap. The Bloody Hand would kill a man for looking the wrong way. Their hired daggers and thugs weren't choosy when it came to paying clients; men, women, even children had fallen to their knives, swords, and poisons.

      "Either way," Graeme continued, "it's a nasty business. A body here and there, it's to be expected in the Beggar’s Quarter. But at last count, we've had nearly twenty in the last month."

      Twenty? That is a lot higher than average.

      Such a high number of senseless deaths was bad enough, but if word spread that he was the one doing the killing, it could seriously interfere with his business. His clients would think twice about hiring someone who murdered beggars for the sheer pleasure of it.

      Might be something I'll have to look into. Once I finish the Damuria job, of course.

      The fat alchemist shook his balding head. "Worse, the Heresiarchs haven't a clue what to do to stop it. Not that they're doing much, mind you. Strolling around in their fancy red robes, pretending to be all official. Useless, the lot of them."

      The Hunter grinned. "Just don't say that too loud, or someplace they'll overhear you." He chuckled; Graeme had a tendency to rant. "They don't take kindly to that sort of talk."

      Graeme muttered a string of insults that would have rolled off a dockhand's tongue. "Stuck-up pricks, walking around pretending their shite don't stink. The way they play soldier, it's a…"

      The Hunter stopped listening. Graeme's words had sparked an idea. He played the thought over in his head, examining it from every angle. It would be damned unpleasant, but it should work.

      "Graeme." He cut off the alchemist's rambling with a chopping motion. "Tell me, how much do you know about gongfermors?"
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      The few people on the streets of Upper Voramis gave the rattling cart a wide berth. A thick cloud of reek emanated from the rear of the wagon—essentially a brass tank sitting atop the axles--and stains of nauseating colors covered the tank, wagon, and drivers.

      The Hunter shifted to find a more comfortable position on the hard wooden bench. The man beside him shot a nervous glance at him and wiped sweat from his forehead with a filthy hand. He was terrified, to be expected given that he knew his companion was the legendary Hunter of Voramis.

      "Remember, Serach," the Hunter said in a low, gravelly voice, "there's two ways this will go. You keep your mouth shut and go about your routine as we discussed, and you walk away with enough gold to buy a second cart." He held up Soulhunger beneath the man's nose. "I don't need to remind you where the second option leads, do I?"

      "N-No, sir, er, Hunter, sir." Serach's lips pressed in a tight line, white against his dusky, excrement-stained skin.

      "Good." The Hunter nodded and tucked the blade in its hidden sheath. "As long as you stick with the plan, you've nothing to fear from me."

      The acrid tang of terror mingled with the man's unique scent of manure, human excrement, and the cloves he chewed.

      The cart rattled around the corner, and the high walls of Lord Damuria's mansion came into view. Immediately, the Hunter hunched over, letting his arms hang limply by his side, his face contorting into a mask of witless innocence.

      A Steel Company mercenary appeared at the small door set into the huge wooden gate. "Halt!" he shouted and held up a hand.

      Serach tugged on the reins, and the two draft horses pulling the cart slowed to a stop.

      The mercenary lifted his lantern and shone the beam over Serach's face. "Not you again!" He stepped back, pinching his nose. "Haven't you stunk up the place enough for one month?"

      Serach gave a little shrug. "Just doin' my job of keepin' the jakes and chamber pots empty." He spoke in the rough, harsh accent of the Beggar's Quarter. "You ain't got to like it."

      "You got that right!" grumped the mercenary. Keeping his distance, he swung his lantern to shine the beam at the Hunter. "Who's he? Never seen him before."

      Serach sighed and shook his head. "My brother-in-law, Ornard. He works well, but don't speak much." He tapped his temple. "Kicked in the head as a child."

      "Lackwit, eh?" The mercenary raised the lantern and fixed the Hunter with a stern gaze. The Hunter gave him a broad, idiotic grin. To sell the façade, his alchemical mask had a broad white scar along the right side of his forehead.

      After a moment, the guard shook his head. "Whatever. Just keep him out of sight, and get the bloody hell out of here fast as you can, you hear?"

      "Of course, good sir." Serach nodded and reached for the reins.

      The mercenary turned and hammered a mailed fist on the gate. "Open up. It's the bloody nightman again."

      The gates slowly swung open. Serach clucked his tongue, setting the horses into motion. The cart rattled through the gate and to the right, around the rear of the Damuria mansion.

      The Hunter hid a grin as the cart rattled through the gate. He'd chosen the perfect way in. Well, not quite perfect—the abominable stench of human excrement assaulted his sensitive nostrils. But it was certainly the easiest way in.

      Gongfermors like Serach were hired by the lords and ladies of Upper Voramis to empty their outhouses, jakes, and privies. An unpleasant and undesirable job, but a potentially lucrative one. Not only did the gongfermors earn the nobles' coin to cart the refuse away, they could sell a portion to the farmers to use as manure. Anything not sold would simply be disposed of in the Midden, the enormous void in the northern section of Voramis. The hole had always been a part of Voramis, and no matter how much garbage, refuse, and waste was fed into its gaping maw, it remained a bottomless pit.

      Gongfermors had earned the name "nightmen" after King Gavian had passed an ordinance banning them from working during the day. No one in Voramis wanted to smell or see the carts filled with the putrid nightsoil.

      That suited the Hunter's purposes just fine. Three nightmen serviced the entirety of Upper Voramis. It had taken him an hour to track down Serach, the one contracted by the Damuria estate. A threat and the promise of gold had convinced the gongfermor to pay a visit to the nobleman, with a disguised Hunter along for the ride.

      Now, as they rattled around the rear of Lord Damuria's mansion, the Hunter had an opportunity to study the property from the inside. Two patrols of mercenaries passed their cart, both giving them a wide berth and looks of disgust. Serach seemed unfazed by the disdain; he simply nodded and tipped his hat to the scowling guards.

      The nightman swung the cart wide, then backed it toward a pair of battened doors set into the stone wall of the mansion. Pulling the horses to a halt, he jumped down.

      "Stay here, Ornard!" he commanded the Hunter in a stern voice. The Hunter nodded and mumbled gibberish, a convincing act for a nearby pair of Steel Company mercenaries.

      Serach strode to the door and pounded on it. A few moments later, it creaked open, revealing the sleepy-eyed face of a servant.

      "What?" the man yawned.

      "Come to haul off your nightsoil, we have," Serach replied.

      The servant caught a whiff of Serach and flinched, pinching his nose. "Blessed Mistress!" he groaned.

      Serach shrugged. "Sooner you let us in, sooner we get out of here."

      Face pinched with displeasure, the servant swung the doors wide. Serach clambered onto the seat, picked up his reins, and set the horses backing into the entrance. He maneuvered the cart with the ease of experience, until he pulled it to halt.

      The nightman tugged the Hunter's sleeve. "Let's go, Ornard," he said in an exaggerated voice. "We've got work to do."

      The Hunter followed him over the seat, ducked around the metal tank, and hopped down from the cart. They stood inside a room roughly twenty paces wide and long. Metal barrels filled the space, and the Hunter's nose told him exactly what they contained.

      Serach turned to the servant. "While we're here, you might want to bring all the chamber pots. Empty them all at once, you know?"

      The servant all but fled from the underground chamber, leaving them alone with the barrels of nightsoil.

      Serach slid aside a wooden hatch atop the metal tank, and a fresh wave of reek wafted up from the gaping hole. The Hunter struggled to keep down the few bites of food he'd eaten that day. Serach seemed unperturbed by the odors.

      Surprise registered on Serach's face as the Hunter set about rolling the barrels toward the cart. The Hunter chuckled inwardly at the man's astonishment; no one in their right mind could imagine the Hunter, legendary assassin of Voramis, would stoop to hauling shit.

      The barrels proved heavier than expected. Even with his extraordinary strength, the Hunter found himself sweating with the effort of helping Serach lift them to empty their contents into the tank. By the time they'd emptied the fifth barrel, a steady stream of servants entered the room bearing chamber pots. They deposited their stinking burdens and fled as fast as they could.

      An hour later, the Hunter and Serach had emptied all twenty-five of the foul-smelling barrels. As they rolled them back into place, the Hunter drew a small pouch from his robes. He dropped one of the tiny brown pellets into each barrel before replacing their lids. Serach gave no indication he'd noticed the surreptitious movements.

      Emptying the chamber pots took far less time, though the task proved no less unpleasant. Foul liquids splashed over the Hunter's sleeves as he carried the ceramic, metal, wood, and clay containers to the cart. He swallowed hard to keep his gorge from rising.

      More brown pellets went into the empty chamber pots. Their small size and dark color blended perfectly with the residue clinging to the container walls. He didn't bother with the four ceramic chamber pots. They no doubt belonged to Lord and Lady Damuria, and would be thoroughly cleaned before seeing use.

      No sense wasting a good pellet.

      After a great deal of laughing, Graeme had given the Hunter the pouch and explained how they worked. Something about an alchemical coating that was slowly broken down by the chemicals in human urine and feces. Once the coating dissolved, the volatile mixture within would react violently, producing a loud bang or pop and a thick, nauseating smoke that could lead to severe, though not fatal, illness that lasted for up to a week.

      "Nasty little concoction," Graeme had said, giving him a wicked grin. "Shame there's not much demand for it these days." His smile had turned into a frown. "The problem is that it's impossible to predict when it will go off." The alchemist had gone on for too long about acidity levels in human wastes. "Plus, they're old enough that I can't give you an exact timing on when they'll go off. You've got at least two days, but it could be three or four before the coating wears off."

      That suited the Hunter just fine. In fact, he'd prefer a staggered reaction. A much more dramatic effect that way, one far more likely to spook Lord Damuria. If the little "stink balls", as Graeme called them, worked, the nobleman would be driven from his mansion one way or another—if he didn't believe there was a legitimate threat on his life, the gut-wrenching stench of the smoke would do the trick.

      Like smoking rabbits out of a warren.

      The servants appeared genuinely relieved to see the cart roll out of the mansion, and the doors were all but slammed behind them. The guards already had the rear gate open by the time they arrived. Nightmen served a vital function in the mansions of the nobility, but that didn't make them welcome guests.

      Sweat dripped down Serach's forehead again as they rattled through Upper Voramis, and he shot worried glances at the Hunter.

      "You're almost free," the Hunter said in a low voice. "Almost a wealthy man."

      The single Heresiarch patrol they passed took pains to march on the far side of the street. When the red-robed guards disappeared around a corner, the Hunter gripped Serach's arm. "Stop here."

      The nightman jumped, but complied. He flinched as the Hunter stood, throwing up his hands as if expecting to be murdered on the street. The Hunter simply leapt off the wagon and removed his thick oilskin cloak.

      He tossed the garment onto the seat beside Serach. "There's a purse in the pocket, as promised. Not a word to anyone about this." He dropped his voice to a harsh growl. "You say anything about tonight, and there won't be pieces of your body big enough for your family to bury. Understood?"

      Wide-eyed, Serach gave a frantic nod and clutched the reins like a shield.

      "Good. Now off with you." The Hunter slapped the nearest draft horse's rump, and the beast moved into motion. Before the nightman's cart rattled ten paces up the street, the Hunter had ducked into a thick hedge and out of sight. When Serach glanced nervously over his shoulder, the road was empty.
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      The Hunter blinked hard and rubbed his eyes. The sun-baked tiles were warm against his belly, and the occasional cool breeze wafting across the rooftop brought the sweet scent of Snowblossoms. After a long night playing gongfermor and a day spent watching the activity in Lord Damuria's mansion, the late-afternoon heat felt like a blanket that threatened to drag him into sleep.

      He grinned as a messenger rode up to the Damuria mansion and handed a sealed envelope to the Steel Company mercenaries at the gate. The third such today. The Hunter had no need to guess the letter's contents; he'd paid a hefty fee to have a dozen threats—some promising death, some gruesome torture, and one utter gibberish sure to confuse the nobleman—delivered before the end of the following day. Lord Damuria would be jumping at shadows. When the stink pellets finally worked, he'd have no choice but to flee.

      Where he'd flee to, that was the only thing the Hunter couldn't predict. Lady Damuria spent her summers in the Damuria estate in Praamis, but Lord Damuria had never visited it. He preferred to travel north to Malandria, which he did four times a year. However, he had a property south on the shores of the Frozen Sea, and some whispered that his holdings extended as far as Nysl.

      Either way, the Hunter would be prepared. A horse waited for him in the grand foyer of the abandoned mansion below, along with enough supplies for a three-day journey. All he had to do was follow Lord Damuria from the city gates, ride ahead of his party, and set up an ambush. The nobleman wouldn't take the entire Steel Company with him. Besides, the Hunter had no need to fight; one well-placed crossbow bolt—coated with the thick, tar-like argam poison—would complete his mission. Even with his limited woodcraft, he could evade any pursuing mercenaries. Or kill them, if necessary.

      The pieces were in place, his traps baited. All that remained was the waiting.

      The insistent voice in his head made patience difficult. Soulhunger was eager to feed on Lord Damuria's lifeblood. The dagger filled his mind with its pleading, demanding. His head pounded, and an ache had grown behind his eyes.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he tried to block out Soulhunger's voice. It faded to a dull thrumming in the base of his skull. He had to kill soon, or the low murmur would grow louder until he could no longer block it out. That voice was why he had become an assassin in the first place. As long as he kept it sated, it fed him power, fueled him with the life it stole from his victims. But if too much time elapsed between kills, it would invade his mind. The dagger lusted for blood, undiscriminating of men, women, and children alike. The Hunter could only channel its power, harness it in aid of his hunting down his targets. An uneasy alliance, yet a necessary one.

      The dagger was the single link to his forgotten past. He had no memories of life before arriving in Voramis, no clue who he was, where he had come from, or why he hadn't aged after forty years. But Soulhunger had always been with him, that much he knew. He clung to the dagger in the hope it would unlock glimpses into his life before becoming the Hunter.

      Movement at the Damuria mansion's front gate snapped him back to attention. The wicket opened, and the two figures of Captain Dradel and Sergeant Rakhan emerged. Once again, they wore simple, plain clothes.

      The Hunter scuttled backward, slid down the rooftop, and leapt onto the third-story balcony. Instead of going through the mansion, he stepped off the stone railing and dropped to the balcony a floor below. His powerful hands caught his weight, though he winced as the rough stone scraped his palms. With the agility of a sailor in the riggings, he clambered down the railing and jumped the remaining distance to the overgrown lawn below. He landed and tucked into a roll, which brought him to his feet. Without hesitation, he raced around the empty mansion toward the front gate.

      Before stepping out into the street, he checked his disguise one final time. The alchemical mask gave him sharp cheekbones, a high forehead, pointed chin, and long, slim nose perfect for perching a pair of spectacles. His simple clothing was cut in the style popular among the wealthier commoners of Lower Voramis, as would be expected from a bookkeeper successful enough to serve the noble houses of Upper Voramis. The perfect disguise for traveling both affluent and plebian neighborhoods freely.

      He hurried through the streets, his long legs covering ground in short, scurrying steps. He kept his expression turned down in the perpetual frown of a man squinting at ledgers, his shoulders hunched from hours spent sitting at a desk. No one paid him heed as he rushed toward the main avenue that circumnavigated Upper Voramis.

      Estimating the time he'd taken to reach the street, he turned away from Lord Damuria's mansion. He scanned the passing men and women in search of the two mercenaries. At their speed, they'd be passing the Maiden's Fields. He'd have to hurry. If they reached Lower Voramis before he caught up with them, he'd have no chance of finding them.

      He spared a quick glance for Farida as he rushed by her cart. The little girl was busy bundling flowers, while a paunchy nobleman with far too many chins and a too-young wife on his arm waited impatiently for his purchase. He wished he had time to stop and leave her a few coins, but the Steel Company mercenaries were his priority now.

      A grim satisfaction flooded him as he caught sight of them fifty paces ahead. Their simple clothing stood out amidst the lace, frills, bright colors, and silks of the nobility walking and riding past, but their confident swagger—a hallmark of fighting men—made them stand out from the servants, merchants, and other commoners.

      Their ground-eating strides and purposeful gait made it difficult for him to close the gap without breaking character. He slipped through the carriage and pedestrian traffic as quickly as he could. He had to reach them before they left Upper Voramis.

      By the time they began the descent into Lower Voramis, he'd gotten within ten paces of them. He matched their pace, staying far enough behind that they wouldn't notice him yet close enough he wouldn't lose them in the heavier traffic of the main city.

      To the Hunter's surprise, the two mercenaries turned away from the Blackfall District. Most of the men and women seeking strong drink, narcotics, or companionship went to the many-colored houses there.

      Intriguing, he thought.

      The Merchant's Quarter did have a few brothels, gambling dens, and other pleasure establishments. Though the alehouses and taverns near the Port of Voramis were unpleasant, the drinks there cost far less than the finer wines, ales, and spirits sold by the Bloody Hand. Curiosity burned within him.

      I wonder where they're headed.

      The men skirted the Palace of Justice and Temple District, entering the busy streets beyond. Merchants shouted at full volume, hawking everything from fine metal wares to clothing and textiles to produce that looked nowhere near as fresh as claimed. The smells of grilling meat, burning fat, and baking bread hung thick in the air, mingling with the odor of rotting food, horse droppings, and sweating, unwashed men and women. Horse- and oxen-drawn wagons rumbled past, loaded high with wooden casks, bales of hay, sacks of barley and wheat, and leaking crates filled with fish.

      The press of people discomforted the Hunter. He hated the closeness of the jostling bodies, the myriad odors that assaulted his sensitive nostrils from all sides. Worse, he could lose his targets in the crowd. One moment of inattention, and the two Steel Company mercenaries could disappear in the throng or turn down a side street.

      He slipped closer to the two men, almost near enough to reach out and touch them. People gave way before the mercenaries, and the Hunter followed in their wake. He had no fear of them spotting him. If they looked back, they would never notice the fussy-looking man scurrying behind them.

      The bustle of activity diminished as they turned off Trader's Way and away from the Merchant's Quarter. The Hunter slowed his steps, widening the distance between them. With fewer people on the street, he had to follow with more caution. Through the twisting, turning avenues of Lower Voramis they went, leaving the busier sections behind for the slower-moving streets and alleys of the Beggar's Quarter.

      The Hunter's brow furrowed. What in the bloody hell are they doing here? He couldn't come up with a rational explanation as to what Steel Company mercenaries could possibly want among the impoverished.

      Few wagons and carts passed through this section of Voramis, and at this time of the early evening, only a handful of pedestrians moved about. He hung back, putting a full thirty paces between them. Now and again, one of the two would cast furtive glances over their shoulders. They had drawn their cloaks tight about them, lifting their hoods just enough to conceal their features without drawing suspicion. But the Hunter's instincts told him something about them was…off.

      The two men paused at the mouth of an alley. The Hunter ducked into a doorway as they scanned the streets. When he peered out a moment later, the mercenaries had disappeared.

      Years as an assassin had honed the Hunter's fighting instincts, yet also developed a deep-rooted mistrust of people. Anyone who acted with such secrecy had something to hide.

      The question is, what?

      After a moment, the Hunter entered the lane. Stinking muck splashed on his boots, and the stench rising from the piles of refuse heaped against the walls set his stomach churning. Twenty paces from the main street, the alley branched out to the right and left. The Hunter glanced both ways, uncertain where to go. The settling gloom of night obscured any sign of the mercenaries' passage.

      He drew in a deep breath, grimacing at the foul odors assaulting him. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on filtering out the layers of urine, vomit, rotting meat, and hundreds more nameless smells that came from the detritus around him. He focused on the scents that stood out of place: tabacc leaf, aniseed, and metal. Rosewood, oak, and olive oil. They didn't belong in the Beggar's Quarter, but marked the presence of Sergeant Rakhan and Captain Dradel.

      They came, faint and barely discernable, but there. His eyes snapped open, and he turned down the right-hand alley. His ears strained to detect any sound, and he focused on the myriad scents filling his nostrils.

      Rounding a corner, he nearly stumbled upon his targets. They stood just five paces away, tapping on a faded wooden door set into a crumbling building. He flattened himself against the wall, heart pounding, and listened as the door creaked open. Words were exchanged in a voice too low for him to hear. A moment later, the door creaked shut, a latch clicked, and there was the thunk of a deadbolt sliding home.

      Deadbolt? The Hunter peered around the corner. It made no sense. A stiff breeze could knock over the building the men had entered. Three of the second-floor walls had crumbled inward, with only a single roof beam surviving the collapse. Only the most desperate sort would live in that derelict structure.

      So why in the fiery hell would it have that level of security? Another question followed. What brings our Steel Company captain and his sergeant?

      He had only one way to find out.

      Retreating a few steps down the alley, he raced toward a nearby wall and leapt high into the air. Planting one foot on the solid brick, he pushed off toward the opposite wall, twisting his body upward and reaching out to seize the exposed end of an overhang. With a heave, he pulled himself up onto the thatched roof and jumped the narrow gap to land lightly on the second floor of the building into which the Steel Company mercenaries had disappeared.

      The sound of voices drew him toward the heart of the building. A section of floor had collapsed inward, and the light of torches shone through the gaping hole. The Hunter slithered closer and peered down.

      Six figures stood in a circle in the center of the room below. All wore heavy cloaks, thick boots, and elbow-length leather gloves. From beneath their raised hoods protruded elongated, curved beaks and round eyes as dark and empty as the Midden--or the Hunter's own eyes.

      The scent of blood—fresh, stale, dried, and dripping—reached the Hunter's nostrils. Dark stains covered the floor beneath the figures' boots. Soulhunger began to pound in the back of his mind, aching to feed. The Hunter wrestled back its demands with effort.

      A quiet chanting echoed in the small space. It took the Hunter a moment to understand the words.

      "Death will bring life," they intoned. "Death will bring life."

      The chanting continued for a full minute. The sound and smell grated against the Hunter's bones, sending an instinctive shiver down his spine. He recognized the ensemble: the curved mask and heavy clothing was that worn by the Trouveres, priests of the Bloody Minstrel, god of sickness, plague, and horrible music.

      What are they doing here? The Trouveres only were allowed to roam the city in time of plague. Their counterparts, the Malady Singers, were permitted to leave the temple to deliver the red bloodstone amulets said to ward off the worst of the Bloody Minstrel's pestilence. To see not one Trouvere, but six, here set the alarm bells ringing in the Hunter's mind.

      "Brothers." The hoarse, rasping voice came from beneath one of the masks, the Hunter couldn't tell which. "We do the gods' work today."

      One of the figures stepped forward, crossing his arms over his chest, resting his hands on his shoulders. "Our fair city is ill, but it is an illness that is unknown to all but those who serve the Minstrel."

      "Praise his holy name," intoned the other five figures in unison.

      "Praise be his name," the first figure repeated. "For five decades, we have held plague and sickness at bay through our devotion, prayers, and vigilance." From within his cloak, he drew out a red amulet and held it high. "And, thanks to his gift of the bloodstone, the city has escaped epidemics."

      His voice rose to a frenzied shout. "But try as we might, we cannot keep up with the ever-increasing number of men, women, and children filling our walls. They come all over Einan, bringing new pestilence. Worse, they occupy every corner of the city until the streets overflow with their refuse and filth. The more that come, the greater the threat of disease.

      "But we cannot stop them from arriving. We cannot stem the flood of humanity that throngs to our walls. The prosperity of our city will be its undoing. But the Minstrel—"

      "Praise his name," the voices chanted.

      "—has entrusted to us the holy mission of fighting pestilence. We fight not a war of attrition, but one of prevention."

      He turned and strode away, disappearing from the Hunter's view. The Hunter tensed at the sounds of rattling chains, accompanied by a soft, weak moan. A moment later, the man returned. The chain gripped in his hand was attached to something set in the roof.

      The Hunter craned his neck to get a better look. The lantern light shone on something solid, dark red interspersed with bits of brown and white. For a heartbeat, he thought it could be a slab of beef.

      Then the thing shifted and gave a quiet cough.

      Horror surged within the Hunter. It's a person!

      The man—he could tell by the thick hair covering its chest—hung by his feet, his arms dangling over his head. The dark stains on his body were blood, his own. It seeped from a wound in his abdomen, another in his chest, two in his thighs, and another on each of his wrists. A gruesome drip, drip echoed in the chamber.

      "From the clay the Master created us," the hooded figure said in his rasping voice.

      "And to clay we will return," the others answered.

      "While our souls are taken into the Long Keeper's arms, the bodies left behind turn to rotting flesh, releasing foul miasmas that bring illness and death in their wake. Thus it was with the Spotted Flux that ravaged our city fifty years ago, and with the Bleeding Fever of a hundred years prior. Yet, it is not the flesh that produces these miasmas, but the blood."

      He ran a hand along the man's chest, eliciting a weak cry from the victim, and held up a bloodstained glove.

      "It is the blood that spreads death. It is the blood that putrefies and attracts the swarms that carry pestilence on their wings. Thus, we must cleanse the city of the blood of the ill and push back the threat of disease."

      "The city must be cleansed," the five figures chanted.

      "We operate in the shadows, as the Brotherhood of Pestilence has for so many centuries. We are the unseen hand that guides the city away from the Bloody Minstrel's touch, which keeps outbreaks at bay."

      He drew a dagger—an ornate, curved blade with a skull etched into the hilt—and held it aloft. "Some must die—men, women, even children—but only so that others may live. With every life taken, the odds of disease diminish, and the Bloody Minstrel's wrath is averted. With every death, contagion is held at bay, and the city is safeguarded."

      At his nod, another figure stepped back, returning a moment later with a metal bucket, which he placed beneath the hanging man.

      "Death will bring life," he said.

      "Death will bring life," the others responded.

      With a quick slash, he drew the blade across the man's throat. The man gasped, and crimson pumped from the tear in his neck. After a few seconds of pathetic struggle, movement ceased, and his body swayed slowly back and forth. Silence hung thick in the room, broken only by the drip, drip of the blood filling the bucket.

      The rasping voice echoed after a long moment. "With the flow of blood, the city is cleansed. A few deaths will safeguard the many. So it has been in the past, and so it will be."

      "So it will be," the five men chanted.

      Acid rose in the Hunter's throat. This went beyond simple murder—and too many of those occurred in Voramis each day to be of real concern. No, this was some sort of foul ritual, one conducted in the name of the Bloody Minstrel.

      He had heard the discussion before: the recent growth of Voramis' population had many concerned at over-crowding and the higher prevalence of disease. The Malady Singers distributed the pestilence-fighting amulets until their stores were empty, and only one-third of the population of Lower Voramis had received the bloodstones. Thrice in the last year alone, the city had held its breath for fear of epidemics.

      Yet this, surely this couldn't be sanctioned by the Hall of the Cruori. Any official rituals would take place in the Bloody Minstrel's temple, not some derelict building in the Beggar's Quarter. Everything about this seemed…wrong.

      A full minute passed in silence, then the men below lifted their eerie masks. The speaker was a tall, imposing fellow with a grizzled face and a scar that ran the length of his neck. The faces of Captain Dradel and Sergeant Rakhan appeared from beneath the coverings. The other three men had the rough features common among Lower Voramians. The Hunter couldn't pick up their scents; the metallic tang of fresh blood filled his nostrils.

      "You know what to do with him," the grizzled man said. Two of the men nodded and strode toward the corpse. One slid his arms around the hanging man's waist while the other produced a heavy key and fumbled at whatever bonds held him suspended. Something clicked, and the first man grunted with the weight of the body. He lowered it onto a nearby tarpaulin, face up, and crossed the man's bloodied wrists over his chest.

      A jolt of shock coursed through the Hunter. It can't be! He leaned closer, staring down at the corpse with horror. Sure enough, there was the sword-shaped scar. He'd seen it often enough, flushed red as the man reeled drunkenly between Twelve-Finger Karrl and Jak the Thumb. There was no mistake: It's Thrifty Pete.

      Jak had said Pete was missing for a few weeks, along with a few of the other outcasts that squatted in the abandoned building he called home. Disgust writhed like a worm in the Hunter's gut. The man had been hung by his ankles, his blood drained—just as Graeme said happened to the other bodies.

      So this Brotherhood of Pestilence is responsible for all the deaths. It was the only explanation that made sense. If they were trying to prevent disease, of course they would start with the lame, the ill, those considered the "dregs of humanity"—the ones most likely to carry disease and plague.

      The grizzled man's voice snapped the Hunter's attention back to the remaining men.

      "We must work faster," he was saying. "Even at our current rate, we cannot hope to keep up with the overwhelming numbers flocking to our city. If we are to stem the tide of plague that even now approaches Voramis, we have to do more than just cleanse one or two at a time."

      "You want us to kill even more?" asked one of the men, a fellow with a nose as square as his jaw, and a thick forehead. "Already, our actions have begun to draw attention from the Heresiarchs." He finished emptying the bucket's grisly contents into a glass bottle and handed it to the grizzled man, who accepted it with a nod and stoppered it.

      "Aye, he speaks truth," replied another, a thin fellow with gaunt cheeks and a complexion somehow even more yellow in the lamplight. "Last week, when Dunn and I was disposin' of that old lady, we nearly got caught. Took some quick thinkin' to stash the body 'neath a pile of rubbish and claim we was lookin' for a ring Dunn dropped."

      The third man, no doubt Dunn, grunted. "Last thing we need's the Heresiarchs casting their eye on us."

      "So be smarter," Captain Dradel snapped. "See this man?" He pointed to the body lying on the tarpaulin. "He was too drunk to stand, tucked into some filthy alley a few hundred yards from this building. Think like a beast of prey, and pick the weak ones, the isolated ones, from the herd."

      "Easy f'r you to say," the rail-thin man retorted. "You're fightin' men, but I'm a bleedin' candlemaker, for the Keeper's sake."

      Sergeant Rakhan thrust a finger toward Dunn, a tall, broad-shouldered man with hands large even for his thick forearms. "So team up. Dunn here'll have no problems finding dreck hanging around the Port. Two or three of them at a time, even." He produced a purse. "Use this to get yourself a handcart or barrow or something."

      "Your generosity will be rewarded, Brother Rakhan," the grizzled man intoned. "If not in this life, then in the next."

      "No more than our duty, Trouvere Silech." The sergeant bowed. "I've seen what plague can do to a city; as long as I'm in Voramis, I'm proud to serve this branch of the Brotherhood any way I can."

      "We both are." Captain Dradel's voice had a petty ring to it. "When we return tomorrow night, we will have more souls to offer to the Bloody Minstrel. Death will bring life."

      "Death will bring life," Silech echoed, bowing. "See that you pass the message on to the others, those unable to join us tonight. They, too, must increase their efforts to cleanse the city. Until tomorrow, my brothers." He clasped the hands of each of the other five in turn, then strode out of the Hunter's view. Captain Dradel and Sergeant Rakhan followed a moment later.

      The Hunter found himself torn by indecision. He had been paid to kill Lord Damuria, and that should be his primary focus. He had never deviated from a job. He was the Hunter, and death was inevitable once coin changed hands.

      At the same time, these men had killed Thrifty Pete, perhaps even some of the other beggars that had gone missing. Worse, the deaths were being laid at his feet. Even if they believed they were working for the good of the city, could he let that go unanswered?

      He was no Heresiarch or Justiciar, not bound by honor or duty to protect the people of Voramis from harm. Hundreds of men and women had died by his hands, killed to slake Soulhunger's endless thirst, for the sake of his sanity.

      But something about this was…different. With his twisted arm and palsied leg, Thrifty Pete had no chance to defend himself. Life had treated him poorly, given him nothing but the scum on the bottom of the barrel. Deformed at birth, he'd had no choice but to steal—Karrl had given him the name "Thrifty" in jest, as he'd never spent an honest coin in his life—or beg to survive. The Brotherhood of Pestilence saw that as weakness, something to be eradicated so that others could live.

      So who would be exempt from their predations? Disease spread through every corner of Voramis, from the palace of King Gavian to the lowest slum in the Beggar's Quarter. The King had established laws to prevent overcrowding in Voramis for this very purpose.

      A part of the Hunter recognized the rationality behind the Brotherhood's actions. Reducing the population of Voramis could very well prevent or reduce disease. But another part of him recoiled from the wanton brutality, the ritualistic nature of the murders.

      Worse, the Heresiarchs hadn't a clue as to who was behind the murders. If the Brotherhood of Pestilence was allowed to continue unchecked, how many more would die? Eventually, when the bodies piled up, the King would have to give orders for his arrest. To avoid it, he had only to kill the ones responsible for the murders. In his mind, the immediate peril of a war with the Crown trumped any potential threat of disease.

      The pale face of Thrifty Pete stared up at him, features twisted in his final moments of horror, unseeing eyes filled with a plea for vengeance.

      So be it. He had the time. Graeme's stink balls wouldn't work until tomorrow at the earliest, perhaps not even then. He could afford a small distraction from Lord Damuria's assassination. He knew where to find Sergeant Rakhan and Captain Dradel. That just left four for him to track down.

      He spider-crawled on his hands and feet away from the hole in the floor, retreating toward the crumbled wall. Climbing onto the stone, he leapt the gap to the house beyond and crouched, waiting for the figures within to emerge.

      The first one to appear had to be the grizzled man. He had removed the thick robe, gloves, and boots, and wore only rust-colored robes, with a smaller version of the beaked mask covering his features. Moonlight sparkled off the bloodstone amulet hanging on the golden chain around his neck. In his hands, he carried a pair of smoking censers.

      The Hunter frowned. So he really is a priest of the Bloody Minstrel, then. He had no fear of the gods or divine retribution, but the fact that this man was a Trouvere meant he would be harder to reach, locked within the Hall of the Cruori. It would be a simple matter for the Hunter to cut him down there and then. However, the priest had mentioned "others".

      How many more of this Brotherhood of Pestilence are there?

      If he wanted to put an end to this problem once and for all, he'd have to convince at least one of them to talk.

      Captain Dradel and Sergeant Rakhan appeared a moment later, clad in their nondescript clothing. The Hunter's eyes followed them through the alley. He wouldn't take a risk on them, not yet. Some of the other Steel Company mercenaries could also belong to the Brotherhood. He needed to get as many in the same place at the same time as possible. That meant leaving these two alive long enough to find out.

      When the first of the three remaining figures exited alone, the Hunter considered following him. He drew in a deep breath through his nostrils, catching the scent of pottery clay, ceramic glaze, and wheel grease. Though he cast wary glances around, he would be an easy one to pick off all alone.

      But the pair struggling to maneuver the lumpy, tarpaulin-wrapped object through the door made the decision clear. They would be so focused on disposing of Pete's body that they would never notice him following along on the rooftops.

      Easy pickings, that's for certain.

      With a grim smile, he leapt across the alley to the roof of an adjoining building to stalk his prey.
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      "You’re an idiot if you think this is the place to dump him, Leress," Dunn snarled.

      "And y'think you can come up with a better place?" Leress, the rail-thin man motioned around him. "Ain't no one come 'round these parts in a long time, by the look of things."

      The two men stood in a small back alley nestled in the heart of Beggar's Quarter. The mud caking the ground was surprisingly free of rubbish, proving Leress' theory true. If anyone had used this alley or lived nearby, it would be filled with all manner of refuse and debris.

      Dunn shook his head. "And what happens when he starts to stink? Someone's bound to poke their head back here and find his body just left there. That'll attract all the wrong sort of attention."

      "And settin’ him adrift in the port's better?" Leress snapped. "Last three stiffs we dumped into the ocean just washed back up down the shore. Attracted just as much fuss, mind you." He thrust a finger toward one of the alley walls. "Just put him there, but prop him up like he's asleep. That way, anyone finds him, they'll think he just fell asleep and died."

      The slit throat and multiple wounds will quickly reveal the truth, the Hunter thought. He crouched atop a single-story building just beyond the pitiful circle of illumination radiating from the lamp in Leress' hand. Following these two had proven painfully easy; though they moved with caution, they had been wary of Heresiarch patrols, not an assassin following them across the rooftops. To the Hunter's keen ears and sensitive nostrils, these two had all the stealth of a sack of hammers going down a staircase.

      "I don't know, Leress." Dunn shifted the canvas-wrapped bundle on his shoulder. "I still say the ocean's better. We can wait 'til the tide's ebbing, then drop him in to let the waves take him out to sea."

      "And risk gettin’ caught?" Leress threw up his hands. "Too many people wanderin' 'round the port at night. Besides, d'you really want to lug him all that way?"

      This seemed to convince the bigger man, who dropped his burden to the muddy alley ground with a wet thump. Drawing a dagger, he stooped and sliced the ties holding the canvas tight. Leress pitched in, and together they removed the wrappings, revealing the pale, twisted face of Thrifty Pete.

      The Hunter dropped into the alley behind them, his boots splashing in the thick mud. He had no need of stealth, not against these two.

      Dunn whirled, raising his dagger. "Who goes?" The Hunter's sensitive nostrils caught the reek of iron.

      Leress lifted the lantern. His brow furrowed, his mouth pressed into a thin line. "Wrong place, wrong time, stranger," he growled. "If you c'n keep this to yourself, we'll let you go. If not, my friend here'll have to make sure you don't tell no one what you seen this night."

      Dunn took a menacing step forward. Up close, he was a large fellow, half a head taller than the Hunter, with too-big hands at the end of forearms thick with muscle. He moved with the confidence of someone who had won his share of street brawls. He had the look of a dockhand, with broad shoulders, a wide trunk, and solid legs. The sort no average Voramian would trifle with.

      Unfortunately for him, the Hunter was anything but.

      "Here's the thing," the Hunter said in a quiet, dangerous voice, "I really only need one of you alive to talk."

      His eyes darted to the dagger in Dunn's hand. For some reason he'd never understood, the slightest contact with iron elicited a violent reaction. His skin would crawl, his veins turning black as if from a Secret Keeper's deadly poison. He had no wish to find out what happened if Dunn managed to stab him with the blade.

      He moved, too quick for the man's eyes to follow. His sword slid free, darted out, and slipped back into sheath in a single fluid movement. Dunn fell back with a wordless cry, his tongue flopping to the floor, the shreds of skin that had once been his cheeks flapping. The Hunter took two long strides forward and kicked the man's hand. The blow snapped bones and sent the iron dagger clattering into the darkness. Drawing Soulhunger, the Hunter drove it up under Dunn's ribs.

      The big man screamed then, a horrible, grating sound filled with terror and agony. The gemstone set into Soulhunger's hilt flared to life, filling the alleyway with crimson light. The movement tore Dunn's cheeks even further, but the man was beyond caring. His screams grew fainter as Soulhunger consumed his life force.

      Power rushed through the Hunter, pushing back any remaining traces of fatigue and flooding his muscles with energy. Soulhunger's cries of ecstasy echoed in his mind. His head rang with the shrieks of triumph as the dagger fed. A finger of fire etched a scar into his flesh, and he gritted his teeth against the pain in his chest.

      The ruby light leaking from Soulhunger's gemstone illuminated Leress' horrified expression. The man stumbled backward, falling over Thrifty Pete's corpse, to land in the muck. Before the man could rise and flee, the Hunter was on him. He drove a fist into the thin man's gut, and Leress doubled over, gagging, falling to his knees.

      The Hunter seized Leress' hair and yanked his head up. "Look at your comrade, you bastard." He seized Leress' chin and gripped it hard. "Look well."

      Slowly, the light from Soulhunger's gemstone faded and died. Even in the light of the fallen lamp, the silent corpse of Dunn was clearly visible, his torn face stretched in an expression of abject terror.

      The Hunter growled softly into Leress' ear. "You know who I am, yes?"

      Leress swallowed and gave a jerky nod.

      "Good." The Hunter released his chin, but retained his grip on the man's lanky hair. "Then you know I'm capable of far worse than what you just witnessed. And you'll know just how foolish it is to lie to me." He twisted Leress' face up to look into his. "Seems pretty clear that it's in your best interest to be forthcoming, then."

      "Yes," gurgled Leress, his neck contorted at an awkward angle.

      For a full count of twenty, the Hunter held the man immobile, fixing the man with his most baleful glare. Leress didn't move either, his eyes wide in horror. A single twitch of his hands would snap the man's spine—they both knew it.

      The Hunter let the man go, and Leress fell to the muck, gasping. The stink of urine flooded the alley. He lay trembling on the floor, hands over his head, as if expecting the Hunter to strike him down. When no attack came, he glanced up.

      "W-What do you want?" he asked, his voice quavering.

      "The truth." The Hunter came to stand before him, arms crossed over his chest. "Tell me about the Brotherhood of Pestilence."

      Leress sucked in a sharp breath, his eyes going even wider than before. "Th-The—"

      "And before you think of lying to me," the Hunter snarled, "remember what will happen to you." He ripped Soulhunger from Dunn's chest and held it before Leress' eyes. The man's gaze remained fixed on the dagger's blade as it absorbed all traces of Dunn's blood, until only clean, glimmering steel remained. "I will tear your soul from your body, twist it, and turn it to my will. Your body will become a vessel for demons, but your mind will be conscious as I send you home to tear your loved ones limb from limb. You will beg me for death, but I will curse you to live forever, a rotting, decaying corpse."

      Leress' face went so white it almost gleamed in the darkness. The Hunter hid a grim smile. He couldn’t do any of those things, despite what the rumors—many of which he'd instigated—said. But after seeing Soulhunger consume Dunn's lifeblood, Leress would be far from a rational state of mind. By the horrified look in his eyes, it was clear he believed the Hunter could do exactly what he promised.

      Words spilled from his mouth almost too fast to follow. "Trouvere Silech's behind it all, him and those damned mercenaries from Odaron. Said they're tryin' to keep plague away from the city, that they seen it work in their northern cities. Anytime a place gets too crowded, the Bloody Minstrel's hand is not far behind. We was doin' good for Voramis, they said."

      The Hunter growled. "How did you get caught up in all this?"

      "I-I just…" Leress hung his head, his eyes darting away. "After the Bloody Flux took my oldest, I had to find somethin’ to do. The priest's words made sense, in the beginnin’. He has a way of convincin' you, you know? When he talks, everythin' seems like it's the right thing."

      The Hunter couldn't deny that. The priest had spoken with an authoritative voice, one filled with passion and conviction. He truly believed in what he was doing. To the weak-willed, those desperate for a purpose, that aura of command couldn't be ignored.

      "And the fact that you're killing people never made you think twice?" The Hunter thrust a finger toward Thrifty Pete's corpse.

      "It did." Shame filled Leress' eyes. "But he said we were doin’ the Minstrel's work. That the ones we killed needed to be purged. For the sake of the others."

      "Others like you," the Hunter snarled.

      "Like my family!" A hint of fire shone in Leress' gaze, echoed in his voice. "My little un's just startin' to walk, but there ain't no way she'll survive a plague. My pa told me stories of the Bloody Flux, what it did to the city. I ain't gonna watch my daughters suffer the way he did his brothers and sisters."

      The Hunter clenched his jaw. Twisted logic, but desperate, terrified fools were always willing to swallow shite if it gave them a hint of hope.

      "How many more are there?" he demanded. "In this Brotherhood of yours?"

      For a moment, it seemed Leress would refuse to speak.

      The Hunter pressed Soulhunger's edge against the man's throat. "Speak, or your daughters will bury you."

      Leress held out a heartbeat longer before gasping. "Ten!" His breath came in ragged pants. "Not countin' me'n Dunn."

      The Hunter's lips quirked into a smile. "Not a particularly grand Brotherhood, are you?"

      Leress had the good sense to look ashamed. "The mercenaries and the Trouvere, they're the ones as does the recruitin'. Dunn n' me, we just showed up because they promised we'd be heroes for savin' our families. Oh, Keeper!" He stared at the corpse of his friend. "Dunn's wife, his four tykes. I'm gonna have to tell 'em…" He trailed off, then turned and added his vomit to the mud filling the alley.

      The Hunter stepped back to avoid the spray. When Leress had recovered, he crouched in front of the shaking man. "The others, where do I find them?"

      Leress shook his head. "I don't know." He threw up his hands as the Hunter hefted Soulhunger. "Not all of 'em, at least. I know the captain’s got at least three in his Steel Company, countin' that sergeant of his. I could tell you where to find two others, but I don't know about the rest."

      The Hunter ground his teeth.

      "But," Leress spoke so quickly he nearly tripped over his tongue, "they'll all be together tomorrow. The Trouvere's got somethin' he says we all need to hear, somethin' big he's got lined up. Says it's a way to cleanse the city of a lot of filth at once."

      "So kill tens, maybe hundreds or thousands of your fellow Voramians," the Hunter growled. "That about right?"

      Leress couldn't meet his gaze. "Look, I told you what you wanted to know. You c'n just let me go and—"

      The Hunter drove his boot into Leress' throat, crushing cartilage. The man's eyes widened, and he choked out a wheezing cough, trying desperately to draw a breath.

      He crouched over the dying man. "I let you live, you go and kill someone else."

      Leress slumped to the muddy ground, his struggles growing weaker as his body starved for air. Slowly, he stopped moving. His eyes stared sightless into the night sky, his face twisted in an expression as terrified as the one staining Thrifty Pete's features.

      The Hunter spoke in a quiet voice. "Voramis has enough pain and suffering without you adding to it."

      And what of the pain and suffering you bring, assassin of Voramis? A voice spoke in the back of his mind—not Soulhunger's, and not his own thoughts, but something else entirely. It only came occasionally, but filled his head with doubt, insult, and animosity. Even after Soulhunger fell quiet, sated from the kill, this voice refused to leave him in peace.

      The question echoed in the Hunter's mind. He'd wrestled with it often and found no answer. After decades as an assassin, he had seen the worst of human nature, the depths of depravity to which men could stoop in the pursuit of wealth, power, and desire. All men deserved death.

      But perhaps some deserved it less than others.

      Turning his back on the dead man, ignoring Dunn's corpse, he crouched over Thrifty Pete and pressed the beggar's eyelids closed. The Long Keeper have mercy on you, and may you find safety and comfort in his arms.

      After a long moment, he wrapped Pete's corpse in the canvas and hefted it over his shoulder. The man deserved better; he deserved a burial, as did every man, woman, and child that sought shelter under his roof. Though he could do little to prevent their deaths—sickness, age, and hard years were forces even he could not defeat—he could at least ensure they met the Long Keeper with some dignity. None would lie rotting and moldering in alleyways or abandoned buildings. Tymmons, the old caretaker at the Voramian Cemetery, would see that Pete had a decent resting place. A few silver coins would cover a small plot and a few words from whatever priest could be summoned at this time of night.

      It wasn't much, but it was enough.
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      Dawn found the Hunter lying atop the roof of the empty mansion in front of Lord Damuria's estate. Gone were the accountant's robes, replaced by his "work clothes"—a simple tunic, a jacket to conceal his leather armor, durable pants, a well-crafted pair of boots, and a heavy cloak to cover it all. The outfit stood out among the bright silks and lace of Upper Voramis, but the heavy bundle waiting below completed the disguise of working stiff. With it on his shoulder, no one had questioned him as to his purpose. And, it gave him an easy way to transport his weapons—sword, daggers, and handheld crossbows—in defiance of the Heresiarchs' edict banning armaments in public.

      The voices in his head had fallen blessedly silent. Soulhunger, satiated, had retreated to a quiet presence in the back of his mind. A bone-deep weariness seeped through him, threatening to drag his eyelids shut. He always felt like this after the kill. After the rush of the fight and death wore off, the lethargy would come over him, pulling him into sleep. This time, however, he had to fight it.

      Blinking hard, he forced himself to stay awake. He hadn't yet completed his mission. Tonight, if all went to plan, he'd deal with the Brotherhood of Pestilence. Graeme's stink balls should go off in the wee hours of the morning, or throughout the following day. He should have no trouble returning in time to catch Lord Damuria fleeing his mansion.

      Every muscle tensed as a loud bang echoed across Upper Voramis. What? He scanned the Damuria mansion, heart racing. It's too early!

      The mansion erupted in a flurry of activity. The Steel Company mercenaries reacted with surprising speed. A handful rushed inside with drawn swords, while the others raced toward their posts. Those on guard paid no attention to the commotion behind them. Their eyes roved in all directions in search of the threat.

      A few moments later, a thick, grey pillar of smoke poured from an upper-floor window. Though the wind quickly dissipated it, the Hunter's sensitive nostrils caught a whiff. Even from this distance, it set his stomach churning. Any unsuspecting victims in the vicinity would soon be violently ill.

      Frustration churned within him. Graeme had given him until tonight or tomorrow, enough time to deal with the Brotherhood of Pestilence. If Lord Damuria fled now, he'd have no choice but to pursue. The contract came first.

      Tension knotted his shoulders as he waited for more of the stink balls to activate. His keen ears listened for the loud reports.

      Nothing.

      Even after an hour had passed and the Steel Company emerged from the mansion, coughing and gagging from the stench, none of the other stink balls had gone off. By the time the Lady's Bell rang out the third hour of the afternoon, the Hunter had decided that pure rotten misfortune was the only explanation for the premature combustion.

      Impossible to predict the exact timing, indeed!

      The remaining hours until sunset seemed to drag on for the Hunter. The mercenaries within Lord Damuria's mansion remained on high alert for most of the morning, but even professional soldiers couldn't maintain constant vigilance indefinitely. They relaxed, the wariness in their postures and faces diminishing. When nothing else happened, they resumed their normal duties of patrolling, standing guard, and watching the passing traffic.

      A wry grin split the Hunter's face. Once the rest of the stink balls went off, the men would be even more panicked than before.

      The Hunter snatched a bit of sleep here and there, giving in to the lethargy washing over him. He'd need to be ready to move when Captain Dradel and the other mercenaries left to their meeting of the Brotherhood. He'd follow them, wait until they were all assembled, then eliminate the lot of them. Including the priest of the Bloody Minstrel.

      The Trouveres spent their days locked within the Hall of the Cruori, temple to their god. The isolation of their quarantine left them vulnerable to the Illusionist's touch, and more than a few had gone mad. He didn't know if this priest, Silech, was touched by the Illusionist or not, but he didn't care. The Brotherhood was a blight on Voramis—and his reputation—one that needed to be eliminated.

      As the sun began to sink toward the western horizon, the tension returned to the Hunter's shoulders. He ought to have enough time before he had to be back for Lord Damuria, but it still felt odd to leave the job unfinished. He was the Hunter: as inexorable as the ocean's tide, as unstoppable as the tornadoes that swept the Windy Plains.

      I have the time, he repeated to himself. He'd deal with the Brotherhood of Pestilence and return long before the stink balls drove Lord Damuria to flight.

      Descending from his perch, he slipped from the empty mansion and into the sluggish traffic of the street. He took up a position sitting on a stone bench a short distance from the entrance to the Damuria mansion. A fountain bubbled merrily behind him, and a cool breeze wafted past. But the Hunter had no time to enjoy the comfort of Upper Voramis; he remained crouched and alert, ready to move when his targets appeared.

      The gates swung open and Captain Dradel appeared, accompanied by Sergeant Rakhan and three more men. All wore plain clothes, and none carried visible weapons save for their belt daggers. But the Hunter knew the mercenaries' type—the men wouldn't be caught empty-handed, Heresiarch ban on swords or no. No doubt their heavy cloaks concealed some sort of weaponry.

      The Hunter waited until they passed his position, then hefted his large, canvas-wrapped bundle—little more than a roll of blankets to conceal his weapons—onto his shoulder. He fell in step a few paces behind them. He contemplated using the burden to conceal his features, but decided against it. With his head lowered, they'd never get a good look at him. Even if they did, his face—a rough workman's face with a thick, bulbous nose pitted by heavy drink—was unfamiliar to them. He just needed to get close enough to cut a piece of one of their robes, and Soulhunger could track them anywhere in the city.

      He drew close enough to the cluster of mercenaries to catch fragments of their conversation. The men's low voices were drowned out by the sounds of passing carts, horses, and people.

      "…vagrants hanging around…"

      "…beggar children carrying disease and filth…"

      "…the lepers beside the Apprentice's temple…"

      Drawing a small dagger, he slipped closer to the men, within an arm's length. He reached out to grasp the hem of the nearest mercenary's cloak. A quick cut and he'd have everything he needed to hunt them down.

      With his attention riveted on the mercenaries, he completely missed the cart approaching from behind. He was hurled to the side, and the driver shouted an insult at him.

      By the time he climbed to his feet and retrieved his burden, Captain Dradel and his men had gained a full twenty paces on him. He limped after them, his right shoulder aching, a sharp pain shooting from his right knee. His body would heal, but the injury slowed him down enough to make him grind his teeth in frustration.

      The distance between him and the mercenaries widened with every step. They descended the hill into Lower Voramis at least thirty paces ahead of him. Now that he had left Upper Voramis, he no longer needed a disguise. No one in the city below would pay him any heed, not with his rough clothing and even rougher features.

      He ripped off the canvas and tucked the rolled blankets concealing his weapons under his arm. With his limp fully healed and his shoulder no longer throbbing, he could pick up the pace.

      His eyes scanned the crowd, searching for the Steel Company mercenaries. Though he was taller than most Voramians, their average build and nondescript clothing blended in with the throng. Worry gripped his chest as he lost sight of them for a few moments. He caught a glimpse of their cloaks as they turned away from the Blackfall District and entered the Temple District.

      The Hunter hurried after them. The Fountain of Piety would be filled with the injured, lame, diseased, and destitute. If they were on the prowl for more victims, they'd find an abundance in the streets surrounding the towering temples.

      He spotted them entering a back street that led around behind the temples that occupied the western side of Divinity Square. Glancing around to be certain no one saw him, he raced toward the street and peered around the corner.

      The five mercenaries stood at an intersection of alleys, huddled together in conversation. The Hunter guessed they were discussing how best to go about finding their next victim. Or victims. Shadows hung thick in the narrow street, the sky barely illuminated by the light of the setting sun. They had chosen the perfect time and place.

      A metallic squeak echoed in the alleyway. The sort of sound made by a wheel in need of oiling.

      The Hunter peered around the corner. The five men had heard the sound as well, and their heads had turned toward the small figure pulling her cart through the alley.

      Farida!
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      The sight of the familiar grey robes, too large on Farida's slim body, sent his heart into his throat. She was heading straight toward the mercenaries, so focused on pulling her cart that she hadn't noticed the five men.

      Time slowed to a stop. Would the Brotherhood risk taking her? They'd spoken of children carrying disease and filth. He wouldn't wait to find out.

      But he couldn't just cut the Steel Company down where they stood. Though he had his sword, Soulhunger, and both handheld crossbows, and could reach his weapons before they did, he had to spare Farida the horrors of death. He'd make them suffer later, of that there was no doubt. For now…

      "Oi, you!" he shouted, filling his voice with all the anger he felt at the murderers. "Girl!"

      Farida's head snapped up, and the mercenaries whirled toward him.

      "Yes, you, girl!" He thrust a finger toward her. "I've been huntin' for you for the last hour. You was s'posed to be on Trader's Row, but lemme guess, you decided you needed a day off work!"

      Farida's eyes went wide, and her mouth hung open.

      The Hunter shouldered between the mercenaries, knocking one against the alley wall, but ignoring them otherwise. "You Beggared are a sorry lot, livin’ off the generosity of us workin’ stiffs, never puttin’ in a hard day's labor. You can't even be in the places you're s'posed to be." He sneered. "Too busy learnin' your letters or kissin' some priest's bony behind."

      He cast a glance over his shoulder. The five mercenaries watched him, the one he'd knocked aside glowering in his direction.

      Farida's jaw dropped.

      "Here!" He snatched her last bundle of flowers and thrust a coin at her. "Be thankful the missus likes you little brats, else I'd never spend another copper bit buyin’ this rubbish!"

      She stared up at him, and her lower lip quivered.

      He risked another glance. To his relief, Captain Dradel and the others were disappearing down a side alley.

      Tears streamed down Farida's cheeks. "I-I'm sorry, sir," she mumbled.

      The sight of her felt like a dagger in his gut. He hated the fact that he'd had to treat her so roughly, but he'd come up with no other way to get past the mercenaries without raising their suspicion. He wouldn't let her see him hack the five men to pieces. He'd spare her that ordeal at any cost.

      "N-Now, see here," he stammered, "don't cry, little girl." His tone lost its bluster, growing soft. "Forgive me for takin' out my troubles on you."

      Farida's tears continued to flow. Guilt clutched at his chest, and he wanted to vomit. He'd never intended to terrify her so; he just wanted to keep her safe.

      "Look, here, take this." He pressed a golden imperial into her hands. "Get back to the House of Need quickly, and get yourself a warm meal."

      Farida stared down at the coin, sniffling and wiping her eyes. "B-But…"

      "No buts, little'un." He wrung his big hands. "Consider it an apology. Ought to keep your masters happy, eh?" With the first coin—a silver half-drake—and this full imperial, she'd have more than earned her keep for the Beggar Priests.

      She gave him a teary-eyed smile. "T-Thank you, sir. Beggar smile on you for your generosity."

      He grinned. "Might be I'll see you around again. Next time, I'll try to be less grumpy."

      "I hope so." Her face brightened, though the fear hadn't fully faded from her expression.

      "Until then, little flower girl." With a wave, he turned and strode away.

      He ducked around the corner, hurrying after the Steel Company mercenaries. Nausea writhed in his gut; he cursed himself for being so rough with Farida.

      He shoved aside the recriminating thoughts and focused his attention on finding his targets. Though the mercenaries had left a minute before him, they could be anywhere in the twisted warren of back alleys. The stench of human and animal remains, rubbish, and other unnameable odors drowned out their scents. Within a few minutes, he knew he'd lost them.

      Keeper's teeth! He pounded a fist against a nearby wall. He'd saved Farida, at least he could console himself with that much. But what if he hadn't been there? His mind recoiled from the image of her hanging from the Brotherhood's meat hooks, blood dripping into a black-stained bucket.

      The time had come to put them down for good. They were on the prowl for victims, but they'd have to bring their captives to that derelict building in the Beggar's Quarter.

      When they did, he'd be waiting for them.
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      Something angry coiled tight in the Hunter's belly at the sight of the five Steel Company mercenaries. The moon hung high in the sky, and the Lady's Bell had tolled out the ninth hour after noon at least half an hour ago.

      Two of the mercenaries hauled a struggling figure between them. A gag muffled the victim's shouts and screams, and the woman—the high pitch of her voice and her slim form—fought against her captor's grip in vain.

      "Silence her!" Captain Dradel snapped.

      Sergeant Rakhan stepped forward, dropping his burden to the ground, and drove a fist into the woman's face. The blow rocked her head back, and she lolled in the mercenaries' grip.

      Rakhan stooped to retrieve his burden—moonlight shone off a balding head, wispy white hair, and bony limbs. The remaining mercenary carried another limp figure over his shoulder.

      Three more victims. A cold fury rose within the Hunter. That makes six for the slaughter.

      Unfortunately for the poor souls below, he couldn't make his move…not yet. He was waiting for the last rat to enter the nest.

      Time moved at a slow crawl, and the Hunter's frustration mounted. He could hear no screams but had little doubt what was happening to the men and women within that building.

      A little shiver of anticipation raced down his spine as he caught sight of the cloaked, beak-masked figure coming up the alley. Trouvere Silech tapped thrice on the heavy door, which was opened to usher him in.

      The Hunter's face spread in a predatory grin. The King rat has arrived. The time had come to make his move.

      He leapt across the gap to land lightly on the stone wall of the derelict building, dropped onto the wooden floor, and padded toward the hole. Below, six figures stood in a circle. The sounds of a struggle came from somewhere else inside the room.

      A moment later, the Trouvere entered and took his place in the circle. "Brothers," he said in his rasping voice, "fellow servants of the Minstrel, behold the fruits of our labor."

      From within his cloak he produced a handful of the amulets distributed by priests of the Bloody Minstrel. But these differed from the usual pendants; the red stone was darker, rust-colored instead of the crimson of bloodstone.

      "The blood of the ill has been cleansed by the heat and light of the Master's bright sun, transformed by holy power into the very instruments to keep the Minstrel's touch at bay. Death will bring life!"

      "Death will bring life," the masked men echoed.

      The Hunter had seen enough dried, crusted blood to recognize the color. He'd wondered what the Trouvere had done with the full glass bottle drained from the previous day's victim—now he knew, and the knowledge set disgust twisting in his gut.

      The Trouvere's rasping voice rose in fervency. "I have received information from certain sources in the Voramis underworld detailing the whereabouts of many more that must be cleansed. With their blood, we will make more amulets—thousands more—to distribute among the worthy of Voramis. These shall be the instruments of our protection against plague and pestilence!"

      The Hunter had seen enough. If one jar of blood produced this many pendants, how many deaths would it take to produce thousands? Drawing his sword with a whisper of steel on leather, he leapt through the hole in the floor to land with a thud in the center of the circle.

      "This ends today! No more will die for your insanity."

      The Brotherhood of Pestilence seemed too startled by his presence to move—exactly the reaction he'd intended.

      The Trouvere reacted first. "Intruder! We are discov—"

      He died first, a bolt from the Hunter's handheld crossbow embedded in his right eye socket.

      "I am the Hunter of Voramis," he growled. "I fear no man or god, especially not one who would condemn an innocent child."

      He whirled with the grace of a pirouetting dancer, his sword slashing in a wide horizontal arc. Three men staggered backward, blood gushing from their throats. The Hunter was moving before they collapsed. He hacked down another hooded figure with a vicious chop that split the beaked mask, dark eyes, and skull beneath.

      When he turned, five of the remaining men had thrown off their masks and cloaks, revealing the plain clothes, wary eyes, and hard faces of the Steel Company mercenaries.

      The Hunter bared his teeth in a snarl. "You chose the wrong victim for your bloody rituals. You won't live long enough to regret it." He chopped down another of the stunned Brotherhood, a man who had tried to seize the momentary distraction to duck toward the door. The slim figure fell with a cry and lay still.

      Only the five steely-eyed, unwavering Steel Company mercenaries remained.

      Captain Dradel's eyes narrowed. "The Hunter, eh? I've heard tales of you as far north as Odaron." He looked the Hunter up and down, and his face twisted into a sneer. "I'm a bit disappointed, truth be told."

      The Hunter laughed, a harsh, cold sound filled with gravel and fury. "Allow me to amend that." He raised the crossbow and pulled the trigger. The second spring-loaded bolt flew toward the Captain's head.

      Captain Dradel ducked with surprising speed. The bolt whipped past his head, barely missing his cheek, and buried itself in the wooden wall behind him with an audible thunk.

      Though the Steel Company couldn't carry swords, they produced another type of weapon: sticks the length of their forearms and hands, with a perpendicular handle attached. The Hunter had heard of these—tong fas, they were called, a weapon popular in Odaron—but never encountered one.

      Two of the mercenaries carried three-bladed daggers. The Hunter recognized the weapons—he had one mounted on his wall of exotic weapons. Only the blacksmiths of Odaron knew the secret forging techniques to craft the blade's three sharp edges, which twisted to a razor sharp point. Named surgeonsbanes by the men who faced them, the daggers carved devastation into their victims. Field doctors could do little to stop the hemorrhaging, and men died of wounds too large to suture. Whoever had designed these blades not only excelled at killing, they relished it. Just as with Soulhunger.

      He shoved the handheld crossbow into its sheath at his hip, the movement collapsing the spring-loaded arms into the stock, and drew Soulhunger.

      He stalked toward the mercenaries, eyeing their tight formation. Sergeant Rakhan stood at the front, flanked by two more. At his approach, Captain Dradel and the remaining mercenary slid along the walls.

      The Hunter stepped back, unwilling to let them flank him or reach the door. Growling, Sergeant Rakhan darted forward and attacked.

      In the spacious room, the Hunter could swing his sword freely. The blade whistled through the air with enough force to shear through the sergeant's neck. Sergeant Rakhan ducked, his right arm coming up at an angle to deflect the Hunter's sword up and over his head. His left fist drove forward, jabbing the short end of the tong fa toward the Hunter's gut.

      The Hunter whipped Soulhunger across his midsection, blocking the strike. Before he could bring his sword around, the sergeant whirled the tong fa in his left hand. The solid length of wood smacked against the Hunter's side. And rebounded from his leather armor.

      Grinning, the Hunter drove his knee up and into the sergeant’s chin. Rakhan stumbled back, dazed. The two flanking mercenaries rushed forward, their weapons whirling in vicious circles. Even as the Hunter blocked the blows, he sensed Captain Dradel and the last mercenary edging around him.

      Feinting right, he darted left, spun into a crouch, and lashed out with his long sword. The blade bit deep into the thigh of the third mercenary. The man cried out and fell against the wall, dropping his three-bladed dagger. The stink of blood filled the Hunter's nostrils; the mercenary would bleed out from the severed artery in his thigh in a matter of seconds.

      Something thumped against the side of his head. He blinked back the pain and struck out, blinded by the spots dancing in his vision. His sword shivered as wood clacked against the steel. Another whirling length of wood crunched into his right leg. Only his instinctive retreat prevented the blow from shattering his knee.

      His sight cleared in time to see a dagger whipping toward his head. He ducked and punched out with his right hand. The crossguard of his long sword sported a short blade running parallel to the sword's edge. Instead of disemboweling the man, it clanked against the mail shirt hidden beneath his clothing.

      Cursing, the Hunter took another step back, out of reach of the vicious blade. The two mercenaries pursued. One darted to his left, no doubt trying to herd him toward Captain Dradel. The Hunter lunged toward the man instead of away. The whirling baton thumped into his ribs with jarring force, but he was inside the mercenary's guard. Before the man had time to bring his three-bladed dagger back into the fight, Soulhunger had opened his throat.

      The Hunter didn't pause to let Soulhunger feed. He pushed back against the blade's protests—he had no time for that.

      The creak of the opening door snapped his head toward the end of the room. Captain Dradel stood framed in the doorway, the shadows of night beyond. With a growl, Hunter dropped Soulhunger and scooped out his handheld crossbow. The arms snapped out with spring-loaded precision, the string pulling tight, the bolt prepared to shoot. He pulled the trigger.

      Pain flared in his left leg, and he stumbled. The bolt thunked into the wooden lintel above Captain Dradel's head, and the man disappeared from view.

      With a roar of rage, the Hunter whirled on his attacker. A recovered Sergeant Rakhan stood beside the remaining mercenary. Sheathing his crossbow, the Hunter gripped his long sword in both hands. He had the advantage of reach. He wielded steel, not wood. His superior strength and the blade's edge could chop through the tong fas with ease. He read the truth in the mercenaries' grim expressions: they knew they looked into the eyes of death, but by the Keeper, they'd face it like warriors, not cowards.

      He shuffled forward, his feet moving with the precision of a dancer, and brought his sword slashing up toward Sergeant Rakhan's chin. The sergeant twisted aside, and the Hunter had to step back to evade the other mercenary's strike. His follow-up thrust was deflected by one of the sergeant’s tong fa, but he brought the sword back and around with a powerful chop. The blade sheared through the whirling tip of the other mercenary's weapon--and his left arm.

      The man fell back with a cry. Blood spurted from his stump, and he staggered backward to collapse atop his now-silent comrade. The pool of crimson grew larger as the dying man's heart pumped out his lifeblood.

      Sergeant Rakhan clenched his teeth and gripped his tong fas tighter. "You're making a mistake, you know. We're doing this for the good of—"

      The Hunter attacked with a snarl, bringing his sword slashing across at the level of the sergeant's chest. Sergeant Rakhan leaned back, but the tip of the Hunter's blade bit into the chain mail. Links snapped with the force of the blow. The sergeant stumbled, but recovered before the Hunter could follow up.

      He went on the offensive, his tong fas blurring in the poorly illuminated room. The Hunter gave ground. His keen ears picked up the sergeant's labored breathing, and the man winced every time he swallowed. Such minor hindrances, but they could be the difference between life and death.

      The Hunter's sword struck high, but he put hardly any strength into the blow. Just enough to draw the sergeant's attention upward, away from his kick. His boot crunched into Sergeant Rakhan's right knee with bone-shattering force. The mercenary fell with a sharp cry.

      Even injured, he refused to give up. He scooted away from the Hunter, kicking out with his uninjured leg. Not willing to risk the hobnailed boots shattering his ankles, the Hunter followed with caution.

      Passing his sword to his left hand, he drew out his second handheld crossbow and sent a bolt into the sergeant's left thigh. The mercenary grunted and bit down on a cry.

      The Hunter couldn't help admiring the man. He was no coward, that much was clear. He pushed back against Soulhunger's pleas to feed—Sergeant Rakhan deserved a fate worthy of a warrior. Raising his crossbow, he released the second bolt at the mercenary's head.

      The bolt drove through Sergeant Rakhan's open mouth and into the back of his skull. It crunched through the spine, burying itself in the wooden floor, pinning the sergeant's head in place. He died with a quiet shiver.

      A weak cough sounded behind the Hunter. He whirled, weapons at the ready. No more attackers faced him. The figure hanging from the ceiling coughed again and struggled to move. Blood trickled from wounds in his emaciated belly, sunken chest, and white beard, falling to the floor with a thick drip, drip.

      The Hunter hesitated a moment. Captain Dradel had fled less than a minute ago, and he could still hunt him down and put an end to the Brotherhood once and for all. But could he leave this man to die?

      He's not your concern, the voice in the back of his mind insisted. Find the captain and kill him! Soulhunger added its insistence. It wanted to kill, to consume. The dagger wanted death, indiscriminate of who he killed.

      Growling, the Hunter shook his head to clear away the voices. He stomped toward the hanging figure. A pair of manacles gripped the man's bony feet. The manacles were attached to a steel hook, which hung from a railing set into the ceiling—similar to the railings used to hang beef, goat, and pig carcasses in a butcher's shop.

      The Hunter had no key to unlock the manacles, nor needed one. One blow of his watered steel blade snapped the cheap lock. He hissed at the stink of iron. His arm encircled the man's slim waist as he pushed open the manacles with his sword's tip, taking care to avoid touching the metal.

      He lowered the man gently to the ground and studied his wounds: a bloody line along his abdomen, two vertical grooves cut into his chest, and a horizontal slash in each wrist. They were enough to kill him, slowly. If the Brotherhood had wanted him dead, they would have slit his throat or slashed the length of his forearms.

      The Hunter seized the dead Trouvere's cloak and ripped it into strips, which he used to bind the man's wounds. He worked with deft fingers. Though he healed from wounds far faster than other men, one learned basic field medicine in his line of work.

      As he dressed the wounds, he scanned the room. The walls were made of wood, plain and free of adornments, as expected of an abandoned building. One corner of the floor sagged, the planks rotting and crumbling. A closed door stood a few paces from where he knelt. The butcher's railing disappeared through an opening above the door.

      The voices in his head shrieked at him to ignore the door, to leave it alone and pursue Captain Dradel. He ignored them.

      The door creaked open, and a thick wall of reek slammed into the Hunter. The stench of blood—fresh, dried, and stale—assaulted his nostrils. Seven figures hung from manacles, dripping crimson into buckets placed beneath them. They bore wounds similar to the man in the main room—enough to weaken them, but not enough to kill.

      The sight and smells twisted the Hunter's stomach. Over decades as an assassin, he thought he'd seen the worst of humanity. Pederasts, rapists, murderers, thieves, arsonists, men and women earning a living or profiting off the misery of others—he'd hunted them all. Those depravities paled in comparison to this.

      Ignoring the protesting voices in his head, he strode into the room and set about cutting the men and women down. Their emaciated bodies, pale from blood loss, set disgust roiling through him. How could anyone heap such cruelty on these people, who already lived such difficult lives?

      The sight of the last hanging body stopped him cold. A boy, no older than seven, so thin the bones protruded from his slim shoulders. His ribs protruded against his skin, and hunger had bloated his stomach. He barely stirred at the Hunter's approach.

      Fury boiled hot within the Hunter. He envisioned Farida hanging there, her flesh pale, blood dripping from half a dozen wounds, slowly dying at the hands of the Brotherhood of Pestilence. Had he not been there, she would have been their next victim.

      For this, they die.

      Most lay dead in the room without. But one had escaped—Captain Dradel's death had only been prolonged, not averted.

      Though it took valuable time, he bound their wounds with the robes cut from the dead bodies outside. One woman stirred, her eyes opening. He turned away to conceal his face—no one could know his true features—until exhaustion and blood loss dragged her once more into unconsciousness.

      His mind raced as he bound their injuries. He didn't have the time to drag them to a physicker or the Sanctuary to receive healing from the Ministrants, priestesses of the Bright Lady, goddess of healing. He had to pursue Captain Dradel, bring him down before he fled to the safety of Lord Damuria's mansion. But if he just left these people here, they would die. Two of them—an ancient, wizened man and a young boy, no older than seven—were too pale, their breathing shallow.

      Growling in frustration, the Hunter rushed out of the abandoned building, through the alley, and into the streets of the Beggar's Quarter. Few people were on the streets at this time of night. A pair of drunks stumbled over a pile of refuse, uncaring that their boots emerged soaked and squelching with every step. Three beggars squatted around a pitiful fire that failed to radiate enough heat to push back the evening cool.

      Pulling up his hood to conceal his features, he strode toward the fire. "Want to earn an imperial for ten minutes' work?" he asked, his voice pitched to a low growl.

      The three men eyed him with unconcealed distrust.

      He produced the coin. Gold glinted in the firelight. "No trick."

      "What we gotta do?" one man asked in a thick, slurred voice.

      "At the back of that alley, you'll find an abandoned building lit by lamps. Inside, there are dead bodies, but a few still living. Haul them out and get them to a physicker."

      Greed lit up one man's beady eyes. "Sure thing, friend," he replied, too eagerly.

      With his other hand, the Hunter held up Soulhunger. "I expect a fair trade," he growled. "This coin for your assistance. Do we have a deal?" He spoke in a hard, cold voice, one that left no doubt as to what he'd do if they reneged.

      The beady-eyed man swallowed. His companion, a bearded fellow with one eye covered by a patch, nodded. "Aye, we do."

      The Hunter flipped the coin to the bearded man. "I will know if you fail." He had no way to find out if they kept their end of the bargain—all that mattered was that they thought he would.

      Without hesitation, the Hunter turned and sprinted in the direction he guessed Captain Dradel had gone. The man was fleeing for his life; he'd take the most direct route to safety in Upper Voramis and Lord Damuria's mansion.

      Instead of racing through the streets, the Hunter ducked into a nearby alley and clambered up a nearby wall onto the roof. The buildings of the Beggar's Quarter were packed together so tightly he could race across their rooftops—his own private highway, he liked to call it. Thieves had once roamed the world above Voramis, but not since he'd begun using them decades earlier. Anyone he found slinking across the rooftops had no business being here, and it had taken just three corpses to teach the Bloody Hand to leave this part of the city to him.

      Up here, above the city lights, he had only starlight and moonlight to guide him. It was all he needed. He'd traveled the rooftops for decades. He moved like a blur, a deeper shadow gliding through the darkness of the Voramian night. His soft-soled boots made less sound than the stiff breeze wafting past. With speed impossible for any normal man, he raced toward the Temple District.

      He had to cut Captain Dradel off before he reached Upper Voramis. In the affluent section of Voramis, he'd risk running into Heresiarch patrols. He had no desire to kill the red-robed city guards—after all, they were doing their best to keep the peace. But if he didn't overtake Captain Dradel before he reached the safety of Lord Damuria's walls, it would be bloody difficult to deal with him.

      The shabby wooden buildings of the Beggar's Quarter gave way to the brick-and-mortar constructions of the Merchant's Quarter, and still the Hunter saw no sign of Captain Dradel. He cursed himself for a fool—he could have used the captain's robe, abandoned in his flight, to hunt him down. The ritual of seeking would have bound Soulhunger to the captain's heartbeat, and the dagger would have drawn him toward his target like metal to a lodestone. But it was too late to go back; he'd have to keep running and hope he cut Captain Dradel off before he reached Upper Voramis.

      In the distance, the massive constructions of the Temple District loomed high into the night sky. The Hunter gritted his teeth and poured on more speed.

      Where are you, you bastard?

      He scanned the streets below but saw no sign of the fleeing mercenary. He contemplated trying to find the man's unique scent but shrugged it off. Amidst the myriad odors of Lower Voramis, it would be like searching for a blade of grass in a haystack.

      The avenues of the Temple District were too wide for him to leap across. He descended to the street and raced on, hood pulled high, ignoring the suspicious looks cast his way. A passing Heresiarch patrol shouted for him to stop, but he disappeared around the corner before they could do more.

      Past Divinity Square, into the Blackfall District, and toward the hill leading to Upper Voramis. There he caught sight of Captain Dradel, racing up the hill for all he was worth. With a sinking feeling in his gut, the Hunter watched as the mercenary ducked through the gates and into the relative safety of Voramis' wealthy neighborhood.

      He considered his options. If he charged after the man, the Heresiarch patrols would be on him before he got twenty paces into Upper Voramis. The nobility paid a small fortune to ensure only the best, most capable of the Heresiarchs protected their streets. The Hunter could kill enough to get through, but he preferred to avoid excessive bloodshed. He was ruthless, but only when necessary.

      With a curse, he drove his fist into a nearby stone pillar. Cracks spidered outward and stone crumbled beneath his fury.

      Captain Dradel had escaped him.

      But not for long, he thought. After all, you coward, I know where to find you.

      When Lord Damuria fled the city—no doubt taking the captain with him—the Hunter would be ready.
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      The Hunter reached his perch atop the empty mansion's roof just as a loud bang shattered the early morning stillness of Upper Voramis. The flickering light from the braziers in Lord Damuria's courtyard shone on a pillar of thick, grey smoke billowing from a ground-floor window at the rear of the house. Some servant or mercenary would have just received a heart-stopping shock.

      The estate erupted in a flurry of activity. Mercenaries rushed around the courtyard and raced toward the rear of the house. A trio of servants stumbled from the side door, coughing and gagging. The thick cloths covering their mouths would do little to keep out the smell. Even just a few breaths of the noxious smoke would render them ill. The steel-clad guard who staggered out behind them fell to the perfectly manicured grass of Lord Damuria's garden, where he proceeded to violently empty his stomach.

      The Hunter almost felt a pang of guilt. The servants didn't deserve to suffer so for their master's sake. However, better a few ill men and women than a pile of bodies. The mansion was so heavily-fortified he would have had to fight his way through the Steel Company mercenaries, and he had no desire to risk innocent lives caught in the fray. Only two men needed to die today—Lord Damuria and Captain Dradel.

      Another bang, followed in quick succession by two more. Smoke poured from a top-floor window, with another thick pillar of grey rising from the rear of the mansion. Graeme's stink balls were doing their jobs.

      The sharp reports did more than simply frighten the inhabitants of the estate—it also drew the attention of the Heresiarchs. Within five minutes, a patrol of four red-robed guards rushed up the street and pounded on Lord Damuria's gate. The Steel Company mercenaries who opened the gate refused to let them in, but the Heresiarchs refused to leave. A second patrol arrived on the scene, followed by a third. By the time the Lady's Bell rang out the ninth hour of the morning, a full score of Heresiarchs stood outside Lord Damuria's mansion.

      The stink balls continued to go off, with ear-splitting force, at regular intervals. The Hunter had dropped close to two dozen into the chamber pots and nightsoil barrels—close to twenty of them had gone off by this time.

      A wicked grin broadened his face as he caught sight of the coach coming around the corner of the mansion.

      Perfect.

      A steel-clad mercenary sat in the place of driver. Four Blood Forest horses—characterized by their long, arched necks, well-chiseled heads, powerful shoulders, and short, strong limbs: the perfect breed for agility and strength—pulled the heavy vehicle. The body was built of solid oak, and sat atop steel springs, with thick axles and steel-rimmed wheels easily two paces wide. Clearly a carriage built for protection and comfort, with speed as a secondary concern.

      And the nobleman flees.

      As if on cue, a coughing Lord Damuria emerged from the mansion's front doors. His expensive robes hung askew, as if he'd thrown them on in a hurry. His long white-blond hair, usually tied into a tight tail, hung loose around his shoulders. Even his precise goatee appeared disheveled, adding to his haggard appearance.

      "We go now!" His shout carried across the courtyard and up to the Hunter's perch.

      The Hunter caressed the grip of his handheld crossbow. A single well-aimed bolt could put an end to Lord Damuria, and his task would be complete.

      He froze as another man exited the mansion. Hair so dark it appeared purple, plain features, and a frame on the sturdy end of average. The Hunter's jaw clenched.

      Captain Dradel.

      The captain hustled toward Lord Damuria, shooting wary glances around. He spoke, but the noise of the activity in the courtyard and outside the mansion drowned out his words.

      "Enough, Captain!" Lord Damuria cut him off with a slash of his hand. He stood a hand's breadth taller than Captain Dradel, and broader in the shoulder. The Hunter didn't hear what Lord Damuria said, but his keen eyes saw the tightness in the captain's expression. With a stiff nod, Captain Dradel followed Lord Damuria toward the coach.

      The Hunter half-drew the crossbow, but stopped himself. Built for its convenience, it lacked the power of a full-sized crossbow. Even from his high perch, the bolt wouldn't reach his two targets. Besides, he'd need his ammunition once Lord Damuria's coach rolled out of the gate. He had just four bolts—two per crossbow. It made no sense to waste them, or the costly argam coating their tips. One good shot would bring Lord Damuria down, but only a fool failed to bring back-up.

      The nobleman and mercenary captain clambered into the coach. Two Steel Company men climbed onto the tail board at the rear of the carriage, and another joined the driver at the front.

      Five mercenaries to protect him. The Hunter grinned. I'd take those odds any day.

      His smile faded a moment later as a platoon of mounted mercenaries, twenty-strong, clattered around the front of the mansion and surrounded the cart. His brow furrowed in contemplation. What now? After a moment, he shook his head. The plan hasn't changed. Just a bit more difficult, that's all.

      Sliding down the roof, the Hunter dropped onto the third-story balcony and raced down the stairs. His own horse, an Odarian charger awaited him inside the front door of the empty mansion, saddled, well-fed, and loaded with enough food and water for three days. Shedding his heavy cloak, the Hunter adjusted his costly--though bloody uncomfortable—clothing and clambered onto the horse.

      "Let's go, Comus." He'd chosen the name on a whim—Comus Steel-Eyed had been a warrior during the War of Gods, when demons roamed Einan, killing and destroying everything in their path. Comus had led a contingent of men to hold Needle Pass against the approaching army. Legend held that Comus alone stood and fought after the rest of his men had fallen. Though the Hunter doubted he'd actually killed a thousand demons as the ballads claimed, he enjoyed the irony of the name. Twenty-five to one—he couldn't say he'd ever faced worse odds.

      The horse strode toward the door with the eagerness of a rested, well-fed colt. The Hunter could feel its rippling muscles, the nervous twitching as if aching to run. He'd chosen the Odarian charger for its endurance as well as speed. With its long neck, compact body, deep chest, and solid bones, the beast could run for hours without tiring.

      No one paid him heed as he exited the mansion—all eyes were riveted on Lord Damuria's mansion. Thick pillars of smoke rose from the building, and more than a few of the watching Heresiarchs, nobles, and passersby had covered their noses against the reek.

      Mercenaries appeared and began shoving people back, just as the heavy steel gates swung open. A troop of mounted, armored men clattered out, followed by Lord Damuria's coach, and ten more mercenaries in the rear. Before the gates pulled closed again, the Hunter caught a glimpse inside the Damuria estate. Servants and guards lay sprawled on the garden or knelt to empty their stomachs on the courtyard. Only the six men at the gate showed no sign of ill-effects.

      I've got to hand it to Graeme, his stink balls may be unpredictable, but they're bloody effective!

      The Hunter turned onto the broad avenue and trotted after Lord Damuria's wagon. He had no fear of being stopped by the Heresiarchs—those few not gathered around the Damuria estate gave him a respectful nod, which he returned. He'd paid a visit to his rooms in The Golden Sunrise, one of Upper Voramis' premier inns. There, he'd applied the disguise of a middle-aged nobleman, with a thin nose, receding hairline, heavy moustache, and a slight sag to his midsection. His clothing was cut in the latest fashion, though of a dark blue instead of the garish yellows, oranges, greens, and purples favored among the wealthy fools of Upper Voramis. No one would question his presence in Upper Voramis.

      The column of armed men made no attempt to hide their passage. The Hunter had only to follow the angry shouts and dark glares of the nobles and commoners pushed aside to make way for Lord Damuria's convoy.

      The Hunter closed the distance, then slowed his horse to match their fast trot. Sunlight glinted off the mercenaries' burnished steel backplates. They wore swords in open defiance of the Heresiarchs' ban, and more than a few carried crossbows slung over their saddles. Visorless helmets protected their heads, faces, and the backs of their necks. Chain mail jingled with the horses' bouncing gait.

      Not a foe to take lightly, the Hunter thought.

      His initial plan was to overtake Lord Damuria's fleeing carriage and put a pair of crossbow bolts into the nobleman. The broad avenues of Upper Voramis would give him plenty of room to maneuver past a few men. But with ten mercenaries riding two abreast between him and the carriage, he had to reconsider.

      If Lord Damuria truly was fleeing Voramis as he hoped, he would have to leave via one of the three gates. North Gate lay beyond the Temple District, through Lower Voramis. Lord Damuria wouldn't be foolish enough to risk the maze-like streets and alleys of the Beggar's Quarter. That left the Eastern Gate and Trader's Gate to the south of the city.

      Eastern Gate made the most sense. It was nearest Upper Voramis, and the way out led through the Bloody Hand-controlled Blackfall District. Yet the fact that it made the most sense also made it the most dangerous. It didn't take a genius to imagine an assassin lying in wait along Reveler's Lane, the busy thoroughfare that led from Upper Voramis to the gate.

      As the Hunter expected, the column of mercenaries turned away from the Blackfall District and onto the broad avenue circumnavigating the Palace of Justice. When they headed south, toward the Merchant's Quarter, his suspicions were confirmed.

      His impatience mounted as they passed the Palace of Justice. Finally, after what seemed an interminable ride, the smaller brick-and-mortar buildings of the Merchant's Quarter came into view. Lord Damuria's column rode onto the wide boulevard that led directly toward Trader's Gate. Rather than following them, the Hunter turned Comus onto a narrower lane. This one ran parallel to the main avenue, but had less traffic.

      Pulling Comus into a side alley, the Hunter dismounted and stripped the fancy clothing of his nobleman disguise. Beneath, he wore a plain tunic, breeches, and his lightweight leather armor. The alchemical mask remained in place. He'd be riding through Voramis in broad daylight.

      From one of the satchels strapped to the saddle, he pulled out his heavy cloak and slung it on. His weapons—swordbreaker, long sword, and handheld crossbows--remained concealed within the bag, easily drawn if needed. Soulhunger, however, never left its place at his side, or in a hidden sheath pressed against his back.

      He dug his heels into Comus' side, and the horse leapt forward. He couldn't gallop through the cobblestone streets, but the Odarian charger's canter ate up the road at a speed far beyond that of Lord Damuria's column. If he could get far enough ahead, he'd have a chance to get onto a rooftop, within easy range of his handheld crossbows. Or, at the very least, in a side alley that would give him a good view of Lord Damuria's carriage as it passed.

      At every intersection, he glanced toward the main avenue, trying to catch a glimpse of the Steel Company column. He had to time it just right if he wanted to be in place.

      Once he had gained sufficient ground on the convoy, he turned Comus down a street that would rejoin the main avenue. He leapt from the saddle before the horse came to a full stop, ripped one of his crossbows from the satchel, and knelt in the shadows of the alley.

      The first of the Steel Company came into view, armor glittering in the sunlight, faces hard. The Hunter drew in a deep breath as the fourth rider passed, then the fifth. He raised the crossbow and prepared to fire. All he needed was one shot through the open window and—

      He never pulled the trigger. Instead of a window, Lord Damuria's carriage had slats of metal-banded wood to cover the opening, like a pair of shutters. From this close range, the bolt had a chance of punching through the protective cover, but without a clear view of his target, it was no use. Shooting would simply bring the Steel Company down on him.

      Damn it!

      He raced toward Comus and, stowing the collapsible crossbow, hauled himself up into the saddle. Instead of heading toward the main avenue, he continued his canter along the side street.

      His mind raced. What now? Only a fool would charge the convoy head on, what with twenty-five heavily-armed men between him and his target. But, if he could get outside the city gates ahead of Lord Damuria, he could ride ahead and lay in wait for the column. With the element of surprise and the right traps, an ambush could seriously reduce their numbers—perhaps enough for him to get a shot at Lord Damuria and Captain Dradel without shedding more blood than strictly necessary.

      As the city wall loomed closer, traffic grew thicker. He was forced to slow Comus to a trot. Wagons laden with barrels, crates, and piles of produce rumbled past, drawn by teams of slow-footed oxen, draft horses, or stubborn mules. Pedestrians milled about— playing children, women carrying baskets filled with purchases, merchants pushing wheeled carts, and vendors hawking their wares at the top of their lungs. The scents of spicy peppers, cloves, garlic, and rotting produce hung heavy in the air, with just a hint of the fishy sea breeze rolling off the Port of Voramis to the west.

      Comus shied away from collisions, but more than a few pedestrians were knocked aside by the big horse. The Hunter ignored the shouted curses directed at his back. He had to reach the city gates first. The Steel Company would suspect anyone following them, but they wouldn't think twice about a lone traveler ahead of them.

      A loud crash echoed ten paces in front of him. A cart, laden too high with casks of ale, had tipped over as it rounded a curve. The wooden staves had split, deluging the cobblestones with beer. A thick, yeasty scent permeated the street.

      With joyous cries, people rushed from the nearby streets, snatching up the fallen casks. A few threw themselves face-down to drink the pooling beer. The wagoneer cried out at his loss and tried to fight off the thieves. His cosh split open one head and cracked the forearm of a thin man making off with a small, leaking cask, but the rush of people overwhelmed him. Someone knocked him back, and he slipped in a puddle of his own beer. He fell hard. The curses he shouted at the thieves went ignored.

      But the accident cost the Hunter precious time. The fallen cart lay across two-thirds of the street ahead of him. When he tried to turn Comus' head, he found a fishmonger's wagon to his left and a gaggle of onlookers blocking off the right and the road behind him. The horse shied nervously from the crowds and the noise.

      Growling a curse, the Hunter leapt down from the horse, splashed through the puddle of beer, and seized the seat of the wagon. His lean muscles corded and, with a mighty heave, he shoved the tail end out of the middle of the street—clearing enough passage for the oncoming carts to rumble through. He glared at the slower-moving thieves.

      "Get away!" he roared. The buildings around him seemed to amplify his voice, lend it authority and power that swept away any resistance. The last remaining beer larcenists fled.

      The Hunter turned and strode back to Comus. Silence echoed in the once-busy street. All eyes were fixed on him, more than a few mouths hanging open. Ignoring them, he mounted and kicked Comus into a trot. The horse darted through the opening in the traffic.

      The Hunter shook his head. Damn it! Not only had he attracted attention—everyone who'd seen that would talk about it for days to come—but the detour had cost him valuable time. Frustration mounting, he turned down a side street that connected with the main avenue a short distance from Trader's Gate. He could afford no more delays.

      As Comus merged with the dense pedestrian, animal, and cart traffic on the main avenue, the Hunter scanned the crowd. His heart sank as his eyes caught the glint of steel outside Trader's Gate.

      The thick crowds made the going slow. People gave way for him at a snail's pace, hurling insults and angry glares his way. Passing wagons and carts forced him to the side of the road, where he ran the risk of bumping into people and stalls. He lost valuable seconds trying to get around a pig some idiot had let loose in the street. At the gate itself, traffic had ground to a halt as a merchant carried on an argument at full volume with the Heresiarchs—something about his iron-shod wheels damaging the cobbled stone streets. By the time the Hunter rode through Trader's Gate, Lord Damuria's company had drawn a few hundred paces ahead of him.

      Resisting the urge to race after them, the Hunter kicked Comus to a jog-trot. He couldn't get ahead of the nobleman's column, but perhaps he could follow close enough to sneak up on them after dark. He shot a glance at the sky. The sun hung at its zenith—he faintly remembered hearing the Lady's Bell toll out midday when he was riding through Upper Voramis.

      Just a few more hours until sundown, he told himself. He could bide his time, keep far enough back from Damuria's column that he wouldn't draw attention.

      Comus seemed to have a different idea. After days spent tethered indoors, the horse appeared to want to stretch its legs, work off some of the food it had eaten. He picked up the pace to a canter. Dust rose in a thick cloud behind the Hunter, and the thudding of the horse's hooves on hard-packed earth echoed across the broad, flat plains that stretched out from Voramis.

      The Hunter tugged on the reins, but the spirited Comus refused to heed. He raced on, eating up the distance to Lord Damuria's column with great strides. With his limited riding experience, the Hunter could do little more than cling to the saddle and shout curses.

      "Keeper-accursed fleabag son of a goat!" The insult was lost on the horse.

      The Hunter's heart sank as the rear mercenary's head turned. A moment later, another man glanced over his shoulder. The first man spurred his horse to gallop ahead, parallel with the carriage. When he returned, he shouted something at his comrades. The rearmost ten mercenaries slowed their horses, turned, and dismounted.

      Damn it!

      Tension knotted the Hunter's shoulders. It grew to full-blown concern as the mercenaries unslung their crossbows, knelt, and loaded bolts. Only two men bore no crossbows; they drew swords and took up a protective stance before their comrades.

      The Hunter had a moment to consider his next move. If he tried to ride through them, he had no doubt they'd do their damndest to take him down. He would heal from the injuries—though the bolts would inflict more than their share of pain—but he wouldn't risk the horse getting shot out from beneath him. A leg crushed beneath a collapsing horse would heal much more slowly than puncture wounds.

      With a growl, he tugged on Comus' reins. This—or the sight of the armed men before him—had the desired effect, and the horse slowed to a trot, then a walk. The Hunter pulled the horse to a complete stop thirty paces from the Steel Company.

      "State your business!" one of the two sword-wielders shouted.

      "A traveler," the Hunter shouted back, raising his empty hands. "Heading south."

      "On what business?"

      "My own."

      The Hunter lifted a leg over the horse's back and slid to the ground, landing lightly. He risked a glance at the bundle tied to the saddle—his weapons were just out of reach, hidden within the satchel. Without them, he had just Soulhunger to face the ten steel-clad mercenaries. And their eight crossbows.

      "Why in such a hurry?" the mercenary demanded.

      He shrugged. "You know the saying, 'Time is coin'." He reached for the satchel. "If you'd like, I can show you my—"

      "Hands where I can see 'em!" The mercenary's voice was just a little too loud, with just a hint of quiver.

      The Hunter studied the men. They fixed him with nervous stares, and sweat trickled down more than a few faces. The crossbows, however, didn't waver in the slightest—all eight steel-tipped bolts pointed at his chest.

      "Turn around!" The sword-wielding mercenary actually swallowed, but he had the good sense not to wipe a bead of sweat from his forehead. "Head back to Voramis, and we won't put a new set of holes in you."

      The Hunter bared his teeth in a predatory snarl. "I have no quarrel with you."

      "Stop right there!" the mercenary yelled, panic tingeing his voice. "Don’t take another Keeper-damned step, or—"

      "I don't want to kill you," the Hunter growled, "The choice is yours. Walk away and live. Stand and die."

      A tense silence stretched out for what seemed an eternity, broken only by the sound of grass rustling in the breeze. The Hunter met the eyes of each man in turn. Fear filled their expressions, mingled with grim resolve. They knew they stared death in the face, yet they had the determination of professional warriors.

      "We are the Steel Company," one of the mercenaries snarled. "We do not walk away. Death before desertion!"

      The Hunter sighed. "So be it. May the Watcher have mercy on you."

      He thrust his hand into the satchel and seized his sword hilt.

      Eight crossbows twanged in the same heartbeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Hunter was moving before the crossbowmen's fingers depressed the triggers. He flared out his cloak to conceal his form and whipped the bundle around in front of him, unsheathing his long sword in a smooth motion. Bolts whistled past his head to skitter across the hard-packed earth behind him. One gouged a furrow into his left leg, just above the thigh. Another thunked into the meat of his right shoulder. The impact spun him around and threw him to the ground.

      Behind him, Comus gave a shrill neigh, rearing up. Blood trickled from his left foreleg, staining his glossy midnight coat with crimson. With a loud scream, he bolted toward the city of Voramis.

      The Hunter leapt to his feet and sprinted toward the mercenaries. He ripped the bolt from his shoulder with his free left hand. A growl of fury and pain tore from his lips, echoing across the plains. His long-legged strides ate up the ground at an impossible speed.

      The mercenaries reacted with the alacrity of trained professionals. Four dropped their crossbows—they'd never have time to reload before he reached them—and drew swords, making six to face him head on with bared steel. The other four crossbowmen stepped behind the line of swordsmen and knelt to reload bolts.

      Instead of throwing himself into the wall of steel, the Hunter drew out a throwing dagger and hurled it left-handed at the mercenaries. The two directly in front of him ducked to avoid the whirling steel. Without shields, they couldn't form a proper defensive line. In the heartbeat before he crashed into them, he veered hard to the left.

      The sudden swerve caught the mercenaries by surprise. The Hunter leapt over an outthrust sword, blocked a side swipe, and drove his left fist into the chain mail gorget of the last man in line. Though the steel links held, the delicate windpipe beneath collapsed with the force of the blow. The man fell, gasping for air.

      The swordsmen swiveled toward him, but the Hunter ignored them. Three quick strides brought him to the first crossbowman. The man looked up at his approach. The Hunter's long sword pierced his wide, fear-filled eye.

      The Hunter dashed toward the next crossbowman. His strike chopped through the mercenary's right arm, the tip biting into his neck. He dropped with a grunt.

      The swordsmen caught on to the Hunter's tactic and interposed themselves. The remaining two crossbowmen abandoned their bows and drew swords.

      "No more of you need die," the Hunter growled. He whipped his sword in front of him, sending drops of blood flying toward the swordsmen. "I'm only here for Lord Damuria." He hid a wince—his shoulder hadn't fully healed from the bolt, but he wouldn't let them see the pain. Better they think he truly was as inhuman as the rumors claimed.

      "We've taken his gold," said the mercenary who had spoken earlier. He'd been calling out orders to the others, no doubt a corporal or squad leader. "We pledged our lives to protect him. You won't be the first threat we've taken down, and you won't be the last."

      The Hunter sighed. "So be it." He saluted with a flourish of his sword.

      The Hunter cast a glance over his shoulder. His handheld crossbows remained in the satchel twenty-five paces behind him, too far out of reach. As long as he kept the Steel Company away from their crossbows, they'd have to face him blade to blade.

      He wished for his swordbreaker—the long, heavy dagger with its notched edge would be the perfect defensive weapon. With a cruel smile, he drew Soulhunger.

      Seven pairs of eyes went to the blade in his hand, with its curving edge and the transparent gemstone set into its hilt. Everyone in Voramis had heard the tales of the Hunter and his mystical dagger—most of them wildly exaggerated, but all terrifying. More than a few of the Steel Company gripped their weapons tighter, their faces grim.

      As if by some unspoken signal, the outermost swordsmen fanned out to his right and left. He'd expected as much. Had they carried shields, it would have been a very different story. But with only swords, a line would hamper their defensive capabilities. They needed space to swing their long blades. With seven men facing him alone, they simply needed to surround him and attack from all sides.

      A huge, bearded fellow anchored the formation—he'd be the slowest, but his blows would do serious damage. The quickest, smallest men spread out along the arms of the fan. Their job would be to keep him engaged long enough for the others to encircle him. Like hounds nibbling at a bear, they'd hold his attention until the big man in the middle could finish him off.

      They've gone to all this effort to make this pretty formation, the Hunter thought. Seems only polite I oblige them.

      With a sudden burst of speed, he charged to the left, toward the man at the outer edge of the formation. To the mercenary's credit, he showed no sign of fear at the onrushing Hunter. He simply raised his sword in a guard position and braced for the attack.

      The Hunter brought his long sword across in a powerful blow that clanged off the mercenary's long sword. The man staggered backward, caught himself, and blocked the follow-up blow. He made no attempt to go on the offense, but simply kept the Hunter at bay. Every second he stayed alive gave his comrades time to close in on the Hunter from behind.

      Decades as an assassin had scoured all traces of "honorable combat" from the Hunter's way of thinking. Even as he struck high, he dug the toe of his boot into the sand and kicked grit up into the man's face. The mercenary blinked hard, desperate to clear his vision. The Hunter's sword bit deep into his leg, just above his knee.

      Sensing the men approaching him from behind, the Hunter took another quick step to his left. This shift placed another mercenary in the path of the others. To reach him, they could go around—or through—their comrade, or reform their ranks.

      He didn't give them a chance to figure out which.

      His long sword, driven by all the power of his muscles, slammed into the next mercenary's sword. The impact broke the man's precise block, and one wrist in the process. The Hunter shuffled forward and drove his foot in a forward thrust kick into the mercenary's breastplate, hurling the man backward into his comrade. The two went down in a tangle of limbs.

      The big man moved with impressive speed, raising his long sword and bringing it down in a brutal overhand chop. The Hunter, off-balance on the uneven earth, had no time to deflect or dodge. He raised his long sword and Soulhunger in a cross block. Metal shivered and sparked, the impact racing down his arms, shoulders, and spine.

      Pain flared in his right leg. One of the quicker mercenaries had darted around the big man to flank the Hunter. Even as the Hunter tried to disengage from the big mercenary, a third man attacked from his right. He barely managed to raise Soulhunger to ward off a blow that would have laid open his throat. The block left his midsection exposed to the big man's two-handed strike. Only the Hunter's reflexes and speed saved him from being disemboweled. The blow took a chunk out of his armor and dug a gouge into his side.

      He stumbled backward. Hot blood seeped from his side and dripped down his leg. He could feel his body fighting to re-knit soft tissue and muscle, but the wounds slowed his movement. His right leg responded to his commands sluggishly.

      "Look, lads!" the big man chortled. "He bleeds, just like any mortal man. Means he can be killed, don't it?"

      With a growl, the Hunter took another step back. "Thing you need to know about me," he snarled, "is that it takes more than a few lucky strikes to put me down." He gave a theatrical groan and sagged to one knee.

      "Hah!" A grin broadened the big man's face, and he roared out a triumphant cry. He gripped his sword with both hands and raised it high. The blow descended with enough power to cleave the Hunter from skull to collarbone with ease.

      Unfortunately for the mercenary, power couldn't quite match speed.

      The Hunter threw himself to the side, rolling upright and thrusting out with Soulhunger. The dagger's tip punched through another man's chain mail shirt where it covered his legs. Steel sliced through leather breeches, skin, muscle, and cracked the thigh bone beneath.

      A wild shriek of agony echoed across the plain. The mercenary fell, clasping his leg, his eyes wide in horror. Crimson light flared bright in the gemstone as Soulhunger drank its fill. Power rushed through the Hunter, healing his torn flesh, flooding him with vitality. He gritted his teeth against the white-hot pain of a new scar etching his chest and ripped the dagger free.

      To the remaining mercenaries' credit, the death of their comrade barely slowed them. The man with the broken wrist had gotten to his feet, drawing his three-bladed dagger in his left hand. The remaining four men attacked before he'd risen.

      Dodging a vicious chop, he deflected a low strike and twisted out of the path of a thrust. The big man's sword whistled dangerously close to his head. Pivoting, the Hunter interposed another mercenary between himself and his bulky foe. He attacked from all sides, his dagger and long sword moving too fast for the man to deflect every strike. The Hunter worked his opponent's blade wide with three quick strikes and brought Soulhunger up across the man's face. The dagger sliced through his lips and nose, carving a furrow into his forehead and eliciting a shrill cry of pain.

      The Hunter drove his shoulder into the man's chest, sending him stumbling into the big mercenary behind him. As he'd hoped, the falling body provided him a moment of distraction—enough time for him to drive his long sword into the throat of another mercenary. Whirling, he brought his sword crashing into the three-bladed dagger of the man with the broken wrist. The impact knocked the vicious knife free, sending it hurtling to one side. The Hunter twisted his long sword so the tip carved a long, deep furrow in the man's forearm. The stink of blood—thick, hot, and metallic—filled the air as the man fell.

      A roar of rage brought the Hunter spinning around, sword whipping across to deflect a powerful cross-body blow from the big man's blade. Sparks flew and steel shivered. The huge mercenary punched out. His massive fist caught the Hunter square in the face. It felt like being hit by a charging bull. He staggered backward, his vision whirling.

      His foot caught on something and he fell hard. A knife bit into his leg, sending fire racing up and down the limb. He grunted as the blade was shoved deeper. In a half-daze, the Hunter slashed out blindly with Soulhunger. He was rewarded with a cry of pain, and the pressure on the knife let up.

      Shaking his head, the Hunter found himself lying atop the first man he'd brought down. Dark arterial blood had turned the hard-packed earth to mud in a wide circle around the mercenary. His struggles were weak, but he'd managed to inflict one final wound on his killer. With a snarl, the Hunter drove Soulhunger into the man’s chest. Light flared faint for a heartbeat before dying out. The man had little life left to him.

      But that burst of power had done enough. The world stopped whirling, and his vision cleared--in time to see the big man thrusting his sword toward his belly.

      The Hunter threw himself to the side. The blow, which would have punctured his leather armor, skin, and intestines beneath, carved a line of fire along his side and down his back. The force of the thrust drove the tip deep into the earth.

      Before the big man could recover, the Hunter rolled to his feet and lashed out with his long sword. The blade rang on the mercenary's helmet, but the force of the blow staggered him. The Hunter brought his boot up into the fork of the man's legs. With a pitiful groan, the huge mercenary fell backward, clasping himself. The Hunter stamped on his face hard enough to dent his helmet and render him unconscious.

      Breathing hard, the Hunter scanned the ground for more opponents. Of those still alive, all but two needed immediate assistance—and those would join their comrades in the Long Keeper's arms if they didn't get to a physicker before the sun set.

      He strode the twenty-five paces to where his satchel lay, retrieved it, and returned to the mercenaries. One brave fool had the idea to reach for a crossbow despite the blood gushing from his ruined face. With a shake of his head, he kicked the crossbow out of reach of the man's grasping fingers. "I told you, I have no desire to kill you, but I will if I must." He jabbed the man's chest with a hard finger. "If you wish to survive the day, leave Lord Damuria to his fate."

      The mercenary glared up at him, but wisely held his tongue.

      "If it's any consolation," the Hunter said in a flippant tone, "the reputation of the Steel Company is well-deserved."

      With that, he strode toward the mercenary's horses, seized the reins of two mounts, and climbed into the saddle of a third. He cast one last glance over his shoulder at the bloody scene behind him, then spurred the horses into motion.

      Lord Damuria and Captain Dradel would not escape him that easily.

      [image: ]

      The plains around Voramis had given way to dense forests. Ash trees thrust their branches high into the sky, while majestic oaks spread their limbs wide, casting shade across the leaf-strewn earth. The scent of juniper trees filled the Hunter's nostrils, accompanied by the smell of loamy soil and the fresh, green odor of the fallen pine needles.

      The Hunter paid these scents no heed. Bent lower over the neck of his stolen horse, he gritted his teeth and clung on to the galloping beast. Behind him, another of the mercenaries' horses raced at the end of its lead rope.

      In the hour since leaving the dead and dying mercenaries, he'd caught a single glimpse of Lord Damuria's carriage as it fled the broad, flat plains around Voramis. The road twisted and turned, descending at a gentle angle deeper into the thick forest.

      His eyes scanned the trees around him. A clever man would set a few of the mercenaries to ambush him. For any mortal foe, a pair of well-placed crossbow bolts would finish the job. However, Lord Damuria had to know he was being pursued by the Hunter. The instinctive fear at his legendary inexorability, his ability to shrug off mortal wounds, would have Lord Damuria panicking. Perhaps he'd put his faith in his horses' speed to get him to safety before the Hunter caught up.

      The Hunter had expected as much, which was why he'd chosen Comus. The midnight-colored charger wouldn't have outpaced the Blood Forest horses, but it would have matched their endurance. However, the horse he now rode—a thoroughbred raised and trained for military service—could prove equal to the task. After all, the Steel Company would have chosen mounts capable of keeping pace with Lord Damuria's carriage.

      That didn't mean it would be easy to catch up to the fleeing nobleman. Lord Damuria had already had a good lead on him before he'd sacrificed half his mounted escort to delay the Hunter further. The short skirmish had cost the Hunter too much time.

      The single broad track leading away from Voramis continued unbroken for two leagues before diverging into three routes heading east, south, and north. The Hunter had no idea which way Lord Damuria would go. If he didn't hurry, the nobleman would reach the intersection before he caught up.

      Gritting his teeth, he dug his heels into the horse's ribs and urged it to greater speed, though he knew he asked the impossible. He'd pushed the first horse hard to finish the plains crossing, leaving it winded and blown. Abandoning it, he'd mounted the second horse and spurred it to gallop. He hated mistreating the horses, but he had no choice. Captain Dradel—and Lord Damuria—would not escape him again.

      For a heartbeat, he caught a glimpse of sunlight glinting off steel. It disappeared before his mind fully registered, but the sight brought a surge of hope. It has to be!

      Every muscle in his body knotted; at any moment, crossbow bolts would come whistling out of the trees. He strained to hear over the pounding of the horses’ hooves and the pulse hammering against his ear drums.

      No ambush.

      His eyes roved the forest ahead of him. Had it just been a trick of his mind? Had he wanted so badly to see it that his desire conjured the image? Had he fallen too far behind to—

      There! Again, a metallic flash pierced the thick forest. Got you, you bastard!

      He could feel the horse beneath him tiring, could feel the straining of its breath, the slowing of its steps. An animal roar ripped from his lips. Birds burst from the forest canopy, and even the rustling of leaves in the wind fell silent. The drumming of hooves reached him, faint, distant, but unmistakable.

      Though he hated even a moment of delay, the Hunter allowed his exhausted horse to slow and stop. Without hesitation, he leapt from the saddle and mounted the third horse. He just needed one last burst of speed to close the distance.

      Heart racing, legs aching from the effort, the Hunter pushed the beast as fast as it could go. The sounds of the fleeing column grew louder with every heartbeat. As he rounded the next bend in the trail, he got his first good look at Lord Damuria's convoy.

      Six men rode behind the carriage, which left four to ride in front. One of the mercenaries glanced over his shoulder. His eyes went wide at sight of the Hunter, his face turning pale. He signaled to the man riding beside him, and the two slowed and turned their horses to meet his charge.

      The Hunter slid his long sword from its sheath and raised it. The mercenaries drew their own blades and spurred their horses toward him. As they closed the distance, the Hunter's horse—trained for battle—veered to the left. The two mercenaries matched the movement, charging at a full tilt. They would pass on either side of him, two swords to his one.

      Releasing his grip on the reins, the Hunter ripped Soulhunger free. The rider to his right swung a heartbeat before his comrade, the right-handed blow coming faster, with more force. The Hunter's long sword caught the blow, slid free, and whipped around to strike the man in the back of the neck. At the same time, he brought Soulhunger up to deflect the backhanded chop from the mercenary on his left.

      He gritted his teeth as pain flared his left shoulder. Soulhunger hadn’t turned the blow aside completely, and the long sword—with the added momentum of the charging horse—had slipped past to tear into his flesh. The second rider, however, reeled in his saddle. Though the flared base of his helmet had kept the blade from chopping into his neck, the power of the impossibly fast blow had rung off his helmet like a bell. Before the mercenary had time to recover, the Hunter had leapt from his saddle, covered the few paces between them, and dragged him to the ground. Soulhunger's razor sharp edge opened his throat.

      The Hunter whirled at the second mercenary's furious shout. The man had kicked his horse into a quick trot, his sword raised for a killing chop. Throwing himself to the horse's left side, the Hunter brought his blade up and across. Steel sheared through flesh, muscle, and bone, carving a deep furrow in the horse's flank. The mercenary screamed and fell from the saddle. Blood pumped from the stump of his thigh onto the hard-packed earth.

      The injured horse reared and neighed, filling the air with its cries of pain. The Hunter slapped the beast's rump to send it racing back up the road toward Voramis. His own stolen horse followed its fleeing companion at a slower pace.

      Without hesitation, the Hunter leapt into the first mercenary's saddle. He dug his heels into the beast, and it leapt forward, as if eager to rejoin its fellows.

      A vicious grin broadened the Hunter's face. Two down. Only twelve men stood between him and Captain Dradel.
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      The Hunter's new mount had been ridden hard, but the mercenary had had to match the slower pace of Lord Damuria's carriage. It still had a league or two left in it.

      His gut clenched as he raced past the distance marker. The intersection was just one-tenth of a league away. He had mere minutes to overtake Lord Damuria before the carriage reached the junction. He'd have no way to know which of the three roads the nobleman's retinue fled down. Save for a cloud of dust kicked up by the horses, the column left little trace of their passage in the hard-packed earth.

      The glimmer of a steel breastplate brought a grim satisfaction. The Hunter bent low in the saddle and fought to ignore the dull fire of exhaustion burning in his legs.

      Only four mercenaries rode between him and the carriage. However, the two men riding the tail board were ready with loaded crossbows. The Hunter's stomach tightened; they aimed low, targeting his mount.

      They loosed just as the coach bounced over a bump. One of the bolts whizzed dangerously close to his torso—so close it tugged at his cloak. The other tore a gash into his horse's shoulder and his upper thigh. The horse shrieked in pain, and he grimaced. Blood soaked his pant leg and ran into his boot.

      The carriage struck a deep rut in the road, jolting one of the crossbows from a mercenary's grip. The other mercenary passed his weapon across the roof of the coach to the guard riding beside the driver. When he turned, he held another loaded bow. He took aim and pulled the trigger.

      The Hunter sawed at the reins, sending his horse veering to the right. The bolt buried itself into the Hunter's left leg. The Hunter cried out as the metal tip struck bone. The cry turned into an enraged roar, and he ripped the bolt loose, hurling it away.

      My turn.

      Without turning, he reached into the satchel on his back and drew out a heavy purse. Within were nestled glass spheres filled with Serenii fire, an alchemical liquid that burned brighter and hotter than any normal flame. Thick layers of cloth padded the glass spheres within, protecting it from the jostling, bouncing impact of the horse's movements. It also served as a rapid-burning source of fuel that fed the fire.

      Winding up, he hurled it—pouch, padding, and all—at the carriage. At a full gallop, he failed to compensate for the motion of his mount. The pouch sailed over the roof of the coach to crash onto the trail ahead.

      A pillar of jade-green fire roared up from the pouch. The combustive blast boomed so loud it set the Hunter's ears ringing.

      The sudden burst of flame and explosive sound had an instant, violent effect on the horses pulling Lord Damuria's carriage and carrying the guards. The four Steel Company mercenaries were nearly thrown from their rapidly swerving mounts, and the carriage tilted at a dangerous angle as the Blood Forest horses evaded the fire. One of the mercenaries clinging to the coach's tail board flew off, colliding with the solid trunk of a nearby tree.

      With a growl of frustration, the Hunter drew out a second sphere. He waited a few seconds, adapting to the rolling gait of the horse beneath him, then threw. Triumph surged within him as the pouch smashed into the rear of the carriage. A heartbeat later, green flames consumed the carriage box, the tail board, and the mercenary riding there.

      Shrieking, the man beat at the flames, loosening his grip on his perch. He fell beneath the trampling hooves of the four mercenaries riding behind the coach.

      The driver must have managed to gain control of the panicking horses, for the coach slowed and pulled toward the side of the road. The four mercenaries riding in the rear drew up their horses and whirled to face the Hunter, drawing swords.

      The door to the coach popped open, and the Hunter caught a glimpse of Lord Damuria’s royal purple robes and disheveled white-blond hair. Captain Dradel emerged a heartbeat later, moving to put himself between the threat and his employer as he rushed the two of them toward the front of the convoy.

      The Hunter didn't slow his charge. He swerved to the left, blocking a frantic attack, and raced past the mercenaries. He gave the burning carriage a wide berth and thundered around the horses panicking in their traces. His sudden appearance startled the four mercenaries leading the convoy. A moment later, he hurled the last of the three glass spheres he'd purchased from Graeme—more than worth the exorbitant price—into their midst.

      The pillar of smoke leapt upwards, encircling the four men in green flames. Their thoroughbreds panicked, rearing and letting out shrill screams. Only one man remained horsed; the other three were flung from their saddles to splash in the burning Serenii fire. Their cries of agony joined the cacophony of terrified beasts, shouting men, and crackling flames. The horses fled, flowing tails and manes alight, leaving their riders to roast in their steel armor.

      Captain Dradel appeared around the carriage as the fire consumed his men. He reacted with the speed of a trained warrior, dragging Lord Damuria away from the wreckage of his coach and the carnage before it.

      "Get him to a horse!" the captain shouted.

      Snarling, the Hunter turned his mount and sent it racing back toward the rear of the carriage. One of the four rear-guard mercenaries charged around the side of the burning vehicle. The Hunter blocked the wild swing but had no time to follow up.

      Smoke billowed around the Hunter, filling his nostrils with the foul scent of charred meat and metal. Lord Damuria's ruined carriage blazed beside him, the bodies of his guards smoldering among the wreckage. The taste of death hung thick in the air.

      The three remaining mercenaries had circled their horses around Lord Damuria and Captain Dradel. One vacated his saddle, and the nobleman made to mount. With a loud cry, the Hunter thundered toward them.

      "Back!" Captain Dradel dragged his employer from the saddle as the two mounted mercenaries turned to meet the Hunter's charge. "Into the forest!"

      The Hunter reined in his horse. "Run!" he shouted, barking out a callous laugh. His midnight eyes met Captain Dradel's cold, grey ones. "You will not escape me, you bastard."

      The captain and Lord Damuria disappeared from view, flanked by the seven mercenaries still alive. The sound of men crashing through the foliage reached the Hunter.

      A grim smile broadened the Hunter's face. On foot, the men had no chance against him. The trees would provide him with ample concealment; he'd have no problem stalking the heavily-laden mercenaries and their garishly-dressed employer.

      He dismounted, wincing at the pain in his still-healing left leg. Stooping, he retrieved one of the mercenaries' fallen crossbows. It was heavier than he expected, with a solid wooden stock and steel arms that proved surprisingly difficult for him to bend. Loading a bolt, he took off after the fleeing men.

      The Hunter's woodcraft was limited; he moved through city streets with far less noise than he made in the brush. But the thick forest canopy provided shadows to conceal his movements. The fleeing mercenaries in their heavy, clanking armor and thick boots made enough sound to drown out a stampede of bloodbears; there was no chance they'd hear him coming.

      He followed the sound of their retreat, gliding from tree to tree. The crossbow slowed his movements, but he refused to drop it. The bow packed enough power to drive a bolt through the mercenaries' breastplate and chain mail—he couldn't say the same of his collapsible crossbows, hanging in their sheaths on his thighs. He was saving his argam-tipped arrows for Lord Damuria. First, he had to eliminate the mercenary guards. He'd incapacitate those he could, but no one would stand between him and his prey. Captain Dradel would die by his hand, up close, where he could stare him in the eye.

      The crashing of booted feet through the forest grew louder, and he used the sound of clanking armor to guide him. Not directly toward the fleeing men, but to their right. He'd go around them, cut off their retreat, herd them toward Dead Man's Cliff—a fitting destination. Hemmed in by the high stone walls, they'd have nowhere to flee.

      He peered through the trees. The seven mercenaries formed a wall of flesh and steel around Captain Dradel and Lord Damuria. He raised the crossbow and, sighting on Lord Damuria, pressed the trigger. The bolt cut through the forest gloom and punched into the chest of the mercenary immediately in front of the nobleman. The man died with a weak cough, spraying blood onto the man beside him.

      Lord Damuria flinched and cried out. The Steel Company hurried to form a defensive ring around the nobleman and their captain, facing outward, eyeing the forest warily.

      With a quiet curse, the Hunter flung aside the bow. The difference in power between the crossbow and his handheld weapons had thrown off his aim.

      His load lightened, he slithered through the forest, circling the ring of armored men. More than a few swords and three-bladed daggers wavered. Doubtless the mercenaries would have traded a fortune in gold for shields.

      He didn't attack; he had no need. The silence would wreak havoc on their nerves—Lord Damuria's certainly, if not the mercenaries’. He stepped on a large branch, cracking it with a loud snap. The mercenaries whirled toward the sound. One had held on to his crossbow, and he loosed a bolt. The missile slashed through leaves and twigs, burying itself into the muddy forest floor.

      "Idiot!" Captain Dradel's growl echoed through the forest. "Conserve your ammunition, you fools. It's the only thing keeping us alive." His voice turned to a yelp as the Hunter's throwing knife whistled past his nose.

      The bowman fixed the captain with a stupid expression, blood trickling down his face. He reached up to fumble at the dagger hilt protruding from his left eye. The crossbow slipped from his grip. He followed it a moment later, his corpse hitting the forest floor with a soft thump.

      The Hunter suppressed a bark of laughter. It had been a fortuitous throw—he'd intended to simply startle the men, add to their fear.

      "You cannot escape," he said. His voice echoed from the trees around him, and he grinned at the way Lord Damuria jumped at the sound. "There is nowhere on Einan I will not find you."

      To the mercenaries' credit, they hid their fear well. Lord Damuria, however, was less immune to the terror.

      "Whatever you've been paid, I'll double it!" His voice held a pleading note. "Triple, even."

      The Hunter spoke again, twenty paces away from where he'd been the last time. "Not enough. Not after what you've done." He had no idea why Lord Beritane of Praamis had wanted Lord Damuria dead, nor did he care. The nobleman was just a job to him. Captain Dradel, however, that was personal.

      The mercenaries whirled toward the sound of his voice, but he was moving again, circling around to their left.

      "Surely there is something that will dissuade you," Lord Damuria begged.

      "I am the Hunter of Voramis." The Hunter's voice had a cold, cruel edge. "There is nothing to dissuade me. Your death is inevitable."

      The nobleman seemed on the verge of panic.

      "Get ahold of yourself," Captain Dradel snarled, gripping Lord Damuria's robes in a mailed fist. "He's toying with you, trying to draw you out."

      "And what are you doing about it?" Fear turned the nobleman's voice shrill. "He's killed twenty of you already. How can you hope to protect me with just the five of you?"

      "By staying together." Captain Dradel turned back toward the forest around him, not releasing his grip on the nobleman. "He can't kill us all, not if we fight him together."

      "Don't be too certain of that, Captain Dradel," the Hunter called out. "You've lost two already. Do you really think you can face me and live?"

      The mercenary captain's face hardened, but three of his men exchanged nervous glances. The Hunter smiled. Perhaps he wouldn't need to kill all of them.

      "I've come for Lord Damuria," he shouted, moving between sentences to make it seem like he was all around them. "Turn him over to me, and no more of you need die. The Steel Company has valor, but would you waste your lives for him? He would not hesitate to sacrifice any and all of you, if it saved him."

      A grim satisfaction filled the Hunter as two of the mercenaries shot questioning looks at Lord Damuria.

      "Give me your employer, and I will spare you."

      Captain Dradel opened his mouth, but Lord Damuria's shriek of terror drowned out his words. The nobleman tore free of the captain's grasp, shoved Captain Dradel toward the sound of the Hunter's voice, and fled in the opposite direction.

      Perfect.

      The Hunter gave a vicious grin and raised his handheld crossbow. He sighted down the length of his arm, tracking the movement of the fleeing nobleman, and pulled the trigger. Just as Lord Damuria fell to the forest floor, tripped by a protruding root. The bolt flew above the nobleman's head. The springs of the Hunter's crossbow were already loading the second bolt, but by the time it was ready to fire, Lord Damuria had found his feet and darted away, vanishing among the thick trees.

      The Hunter didn't pursue. Lord Damuria wouldn't get far—his high-heeled shoes were built for comfort, not speed, and his expensive clothing would weigh him down. In a few hundred paces, he'd run into Dead Man's Cliff, a sheer rock face that rose above the height of the towering trees. Even if he risked the climb, the Hunter could catch up to him long before he reached Voramis.

      I have more important things to deal with. Lord Damuria's death could wait—he would have vengeance for Thrifty Pete and the others who had died at the hands of the Brotherhood of Pestilence.

      He slithered around the nervous circle of men, positioning himself close enough to overhear their words.

      "Damn it!" Captain Dradel had recovered and was glaring after Lord Damuria. "The fool's played into the Hunter's hands. He's going to get himself killed."

      "And us with him," retorted one of the mercenaries. The man held a bloody cloth to his head. Evidently, he'd lost his helmet when he flew from the back of the carriage and collided with a tree. "You heard the Hunter! He's come for Lord Damuria—I say we let the bastard have him."

      Captain Dradel glowered at the man. "Coward!" He seized the man's throat. "You'd abandon your duty to save your worthless life, Bolis?"

      "Damned right!" Bolis gasped out. "Ain't enough gold in Einan to risk the Hunter's wrath. You know what they say about him, what he does to the souls of his victims."

      "Tales!" Captain Dradel shouted. "Lies, meant to terrify weak-minded fools."

      "I'd rather be weak-minded than dead." The man's face grew red as Captain Dradel's grip on his neck tightened. He didn't break the captain's gaze.

      After a moment, Captain Dradel released him with such force that the man staggered. "Then flee, you coward!" He pointed with his sword. "But when we've dealt with the Hunter, you will regret your decision."

      "Pah!" Bolis spat at the captain's feet. "Wish I could say it's been a pleasure serving with you, Captain, but we both know that'd be a lie." With a sneer, he turned to leave.

      Captain Dradel darted forward and drove his three-bladed dagger into the base of the man's spine. The blade punched through Bolis' neck and out the other side, spraying blood. The mercenary gave a little gasping gurgle. Growling, Captain Dradel ripped his dagger free, and Bolis flopped to the forest floor.

      The captain whirled on the three remaining men. "You know the motto of the Steel Company: death before desertion. Any of you feel like joining Bolis?"

      The mercenaries exchanged glances. Fear showed plain in their expressions; even from this distance, the Hunter's sensitive nostrils caught the stink of their flop sweat. They were as terrified of their own captain as they were of him.

      The perfect time for me to step in.

      "Is this how you would die?" he called, and stepped into their line of sight.

      The three mercenaries and Captain Dradel whirled, raising their weapons.

      He strode toward them, as if uncaring that they held swords and daggers while his weapons hung in their sheaths. His advance was unhurried, yet inexorable. The closer he drew, the greater their nervousness.

      "Kill him!" Captain Dradel snarled.

      "Or," the Hunter said in a quiet voice, "drop your weapons and live." He stopped just out of their reach, his expression as calm as his tone. He held up two fingers, a movement that caused the mercenaries to stiffen. "Only two men need die this day. Lord Damuria's death has been paid for." He folded his index finger, leaving his middle finger extended in a salute to Captain Dradel. "Your captain's death, let's call that personal."

      Captain Dradel's eyes narrowed. "Kill him, now!"

      His men made no move to advance. They fixed the Hunter with nervous glances, yet a hint of hope glimmered in their eyes. They stared death in the face—how could they resist the allure of life?

      "You have my word, the word of the Hunter of Voramis." He held his hands out wide. "Fight me and die, this I swear. Surrender, and live."

      They hadn't seen his true face, hidden beneath the disguise of a nameless Voramian nobleman. He could afford them that mercy.

      Captain Dradel's eyes darted between the three men. "What are you waiting for? Cut him down!"

      The thump of a sword hitting soft earth was his only reply. A moment later, two more followed, accompanied by three three-bladed daggers. The mercenaries moved quickly out of the reach of their captain's sword.

      "You cowards!" Captain Dradel railed. "You dishonor the Steel Company with your gutlessness, dishonor yourselves!"

      "What is honor to a dead man?" the Hunter asked, a cruel grin on his lips. He turned to the three mercenaries. "If I ever see you again…"

      They turned to flee, and disappeared before he finished speaking.
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      The Hunter and Captain Dradel stood alone in the forest. A tense silence hung thick in the air. The sound of Lord Damuria's desperate flight had faded long ago. Even the birds had fallen silent, the leaves ceasing their rustling.

      The Hunter drew in a deep breath. Above the smells of the forest—the crispness of pine trees, a hint of wildflower sweetness, and the damp, fertile earth—Captain Dradel’s unique scent of rosewood, oak, and olive oil filtered into his nostrils. For the first time, the acrid reek of fear emanated from the man.

      His face, however, revealed little. The cold, grey eyes—the eyes of a cold-blooded reptile—fixed the Hunter with a disdainful glare. The only crack in his façade was the slight twitch at the corner of his lips.

      He lifted his sword. "I will not beg for my life."

      The Hunter shrugged. "I would not spare you even if you did."

      "Why?" Captain Dradel's eyes narrowed. "You say you were hired to kill Lord Damuria, yet your target flees while you stand here."

      "Lord Damuria will die," the Hunter said. "But you, you will suffer for what you've done."

      "What I've done?" Captain Dradel actually seemed confused.

      "You and your Brotherhood of Pestilence."

      The light of understanding dawned in the captain's eyes, replaced a moment later by puzzlement. "But why would you care about a handful of deaths?" His voice turned mocking. "Surely there are enough to go around."

      "There will always be deaths." The Hunter shook his head. "It is the way of life. Men, women, children—they all face the Long Keeper in the end."

      "So what is the problem?" Captain Dradel asked. "If death is so inevitable, what does it matter that we hurry it for a chosen few so that it is delayed for the rest?"

      "Who did you choose for your victims? The strong, the wealthy, the prosperous?" The Hunter's lip curled into a snarl. "No, you chose the weak, the infirmed, the helpless."

      "The ones who bring disease to the city!" The captain's voice rose. "What would it serve if the healthy were sacrificed for the wellbeing of the ill? That would be madness."

      "On that, we both agree." The Hunter thrust a finger at the mercenary. "But why does anyone have to die? And at your hands, no less?"

      The captain's jaw dropped. "This, from you? An assassin, a blackguard that makes a living from killing?"

      The Hunter snorted in amusement. "That is the difference between us: I do not make excuses for what I do. I make no attempt to hide it, dress it up in the disguise of 'right' or 'good'." He gestured to Soulhunger. "I kill because I must. But even I can see that what you are doing is evil."

      "Evil?" Captain Dradel barked out a harsh laugh. "Only a child or a fool believes in such a fanciful construct. There is no evil—there is simply the strong and the weak, those who can take what they want and those who cannot. I know which manner of man I will always be. Just as you are." His cold, grey eyes narrowed. "We may dress it up differently, but beneath the disguise it is still the same thing. We kill because we must. It is the way of the strong to prey on the weak. Your name reveals the truth—you are a hunter, just as I am."

      "Perhaps." The Hunter inclined his head. "You say you kill because you must—you would not be the first soldier, warrior, mercenary, or priest to say the same." His jaw clenched. "But you made the mistake of choosing the wrong person to kill. The wrong people."

      Captain Dradel sneered. "You are a killer like me, I can see it in your face." He shuddered, as if seeing the midnight color of the Hunter's eyes for the first time. "Yes, what they say about you is true. You really are a demon."

      The Hunter had been called many names, demon among them; they rarely bothered him. "And yet, which of us murders innocent children?"

      The mercenary captain shrugged. "Children, men, women: what difference is there? In the end, a life is a life, is it not? Surely you agree."

      The wild light in Dradel's eyes sent a shiver of revulsion down the Hunter's spine. This was a man who killed not for money, for honor, or for love of country. He killed for the sheer pleasure of it. He sought the rush of death, the thrill of exerting one's will over another.

      The Hunter had been accused of that—he'd wrestled with it every time Soulhunger took a life. He'd come to understand the truth of himself: he killed out of necessity. He relished the chase, the challenge of stealing into his target's homes, the exhilaration of battle. But in the end, he killed to silence the voices, to find peace from Soulhunger's incessant demands for blood and death. He had killed all manner of men and women in his attempts to escape his curse. Yet even in his desperate desire for freedom, he had lines he would not cross.

      Captain Dradel had no such limits. One look in his eyes—a grey so chilly they could have belonged to a corpse—spoke volumes: he reveled in the death. He killed because he loved it. The profession of mercenary simply gave him an excuse to indulge his desires.

      The image came to his mind unbidden: Captain Dradel stood in the darkened room, the dagger of the Bloody Minstrel bare in his hand. Beside him hung the silent corpse of Farida, her eyes open and unseeing. Blood trickled down her pale flesh to drip into the bucket. No more would die at his hands.

      "As you say, death comes to all in Voramis. Yet you are not the Watcher to judge and condemn the living." With slow, precise movements, the Hunter drew his long sword. "By your actions, you have been condemned."

      A trickle of sweat ran down Captain Dradel's forehead and disappeared behind the cheek guards of his helmet. His eyes followed the Hunter's left hand as it closed around Soulhunger's hilt and pulled the dagger free of its sheath. He tightened his grip on his own sword and three-bladed dagger, shoulders tightening as he waited for the attack.

      The Hunter obliged. He closed the distance and brought his long sword crashing down onto Captain Dradel's upraised blade. The force staggered the mercenary. He stepped back, caught himself, and returned with an upward slash. The Hunter twisted his head, and the steel edge whistled past his chin. Soulhunger turned aside the vicious thrust of Captain Dradel's three-bladed dagger. The Hunter brought his right elbow up and across. Steel rang, and the mercenary stumbled again, dazed.

      With a snarl, the Hunter pursued his prey. Sunlight glinted off his whirling sword, and the steel whistled with the speed of his strikes. The heavy Steel Company armor protected the captain's chest and throat, but the Hunter pounded at Captain Dradel's upraised sword again and again. He could simply overwhelm the mercenary's defense with his superior strength—he'd batter at Captain Dradel until the man tired. The strategy lacked his usual finesse; in his fury, he wanted to make the man suffer.

      Captain Dradel managed to duck beneath one of the Hunter's blows and get off a quick strike of his own. His sword carved a long gash in the side of the Hunter's neck. Only the Hunter's reflexes and years of training stopped the blow from cutting him to the spine. He retreated, pressing a hand to the gash. He couldn't afford to lose consciousness from blood loss in the few moments required for his body to heal itself.

      Grinning in triumph, Captain Dradel pursued. The Hunter fought one-handed, his other occupied pinching the lacerated flesh together. Every movement tugged at his neck, pulling the wound open. Try as he might, he couldn't stanch the flow of blood. He could feel his heartbeat growing frantic, struggling to keep pumping. It took every shred of his skill and speed to keep the mercenary's whirling blade at bay.

      He grunted as Captain Dradel's sword opened a line of fire along his sword arm. The wound added to the strain of his healing body, slowing him further. He took a step back, and another, his sword arm dropping. Vicious glee brightened the mercenary's expression; he saw his victory, and pursued it with a smile as cold and cruel as his eyes. His sword descended in a blurring arc toward the Hunter's knee.

      But the crippling blow never landed. The Hunter's ruse had worked, and he was already moving—his leg swung around behind him in a spinning kick. His boot crashed into the side of Captain Dradel's head. Though the helmet protected the mercenary from direct impact, the Hunter's kick had enough force to snap his head to the side. He staggered back, blinking, his eyes wide and unseeing.

      The Hunter wasn't finished. His sword flicked out, slicing into Captain Dradel's left forearm, just above his gauntlet. The wound wasn't deep enough to kill, but his grip on the three-bladed dagger weakened. The Hunter's next strike knocked the blade free of his grasp.

      Captain Dradel recovered enough to lash out with his sword. The Hunter interposed Soulhunger, and steel screamed and sparked as the two blades met. With a quick twist of his wrist, the Hunter rolled the dagger's shorter blade over the captain's sword and drew it across his right forearm. Captain Dradel screamed at this—the Hunter could almost feel Soulhunger tug at the cords holding his soul bound to his flesh—and gave ground. Somehow, he managed to retain his grip on his sword.

      The Hunter pursued, his face hard, his jaw clenched. Captain Dradel's suffering hadn't ended.

      The mercenary's next strike lacked power and speed—his wounded forearm had severed some of the connective tissue locking his fingers around his sword hilt. The Hunter turned the desperate attacks aside with contemptuous ease. He punched out with his left hand, and Soulhunger's transparent gemstone crunched against the captain's nose. Captain Dradel blinked back the reflexive tears, his nose gushing blood. For the first time, a desperate, terrified light glimmered in his eyes.

      With a cruel grin, the Hunter sheathed Soulhunger and bent to retrieve the captain's fallen dagger. He stalked Captain Dradel around the clearing. He struck hard and fast, the force knocking the captain's blade aside. His sword battered at the man's guard until Captain Dradel fell, his weapon falling free of his weakening grip.

      "We are both men of violence, men of death." The Hunter crouched and lifted Captain Dradel's sword. "Perhaps one day I will face death at the hands of another killer greater than I." He glared down at the choking man. "But this is not that day."

      The Hunter drove a boot into the man's chest and shoved hard. Captain Dradel's head struck the root of an exposed tree, knocking his helm free. Seizing the collar of the mercenary's breastplate, the Hunter lifted him and slammed him back into the root once, twice, three times.

      The mercenary lay at his feet, dazed, exhausted by the fight and loss of blood. But the Hunter hadn't finished with him.

      "Perhaps one day I will face death at the hands of another killer greater than I." He glared down at Captain Dradel. "But this is not that day."

      Sheathing his sword, he dragged the captain across the clearing toward a large oak tree. He hurled him into the trunk hard enough to jolt him unconscious. Lifting the man bodily from the forest floor, he inverted him and hung his legs over a thick branch. With all the prodigious force of his muscles, he drove the three-bladed dagger into Captain Dradel's right leg and into the branch.

      Captain Dradel awoke with a scream that cut off in a wet cough. He gagged, spitting blood, and gurgled wetly.

      The Hunter spoke in a soft growl. "This is how your victims died, Captain."

      The mercenary swallowed and tried to speak, but the crimson streaming from his broken nose filled his mouth and throat. Left like this, he'd drown in his own blood before his wounds spilled lifeblood onto the forest floor.

      The Hunter crouched and spoke in a low voice. "Before you die, you should know his name was Pete.”

      With a quick slash, he opened the captain's throat. Bright red spurted from the gaping wound, turning the rich earth beneath him to ochre mud. Captain Dradel jerked, his body twitching, his hands going to the rent in his neck. He could not stop the gush.

      The Hunter watched without a word as the mercenary's struggles grew fainter, then stopped altogether. His arms flopped over his head. He crouched and stared into the cold, grey eyes until the life dimmed.

      Silence echoed loud in the forest around him. The sound of Lord Damuria's desperate flight had faded, but he had little fear the man would escape him. The fight with Captain Dradel had taken mere minutes—no man could outrun him on foot.

      He stared at the scene of carnage. Three bodies littered the forest floor, and Captain Dradel's corpse swung gently in the breeze. The metallic tang of blood drowned out the scent of fresh earth, the green aromas of living, growing plants, the sweet smell of wildflowers.

      Without a word, he turned and stalked after Lord Damuria.

      [image: ]

      The Hunter moved at a fast trot, his long legs eating up the ground. The forest flashed by in a mottled brown and green blur, but he kept his eyes firmly focused ahead. He had no need of woodcraft to spot the tracks left by Lord Damuria. He simply had to follow the boot prints in the mud, the blazed trail of snapped branches, and the torn fragments of the nobleman's costly clothing. Within minutes, he caught sight of Lord Damuria.

      The nobleman's robes were the envy of Voramis, cut in the latest fashion and tailored to fit his body like a glove. The costly silk was little more than a hindrance in the thick forest. Somewhere, Lord Damuria had cast aside his heavy cloak, no doubt in favor of greater freedom of movement. He cried out as tree branches whipped at his face, but he raced on.

      Brightly colored fabrics worth a worker’s yearly wages ripped on branches. The garish purple and orange of his coat stood out in the forest, making him visible from fully forty paces away. Soot from the burning carriage streaked his face and clothes, and mud caked both knees. His white-blond hair, once so coiffed and controlled, flew in the wind, sticks and leaves tangling in his locks with every step.

      The Hunter doubted the nobleman had ever run so far so fast, and he could almost smell the desperation pumping through the man's veins. He had left his guards behind in his hurry to flee. He'd bought and paid for their lives, and he was happy to spend them in his escape. Though exhaustion slowed his steps, terror spurred him on.

      "You will not escape," the Hunter called.

      Lord Damuria glanced over his shoulder, and it almost cost him his head. Sheer luck allowed him to avoid a low-hanging branch, but he nearly lost his footing as he ducked.

      “You’ve not caught me yet, Hunter!” the nobleman panted aloud.

      Just ahead of Lord Damuria, the craggy face of Dead Man's Cliff rose high above the tops of the forest. Though the nobleman cried out as he realized he was trapped, he didn't slow in his run.

      The Hunter gave a grim smile and drew his handheld crossbow. The weapon's steel arms snapped out, the string pulled taut, and the remaining argam-tipped bolt clicked into place. Sighting for a moment, the Hunter pulled the trigger.

      The missile blurred through the forest and slammed into Lord Damuria's back. The impact knocked the man forward, sending him stumbling. He fell to one knee, wailing, but pushed himself to his feet and struggled on.

      The Hunter contemplated the fleeing man. The single bolt should have brought Lord Damuria down. The head was coated with argam, a highly toxic substance thick and dark as tar, which turned the blood a sickly green. The poison would kill Lord Damuria in a matter of minutes.

      Yet the nobleman refused to give in. He sprinted on, despite the dark stain spreading down the back of his purple jacket. A maniacal, desperate laugh bellowed from his lungs—it echoed with the knowledge of futility yet a refusal to cede defeat. He actually picked up speed as he ran toward the cliff face and threw himself high into the air. He slammed into the rock wall with enough force to knock the breath from him. For a moment, he hung there, as if his mind's commands to move overwhelmed his body's desire to lay down and die. To the Hunter's surprise, he began to climb.

      If only he'd been this tenacious in life, he might have had a chance of survival, the Hunter thought. With slow, precise movements, he sheathed the first crossbow and drew the second.

      He spared a moment of pity for the man. In his desperation, Lord Damuria had made decent progress up the cliff face. No doubt the nobleman could imagine himself struggling over the lip of the cliff onto the plains around Voramis and safety. Terror could sap a man's sanity, delude him into impossible hopes.

      Raising the crossbow, he fired the first bolt. It sped upward and slammed into Lord Damuria's back again, just beside the base of his spine. Still the man refused to fall. He clung to the cliff face like a butterfly pinned on a display. He could not move, but would not yield to the inevitable.

      The Hunter actually found himself nodding his approval as he aimed the second bolt. However he lived, at least Lord Damuria died well.

      He pulled the trigger, and Lord Damuria plummeted to the forest floor.
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      The best assassin in the world doesn’t come cheap. Crossing him costs even more.

      The Hunter: a name feared and revered by all in Voramis. He is an outcast, driven by a cursed dagger that feeds him power with every kill, yet he struggles against its unquenchable demands for blood and death.

      He follows one simple code: he only kills those he believes deserve to die.

      Until today.

      Deceived by his shadowy employer, the Hunter has killed an innocent man. A good man.

      His enemies, the most powerful criminal organization in the city, will not stop until he is dead. When they make the mistake of harming the people under his protection, not even an army of thieves, thugs, and killers will thwart his vengeance.

      
        
        Coming May 2018!
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      Sign Up for my Private Reader List via my website (http://andypeloquin.com) and read the story of the night the Hunter rescued the little flower girl, Farida, from certain death. Plus, receive news and updates on the forthcoming release of the Hero of Darkness series.
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      This story came into being because I was thinking of Ria, the character from the Queen of Thieves series, and what she would do once she recovered from her ordeal in Queen of the Night Guild. Given that Ilanna, as Master Gold, would want to do whatever she could to keep the Bloody Hand out of her city of Praamis, it made sense that Ria would somehow factor into that crusade.

      The idea struck me as I was writing Thief of the Night Guild: Ria said that she had been brought to Praamis via Voramis after being taken from her home. Who else would control such cruel enterprise but the Bloody Hand?

      Like a lighting strike, the idea formed. It seemed so perfect that Ilanna would go on a crusade to take down the trafficking rings that had harmed so many girls like Ria, and I loved the thought that somehow she would ultimately be the cause of everything that occurs in Darkblade Assassin and the rest of the Hero of Darkness series.

      Thus, the concept of Traitors' Fate (formerly known as The Death of Lord Damuria) was born.

      As I did research on modern sex trafficking (also known as "sexual exploitation"), I came across some pretty terrifying statistics:

      
        	Since 2007, the National Human Trafficking Hotline, operated by Polaris, has received reports of 22,191 sex trafficking cases inside the United States. 

        	In 2016, the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children estimated that 1 in 6 endangered runaways reported to them were likely sex trafficking victims.

        	Globally, the International Labor Organization estimates that there are 4.5 million people trapped in forced sexual exploitation globally.

        	In a 2014 report, the Urban Institute estimated that the underground sex economy ranged from $39.9 million in Denver, Colorado, to $290 million in Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      (Information obtained via the Polaris Project)

      The United Nations defines trafficking as, "the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs"

      
        	The Act (What is done): Recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons

        	The Means (How it is done): Threat or use of force, coercion, abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or vulnerability, or giving payments or benefits to a person in control of the victim

        	The Purpose (Why it is done): For the purpose of exploitation, which includes exploiting the prostitution of others, sexual exploitation, forced labour, slavery or similar practices and the removal of organs.

      

      (Information courtesy of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime)

      The Polaris Project, a non-profit, non-govermental organization that strives to combat and prevent modern-day slavery and human trafficking provides a list of information on how to identify victims of trafficking:

      Common Work and Living Conditions: The individual(s) in question

      
        	Is not free to leave or come and go as he/she wishes

        	Is under 18 and is providing commercial sex acts

        	Is in the commercial sex industry and has a pimp / manager

        	Is unpaid, paid very little, or paid only through tips

        	Works excessively long and/or unusual hours

        	Is not allowed breaks or suffers under unusual restrictions at work

        	Owes a large debt and is unable to pay it off

        	Was recruited through false promises concerning the nature and conditions of his/her work

        	High security measures exist in the work and/or living locations (e.g. opaque windows, boarded up windows, bars on windows, barbed wire, security cameras, etc.)

      

      Poor Mental Health or Abnormal Behavior

      
        	Is fearful, anxious, depressed, submissive, tense, or nervous/paranoid

        	Exhibits unusually fearful or anxious behavior after bringing up law enforcement

        	Avoids eye contact

      

      Poor Physical Health

      
        	Lacks health care

        	Appears malnourished

        	Shows signs of physical and/or sexual abuse, physical restraint, confinement, or torture

      

      Lack of Control

      
        	Has few or no personal possessions

        	Is not in control of his/her own money, no financial records, or bank account

        	Is not in control of his/her own identification documents (ID or passport)

        	Is not allowed or able to speak for themselves (a third party may insist on being present and/or translating)

      

      Other

      
        	Claims of just visiting and inability to clarify where he/she is staying/address

        	Lack of knowledge of whereabouts and/or do not know what city he/she is in

        	Loss of sense of time

        	Has numerous inconsistencies in his/her story

      

      

      Human trafficking is a very serious issue, and one not limited to ancient or medieval history—it still occurs to this day.
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      I am, first and foremost, a storyteller and an artist--words are my palette. Fantasy is my genre of choice, and I love to explore the darker side of human nature through the filter of fantasy heroes, villains, and everything in between. I'm also a freelance writer, a book lover, and a guy who just loves to meet new people and spend hours talking about my fascination for the worlds I encounter in the pages of fantasy novels.

      Fantasy provides us with an escape, a way to forget about our mundane problems and step into worlds where anything is possible. It transcends age, gender, religion, race, or lifestyle--it is our way of believing what cannot be, delving into the unknowable, and discovering hidden truths about ourselves and our world in a brand new way. Fiction at its very best!
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