
        
            
                
            
        

    
“Despite everything, you still believed you were better,” Muzien said. The tip of the sword lowered, the cold steel gently touching the skin of his neck. Every maneuver, every thrust and parry, carried that arrogance. Deep down, you felt your skill would overwhelm mine. Do you understand your error, Watcher? You will never defeat me. You will never even challenge me. There is so much you can learn at my hands, but only if you submit. Only if you humble yourself to one who is greater. Otherwise…”

The tip drew a single drop of blood.

“Otherwise you will die at these hands, having learned nothing at all.”

Muzien withdrew the blade, sheathing it while walking away. He showed no fear at putting his back to Haern.

“Reconsider my offer,” the elf said as he dismissed the rest of his guild with a single hand gesture. “Despite this poor performance, I still feel you are the most qualified to inherit my legacy.”

“I won’t,” Haern said as he slowly rose to one knee. Blood trickled down his neck, and he had to grit his teeth against the continued pain from where Muzien kicked him. “I will never swear allegiance to someone like you.”

Muzien cast a glance over his shoulder.

“Then get out of my city,” he said. “You are unwelcome here.”

With that he sprinted down the street, black coat flapping behind him. Haern watched him vanish, and the fear in his gut continued to grow.
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PROLOGUE

Into the secluded shrine below Palace Thyne walked Muzien Ordoth, and he was pleased to see he was not alone. He’d worried that the high priest of Celestia would be afraid to meet with him in such a clandestine manner, or worse, deem such a meeting beneath him. They met in a place long forgotten, accessible only through ancient tunnels cut into the granite beneath the palace. The shrine itself was lit with forever-burning torches that produced no smoke, their yellow light reflecting off the emerald walls.

“You should have been here before me, kneeling in prayer to our goddess,” said Varen Dultha, rising from his knees before the statuette of Celestia that rested atop the oaken altar. When he turned, his smug distaste tested the limits of Muzien’s patience, and control. “But then again, you’ve never been much for prayers and worship, have you?”

“I do not appreciate having my faith questioned,” Muzien said. “My loyalty to the goddess has not wavered once over this past decade.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Varen said. “Living among humans? Trading with them? Keeping many in your employ? The goddess commanded us to watch over them, guide them, and remain neutral in their affairs if they would not listen. Pray tell me, how were you doing Celestia’s work there in Mordeina?”

Muzien took in a deep breath, then slowly let it out. He needed to remain calm, and not let his disagreements with the high priest ruin all he’d done. In the secret records of their people, he would be called the savior of their city, perhaps their entire race. What did a few insults to his pride matter compared to that? But before he answered, he walked past Varen and put a hand atop the nude statuette. It was of their goddess, arms raised above her head, mouth open. Carefully carved to represent the delicate nature of balance, she could have been bound and in pain, or finding pleasure in freedom. Often the viewer’s mood was what was reflected back, a subtle point Muzien wished more elves would understand. Above the statuette, carved into the emerald and filled with gold, was a four-pointed star, the fabled form Celestia had taken when coming down to speak with the brother gods before their war hundreds of years ago. It was as symbolic as it was historical, for that same star often represented the sun, showcasing the duality of the goddess, her watchful eye in both day and night.

After whispering a prayer for guidance, all while fully aware Varen impatiently waited, Muzien crossed his arms over his chest and met the stare of the priest. Varen was slender, even for an elf, his long hair so white it approached silver. He was young, nearly as young as Muzien. The two had risen in power together over the last century, but it had been Varen who won the position of high priest, the youngest elf ever to have done so. The wound to Muzien’s ego had taken years to heal, the bleeding halted only when he’d realized there were better ways to protect his people than from within the isolated halls of their temples.

“I do Celestia’s work by protecting her people,” Muzien said.

“Are her people in danger?”

Muzien’s jaw clenched tight, grinding his teeth.

“You’re no fool, Varen,” he said. “The humans’ temperament toward us has worsened drastically over the past twenty years. They fear us now, that fear bordering on the insane. In their cities, men and women preach hatred toward us, a hatred so primal and raw no peaceful solution will ever suffice.”

Varen’s eyes narrowed.

“Is that why you’ve pulled me down to this forgotten place?” he asked. “To insult my diplomats before they may even speak a word?”

Muzien shook his head. Conflict between the races was growing; everyone could see that. Over the past year, as a way to counter the seemingly inevitable, Varen had championed an initiative to send dozens of trained diplomats to permanently live in Mordeina, the capital city of the human nation of Mordan. But Muzien had beat them there by a decade, and he knew the futility of such an attempt. His voice was absent during the debates, for he had no time for such things. He had a war to prevent.

“Your diplomats will be made to wait at the gates,” Muzien said, stepping closer to Varen. “After a week or so, they’ll be allowed in, only to be met with vicious crowds. They’ll be cursed at, spat at. Little boys and girls will hurl stones at their heads. Whatever home you think they’ll stay in will be burned to the ground. Should they go to speak with the king, they will be denied nine times out of ten, and whatever audience they find will be brief, and spent listening to the king inform us of our failures and deviousness. This anger the humans feel, it is a sickness, without base or merit or reason. It’s founded on one thing, Varen: fear.”

“If all this is true,” asked Varen, “then how have you lived there so long?”

“Because I want them to fear me.”

Muzien could feel the conversation slipping away from him, so before the priest responded he pressed on, letting his anger fuel his words.

“Listen well, Varen,” he said. “You know war is coming, as sure as the rising sun. It is only a matter of time before the humans raise their banners and descend upon our forests. They’ll burn every tree to ash if they must to satisfy their blood lust. If we don’t do something to prevent it, our people will suffer terribly.”

For once that smug look faded, revealing a very tired, frustrated Varen.

“Of course I know it,” he said. “But too many consider the humans as curiosities to be ignored, not feared. They see the borders of our forest as impenetrable. To convince them to permanently station diplomats in Mordeina took more effort than you can imagine. Damn it, Muzien, it is easier for me to find an elf eager for war than one who will accept mankind as a legitimate danger.”

Muzien reached out, put a hand on Varen’s shoulder. He tried to remember a time when he’d considered the elf a friend. It felt like a different life, and a gulf of blood and coin lay between.

“There’s still hope,” Muzien said, and he felt his heart speeding up. This was it, the culmination of his plan. “In Mordeina, I have formed a guild of men and women loyal to my name. They’re bound by greed and ambition, and for that alone they are both predictable and reliable. I’ve dipped my fingers into every bit of trade, particularly the vices their kings and queens have ruled illegal. The price was dear, Varen, and I’ve spilled more blood than I wish to see again in my lifetime, but I would gladly pay it a hundred times over if it means the safety of our people.”

“I don’t understand,” said Varen. “How does a guild of humans spare us from a potential war?”

“By bringing the war to them. A minor noble from the southern nation of Ker has made repeated claims that he could conquer all of Mordan, usually under the guise of some bloated family history … a noble that is firmly in my pocket. From all across Mordeina and Ker I’ve secretly contacted mercenary bands, drawing them south to join him. Should he march upon Mordeina, and place it under siege, my guild will sabotage the defenses, overthrowing that wretched Baedan family line that has ruled Mordan for far too long.”

As Varen listened, his pale face somehow grew paler.

“You would incite a rebellion against their king?” he asked when Muzien finished. “Even worse, you would have us explicitly responsible? Should the humans hear…”

“They won’t,” Muzien insisted. “I’ve used my guild’s connections for every step of the plan, protecting our people from blame. When the fighting begins, it will be sudden, chaotic. We’ll position the various mercenary groups all across Mordeina. At my word, they’ll begin burning villages to the ground. The combination of chaos and surprise will prevent the king from properly mustering his troops, and that’s when my puppet noble marches on Mordeina. The plan will succeed, Varen, I promise you.”

Varen looked away, to the statuette of the goddess. Putting a hand atop it, he closed his eyes, shook his head.

“What is it you want from me?” he asked. “If you didn’t need help, you’d have already put this plan into motion, consequences be damned.”

Muzien felt relief sweep through him. If Varen was ready to consider the cost, then the hardest part was over.

“My guild’s trade network is extensive, and has grown rapidly over the past few years, but it is still not enough to pay for an entire army’s worth of mercenaries. I need the coffers of the priesthood opened to me. With it I can establish a puppet king loyal to my desires. Even if we fail, we’ll plunge the human nations into chaos that will take years to recover from. All I ask is that you trust me.”

“Why come to me?”

“Because what we do must be kept between just us. The fewer who know, the safer we are. You control the coffers, and you alone. I bring before you a plan to save our people. All you must do is give me the word to begin.”

Varen opened his eyes, and his hand fell from the statuette.

“That coin is tithed to us so we may build statues and temples to our goddess,” he said. “It is given to us so we may feed the hungry and clothe the naked. Come the midsummer festival, when we rejoice in the love of our maker, it is those tithes that pay for every instrument, every singer, every baker. And you would have me spend it on mercenaries to slaughter entire villages in the vain hope of replacing one human king with another?”

“I do what must be done,” Muzien said, his temper flaring.

“And I do what the goddess says is right! The humans are flawed, but they hold as much capacity for good as they do evil. We will reason with them, Muzien. We will find ways to make them listen to us, to show we are not their enemy, and we’ll do it without becoming the monsters they already think we are.”

Varen moved to walk past him, and fighting off the beginnings of panic, Muzien stepped in his way and halted him with a hand on his chest.

“This is a mistake,” he said. “Before us is a threat, and it must be met with full force, not delusions of peace! I do the goddess’s work, restoring a balance so horribly broken only the most desperate of paths will save us. How can you not see that?”

The high priest grabbed his wrist and pushed it aside.

“Those years in Mordeina have corrupted you,” Varen said. “And what I see is a sad shadow of my former friend. Conquest through coin? Death before peace? Celestia’s blessing is not on your hands, Muzien. You’re more human than elf now.”

The words were a knife to his heart, and he felt his whole body tremble with rage. Reaching back, he put his hand on the statuette of the goddess, felt the cold stone against his skin.

“Varen,” he said as the priest headed for the door.

“Yes?” asked Varen, turning about.

Muzien struck him across the head with the statuette, a corner of the square base crunching into his temple. Varen let out a single cry before dropping to the ground, his entire body limp. When he landed he splayed awkwardly, the back of his head smacking the hard floor with an audible crack. Dropping the statuette, Muzien stood there in the middle of the shrine, feeling panic nipping at the corners of his mind.

“Her will,” he said to the body. “I did her will, always her will, yet you’d turn on me? You’d have my ten years of living among those wretched humans be for nothing? Nothing!”

He kicked Varen in the side, but there was no reaction. Blood continued to spill across the emerald floor, taking on a purplish hue. Trying to fight down panic, Muzien scrambled for ideas. There had to be a way to make his plan work. There had to be a way to salvage the situation. But everything involved coin he didn’t have, and with Varen dead, there was little chance for him to obtain any wealth from his brethren.

Turning, he let his eyes fall upon the statuette, which lay on its side, the bottom stained with the priest’s blood.

“I did this for you,” Muzien said, voice dropping to a whisper as he fell to one knee and reached out to take it. “Tell me what to do, my goddess. My actions were just, I know it with all my heart. Please, tell me how to save our people.”

The fingers of his left hand closed about the goddess’s legs, and he bowed his head, eyes closed. He prayed for a voice, a sign, a whisper of wind in his ear … but instead he only felt pain. It grew steadily, burning, charring, but he refused to relent. Varen was wrong. Celestia would not abandon him so. She would not betray him. But why did his hand burn? Why did the pain sear into him, and why must he now be screaming?

At last he could stand no more. The statuette dropped to the ground, and when he opened his eyes, he saw a brief glow fading from the stone. As for his hand, he held it shaking before him, saw the blackened remains through the blur of his tears. His skin was charred, and with every twitch of his fingers fresh pain shot up his arm.

“No,” Muzien whispered, tears falling. “No, damn it, no!”

Slowly he stood, his chest suddenly hollow as Varen’s words echoed in his mind.

You’re more human than elf now.

More human? Then so be it. Let the elven lands burn. Let humankind destroy the home of his former kin. Drawing a knife from his pocket, Muzien walked to the altar where the statuette had first rested. Dropping to one knee, he let his voice soften into prayer, let his whispers echo across the unseen void.

“If you would deny me, then I deny you as well,” he told the goddess as he took the sharpened edge to the tip of his left ear. “If you would rebuke my attempts to save your people, then let them all perish.”

He cut into the ear, removing the curled tip that set him apart from the men and women he’d walked among throughout the city of Mordeina. As the blood ran down his neck, he took the knife to the other ear. After two quick breaths, he cut it as well. Rising back to his feet, he sheathed his knife and clutched the bloody stumps of cartilage tightly in his darkened hand.

“If I am more human than elf, then let me become the greatest at being human,” he swore to the heavens. “Their love of coin, their lust for power, their hearts ruled by pride and slaves to ambition … everything they cherish shall be my god, my only god. I need no other.”

With that done, he kissed the burnt flesh of his hand, felt the heat of it on his lips, and then exited the hidden shrine. The severed tips of his ears he left atop the altar, just beneath the four-pointed star.

His final sacrifice to Celestia.

His first to a new god of blood and coin.


CHAPTER
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Not since Alyssa Gemcroft unleashed her army of mercenaries upon the streets of Veldaren had Haern felt so at risk while racing along the rooftops. Before, he could use the cover of night and the blend of his cloaks to disguise his allegiance. Now those of the night belonged to the Sun, and they bore no cloaks at all. Before, the various politics and feuds among the guilds had kept his foes in check, and the Watcher’s reputation alone had prevented most sane men from engaging him willingly. But times were no longer sane, and Haern could only guess how the master of the Sun Guild would react to the Watcher’s return.

Haern slowed his run, then stopped completely at the edge of a home, careful to keep his footsteps light, his weight evenly distributed. He was nearing the castle, and there would be no densely packed homes to rely upon anymore. Grabbing the edge of the roof, he swung himself low, landed with but a whisper of sound on the cobbled stone. A quick glance up and down the street showed no one, not that that meant much. Eyes were everywhere in Veldaren, more so now than ever before. Noticeably absent were any patrols by the city guard. From what Tarlak had told him, the king had given the Sun Guild near-total immunity to any sort of punishment, and it seemed keeping the guard at home was the easiest way to accomplish that. Haern frowned, and for hardly the first time he wished a better man sat on the throne.

Before him loomed the castle, its large double doors shut and barred. Scaling the stone walls to the upper windows wasn’t the hardest thing to do, but Haern had no need. Keeping to the shadows, he looped around to the eastern side of the castle, opposite the attached prison. There he found one of the many soldiers posted for patrol, an older man with a gentle demeanor that seemed to run counter to the armor he wore and the sword strapped to his thigh. Haern gave one last look about to ensure no one watched, then dashed toward the soldier.

Instead of being alarmed at the sudden approach, the man only nodded curtly.

“You’re late,” he said, putting his back to Haern and walking over to the stone wall of the castle. After a quick whistle, a rope fell from one of the battlements.

“Had to be more careful than usual,” Haern said, grabbing the rope.

“Ain’t that the truth,” said the soldier.

Haern flew up the rope, easily scaling the castle and climbing onto the stone battlement, which was little more than a balcony overlooking that side, accessible through a single heavy door. Waiting for him, arms crossed and armor polished, was the man responsible for protecting the city of Veldaren: Antonil Copernus.

“You’ve been gone awhile,” Antonil said as Haern pulled the rope back up. “Almost thought your note to meet was a trap or trick.”

“By who, the Darkhand?” asked Haern. “He seems more the type to demand a meeting, not request it.”

“Given past experience, it’s more that if Muzien wished a meeting, he’d break into my bedroom to have it.” Antonil shook his head. “Gods damn it, where have you been? The city’s gone to shit in your absence, in ways we never could have anticipated.”

Haern thought of his trek to the Stronghold with Delysia and his father, of how fruitless it had turned out to be, and he pulled his hood lower over his face.

“My reasons were my own,” Haern said. “And I thought the Sun Guild was crushed when I left. I pray you’ll forgive me the error, so long as I make it right.”

Antonil rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. The man looked exhausted, and though they met just before midnight, Haern knew the late hour had little to do with it. The responsibilities of his station, coupled with his inability to fulfill them due to the terror Muzien inspired in the king, was clearly wearing on him.

“If you want to make it right, bring me Muzien’s head so I can hang it by the ears over the city gate,” Antonil said. “Hopefully that’s the reason you’ve requested our little clandestine meeting, to let me know of the bastard’s impending fate.”

Haern chuckled.

“I wish,” he said. “No, I have something far worse to share, Antonil, something I need you to swear to secrecy until we have a way to deal with it.”

The man frowned, the dark circles beneath his eyes making him look more dead than alive.

“You have my word,” he said. “Now what is it that could possibly be worse than an insane elf who’s declared himself unofficially king?”

Haern almost didn’t tell him. There wasn’t much the man could do beyond spreading panic if he refused to keep his mouth shut, but Antonil was a loyal ally, and had proven his trustworthiness a dozen times before. Given the dire situation the city was in, he needed all the help he could get.

“Have you seen the tiles bearing the mark of the Sun that Muzien’s placed all throughout the city?” he asked.

Antonil looked surprised at the question.

“I have,” he said, brow furrowing. “What of them?”

“They’ve been magically enchanted with a spell, a very powerful and dangerous one. Last night Tarlak discovered just how powerful.”

Antonil suddenly straightened his spine, his arms falling to his sides. When he spoke, it was as if his jaw didn’t want to move.

“The explosion in the western district,” he said. “I just thought it another mess caused by you or the Ash Guild. It was one of the tiles, wasn’t it?”

Haern let out a sigh.

“It was,” he said.

“That explosion leveled two homes and blasted a fair chunk out of the wall surrounding the city. A wall that has stood for years, a wall more than ten feet thick built with ancient stone.”

“I know.”

Antonil turned away, ran his hands through his hair, and then suddenly spun about, striking his fist against the door behind him.

“Do you know how many of those tiles have been buried against the castle’s walls?” he asked. “Two dozen at last count, more than enough to level the whole damn thing. We have to get them out, and now.”

“You can’t,” Haern said, and he felt a pang of guilt for his words. It seemed everything he said drained more hope and life from the man. “There’s an enchantment upon them, something that messes with their weight and makes them nearly impossible to move by hand. If you do succeed, it will only break the magic and cause the tiles to activate immediately.”

The weight of the words seemed to be settling on Antonil, and they were heavy indeed.

“These tiles,” he said, “if they’re magical, isn’t there anything Tarlak can do to disarm them?”

“Perhaps,” Haern said, after a moment’s hesitation. Tarlak’s rambling tirade about the differences between clerical and arcane magic, as well as the careful wardings built into each of the tiles, flashed through his mind. “It’s complicated, though, and Tarlak’s made little progress. Even trying to analyze one risks setting the spell off, killing anyone nearby. These tiles weren’t buried in quiet little corners, I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

“I have,” Antonil said. He walked to the edge of the battlement, joining Haern, and put his hands on the short stone wall. Swallowing hard, he overlooked the city, and Haern knew he was remembering all the places he’d seen those tiles on his patrols, every intersection, every home, every shop.

“What does he want?” Antonil asked, his voice now a whisper.

“If you mean Muzien, I’m not sure,” Haern said. “It’s possible he was used by someone else to smuggle them into the city. So far he’s made no threats and given no ultimatums. It may only be a final measure should he fail to retain control of the underworld. Honestly, I don’t think we’re supposed to know what they do yet. If we act quickly enough, we might be able to salvage the situation into something resembling a happy ending.”

Antonil laughed, so tired, so bitter.

“A happy ending,” he said. “I don’t see that ahead of us.”

Haern put a hand on Antonil’s shoulder, patting the steel pauldron protecting it.

“Don’t lose hope just yet,” he said. “I’m here now, remember?”

He grinned, and despite his dour mood, Antonil grinned back.

“I guess there’s always the chance you’ll pull off another miracle,” the guard captain said. “Stay safe, Watcher. Strange as it sounds, these streets are no longer yours.”

Haern grabbed the coiled rope at his feet and tossed it over the side.

“They were never mine,” he said. “But until I die, they will always be under my care.”

Over the stone he went, using his cloak to protect his hands as he slid down, the rope curled once around his arm. The moment his feet touched ground, the rope ascended.

“I pray matters went well,” said the lone soldier.

“Best as I could hope,” Haern said as he returned to the dark streets.

It took less than thirty seconds to spot a man following him from the corner of his eye. Picking up his pace, Haern traveled the main road running south from the castle to the heart of the city. The tail, a younger man lurking on the rooftops, had to abandon stealth to maintain the chase, making it easy for Haern to get a look at the man’s chest, and the four-pointed star sewn across it.

Will Muzien make his move against me already? Haern wondered, suddenly cutting right, his first deviation in several minutes. So far he’d had no interaction with the mysterious elf since returning from his trek west to infiltrate the Stronghold. A quick glance behind showed the tail grabbing the side of a rooftop and using it to swing down to the ground. Vanishing into an alley out of the man’s sight, Haern turned, drew his swords, and began counting. At four he rushed forward, perfectly timing the man’s arrival into the alley. Before he could even ready a dagger, Haern’s sabers were at his throat.

“I pray you were hoping to talk,” Haern said as the young man’s eyes widened. “Because anything else is suicide.”

“No, not, no…” the man said, and he looked ready to piss his pants. “Tracking your movements, that’s all, I swear.”

“That’s right,” said a voice behind Haern. “I’m the one actually looking for a fight.”

Haern kneed the first man in the stomach, then kicked him to the ground before spinning to face his boastful challenger. Approaching from the other end of the alley, two long dirks drawn and twirling in hand, was a dark-skinned man with the Sun Guild’s emblem sewn onto his shirt. The man’s hair was long, and braided in a fashion Haern recognized as more common to the distant land of Ker.

“You should have used what little surprise you had,” Haern said, settling into a stance, gaze flicking to the rooftops in case there were more ambushers. So far he saw none, but when it came to the Sun Guild, Haern had learned to expect the worst possible scenario.

“I don’t want anyone claiming I was lucky instead of skilled,” said the challenger. “You’re a fool and a fake, Watcher. Whatever reputation you had, it’s about to be mine.”

With a sudden cry the man charged, dirks pulled back for a thrust. Haern dashed to meet him, easily recognizing an overinflated ego when he saw it. He’d grown up in Thren Felhorn’s shadow, after all. Such an attitude meant overzealous aggression, and the easiest path to victory was to crush it immediately. The man thrust his dirks with admirable speed, but the placement was exactly where Haern had expected. Parrying both with a swipe of his left hand, Haern continued forward, lashing out with his right hand while twirling to deftly avoid the man’s desperate charge. His saber found flesh, the man let out a gargle, and then he collapsed, a tangle of limbs and leaking blood.

Haern shook the blood off his saber and looked back to the man who’d first been tailing him. Instead of running, he stood in the alleyway, arms crossed.

“Shouldn’t you have fled?” Haern asked.

“Why?”

The confidence with which he spoke alerted all of Haern’s senses. Glancing back to the rooftops, he saw that this time he was not alone. Four men lurked at the edges, crossbows in hand. He spun to find four more emerge at the other end of the alley, blocking it off. Joining the first man were three more members of the Sun Guild, and they too held either daggers or small crossbows. The ambushers said nothing, and other than sealing the exits, they remained still, crossbows pointed but not fired, swords drawn but held low. There was something eerie about how silent they remained, these ghostly specters. Had Muzien ordered them to remain quiet? Haern had a feeling that was the case.

And then the wall of men parted before him, and in stepped Muzien the Darkhand. He was taller than Haern had expected, his thin body draped with a black coat. The front of his dark-umber hair was carefully braided and then tied behind his head, so not a strand dared interfere with his vision. His long ears ended at abrupt scars instead of upturned points, and true to his name, his left hand was blackened as if by fire. The elf smiled, and while Haern had expected him to be smug, instead he looked intrigued.

“The Watcher of Veldaren,” Muzien said, and he extended his darkened hand in greeting. “I have longed to meet you, and witness your prowess with my own eyes.” He glanced to the dead body at his feet. “The fool was a foreigner who insisted his skills were equal to yours. I hope you do not mind me letting him pay for his boast.”

The elf was trying to be friendly, but his causal dismissal of a former guildmember’s life, and the way he made everything seem like a harmless game, made Haern’s throat tighten.

“I take no joy in killing,” Haern said. “Nor do I appreciate being used for your amusement.”

Muzien’s smile grew, and this time Haern saw the smug satisfaction he’d expected.

“What makes you think you have a choice in the matter?” he asked, then continued without waiting for an answer. “This city, no, this world, is for our amusement, Watcher. We’re here as playthings for gods, faulty toys that break at the slightest angry touch. You ended the life of an idiot and a braggart. You know nothing of him, of his family, could not even give me his name if I offered you ten tries. To you he was an opponent to be killed. To me he was a chance to behold your legendary skills. Now he is dead, and unworthy of remembrance.”

Haern knew arguing was pointless, and he kept his hood low and his legs crouched. With so many watching, reaching Muzien would be difficult … but not impossible. Swords clenched tightly in his hands, he kept his instincts on edge, kept his eyes open for a possible opening for attack.

“No words?” asked the elf. “Fair enough. I only need an answer from you, so remain silent until then. Keep your hood low, your jaw locked in a frown. You’ve crafted an interesting persona, Watcher, and for years it has suited you well. But I hold no fear of a man whose face I cannot see. I do not dread finding your cloaks in my shadows. When you were but a thought in your father’s mind, I was conquering the streets of Mordeina. Bards have sung of my Red Wine since you were a babe suckling at your mother’s breast. Whatever pride you have, whatever reputation you think you’ve built, know it means nothing to me. Do that, and perhaps you and I may come to an understanding.”

“And what might that be?” Haern asked.

A bit of hope sparkled in Muzien’s eye.

“That you belong as my champion, and as a potential heir to the Sun.”

Haern wasn’t the only one surprised. He sensed the shock and intrigue sweeping through the men surrounding him. No doubt many had once belonged to the various thief guilds native to Veldaren. They knew what it would mean if the Watcher joined the Sun Guild.

“You’re insane,” Haern said.

“Far from it.” The elf drew a sword from his hip, and Haern braced for an attack that never came. “You were once this city’s underworld king,” Muzien said, pointing the blade at him. “Every faction, from the guilds to the Trifect, feared your wrath. Alone you conquered Veldaren, but you are not alone anymore, and you face an enemy you will never conquer. In a way you were my predecessor, but while you were willing to let others pretend to retain their power, I have neither the patience nor the goodwill to do so.”

“I never sought to rule,” Haern said.

Muzien laughed.

“Then unlike you, I am also unwilling to lie to myself. You ruled, Watcher, with a fist made of shadow instead of iron. I would offer you that position again. What we have now, is it not a peace greater than the one you fostered? No guilds are left to prey on one another. The Trifect continues to pay us for protection, and it is without need of the king’s involvement or your constant overseeing. What you created was fragile, precarious. I have fostered something greater, something eternal.”

At that, Haern slowly stood to his full height, and he held his sabers out to either side.

“Your creation is the same as mine,” he said. “Each ends at our deaths. Forgive me if I find amusement in your claim to never tell yourself lies. You’re as delusional as the dead man at your feet.”

Muzien’s amusement quickly vanished. The elf shook his head, and he slowly began to pace before Haern.

“A fate you may soon share if you resist me,” Muzien said. “Whatever skills you have, they are not enough. I can train you, mold you into something unbelievable. Should I die, my creation will live on, for it will be in your hands, and then in the hands of whom you yourself choose. The Sun rises, the Sun falls, always and again. I need no truth beyond that.”

Haern shifted, using his cloaks to hide the tensing of his legs. The men around him were growing anxious, unprepared for a discussion when they’d anticipated a battle. If he could keep the bantering going, make it seem he could be swayed …

“I’m not sure I share your truth, Muzien,” he said. “No matter my actions, the sun will rise tomorrow. Your guild, however, can be broken, your men scattered to the four winds.”

The elf’s brow furrowed.

“Kneel before me, or die before me,” he said. “You have no other fate, Watcher.”

Haern’s grim smile spread across his face.

“Then prove it.”

He lunged, feet kicking up dirt behind him as he flew toward the elf. The gap closed in a heartbeat, and Muzien had time to shout only a single word before lifting his sword in defense.

“Don’t!”

Two crossbows fired despite the order, both misjudging Haern’s speed and punching holes through his trailing cloaks. Twirling his body for added strength, Haern brought his sabers slashing in, hoping to cut across the elf’s shoulder and down his chest. Instead of falling back into a defense, Muzien stepped forward, sweeping his sword wide and into the way of Haern’s swing. Despite all Haern’s strength poured into the attack, the block succeeded with ease, and suddenly the elf was far too close. A slender hand shot out, grabbing him about the neck. Momentum halting with a jarring wrench of his spine, Haern tried to kick the elf in the stomach, but Muzien twisted, simultaneously avoiding the blow while hurling Haern to the ground.

Haern rolled, tucked his feet underneath him, and then exploded out in a double thrust. Muzien’s blade looped about, something maddeningly casual about the way he parried the two hits, took a step back, and then smacked aside Haern’s follow-up attack. Haern refused to relent, forcing Muzien to keep his sword dancing, batting from side to side against his flurry of blows. Haern’s speed, his constant shifting of positions and attempts at disguising angles, never seemed to matter.

Haern hammered at the lone sword, three times in such rapid succession it sounded like a single hit, then used his right hand to attempt pushing the blade aside, his left thrusting toward what he hoped to be Muzien’s exposed heart. Muzien’s sword dipped beneath the push, swooped about, and then parried the thrust, all with such speed his blade was a blur. Haern tried cutting back in before Muzien could reset his position, but then the elf’s leg snapped out, foot connecting with his abdomen. Letting out a cry, Haern fought through the pain to swing sabers lacking the strength they should have. Muzien batted them aside with ease, and too late Haern realized the elf had positioned himself close enough that his leg could loop behind Haern’s left ankle. A step, a push, and Haern fell to his back.

Down came Muzien’s blade, the tip halting an inch from Haern’s exposed neck.

Haern remained perfectly still, knowing any movement could spell the end. Above him hovered Muzien, and staring into his eyes, Haern saw no malice, no anger … just disappointment.

“I’ve cut only your pride,” he said. “Don’t make me cut deeper.”

To be beaten, and so easily, certainly wounded his pride, but the far more powerful emotion was the fear he felt growing in his stomach, squirrely and unwelcome. The elf held his life in his hands, yet the only thing that mattered to Muzien was how Haern had not lived up to his expectations. This was who now ruled Veldaren? This was whom he needed to defeat? True to his words, Muzien was not afraid of him in the slightest. No, just disappointed.

“Despite everything, you still believed you were better,” Muzien said. The tip of the sword lowered, the cold steel gently touching Haern’s neck. “Every maneuver, every thrust and parry, carried that arrogance. Deep down, you felt your skill would overwhelm mine. Do you understand your error, Watcher? You will never defeat me. You will never even challenge me. There is so much you can learn at my hands, but only if you submit. Only if you humble yourself to one who is greater. Otherwise…”

The tip drew a single drop of blood.

“Otherwise you will die at these hands, having learned nothing at all.”

Muzien withdrew the blade, sheathing it while walking away. He showed no fear at putting his back to Haern.

“Reconsider my offer,” the elf said as he dismissed the rest of his guild with a single hand gesture. “Despite this poor performance, I still feel you are the most qualified to inherit my legacy.”

“I won’t,” Haern said as he slowly rose to one knee. Blood trickled down his neck, and he had to grit his teeth against the continued pain where Muzien had kicked him. “I will never swear allegiance to someone like you.”

Muzien cast a glance over his shoulder.

“Then get out of my city,” he said. “You are unwelcome here.”

With that he sprinted down the street, black coat flapping behind him. Haern watched him vanish, and the fear in his gut continued to grow.

My city, Muzien had said. They were familiar words, an oft-made claim in the city of Veldaren. But for the first time, Haern believed them. As he stood and sheathed his sabers, he wondered if there was any real chance for him to challenge such a claim. His father had thought the city his, and in a night of blood and killing, Haern had wrested it away from him. But Muzien was not his father. Muzien was something greater. Something worse.

“My city,” Haern whispered, words he himself had once believed. Glancing to his left, his eyes settled upon one of many stone tiles bearing the mark of the Sun Guild, placed just before the entrance to a home. He felt the threat they presented on his shoulders, unshakable, undeniable. The shame of his defeat burned in his heart, and he knew he had to be better. Knew he had to become stronger, fiercer.

Perhaps, he dared consider, to save the city, he needed to believe it his again.

Pulling his hood lower over his face, he ran back to the Eschaton Tower, hoping in vain that come daylight, Tarlak would have a better plan in mind.
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With her heart in her throat, Zusa returned home as the sun rose over the city wall. The soldiers at the mansion gate offered her strange looks, but they recognized her and did not dare comment.

“Welcome back,” one said, and even that earned him a glare from the guard beside him.

Zusa crossed the yard at a clip, for despite her best attempts, she felt her nerves already fraying. Not since her argument with Alyssa the night before had she come back to the estate, or spoken with her beloved friend. She still wore the ill-fitting clothes stolen from Daverik after his death, and the bloodstains earned her another strange look from the armored man guarding the front door. A man whose tabard, she realized, signified him as loyal to Victor Kane, not Alyssa. Given their future marriage, perhaps that was a pointless distinction to make, but she made it nonetheless.

“Would you mind?” Zusa asked when the man refused to move from the door.

“Lord Victor needs to approve all guests before they enter,” the guard said. “Your name, please?”

Zusa swallowed down a rock in her throat, and for a split second she debated cutting the man’s throat and entering anyway.

“Zusa,” she said instead. “And if you do not move, I will ensure Alyssa banishes you from these grounds forever.”

The man grunted.

“No need for that,” he said. “I’ve been warned of you.”

Warned? The phrasing insulted her, but she rolled her eyes and did her best to ignore it. The man stepped aside and banged twice on the front door. It opened from within, and Zusa pushed on through into the mansion. Ignoring an offered escort, she hurried down the hall. She felt eyes on her from every soldier, every servant, and she tried telling herself it was just her imagination. It was her lack of wrappings. She felt strangely naked without them, even though she’d dressed in regular clothing during her time in Angelport with Haern. As ridiculous as it might sound, she felt as if everyone who looked upon her knew of her vow to never wear the wrappings again.

Turning a corner, she had to stop herself from running into a very tired, very pale boy.

“Nathaniel?” Zusa asked, kneeling before him and running a hand across his face. The boy blushed and turned away at her touch. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said, his words a mumble. “Not sleeping well is all. Bad dreams.”

“I’ve not slept well, either,” she said, forcing a smile. “Perhaps it is something in the air?”

That something was Victor, of course, and they both knew it. Nathaniel smiled at her, offering a glimpse of the carefree boy he used to be. When she stood, he suddenly lurched forward, wrapping his arm around her leg in a hug.

“You’re not leaving us, are you?” he asked.

She put a hand atop his head.

“That’s not up to me.”

Hardly the answer he was looking for, and Zusa chastised herself for such carelessness. Nathaniel had done nothing to earn her ire, and he was clearly handling the changes no better than she. The boy deserved far better. They both did.

“Hey, listen,” she said, kneeling back down and putting her hands on his shoulders. “No matter what, I will never leave you. I’ll never abandon you, Nathaniel. No matter what happens between me and your mother, you’ll never be alone. Do you understand?”

He nodded and sniffled a bit.

“I do,” he said, and he squirmed as if embarrassed.

“Good.”

She kissed his forehead, then stood.

“Have you had anything to eat yet?” he asked. “I’m on my way to get something from the kitchen. You could … you could come with me.”

Zusa smiled at him as she gestured to her clothes.

“Perhaps soon,” she said. “But I must change first. Do you know where your mother is?”

“In her room.” Nathaniel shuffled his feet. “She doesn’t come out much. I don’t think she’s very happy.”

Zusa let Nathaniel go before continuing down the hall.

“It seems no one is,” she said, whispering so the boy would not hear.

At the grand doors to Alyssa’s bedroom, Zusa paused. There were no guards, nor any servants waiting for orders. Had they been dismissed? And if so … by whom? Shaking her head, Zusa knocked twice, then leaned against the door, her forehead touching the sturdy oak.

“Yes?” she heard Alyssa say from within.

For a moment Zusa almost left. She remembered their fight, the painful dismissal, the implication she was nothing more than a servant …

“It’s me,” she said, memories be damned. Even if Alyssa refused, she was coming in.

“It’s not locked.”

That was enough for Zusa. She slipped inside, then shut the door behind her. Alyssa lay in the center of her bed, the curtains to her windows both raised, flooding the room with light. In one of those beams she lay, her red hair shining vibrant, her pale skin beautiful. Tainting the image were her missing eyes, the glass fakes still in a jar on a bedside table. Light spilled into those open cavities, the sight of veins and tissue enough to spoil whatever radiance Alyssa emitted. Zusa felt an ache in her heart, and she forced herself to move, ignoring Alyssa and instead going to the enormous closet and flinging it open.

“What are you looking for?” Alyssa asked, sitting up on the bed.

“Clothes.”

Zusa pushed deeper into the closet, pulling open drawers, scanning the various shirts. She needed something practical, and of sturdier fabric than the silky things Alyssa had collected or inherited over time.

“What of your wrappings?” she heard Alyssa ask from behind her. Glancing back, she saw that Alyssa had left the bed and was coming to join her.

“I’ll wear them no more.”

Alyssa hesitated.

“Is there a particular reason?” she asked.

Zusa found a gray shirt and pulled it from the drawer. She told herself to stop caring about their last meeting. She told herself not to bother with Alyssa’s affairs, whom she married, whom she trusted. She told herself not to be upset.

It didn’t help.

“Yes,” she said. “But I’d rather not speak of it.”

Even in the best of circumstances, discussing Daverik’s death would have been difficult. Worse would have been trying to explain why she’d continued wearing her wrappings after turning her back on Karak and his faceless, to explain it was her way of keeping the memory of her sisters alive, by flaunting her body in the clothing once meant to hide and shame it.

“Zusa,” Alyssa said, taking another step closer. “We must talk. Last night…”

“Where do you keep your servants’ clothes?” Zusa interrupted.

“Servants?” Alyssa asked. “Why?”

“Because you have only dresses to wear, and I need breeches that will not tear and rip after a single night upon the rooftops.” And then, because she could not help it: “And if I’m merely a servant to you, it seems appropriate I dress like one, even if it is like the men instead of the women.”

“Stop it, you know that isn’t fair.”

Zusa spun to find Alyssa blocking her way out of the closet. The woman faced her with those empty eye sockets, and it seemed they conveyed her anger and frustration far better than any glass ones possibly could.

“Fair?” asked Zusa. “I didn’t know fair meant anything in this world, particularly yours. Now please, let me through.”

“You’re upset, I understand,” Alyssa said. “Please, let me help.”

“If you want to help,” Zusa said, slipping past her and heading toward the bedroom door, “then procure me a handful of silver coins.”

“Silver? For what?”

Zusa paused at the door.

“For my nine years of loyal service,” she said. “I’d think myself at least worth that much.”

She left, but it seemed Alyssa would not be so easily brushed aside. She followed her into the hall, her left hand touching the wall with each step.

“Zusa, stop,” she said. “Stop, or I will have my guards make you.”

Zusa did, turning and glaring at a servant who stood in the doorway of a nearby guest room with her mouth open.

“Give your mistress privacy,” Zusa said, slamming the door shut. Before her fingers left the door handle, Alyssa’s hand closed around hers, clutching her with intense strength.

“Zusa, enough of this,” Alyssa said. “If you’re angry, then tell me. If you’re hurt, then tell me. Don’t do this. Don’t lash out like a child.”

First a servant, then a child, thought Zusa, and she laughed despite her pain. Can it get any worse?

“If you want us to talk, then we shall talk,” Zusa said. “But not here. Come with me. I still need to get dressed.”

Left hand holding Alyssa’s, she went down the hall to one of the servants’ quarters. Barging in, she found several occupying the room, two playing a game of cards, the rest relaxing from duties they’d no doubt performed overnight.

“Leave us,” Zusa said as she let go of Alyssa’s hand and walked through the rows of double-bunk beds to four dressers stacked side by side.

“Please,” Alyssa added as the others turned to her. “It will only be a moment.”

The servants were wise enough, or trained well enough, to not ask questions, and they quickly filed out, the last one shutting the door behind him. As Zusa began pulling open drawers, Alyssa came up behind her.

“You’re upset I likened you to a servant,” she said. “I’m not a fool. I can tell that much.”

Finding a pair of dark-gray breeches, no doubt for a man, Zusa held them to her waist. The length looked good, just a tiny bit too long, but it’d be easy enough to roll them at the ankle. Tossing them on a nearby bed, along with her shirt, she started searching for a belt. She found several, all thin and designed to hold up nothing heavier than the pants below. Ignoring Alyssa, she went to the door and yanked it open, not at all surprised to find two of Victor’s guards lurking outside. The servants had likely summoned them the moment they left.

“Fetch me a sword belt,” she told one. “Alyssa’s orders. Find the smallest one you have.”

She shut the door before they could protest. That done, she removed her cloak, set it atop the bed with the rest, and then began stripping down.

“It’s not that you likened me to a servant,” Zusa said as Alyssa stood in the center of the room, waiting for a response. “It’s that you say it only because Victor demands it of you.”

“Is that what this is about, my betrothal to Victor?” Alyssa took a step closer. “Or that you think I am putting him above you?”

Now naked, Zusa pulled the shirt over her head, pleasantly surprised by its looseness. Given Alyssa’s smaller size, she’d thought it’d be tight, but the shirt must not have been originally hers.

“You are putting him above me,” she said. “And even worse, putting him as your equal. You’re a lady of the Trifect, Alyssa. He should be groveling at your feet for the privilege of entering your family’s bloodline.”

She pulled on the pants, and they were as long as she’d feared. Sitting down on the bed, she began folding them, forming small, tight rectangles along the bottoms.

“Don’t act as if this is about me,” Alyssa said, crossing her arms over her chest. “This isn’t about my reputation, or my legacy as a member of the Trifect. It’s something far more selfish than that. Tell me what bothers you, Zusa. Let me hear it so we can move on, and you return to the mansion like you belong.”

“You wish to know what I want?” Zusa asked. She stood and crossed the room so she could grab Alyssa’s hands. “I want you to trust me. End your betrothal to Victor, and banish his men from your mansion. Trust me to protect you. Trust me to keep Nathaniel safe, and to ensure no one dares interfere with his inheritance. You need no one else. Trust me, Alyssa. Trust me to be at your side … always and forever. Is that so wrong of me to desire? Is it really so selfish a request?”

“Always and forever?”

It seemed all the air was sucked from the room. Alyssa’s hand reached up, and softly she trailed a finger along Zusa’s face, trembling only when her fingertip brushed a tear that drifted down her cheek.

“I would have you nowhere else,” she said. “But what you want, it is wrong, because I don’t think you can, Zusa. It’s too much for your shoulders to bear alone. Right now I ask that you trust me to know what I’m doing, and that what we do is best.”

“Yes,” said Zusa, bitterness in every word, “because your judgment in men has never once been in error.”

It was a hateful thing to say, and she knew it. So did Alyssa.

“Perhaps not just in men,” Alyssa said, and she pulled her hand back and clutched it into a fist.

Apologize, now, thought Zusa. Before the wound is too deep.

But the hurt moved both ways, and it gave her an easy stubbornness to rely upon. Biting her tongue, she returned to the door and opened it. On the other side, looking confused, was one of the house soldiers. In his hand he held several sword belts.

“I pray these are sufficient?” the man asked.

Zusa grabbed the smallest one, shut the door, and then began looping it about her waist. It also had been designed for a man, and she had to use a dagger to pierce a hole in the leather so she could cinch it tight enough. That done, she brushed past Alyssa into a closet, found a pair of boots, and pulled them on. Meanwhile Alyssa said nothing, only stood listening to her prepare. She resembled an animal in waiting, poised to strike. When Zusa tried to pass her for her cloak, Alyssa reached out, grabbing her by the shoulder and clutching her tight.

“Stop,” she said. “Please, just stop. I cannot do this. I won’t. I’m sorry I can’t trust you like I should, Zusa, but doing so would only get you killed. To let that happen … for years I’ve asked everything of you. For once, let me spare you that burden. Veldaren is crumbling, and while I am bound to its destruction, I will not carry you down with me. Victor is but a flailing fool, the thinnest hope in a world where I truly believe there is none. If his plans fail, let him be the one to suffer, and I at his side. But not you, and not Nathaniel.”

“You don’t need to do this,” Zusa insisted. “Leave Veldaren. Put this damn place behind you, and let us build a life in Riverrun, or Angelport. We don’t need Victor to find happiness. Just you, Nathaniel … and me.”

Alyssa closed her eyelids, head tilting, frown growing.

“A wonderful dream,” she said. “But just that, a dream. I won’t flee from this. It’s not in me to do so. Whatever legacy I carry with me to my grave, I would rather it be one of blood than of cowardice.”

That was it, then. Zusa didn’t know what else to say. She felt her heart breaking, felt the friend she’d rescued from a damp dark cell suddenly becoming a woman who knew only death and hopelessness.

“I love you, Alyssa,” she said. “Does that not matter?”

Alyssa took a step back, eyelids still closed. For a moment she debated her words, a long, interminable moment for Zusa.

“In a different lifetime, a better lifetime, it would matter,” she said, so softly, so carefully. “But not this one.”

Zusa grabbed her daggers off the nearby bed and jammed them into her belt. She clasped the cloak around her neck and shoulders, and it folded about her, a meager comfort to the aching cold she felt spreading throughout her chest.

“How do you look?” Alyssa asked.

Zusa glanced to her gray shirt, her dark pants and boots, and the cloak wrapped about her.

“Like him,” she said.

Alyssa needed no more explanation than that.

“There are worse you could resemble,” she said.

A strong need to cover her face overcame Zusa. For once she felt she understood why the Watcher kept his features in shadow. The intimidation was useful, but being able to hide, to become something different from yourself to escape the hurt and turmoil …

A knock on the door, and then in stepped Victor without waiting for an answer. If he was taken aback by Zusa’s new outfit, he hid it well.

“I was told you’d returned,” he said. “I’m glad. I’ve been wishing to speak with you.”

“If this is about me obeying your orders, you can stop,” Zusa said. “Once Alyssa pays me, I am leaving.”

Victor stayed in the center of the doorway, denying her the possibility of an easy exit. There was a look on his handsome face she couldn’t quite read, something dangerous in his blue eyes that told her she should get out before he spoke another word.

“Actually, it is a far more delicate matter I’d have us discuss.” He glanced to Alyssa. “Assuming you two have a moment, of course.”

“Go ahead,” Alyssa said, sitting down on one of the servants’ beds. “Zusa was just finding herself some new clothes.”

“Ones with less blood on them, I see,” said Victor, glancing at the pile near Zusa’s feet. Something about it seemed to mildly amuse him.

“If you have something to discuss, then let’s discuss it,” Zusa said, having no patience for trivialities. She wanted out. She wanted away from Alyssa and the hurt tearing into her gut.

“Very well. I’ve been thinking of ways for us to strike at the Sun Guild without letting our resistance be known. If Muzien brings his entire wrath down upon us, we’ll be crushed in a night. Difficult as it will be, we must outwit him, and use his own tricks and secrecy against him until we know exactly when and where to attack.”

“What does this have to do with me?” Zusa asked.

Victor crossed his arms, any remnants of a smile on his face quickly vanishing.

“We want you to infiltrate the Sun Guild as our spy.”

“We?” Zusa asked, nearly laughing at the ludicrousness of it. So much for Alyssa keeping Zusa free from her perceived downfall of the city. So much for relying on Victor to save her from the dark corners of Veldaren that they’d have her infiltrate.

“It wasn’t my idea,” Alyssa said, and her neck flushed red.

“There’s no reason it would fail,” Victor insisted. “Muzien will have no reason to know who you are, nor of your allegiance to Alyssa.”

“Unless he’s looked into her past,” Zusa argued.

“And knows what? A woman in wrappings once guarded Alyssa? You’ll be anything but to them, Zusa. You’ll be a pretty face that knows how to kill. I daresay you’ll fit right in.”

It was crazy. She almost pushed past Victor, then decided it might be better to move to a corner of the room where the shadows were deepest. Diving in, she could reappear outside the mansion, be free of them forever. But to leave Alyssa helpless, to leave her and Nathaniel’s lives in that oaf Victor’s hands …

“You don’t have to do this,” Alyssa said, interrupting her thoughts. “I don’t want you to.”

And that was it, enough to change her mind. In the end, Zusa was more stubborn than she realized.

“I’ll do it,” she said.

Victor’s smile blossomed anew.

“Excellent,” he said. “Once we discover where he sleeps, where he eats, where his men stay … we’ll find a weakness and exploit it. When Muzien’s dead, the entire Sun Guild will come crashing down, ending their threat to us once and for all. Who knows, perhaps you’ll be able to kill him yourself, Zusa, should he let his guard down in your presence.”

“I think you underestimate the danger of our foe.”

The man shook his head.

“Or you underestimate your own skill. This will work. I’m sure of it.”

Zusa was far less convinced, but her word was given.

“Very well,” she said. “Come tomorrow, I will find a recruiter for the Suns and make myself known to them. Once I have, any contact between us will be done solely at my discretion. Is that understood?”

“Perfectly,” said Victor.

Zusa lowered her voice as she slipped past Victor.

“I die, or Muzien dies,” she whispered. “Either way you win, don’t you, Victor?”

His smile was his only answer, but it was answer enough.
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Thren Felhorn was on his way to the graveyard when he spotted two members of the Sun behind one of Muzien’s new whorehouses bickering with one another over the body of a prostitute. It was too dark for Thren to make out whether or not she lived, but the men were clearly debating who would get the first turn.

“Fuck off,” said one to the other. “If you’re so worried about where my cock’s been, choose yourself a different hole.”

Thren’s hand drifted to his side, where his short sword remained hidden by a long ratty coat he’d stolen. Every remnant of his former guild he’d tossed aside, for Muzien had declared a death penalty on his head, and being recognized was the last thing he needed. His hair he hid beneath a flattened cap, his face behind the high collar of his coat. His shambling walk was that of a drunk, his downcast eyes that of a man who’d spent a life beaten and trodden upon. No one would think him burdened with money or respect. To those two behind the whorehouse, he’d be a mark at best, or a bit of fun at worst.

But given Thren’s sour mood, and the two’s secluded location, a bit of fun seemed like a fine idea.

“If you can’t decide, I’ll take the girl so neither of you have her first,” he said, leaving the road. The two men snapped their heads about, glaring. The one on the left reached for a blade but didn’t draw it yet.

“This one’s paid for,” said the man on the right. He was handsome enough, with long dark hair, and Thren knew he could have found himself a pretty lass by lingering around the various taverns throughout the city. No, he wanted the violence. Glancing down, he saw the woman did indeed still breathe. By the end of things, Thren doubted she would. His instincts told him the man wanted her to do a bit of screaming first. The other man, however, was ugly enough it’d take a stunning personality for a woman to overlook. Given the way he kept leering down at the unconscious whore, Thren found that highly unlikely.

“Have you now?” Thren asked. “Mind if I ask your lady friend if you’re telling the truth?”

They both drew their weapons, the ugly one purposefully pulling down his shirt to reveal the four-pointed star tattooed onto his neck. As if that would intimidate him.

“Get lost if you want to live,” the man said.

Thren held his hands out wide, making it seem as if he were unarmed.

“Come make me,” he said, grinning.

The ugly one acted first, pulling a dirk from his belt and slashing at Thren’s face. Such a simple, basic attack, one a child might use if handed a blade. Thren leaned back, the edge just barely missing his nose, and then shot forward, grabbing the man’s arm with his right hand and ramming down on it with his left elbow. The man screamed. Bone snapped. Twisting his arm, Thren elbowed the man in the face, splattering blood from his shattered nose. A kick to the groin weakened his stance, allowing Thren to pull the ugly one to the side, shoving him in the way of his companion’s desperate thrust of his short sword.

A scream punctuated the blade’s entry to the man’s belly, coupled with Thren’s mocking laughter.

He violently shoved the dying man into the other. Entangled and unable to pull free his blade, the man let it go and drew a dagger instead. Again Thren held his hands out, showing himself unarmed.

“You can still run,” he said.

“You’ll just stab me in the back.”

Thren grinned.

“You’re right.”

The frightened man suddenly leaped forward, trying to shove the dagger into Thren’s chest. In a single smooth motion, Thren drew his short sword from his waist, parried aside the thrust, and then buried his blade in the man’s chest. Momentum carried him forward, pushing the tip out his back. The man let out a gasp, blood gushing from his mouth. Smile fading, Thren twisted the blade, then kicked the dead man off it. Cleaning the blood on the man’s shirt, he looked to the prostitute. The woman was awake, a dazed look on her face, no doubt the lingering effects of the blow that had knocked her out. Thren knelt before her, helping her to sit up against the wall of the whorehouse.

“Thank you,” she muttered, causing Thren to shake his head.

“Do you serve him loyally?” he asked her.

The woman frowned, and she held her head as she grimaced against a wave of pain.

“I don’t … what do you mean?”

Thren pulled a slender dagger from his belt and pressed it against the soft skin of her neck. Her eyes widened, her confusion replaced with fear.

“Muzien,” he told her. “The Darkhand bastard. Do you serve him loyally?”

Hardness overtook her features, a toughness earned by the life she led.

“I lie about how much I earn,” she said. “Why else would I be out here instead of inside?”

Thren smiled, and he put away the dagger.

“This city needs more like you,” he said. “Have a pleasant night, milady.”

He dipped his head in respect and then returned to the road. The woman glared, not that he cared. Saving her had been for amusement, and nothing more. A pleasant diversion before a meeting he could only wish would be as pleasant, or as productive. When it came to Deathmask and his Ash Guild, the only consistency was in knowing he’d leave annoyed and in a foul mood. Still, in a city so thoroughly conquered by the Darkhand, any ally could mean the difference between life and death.

Digging his hands into the pockets of his coat, he lowered his head, put his gaze to the ground, and hurried toward his destination. Into the wealthy eastern district of Veldaren he went, gradually drifting south. At one point every towering home, with its sharp rooftop and fenced property lines, had belonged to his Spider Guild. The owners had delivered a small but consistent sum each month to keep their homes free of fire and vandalism. Now only a single marking dominated them all, the symbol of the Sun carved into stone tiles. To many they were signs of allegiance, but to Thren they carried a far more dire meaning. They were signs of death, and while the Sun might have been carved into them, it was the Spider who controlled their fate.

His hand brushed the amulet around his neck through his shirt, felt its presence. It was both comforting and terrifying having it there. Terrifying, for a single touch coupled with a single word could level all of Veldaren to the ground. Comforting, for he was the one who possessed it, and no one else.

At last he arrived at the tall iron fence that surrounded the cemetery. When Thren had made his initial rounds through the city, trying to take account of all the changes that had occurred in his absence, he’d gone to the Ash Guild’s former headquarters. While he was there, one of the guild’s few members, Veliana, had spotted him. She’d said nothing, only hurled him a note tied to a dagger: Roseborn Cemetery, Gemcroft tomb, it’d said. Thren passed by that cemetery now, looking for any who might be watching from windows or rooftops. When he saw none, he abruptly turned around and dashed through the open gates. The soft dirt sank beneath his feet as he hurried toward the larger crypts in the heart of the cemetery. He went to one in particular, and as he entered the tomb marked with the Gemcroft family name, it put a smile on his face.

“First I try to kill you when you’re but a little girl, and then I keep you alive while in the guise of my son,” he said, thinking back to mostly better times, and his interactions with Alyssa Gemcroft. “At least you kept things interesting. More than I can say for your father.”

A childish notion of vandalizing Maynard’s coffin came to him, and he dismissed it with a shake of his head. Thren’s scheming had brought about the Bloody Kensgold and the attack on Maynard’s mansion that had driven an arrow through his chest. To mock him in death, after killing him in life, was beneath Thren.

But not, apparently, beneath Deathmask.

The coffins were placed into holes carved into the stone walls, the names of their owners cut into tiles and then nailed above them. When Thren came upon Maynard’s, he found the coffin open and removed from its hole. Maynard’s body, a desiccated corpse that was mostly bones, hair, and a thin black layer of what had once been flesh and organs, stood in the center of his open coffin. One hand was above his head, the other curled before him as if clutching a dancing partner. Without a sound, Maynard’s corpse dipped to one side, turned, dipped again. Thren watched, baffled, torn between amusement and disgust. Maynard Gemcroft was dancing, quite slowly and poorly, in his own grave.

“Like what I’ve done with the place?” asked Deathmask, appearing from the deeper darkness of the crypt. The man wore dark-red robes, his usual gray mask and cloud of ash missing. It’d been a year since they last met. How much older the man looked, and how tired, was shocking. Even his dark skin appeared paler than usual, and his long black hair was stringy and wet.

“You have a strange sense of entertainment,” Thren said, gesturing to the dancing corpse. “I didn’t know you held animosity toward Maynard.”

“Oh, him?” asked Deathmask. “No, no animosity. His corpse was the freshest, that’s all. These are the things one does to pass the time when forced into hiding for far too long.”

“I’d say there’s a simple enough solution to that,” Thren said. “Stop hiding.”

Deathmask leaned against the stone wall, and he laughed.

“Ever the blunt, simple one,” he said. “Of course you’d never hide. So proud, so mighty. Except you don’t appear to be wearing the cloak of the Spider. Why’s that, Thren? Is it because, perhaps, you know it’d be suicide to openly flaunt your opposition to the Darkhand? But surely that’s not it. That’d make your mocking my hiding both arrogant and hypocritical, something you’ve never been in your sordid history.”

“I have little patience for sarcasm,” Thren said.

“And I for pointless pride. If you wish for us to talk, then let’s talk, but keep your comments to yourself if you won’t acknowledge reality. I know more about the state of this city than you do, and trust me, it isn’t pretty.”

Thren had to hold back his grin.

Oh, I know one secret you don’t, he thought, arms crossed over his chest, fingers casually brushing the hidden amulet.

“Very well,” Thren said. “I sought you out for a reason, one you can likely guess. I seek an alliance between us, one that shall last until Muzien hangs from the city wall by his entrails.”

“A noble pursuit,” Deathmask said, drumming his fingers atop another coffin. “But I fail to see how you will help me. What exactly do you bring to such an alliance?”

“I bring my name, my reputation, and all who would seek to overthrow Muzien and return to the better days of old.”

“Ah yes, those better days…” Deathmask ceased drumming and instead began to pace back and forth beside the dancing corpse. “That’s the tricky point, Thren. You see, the past few years have been rather lean for most. You may remember the glory days during the height of the war with the Trifect, but what’s going to stick in the minds of any you try to recruit will be the recent years of peace you forged, and the dwindling coin that entered each of their hands.”

Thren did his best to ignore Maynard’s rotted skeleton, instead meeting Deathmask’s mismatched eyes and doing what he could to convey his conviction and determination. It was cold down there in the tomb, and he wanted their conversation over as fast as possible.

“We promise them an overthrowing of the old agreement,” Thren said. “The destruction of the Watcher, and an end to all truces. Together we can bring anarchy back to Veldaren, and in its chaos, we will thrive.”

Deathmask grinned.

“Now you have my attention. Muzien’s men from the west are worthless to us. They worship him as a god, and I’ve learned to just leave the fanatics be. But the members who once belonged to the Wolf Guild, the Spider Guild, the Shadow and the Serpent? They’re the ones who can be persuaded to turn. That’s the tricky part, Thren. We have to convince them we can make a difference. We have to make them believe Muzien can be killed.”

Thren thought of the many training sessions he’d had with his former master. He had never once won any spar, any competition. Deep down, he wondered if the elf actually could be beaten, but he kept those cowardly words to himself.

“He can be killed,” he said instead. “But it won’t be easy. What is it you suggest?”

Deathmask put a hand on Maynard’s corpse and whispered something Thren could not make out. The corpse turned, bowed to Deathmask, and then changed dances so that it swayed from side to side, arms limp, head rolling.

“Killing Muzien will be impossible until we strip him of his followers,” Deathmask said. “But there are other ways to show he isn’t the inhuman god he’s made himself out to be. His second-in-command, a man named Ridley, would be a fine example. Capture him, execute him in a very public, very gruesome manner, and we’ll have made our point.”

Thren drew his sword, and before Deathmask could react, he lopped off Maynard’s head. To his disgust, the corpse continued to dance, even with the head lying behind it in the coffin.

“Make it stop,” he said, sheathing his blade. “I’m tired of looking at it.”

“If you insist.”

Instead of seeming bothered by the demand, Deathmask only looked amused. He snapped his fingers, and the body collapsed instantly.

“If we kill Ridley, we’ll make our opposition known,” Thren said. “He won’t take kindly to it. I’ve heard what Muzien did in the marketplace a few weeks back. If he thinks he’s losing the city, what will stop him from performing a similar spectacle?”

Deathmask’s grin spread wider.

“That’s the point,” he said. “I want him to try another spectacle. When he does such things, he’s elevating himself above us mere mortals to declare himself superior. If we knock him down at that exact moment, if we toss egg on his face and mud on his clothes, it’ll show the entire city that Muzien isn’t perfect. He can be mocked. He can be stopped. He can be killed. After that, we let this city descend into anarchy. We’ll set fire to the businesses most loyal to Muzien, we’ll burn down the buildings where his men sleep, and we’ll execute anyone willing to wear the pointed star. Chaos, Thren, it all comes down to chaos. Make it terrible enough, and even the king will realize he has to make a choice. When it comes to who he fears most, you or Muzien, well…”

“If forced to make a choice, the king will act against the elf instead of me,” Thren said. “In the end, I’m human, and Muzien’s not. That alone will suffice. But what you’re suggesting is going to take more men than we have. How do we recruit without giving ourselves away, or bringing in traitors who will turn us over to Muzien?”

“We do it by being careful, and selective,” Deathmask said. “And I have already made an … unusual ally, whose name I’d rather keep to myself for now. This ally alone grants us many men who know how to use the sharp end of a sword. The question is, what of you, Thren? Is there someone you trust to aid you in taking down that blasted elf?”

Thren thought of the various members of his guild, and he shook his head remembering how one of his most trusted, Martin, had likely turned on him within a day of his return to Veldaren. No, there was no one he could trust without doubt. He’d led by fear, and now that Muzien ruled, there was no way he could inspire fear so thoroughly that the Darkhand held no sway.

Of course, outside his Spider Guild, there was one who could be a powerful ally, one whom Thren could trust to never work with Muzien.

“Only one,” he said, pulling his coat tighter about him. “But he’s the only one that will matter. We’ll bring the Watcher into this war, Deathmask, and we’ll make sure he’s on our side. Once we do, even the most loyal of lapdogs will start to wonder if they made a mistake.”

Deathmask rubbed his chin as he mused aloud.

“Interesting,” he said. “But the Watcher’s always had his own rules and code. Compared to Muzien, he’s predictable, he’s safe. Do you think he can inspire the fear we need?”

Thren felt excitement building in his chest at the idea of him and his son facing off against his former master.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Whoever the Watcher was, he’s different now. Faced with the loss of his city, he’ll become who he needs to be to win it back.”

Deathmask bowed low.

“Then consider him your recruit,” he said. “I doubt your success, but I’m eager to see your results nonetheless.”

After hesitating, Thren extended his hand to the strange man.

“Allies,” Deathmask said, clasping his wrist and shaking it.

“Allies.”

“This city isn’t lost to us yet,” Deathmask said as Thren turned and walked toward the crypt’s exit. “Not if we revel in chaos so great and wild only we know how to endure the dance. If the Watcher’s to join us in it, he better learn to embrace the darker side of things.”

“Trust me,” Thren said, quickening his step as he ran plans through his mind. “At our side, he’ll become the killer we need.”

That, and more, thought Thren as he stepped out into the graveyard and gazed upon the rooftops his son called home.

The killer he was always meant to be.
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Haern awoke in his room to the thoroughly unpleasant sight of Tarlak hovering over him, arms crossed, pointy hat tilted to one side. A grin was on the wizard’s face, and that just made everything worse.

“You could knock on the door to wake me, you know,” Haern muttered.

“My tower, my rules. Time to rise and shine.”

“I’d rather sleep.”

Tarlak let out a snort.

“You’ve had four hours, that’s plenty. Antonil sent us a messenger requesting our presence, and it seemed urgent.”

Haern let out a sigh. He should have known the guard captain would attempt to take matters into his own hands after learning of the threat that’d been smuggled into the city right under his nose. But if Antonil wanted to talk to them, then talk they would. In all reality, Antonil was one of the very few good people left.

“Fine,” he said. “Let me change, and then we’ll go.”

Tarlak clapped his hands, then paused, as if confused.

“You have more than one outfit?”

“Out, wizard, or I swear to Ashhur I will cut off your beard and shove it down your damn throat.”

“Fine, fine,” Tarlak said, exiting the room and shutting the door behind him. From the other side, still audible as he descended the stairs, the wizard’s rant continued. “Someone needs to start sleeping more and skulking rooftops less, I swear.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Haern said, sliding out of his bed and beginning to disrobe.

Five minutes later he exited the stairs to the bottom floor to find Tarlak sitting in his favorite chair beside a dormant fireplace, wineglass in hand.

“Is Delysia coming with us?” Haern asked, and he felt slightly awkward in doing so.

“She’s already in the city with Brug,” Tarlak said, finishing the last of his sparkling clear drink and then making the glass vanish with a snap of his fingers. Hopping up from the seat, a bundle of energy that inspired a mixture of annoyance and rage inside Haern, the wizard hurried to the door. “Hoping to see what the priests of Ashhur can make of those tiles, since their sworn enemy had a hand in making them. I’ve already sent Del a whisper spell telling them to meet us when they’re done.”

Haern nodded. He had yet to talk to her since returning, and was hardly looking forward to it.

“All right then,” said Tarlak. “Let’s go.”

According to Tarlak, Antonil’s messenger had requested that they meet him in the far south of the city, just off the main road. After stopping by a stall so Haern could buy something to eat, they made their way south. With Haern in his cloaks and Tarlak in his yellow robes, they were an easy pair to spot, earning themselves plenty of strange glances from those they passed.

“You’d think they’d never seen the color yellow before,” the wizard mused after a woman glared at the two.

“The people here must endure the guilds, the thieves, and the corrupt guards of the city, all to scrape together enough to afford their daily bread,” Haern said. “You, however, can summon yourself a glass of wine with the snap of your fingers. I don’t think it is the color yellow they dislike.”

“Aren’t you cheery this morning?” Tarlak said, thrusting his shoulders back so he stood taller as they walked.

Before Haern could retort, he spotted Antonil waiting in the center of the road, a trio of soldiers with him. He looked calm enough, his demeanor belying whatever urgency the messenger had insisted upon. Tarlak saw the man too, and he straightened up his hat and then quickened his step so that he could greet Antonil first.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Antonil said, seeing the two approach and stepping forward to offer his hand. “You two have my thanks for coming so quickly.”

“Your thanks is hardly what I’m doing this for, but I’ll accept it nonetheless,” Tarlak said, shaking the soldier’s hand. “Care to share what you needed us for?”

Antonil ignored him, instead nodding curtly to Haern.

“It’s good to see you in the daylight for once,” he said.

“It’s hardly the safest for either of us,” Haern said. “I pray this is important?”

“It is,” Antonil said, gesturing to his left, where a dead-end street was blocked off by multiple city guards. “There’s one of the Sun Guild’s tiles in the center of the street. Since Tarlak can’t work on the tiles without the risk of hurting innocents, I’ve done you the favor of removing everyone along the entire street.”

“I doubt those living there were too happy about that,” Haern said.

“True, they’d probably be happier dead,” Antonil said, “but I’m willing to endure their angry words. I’ve got soldiers posted all about the area, and if anyone tries sneaking in to watch, they’ll let us know. You have your privacy, Tarlak, and a reasonably safe environment. This is the best I can do. The rest is up to you. Do you think you can find a way to render the magic within them harmless?”

Tarlak cracked his knuckles, and he offered the guard captain a smile Haern immediately knew was fake.

“I’m willing to try,” he said. “Beyond that, no promises.”

As Tarlak strolled down the street to where the tile was buried, Haern found a spot of shade against one of the dilapidated homes and nestled into it, pulling his hood low over his face.

“Not sure why I have to be here,” he shouted to Tarlak as the wizard knelt in the center of the street, his back to him.

“Emotional support,” Tarlak shouted back. “That, and in case someone doesn’t like what I’m doing, you’re here to save me. I’m sure Antonil’s soldiers are fine men, but they’re no match for someone like Muzien.”

Haern wasn’t sure he considered himself a match for Muzien either. He hadn’t told Tarlak of his meeting with Antonil the night before, and he didn’t feel like doing so now. Sleep sounded wonderful, and while Haern didn’t think he could, at the least he could shut his eyes and do his best to relax. The empty street was eerily quiet, with just the soft whisper of a wind that had picked up over the past two days, plus Tarlak’s occasional mutters and curses as he examined the tile. Time drifted along, and twice Haern had to shift his weight to remain comfortable.

“Anything yet?” he asked Tarlak.

“I’m not sure.”

The wizard sat on his rump before the tile, chin resting in the palms of his hands. Though Haern couldn’t see his face, he had a feeling Tarlak was drilling holes into the tile with his eyes.

“What do you mean?” Haern asked. “It’s magical. You know how to manipulate magic. Just … remove whatever’s on it.”

Tarlak slowly turned his head, giving Haern the worst glare he’d ever seen in his life.

“Just remove it?” he asked. “Is that it? Is it really that easy? Thank you, Mister Stabby Sword Man, for telling me how to do my job. I’d have never figured that out without your help. If you would, though, please humor me. Have you ever picked a lock? Imagine doing that, except instead of using thin strips of metal, you only have a piece of string, a chicken bone, and a rock the size of your head. Oh, and the lock is surrounded by mirrors, and if you accidentally break one of the mirrors, you get the privilege of dying in a great fiery explosion. Just remove whatever’s on it? Praise Ashhur for sending us your brilliance and wisdom.”

When he was finally done ranting, Haern offered him his biggest grin.

“Happy to help,” he said.

Haern wondered which was more likely to explode in the next few minutes, Tarlak or the tile he was working on. So far, his gut said the wizard.

“I see I haven’t missed much,” Delysia interrupted, and the two men turned to see her passing between Antonil and his soldiers to join them. She looked radiant in her white priestess robes, though her face lacked any of the humor her words implied.

“Come, have a seat,” Haern said, tapping the dirt beside him. “Where’d Brug run off to?”

“To use his words, ‘I’d rather find something to eat than get blown up by that fool wizard,’” she said, smoothing out her dress and then sitting down next to Haern. “Though his language was a bit more … colorful.”

Haern laughed, glad for something to smile about to hide his unease. The last he’d talked to her, Ghost had been dying before him. Having her so close, acting as if nothing were wrong, nothing troubling between them … could it be so? Might they put behind them the horrible trials they’d endured on the road to the Stronghold? Much as he wished that were true, he knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Things rarely were.

“Did you learn anything from the priests?” he asked, trying to keep the conversation going, and on anything other than themselves.

“I spoke with Calan himself,” Delysia said, shaking her head. “The magic upon the tiles is incredibly powerful. Worse, they were specifically warded against Ashhur’s faithful. Given the seriousness of the matter, he’s pledged the aid of the temple in any way we need it, but when it comes to removing their danger, they cannot help us.”

Haern tapped at his lips with his fingers, thinking. The priests of Ashhur were powerful allies indeed. If he could find a way to turn them against the Sun Guild, perhaps …

“Well, I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks these things are difficult,” Tarlak said, wiping at his eyes. “Gods damn it, this is giving me a headache. What I’d give to shake the hand of whoever came up with such clever protections.”

“Thren killed him, remember?” Haern said.

“Right. Well. Shake the hand of his corpse, and then burn it to a cinder. He’s equally deserving of both, the bastard.”

The wizard stood, popping his back and letting out loud groans. His pointy hat fell from his head, and muttering, Tarlak swept it off the ground and put it back on. As he did, he paused, staring at the tile as if seeing it for the first time.

“You said it was warded against Ashhur’s followers, right? I think I can spot that inscription. If I can, I wonder…”

He knelt before the tile again, putting his fingers on the edge.

“Discover something?” Haern asked.

“Divine magic is not my specialty, but I’m thinking if I can remove that specific protection against Ashhur’s priests so they can take a crack at this instead, just maybe…”

He ignored them for a moment to instead begin whispering the soft, peculiar words of magic. A silver light shone around his hands, the edges of it creeping down into the tile like a living mist. Beside Haern, Delysia straightened up, the worry plain on her face.

“Tar?” she said.

Tarlak whispered a few more incantations, then abruptly halted.

“Oh fuck.”

The tile cracked, Haern caught the briefest flash of lightning, and then the shock wave hit him, stealing his breath away. The sound was intense, like the roar of a lion larger than the city itself. Haern had thought himself far enough away, but in the split second the purple fire blasted toward him, he knew he’d made a grave error. When it rolled across his body, he felt no heat, only pressure, and an ache in his ears. No burns. The fire vanished, and when Haern looked down, he saw Delysia clutching his hand, white light shimmering from her fingers.

“Tarlak!” Delysia screamed, and after such an eruption, her voice sounded so thin, so hollow. She let Haern go to dash toward the crater in the center of the street, and she wasn’t alone. Soldiers from up the road came running, Antonil in the lead. Haern rose to his feet, lost his balance, struggled to stand again. His head ached, his eyes still filled with the afterimage of the explosion, and his stomach was performing loops. Delysia had protected him from the flames, he knew, but the blast had struck him in a way he couldn’t quite understand, leaving him sick and dazed. Fighting through it, he staggered after Delysia while offering a desperate prayer for his idiot wizard friend.

Fires burned on either side of the street, adding a rumble to the cries of the soldiers and Delysia. Haern stumbled into the crater, which contained patches of dwindling purple fire that billowed smoke. At the sight of Tarlak sitting on his rump, hat in his hands, Haern let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. The wizard’s eyes were wide, and he looked like he’d taken a few punches to the face, but other than random burnt spots on his yellow robes, he appeared no worse for wear.

“Least I knew what was coming this time,” Tarlak said as Delysia threw her arms around him. The wizard looked past Haern, let out a grunt. “Someone should do something about those fires before they spread.”

“My men are already on it,” Antonil said from the crater’s edge. The soldier’s face was locked in a frown so stiff it looked made of iron. “And is it safe to say you’ve made no progress?”

With Delysia’s help Tarlak stood, and he leaned on her heavily.

“Quite the opposite,” he said, and despite his obvious dizziness, he smiled at the guard captain. “I’ve learned a second way to make these things explode.”

Antonil certainly saw no humor in the situation, and without responding he turned to take charge of the cleanup.

“Come on,” Haern said, taking Tarlak by the arm and shifting his weight onto him and off Delysia. “You might not have been burned, but you’re not well. That much is obvious.”

Through the patches of smoke they led him, then farther down the street so they could be away from the commotion of the scrambling soldiers. Tarlak more collapsed than sat when they stopped in the middle, and he let out a loud groan.

“Had protections against fire on me from the beginning,” he said, and he touched his stomach as if in pain. “Guess I should have put on a few more. Felt like I was hit with a brick when that damn thing went off.”

Haern looked back to the crater and the burning homes and suppressed a shudder. Tarlak had told him what the tiles did, but seeing it … seeing was something else entirely. Over three hundred of those tiles were scattered throughout the city. Should they be activated at once, the only thing that’d remain would be the greatest common grave in the entire history of Dezrel. A chill ran up Haern’s spine at the horrid thought, and he did his best to push it away. Dwelling on such things would only paralyze him into inaction.

“Sit still,” Delysia said, putting her hands on either side of her brother’s face. “Let me see if I can help.”

She closed her eyes and began to pray. White light surrounded her hands, flashing briefly before sinking into Tarlak’s skin. When she was done, the wizard did appear more together mentally, and he kissed his sister on the cheek.

“Thanks, Sis,” he said, earning himself a smile.

As Tarlak put his hat back on, he looked to where the tile had been, and Haern brought his attention to it as well.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Tarlak said. “If Muzien wants to destroy Veldaren, why hasn’t he done so already?”

“How do you know it’s Muzien?” Delysia asked.

“He’s the one who smuggled them in, and it’s his guild’s symbol on their front,” Haern said.

“But Luther, a priest of Karak, helped make them,” she countered. “And don’t forget, Thren was the last to see Luther alive.”

“Perhaps,” said Tarlak, “but Luther’s dead, and he’s not giving us any answers as to why he did it. If Thren has the key, why hasn’t he said or done something about it? They’re Muzien’s tiles, and it makes sense that he’s the one holding the key. Question is, what does he want? Maybe they’re his backup plan in case someone defeats him.”

“He does seem like one to hold an entire city hostage,” Haern said. “That might be why no one’s heard anything of these tiles. With Muzien’s takeover progressing so smoothly, he’s had no reason to need them. That might change if we directly challenge him.”

Tarlak stood, brushing dirt and ash off his yellow robes.

“Then if we do challenge him, we need to do it before he knows he’s in danger,” Tarlak said. “Killing him in his sleep sounds like the best plan to me. Give him no chance to activate these tiles, however it is he does it.” He turned Haern’s way. “Question is, are you capable of finding out where he sleeps? Where he eats? Where he might be vulnerable in any way?”

Haern thought of how he’d been guided into an alley to fight a member of the Sun Guild for Muzien’s amusement, thought of how easily he’d been defeated in a direct fight. Muzien, the ruthless killer … vulnerable?

“I don’t know,” Haern said. “The elf is a legend for a reason, Tar. What you ask for may not be possible.”

Tarlak shook his head.

“You damn well better try,” he said. “Right now, we’ve got little else to go on. Whatever hope we have, it’s resting on you.”

The wizard stormed off, yelling for soldiers to clear the way from the homes so he could douse the fires with his magic. Frustrated at his fears being so callously dismissed, Haern turned to leave, but Delysia reached out and caught his wrist.

“Haern,” she said. “Please, we should talk.”

He glanced to her, saw her resolve, and knew he could not bear to challenge it at that moment.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I buried Ghost’s body as you asked. Other than that, I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it.”

His words cut into her. True to her nature, she refused to let it show.

“I see,” she said. “Then let me say my own piece until you are ready. I’m sorry, Haern. About your father, and you … I never should have said it.”

The remembrance only added guilt to his already shaken mind. Your father would be so proud, she’d said. Comparing him. Condemning him. He pulled his hand free of her, slowly, not wanting to offend her or hurt her more than he already had. She was waiting for him to respond, and he saw the hope in her eyes that her apology would shake him free.

“I’m sorry, Del,” he said, this time his voice far softer. “I really am sorry. Beyond that, I have nothing to say.”

She brushed a hand across his forehead, pushing a bit of blond hair away from his face.

“Well, when you do have something to say, I’ll be waiting for you.”

She went to kiss his cheek, but when she did, the image of Zusa climbing on top of him flashed in Haern’s mind, and he turned his face away.

“I need to sleep,” he said, feeling a sudden surge of guilt. “Tonight will be a long, long night.”

She watched him leave past Tarlak, past the burning homes, past the crater left by Muzien’s tile on his way back to the Eschaton Tower. She said nothing, but he heard her voice anyway, chasing after him in his mind.

Back when the city had been ruled by the various guilds, if Haern wanted to find a member of the Serpent Guild, he went to the Serpent Guild’s territory. As he crouched in the rooftop corner of an inn, listening to the boisterous laughter within, he pulled his hood lower over his face and frowned. Now, though? Now the whole damn city was Muzien’s. Where was he to even start?

Inside were several members of the Sun Guild he’d stalked to the inn under the cover of night. They gathered on the second floor, in a large common room where they sat playing cards at a table. Near them was the window Haern hung above, easily listening in. The men and women were loud, they were drunk, and they’d said not a damn thing useful the whole hour he’d been there.

“Patience, Haern,” he told himself as he rolled onto his back and thumped his head against the rooftop. “You’re not going to solve this riddle in a day.”

Haern had been convinced one of them was a higher-ranking member of the Sun Guild, and hoped an overheard conversation would give him what he needed. It appeared not to be. If he wanted information, it’d involve the edge of a blade and a bit of blood. Killing them might alert Muzien that someone hunted him, but deep down Haern knew it’d been naïve to hope he could discover the elf’s location without cutting a few throats.

Rolling onto his knees, Haern drew one of his swords and crouched before the rooftop’s edge. The window was just barely large enough for him to fit through, though he’d need to shatter it thoroughly to not get stuck. Grabbing the edge with his free hand, he prepared to jump, then froze. A creak of wood behind him, that of someone landing on the rooftop. Pretending he hadn’t heard, Haern lowered more, as if tensing for an assault on the room below, then spun, drawing his other blade and holding them out in a defensive formation. Instead of an assault, he found a painfully familiar figure standing on the other side of the inn’s rooftop, arms crossed over his chest.

“I hope you weren’t thinking of torturing those six down there for information,” Thren Felhorn said, shaking his head in disappointment.

“Why’s that?”

“Because it’d be a waste of time. None of them are beyond the second rank. At best, you’ll find where they’ve stashed a haul of crimleaf or stolen goods. Nothing truly valuable.”

Haern slowly lowered his sabers, though his fingers still gripped the handles tightly. The faintest of scars marked his chin where his father had cut him the last time they met. We’re all murderers, Thren had said. Some just better than others. It was the clearest window into his father’s soul he’d ever had, and it made his heart ache as much as it enraged him. Seeing Thren on the rooftop with him, disappointed as usual, face passive and bored as if nothing between them existed, did little to help matters.

“Why are you here?” Haern asked. “What is it you want?”

Thren tilted his head to one side, as if analyzing an animal.

“I want your help.”

Haern didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“Is that so?”

“It is. The city has changed in our absence, as I’m sure you’ve discovered. The Sun Guild rules, but that rule cannot last. Veldaren was my city once, and it needs to become that again.”

“You’d have me help restore you to power?” Haern asked. Even for his father, this seemed too audacious.

“I’d have you prevent the destruction of the entire city by the tiles Luther created.”

Haern froze, and Thren smiled at his surprise.

“What do you know?” Haern asked, hoping to glean some information from his father, information he’d refused to share at their last meeting.

“I know what Luther told me,” Thren said. “I know the destruction those tiles are capable of, and I know who currently holds the amulet to activate them.”

“Muzien.”

Thren nodded.

“A wise guess. Which fate would you choose for this city, Watcher? To thrive in my hands, or collapse into rubble and flame? Muzien was my teacher once. I know how he thinks, how he plans, and what he’s capable of. Work with me. Together, we can bring that elf low.”

“An alliance,” Haern said, and he felt a knot forming in the center of his chest. “Because it worked so well when we went after Luther.”

“Together we entered, and together we left,” Thren said with a shrug. “Karak’s paladins died, not us.”

Thren was conveniently leaving out Delysia’s role in the events, as well as Thren’s betrayal in between the arrival and the escape, but Haern knew he still had a point. If there was anyone who might know of a chink in Muzien’s armor, it was Thren. Much as he disliked the idea of working with him again, he knew of no better way.

“I’ll aid you only in killing Muzien,” Haern said. “Nothing else. I won’t help you reform the Spider Guild, nor attack other guilds.”

“As if I needed your help in such matters,” Thren said. “It’s Muzien, and only Muzien, who surpasses my own skill. I fear no one else, not even you. Together we will return Veldaren to the world we both know and rule.”

Haern tried to ignore how such language made the knot in his stomach worse.

“I want to make this perfectly clear,” he said. “I’m with you only to save this city from the threat of the tiles, nothing else. The moment I feel you’re leading me on for your own agenda, I’m on my own. Got it?”

Thren looked merely amused at his insistence.

“Of course,” he said.

“Good,” Haern said, and he sheathed his swords. “So let’s get started. If those below us are worthless, then where do we actually start?”

Thren grinned.

“I don’t know where Muzien is, but there is someone we can find who I believe will. His name is Ridley, Muzien’s right-hand man when it comes to affairs in Veldaren…”
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Zusa walked through the dark streets, doing her best to ignore the tiny worm of nervousness swimming around in her belly. She’d endured the strength of the underworld a thousand times before; becoming part of it should prove no more daunting, nor dangerous. Finding a member of the Sun Guild was hardly difficult. Someone who might be able to induct her? That was a different matter. She needed someone she could impress, someone who would put her in a position of significant worth instead of on her back in a brothel or picking people’s pockets in the marketplace.

To her right she passed two men quietly talking with one another at the entrance of an alley, one of them holding a dim lantern. Their clothes were new, and they bore the mark of the Sun Guild on their breasts. No good, thought Zusa. She needed to find men and women from Mordeina, members of the Sun who would have no idea who she was. Zusa very rarely interacted with the guilds, but after so many years protecting Alyssa, there was still the odd chance someone might recognize her face despite the rather drastic change in her clothing.

Continuing, she kept her head up and eyes alert. Should anyone spot her, the confidence in her posture would do wonders to keep her safe. Thugs sought out downcast gazes and hunched shoulders, not those who moved without fear of their surroundings. She spotted another group, this of three, but one of them had a spider tattoo across the center of his face. Telling herself to remain patient, she shifted east, toward where the houses were finer and the streets more evenly paved.

At last she spotted a group of three huddled under a lamp, laughing and joking with one another. Their clothes were worn, their left ears decorated with several rings, and most importantly, all three sported the wide-brimmed hats currently in fashion in Mordan. They were selling something illicit, crimleaf most likely. Zusa strode up to the three, and their laughter died as they spotted her approach.

“Which guild did you used to belong to, sweetheart?” said the biggest of the three, a burly man with a dark-gray beard. He alone appeared armed, with a long sword strapped to his waist. Appearances were deceiving with the others, of course. Zusa had no doubt they kept slender daggers hidden somewhere on their persons.

“No guilds,” Zusa said. “But I am hoping for the Sun Guild to be my first.”

More snickering. The middle man gestured to Zusa’s daggers.

“Are you any good with those?”

“I wouldn’t wear them if I wasn’t.”

The bearded man crossed his arms, and while the others appeared amused, he looked mildly interested.

“Show me,” he said.

Before the man could draw his own sword, Zusa’s dagger was at his throat. For good measure she pointed the other toward the snickering man, the sharp tip an inch from poking into his stomach. All three swore.

“Not bad,” said the bearded man. “And gods damn are you fast. What’s your name, girl?”

“I’m no girl.”

“My apologies. Your name, milady?”

There was an edge of sarcasm to his voice, but at least Zusa was making progress.

“Are you capable of bringing me into the guild?” she asked, pulling back her daggers and jamming them into her belt.

“No, I’m not.”

Her turn to smirk.

“Then you don’t get to know my name,” she said. Deciding that being quick might not be enough, she chose to use another weapon in her arsenal. She locked her gaze on the bearded man, letting a soft smile spread across her lips. When she spoke next, she curled her fingers around the man’s face and delicately drifted them down to his neck. “But I wouldn’t mind knowing yours.”

“And why’s that?” he asked, eyebrow lifting.

She leaned in closer, opened her lips so that her warm breath softly blew against his ear, but then pulled back instead of whispering. Her eyes flicked away, just for a moment. Flirty, risky. As if he intimidated her the tiniest bit.

“No reason,” she said, flashing him a smile while tilting her head to one side.

His sudden laugh sounded hearty and honest.

“The name’s Hal,” he said. “And you’ve certainly made this night an interesting one.” He turned to the quiet man who’d said nothing, only watched. “Alex, take our mystery woman to see Ridley.”

“You think it’s a good idea?” Alex asked, then, turning to her, “I mean no offense, of course.”

“I’m sure none is taken,” said the bearded man. “And yes, I do think it’s a good idea. Our little woman here seems capable with both blade and beauty. Ridley should appreciate us sending him such a fine recruit.”

Alex shrugged.

“Your call, not mine. You can take the heat if she wastes Ridley’s time.”

Zusa smiled at him as sweetly as she could.

“Would you be my escort, dear sir?”

It earned her a laugh, and shaking his head, Alex turned up the street and led her north.

“You can cut the act,” he said. “I’m not the one you need to impress.”

Zusa’s smile faded, and she dropped the flirtatious tone.

“And I take it Ridley is?” she asked.

“Ridley’s as high up as you may ever meet,” Alex said, running a hand through his long brown hair as he talked. “Impress him and you’re set. Claim all you want you’ve never been with a guild, but the way you dress and carry yourself says otherwise. Don’t worry. It don’t matter who you used to be with. I was a member of the Serpents before Muzien arrived. Thankfully he’s shown no bad blood toward anyone, regardless of who they once served, not even the old Spider Guild members. So if Ridley asks you who you once worked with, just tell him the truth. It’ll be better for you in the long run, all right? Telling lies is a good way to find yourself facedown in a ditch somewhere, choking on your own tongue.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Zusa said, walking alongside him.

She could only guess where Alex was taking her. Along the way she debated whether to use an alias when she met with Ridley. To the bulk of the city, Zusa did not exist. She was an oddity to those who worked in the Gemcroft mansion, and only a few, like Victor, knew how dangerous she truly was. For Muzien to know about her, he’d have to have looked extensively into Alyssa’s history. In some ways he seemed like someone who would do that, but on the other hand, if the elf did not think of Alyssa as a threat, he might not have done but the most cursory of digging.

Of course, if he’d done extensive research, he might recognize her on sight, making her name of little relevance when he could just look upon her face.

Alex took her to a nondescript home, stopping before its unguarded door. The front had a single window, and through its dirty glass she saw the light of a candle burning within, obscured by the thick curtain blocking the entirety of the window. Above the door, small but finely cut, was the symbol of the Sun Guild. Despite the lack of any lamps or torches, the symbol seemed to shine in the moonlight. Alex knocked on the door, waited a few seconds, then knocked several more times. When the door cracked open, he stepped back and bowed his head in respect.

“Someone wishing to join the guild,” Alex said to whoever was within.

“Send him to the recruiters,” said a rough voice within. “It’s their job, not mine.”

“It’s a her,” Alex said, and there was no hiding the sudden nervousness in his voice. “And she’s … unusual. I figured it best you meet her.”

The door swung all the way open, and out stepped a stocky man with short hair and pockmarks on his face. He glanced Zusa up and down, seemingly unimpressed.

“Ridley,” he said, not offering his hand.

“And I am Zusa. I wish to become a member of the Sun Guild.”

“Why us?” Ridley asked.

“Because there is no one else, not anymore.”

The man cracked a half-smile. Leaning back against his door, he crossed his arms and seemed to regard her a second time. Beside her Alex fidgeted, clearly uncomfortable and wishing to leave.

“In that you’re correct,” Ridley said finally. “And we did it through sacrifice and determination. We did it shedding blood, not through luck and laziness. If you accept the symbol of the Sun, you’re devoting your entire life to our cause. Every breath of air you take into your lungs, every beat of your heart in your chest, it is done to further the servitude to the whole. Members of the Sun will become your family, your friends, your entire reason for existing. If you are willing to embrace our teachings, if you are willing to bleed for us, and die for us, then you will share in the tremendous wealth and power we wield, wealth and power that grow every single day. Is this something you’re still interested in joining?”

It was bondage, Zusa realized, a unique form of it, perhaps, but bondage nonetheless. The chains were made of gold and blood, and they would have her enter it willingly, but that mattered little in the end. She had a feeling Karak would be proud.

“I am,” she said, standing tall and meeting Ridley’s eye when she answered.

Ridley scratched the side of his face, clucked his tongue.

“Alex says you’re special,” he said. “Prove it. Kill him.”

Alex paled.

“Wait, what did—”

No hesitation. No second thoughts. To show humanity or hesitation would only betray her. She drew her dagger and cut across Alex’s throat before he could try to defend himself. As the blood flowed, Zusa slid to the side, avoiding its spray. To the ground Alex dropped, clutching at his throat as he made noises that might have been attempts at words. Zusa refused to look at him, instead watching Ridley. If the man held the slightest sympathy, he did not show it. A special kind of monster, Zusa realized, but when she looked to the body she felt no remorse, either. How different from him could she truly pretend to be?

“You’ve killed before,” Ridley said, tilting his head to one side, analyzing her, judging her. “Did you belong to one of the former guilds here, or are you a mercenary?”

“A mercenary,” Zusa lied. “From Angelport. I’ve come here for work, and for coin. The Sun Guild seems the perfect fit.”

“You are a killer then? Not a thief of coin but of blood?”

It might take her down a dark road, but she knew it best suited her skills.

“I am,” she said.

“So be it. Follow me. Your test isn’t over just yet.”

Without waiting for a response, he left his home, assuming it was his home, and began backtracking along the route Alex and Zusa had taken. He walked with a purpose, and a distant dread built in Zusa as she anticipated the reason. Behind them Alex’s body remained, though she had a feeling members of the Sun would deal with it shortly … which meant Ridley’s home was being watched at all times.

Back to that lamplit street corner they went, halting a hundred feet away. The remaining two men saw Ridley and Zusa approaching, and they stood up straighter, with Hal nodding in greeting.

“Your speed is great,” Ridley said, softly at first so only she could hear. “But let’s see how you handle a more prepared enemy. Todd! Hal! This woman comes for your life. Defend yourselves!”

Zusa drew her daggers as the two men readied their blades. Hal looked calm, but Todd reckless and angry. Instead of rushing them she slowly approached, each step measured. She wanted to frighten them with her certainty. She wanted to unnerve them with her lack of fear. Taking a cue from Haern, she leaned forward, letting her cloak wrap about her. Halfway between them she crouched down, tensing the muscles in her legs in anticipation of her charge.

“Is Alex dead, too?” Hal asked as he held his sword with both hands.

“He is,” said Zusa.

“Then it’s on my head. You better kill me, girl, or I’m taking every bit of my guilt out on your corpse.”

Zusa smiled.

“Consider it done.”

She burst into movement, a charge at Todd instead of Hal. Fear was in the smaller man’s eyes. There’d be no competition, no dance, no risk of his plunging a blade in her back with a coward’s bravery. Just a quick death. Todd swung at her, as did his fellow rogue, but Zusa rolled to one side, recovered her footing, and then lunged. Her daggers found purchase, plunging through Todd’s ribs. Driving the weapons harder into him, she pushed him back, then retreated when Hal’s long sword slashed for her neck. She twirled so she could set her feet and reposition her blades. In came the bearded man’s thrust, but he’d rushed the attack in hopes of catching her unprepared.

With a simple twist and shift of her left arm, she parried the attack wide. Having overextended himself, there was nothing he could do, not compared to Zusa’s speed. A step, a thrust, and to the street he dropped, blood gushing from the hole she’d opened in his chest. Steeling her heart against his cries, she stood above the dying man with her daggers in her hands. Despite the sudden fight, despite her pounding heart, they did not tremble.

Behind her Ridley clapped.

“Well done,” he said. “Not even a challenge, I daresay. You will be a fine addition to our guild.”

Zusa watched the man die, saw the life leave his eyes as he breathed his last. He was scum, she told herself. Just a foe worthy of death. The lives she saved by bringing Muzien to justice easily outweighed a few dead guild rats. Easy, cruel words, and she repeated them in her head so no guilt might dare surface within her breast.

“They broke the rules,” Ridley said, coming up beside her and seeing how she focused on the dead man. “If you were an assassin, they’d have brought you right to my doorstep instead of a recruiter’s. For such a mistake, they deserved death.”

“Even though I’m not an assassin?” she asked.

Ridley grinned at her.

“Oh, you’re an assassin, just our assassin now. Besides, I wanted to see how well you killed men you’d spoken with. So far, so good. Come with me. It’s time to make your entrance official and get you your star.”

Back north they walked, again leaving the bodies where they lay. Is all of Veldaren their personal burial ground? thought Zusa grimly.

At first she thought they were going back to Ridley’s home, but instead he veered west, through a row of carefully lit stores. At the far end he stopped and gestured at the door of what seemed a simple little shop. With a gentle push, the door cracked open.

“Through here,” he said. “Know that once you enter, your life is sworn to the Sun.”

She brushed past him, pushed the door open all the way to reveal an empty, dark space. After a single step, the floor creaking beneath her foot, a sharp, brutal pain struck the back of her head. The world spun, she was falling, and then came only darkness.

When Zusa awoke she sat upright in a wooden chair. Her arms were bound behind her back, the rope about her wrists looping up and around her neck before trailing back down to bind her ankles as well. The moment she struggled she felt the knots tighten, choking off her breath. Gasping, she tried to relax and take in her surroundings, not that there was much to see. She was in a pitch-black room, without window or lantern for light. If there was anyone else with her, she could not hear them. The back of her head throbbed where she’d been struck. If that was the worst of it, she considered herself lucky. She was fully clothed, which was a relief, though her daggers were missing.

“Damn it,” she muttered, throat feeling raw. She’d made a mistake, but could still recover. They’d left her alive, and in darkness. With shadows being doorways for her, she could be free in moments. However, not killing her meant one of two things. They wanted either to torture her, or to question her. If she remained, and endured the questioning, her task might not yet be a failure …

“I see you’re awake,” said a man’s voice in the darkness. Zusa froze, frightened, but only temporarily.

Calm down, she told herself. You still have this under control. Keep your head, and play along with their game.

“I hope I didn’t keep you waiting long,” Zusa told her captor.

A lantern burst alight directly above her head, bathing her in a dull yellow glow. It took all of Zusa’s concentration not to swear, and she hid her panic in the general discomfort of the sudden brightness. With the lantern so close, the darkness was gone, the shadows she could use as doorways distant. From what she could see, her chair was in the center of a grand room, for the light did not reach a single wall. At best, she might be able to roll the chair into the darker recesses, but doing so would leave her horribly vulnerable.

Blinking away the colored spots in her vision, she looked to her captor, who stood opposite her with arms crossed. His left hand was black, his ears scarred along the tops. His face, while youthful, was sharp and angular, his blue eyes full of curiosity. There was only one man who might be before her. More correctly, one elf.

“Muzien,” Zusa said.

“Indeed,” Muzien said, eyes sparkling. “Ridley told me your name was Zusa, though I have plenty of reasons to doubt its authenticity. Would you care to tell me your real name?”

“Zusa is my real name.”

Muzien smirked.

“Is that so? Let’s find out for certain.”

He drew a blade from his belt, and with slow, almost casual ease, he put the sharpened edge to her throat, teasing her skin as it slid up and down. His face was mere inches away, eyes boring into hers.

“I’ve had many, many years to practice and learn,” he said. His breath smelled like mint leaves, Zusa realized. She didn’t know why it unnerved her, but it did. “I know how to read a man’s, or woman’s, reactions. The way the eyes dilate. The way they look to their feet, or twitch their fingers, or stress the wrong word when trying so very hard to insist they never lie. There’s many more, of course, and a definite art to picking out the lies. Informed intuition, you might say. So let me ask you again, woman … what is your name?”

She refused to look away, and she didn’t dare dwell on her own reactions. The more she tried to ensure her hands remained still, or her face expressionless, the more likely she’d come across as unnatural. Her entire body was a mask, she told herself. Pretend you are in your wrappings. All he will see is your eyes, and you know how to control a man with them.

“My name is Zusa,” she said.

“Did you ever carry a name before that one, Zusa?”

It was a needle to her heart, but she answered anyway.

“Before I was Zusa, my name was Katherine.”

“Katherine,” Muzien said, tilting his head from side to side. She felt like a piece of meat before him. “Katherine, what a beautiful name, far more so than Zusa. So tell me, Katherine, who are you spying for?”

Her immediate instinct was to deny it, and she forced it down. Play the game, she had to play the game.

“Just a spy?” she asked. “How do you know I’m not here to kill you?”

Muzien paused, just long enough for Zusa to know she’d won him over.

“A person of your skill does not simply appear,” he said, stepping back and pulling the blade from her throat. “Ridley assured me you could kill the finest of my men with those daggers of yours. That impresses me, Katherine. More importantly, it means I should have heard of you by now, yet I don’t believe I have. Would you care to explain why?”

The opening was there, so simple and perfect it almost made Zusa smile. Almost.

“Because no one was to know of my existence,” she said. “I was a faceless of Karak, trained to be my god’s blade in the night.”

The elf turned and walked to the edge of the lantern’s reach, not once taking his eyes off her. Beyond her sight he grabbed a wooden chair similar to hers, carried it back, and set it down in front of her.

“You were a servant?” Muzien asked as he took a seat. “Are you no longer?”

“Cut these ropes off of me,” Zusa said. “Only then will I give you my answer.”

“You’re still in a rather precarious position to issue demands.”

“It’s a condition, not a demand. Cut my throat if you wish, but you still won’t get my answer. That only comes when the ropes are off.”

The elf smiled at her.

“You’re a rare flower, aren’t you?”

“Those who know me would say I’m more thorns than flower.”

Muzien rose, and after two quick cuts, the ropes fell slack. Zusa pulled her arms free, rubbed a sore stretch on her neck. As the elf sat back down, she straightened in her chair and tried to settle on the right words to detail her past in the temple.

“I was once a priestess,” she said, figuring to start from the beginning. “We were under strict orders to have no physical contact with the opposite sex, especially fellow members of the temple. I broke that rule, and because of that I was forced to become a member of the faceless.”

“There are no faceless in Mordeina,” Muzien said. “Who, or what, are you?”

“We were Karak’s shameful, forced to wear dark strips of cloth across our entire bodies, hiding even our eyes with thin white silk. Every day was a penance, our bodies a thing of sin, our killings our atonement. We were trained to move through darkness, and to remain unseen when we wished it so. The wealthy in good standing with the temple could pay for our services, bringing death to their enemies. The only difference between us and you was that the coin we earned for our killings went to our god instead of our pockets.”

Muzien chuckled.

“There are more differences between you and me than just that,” he said. “But this imprisonment to your god … how long ago did you escape it?”

This was tougher to answer, and she almost lied. Still, pretending she had just left Karak’s temple would involve too many potential chances to be found out.

“Nine years,” she said. “I escaped them nine years ago. As far as I know, they believe I’m dead.”

It was strange how excited the elf seemed to become. His eyes were wider, his smile brighter. Eager, she realized. Learning of her loathing of her god made him eager to hear more, and to join in himself.

“To repress your sexuality is unnatural,” he said, rising to his feet and beginning to pace. “What sin is there in your fornication? Your pitifully short-lived race would have already died out long ago without it. But Karak wants control, doesn’t he? He wants defeated men, twisted, bent, heads down, eyes to the ground. What the gods call humility, I call slavery. What the gods call worship, I call indulging vanity. They’re no different from each other, none of them, no matter what their followers insist. In the end the gods want puppets who will willingly hand over their strings, begging to be made to dance. So tell me, Katherine, deep down in your heart, are you still one of their dancers?”

Zusa rose to her feet, and she pulled her shoulders back wide and stood tall.

“I will never bow to Karak again,” she said. “And my name is Zusa. Katherine died years ago when those priests lashed her naked and bleeding body.”

Muzien’s darkened hand flexed, unflexed.

“You are a stunning beauty,” he said. “I cannot wait to witness your blades in action.”

Just when Zusa was finally ready to relax, to let out the breath it seemed she’d been holding since she awoke in that room, Muzien suddenly exploded in motion. An elbow slammed into her stomach, a fist into her cheek. A kick dropped to her to one knee, and she let out a pained cry as she heard the ringing of metal. Muzien’s hand was on her throat, his sword pressed against her gut. His speed, his fluidity of movement … it was incredible. In a mere heartbeat he’d shown her how easily he could defeat her. Despite the sudden violence, when he spoke there was no anger in his voice, just simple truth.

“You’re skilled in many things, and lies may be one of them,” he said. “I don’t believe you have come to me for work. Perhaps Karak sent you to investigate me, or a lord of the Trifect to spy upon me, or a former thief guild to assassinate me. Whatever the reason, I do not care. Cast it off, Zusa. Free yourself of your old life, and embrace the light that has come to Veldaren. If you remain loyal, I can make you a queen. Imagine wielding power unmatched, and possessing wealth beyond anything you were ever promised. Your new life began the moment you awoke in this room. All else before is shadow and smoke, so let it fade into nothing, let yourself embrace my call. Loyalty, Zusa. That’s all I ask, and I shall reward it in return, freeing you from the chains Karak placed upon your life the moment he deemed you faceless.”

Zusa’s jaw clenched tight, and she could not hold back her glare.

“If I must bow to you, how am I any freer than when I bowed to Karak?” she asked.

The hand left her throat, the sword her belly. Muzien’s words were ice in her veins, his voice strong as iron, terrifying as fire, seductive as wine.

“I’ll never want you broken. I’ll never want you as a fool, or with your true self hidden behind white cloth and black lies. The world is a joke, and so we laugh in the face of its delusions. Freedom comes from truth, truth I would have you see with your eyes, profess with your lips, and embrace with the edge of your blades. Forget Karak, my dear Zusa. I am your god now.”

A chill swept over her, shockingly powerful. Zusa bowed her head and closed her eyes, and as she felt Muzien place his hand lovingly upon her, she found herself wishing for the comparative safety and sanity of Karak’s vile temple.
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Morning was an hour away when Ridley finally came home. They’d waited for what felt like the entire night, and several times Haern had questioned the accuracy of Thren’s information.

“It’s a trustworthy source,” Thren had said as the two of them crouched atop the roof, waiting for Ridley to return home. They’d already broken inside through the upper floor’s window, verifying the house’s emptiness.

“And who is that source?” Haern had asked.

Thren shrugged.

“I’m not sure telling you would help.”

Hardly what Haern had wanted to hear.

“If we’re waiting, I’d like to know whose word is keeping me here.”

“Fine. It’s Deathmask.”

Haern didn’t bother hiding his surprise.

“You’re right,” he said. “It doesn’t.”

“Just remember, you’re not the only one who wants Muzien gone,” Thren had said, and he’d left it at that. Now, as Ridley approached, his marked face matching the given description, Haern crouched lower as they peered off the rooftop. Beside him, Thren tapped his shoulder, then motioned for him to remain still. Haern nodded in response. They’d wait until Ridley was inside, then sneak in after him. There’d be no chance of witnesses, plus they could more easily limit his avenues of escape.

Ridley himself seemed in a jovial mood as he stepped off the road toward his door. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a key, put it to the keyhole, and then paused. Haern felt his heart skip a beat, and he frowned. Had they been spotted? Surely not. The two were practically legends at remaining unseen. Hands drifting down to the handle of his swords, Haern wondered if there was some defense mechanism they’d failed to account for. They’d come through the window of the second floor, so no thin string or hair on the door could be broken, no prints left in the dirt. Yet as Ridley stepped back, looked straight up to the rooftop, and then smiled, Haern knew their ambush was blown.

“How?” Thren whispered beside him.

As Haern prepared to move, he saw that Ridley wasn’t grinning at them, not exactly. The man’s eyes flitted left, right, almost as if …

Haern rolled to one side, then shoved to his feet. His sabers were in his hands in a flash, and his father mirrored his actions. Back-to-back, they watched as men in long dark coats landed on either side of the rooftop, the moonlight reflecting off the naked steel of their daggers and swords. An escort, Haern realized. Ridley had never spotted them, but the men tasked with keeping Ridley alive had.

“Only six?” Thren asked as the members of the Sun closed in.

“Four more than we need,” said one, lifting a small hand crossbow that had been strapped to his side. Before he could fire, Haern leaped straight for him. The sudden burst of speed prompted the man into firing without aiming, and before the man’s finger could even finish pulling the trigger Haern had already dropped to a roll. The bolt sailed above him, and pulling out of his roll, Haern plunged his saber deep into the man’s belly. As he died, his body collapsed onto Haern, gushing blood across his hands and legs. Shoving it away, Haern flung his arms out to the sides, blocking hit after hit as two others of the Sun flanked him. Dictating the flow of the battle, Haern shifted back and forth, as dependable as the pendulum of a clock. He never let either go on the offensive, always slashing for their necks and faces so they must parry or retreat. Behind him he heard vicious collisions of steel, no doubt his father battling the other three.

The men were good, Haern had to give them that. Twice he had openings for a kill that he could not take, for the other attacker would leap to the threatened man’s aid by pressing the offensive and forcing Haern’s attention his way. Still, no matter how good they were, Haern was better. Pulling back to the edge of the roof, he put the two men before him, then crouched low. They’d anticipated it, of course, but he trusted his speed. Leaping forward, he spun once, spinning his cloak in a wide flourish to hide his movements. As his sabers came slicing in, the two scattered to either side, fleeing his attacks and once again putting themselves into flanking position. Haern ducked beneath a stab, parried a slash from his right, and then swore.

These men weren’t just good. They were Muzien’s best.

But Muzien’s best or not, he was the Watcher. He couldn’t let them believe they had a chance. He couldn’t let the city know the gap between his skill and that of his enemies was closing. On the balls of his feet he twirled, positioning his sabers through gut reaction and the briefest glimpses from the corners of his eyes. His left hand batted aside a killing thrust, his spin continued, and then he finally managed to draw blood by slicing across the face of the other man. As the man screamed, Haern jammed his right leg into the rooftop to halt his spin, and like a midnight predator he launched himself upon his wounded prey. Sabers sinking into flesh, Haern pulled them free and turned to the other man, blocking the anticipated attack. It’d been a desperate attempt, for they both knew that one-on-one there would be no contest.

Steel sang as Haern batted away the attempted flurry of blows, then stepped forward. The two were incredibly close, their weapons awkwardly positioned, but Haern had been ready, the other man had not. His knee rammed the man’s groin as he simultaneously head-butted him. Dazed and struggling to stand, the man could do little when Haern’s sabers came racing in, cutting across his belly and inner thigh, spilling blood and intestines across the rooftop.

As the Sun Guild member collapsed, Haern turned to help his father. Of the original three, one was dead, the other two pressing him hard with flanking maneuvers. Haern broke into a run, hoping neither had realized the other fight had ended. He slammed into one of the men with his shoulder, then rolled to halt his momentum, coming up just shy of the rooftop’s edge. His opponent was not so lucky, sailing off the side and landing headfirst in a bloody heap at the feet of a no-longer-smiling Ridley.

“You should have run,” Haern told him.

Ridley turned to do just that as Haern grabbed the side of the rooftop and swung down. Reaching into his belt, he grabbed two small, slender daggers weighted for throwing. As Ridley dashed for the street, Haern hurled the first, then the second. The first he’d sent purposefully wide left, and as it whisked past, Ridley instinctively jerked to the right … and into the path of the second dagger. It sank up to the handle into the man’s right leg, and with a scream he crumpled. Haern rushed to where Ridley lay, and in his haste he nearly lost his foot. Ridley rolled onto his back, lashing out with a short sword he’d drawn while Haern could not see. At the last second Haern leaped over it, landed on the other side of Ridley, spun, and then kicked him in the head as hard as he could.

The connection made an audible crack, and Haern nearly screamed at the pain it caused his foot. The weapon dropped from Ridley’s limp hand, and falling to one knee, Haern put a hand on Ridley’s chest to feel for a heartbeat.

“Is he dead?” Thren asked as he came up behind him. Haern glanced his way and saw him wrapping a torn piece of his cloak around his left arm. No doubt his father had finished off his final opponent, but given the amount of blood dripping down his arm, it looked like it hadn’t been without cost.

“Still breathing,” Haern said, gingerly rising to his feet. It felt like he’d jammed several of his toes, if not dislocating one of them as well. “We need to get him out of the open.”

“We can’t use his house,” Thren said, finishing up tying his makeshift bandage. “Too many dead bodies lying around.”

Sheathing his sabers, Haern bent down and grabbed Ridley by the arms.

“Help me,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

Thren grabbed the other arm, and as if carrying a drunken friend they hurried down the street, both on the lookout for other members of the Sun Guild.

“Here,” Thren said after crossing several streets. They were before a home that looked like any other, perhaps on the smaller side. There was a single window at the front, covered with a thick wooden shutter.

“Where are we?” Haern asked.

“All this used to be my territory,” Thren said as he let go of Ridley to kneel before the closed door. “This home here is owned by a fat merchant who cheated on his wife at one of my … well, what used to be one of my whorehouses. She left him about a year ago, and I don’t think there’s been a day since where he actually falls asleep in his own bed instead of a tavern or a whorehouse.”

It took his father less than a minute to pick the lock, but it still felt like an eternity. Haern kept his eyes to the rooftops, alert for unwelcome visitors. Nothing. It seemed luck was now on their side. As Thren shoved open the door, Haern hefted Ridley back into his arms, dragging him inside. Given the nature of their intended conversation with Ridley, and the likely screaming that would accompany it, Haern moved on past the initial living room and to the bedroom in the back. With a grunt he plopped Ridley down onto the bed, then turned to his father, who entered the room holding his injured arm.

“Will you be all right?” Haern asked.

“I’m fine,” Thren said. “Didn’t tear muscle, only skin, now let’s get this bastard tied up before he wakes.”

Since they had no rope, they made do with the sheets on the bed, using their swords to cut ragged but usable strips. As they worked, Haern realized how easy it all was, how natural. For the third time in recent memory he would torture a man for information at the side of his father. He knew, deep down, that this should give him chills … but it didn’t. Instead he felt the weight of the city upon his shoulders, the lives of hundreds of thousands who would die if Muzien’s tiles erupted, blasting the city with fire and destruction. Staring down at a miserable human being like Ridley, he found it difficult to summon any empathy or guilt.

Delysia wouldn’t approve, Haern thought as they waited for Ridley to return to consciousness. Then again, that seemed to be an all-too-familiar occurrence as well. He’d always used her as his guide, but perhaps she was right to say she could no longer be that for him. The world was filled with dark places, and ruled by people like Muzien. To stand against it, he had to dwell in those dark places. Still, should it really feel so satisfying to cut down the Sun Guild’s men?

“He’s waking,” Thren said, stirring Haern from his thoughts. Drawing a dagger from his belt, Thren knelt over Ridley and put the blade to the man’s face so it’d be there when he awoke. Just the flat edge, no risk of drawing blood. Haern crossed his arms, willing to let his father do the dirty work. As if emerging from below water, Ridley awoke coughing and gagging. The makeshift ropes easily held him. Thren calmly waited, showing no real hurry. Haern steeled himself against the brutality that would surely follow.

We do what must be done, Haern told himself. It felt like the words weren’t for him, but the specter of Delysia he felt watching them. That’s all. What must be done. Like putting down a rabid dog, or amputating a rotting limb. Sometimes the real world has to be messy.

“Welcome back,” Thren said as Ridley opened his eyes. His gaze flicked between the two of them, and there was no hiding his panic. Good, thought Haern. The more the man was afraid, the easier it’d be to break him. Thren saw this as well, and a smile blossomed on his face.

“You two are dead men for this,” Ridley said, putting on a brave front.

“Is that so?” Thren said. “Your leader’s already condemned us, yet here we both are. Seems like Muzien might not be quite so godlike as he pretends.”

Ridley swallowed hard, and Haern caught him subtly testing the limits of his bonds. They would not give, of course. Both Haern and Thren knew how to restrain a prisoner.

“What do you want from me?” Ridley asked after letting out a deep breath.

Thren removed the dagger from Ridley’s face, twirled it in his hand.

“Well now, this might be easier than I hoped,” he said. “Less interesting, but that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. We want to know where Muzien sleeps, Ridley, and when.”

“He’s an elf,” Ridley said. “He doesn’t sleep.”

“He does, maybe not longer than a few hours, but I know he sleeps. Tell me where, Ridley, if you want us to remain on friendly terms.”

At the word friendly Ridley let out a short laugh, and something about the resignation in the man’s voice made Haern’s stomach uneasy.

“I don’t know,” he said.

Thren shook his head.

“Well,” he said, “it looks like we may get to have some fun after all.”

Before Ridley could react, Thren took the dagger, grabbed Ridley’s jaw with his free hand to hold him still, and then carefully slid the dagger into the man’s left eye. Ridley’s entire body went rigid, his teeth clenched tight as he breathed in and out using quick, shallow gasps. He tried to shut his eyes, but that pressed his eyelids against the sharpened edges of the dagger, forcing him to leave it open, blood and tears dripping down the side of his face.

“I’m going to make this very clear,” Thren said as he slowly twisted the dagger by the handle, rotating it back and forth by nearly imperceptible degrees. “The more I move this dagger, the more you’ll feel the muscle and tendons holding your eye in place start to tear. Trust me when I say this will hurt very, very much. If you lie to me, I’ll keep going until I finally rip the whole bloody thing out down to the stem. Tell me the truth, and answer my questions without any games or deception, and I’ll push the dagger in instead. The blade will go into your brain, and you’ll be free from this life and move on to whatever follows. Have I made myself clear?”

Ridley’s entire body had begun to shake, and he fought it with admirable control.

“Yes,” the man said, trying hard not to move his head when he spoke.

“Very well. Let’s try again, shall we? Where does Muzien sleep?”

“I don’t know.”

Thren rotated the dagger ninety degrees. As Ridley screamed, Haern fought down his repulsion.

What must be done, he told himself, though it was now harder to believe. This time, the specter of Delysia hovering over him wasn’t disappointed. It was furious.

“No lies, remember?” Thren said. Despite Ridley’s screams of pain, Thren sounded calm, almost bored. “You’re his second-in-command here in Veldaren, are you not?”

“Yes!”

“He trusts you more than anyone else in the Sun Guild, yes?”

“I … yes, yes he does.”

Thren rotated the dagger ninety degrees in the opposite direction, bringing the eye back to its original position.

“Then answer me,” Thren said. “Where does Muzien go to sleep? Where is he when he’s most vulnerable?”

“I … don’t … know!” Ridley screamed.

“Damn it, Thren, enough,” Haern said, grabbing his father by the shoulder. Thren pulled free, and he glared until Haern stepped away.

“You both disappoint me,” Thren said as he pulled back the dagger. The eye came with it, accompanied by a burst of blood and an audible pop. Ridley screamed, and now free of the dagger, he jerked back his head, clenching both eyelids shut. Blood and tears continued to weep. Haern watched, torn between his desire to learn what he needed to save his city, and the sheer gruesomeness of the torture the man endured. Rabid dog, he told himself again and again, but it no longer carried the same strength.

“You fools,” Ridley said in between his gasps of pain. “I might be his second-in-command, but that means shit to someone like him. Muzien doesn’t trust anyone. No one knows where he goes at night to rest. We don’t know his routine. We don’t know when he’ll come to us with orders. You think he’s lived as long as he has by being predictable? By being trusting? For fuck’s sake, aren’t you two supposed to be the greatest threat that’s left to fight him? Then the city’s his. Just give up already. You don’t stand a chance.”

When he ceased, the room filled with an angry silence. Thren stood over the bed, one hand clenched into a fist, the other clutching the dagger with the eyeball still pierced by the tip.

“Thren,” Haern said, voice soft. “I think he’s telling the truth.”

Thren shook his head, and without a word he climbed onto the bed, straddled Ridley, and held his head once more in a vise grip.

“I’ve seen the loyalty Muzien inspires,” Thren said, and somehow, something had changed. He seemed to glow with cold loathing. Each word dripped with disgust and hatred. “I’ve seen men bow to him as if he were a god. He’s no different than Karak, no different than Ashhur. He wants to be worshipped as a divinity. He wants to build a legend to rival anything accomplished by humanity’s hands. You’ve screamed and begged, Ridley, but you haven’t made me believe you.”

“You know nothing of him,” Ridley said, panic creeping into his voice.

“I was his heir,” Thren whispered, dagger slipping beneath the remaining eye. “Who’s the damn fool now?”

The door to the bedroom opened, and Haern felt his heart leap in his chest. Spinning, hands falling for his sabers, he expected members of the Sun Guild. Instead he found a fat man with a receding hairline and alcohol stains on his shirt. The home’s owner, Haern realized.

“…The fuck?” the man asked, eyes bloodshot, brow furrowed.

Before either could answer, Ridley flung his body forward, straining every limit of his bonds. His head snapped forward, plunging Thren’s dagger deep into his other eye, burying it up to the hilt. Immediately afterward his body began to seize, head flopping up and down, arms flailing against the tied sheets.

“Gods damn it!” Thren said, ripping out the dagger. Furious, he turned to the interloper, yanked off the eyeball, and then flung the dagger across the room. It sank into the throat of the fat man, who stood there, stunned. Haern watched just as stunned, knowing he should have done something to stop it, yet he’d not. With two men now dead, the room began to stink of blood and evacuated bowels. Pulling his hood lower, Haern stepped over the homeowner’s corpse.

“Time to go,” he said. “It’s almost morning, and there’s nothing left for us here.”

“You’re wrong,” Thren said, retrieving his dagger. “We may not have learned anything, but we’re fighting a war, and must take every victory we can.”

Haern turned back around, shrugged.

“Then what do you want?” he asked.

Thren glared down at Ridley’s body.

“To leave a message,” he said, and then he began to work.

Using the sheets of the bed, they tied his arms together and then hung him naked before the door of his home. His eyes were gone, as were his fingers, his ears, and his tongue.

Across his bare chest, carved deep into the skin, bled the symbol of the Spider.
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Muzien stormed into the guildhouse, between the guards who snapped alert in near terror, and into the main foyer. Nearly a dozen men and women stood waiting, their ears full of rings. They were his best, his brightest … what was left of them, anyway. Those whom Thren Felhorn hadn’t butchered the night before.

“What do we know?” Muzien asked as they gave way, allowing him access to the large round table in the center of the well-lit room. On the table was a grand map of Veldaren, accompanied by multiple bottles of wine and ale. Muzien grabbed one, accepted a glass immediately offered by a man to his right, and poured himself a drink.

“Ridley was attacked at his home,” said Haley, a woman with blond hair and fifteen rings and studs in her left ear. She was one of the few from Veldaren’s old guilds to rapidly rise in rank, all fifteen kills having come after her joining the Sun Guild. “His guards were ready for it, not that it seemed to matter. We found dead bodies all about both the rooftops and the ground below. After that, best guess is he took Ridley, dragged him to a nearby safe house, and then got to work.”

Muzien glanced around to the others, and none looked eager to disagree with the assessment, or add anything of note.

“That’s it?” Muzien asked. “That’s all we know?”

“The spider makes it pretty clear who is responsible,” said Roddick, the other recruit from Veldaren in the room, and a former member of the Spider Guild, no less. “At least, who we’re supposed to think is responsible. Thren Felhorn doesn’t appear to be too frightened of your threats, Muzien.”

Having finished the glass, Muzien poured a second and downed it as well. It burned his throat, but it felt like appropriate punishment given his mistakes.

“I should have killed the bastard when I had him,” he muttered. “Thren’s pride is far too great to hand over Veldaren without a fight. Question is, did Thren do this alone, and what was he hoping to gain?”

“It’s obvious what he wanted,” said Haley. “He wanted to send a message.”

Muzien was hardly convinced. They could have wanted information from Ridley as well, the man having had his fingers in nearly everything that transpired within the city. He let the matter drop as another of the group spoke up.

“Is Thren good enough to handle six men at once?” asked Owen, a bald man with a slight lisp. Of everyone there, he bore the most rings in his ears, at twenty-seven. Since the death of Ridley’s guards, Muzien considered Owen the most competent of his men when it came to battle, with only the newcomer Zusa as a possible challenger.

“Thren would certainly say he is,” Roddick said.

Muzien shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Not those six. I expected someone to make an attempt on Ridley’s life, and those six were the best I had. Three he could handle, four at most. Someone helped him.”

“Former members of his guild?” asked Haley.

Letting out a sigh, Muzien put his hand on the map of Veldaren, analyzing it.

“Ridley’s body was left hanging in the heart of what used to be the Spider Guild’s territory,” he said. “That wasn’t an accident. He wants the rest of his guild to know he’s alive and resisting. Haley’s right. This was about a message, which means we must send one in return.”

Muzien glanced about, checking faces as he came to his decision.

“Everyone but Haley out,” he said. The men and women exchanged looks, then obeyed, heading outside or up the stairs to the various gambling rooms and private bedrooms. Standing opposite him at the table, Haley waited with her hands crossed behind her back. He could see the fear in her, the way she struggled to maintain an image of calm. Fearful, but controlled. Excellent.

“How well did you know those of the Spider Guild?” he asked her when they were alone.

“I…” She hesitated. “I know of many, Muzien, mostly by name, and only those with a respectable rank. Wilson Ket liked to keep track of those in power among all the other guilds, Thren’s in particular.”

Muzien walked to one of the far walls, on which hung a painted landscape featuring the four-pointed star. The star dominated the skyline so that no other stars might shine, and so that the light of the rising sun looked weak in comparison. Beneath was a dresser with many slender drawers, and yanking open the one on the bottom, he reached in and pulled out a book bound in fine leather. Dropping it before Haley, he opened it to the halfway mark, skimmed a few pages, and then stopped and pointed.

“Can you read?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, nodding.

“Good. Here is every addition to my guild since our arrival to Veldaren. Find me six who once belonged to the Spider Guild. The higher their former rank the better.”

Haley swallowed, and he could tell she was relieved. Now knowing his ire would not be aimed at her, she pored over the pages, tapping at names. Muzien grabbed a sheet of paper from the same dresser where he’d gotten the enrollment list, and he jotted down each name Haley listed. When she was done, he added Roddick as the seventh, then went to the door of the foyer and yanked it open.

“Give this to Owen,” he told the man on guard, handing over the list. “Tell him I want all seven brought here to me at once. Oh, and that Zusa woman as well. He’ll know who I mean.”

“Of course,” the man said, bowing low and then hurrying away. Muzien slammed the door shut and caught Haley staring at him from across the room.

“Is there something you’d like to say?” he asked.

“No,” she said.

“Then leave. Your part in this is over.”

Haley dipped her head in respect, then left. In her absence Muzien moved about the large table in the center, pulling away several chairs and stacking them at the far wall so that only seven remained. That done, he poured himself another drink and waited. The former members of the Spider Guild, five men and two women, arrived in scattered bursts, and he greeted each one in turn with the same quiet order.

“Take a seat and say nothing,” he told them. That was all.

It took nearly thirty minutes of awkward silence, worried glances, and muted coughs before the last arrived, Zusa and Roddick striding in together. Unlike the last time he’d seen her, Zusa wore a long coat instead of a cloak, and sewn onto her pale shirt was the four-pointed star.

“Have a seat, Roddick,” Muzien said after ordering Owen to remain outside. “Zusa, beside me, please.”

The two exchanged a look, and then obeyed. As Zusa joined him at the wall, he turned so his back was to the table, and he lowered his voice so only she might hear.

“Thren killed someone important to me,” he whispered. “And for every one he takes, I will take seven from him. These are the seven. Go kill them where they sit.”

He stared into her eyes with each word he spoke, watching for signs of weakness, hesitation, or refusal. Upon her hearing the order, there was none, only the slightest of nods.

“As you wish,” she said. “But before I start … which of the seven should I fear most?”

The question alone improved his opinion of her immensely.

“Roddick,” he said.

Zusa nodded, turned toward the table. Casually she walked toward the seven. Crossing his arms and leaning against the wall beside the painting, Muzien watched, eager to see for himself the skill Ridley had insisted Zusa wielded.

Well, he thought. At least I shall have myself some entertainment. A shame you could not watch it with me, Ridley.

As Zusa curled around the table, heading for Roddick, Muzien felt his anticipation building. It had been a very long time since he’d witnessed a fighter of any intriguing skill. But a former follower of Karak, taught by the dark human god how to kill? This … this had promise, and it put a small smile on his face.

The seven watched her, unsure what Muzien wanted of them and clearly wary of Zusa’s role in the matter. Zusa, however, appeared unconcerned, and it wasn’t until she was directly behind Roddick that her hand dropped to her waist.

“Roddick,” she said, causing him to turn her way. Doing so exposed his neck, and with beautiful smoothness she drew a long dagger, sliced it across his throat, and then flipped the dagger blade-downward so she could jam it into the eye of the woman who sat beside him. Just like that, two were dead, and the others had yet to leave their seats.

Muzien’s smile doubled in size.

The final five lurched to their feet, drawing short swords and daggers to defend themselves.

“Slay her and live,” Muzien called out to them, wanting to ensure they gave it their all. “Flee, and you die by my hand instead of hers.”

Even at their superior numbers Zusa remained undaunted. With no hesitation, no fear, she jumped onto the table, toes barely touching the wood before she pushed herself off, leaping straight at the man on the opposite side. Unprepared for the sudden assault, he lifted his blade while falling back. It accomplished nothing, Zusa flying at him like an arrow that would never miss. Her daggers slammed aside his defense, she sidestepped left, then pirouetted. Arms lashing out, she blocked a strike from the woman near her while simultaneously slicing open the jugular of the first man. Blood splashed into the air, hot and sticky as it sprayed her cheek and hair. Undeterred, she finished the pirouette with both feet planted firmly on the ground, allowing her to leap at the woman with all her strength. They collided, a tangle of steel and limbs.

To her foe it might have been chaos, but Muzien’s eyes saw the control, the way Zusa positioned her blades to ensure a killing thrust as they rolled to the floor.

The remaining three moved to surround her, a man named Renley shouting orders to the others in a frantic attempt to coordinate. This was it, Muzien knew. Zusa’s advantage of surprise was lost, and the rest had positioning as well. Forming a triangle, they closed in as Zusa separated herself from the dead woman’s bleeding corpse.

“Which of you three is the bravest?” Zusa asked, head constantly on a swivel.

“Don’t need to be,” said Renley. “Just need you to make a mistake.”

Zusa smiled his way.

“You’ll die last,” she said.

At his smirk she dove into a roll, directly toward the table. The two men she dove between swung, their blades slashing the air above her. Shouting out cries to follow, the three rushed the table, hoping to trap her underneath. Muzien thought she might spin about, perhaps attempt to hamstring one, but instead he saw her reach the center of the table … and then fall straight into the shadowed floor, vanishing completely.

Instead of confusion, Muzien felt only elation as Zusa reappeared, falling from the very ceiling. Her opponents had no idea she’d even vanished as she came crashing down, one dagger jamming into a man’s back. As he screamed, Zusa yanked it free, dashed two steps, and slammed both blades into another’s chest as he turned to see the reason for the scream. He toppled, and Zusa twisted her daggers on their way out, then faced the lone survivor: Renley.

“You got anything besides tricks?” he asked, holding his short sword up in defense. “Come on. Let’s see you kill at least one man face-to-face.”

With no urgency, Zusa carefully stalked Renley. She feinted an attack, just a quick flinch, but enough to make Renley hop backward. Muzien laughed in open mockery of the final survivor. At the start Zusa had resembled a wild panther unleashed. Now she was a cat playing with a mouse. Zusa swung a single dagger, hitting the short sword, making its metal sing. Then came the other, back and forth, each stroke accompanied by a step forward. With every block Renley retreated, her attacks coming with such a maddeningly consistent yet rapid pace he found no chance to counter, no way to break her cycle. There were ways, of course. Muzien could list off several solutions to take control of the battle. But Renley was not Muzien.

When his back touched the wall, Renley panicked, at last attempting to counter one of the cuts during the brief window between it and the next. His sword chopped for Zusa’s head, but she twisted her body, the sharpened edge swishing through the air. A step, a thrust, and Zusa’s dagger plunged to the hilt in the man’s chest, piercing his heart. As Renley let out a pained gasp, she put a foot on his sternum and kicked him off her weapon so he could tumble down and die.

From his wall, Muzien clapped in approval.

“A splendid display,” he said.

“I do only what must be done,” Zusa said, cleaning blood off her daggers using one of the dead women’s coats.

“Tell me, the trick you used to vanish and reappear … you both came and went from the darkest parts of the room, where the sunlight could not reach through the windows. Is that a power Karak granted you, a way to make doorways of the darkness?”

Zusa eyed him from across the room. Her hesitance lasted but a moment before she stood and jammed her daggers into her belt.

“It is,” she said, elaborating no further.

Muzien grinned at her as he thought of their first meeting.

“You could have left the chair I bound you to at any time,” he said.

“Yet I didn’t.”

Muzien nodded.

“Indeed, you didn’t. I shall remember that, Zusa.”

As I shall remember your trick should you ever turn against me.

Muzien walked to the door of the guildhouse, stepping carefully around the bodies so no blood stained his boots, and opened it. Owen waited outside, back purposefully to the entrance as if he was trying to show he’d been in no way listening to the carnage within.

“Back inside,” Muzien said, and Owen followed. Returning to the bodies, he gestured to the seven dead.

“Hang them somewhere public,” he told Owen. “For every one Thren kills, I shall send him seven in return.”

“The rest who belonged to the Spider Guild won’t be happy with this,” said Owen. “Getting killed for something Thren does? They won’t see it as fair.”

“Then they best pray that when Thren inevitably comes recruiting, they turn him in to me before anyone else might die.” Muzien let out a bitter chuckle. “Fair? When in any of their miserable lives has the world been fair?”

As Owen left to gather men to help him carry out the order, another man entered, one of his veteran members, named Cole. He was on the shorter side, face covered with an uneven growth of blond hair.

“Muzien,” he said, bowing low.

“What is it?” Muzien asked.

The man cleared his throat, and the troubled look on his face put a damper on Muzien’s fragile good mood.

“We need you outside the city,” he said.

“For what?”

Cole pointedly glanced to Zusa.

“I think it best that only your ears hear this for now,” he said. “I assure you, Muzien, I’m not wasting your time.”

That serious? Muzien let out a sigh, and he beckoned Zusa over. When she came, he took her hand and raised it to his lips.

“Thank you for a brief moment of sunshine this morning,” he said, kissing her across the knuckles. “Wash the blood off you, and find yourself a change of clothes. Once you’re done, see if you can hunt down Thren Felhorn for me so that these seven are the last who must die because of his stubbornness.”

A quick nod was her answer, and bracing himself for more bad news, Muzien turned to Cole and gestured for him to lead the way.

“I’ll explain when we’re free of the city,” Cole said as they shut the door to the guildhouse behind them. “I mean it when I say your ears should be the only ones hearing this.”

“Your confidence in the importance of this matter is admirable,” Muzien said as they walked down the main street toward the western entrance through the wall surrounding the city. “For your sake, I hope you are right.”

“I think in this matter, I’d rather be wrong than right,” Cole said.

Muzien raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not kind to those who waste my time.”

At that, Cole let out a laugh.

“Well aware, Muzien, but when you see what I’m afraid of, I think even you will be relieved to find out I’m worrying over nothing.”

Suddenly the last vestiges of his good mood from Zusa’s display were gone. Cole wasn’t nervous over something minor. No, this had him worried down to the bone. Not good. Not good at all.

They kept to themselves as they neared the gate, and they passed through without inspection, the star on their clothes all that was necessary to prevent questioning. Down the well-worn dirt path they walked, putting the city behind them.

“Would you consider us alone?” Cole asked, giving one last glance around. There were a few walking the same road, but they were either several hundred feet behind and falling farther, or much too far ahead to hear anything but shouting.

“Safe enough,” Muzien said. “Now tell me where we’re going, and why the secrecy?”

As they crested a shallow hill, Cole pointed up ahead, to where a covered wagon remained stationary a quarter mile away.

“We were bringing in the final shipment Luther sent us,” Cole began. “Was the smallest by far, just four of the tiles bearing our mark. Because of it, we loaded up some crates of crimleaf along with it before leaving Ker, hid ’em beneath stacks of wheat. Filled up the wagon pretty good, probably too much given the shitty condition that rotting piece of junk is in. Broke an axle coming down the hill, and we didn’t have a replacement seeing how it was the third damn time it’d broken on the trip here. Anyway, since Veldaren was so close, we just sat tight and sent Daryl out to get us what we needed to fix it.”

“All of this is fascinating,” Muzien said, his patience starting to thin. “But I hope you did not bring me out here because of a broken wagon.”

“Give me more credit than that, Muzien. While we were waiting, we decided to unload everything to make it easier to lift up the wagon and get it fixed. That meant dropping a couple of those tiles onto the dirt, and there they stayed for a good hour while Daryl wasted all our time haggling, no doubt hoping to pocket whatever coin he saved. Well, he came back, we fixed our wagon, and then started loading everything back up … and that’s when we stumbled upon our little discovery.”

Muzien didn’t like where this was going in the slightest, but he asked anyway.

“Luther’s tiles,” he guessed. “Something’s not right with them.”

“That’s right,” Cole said. “The one that’d been pushed into the dirt by the weight of the others atop it, to be specific. We couldn’t get the damn thing out. Tried prying it up, digging it out, but nothing. Wasn’t budging. Lifting it was like trying to lift a boulder. Last we got ourselves a long bar of iron and jammed it underneath real good. Daryl’s the biggest of all of us, so we had him give it a nice strong push.”

“What happened?”

“Daryl collapsed to the ground, flopping like a fish out of water.” Cole shook his head. “He didn’t seem hurt too bad, just real surprised. Said it felt like his hands got stung by bees, only it went through his entire body. Wasn’t but a few seconds before he was able to hold himself still. No mark on his hands, no injury that we can tell, but given the circumstances, we figured it best we go and bring you over to handle the matter yourself, all things considered.”

All 337, you mean, thought Muzien, the number of tiles they’d buried throughout the city at Luther’s behest.

“It may just be a simple protection,” Muzien said as they approached the wagon. Three men waited there, sitting in the grass or in the back, and they hopped to their feet once Muzien was only a minute away.

“Protection?” asked Cole. “By who?”

Muzien glared at him.

“No more questions,” he said, refusing to answer. Things were already spiraling out of control. The last thing he wanted was Cole’s wagging tongue making it worse. Given Luther’s secrecy, and how the burial of the tiles had been his only requirement for aiding the Sun Guild in taking over Veldaren, he’d known the man had ulterior motives. The question was what exactly they were. His assumption had been that the tiles bore some use against Ashhur’s faithful, perhaps weakening their power or alerting Karak’s priests to their presence should they pass by. That the tiles had protections built into them to prevent removal, while displeasing him, did not surprise him.

Still, now that he knew for certain magic was involved, it was time to discover what exactly those tiles might do.

“Has anything changed with the tile during Cole’s absence?” Muzien asked as he stopped before the three.

“Not a thing,” said the biggest of them.

“Are you Daryl?” Muzien asked.

“I am.”

“Good. You still have that piece of iron?”

“That I do. You want to take a crack at it?”

Muzien shook his head.

“No, but someone else will.”

Looking none too pleased, Daryl followed him around to the back of the wagon, where in the grass not far off the road was one of the tiles bearing the mark of the Sun Guild. Muzien stared at it, starting to regret ever agreeing to cooperate with Luther. At the time, invading Veldaren had looked to be an incredibly difficult task. When Grayson had died, that pushed him into agreeing with Luther’s plan. Being able to smuggle in so many goods and men, all with the city guard turning a blind eye at the gates, had given him the initial foothold he’d needed. How did the placing of a few stone tiles bearing his own symbol compare to that? Easy work, and though he’d known there was more to them, he’d considered it a mild curiosity, something pertaining to gods and faith and other matters he could not care about in the slightest. But now? Now he’d get to find out how greatly he should regret that decision.

“Cole, head back to Veldaren,” he said. “Find yourself some hired labor, the dimmer the better, and then bring him back here. Just one man, you understand? If anyone asks, you need help getting the wagon fixed and loaded. Oh, and procure a nice heavy sledge, too.”

“Understood,” said Cole.

As the man returned to the city, Muzien found himself a comfortable patch of grass a suitable distance away from the other men, lay down, and waited for Cole’s return. It took over half an hour, and all the while Muzien ran through scenarios of what the tiles could do, and how he would react when he knew for certain. He could challenge Luther about it, act furious, or pretend he knew nothing at all. It depended on the game the priest played, and how that game affected him.

When Cole returned, a gargantuan of a man walked alongside him. His arms stayed in a locked position as he walked, his footsteps strangely stiff and uneven. As he walked, his eyes remained focused on the ground, his head slightly bent.

“So who is this?” Muzien asked, rising from the grass to meet the two on the road.

“Caretaker said to just call him Boy,” Cole said. Boy looked up, and he smiled once in greeting. “The guy said he’ll do whatever we ask so long as it don’t hurt him.”

“That’ll work,” Muzien said. Boy seemed an appropriate-enough name, for the way the big man looked about, Muzien doubted he had intelligence beyond that of a five- or six-year-old human child. “Give him the sledge.”

Cole did, and leading the way, they circled around the wagon to where the tile lay buried in the grass.

“See that?” Muzien told Boy. “When I yell for you to start, I want you to break that thing into as many pieces as you can. Do you understand me?”

“Yeah, I got it,” Boy said, each word slow and carefully spoken.

“Excellent.”

Muzien turned and walked back toward the road. He had enough experience around magic to know that the best way to observe unknown occurrences of it was at a very, very safe distance. His hope was that it all meant nothing, and that even if the tiles were protected, it’d just break a few bones or give Boy a nasty shock. Cole followed him, hands in his pockets and a frown on his face. Meanwhile the other three lingered at the wagon, watching.

“That tile nearly knocked Daryl out,” Cole said. “You sure it’s a good idea doing this?”

“No, I’m not,” Muzien said, turning about to watch after ensuring there were no nearby travelers on the road west. “But unless one of you four feel like volunteering, that’s why we have our idiot over there doing it for us. Speaking of, tell him to start.”

Cole cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled for Boy, who’d remained still as a statue before the tile, to begin. At first Boy stared at the tile for a moment, then lifted up the sledge by its long wooden handle. With a motion akin to that of chopping firewood, a task Muzien had a feeling Boy had performed many, many times, the enormous man lifted the sledge up into the air and then swung it down with all his impressive might.

The metal head cracked the tile, and with the crack came a sound like a great release of air. Silence followed, incredibly brief, and then the explosion rocked the ground. Purple flame rolled in all directions, consuming the wagon and turning the grass to ash. The loudest stroke of thunder Muzien had ever heard struck him like a physical blow to the chest. Staggering a step back, he watched with mouth open as the fire slowly dwindled, revealing an enormous crater in the earth where the tile had been. All that remained of the wagon was broken wood and scattered, burning wheat. Of Boy and the other three he saw nothing, not even bodies.

“Holy shit,” Cole said, eyes wide as saucers. “Shit, shit, shit. What was that, Muzien? What the fuck was—”

Muzien slashed open a red smile beneath Cole’s blond beard, twisting to dodge the sudden flow of blood. As Cole dropped to the grass, body convulsing, Muzien let out a sigh.

“I’m sorry,” he said, turning back to the smoking remnants, “but no one can know, not even you. It’s a matter of trust, Cole, and right now, I trust no one but the dead.”

He doubted the man heard, but he felt better offering that parting wisdom anyway. Watching ash flutter about, listening to the crackle of dwindling fire, Muzien felt his stomach harden into an iron ball. Luther had been tricking him, that Muzien had always known, but to accomplish this … madness? This insanity? If every tile could erupt in the same way, then all of Veldaren was an idiot with a sledge away from becoming ash and rubble. It went beyond anything logical. Anything sane.

Plan forming in his mind, Muzien turned to the city and began trudging back, chastising himself along the way. He should have known better. He should have seen this coming. When dealing with a fanatical man of faith, what meaning did logic and sanity hold? But at least he still had a chance to correct things, even if doing so meant visiting with yet more fanatics.

That night he would have a word with Karak’s priests in Veldaren, and he knew just the woman to show him the way.
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Three hours. That was all Haern had slept in the past day and a half, and he felt the effects of it wearing on his nerves. After they’d hung the mutilated body, Haern had insisted he and his father lie low for a while to rest and plan. Finding an inn on the opposite side of the city, they’d crashed, Thren in the bed, Haern on the floor. Pretending not to notice the cockroaches skittering in the corners, Haern had closed his eyes and slept, though not nearly long enough.

“Get up,” Thren had said, pushing the tip of his boot into Haern’s chest to wake him. “It’s almost midday. Enough rest.”

Haern had disagreed, but he would not appear weak before his father, who acted as if sleep were something he occasionally flirted with. Unwrapping himself from his cloaks, he’d risen, rubbed his eyes, pulled his hood lower over his face, and then prepared to face another day of hunting and bloodshed. Neck aching from the uncomfortable sleeping position, Haern pushed the pain into a far corner of his mind and tried to focus through the groggy fog on the task at hand.

“Ridley’s death is bound to upset Muzien,” Thren said as he led Haern through the open market and its buzzing crowd of men and women. Stomach grumbling, Haern swiped an apple and tossed a copper all without the seller, a young girl, noticing until the coin landed in her lap.

“Good to know our efforts will annoy the bastard,” Haern said after taking a bite. “But I’m still not sure how that helps us.”

“Ridley was important, which means he’ll need to be replaced,” Thren said, twisting sideways to slide between two big men who stood chatting in the middle of the pathway as if oblivious to the traffic on either side of them. “Until then, Muzien will need to be more hands-on when it comes to his various enterprises … and that means someone might actually know where he is.”

So that’s why we’re in the market, Haern thought as he glanced about. His father was searching for members of the Sun Guild, no doubt hoping to take another for interrogation as he had Ridley. His gut said the result would be a similar dead end, but it wasn’t like Haern had any better ideas, so he followed.

“We’re getting an awful lot of strange looks,” Haern whispered to his father as they neared the center of the market.

“Most cloaks have turned themselves over to the patches, coats, and earrings of the Sun,” Thren said softly back. “Soon the style of the west will become highly fashionable among even the noble bloods. You and I, we’re walking relics of a dying past. Plus, you’re wearing that damn hood. You might as well write ‘thief guild’ in blood across your chest.”

“You’re cheery in the morning, you know that?”

“It’s midday. Keep up.”

Throughout the stalls, Haern saw young street rats trained to pilfer the pockets of the wealthy and unaware. Nearby would be a taskmaster in charge of them, and to whom they’d bring their score immediately in case they were later caught, and more importantly, so they didn’t sneak off to spend it themselves. That taskmaster would be on the lower end in terms of rank, but at least it was a place to start. Near the northern corner of the market, back to a wall with arms crossed and eyes alert, Haern spotted such a taskmaster. The symbol of the Sun was sewn proudly onto the front of his shirt, and folded at his feet was a long gray coat. Haern made sure to not meet the man’s eyes, instead nudging his father’s elbow.

“There,” he said, nodding his head slightly.

“I saw him,” Thren said. “His name’s Halloran, used to belong to my guild. Muzien would never let someone like him know anything of the slightest importance. Keep moving. We’ll find someone else.”

“How about we let Halloran lead us to that someone else?” Haern asked, and before letting his father answer he turned about, looping past a stall of blueberries to get a closer look at the former Spider. The man’s garments were clean, yet his hair was long and ratty, his hands dirty. It made him resemble an ugly animal stuffed into fine clothing, and he looked fittingly uncomfortable. Taking one last bite of his apple, Haern flung it sideways, aiming for the man’s forehead. It smacked him straight between the eyes, eliciting a furious howl.

“Get back here, you piece of shit!” Halloran shouted, wiping at his face with one hand while drawing a dagger with the other. Haern turned, and he spread his arms out to either side as if confused.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t see you there,” Haern said as Halloran came rushing toward him.

“The fuck you didn’t,” the other man said, and he punched his free hand into Haern’s stomach. Letting it connect, Haern doubled over, exaggerating the pain while keeping an eye on that dagger. The second he looked ready to use it …

“Damn it, I said I didn’t see you!” Haern cried, taking an uneven step backward. A glance about showed those passing by only mildly intrigued. Good. Halloran punched again, a roundhouse that might have impressed a foe in a bar fight. For Haern, who’d endured blows from men like Ghost and Grayson, it was an easily ignored tap to the jaw.

Not that he let it show. No, Haern sold the punch the best he could, stumbling back another step and then falling to his rump. Halloran pointed his dagger at Haern and then spit.

“Watch what you’re doing,” he said. “I might not be so nice next time.”

“Now, now, no need to lose your temper,” Thren said, stepping between them and grabbing the wrist of the hand that held the dagger. Before the man could react, Thren had pushed him to the wall, then to an alley that formed a shaded exit from the market. Wiping blood from his swelling lip, Haern rose to his feet, giving another glance about to ensure they’d gotten the proper reaction. To anyone casually observing, Thren was just someone preventing a beaten foe from enduring more punishment. After fixing his hood, Haern followed them into the alleyway. Thren stood before Halloran, a huge grin on his face.

“How’s life been treating you in your new guild, Hal?” he asked.

“I didn’t know you were back, I swear,” Halloran insisted, eyes wide, hands shaking. Thren had drawn no weapons, but the way the former guildmember stood with his back to the wall, arms raised, there might as well have been a blade to his throat. “You disbanded, that’s what everyone said, you were gone and we were free to do whatever. So I did. I did what everyone with half a brain would do and joined the Darkhand.”

“But you only have a quarter of a brain,” Thren said, leaning closer so all Halloran would see was his eyes. “So I hope it doesn’t tax you too terribly when I ask where I can find Muzien.”

Halloran swallowed.

“You know I don’t know that,” he said. “Muzien keeps to himself, always does.”

As Haern kept watch on the alley entrance, Thren reached into Halloran’s pants pocket, pulled out a pouch of coins, and held it before the man’s nose.

“Who do you take these to?” Thren asked.

“Leoric,” Halloran said. “Leoric Goldear. One of Muzien’s men he brought with him from Mordeina.”

“Where is he?”

The man looked over to Haern as if noticing for the first time he was there, and his eyes widened further.

“The Watcher?” he asked. “You’re working with the Watcher?”

“Strange times make strange bedfellows,” Thren said, grabbing him by the front of the shirt and shoving him hard against the wall. “Now where’s Leoric? I’m not asking a third time, Halloran…”

“Corner of West and Bronze. He’ll be waiting there for money from people like me, I swear!”

“How will I recognize him?”

Halloran tapped his left eye.

“This eye’s all white, with a scar running along here toward his hair.”

“Excellent,” Thren said. “For once, Hal, you were helpful.”

Halloran’s smile lasted only a heartbeat before Thren yanked the dagger out of his hand, flipped it around, and jammed it into the same eye Hal had tapped. Muffling the death scream with his arm, Thren guided him to the ground, then let him plop onto his stomach. The brutality of it left Haern shocked. He should protest, he knew. Demand the unnecessary killings cease. A bad taste filled his mouth. Given the many of the Sun Guild he’d slaughtered the night before, did he really have much of a leg to stand on?

“I thought he was one of your own?” Haern asked, trying to dismiss his confusion.

“I hardly wanted him even when he was,” Thren said, wiping a bit of blood and fluid from his hand onto his pants leg. “When I reform the Spider Guild, no one will miss him, least of all me. Now would you like to stand here and mourn for that idiot, or come with me to Bronze Street so we can have a chat with someone of much higher intellect?”

Spotting Leoric was simple enough, the older man with a clouded eye waiting on the street corner, his long coat sporting the symbol of the Sun just shy of the front left pocket. A second man was with him, smaller, his body nearly enveloped by his coat and the wide-brimmed hat he wore. Thren and Haern spied on the two from farther up the road, using the uneven jut of the buildings to hide.

“They’re both in the open,” Haern said. “Grabbing Leoric and getting him out of sight won’t be easy.”

“There’s a little space between the two buildings behind them,” Thren said, nodding toward the small glover’s and milliner’s shops. “We can drag him there.”

“I see. And what will you do when Leoric starts screaming from your persuasions to talk?”

Thren glared his way.

“Less sarcasm, more ideas, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“It’s your idea to do this in daylight, so you come up with the solutions.”

Haern looked up and down the street, knowing that to the few who passed by they had to look obscenely guilty of something. Time was not on their side, and neither was the daylight. What he’d give for a blanket of stars and the quiet danger of Veldaren’s night hours …

“We have no choice,” Thren said, shaking his head. “Wait until it’s clear, and then we go. I’ll take down Leoric before he can cause a scene, you kill the one with him. We’ll drag him into the alley, gag him, and then make sure he knows anything other than the answer we want will get him killed when we finally ungag him.”

“Simple enough,” Haern said, again glancing about to take in the locations of those walking the street. He did everything he could not to dwell on what “work” Thren planned on doing.

“Sometimes simple is best,” Thren said. “After those two women there are gone, we go.”

Another thirty seconds, and then the street was clear. Thren stepped out from behind the building and walked as if in no real hurry. Haern followed, keeping his head down, face obscured by the shadows of his hood. The two would stand out, there was no doubt about that. The question was how Leoric and his companion would react. If fate was kind, confidence and ego would outweigh caution.

Leoric was talking with the other man, unbothered by their approach. When Haern was just within earshot, the man let out a laugh.

“I swear I’m seeing ghosts,” he said, finally turning their way. Thren continued without hesitation, a calm, steady approach that hid well his lethal intentions.

“Just men wishing to have a friendly word,” Haern said, tilting his head and willing the magic within the hood to pull back, dispelling its permanent shadows to reveal just enough of his face for them to see his smile … a smile he hoped was convincing.

“Everyone’s friends in this city, if the coin is right,” Leoric said.

Beside him his companion turned, and Haern saw his initial assumptions had been horribly incorrect. Not a man, but a woman, with deep-green eyes, dark skin, and a frighteningly familiar glare. Haern felt his heart sink into his chest moments before Thren attacked.

“Oh shit.”

Once Thren was close enough, he leaped forward, elbow leading. It connected with Leoric’s forehead, who reacted far too late to get out of the way. As the man fell, Haern drew his blades and dashed to put himself between Zusa and Thren. He offered only the lamest of swings, which Zusa easily blocked. The movements knocked aside her hat, revealing her hair pulled back from her face.

They knew we were coming, Haern thought. Her eyes met his, and she glanced just once to her left, down the street, before leaping toward him. Their weapons met, interlocking, and as she pushed she gave him a smile.

“I suggest you run,” she whispered, then twirled away, avoiding an attempted spearing by Thren from the side. Thren made to chase, but Haern yelled for him to wait. The man looked back a half-second, glaring, and then all along the rooftops rose members of the Sun, loaded crossbows in hand.

Now it was Thren’s turn to curse.

Remembering the way Zusa had looked and praying he had interpreted it correctly, Haern shouted for his father to follow and then sprinted left, keeping his body low and flinging his cloaks wide to make himself a harder target. From up above came the distinctive twang of bowstrings, followed by the clacks of the bolts striking the stone street. Haern continued weaving from side to side, pushing his legs to their limit.

When he reached the end of the street, somehow not filled with holes from the crossbowmen, he glanced behind to see a dozen more members of the Sun rushing from the opposite direction. If he and Thren had fled right instead of left, they’d have crossed the guildmembers’ path in seconds.

“Follow me!” Thren shouted, zipping past him, curling left, and bolting down the street. Haern followed, cursing the sun that denied him a dozen hiding spots he could have used otherwise. He’d wondered why one direction had been guarded and the other not. That question was answered when eight men, half with swords, half with crossbows, cut them off at the end of the street.

“To the rooftops,” Haern said, rolling to the side as bolts flew through the air toward them, one hitting close enough to punch a hole through one of his cloaks. Wishing he could soar into the air as easily as Zusa did, Haern jumped, kicked off the wall, and caught a bolt of iron holding up the sign of some store. Rocking backward first, he then flung his legs forward, gaining enough momentum to release, curl around feetfirst, and catch the side of the roof with his hand. Doubting his father would be able to re-create the maneuver, Haern pulled himself the rest of the way up, ignored the unnerving sound of a bolt thunking into the building inches away from his arm, and then lay flat on his belly, arms hanging over the side. Thren jumped, caught him by the wrists, and used them to join Haern on the rooftop.

“Why are we running?” Thren asked as he crouched low to prevent anyone on the ground below from having a clean shot.

“Because I don’t feel like dying?”

Seemed obvious enough to Haern. He vaulted into a sprint, leaping from rooftop to rooftop as the shouts of their pursuers followed. Thren wasn’t far behind, his eyes more often on the streets than on his path.

“Too many,” he said, suddenly grabbing Haern’s arm. “This way.”

Turning back the way they’d come, he ran to the side, grabbed the rooftop, and then swung down through an open window. Haern followed without question, tumbling into an empty bedroom. Opposite the window was a closet, and Thren dashed into it and wedged himself to one side. Haern did likewise, pushing his back against the closet interior and then grabbing the closet door to yank it mostly closed, leaving but a tiny crack for him to peer out of.

“We’ll be trapped if they find us here,” Haern said as he hunkered down deeper into his side of the closet.

“They can’t search every home in Veldaren,” Thren said. “They’ll scour a bit more, then assume us gone. Just be patient.”

Haern pulled his legs up closer to his chest, trying to get comfortable given the meager room for the two of them. Only a tiny sliver of sunlight made it to his eye when he peered through the crack. Even if someone were to glance inside, it’d be a miracle for them to spot the hiding place.

“We shouldn’t have run,” said Thren, earning a glare from Haern.

“Why not?”

“It sets a bad precedent. I don’t like letting Muzien think we’re scared.”

Haern let out a sigh, very much not wanting to argue the point. His head ached, whether from hunger, lack of sleep, or the sudden exertion, he could only begin to guess.

“We were outnumbered over ten to one,” he said. “And I know the woman who led them. She’s a match for either of us, Thren. Add her to the mix, and it was only a matter of time before we ended up dead.”

“No one is a match for us, Watcher.”

The comment elicited a chuckle from Haern.

“You may be right,” he said. “But truth be told, I wouldn’t want to face her to find out for certain.”

“You held your own just fine not moments ago.”

“She wasn’t trying. It looks like we’re not the only ones playing games with the Sun Guild.”

From the window came a soft thud, and both immediately fell silent. Haern peered through the crack, watching as a man in a long coat knelt into the bedroom, gave a cursory glance about, and then dropped back down to the street. Slowly letting out his breath, Haern gave thanks to Ashhur that their whispers had gone unheard.

“It’s dangerous thinking,” Thren whispered after a moment. “Believing it possible that woman could defeat you in a fight. Muzien is the most dangerous foe there is. If there’s another soul alive you cannot defeat, then Muzien has already won.”

“Muzien may be able to defeat me in a fair fight,” Haern said, “but I didn’t think we planned on fighting fair. The better question is whether or not he can take down the two of us in a chaotic melee. No matter how good he is, no one is that good. We’ll defeat him, Thren. We have to. We’ll tear at his guild, piece by piece, until there’s nothing left. Victory will soon follow.”

Thren seemed to consider this, and then he shook his head, frowning deeply.

“Have you heard the story of Muzien’s Red Wine?” asked Thren.

“No, I haven’t.”

Thren shifted again, thumping his knees against the side of the closet as he tried to get comfortable.

“The story’s more common the farther west you go. When Muzien first started his Sun Guild, it wasn’t much in terms of numbers, just a small piece of Mordeina that he carved out for himself. A few times the other guilds tried to crush him, insulted by this elven upstart that dared to play their game. Muzien made them pay, every single time. It’s how he lived so long when others had more coin, more power, or more influence. He didn’t need to be the strongest. He just had to ensure the cost of destroying him was greater than anyone was willing to pay.

“Then something changed. He vanished for a few weeks, and when he returned, he bore the blackened hand that gave him his name. With that hand came vicious expansion. No longer happy with his little corner of Mordeina, he sought dominion over every single street. Suddenly he wasn’t a curiosity or a minor player, but a major force threatening to topple the other guilds as street after street fell to the Sun. To have an elf usurp them all? Preposterous, and that alone helped unite the thief guilds against Muzien. They struck back, hard. They killed over half his members in a single night, robbing his warehouses and burning what they could not carry. Complete and thorough humiliation, Watcher, of the like that would have made any sane man or woman surrender. At first it seemed even Muzien himself saw the hopelessness of his situation. He called for a meeting between him and the seven other guildleaders, and they agreed to attend once he allowed a priest to oversee the meeting.”

“A priest?” asked Haern. “Why would they involve themselves?”

“Things aren’t like here in Veldaren, Watcher. The priests of Karak wield far greater power in Mordeina, and they do not remain neutral in affairs like they do here. Should a man call for a priest to oversee a matter, the weight of the temple would ensure no promise was broken. So Muzien swore, under penalty of retribution by Karak’s temple, that no guildleader would suffer harm. And so they came, one after the other, expecting to hear Muzien’s terms of surrender.” Thren laughed. “I can only imagine the smug looks on their faces, their self-congratulatory remarks to one another at toppling the heathen elf. ‘Start the meeting,’ they said once they were all there, but Muzien begged for a few minutes more.

“‘I’m waiting for the wine,’ he tells them. A gift, you see, they all thought it an offered gift as part of his request for peace. And then sure enough, in comes a man holding this giant barrel of wine, pops it open, and then Muzien takes the first drink. ‘Excellent,’ he says. ‘Now bring in the rest.’”

It was strange listening to his father tell the story. He was a natural storyteller, as men who demanded attention at all times often were. But what put Haern’s hair on edge was not the story he told, but the way he spoke of the elf, the way he delivered those lines accompanied by grand gestures of his hands. Thren didn’t just admire Muzien. No, as Thren continued his tale, Haern sensed the bond between them was far stronger than mere admiration or respect. The wounds were there, but as Thren’s words cast a spell over him, he knew that Muzien had once been someone his father loved. On their trip west to the Stronghold, a man of the Sun Guild had called Thren “the heir of Muzien.” Listening to the story, Haern realized how much was hidden there that he did not understand.

“And so they bring in the rest,” Thren continued. “Seven women and children, wives, lovers, sons and daughters … Muzien’s men dragged in at knife-point one for each of the leaders. Then the rest of Muzien’s guild, hiding high above in the rafters, fired their crossbows, killing the various guards those fools had brought. All acceptable to the priest of Karak, of course. If those bastards are anything, it’s loyal to the letter and not the spirit of a law.

“‘Bring me the first,’ Muzien says. Some say it was a man’s wife, others his gay lover, but most agree it was his daughter Muzien called over. Cup in one hand, dagger in the other, he cuts this little girl’s palm and then squeezes drops of blood into the cup. After that he fills the rest with wine from the barrel and hands it to that girl’s father. And then he gave his edict, Watcher, solidifying himself as a terror they would never defeat, as an enemy that would forever endure.”

Thren hesitated, and Haern sensed the manipulation of it, the building of anticipation. But in truth, Haern did want to hear.

“What did he say?” he asked.

“‘This is the cup I offer. Surrender to me, drink of my wine, and you shall live. Refuse it, deny my authority, and all of my men and women shall share a drink instead. One cup, or a hundred. Make your choice.’”

Haern felt a chill sweep through his veins.

“How many resisted?” he asked.

There was no hiding the smile on his father’s face when he answered.

“Only one. Muzien made sure they all watched the drinking of every single cup. After that no one dared refuse him. They knew how far he would go, much farther than they would ever dare. And unlike them, Muzien had no loved ones, no ancestors, and no children. Just his guild. By harming his guild, they’d harmed the closest thing he had to loved ones, so he hurt their loved ones in return. They thought they’d cowed him, humbled him. Fools. They only made him that much more desperate. All men are dangerous when backed into a corner, but Muzien turns it into a damn art form.”

Haern shot another look through the crack of the closet at the daylight beyond, and it felt as if he searched for the monsters that used to hide underneath his bed when he was a child. Again he thought of Thren’s supposed title, and he had no choice but to ask.

“You told Ridley you were Muzien’s heir,” Haern said. “What does that mean? What is your connection with him?”

Thren fell silent for a moment, and when Haern looked his way, he was stunned to see his father subtly shifting his gaze to not look him in the eye.

“I was just a street orphan,” Thren said. “My mother worked at a tavern, and I never met my father, only knew he was a soldier she slept with for a few days. When she died, I had nothing, no one, and so I stole to live. Muzien came upon me one day, and he … saw something in me, as well as my only friend, Grayson. He tested us, made us prove ourselves, and when we succeeded, he adopted us as his heirs. He was the closest person I ever had to a father, teaching me how to kill, how to hide, how to command attention and respect. It was his lessons I tried to emulate the best I could with my own sons…”

Again came the heavy silence, and with it came a thousand childhood memories, each one tainted by the haunting specter of Muzien the Darkhand.

“When did you turn against him?” Haern asked, unable to bear the silence.

“Only when Grayson returned with the Sun Guild a few months back. Coming to Veldaren was our final test. I was to conquer the underworld to prove my worthiness as his heir. Apparently I failed, and you’re largely considered the reason why, Watcher. Consider that another of your accomplishments, if you wish.”

“I’d rather be remembered for stopping Muzien. You’re a has-been at this point, old man.”

He grinned at Thren, who shockingly enough grinned back.

“My time is not yet passed, Watcher. We’ll take down Muzien, but we won’t do it how you suggested, not piece by piece. It must be complete and thorough, the cutting off of a head with a single clean stroke. A gradual defeat will give him time to recover, to plan, or even worse, to destroy the entire city with those tiles. Muzien will never surrender. The thought will never enter his mind. But if he thinks the city is lost to him, he’ll burn it all to the ground before letting it fall into anyone else’s hands.”

“Reminds me of someone else I know.”

From the dark corner came Thren’s laughter.

“So true,” he said. “So very true.”

Haern looked once more, then pushed open the closet door.

“They’re bound to have moved on by now,” he said.

“Not quite,” Thren said. “Scouts will remain behind, but we can handle a few scouts, can’t we?”

He led the way, shifting so he could peer left and right without sticking his head out the window.

“One, to the right,” he whispered. “Follow my lead.”

Thren turned about, reached through the window to grab the roof, and then yanked himself up. Haern did likewise, and once both were on the rooftop, Haern did a quick scan of his surroundings. Scouts did indeed remain, two that he could see. The one Thren had spotted lurked with his back to them on the edge of a rooftop, scanning the street below. The other was several hundred feet away, just a brown outline in the distance.

“Move fast,” Thren whispered.

Together they ran across the rooftop, leaped across the street, and grabbed the roof on the other side. Twin images, they pulled up, bounded forward, and drew their weapons. Their passing made no noise, gave the scout no warning. Haern fell back a half-step to let his father take the lead, and like a bull, Thren slammed into the man, his horns the two short swords he wielded in his hands. Blood spilled as they toppled over the roof, Thren shifting so his knees were braced against the scout’s chest. When they hit the ground, the wet, crunching noise of lungs and ribs mashing together was the only death cry the scout would make.

Hooking a hand on the side of the roof, Haern used it to swing low, hung for a moment to kill his momentum, and then released so he could fall silently beside the mess. A glance about showed they had not yet been noticed by those passing on either side of the alley. Meanwhile Thren pulled himself free of the body, unfazed by the gore on his clothes. Instead he took his sword, covered it with fresh blood, and then started sliding it along the brick wall of the building they’d just leaped off of. With the smooth precision of a painter, Thren dipped his sword in and out of the blood as he drew.

“You counter fear with defiance,” his father said, voice soft, resolve hardened. “You counter arrogance with mockery. It’s been a long time since someone truly challenged Muzien, and even longer since he had his nose bloodied. But this is my city, and he’s going to learn the hard way that I will never drink from the cup he offers.”

When he was done, he stepped back to examine the mark of the Spider scrawled across the wall. Haern stared at it, remembering how that symbol had given him pride when he was a child, then fear and loathing when he was a homeless vagrant rebelling against the underworld. After he assumed his role as the Watcher, the Spider had become something weaker, something managed and controlled. But what was it now? Defiance? Rebellion? Why did it no longer fill his stomach with dread?

Haern knelt down beside the body, and he drew his own dagger to dip into the bloody mess. They were fighting a war, he realized. War had casualties, both on and off the battlefield. He couldn’t keep dreading doing the wrong thing. They had to win. For the sake of everyone. What had he told Ghost once? I’m the monster this city needs. Not its protector. Not its savior. Its monster. Which meant no longer feeling guilt at the killings, wincing at the pain of his enemies. It was time to embrace a far darker part of his past.

Four strokes in and out of the blood, that was all it took for him to draw a symbol he’d not used in years.

“We should find the other scouts,” Haern said when he was done. “Muzien’s fond of messages, so let’s send him one in return. He’ll learn to fear us equally in both day and night.”

Thren agreed, and back to the rooftops they climbed, leaving behind the message that would grace many other walls that day. Two marks drawn in blood, Thren’s spider and the Watcher’s eye.

Two marks, side-by-side.
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It was a day Alyssa had thought would never come, despite having dreamed of it for years while growing up a child of the Trifect. Back then she’d imagined extravagant parties, exotic food, and distinguished guests gathered from all four corners of Dezrel to witness her take the hand of a handsome man of noble birth, stare lovingly into his eyes, and declare herself his wife until the last breath upon this world. But there would be no guests, no parties, and when she gazed up into the eyes of her betrothed, she would see darkness, not love.

“You look lovely,” one of her servants said as they finished tightening and tying the last of the strings upon the back of her corset.

“You tell me that every morning.”

“More lovely than usual,” she said in a vain attempt to correct herself.

Stop being cruel, Alyssa told herself, and she forced a smile.

“If you say so, then I believe you,” she said. “Given how long it’s taken, it’d be insulting for me to think you’ve not given me your best efforts.”

There were three servant girls applying her cosmetics and aiding in dressing her, and she sensed all three let out sighs of relief. Of all parts of the day, Alyssa treated the ritual of primping and preening with the least amount of patience. But this was the day of her wedding. If any day was worth the time and effort, this was it.

“If you’re finished, leave me be,” she told them.

“Yes, milady,” they said in unison, quickly filing out and leaving Alyssa alone in a grand washroom. Before her was a mirror, and she pretended to see herself in its reflection. Every time she failed. Her skin and hair she could picture easily enough, a soft smile on her lips, but her eyes ruined the illusion. They were always solid black orbs, lifeless, dead. Windows to the soul, she thought. If that’s true, what soul is left within me?

A knock on the door stirred her from that grim thought.

“Yes?” she asked.

“It’s … it’s me, Terrance. I was hoping I could have a word with you before the ceremony.”

Alyssa felt a tingle in the back of her mind, one of warning. Terrance was a distant cousin of hers, a kind, intelligent young man who’d aided with the management of her finances and trade for over four years. Terrance rarely came to her unless he wished to talk business, and only then if it was important. So what was so important he must discuss it prior to the wedding?

“Come in,” she said, and the door opened and then shut. “Though there’s not much ceremony to speak of, Terrance. We’ll be wed before one of the king’s lawyers, not a crowd of friends.”

She heard Terrance clear his throat, and unable to endure his lurking behind her like that, she spun around on her seat and crossed her arms over her tight, grossly expensive dress.

“What is it?” she asked. “Even without eyes I can tell you’re shifting about as if holding in a piss.”

A crude joke might have relaxed most people and pried open their lips, but with Terrance it seemed only to make things worse. Wishing she had eyes so she could roll them, Alyssa uncrossed her arms and adopted a more nurturing tone.

“Whatever it is, don’t be afraid to tell me. You know how much I trust you.”

“It’s about Victor,” Terrance blurted out.

Of course it is, thought Alyssa.

“Oh?” she said, pretending to be surprised. “And what of him?”

The young man cleared his throat, and by his footsteps she could tell he’d begun pacing.

“Well, after your engagement, he came to me about integrating his property, as well as his debts, into the Gemcroft family holdings. All fair, of course, but his debts…”

“I know Victor’s holdings were not great,” she said, hoping that was all Terrance fretted over. It wasn’t.

“No,” he said. “It’s not just that. He’s been taking coin from our savings to pay his mercenaries. He claimed it part of his debts, but I’ve had discussions with the leaders, and it’s clear what’s going on, especially when looking over his holdings. We’re paying for both his family soldiers and his mercenaries. All of them, for work both the past six months, and six months from now.”

Alyssa felt her throat tighten. A large part of why she’d agreed to an engagement with Victor had been his loyal soldiers, and the respect he commanded. But if she could have gained all of that just by contacting the mercenary guild and throwing around a mess of coin …

“Why did you not speak with me about this sooner?” she asked him.

Terrance cleared his throat, a nervous tic of his she was well familiar with.

“Victor strongly implied it would be unwise for me to bring this to your attention.”

I’m sure he did.

“You’ve done the right thing,” she told him. “Please, have a servant fetch Victor so I may speak with him.”

“As you wish, milady.”

As she sat there in her chair, Alyssa’s mind raced over what she might say, what she might do. Did it matter if he was spending her coin? Come their marriage, she’d assume all his debts, all his costs, and be paying for the men just the same. Something about it unnerved her, though. It felt like a portent of things to come, of deals made behind her back and servants threatened in the dark. Worse, though, was how Victor saw himself as an honorable man. No doubt everything he’d done, everything he’d one day do, he’d justify to himself as necessary.

No, she decided. She was entering into the marriage under promises of future greatness, and for a pretense of stability and power she no longer had. To go in blind …

Alyssa laughed at herself.

Of course she was going in blind. But at least she could try, however vainly, to open her eyes to the man Zusa had feared he was.

A knock on the door, no doubt Victor.

“Come in,” she said, folding her hands on her lap. She heard the door open and close, then heavy footsteps as Victor entered the room, crossing the distance. Gently she felt him take her hand, and she did her best to smile.

“By the gods,” said Victor. “Your beauty is stunning, truly stunning.”

“So my girls tell me.”

“They were not lying, I can assure you of that. With but a smile, I’d wager you could make yourself queen.”

“Was that not what our marriage was for?” she asked, deciding there would be no dancing around the issue. Truth be told, such games didn’t suit her. Strength, she told herself. You once relied on strength. You can do so again.

She sensed Victor’s disapproval of such questioning, but he smoothly attempted to deflect it.

“Today is a day of happiness,” he said, patting her hand. “Not a time to discuss such serious things.”

“But we will discuss it, Victor. I’ve forfeited my happiness for the Trifect before, and I’ll do so again if I must. You promised me my son would be king. If you wish to kneel with me before a priest later today and take on the name of Gemcroft, you’ll tell me exactly how you plan to make that come to pass.”

Victor sighed, and if she could see and be certain not to miss, she’d have slapped him for it.

“Such a thing will take time and patience,” he said, his footsteps letting her know he had begun pacing. “In a sword duel, sometimes the way to victory isn’t by hacking and slashing at your foe, but instead letting them make a mistake, perhaps an errant swing or an overextension, and then taking advantage of that mistake. Deposing King Edwin successfully will involve perfect timing and expert manipulation of the people, and until certain … factors line up, we cannot make our move.”

“What factors?” she asked. “What is it we are waiting for?”

Another damn sigh.

“The king to die, of course. It’s only a matter of time. He has no heirs and no wife. While the noble bloods only grumble and mutter about it under their breath, it won’t be like that for much longer. No clear successor means war upon his death, and a throne dozens may attempt to seize. Someone will kill him in hopes of taking it for themselves; it doesn’t have to be us. For Karak’s sake, even Muzien may end up doing us the favor. He’s already threatened to. It may just take a few well-placed rumors and lies to convince the elf to carry through on his threat.”

The whole time he spoke, Alyssa felt her throat tightening and her heart beginning to pound in her chest.

“Is that so?” she said, struggling to keep her tone neutral. “And when the king dies…?”

“Then we seize the castle. Between your house soldiers and my growing army of mercenaries, we can storm its gates with ease. With the king dead, it’s possible no one will be there to resist us. Power is all about image, Alyssa, and once we declare ourselves king and queen from the throne, much of the battle will already be won.”

It was enticing, of course. A wonderful dream. A beautiful suicide.

“Armies will march on us,” she said. “We won’t have the manpower to guard the walls, and your unprotected lands will be conquered in days. Someone with a better claim…”

“Listen to me, Alyssa,” Victor said, pacing halted. “You are Alyssa Gemcroft, she with fire in her veins. When you declare yourself queen, tell me, who in their right mind would dare challenge you, when challenging you means challenging the entirety of the Trifect? Not a coin passes through this land your empire hasn’t touched. You control the mines, the Conningtons the farms and merchant guilds, the Keenans the ships that sail the waters … and the boats little Tori Keenan doesn’t control, the Merchant Lords do, and now they themselves are your allies. Turning against you would be financial suicide. No, every lord and lady will line up to kiss our asses in hopes of benefitting from the new rulers of Veldaren … married rulers, strong, wise, and with a named heir.”

Alyssa could sense the threads of possibility woven throughout, but intermixed was desperation, even insanity. The Trifect had remained in power since the departure of the brother gods precisely because it refused to accept the responsibility of the crown. Better to manipulate those in power than to bear such a burden oneself. To take up that burden now, when the Trifect felt more fragile than it had in decades, with Tori so young and the Conningtons still bickering over who would replace the dead Stephen? Madness.

But she’d told Zusa she saw no hope in any other future, and she still felt that helplessness hanging over her. Steeling her jaw, she swore to cast it off, and heart pounding harder, she vowed to make it all work, to endure even Victor’s foolishness while gaining from him what she could.

“I understand,” she said. “Are they ready for us outside?”

It took Victor a moment to realize what she meant.

“I … yes, the priest is here, as is the lawyer, but the kitchen’s just started preparing the feast, and I don’t know if Nathaniel’s dressed yet.”

“I don’t care.” Alyssa rose from her seat and offered Victor a hand. “This isn’t about love, Victor, just power and respect. Take me to my garden. Let’s sign our names, and before both god and king, declare you a member of the Trifect.”

“Not quite the sweet words I imagined hearing from my betrothed on our wedding day,” he said, taking her hand in his. At that, Alyssa could not help but laugh.

“Whatever expectations you have of me, Victor, I suggest you lower them. You’re my husband now, and it won’t be long before you discover how far less noble I am than you.”

“I’m not your husband yet,” he said as he tightened his grip and led her from her room toward the garden. On their way they encountered Terrance, and Alyssa tensed when she heard Victor call out his name.

“The wedding begins now,” Victor told him, hardly slowing as he guided Alyssa through the hall. “Send only those necessary into the garden.”

“Of course,” Terrance said, and she sensed his unease in the slight quiver of his voice.

Onward they went, passing through doors, until a gust of fresh air blew against her skin. Reflexively closing her eyes against it, Alyssa pretended she could see the colors of the flowers, the golden light shining down through swaying leaves, and the carefully managed carpet of green grass. She had her memories to guide her, to aid in the pretending, and for one brief moment she was happy.

“They should be ready soon,” Victor said, shattering the illusion.

“Good,” Alyssa said, swallowing down the lump in her throat. “Very good.”

Awkwardly she stood there, holding Victor’s hand, waiting for the ceremony, or what little there would be, to begin.

“Ah, the lovely couple,” said an older voice, and Alyssa turned his way. “Forgive me, but with such haste this will be a most unusual ceremony. Are you sure you would rather not wait?”

“Are you the priest?” she asked.

“I am.”

“Then say only what you must. I care not for the ceremony.”

The older man cleared his throat, and she sensed him turning his attention to Victor.

“The lawyer is here as well. We may begin whenever you wish.”

Victor squeezed Alyssa’s hand tight.

“We are ready,” he said.

Some shuffling, the older man coughed, and then without pomp he began.

“I ask the each of you, Lady Alyssa Gemcroft and Lord Victor Kane, do you promise your love, your trust, and your faithfulness to one another, to become in union something blessed and holy before the sight of our god, Ashhur?”

“We do,” said Victor.

“We do,” said Alyssa, and she felt the tightening of invisible ropes about her neck with each syllable.

“Then before Ashhur, as witnessed by a representative of His Majesty, King Edwin Vaelor, I declare you husband and wife, Lord and Lady Gemcroft. May you know only happiness in your years together, from this first moment of new life to the grave and the life beyond.”

“If you’d sign here,” said another man, younger, sounding bored and even a little annoyed. The lawyer, she decided, the guess confirmed when a quill was placed in her free hand. Victor released her other hand, took her wrist, and guided her to the line, where she signed with a quick scribble she knew was getting worse every day. That done, she handed over the quill, felt her husband take her hands.

“My lovely wife,” he said, leaning closer, his voice dropping. “It is such an honor to become a member of the Gemcroft family. I pray you trust me always, and I promise you, I will never, ever let you regret this day.”

“Such grand promises,” she said, doing her best to smile. She sensed him dipping lower, felt his lips upon hers. She kissed back once, lips pressed tightly closed together, her back arching away from him ever so slightly. From all around she heard soft, scattered applause from the few servants in attendance. As Victor pulled away and squeezed her hands, all Alyssa could think of was how glad she was Zusa hadn’t witnessed that cold mockery of a kiss.
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As the sun set behind the walls of the city, Muzien waited for Zusa at the entrance to his guildhouse, having sent runners to find her half an hour before. Despite the seriousness of the night, it still put a smile on his face to see her come strolling up the road. So much confidence in her step, conveyed with every swing of her hips and the daggers belted to them. To think servants of Karak would wish her smooth skin hidden, her green eyes veiled …

“You summoned me?” she asked once she could speak without shouting.

“I heard you had a run-in with Thren and the Watcher,” he said.

“I did. They escaped, but I promise not to let them do so again.”

“They’re skilled foes,” Muzien said, shaking his head. “Make no such promises, for they are beyond even your control. In time, though, they’ll make a mistake, and you will be there to ensure they pay for it.”

Zusa waited before him, arms crossed over her chest. She tugged at the collar of her coat, and Muzien wondered how much she might prefer a cloak instead.

“They’ll grow bolder with each day they live,” she said. “Such confidence is dangerous. Will you not go after them instead?”

Muzien stepped close, and he ran his fingers through her short dark hair.

“For such skill and beauty, you’ve lived only in shadows and secrecy,” he told her. “If you kill Thren or the Watcher, your name will be envied throughout the underworld. But should you kill them both? My legacy is already set in stone. Yours? Yours is young, and I would give you the chance to make it something beautiful.”

It was impressive, if not a little disappointing, how controlled she remained at his touch. No excitement, no tilting of the face. No disgust, either, nor repulsion. Simply put, he didn’t know what he was to her. Given her skill, her beauty, he decided that come peaceful times he would put far more effort into investigating the riddle that was the former faceless woman.

“Walk with me,” he said, and she joined him as he traveled down the road.

“Do you wish something of me?” she asked.

“Besides your lovely company?”

He lifted an eyebrow, but again she gave him no clue, no reaction. The cloth may as well have never left her face, she was so guarded and unreadable.

“Besides that, yes,” she said.

Muzien let out a sigh, and he forced his mind to more pressing matters.

“I know the priests of Karak have a strong presence in the city,” he said. “But what I do not know is where their temple is located. I’ve scoured this entire city and found nothing, yet those in power insist it is real, yet also insist they cannot bring me to it lest they suffer greatly. This troubles me, for I need to discuss matters of importance with Karak’s followers.”

“You wish me to lead you to the temple,” Zusa said. It was not a question.

“I do.”

For once that perfect visage cracked, and he saw the barest hints of an internal debate raging within.

“I will lead you there,” she said. “But I will not enter. Should they recognize me, there will be blood spilled, and I will not risk becoming their prisoner again.”

Silence fell over them as they walked, and Muzien debated how to react. By refusing to enter the temple she was refusing him, regardless of whether he had actually given the order. Part of him wanted to break her for it, to let her know her life depended on accepting his wishes no matter how strongly they risked her life or filled her with repulsion. But she was clearly different from his other guildmembers, something special, and given the wounds of her past as well as the risk of complications should the priests recognize her, he decided to let the matter slide.

“Very well,” he said. “Lead me to their temple doors, and I shall force you to travel no closer than that.”

That appeared acceptable enough, and she nodded.

“All right,” she said. “Follow me.”

She led him to the eastern district of the city, where the homes were built tall and guarded, revealing the power and wealth of those who resided safely away from the poverty of the other districts. Amid the affluence was a somber-looking mansion with heavy iron gates surrounding it. Zusa paused before it, and she nodded in the building’s direction.

“Is this the temple?” he asked.

“It is, but not quite,” she said. “Put your hand on the gate.”

He did, his eyes not on the mansion but on her.

“Repeat after me,” she said. “I see through your illusions.”

“I see through your illusions.”

At that the mansion shimmered, then changed into an impressive structure of black stone, the front smooth, decorated only with pillars and the enormous skull of a lion hanging above the doorway. The gate opened a crack on its own, and Muzien pushed it farther so they might pass. On the obsidian walkway he stepped, but Zusa did not follow.

“This is as far as I go,” she said.

Again he thought to rebuke her, then let it pass.

“I understand,” he said, thinking of at least one way to exert some measure of control. “Wait just outside, though, and do not leave until I come back for you.”

“If you insist.”

She bowed low, and he dipped his head in return. Putting his back to her, he crossed the obsidian to the imposing double doors set in a deep recess behind the dark pillars and carved lions. Before them he paused, unsure of what he would ask. He was forced to decide quickly, for the doors cracked open, and a young man stepped out and bowed.

“How might we help you?” the man, little more than a boy, asked.

“I wish to speak with whoever wields the greatest power within this temple,” Muzien said.

The boy didn’t seem too impressed with the request.

“That would be our high priest, Pelarak,” he said. “But he must agree to speak with you, which is doubtful, for the high priest is a very busy man with many important duties. There are others who may hear your confession, or accept your tithes, should you wish to kneel before the altar and wait for attending.”

Muzien smirked at the word tithes.

“I doubt your priests would so readily accept any tithes I might offer,” he said. “Go tell Pelarak that Muzien the Dark-hand stands at his door. I assure you, the high priest will find time to meet with me.”

“Very well,” the boy said, bowing. With a deep thud the doors shut, leaving Muzien alone between the pillars. Leaving him there was disrespectful, but Muzien knew enough of the gods and their servants not to be surprised. They obeyed but one lord, and all others, no matter how much wealth and power they wielded, would always be treated as inferior.

After several minutes the doors reopened.

“Follow me,” the boy said, then turned to lead the way without waiting to see if Muzien followed.

When he stepped into the temple, Muzien felt a shiver shoot up his spine.

This is not the home of a sane god, he thought, an almost instinctual decision. Everything seemed fine to his eyes, just humans making their meager attempts to worship and make offerings to the divine. As he followed the boy, he passed by rows of little candles, as well as numerous paintings of their god, Karak, as his worshippers guessed him to have looked when he first walked the land. The entry hall had rows of hardwood benches, the carpet a soft red. The feel in the air made him uncomfortable, he decided, the quiet anger that seemed to echo from every wall.

And then he stepped before the great statue of Karak in the grand foyer, and he knew his instinct had been correct. Karak’s visage carved of stone towered over the few priests kneeling before him. A bloodstained bowl lay at its feet, former contents splashed across its legs and chest. The god stood with sword in one hand, fist raised high to the heavens in the other. Deep-purple light shone across him from all sides, coming from braziers at the statue’s feet that burned the same somber color. The very sight of the statue filled Muzien with a momentary desire to kneel, immediately followed by complete revulsion. He would bow to no god, not Celestia, and certainly not one of the failed, pathetic human deities that had come to Dezrel fleeing their own failures on another world.

From there they passed through a door, Muzien’s guide pausing to dip his head in respect to the statue. Muzien ignored it the best he could, and was glad when they were deeper in the temple, out of sight of the horrible thing. They passed by several doors, none of them marked, before the boy stopped and knocked on one of them. The moment the door opened, the boy stepped aside, bowed his head, and took a position waiting, leaving Muzien with no choice but to introduce himself to the high priest of the temple.

“Greetings,” he said as the pale man stepped out. “I am Muzien the Darkhand, and I have come to talk.”

“Come in,” said Pelarak, swinging the door open wider. “I am honored to have you as my guest.”

The bedroom was plain, simple, a padded bed, a desk, a chair, and a filled bookshelf were all that decorated the room. Given the grandeur of everywhere else in the temple, Muzien found it a nice change of pace. Pelarak himself was unimposing enough, though he carried himself with the air of one with absolute authority. When he spoke, every syllable came out as if he were declaring the immutable law of the heavens.

“I thank you for allowing me this visit,” Muzien said, deciding there would be no harm in attempting civility at the start.

“Believe it or not, this is a historical occasion,” Pelarak said, dipping his head in respect. “You are the first of Celestia’s children to ever set foot within our temple.”

“Perhaps I am the first to ever desire to,” he said, flashing his most charming smile. “Though perhaps desire is too strong a word for my situation. No, I come because I must, Pelarak. There are traitors in your midst, and they must be dealt with before the damage they deal cannot be undone.”

Whatever pleasantness had been in Pelarak’s smile and voice immediately vanished. He shut the door behind Muzien so they might have total privacy, then stepped away.

“Tell me,” he said. “And do not mince words. I am not one for games and riddles, and your tongue will bring death upon the names you offer … or upon you, should you come into our home spreading lies and chaos.”

“You’re a man of power, Pelarak, but I assure you I am one of very few you should never threaten.”

Pelarak smiled at him, the smile of a king on his throne leering down at a penniless servant.

“You are inside Karak’s most sacred temple, and are surrounded by his faithful,” he said. “I make no threats, only simple statements of truth. Speak lies to me, and you will die, Muzien.”

Already Muzien could tell his entire visit to the temple would be distasteful. Still, he had more important things to worry about than a few petty stabs at his pride.

“From before my arrival, I have been working with members of your priesthood,” Muzien said. “Two men in particular, Luther and Daverik, both seeking to keep their efforts hidden from you and your ilk.”

Upon hearing the names, Pelarak swallowed hard and sat down in his plain chair.

“What did they offer you?” he asked.

“Daverik ensured my men could enter the city without hassle from the guards, smuggling in supplies, weapons, and merchandise to sell on the streets. In return, I was to position stone tiles bearing the mark of my guild throughout the city.”

“I’ve seen them,” the priest said. “Was that all they wished of you, the smuggling of those tiles? It is a strange payment to demand.”

“It was,” Muzien said. “Which meant the tiles hid something. Not that I was surprised, but I expected something … mundane. But they’re not, Pelarak, and that is why I’m here. I’ve come for an explanation to the madness I’ve discovered.”

Pelarak’s eyes narrowed.

“Explain yourself,” he said.

Muzien put a hand on the desk and leaned closer, staring the priest in the eye so he would see he spoke no lie.

“The tiles have been filled with fire and thunder. Upon their breaking, they destroy anything in the vicinity, be it stone or wood or flesh. Karak’s magic is at work, and I need to know what goal could possibly be served by leveling the entire city.”

Pelarak took in a deep breath and then let it out.

“The destruction these tiles can accomplish,” he said. “You’ve seen it?”

The elf nodded.

“I had one broken with a sledge. The ensuing eruption left a crater in the grass, and turned four men, plus my wagon, into a pile of ash. Given how many are scattered throughout the city, someone out there has the power to turn this entire city into a monument of fire and ruin.”

The priest rocked back and forth a moment. He was shaking, and when he spoke, Muzien realized that he shook with rage.

“I assure you such action was never once condoned by our order,” he said. “Whatever Daverik and Luther have done, it was done behind our backs, making them traitors to our order.”

“It’s still not too late for it to be rectified,” Muzien said. “Bring Daverik here before us, and we shall hear the answer from his own lips why he has put your entire city in danger.”

Pelarak sighed.

“It isn’t that simple,” he said. “Daverik is dead, murdered five days ago.”

“Murdered? By whom?”

The priest hesitated.

“This is a matter that does not concern you, only members of the faith.”

“Priest,” Muzien said, his voice dropping lower, “I would prefer to be the judge of what does and does not matter when it comes to the destruction of my city. I have been used by a madman, so if you wish to help me undo the damage, then keep no secrets from me. I am not your enemy here, now tell me all you know about Daverik and why he was murdered.”

The priest thought it over a moment longer, then finally relented.

“So be it,” he said. “Two of Daverik’s students witnessed his murder at the hands of a former lover and traitor to our faith, Zusa the faceless. A personal matter, I’m sure, with nothing to do with your … arrangements.”

Despite the many years Muzien had spent learning to control his reactions, he nearly let his surprise show at hearing Zusa’s name.

That explains why you refused to enter the temple, he thought, vowing to investigate that curious tidbit further when he had more time.

“Then that leaves Luther for us to receive our answers from,” Muzien said. “Last I heard he was in Ker. I know your kind has ways to communicate across long distances, and surely this is an occasion worthy of that ability.”

Pelarak shook his head, and he seemed to sink farther into his chair.

“I received a scroll ten days ago from the Stronghold,” he said. “It warned against potential intruders, for it seemed a man by the name of Haern had broken into the Stronghold and slain Luther in his room. The paladins captured him, but the next night he broke free, though whether alone or not, the high paladin could not say for certain. As for the reason, none was given, and we had nothing to go on as to why Haern might have done so. Now, though…”

Pelarak looked back up at him, brow furrowed, cold eyes piercing his.

“Now it seems we have a reason. There are others involved in whatever game you and Luther were playing, Muzien. As for the intruder, Haern is likely the one known as the Watcher of Veldaren, and the attack on the Stronghold matches up with the weeks he went absent. An absence your own guild used well to its own advantage, I must say.”

Muzien’s pulse had begun to race, and he forced down his smile, kept at bay his growing excitement.

“So do you think the Watcher was working with Luther?” he asked, even though he knew the answer. Better to ask, though. Better to let Pelarak think answers eluded him.

“I don’t know,” Pelarak said. “We have been debating how we shall respond to such a grievous insult. The proof is meager, with only a name given under duress, and it easily could have been a lie. Taking down the Watcher would involve casualties, of that we are certain. A vocal group of our temple insists we let the paladins come here to seek their own vengeance, given how their failures let him escape in the first place. But if the Watcher was indeed behind the placing of these tiles, any attempt to take him could prove disastrous. The tiles erupt in enormous fire and force upon activation, yes? I fear whoever placed them will be able to activate them upon demand, granting this person frightening power.”

“This doesn’t feel like something within the Watcher’s capabilities or morality,” Muzien said.

“Then who else, Muzien? Under normal circumstances, given your placing of the tiles, I would assume you the one with the key to activating them. And if you are not, we have no other guesses.”

Muzien had one, not that he would let the priest know it. After all, during the Watcher’s absence, there’d been another man mysteriously absent …

“Can you see if your priests can disarm them?” he asked.

Pelarak rose to his feet.

“I will see what I can do. If it is beyond the power of our temple, I will find you and inform you so you might discover a different solution.”

Such candor struck Muzien as humorous, and as the man led him to the door, he said so.

“By your words, you make it sound as if we are friends, if not allies,” Muzien said.

Pelarak paused, hand on the door handle.

“We are not blind to your arrival,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “You seek power and domination, and you can have neither unless the city stands. So long as you keep your focus on the people’s pockets, we will remain out of your affairs. Their hearts and souls are ours, though, elf. We heard of your display in the marketplace. Be careful declaring yourself a god. You might make true gods jealous, and there is little more dangerous than that.”

Muzien flashed him a smile, and he lifted his darkened hand.

“I know better than most the touch of an angry god,” he said. “And even so, I am not afraid. Good day, Pelarak. For all our sakes, I hope you find a way to remove the teeth from these tiles.”

Exiting the room, Muzien refused the offered escort back to the front door from the boy in robes. Past the statue of Karak he walked, and this time the effect was far weaker, its gaze no longer focused on him, the purple glow of the fires casting strange shadows upon its sides.

Other than fear and demand for obedience, there never was much to you, was there? the elf thought, and he grinned at the statue that could not answer back.

Once he was outside the temple, the iron gate surrounding it slamming shut on its own after his passing, he glanced back to see the dark, deserted mansion once more. Several hundred feet down the road, arms crossed over her chest as she leaned against the side of a home, waited Zusa.

“I hope the trip was worth the time,” she said.

“It was,” Muzien said as she joined his side. His mind raced over all he knew. The Watcher would never hold the entire city hostage. Everything Muzien had learned of him showed him to be someone with a strong sense of morality, however misguided it might be. Plus his truce had appeared to be one made to protect the people, those he viewed as innocent. Killing those innocents? Preposterous. Muzien’s former apprentice, however …

“It seems I have not taken things as seriously as I should,” Muzien continued. “Thren Felhorn must be found and eliminated at all costs.”

“We can put a bounty on his head,” Zusa suggested. “Not that it’ll do much good. Too many are still afraid of him, and those who aren’t I doubt have the skill to take him down. Worse, he’s homeless and guildless, just a single man lurking within the hundreds of thousands between these walls. Finding him without his revealing himself will be difficult to say the least.”

“All true,” Muzien said, “which means we must work with what we have.”

She frowned.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

Muzien shrugged as he led them toward the guildhouse so he might gather more of his men for the task at hand.

“Tell me, Zusa, the markings drawn in blood that were left to mock you this morning … were there two symbols, or one?”

Her eyes seemed to shimmer. With fear or excitement, he could not tell.

“Two,” she said.

“Exactly. I may not know how to find the Spider, but my gut says the Watcher does. Now come. The night is young, and I have a legend to capture.”
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Tarlak’s eyes snapped open moments before whoever was at his tower door knocked their fist against it.

“This better be important,” he muttered, rolling off his bed, grabbing his hat from the nightstand, and stumbling down the stone staircase in his bed robes. When he closed his eyes, he saw a glimpse of his doorway as if he were standing outside, though he kept it up for only a second. The last thing he needed was to break his neck rolling down the steps of his own tower. What he saw was enough, though. A soldier in the armor and tabard of the city guard was ramming his fist against the tower door as if he were a barbarian come to loot and pillage.

Just … ugh, thought Tarlak as he reached the bottom floor. Good news never, ever comes at night, and certainly not from the lips of the city guard.

“What?” Tarlak asked, flinging the door open. The soldier nearly lost his footing, having been in the process of knocking again. Taking a step back, the man began to mutter something of an apology, but Tarlak cut him off.

“Look, I’m sure you’re a nice young lad,” he said, “but it’s far past midnight, I’m tired, and whatever wisdom you’ve heard about not interfering in the affairs of wizards applies doubly when they’re cranky and sleep-deprived. So ignore the pleasantries and tell me why you’re here.”

“Antonil sent me,” said the young man after overcoming his surprise. “Please, you have to hurry to the city. Muzien’s taken the king hostage.”

The wizard blinked a few times, then dug a finger into his ear to clear out whatever was surely interfering with his hearing.

“Could you repeat that?” he asked.

The soldier’s neck flushed red, and he glared with impatience.

“Muzien has the king held hostage,” he said. “He’s demanding the Watcher turn himself in.”

“He is?” Tarlak asked. “Did he say why?”

“If I knew I’d tell you. All I have are the words Antonil told me, that either the king’s head or the Watcher’s would be on a pike over the city gates come morning.”

Tarlak knew his ears weren’t at fault, but he was still having trouble believing what he was hearing.

“And I take it Antonil’s hoping that I’ll hand the Watcher over to save that sorry excuse of a royal brat, may Ashhur bless his reign?”

The soldier crossed his arms and looked unsure how to react to such an insult to his king. Deciding it best to ignore it, he shook his head and cleared his throat.

“Uh, no,” he said. “Sir Antonil said to tell you he wanted Muzien turned into a hoofed animal he could send to the butcher’s shop, and if not that, then your help killing the bastard would still be appreciated.”

Tarlak raised an eyebrow.

“Did he now?”

“He did,” said the soldier. “And he said to tell you that you’d be paid well for such service to the crown.”

The wizard finally smiled.

“See,” he said, “that’s what you need to open with. Tell Antonil we’ll be on our way to join him in a few.”

“Thank you,” the soldier said, bowing. “We’re gathering at the western gate. Antonil will be waiting there for your—”

The soldier was still bowing when Tarlak slammed the door in his face. Holding a ring to his lips, Tarlak spoke into it, knowing his voice would be repeated in every bedroom of the tower.

“Brug, Del, wake up,” he said. “We have a job to do.”

As they dressed and prepared, Tarlak sat in his chair before the fireplace, still in his bed robes, and scratched at his goatee. He’d not seen Haern for some time, not since he’d tried and failed to disarm one of Muzien’s tiles. Such a long absence was worrying, but Tarlak trusted his friend to still be alive. Given the dire circumstances the city was in, and Haern’s search for a way to kill Muzien, it made sense for him to be absent for long periods.

“Well, we’re ready,” Brug said, leading Delysia down the stairs, he in his plate mail, she in her white priestess robes. “Care to tell us what we’re doing?”

“Traveling to the city gate,” Tarlak said. “Someone’s set a trap for us, and we’re going to spring it.”

Neither looked rested enough to handle such news.

“Could you explain further?” Delysia asked.

Brug was less diplomatic.

“Fuck that, I’m going to bed.”

“Get back down here,” Tarlak said before the short man could climb a step. “This isn’t a game. My gut says Muzien wants us captured, though I can’t begin to guess why. Well, I can guess, but it’d be irrelevant. Thing is, if he wants us, that means he won’t stop trying until he does get us. We avoid him now, it makes things dangerous later, and it also means I can’t ever trust you two to go out alone. Besides, this is our one chance to get the jump on that elven piss bucket, and I have no intention of letting it slip past.”

“What about Haern?” Delysia asked. “Shouldn’t we wait for him to come with us?”

“No clue when he might return,” Tarlak said, rising from his chair. “The longer we wait, the more likely Muzien realizes we’re onto him. I told the soldier, or the man pretending to be one, whichever it is, that we’d be leaving in a few, so that’s what we’re doing.”

“Could we pretend you meant a few hours, not minutes?” Brug grumbled, eliciting an eye roll from Tarlak.

“You’re not going out in that, are you?” Delysia asked, ignoring him and gesturing to Tarlak’s bed robes. Tarlak glanced down at them, grunted, and snapped his fingers. Instantly they changed into his long yellow robes. Patting his multitude of pockets to ensure the various reagents were there, he nodded, then cracked his knuckles.

“I’ll take us to a clearing just outside the west gate,” he said. “From there, just play it loose and aggressive. Supposedly the king’s being held hostage, and we’re meeting Antonil’s men to prepare for a rescue. My gut says it’s at that gate we’ll be attacked, so we need to be the ones getting the jump on them, not the other way around. Muzien’s priority number one. Either of you see a chance to cut him down, you take it. Well, maybe not you, Brug. You just focus on keeping the two of us alive and kicking.”

“I’ll do what I can, smartass.”

Tarlak clapped his hands, took a deep breath, and then prepared to open the portal. Before he could continue the motions, Delysia reached out and put her hand on his, preventing him.

“This is serious, Tarlak,” she said, staring up at him. “If you’re right, and Muzien’s planned an ambush, every one of us may be killed. Are you sure you want to do this?”

Tarlak wrapped her hands with his own.

“Sis, we might save the life of every man, woman, and child in Veldaren if we pull this off,” he said. “Of course we have to do this.”

“At least we’ll get paid, right?” Brug asked as Tarlak tore open a swirling blue hole in the fabric of reality.

“No guarantees, but I imagine Muzien’s head should be worth a sizable reward. Eyes on the prize, Brug. I like your thinking.”

With that he stepped inside, felt his stomach churn, felt the world shift, and then he was standing outside the western gate of the city. Behind him Brug and Delysia followed, and he felt a tug on his mind with the passage of each. Once both were through, he clenched a fist, banishing the portal.

“What makes you so certain it’s an ambush?” Brug asked as the three approached the city gate. “Muzien seems like the type of fellow who’d kidnap a king to get what he wants.”

Tarlak glanced back toward Brug, tossed him a wink.

“If Muzien wanted Haern, he wouldn’t kidnap the king to get him. He’d kidnap us.”

Brug, already in a poor mood, soured even further.

“Lovely,” he said, hands resting on the handles to the punch daggers tucked into his belt. “Just lovely. The things I do for my friends.”

“At least I’m not making you skip a meal.”

“Yes, because food is so much more important than losing sleep or walking into a certain ambush. My priorities must be so damned confused.”

“Shush now,” Delysia said, stepping between them. “Or you’ll announce to Muzien’s men we know of their ambush.”

“I’d think if me and Brug weren’t bickering it might tip them off something was amiss,” Tarlak said. “But point taken.” He nodded ahead to the gate. “I count twelve waiting. Want me to roast them, or wait until the trap’s sprung?”

“I doubt Muzien’s one of those twelve,” Brug said, scratching at his beard, no easy feat given his plate gauntlets. “If you want him, you’ll need to let him show himself.”

“We might be dead or unconscious before that happens.”

Brug rolled his eyes.

“Then just piss him off so much he appears anyway. I think you can manage that, too.”

Tarlak drummed his fingers against his thigh, debating. Seeing the twelve armed and armored men waiting in a circle tempted him to blast them apart before they knew battle was upon them … but there was always that slight chance the guard had been telling the truth, and Antonil had actually summoned their band. Killing innocent men on a hunch? The wizard let out a sigh. No, he couldn’t do that. He’d have to let the trap be sprung.

“Just stay sharp,” he said as they passed through the open and unguarded western gate. “This will get ugly fast.”

Many of the twelve were watching their approach, their group gathered in the center of the wide road leading deeper into the city. Given the darkness, and how the twelve were jumbled together, it was hard for him to know for certain, but seeing no hint of Antonil’s golden armor made him all the more convinced of the ambush. If only they’d do something to confirm it …

“Tarlak?” one of the men shouted, taking a few steps toward them.

“Yeah?” Tarlak asked back.

That was all it took. The front-most of the group stepped aside, revealing five of the imposter guards holding small crossbows, the tips of their bolts no doubt coated with paralyzing or sleeping toxins. Tarlak’s hands were already moving before they could fire. The bolts flew with a chorus of twangs, shooting through the air only to come to a sudden halt a few feet in front of their intended targets.

“Thanks for that,” Tarlak said as the bolts dropped harmlessly to the ground. No longer worried about killing honest guards, the wizard clapped his hands, then spread them forward. Fire surged from his open palms, a wide spray that crossed the distance between them in a heartbeat, bathing the soldiers. As they screamed, Brug drew his punch daggers and clanged them together. When the fire dissipated, he rushed forward, where the few who’d survived cried out in pain from the burns.

“Get back here, you idiot!” Tarlak cried, but it was too late. On the rooftops of the fine homes on either side emerged dozens of men wearing long coats and the four-pointed star. Summoning another wall of force, Tarlak blocked a second barrage of arrows. Brug, beyond reach of the shield, shrugged off the few that hit him, the thin, slender shots unable to pierce his heavy armor. Less easy to shrug off was the kick to his head from a woman who leaped from the rooftop, attacking before all the others. As his friend dropped, Tarlak put his back to Delysia’s and prepared another protective wall in case their ambushers should fire more arrows.

“This might have been a mistake,” he muttered, praying Brug would somehow survive out there alone.

“Now’s not the time to doubt yourself,” his sister said, and he heard a soft ringing, saw light shining from her hands.

Abandoning their crossbows, the members of the Sun drew their blades and leaped from the rooftops. Hooking his fingers into the necessary formations while incanting the enacting words, Tarlak surrounded the two of them with a wall of fire, the flames blazing hot and taller than a man. He thought it’d slow the attackers down, but the men and women leaped through anyway, crossing their arms over their faces and enduring the burns. Tarlak blasted the first two with bolts of lightning, and the third he gave an icicle straight through the eye. From behind him he heard another loud ringing, followed by a blast of air as his sister fought with her own holy magic.

Trusting his sister to handle her own, Tarlak bathed his hands with fire, a welcome for the next to assault him. They came in a group of three, two men and a woman, using their long coats to protect themselves from the flames. Pushing his wrists together, he unleashed a giant spray of fire, its accompanying rumble and recoil forcing the wizard to brace his legs and dig in his heels. The man in the middle had no hope, his body consumed within the blink of an eye. The other two dove sideways, one crossing into the existing wall of fire, the other curling back around just within its reaches and then lunging with weapon drawn.

Trying not to panic, Tarlak twisted to the side, electricity sparking from his fingertips. He brushed the woman’s extended wrist, releasing the power into her. For a brief moment her body locked in place, every muscle rigid, and then she collapsed, dead or unconscious, he didn’t know.

“Tar!” he heard his sister shout, and he turned to find her backpedaling toward him, her hands a blur of light, blinding and disorienting the two men chasing her.

“I got them,” Tarlak said, pulling his hand back to hurl a ball of fire. Movement from the corner of his eye made him pause. A woman sailed through the air, vaulting upside down over his wall of fire as if it were a simple matter. Tarlak froze, for though the clothes were different, he recognized that face, and those twin blades.

About time something went our way, he thought as Zusa landed between Delysia and her attackers, but his relief was short-lived. Before his sister could issue a word of gratitude, Zusa rammed an elbow into her stomach, then whipped about to strike her temple with the butt of a dagger. With a meager whimper, she crumpled, her body turning limp.

The fire around Tarlak’s hands tripled in size.

“You lost your damn mind?” he cried, flinging two balls of flame. Zusa retreated, twisting her body like a dancer to avoid the attacks. The balls continued, detonating against one of the nearby homes, but he was too furious to care. Preparing to see if Zusa could dodge lightning as easily as she did fire, Tarlak only barely noticed another attacker leaping over his wall of flame. Whirling at the last second, Tarlak unleashed the great barrage of swirling lightning … at least, it should have been, only a ring on the man’s hand flared with a sudden red light, preventing the spell from activating. Unimpaired, the man landed before Tarlak, then leaped forward, his feet seeming to never touch the ground.

Only it wasn’t a man, Tarlak realized as he cast a desperate defense. It was an elf.

Twin lances of ice shot from his two hands, each one sharp enough to skewer Muzien where he stood. The elf was prepared for such an attack, and he leaped out of the way … both left and right, his body seeming to split into two copies. Tarlak realized it was an illusion, but his half-second of confusion was more than enough for someone as fast and deadly as Muzien. From both directions the elf closed in. It seemed he wanted Tarlak alive, for neither copy swung his blade, instead leading with elbow and knee. Defending against one or the other could mean picking wrong, so Tarlak did what he did best: improvise.

Dropping to his knees, he slammed his fists against the ground, unleashing his power in a shock wave rolling in all directions. To his left Muzien vanished as if he’d never existed, while on his right the elf let out a groan as his body halted in midair, then tumbled backward several feet. The wave continued, rattling windows and knocking loose shingles from the roofs of nearby homes. His ring of fire dissipated, and gasping for air, Tarlak rose to his feet, fingers dancing. It seemed the rest of the Sun Guild was content to let its master deal with him, and he couldn’t be happier.

“Come on,” Tarlak said, hurling a bolt of lightning as the elf raced back toward him. Light flashed with its release, and in that flash, Muzien shifted aside, just far enough to let the bolt fly harmlessly past. Two more Tarlak fired, and each time, in that briefest flash, Muzien shifted positions. Putting his hands together, Tarlak prepared to unleash a blast so gigantic no dodge would be possible. As he pooled his power, Muzien now frighteningly close, the elf shimmered, then vanished from view.

A second later, something hard cracked against the back of Tarlak’s head. He dropped to the ground, his legs suddenly too weak to keep him standing. His hat tumbled free before him, landing at the feet of Zusa, who carried an unconscious Delysia.

“A shame you weren’t better,” Zusa whispered, just before shoving him with her foot so he rolled onto his back. Muzien towered over him as the world weaved uneasily from the blow to his head. Trying, and failing, to summon one last spell, Tarlak waved an ineffectual hand toward the elf in his long dark coat. Muzien pulled a rag from one of his pockets, a bottle of fluid from the other. As two other men grabbed Tarlak’s arms and pinned him to the ground, Muzien dabbed some of the liquid onto the rag and knelt.

“Sleep now,” Muzien said. He smothered Tarlak with the rag, punching him in the gut before he could think to hold his breath. Gasping in, Tarlak was overwhelmed by a sickly sweet smell. Pressure built in his forehead, he tasted copper, and then the growing darkness left him no choice but to obey Muzien’s command as the fumes carried him away.
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It had been a long night, but Zusa expected no relief come the dawn, only an even longer day. She vaulted over the fence of the Gemcroft mansion, stealing Karak’s power to float across its spikes and gently down to the ground on the other side. The number of guards on patrol actually impressed her. Perhaps Victor’s insistence on his ability to protect Alyssa was more than idle boasting.

Not that it’d stop her. Across the grass she ran, keeping to the shadows, having no need for doors or windows. A bare wall was her goal, and crossing her arms, she leaped into its darkness. She felt a moment’s dizziness, then emerged on the other side into a poorly lit hallway. Zusa let out a relaxed breath, glad to see no soldiers. Victor had been pulling in new men every day. Some might not recognize her, instead thinking she was an assassin. Her clothing would certainly do her no favors. She’d ditched the long coat Muzien had given her, but the four-pointed star was still sewn onto the front of her blouse.

Glancing around the corner, Zusa caught sight of the door to the master bedroom, and two men stood bored stiff at either side. Pulling back, Zusa debated the best way to go about getting inside. The last thing she wanted was a commotion, given the secrecy and urgency of her matter. Instead of knocking the two men out, she drew her daggers, put them on the ground, and then stepped around the corner with her arms raised above her head.

“I’m unarmed,” she said as the two men jolted in surprise at her arrival. “My name is Zusa, a friend of Alyssa’s, and I just wish to talk.”

The man on the left drew his sword, but the other reached out and grabbed his wrist.

“I recognize her,” he said to his fellow before turning toward Zusa. “Though that star on your chest makes me think we should send you to a cell instead of the lady’s bedroom.”

“A disguise, and nothing more,” she said, arms still raised. “Let Alyssa know I’m here.”

The first soldier pulled his hand free of his companion’s, then banged on the door, the noise obnoxiously loud. He was trying to alert other soldiers without making it seem obvious, Zusa knew. Telling herself to be patient, she gritted her teeth and waited.

“Yes?” asked Alyssa’s voice from the other side.

“A woman’s here, says her name is Zusa.”

A pause.

“Let her in.”

Zusa smiled sweetly at them both as they opened the door, and then into the master bedroom she slid, the doors promptly shutting behind her.

“Forgive the intrusion,” Zusa said. Alyssa sat before her in her bed, blankets bunched at her waist and her hair ruffled from sleep. “I know it’s late, but we have little time to act before dawn, and the executions begin. Where is Victor?”

Despite her glass eyes being in a jar on the bed table beside her, Alyssa blinked a few times and rubbed her forehead, struggling to make sense of Zusa’s words.

“Victor? Executions? What are you talking about, Zusa?”

Zusa took in a deep breath, and she forced herself to calm down as she sat at the foot of the enormous bed.

“Muzien’s decided to draw out the Watcher,” she said. “To do so, he’s captured several of his friends, and come dawn, he plans on creating another spectacle like he did in the marketplace. We have to be ready. This is our chance, the best chance we could ever hope for. Now summon your betrothed so we can prepare.”

Alyssa seemed almost embarrassed, and it baffled Zusa.

“He’s not my betrothed,” she said. “We … we married earlier today, Zusa.”

Zusa tilted her head, and she started to gesture about her before feeling foolish upon realizing Alyssa would not see the motions.

“Then where is Victor?”

“Down the hall, in his quarters.”

“It’s a strange wedding night that has the newlyweds sleeping in different beds,” Zusa said.

“I think tonight has seen stranger,” Alyssa said, sliding out of bed, walking three careful steps, and then grabbing a waiting bed robe that hung from the side of a dresser. “Do you know exactly what his plans are?” she asked as she put on the robe.

“An excellent question,” said a man’s voice from the corner, and both turned toward the source. Haern stood beside an opened window, a window Zusa had long been displeased with for the exact reason before her. There should have been guards positioned beneath … but of course, it was stupid to think the Watcher would not have been able to handle them.

“I pray you didn’t kill anyone to enter through there, Watcher,” Zusa said, purposefully using his name to ensure Alyssa knew the identity of the stranger invading her bedroom.

“They’ll wake,” Haern said. “Now what is the meaning of this?”

He tossed a rolled-up letter onto the bed, the letter she’d written and left hanging from the door of the Eschaton Tower earlier that night. They are gone, it read. Come to Alyssa’s for answers.

“We’ve … the Sun Guild has captured three fellow members of your mercenaries,” Zusa said. “It will be a simple exchange, your life for theirs. Muzien will cry it out to the entire city to ensure you know, then begin killing them one by one until you show.”

Haern’s face, already clothed in shadow by that magical hood of his, somehow seemed to grow darker.

“Where?” he asked, his voice nearly a growl.

Before Zusa could answer, Alyssa interrupted, putting a hand on Zusa’s shoulder to gain her attention.

“Not yet,” she said. “Victor should be here for this.”

Hardly an opinion Zusa shared, but she knew it was pointless to argue. Walking to the door, she yanked it open, startling the two soldiers who still stood guard.

“Fetch Victor for us,” she said, then slammed it shut.

“I don’t care about your plans, nor if you agree,” Haern said from the corner. “Tell me where my friends are, Zusa. I won’t leave them in that madman’s hands for another second.”

“You will if you want to kill him,” Zusa said, matching the Watcher’s icy glare with one of her own. “I’ve risked everything to infiltrate Muzien’s guild, and now we finally have a chance to catch him off guard. If you run off before dawn, alone and reckless, you’ll ruin all I’ve worked for. Getting yourself killed won’t help your friends, Watcher. Only patience will.”

Haern’s hands balled into fists, his rage as palpable as the warm night air, but Zusa stared him down without fear. She was the one in control here, not he. The door opened behind them, and Victor stepped inside. He looked strange without his armor, instead wearing a loose shirt and worn pants. His sword, though, he kept with him, carrying it in its sheath with both hands. Looking none too pleased, he glanced among the three, then joined Alyssa’s side.

“What’s going on here?” he asked, taking Alyssa’s hand. It should have meant nothing, given how they were now husband and wife, but the sight of it still made Zusa’s stomach twist.

“Muzien’s planning another spectacle, this time at the fountain in the center crossroads of the city,” Zusa said. “He’s kidnapped friends of the Watcher, and hopes to use them as bait.”

“When will he start?” Victor asked, and there was no hiding his eagerness.

“When else?” Zusa said. “At the rising of the sun. He’s not one to pass up a chance for symbolism.”

Victor glanced about the room again, squeezed Alyssa’s hand.

“I take it we’re discussing how to respond?” he asked.

“Glad you’re caught up,” Haern muttered. “And the solution is obvious. I’ll wait with Zusa near the fountain, and the moment we spot my friends, we attempt our rescue. If Muzien dies during it, then all the better.”

“A reckless waste,” Zusa argued. “We have a few hours until dawn, and I say we use them. Gather every house soldier and mercenary, and prepare them for battle. Deathmask and his Ash Guild have also offered to help, though how, he insisted be left up to him. With our combined might, we can leave Muzien with nowhere to escape, dealing the Sun Guild a mortal blow. Let him give his pronouncement. It’ll be the last one he ever makes.”

“So you want to wait?” Haern asked. “How long? Until there’s a blade hanging over my friends’ heads? And worse, you’d bring Deathmask into this?”

“I’ve worked with the Ash Guild before,” Victor said. “I wouldn’t call him trustworthy, but he will be when it comes to this. He wants the Sun Guild gone just as strongly as we do.”

Haern turned away. He didn’t argue the point, which Zusa saw as a good sign.

“The night is wasting away,” Zusa said as the four stood awkwardly in the expansive bedroom. “We need to reach a decision while there is still time to act.”

“It’s a trap,” Haern said. “A trap, purposefully set for me, and you want us to walk right into it.”

“Of course it’s a trap,” Alyssa said, speaking up for the first time. For much of the discussion she’d appeared distant, lost in thought, but not now. She looked to the three with her vacant eyes, as if she could still see them. “But Muzien’s arrogant, and he thinks himself infallible. If we overwhelm him from all sides, his preparations will mean nothing. A trap for a rabbit cannot catch a bear.”

“Except it’s not a rabbit he’s after,” Haern said. “It’s me. He won’t come unprepared, and even if we can surprise him, we’re putting a lot of lives at risk. Innocent men and women will die, you have to know that.”

At that Victor laughed, and he made his way to the door.

“Innocent men and women die every day,” he said. “It’s a poor reason to let a vile man go unpunished. I’ll prepare our mercenaries for battle. For once, we’ll be the ones getting a jump on that elven bastard. It doesn’t matter what you say, Watcher. This is an opportunity, and we’re going to seize it.”

He pushed open the door, and before it could shut behind him, Zusa heard him issuing orders to the guards waiting there. Zusa stared after him, torn between relief that he had agreed with her and a gut desire to bury a dagger between his shoulder blades.

He wouldn’t be the first of Alyssa’s suitors I’ve killed, she thought, momentarily allowing herself to entertain the fantasy.

The opening of a window turned her back around. The Watcher was halfway out, feet braced on the windowsill.

“Where are you going?” she asked him, suddenly worried Haern would ignore their requests and attempt to find and rescue the rest of the Eschaton anyway.

“You, Victor, and now the Ash Guild?” Haern said. “It seems we’re gathering help from all walks of life, so I know of one more who would love a chance to bury a blade in Muzien’s throat.”

“Who?” Zusa asked.

Haern only shook his head.

“I’ll be back before sunrise,” he said. “And don’t worry, I’ll play along. I hate this, Zusa, I hate it so much, but for the sake of this city, the Sun Guild needs to be broken, and this is the best chance we might ever have.”

With a flourish of cloaks, he leaped out the window. Zusa slowly walked over to it, grabbed it with both hands, and slammed it shut as hard as she dared without risking breaking the glass.

“Zusa?” Alyssa asked, and she turned to face her. Her dearest friend sat on the edge of the bed, hands fiddling with the hem of her robe. “Many people will die this morning, won’t they?”

A strange question to ask, and one that made her wonder. Something troubled Alyssa greatly, that much was obvious … but what?

“You know the answer,” Zusa said, walking over to her side. She almost sat down next to her, changed her mind. That closeness, that trust, appeared to be over. So instead she stood before her, arms crossed. “What is bothering you, Alyssa?”

“Are we alone?” she asked.

“We are.”

Alyssa swallowed, and she took in a deep breath. With her slow exhalation, the trembling of her hands vanished, the droop leaving her shoulders.

“Zusa … do you trust me?”

She was taken aback by the question, and it took a moment for Zusa to decide her answer. Kneeling down before Alyssa, she reached out and wrapped the woman’s hands with hers.

“No,” she said. “But if you’d ask it of me, I would trust you again.”

Relief flashed across Alyssa’s face, so swift, so brief.

“Thank you,” she said, and she brushed her fingers across Zusa’s cheek. “Thank you so much. Because come the morning, there’s something I need you to do…”
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Haern could only guess at what tortures awaited those in the Abyss, but they had to be akin to what he felt as he watched Muzien’s men drag Tarlak, Brug, and Delysia to the fountain. All three had been stripped naked and bound with rope around their wrists and ankles. By those ropes they were dragged, scraping the flesh of their backs along the hard ground. They were placed side by side, arms above their heads, thick white gags shoved into their mouths. To his minor relief, they did not appear to have been beaten. Despite the dozens of members of the Sun swarming the streets from all directions, Haern nearly jumped out the open window he watched from. Only Zusa stopped him, grabbing his arm and clutching his sleeve tightly.

“Wait,” she said. “You won’t save them by dying. Wait until the signal.”

The two of them hid on the upper floor of one of the many stores within sight of the main crossroads through the center of Veldaren, the meeting point of the west and south roads that ran from the two city gates. To the north and south, Victor’s men waited in multiple groups, positioned far enough away to ensure none of Muzien’s men saw their coming. They would wait for a runner sent by Victor from his own hiding spot on the opposite side of the street, a runner Haern prayed was already on his way.

“The moment he threatens any of the three, I’m going out there,” Haern said, fingers drumming the hard metal of his sabers’ hilts.

“And I’ll be with you,” she said. “Now endure. They won’t be in danger until Muzien shows. He’ll want their blood on his hands, and only after demanding your surrender.”

“Small comfort,” Haern whispered as members of the Sun sealed off the four exits around the crossroads and fountain, trapping at least a hundred innocent men and women within, herding them like cattle closer to the center. As he watched, more and more members of the Sun appeared from alleys and down the roads, some even crawling down from rooftops.

How many serve him now? Haern wondered, stunned by the sight. At least two hundred bore the four-pointed star, an army of blades and arrows awaiting its king.

“Still no sign of Muzien,” Zusa said, keeping herself close to the wall and peering only as much as necessary, to prevent being spotted. To disguise her identity from Muzien, she wore a black bandanna across her mouth, a gray hood over her head, and long gloves so that very little of the color of her skin might be seen. Given better circumstances, Haern might have spent more time wondering how purposeful were the similarities to his own outfit.

“He must be waiting to make his grand entrance,” Haern said. “Do you see any of the Ash Guild?”

“No. I don’t see Thren, either. Do you fear they changed their minds?”

Haern shook his head.

“They’ll be here. Neither would be willing to miss out on something this important.”

“You’re probably right,” Zusa said, shifting so she could peer farther. Haern caught her tensing, and he felt his heart skip a beat.

“There,” she said, and Haern slid beside her to watch.

With an entourage of four, positioned so they formed the points of his guild’s symbol, Muzien arrived from the south. The wall of his men and women parted for him, followed by a scattering of those innocents trapped within. To his three prisoners he strode, looking so smug and confident Haern couldn’t wait to bury his sabers in the bastard’s face. Zusa tapped his shoulder, and when she pointed, he leaned out as far as he dared to look north. From the other direction came more members of the Sun, pulling a cart. Inside it, as best he could tell from that distance, were many heavy stones.

Muzien hopped up onto the side of the fountain, lording over his three prisoners with his arms spread wide.

“People of Veldaren,” he cried, and the way he projected his words struck a memory so distinct it chilled Haern to the bone. The stance, the tone, the force of his voice … after slaying Tarlak and Delysia’s father, Delius Eschaton, Thren had addressed the people the same way. The same contempt. The same sense of absolute mastery and power.

“Your faithfulness has pleased me,” the elf continued. “But there is one who still fights against the inevitable dawn. A man who once ruled, and refuses to accept that his head no longer bears a crown. You know him as the Watcher, and it is to him I now call. Before me are your friends, people I know are close to you. We have crossed blades before, Watcher. You know you are powerless to save them. If you wish to spare their lives, only one option remains: surrender.”

Murmurs spread throughout the frightened crowd. How many of them had waited for him to challenge Muzien, Haern wondered. How many had pinned desperate hopes on the symbol of his bloody eye scrawled over the star? Now came the long-awaited challenge. Shaking his head, Haern had to laugh. Surrounded by nearly two hundred members of his guild? Not exactly the fairest of battlegrounds.

It seemed Muzien’s proclamation was finished, or at least had momentarily paused. He gestured to one of the men beside him, who went running to the cart. Eyes narrowing, Haern watched the cart roll up beside the three. Among the stones he saw thick planks of wood. Heart leaping to his throat, he realized what they were for.

“We go, now,” Haern said.

“Not yet,” Zusa hissed. “We have to wait!”

He could ignore her. A large part of him wanted to. Just leap out the window, assault every man and woman bearing the symbol of the Sun, and then pray reinforcements came in time. Only the tiniest sliver of control held him back. As the guildmembers began lifting out the planks of wood and heavy stones, Muzien turned and gave them an order Haern could not hear, but reading the words on his lips was easy enough: Start with the girl.

Two men pinned her down, one holding her ankles, the other her arms above her head. Brug began to struggle beside her, earning himself a kick to the face. On the other side, Tarlak only lay there staring, and Haern had an inkling the wizard was drugged. One of the wood planks settled over Delysia’s body, covering her from her neck to her knees. That done, Muzien’s men took the first of the blocks, heavy pieces of granite used to repair the wall surrounding the city, and set it down on the wood.

“Every moment I wait, we place another,” Muzien shouted to the city. “The weight will crush her, breaking her bones and choking the life from her lungs. What is she worth to you, Watcher? Your friends here, are they less important than your pride?”

Another stone atop the wood.

“How many broken bones will it take to teach you humility?”

Haern’s blood was on fire. Muzien bent down, yanked Delysia’s gag free, and then motioned for them to place a third stone. The crowd had fallen silent at the display, making it all too easy to hear Delysia’s pained cries. When they set down the stone, and she let out a horrific shriek, Haern felt Zusa grab his shoulder.

“Go,” she said. “But not with blades drawn. Give him what he wants.”

Sickening as it was, Haern knew she was right. Taking in a deep breath, he stepped on the edge of the open window, leaned out, and then dropped to the ground. Immediately the people who saw him scattered, giving him an open path to the fountain. He kept his hands at either side, balled into fists to prevent himself from drawing his sabers. The shadow of his hood lightened, Haern keeping its magic weak so they could all see the fury in his eyes.

“I’m here,” he told Muzien, and his voice carried like the winds of a tornado.

The elf turned, and his grin was from ear to ear. He hovered his foot a moment over the pinned Delysia, then shifted so he stepped down from the fountain just beside her instead. His arms were open, as if he moved to greet a long-lost friend. The sickening amusement in his eyes betrayed his true desires.

“At last,” Muzien said, still projecting so all the crowd could hear. “You have fought against me, but it is time to accept the changing winds. Kneel, Watcher. Bow, remove your hood, and beg for forgiveness. Only then will I remove the weight and spare your friends’ lives. You need not die this morning, and neither must they. All I ask for is a single act of humility.”

All eyes were upon them, and Haern realized he had never been witnessed by so many simultaneously. Here he was, their midnight specter, in plain sight beneath the morning sun. Most of Muzien’s men had belonged to the Spiders, the Serpents, the Wolves … they had all feared his wrath over the past years. What Haern said now, what he did … it would carry throughout the city. It would define their memory of him, perhaps forever. Trusting his friends and allies, he let his cloaks fall across his body, hiding his hands, which dropped to the hilts of his sabers.

“I will never kneel,” he seethed, the magic of his stolen hood ensuring all for hundreds of yards heard his whisper. “I will never bow. I have bled for these people, and I will die for them, all so they might know a measure of peace. This city is not yours to rule, Darkhand, and it never will be. You’re not a king. You’re not a god. You’re a leech with a crown, and it’s time we ripped you from our flesh.”

It seemed a shadow fell across Muzien’s face, though his smile remained.

“Draw your blades, Watcher,” he said. “Let us see whose crown breaks this day.”

An open path was all that separated the two, but just as Haern moved to leap forward, a brilliant red light flashed between them, followed by a gust of air and a thundering boom. Stone cracked, and Haern turned his head to the side to protect his eyes from the thin slivers of stone that flew in all directions.

Into the silence that followed came laughter, stealing attention to the rooftops nearby. Atop them stood Deathmask, his face covered by his gray mask and a swirling vortex of ash. At his left were the identical twins, Mier and Nien, twirling their daggers, while at his side crouched the crimson-haired Veliana.

“Come now,” said the leader of the Ash Guild, a sparkle in his eyes. “You weren’t thinking of having fun without me, were you two?”

Muzien glared up to the rooftop.

“Bring me his head,” he ordered his men.

“That’s funny,” Deathmask said, not afraid in the slightest. “I was about to give the same order.”

And then the horns sounded, coming from all four directions of the crossroads. Panic spread through Muzien’s men as they turned to face the roads they guarded, only to see squads of armored soldiers approaching in formation. Haern spared only a moment’s glance before turning his attention back to Muzien. If the elf held the key to the tiles, and he felt the day lost, he might activate them all. The air was thick with tension and screams and the sound of swords being drawn. Through it all Muzien stood perfectly still, unafraid. If anything, he looked disappointed.

“This city could have had peace,” he said, staring straight at Haern. “Know that these deaths are on your hands.”

He put his blackened fingers to his lips and whistled. Haern dashed forward, pushing aside any remembrance of their previous fight, and the humiliation he’d suffered. This was it, their best chance to defeat him. He would not dare lose it now.

Muzien’s blades were drawn by the time Haern crashed into him, unleashing a barrage of cuts and slashes. Each one rang against steel as Muzien wove his defense, fluid as a dancer, strong as a lion. Haern slashed thrice, leaped back to gain distance for another charge, and then the explosions hit. In all four directions they roared, that horribly familiar sight of purple flame rising up from the demolished streets. Stone flew, and from all about came screams of the wounded. Some were of soldiers, some of Muzien’s guildmembers, but oh so many were not.

The cries of battle heightened tenfold. From what little Haern could see, the explosions had struck Victor’s men on their approach. He couldn’t begin to guess the casualties. The remnants fought on, slamming into Muzien’s lines, while Deathmask descended upon them from up high, shadow and flame bursting from his hands. The rest of his guild followed, the expert fighters cutting through the group of fifty attempting to secure the north road. Amid all the fire and chaos, innocent men and women tried in vain to flee to safety.

“You bastard,” Haern said as the sound of steel on steel overwhelmed the screams.

“On your head, remember,” said Muzien. “You could have knelt.”

The elf charged, his speed incredible. Before his sabers first made contact Haern was already retreating, batting them from side to side in rapid cuts to prevent Muzien’s sudden flurry from overwhelming him. It almost didn’t matter. Muzien’s strokes, while seemingly random, were guiding Haern’s hands, manipulating his blocks, and it was only when he fell for a feint, leaving his chest wide open, that he realized his error.

But instead of going for the kill, the elf somersaulted backward. Haern’s confusion lasted only a half-second, and then Zusa came slamming in from the sky, daggers piercing the dirt. She recovered instantly, and she did not attack alone. Together she and Haern rushed the elf, shifting to either side so they might flank him.

“To me!” Muzien cried to his guild as he spun. With one hand devoted to either, he kept shifting, twisting, and to Haern’s shock, he even stayed on the offensive. Back and forth between them he bounced, slamming aside Zusa’s daggers, then missing a killing thrust by only an inch as the woman arced her back and fell away. Haern rushed to protect her, only to find himself screaming as the edge of a sword sliced through his arm, Muzien having predicted the move and swung blindly behind him. Praying the cut wasn’t deep, Haern blocked the next few attacks Muzien unleashed against him, the elf ignoring Zusa as if she were no longer there. From the glimpses he saw of her, it might have been true. Three members of the Sun had rushed to the aid of their master, and they surrounded her.

“All for your pride,” Muzien said, shaking the blade that had scored the cut so the blood on it would fleck away. “I had no desire to kill you, Watcher. You were merely bait.”

“Bait?” Haern asked. “Bait for who?”

In answer, Muzien’s eyes flicked to something just beyond Haern, and his grin hardened.

“Him.”

Haern risked the glance, trusting his reflexes in case it was a trap. Cutting his way through members of the Sun, his short swords performing butcher’s work, was his father. Amid such chaos, none could stand against him.

“No more games,” Thren said, stalking forward like a predator, no hesitation, no delay, just drawn swords caked with blood at his sides. “Kill him, and end this farce.”

Each step gained him more momentum, so that by the time he reached Haern his father was in full sprint. Haern dashed with him, heart pounding, blood pumping in his veins. His focus narrowed, and it seemed time slowed as his sabers slammed into Muzien’s blocking sword. Twice more he cut in while moving in a semicircle, putting him to the elf’s back. On the other side his father crashed in like a mad bull, blasting his swords in with all his strength. Muzien kept his feet moving, shifting between them so they could never have him fully flanked. Haern thrust with his left hand, pulled back with his right, and then instead of attacking with the other he leaped forward, hoping the sudden burst would surprise the elf.

Surprise, however, was with Muzien. His body shimmered, then vanished, immediately reappearing behind Thren. Haern dodged right, only barely avoiding impaling his father, and then dashed around Thren so he might hurl himself between Thren and Muzien’s killing thrust. He batted the first aside, blocked a second coming from up high, then retreated before the two looped around and knifed past his defenses. Haern halted after only a few steps, for Thren was with him, and together they launched another offensive.

A ring on Muzien’s dark hand flashed red, and then there were two of the elf, one leaping left, the other right. Haern and Thren reacted on instinct, each taking a direction. Haern extended in mid-run, hoping to slash one of Muzien’s legs to hobble his movement, but his blade cut only air. The image of Muzien vanished, and the moment it did, Haern dug in his feet and then burst into a run in the other direction. Momentarily alone, Thren and Muzien tore into one another, feet firmly planted, their swords ringing and dancing with awe-inspiring speed. When their blades connected, challenging each other’s strength, Haern came racing in from the side, hoping to thrust a saber through the elf’s ribs.

The rest of the carnage was but background noise to Haern as his swords came knifing in. Again he felt time slow, felt his heart leap when Muzien suddenly flung back his father as if he were a child, then whirled in place. The motion gave him speed, and his arms extended, lashing out with his swords. A trap, Haern realized, the weapons a split second away from his neck. A sudden hard tug on the back of Haern’s cloak spared him, killing his momentum so that Muzien’s blade slashed an inch from his throat. Stumbling to regain his balance, Haern saw Zusa leap back into the fray, joining Thren’s side.

They were masters, all of them, and when Haern came to their aid from the other side, Muzien could only retreat. Still they could not entrap him, his movements too quick, his awareness so great he would leap away at the last minute, twisting and ducking beneath what should have been fatal blows. Haern raced after, only for the elf to step onto the fountain and then leap to the statue in its center. Kicking off it, he sailed higher, back toward the three. Haern thought him preparing one final desperate assault, but then he shimmered, vanishing into nothing.

“Damn it,” Thren said, spinning and pointing. Muzien had reappeared fifty feet directly forward, tumbling onto a rooftop. Before they could even think to chase, the elf was gone, rushing madly to the south, long coat flapping behind him.

When the elf was out of sight, Haern rushed to the only other thing that mattered: his friends.

During the chaos, it looked like the three had been left alone, Muzien’s men having far more important things to do than watch over the prisoners. Haern wrapped his arms around the first of the stones and lifted it up just enough to move it, letting it thud down beside Delysia. He did the same with the other two, working as fast as his tired body would let him. With the last gone, he flung aside the wood plank and lifted Delysia up against him, wrapping his cloaks about her naked body.

“Are you all right?” he asked her as she clutched him tightly. He’d tried not to look upon her in such an indecent state, but his quick glimpse had shown enormous bruises growing all across her body. His rage burned anew, his jaw trembling and his hands shaking as he held the softly crying Delysia.

“I thought he’d kill you,” Delysia whispered. “You should have left me, Haern. You should have…”

“Enough of that,” Haern said. With her finally safe, he dared take stock of the surroundings. Bodies of men, women, and children filled the center square. Some were cut, some burned, some wore the four-pointed star, some wore mercenary armor. Far too many wore neither, just simple clothing that could not protect them against the rising chaos of daggers and unholy magic. Muzien’s men were fleeing in all directions, their lines broken by Victor’s soldiers. Deathmask stood amid a circle of bodies to the north, laughing as he flung a dart of fire into the face of a man in full retreat from Veliana’s wicked daggers. Before him was a crater caused by the detonation of one of Muzien’s tiles. Victor’s men had been hit particularly hard there, and dozens of armored men lay about, their bodies mutilated by the power of the explosion. Though they were only four, the Ash Guild had massacred their opponents just as well as the other squads of forty. As for Thren and Zusa, neither was to be seen.

We won, thought Haern, letting out a sigh as the high-pitched keening of an abandoned child punctuated the ending of the battle. Such a high cost, but at least we won.

Haern detached one of his cloaks so Delysia could keep it about her. Kissing her forehead, he gently separated himself, then reached down and ripped the gag from Brug’s mouth.

“About damn time you remembered we were here, too,” the captive man grumbled.

Haern had no heart for the banter. Two quick cuts with his knife removed the bindings around the man’s wrists and ankles.

“There’s plenty of dead around,” Haern told him. “Go find a cloak or something for you and Tar.”

Turning his attention to the wizard, he frowned, not liking what he saw. Tarlak’s eyes were wide and glassy, but when Haern touched his neck, he still felt a pulse.

“They drugged him,” Delysia said, kneeling down beside her brother. “They were afraid of what he could do if he awoke and used his magic.”

Haern removed the gag, then cut the ropes. He noticed Tarlak’s eyes were able to follow him slowly, as if the eyeballs were moving through ice.

“This should do until we get home,” Brug said, returning with one of the Sun Guild’s long coats. He wore a pair of breeches, the front stained with blood. Haern doubted he cared.

“Thanks,” Haern said. Looping an arm underneath him, he raised the wizard to his feet. The man cooperated, but sluggishly, as if he were struggling to emerge from within a deep sleep. Haern put the coat on him and buttoned it shut as Delysia reached a hand out from her cloak, putting a hand on her brother’s face. Tears in her eyes, she closed them and whispered the words of a prayer. Light shone across her fingers, dim but consistent, before sinking into the wizard’s skin.

Tarlak blinked a few times, straightened up a bit, and then spoke, his speech heavily slurred.

“Did we win?”

“Yeah,” Haern said, shifting the man’s weight on his shoulder to have an easier time walking. “I guess we did.”

“Good,” Tarlak said, smiling drunkenly. “That’s good.”

“Del, let’s go,” Haern said as they started to walk west. When she remained put, Brug slid his shoulder underneath Tarlak’s arm.

“I got him,” Brug said.

Haern had to speed up to a jog to catch up to Delysia, who was rushing toward one of many injured lying about.

“Delysia, we need to get you home,” he said, grabbing her arm. “You’re hurt.”

“They are, too,” Delysia said, spinning about. “I have to help them!”

“You can barely stand,” Haern said, holding her and doing his best to ignore the ache in her eyes. “The priests of Ashhur will be here soon. Come home. You’re what matters now.”

She was crying, but her resistance was meager. Haern held her firmly as she shuddered.

“Can’t you hear them all?” she asked.

He could. Dozens crying out in pain, their wounds bleeding, their bones broken. One nearby man was pleading for someone to bring him a drink of wine, as if that would put his intestines back into his abdomen. The little girl with raven hair had wandered to the fountain and was sitting on its edge while she shrieked, ignored by all passing by. Two soldiers behind her were struggling to help each other stand, blood seeping over their armor from knife wounds that had failed to kill. Yes, he heard them, but Haern would sacrifice every one of them to spare her, and he hardened his heart against their agony.

“I do,” he said. “But you’re going to worry about yourself for once.”

He put his arm about her, and thankfully she did not fight him. With her body leaning against him, Haern led her away from the remnants of battle. Tarlak’s words echoed in his mind, the question far more poignant than the addled wizard’s brain could have realized.

Did we win?

Hundreds dead, with several buildings on fire, huge chunks missing from the roads, and their main target, Muzien, still escaping with his life.

“Ashhur save us from another victory such as this,” Haern whispered as he and Delysia returned home to their tower, and to safety.
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Few times had Alyssa yearned for eyesight as badly as when the battle raged, and she could rely only on what Victor told her.

“Don’t worry,” he told her as the explosions rumbled, shaking the building and making her eardrums ache. “We have this, we still have this.”

More explosions followed, adorned by panicked cries and screams of pain. She heard horns, the marching of feet and armor, and then a near-constant chorus of ringing metal. It was all below her, for she and Victor watched and waited from the second-story window of the shop of a wealthy shoemaker, whose owner they’d bribed to let them enter. Victor had given a halfhearted argument that he should accompany his men when the battle started, but Alyssa had quickly disabused him of the notion.

“You are my husband now,” she’d said. “I won’t let you turn me into a widow a mere day after we are wed.”

And so they waited, and Victor watched, as the battle continued. From time to time he’d describe the ebb and flow of the battle to aid her.

“The bastard set off an explosion using those tiles of his,” her husband said. “Magic of some sort, it has to be; it’s too big for anything else.”

“How many were caught in the explosion?” Alyssa asked.

“Too many,” was Victor’s grim reply.

More screams, and a sudden heightening of the sounds of battle.

“The Watcher’s fighting him,” Victor said. “Zusa too, they’re trying to surround him.”

Alyssa felt her heart skip, and the seconds passed by at an agonizingly slow pace. Was it possible the two could kill the elf who had taken over their city? Or would she lose Zusa now, when she needed her most?

Victor swore, and it took all Alyssa’s willpower not to immediately assume the worst.

“He escaped,” Victor said, after what felt like several minutes of combat. “The elven shit escaped, but it doesn’t matter. I’d say sixty members of his guild lie dead, probably more, and all three of the Watcher’s friends survived.”

He took Alyssa’s hand in his and squeezed it, and Alyssa squeezed back.

“Do your men give chase?” she asked.

“They were ordered to do so,” Victor said, and she sensed him turning his attention back to the window. “Every life we take reinforces our victory. In the end it won’t matter that he escaped. We’ve made a mockery of his prideful spectacle. After today no one will dare think he’s the god he’s claimed to be.”

Alyssa smiled, hiding the incessant pounding of her heart.

“Good,” she said. “Very good.”

There was a lone door leading into their small room, and Alyssa heard it open, the sound followed by a rattle of plate mail.

“Sir,” said a voice, that of one of the two guards stationed just outside the door. “Zusa wishes to—”

His words ended with a sudden gargle, then a rattling cacophony of plate mail striking the ground. Victor flung an arm across Alyssa’s chest, pulling her behind him, as she heard his other hand draw his sword.

“Zusa,” he cried. “What madness is this?”

“One of your guards was a traitor in the pocket of the Sun Guild,” Zusa said from across the room.

“Andarin? He’s served my family for twenty years. He can’t be a traitor.”

Alyssa could only imagine Zusa’s smile.

“I know,” she said. “But that is what we will say when asked what happened here.”

In a hidden pocket of her dress, Alyssa carried a dagger, and with his back still turned to her, there was nothing Victor could do. She plunged the blade into the side of his neck, then released as she felt warm blood flow across her fingers. It’d gone in deep, and if it wasn’t enough, Zusa would fix that. Retreating until her back reached a wall, she steeled herself against Victor’s weak cries of pain, which came low from the floor. He’d collapsed, Alyssa realized. Good. She heard a sword slide across the ground, a repositioning of the dead guard’s body. Moments later Zusa was before her, wiping away Victor’s blood splashed across her hands.

“The wound is fatal,” Zusa whispered. “When his movement stops, scream for soldiers. The one outside the door is dead, but I’ll make sure others are beneath the window to hear you.”

“Thank you,” Alyssa said. “Now hurry. Make sure others see you taking part in the chase.”

Lips pressed against her forehead, and then Zusa was gone, vanishing down the steps. Heart still hammering, Alyssa slid to a sit, back still against the wall. Victor was across from her, and to her surprise, she heard him force out words.

“Why?” he asked. The question came out labored, and she tried to imagine what he looked like. Did he clutch at his bleeding throat? Did he lie on his stomach, or his back? As badly as she’d wished to witness the battle outside, she felt relief at being unable to see the hurt and betrayal in Victor’s eyes.

“Why?” she said. “Because you’re a fool, Victor. Overthrowing Edwin, declaring ourselves king and queen … it’s a fool’s dream, and shame on me for having believed it for a second.”

“We…” Victor coughed, and she heard a splashing of liquid, followed by a scraping sound as he dragged himself closer. “We could have done it. You’re strong … strong enough for this … then for anything.”

Alyssa looked away, despite her blindness. She kept seeing the man’s face, seeing his blue eyes. There’d been a glimmer of fanaticism when he’d come to her, there was no denying that. But he’d been a good man … hadn’t he?

No. She couldn’t believe that.

“You could have said no,” Victor continued. “You … you could have just said no.”

“And you’d have only betrayed me,” Alyssa said. Remember his threats, she told herself. Remember his insanity, his single-minded destructiveness. He doesn’t deserve your pity. He doesn’t!

“I wouldn’t,” he gasped, and Alyssa found herself wishing he’d die faster. She didn’t want to hear his words. She didn’t want to answer his questions.

“Everyone has,” she whispered. “Yoren, Arthur, Bertram, Graeven, my own mother … you would have too, Victor. It was only a matter of time.”

The room went silent for several long seconds, and when Victor spoke again, he was disturbingly close.

“Never,” he gasped. “I … never…”

There was no doubt in her mind that he believed he told the truth. She felt his hand touch her leg, and she held back a shiver. Despite all her insistence that her actions were necessary, all her mental berating for entertaining such weakness, she still felt tears running from her glass eyes, and she reached down to hold that hand clutching her with dying strength.

“I’m sorry,” she said, a lump growing in her throat. “But I can’t believe that. I can’t … not of anyone. Not anymore. I’m sorry, Victor. I’m so sorry.”

Into the city he’d come, banner held high, and as Alyssa cried, she heard him gasp his last breath, dying betrayed and alone at the hands of his wife. At that moment she felt only hatred for the cruel, miserable world, and all the things it would demand she do to secure a future for herself and her son.

Alyssa crawled along the floor, blood smearing across her fingers and seeping into her dress. Arms sweeping, she continued until she found the body of the guard, which Zusa had moved deeper into the room and then laid on its stomach. Still holding her dagger, she felt along his neck until she located the wound, then jammed her blade into it. More blood spilled, and she made sure it got across her hands. Finished, she crawled back to Victor.

Let them think he died in my arms, she thought. It’s true enough.

His body was starting to stiffen, but she lifted it enough that she could place his arm over her legs, then knelt over him. Blind, bloodied, she knew she must look a pathetic sight. It was exactly what she was hoping for.

“Guards!” she screamed. “Guards, help! Help!”

Distant shouts came from the window, followed by her men rushing into the building. Alyssa waited, staring down at Victor’s face. His eyes, she wondered. Were they as glassy and lifeless as her own? She thought to close them, but her hand trembled too much, and she feared she would miss.

More shouts, curses as heavy footsteps reached the stairs and the dead guard. The door burst open, mercenaries pouring in like stampeding cattle.

“What happened?” asked one of the soldiers.

“He killed him,” Alyssa said, needing little effort to summon fresh tears, or to add a quiver to her voice. “One of the men, I heard him draw his sword, and then Victor started screaming in pain. I didn’t know what else to do, so I just took my dagger…”

She let her voice trail off. The blood from the guard’s neck, and all over Alyssa’s clothes, would tell the rest of the story. Who would think a blind woman responsible for the murder? They might have guessed Zusa’s involvement, but she’d been seen by dozens fighting Muzien’s men in the battle outside, and her slip inside the shoemaker’s had lasted mere moments during the chaotic aftermath.

No—the blood, the bodies, it’d all tell a story they’d seen countless times before. They began searching the guard’s body, and she heard a rattle. One of them had found the coin purse Alyssa had given Zusa to plant on him.

“Fucking traitor,” the soldier said.

“We need to get her somewhere safe,” said another voice.

“Take me to my mansion,” Alyssa said, gently removing Victor’s arm from her leg so she could stand. “I need to be with my son. If there are traitors here, they may be elsewhere as well.”

“What do we do with … you know?”

Victor’s body, of course. Many of the men in that room had never pledged allegiance to her, only to Victor. They didn’t know how to respond, what sort of protocol to follow. As a gloved hand took hers, Alyssa straightened up, showing the resolve they all expected of her, fostered by her bloody years of ruling her household.

“Wrap him and bring him with us,” she said. “He was a Gemcroft, and he’ll be buried with every privilege that deserves.”

Her escort led her down the stairs as she heard men behind them discussing ways to carry the body. Despite Muzien’s failure, despite her inheriting control of all of Victor’s men, despite her telling herself again and again today had been a good day, her walk to her mansion felt like the long, suffocating procession of a funeral, one where the body inside the coffin was not Victor’s, but hers.
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Tarlak was mostly himself again by the time they reached the tower, which meant Haern had to endure a lengthy tirade of curses the final few minutes of walking.

“I’ll turn him into a frog,” said the wizard. “No, a toad, a gods-damn wart-covered toad I can hang by its legs from a tree until the vultures come for an easy meal.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Haern said, Delysia still in his arms. “If I catch the son of a bitch, I’ll try to leave him alive so you can do just that.”

Tarlak cocked an eyebrow his way.

“I’m half-drugged, naked, and pissed off. Please tell me you aren’t mocking me.”

“I’d never dream of it.”

Once inside the tower, Haern collapsed beside the fire, which Tarlak reignited with a snap of his fingers. The other three climbed the stairs, to their rooms to dress and clean themselves. Finally given a moment of respite, Haern closed his eyes and tried to massage away his growing headache. He’d hardly had any rest, for when he’d come home from a long day of tormenting the Sun Guild and scrawling the symbol of the Watcher alongside Thren’s spider, he’d found the note left for him by Zusa telling him to come find answers at the Gemcroft mansion. When he’d scoured the tower, finding the rest of his friends gone, he’d immediately rushed over. Now that they were safe, he wanted nothing more than to lie down, close his eyes, and sleep. Sadly, it seemed it would be hours before he would have such a chance.

Tarlak was the first to come down, a drink already in his hand. Brug followed, the squat man taking a seat in a rocking chair while Tarlak plopped down onto their couch facing the fire. As he sank into the cushions, the wizard let out a groan of appreciation.

“Bastards kept us tied up all night,” he said. “Feel like every single muscle got pulled and twisted a totally wrong direction.”

“Least you were out of it because of whatever they made you drink,” Brug grumbled. “Me and Del, however…”

He trailed off, and Haern had to repress a shudder. The three had been dragged naked through the streets of Veldaren to their intended execution. Mocked. Humiliated. Whatever remnants of exhaustion Haern felt faded away under a fresh wave of fury.

When Delysia came down from her room a few minutes later, changed into a comfortable white robe, she assured them her wounds were not serious.

“Just bruises,” she said as she sat down next to her brother. “You revealed yourself before … before there was too much.”

Haern clenched his jaw tight, fighting away the horrible image of her screaming as the rocks were placed upon her one by one. It seemed that every passing moment, his need for vengeance grew.

“Did you get a look at how Victor’s men fared?” Tarlak asked, rubbing at his eyes as he had often over the past half hour.

“They were hit hard,” Haern said, thinking on what little he’d seen; his attention had been so heavily focused on Muzien. “When those tiles exploded, I think the bulk of his forces were either directly on them or just beyond.”

“Those tiles,” Tarlak said, and he shook his head. “That confirms it. They must be under the elf’s control. Even with far superior numbers, he had a solution ready. Given what happened today, we might need to consider the very real possibility he turns all of Veldaren into a giant smoking crater.”

“It’s always been a possibility,” Haern said, holding his head in his hands as he sat on the floor.

“Except we figured if the city was in Muzien’s hands, he had no reason to blow it up,” Tarlak argued. “Well, today’s ass-kicking may make him reconsider just how securely that crown sits upon his head.”

“Then what do we do about it?” Haern asked, exasperated. “We can’t move them. We can’t break the magic in them. If Muzien’s holding the key, he’s still out there, and most likely furious. What solution is there beyond evacuating the whole damn city? Maybe you haven’t noticed, but this tower isn’t big enough to hold hundreds of thousands of people.”

“No, but we can handle one more,” Tarlak said, voice rising. “Bring the king here if that’s what it takes to convince him he’ll be safe. Even given how cowardly that little shit is, he’d be insane to ignore something this ridiculous. For Ashhur’s sake, we’re fighting a war within a stone’s throw of his throne. He has to act. I don’t care if every soldier in the entire realm of Neldar must be housed in these walls, it’s time to bring Muzien down for good!”

“If armies arrive, Muzien may declare this all a lost cause,” Delysia said, shrinking into the cushions. “He doesn’t seem the sort to leave without one last grand act, and we all know what it’d be.”

Her soft statement quieted them all. Letting out a sigh, Haern said good-bye to any chance for rest within the next few hours.

“I’m tired of letting our fears guide our actions,” he said, rising to his feet. “Despite the risks, we have to start countering Muzien with everything we have. If there’s anything we’ve learned today, it’s that our only hope of peace comes with his death.”

“Where are you going?” Tarlak asked as Haern headed for the door.

“The castle,” Haern said, pulling his hood over his head. “The king cannot turn a blind eye to this chaos any longer, and no matter what it takes, I will convince him of that.”

“Are you sure it’s safe to go out there alone?” Brug asked, tilting back his chair so he could look over his shoulder at him.

“Safe?” Haern asked, pushing open the door to their tower. “No one’s safe, not anymore, and that’s why this must be done.”

Many times Haern had sneaked into the castle, and as on many occasions before, his message for Edwin would not be delivered to the king directly. No, there was another who was far easier to reason with, the one who truly controlled the city, tugging at whatever strings he must to make the frightened, immature puppet that was their king dance the proper dance. To his room Haern went, scaling the walls of the castle and crawling in through an open window, using extra care given the daylight.

Haern had expected guards to be posted at the door of Gerand Crold’s room deep in the heart of the castle, but he’d expected wrong. Pushing it open, he was once again surprised to find Gerand actually within, instead of hiding elsewhere or rushing about the city trying to make sense of the craziness.

“Do you have a death wish?” Haern asked the middle-aged man, who sat in a chair facing the door, a bottle of wine in his left hand, a glass in his right.

“I’ve come to certain conclusions over the past decade,” Gerand said, taking a sip. “If people like you, or Thren, or that Muzien fellow wish to have me dead … well, then I’m dead. After today, I thought I’d be getting a visit from one of you three. Must admit, I’m happy you’re the one to show.”

Haern shut the door behind him, then leaned his back against it. Arms crossed, hood low over his face, he stared at the king’s adviser, trying to get a read on him. The man seemed broken somehow, a far cry from the confident bastard Haern was used to dealing with.

“Why aren’t you at the king’s side?” he asked.

“Veldaren’s glorious king?” Gerand asked, pouring more wine into his glass, then lifting it in a toast. “You mean that cowardly, spoiled, infantile snot of a boy, whom Ashhur has ordained through the luck of being from the right set of testicles to be our lord and master? Fuck him.”

He downed half the glass, then set it aside.

“He’s hiding in his room,” he continued. “Possibly crying into a pillow, or maybe ranting and raving at whatever guard is stuck listening to him. He’s convinced he’ll be blamed for what happened at the city center, which means his paranoia’s about to go through the castle roof. Gods damn it, what I’d give for a good insurrection, so long as my head didn’t join Edwin’s on the chopping block.”

Under normal circumstances Haern would have been amused, but his exhaustion and anger kept the smile from his face.

“We don’t have time for this,” he said. “That display earlier should make it clear Muzien cannot be ignored. You’ve relied for too long on people like us to do your dirty work. It’s time for the city’s soldiers to attack the Sun Guild. Order the four-pointed star banished, and have your men sweep the city.”

Gerand laughed, first softly, then louder and louder, his shoulders rocking violently by the end.

“Ah, Watcher,” he said, rubbing a tear from his eye. “What city have you been living in the past few years? There’s a greater chance of pigs falling from the sky on a clear day than what you’re requesting.”

“I’m not requesting,” Haern said, letting an edge enter his voice.

“Spare me. You think your threats matter? The king is terrified for his life, and unlike the lions who have ruled before, he’s more of a turtle. He’s going to pull into his castle here, close his eyes, and pray that everything just goes away.”

Haern pulled back his cloak to show a hand resting on the hilt of his saber.

“Put down that glass,” he said. “You’re drunk enough, and I need you to listen. Either the king comes out of his shell, or he dies. Have I made myself clear?”

“As clear as this glass,” Gerand said, lifting it up to him in another toast. “But the moment he moves against Muzien, as you demand, Muzien will execute him. So you’re threatening to kill the king if he doesn’t go and voluntarily get himself killed. See the conundrum? And honestly, when it comes to which one he’d rather be killed by, well, Muzien pulls a more intimidating presence than you. No offense, of course, but you don’t seem the type to enjoy torturing a man. That elven bastard? Trust me, the king’s heard the story of his Red Wine. You’re not winning this competition.”

Haern lunged forward, grabbing the man by the front of his shirt and yanking him to his feet. Struggling to control his anger, he flung Gerand against a wall, knocking over the bottle of wine in the process. The red liquid poured across their feet as Haern leaned in close, pinning the man.

“Have my years here meant nothing?” he asked him, seething. “How many bodies have I left in my wake? How many challengers and upstarts have I beaten down with my sabers? Muzien was the one who fled our ambush, not the other way around. Our boot is on his neck. We’ll break the Sun Guild if we keep up the pressure. You say the king fears him more? Then I will go to him myself, and let him see the fury in my eyes.”

He shoved Gerand once more, then turned to leave.

“Wait,” the adviser said, grabbing Haern by the arm. The act, while brave, was also stupid, and Haern whirled about on instinct, breaking his grip and ramming him back against the wall. Gerand let out a groan from the pain of the contact, but he did not relent.

“You don’t understand,” Gerand said. “You’ve been in our shadows so long, we know you. We know you protect this city. We know you’ll do everything you must to keep us safe. Even the king, in all his stupidity, knows it. That’s why you can’t win this through fear, nor through intimidation. You would protect us; Muzien would destroy us. He calls himself a god, and do you know what gods do to followers who turn on them? It isn’t pretty. It isn’t kind. Edwin will make whatever deal, and sacrifice whatever lives necessary, to spare himself that wrath.”

“You fear what Muzien would do to you if you betrayed him,” Haern said. “What you should truly fear is what this city would become if you served him loyally. We cannot let him win. Please, Gerand, you know that, deep down, you have to know that.”

Gerand looked down to the wine spreading across the stone floor. Letting out a sigh, he retrieved the bottle and set it atop his desk. It seemed his entire body sank as he turned away, fingers still clutching the bottle’s neck.

“I do know,” he said. “And though it’s tantamount to treason, I will order the city guard to no longer turn a blind eye to the Sun Guild’s dealings. It won’t be the war you want, Watcher, but after that debacle at the fountain, it is the best I can do.”

Haern reached out and put a hand on the man’s shoulder.

“You’re doing the right thing,” he told him.

“Perhaps,” Gerand said, looking over his shoulder and offering Haern a half-smile. “And we all know what happens to those who do the right thing in this fair city of ours. Now leave me to drink what’s left of this bottle in peace.”

Haern bowed low, offered his thanks, and left.

When he shut the door, he heard the bottle smash against its other side, heard the softest of sobs.
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The dreams had come every night, but this night, Nathaniel sensed they were different. As the world shifted and took shape around him, he felt a greater awareness to its movements, its textures, sounds, and tastes. The ground beneath him was hard and black, as if burned by a great fire. The sky above was a massive blanket of stars, with not a single cloud to mar the image. Wind blew from the west, sticky and hot like the breath of a giant beast. Spinning about, he saw only barren wasteland, no trees, no grass, no homes or walls or signs of life. Amid it all, a rumble shook the land ever so slightly. It was the growl of a lion, of such size Veldaren was but a flea compared to a single claw on its paw.

The time approaches, spoke a voice like thunder. Panic spiked through Nathaniel’s chest, and despite spinning on his feet, he could not find the speaker. The dreams, no one had spoken to him through the dreams since … since …

“Since you asked how you might serve,” said another voice, deep, powerful, and directly behind him. Nathaniel spun, and his jaw dropped as he stared up at the enormous man. He wore black plate mail, and strapped to his side was a gigantic sword. He was unquestionably handsome, short hair a deep brown, skin like bronze, jaw square and firm. Emblazoned across his chest piece was a roaring lion reared up for battle, stunning in its minute detail. With every movement the light shifted, making it seem like the lion’s fur blew in the wind.

“Who are you?” Nathaniel dared ask.

“You know my name, yet you ask anyway,” said the stranger to his dreams. “Why do you not trust what you know to be true?”

Nathaniel swallowed, throat so dry he had to fight down a cough. The man’s eyes … there were stars shifting within the eyes, spinning, twinkling …

“Karak,” he whispered. “You are Karak.”

The god smiled.

“I am, child. Come. Sit with me. We do not have much time.”

Nathaniel was about to ask where they might sit when a slab of stone tore up from the cracked ground, dirt slaking off it. Its surface was wide and impossibly smooth, and when Nathaniel put his hand on it to climb atop, he was surprised by the chill it had despite having just come from beneath the ground. Granted, he was in a dreaming land, so why should he expect it to make sense?

Karak sat down beside him, and he lifted his divine gaze to the heavens.

“It’s peaceful here,” he said.

Nathaniel looked about the wasteland, held back a shiver.

“It’s so empty,” he said.

“Aye, it is. But when you look up at the stars, child, does it matter? Stare at their beauty, and then let your ears listen, and your heart feel across the void. Do you sense it? No neighbors curse one another. No man seeks to take what belongs to his friends. No woman seeks to poison her enemies. There is no hunger. No suffering. Close your eyes, and feel the comfort that comes from belonging in a place of proper Order, a place free of chaos, pain, and sadness.”

It felt as if the world were glassing over. Nathaniel stared at the stars, seeing them for the first time, and not just them, but things shimmering behind the stars, colors and shapes and whole worlds beyond his understanding. His awareness expanded, and for the briefest moment he felt himself one of thousands, in a land full of men and women soaking in the beauty of the heavens, without need for sleep, or food, or warmth. No movement, no drawn breaths, just statues of thought and wonder. In the soft silence, Nathaniel felt the faintest touch of that peace Karak offered, a place without fear or doubt or failure. In that tide of humanity, he was like all others, neither greater nor worse. His future responsibilities weighed nothing, for no longer did faceless, nameless men and women circle his family like vultures, seeking to tear away everything that might be his. A painless existence. A hateless future lost in the void of an eternity that stretched on and on, promising something new with each shift of the sun.

“This is what you want?” he asked. Before his eyes the stars whirled past, as if he were hurtling into the deep black skies, and lost in wonder, he watched a swirling nebula of red collapsing into a burning yellow orb of such a size he could never comprehend.

“It is,” Karak said. “Life leads to sin. Humans are broken, their failure inevitable, their flaws built into the very core of their souls. There will be no perfection, not in their current forms. I merely seek to offer them the closest resemblance they might ever achieve before the collapsing of the days. To do that I need your help, child.”

“My help?” Nathaniel asked, and he felt himself pulled back down to the blasted heath, and to the god sitting beside him. The fields of men and women were gone, and he wondered if he’d ever truly seen them. “Why do you need my help?”

“Because I am imprisoned,” Karak said. “There are cracks, tiny and fleeting, that my strength might slip through, and to my faithful I deliver all the power I can. Through servants I must act, Nathaniel, through the faithful and the brave. One such servant comes for Veldaren, and you must help him. I catch glimpses of the future through my prison, and I see the importance you will play, if you would only obey.”

It seemed so strange to be asked to carry such a mantle. Karak was a god. He could surely see how young he was, how frightened and helpless. What could he possibly do? But as another warm wind blew, he glanced to the stars, and in them he saw moons dancing, saw giant orbs each surrounded by a dozen rings that revolved in perfect synchronization. Breathtaking, truly breathtaking.

“What must I do?” he asked.

Karak’s giant hand settled onto his shoulder.

“The gems of the chrysarium,” he said. “You must find them, and keep them close. They once adorned the hem of my cloak when I walked the land of Dezrel centuries ago, and my power still dwells within them. They will keep you safe, and should you cry out my name in faith, they will strike down those who would do you harm. Do you understand?”

Nathaniel nodded.

“I do,” he said.

“Good. Now wake, child. Your life is in danger.”

Nathaniel’s eyes snapped open, and despite the depths of his dreaming, he felt wide-awake. Scanning the darkness of his room, he saw nothing, heard no one, but there was no denying the pounding of his heart in his chest, nor the warning Karak had offered.

The chrysarium, he thought. As he slid from his bed, he felt certain he must find it, the collection of gems the most important thing in all the world for him to protect. But where was it? It’d belonged to his grandmother, so where might it have been put? In her room? Padding across the carpet to the door, he paused, hand on the knob, and felt paralyzed by indecision. He must find it, he knew he must find it, but where?

An idea came to him, and it felt troubling to even consider it, but what else was there? Doing his best to remember the way his grandmother had prayed, he closed his eyes, bowed his head, and whispered the words.

“Karak … I am your servant. If … if you would, if my dream wasn’t just a dream, then show me where it is.”

Nathaniel jerked backward as if a needle had stabbed his forehead. For the briefest moment he felt he could not breathe, and flooding the space before his eyes he saw flashes of images: Victor stumbling to Melody’s dead body, her fingers curled about the chrysarium, her blood leaking over it—then Victor taking it from her—then Zusa demanding it be destroyed, her voice warbling and distant. The last image was of Victor promising his mother she would never see it again.

As suddenly as they’d come, the images vanished, and Nathaniel let out a gasp as he recovered.

Victor’s room, he thought, and he felt so certain he might as well have been the one to put it there. Given how they’d yet to bury him, they’d not decided what to do with his possessions. Pulling open the door, Nathaniel stepped outside, and was immediately stopped by the guard positioned there.

“Whoa there, little master,” said the guard, a friendly man named Argus who’d been guarding his room for the past several nights. “What are you up to at so late an hour?”

Again he felt a moment of panic. No one could know of the chrysarium. He knew that as he knew the sun was yellow. But what excuse could he use to wander the mansion unescorted?

“I’m hungry.”

Argus lifted an eyebrow.

“You’re hungry?”

It felt like such a lame excuse, but Nathaniel nodded anyway.

“I just wanted a snack from the kitchen, that’s all.”

The tall man shrugged.

“I probably shouldn’t, but I’ll tell no one if you don’t,” he said. “You’re not going alone, though. Follow me.”

As the guard led the way, Nathaniel felt his mind at odds with itself.

Tell him, he thought. Warn him you’re in danger!

But to do that would mean explaining himself. That would lead to questions, perhaps losing the chrysarium, and he felt a gut panic at the idea of his mother’s learning of his dreams of Karak. Fear paralyzed his tongue, and fear kept his feet moving. Maybe if he got there quickly, everything would be fine. Maybe simply leaving his room would save him from whoever would dare break into their mansion.

But what about Mother? asked his pounding heart. She’s in danger, too!

Karak’s face flashed before his eyes, that peaceful smile, but accompanying it was the earth-shattering growl of the lion. He felt it in his belly, felt it rattle his bones, and he pulled his arm across his chest, clutched the stump of his other arm, and shivered.

“You need a blanket or a robe?” Argus asked, keeping his voice low as they turned a corner. “I’m hot as the Abyss, but I’ve got all this armor, so it’s not right for me to judge.”

Nathaniel’s teeth chattered, just once before he could clench his jaw tight.

“I’m fine,” he said, and he offered no further explanation beyond that. They were just passing by the door to Victor’s room, and it cried out to him like a wailing child.

“Wait,” he said, halting. Argus took another step, then turned about, confused.

“This is hardly the kitchen,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

Nathaniel’s fingers drummed across the stump of his arm. What to do? Lie? Pretend he had some sort of authority and demand to be left alone? Swallowing down a growing lump in his throat, he decided to appeal in the only way he knew: with honesty.

“I … I need something from Victor’s room,” he said.

“Do you now? Should I ask what it might be?”

“No, you shouldn’t. And I don’t want you telling my mother, either. This is really important.”

Argus frowned, and Nathaniel endured his stare as he waited for the man to reach a decision.

“You just want in and out?” he asked.

Nathaniel nodded, earning himself a sigh.

“Fine. I’ll wait out here. Just make it fast, all right?”

Nathaniel barged through the door without acknowledging him, his head pounding with urgency. Victor’s old room was incredibly dark, and stumbling to the opposite side, where he saw the vague outline of the curtains, he opened them fully so he might see by the strong moonlight. So strange, he thought. Everything was neat and tidy, and belonged to a man who mere hours ago had been alive, and a new member of his family. Nathaniel hadn’t even figured out how he felt about having Victor as a new father before the man had died. Deep down, he couldn’t decide if it was a blessing or a curse.

“Where are you?” Nathaniel wondered aloud as he searched. The bed had been stripped of sheets and not remade, the only visible acknowledgment of Victor’s passing. The stand for his armor was empty, for he’d died wearing it. At the foot of his bed was a chest, and when Nathaniel put his hand on its side he felt a surge of electricity spike from his fingertips to his shoulder. When he opened the lid, he was disappointed to see it largely empty, and containing only meager things: belts, cuffs, books, and a razor for shaving.

Hurry up, he thought, fighting down panic. It had to be somewhere in the room. It had to be, why else would Karak have shown him Victor taking it?

The gems were valuable, he realized, and it felt strange, for it seemed the thought was not his own, but someone else’s lingering in his mind. What do you do with valuable things?

“Hide them,” Nathaniel mumbled. Somewhere easy to access, merely out of the way and safe from the prying eyes of servants who might be tempted to pocket them. Under the bed wouldn’t work, for they’d be found when the floor was swept. Same went for the sheets, the mattress, and the pillows. A glance into the closet revealed it barren but for a few changes of clothes and an extra pair of boots.

Hidden … hidden … where could they be hidden?

Two soft knocks sounded from the door.

“I’m getting nervous out here,” Argus said softly from the other side. “Whatever you’re doing, make it quick.”

Nathaniel returned to the chest, and he dropped to his knees before it. He’d felt so certain it was inside …

Leaning in closer, he put his hand on the interior of the lid, feeling. There was a give to it, not much, but noticeable. Sliding his fingers around the edge, he found a slight groove. Nathaniel grinned. There. He pushed his finger in and then pulled. The false lid popped free, and tucked neatly into the hollow was the chrysarium, with the nine gems pooled atop it.

Just the gems, Nathaniel thought, again with that strange feeling that the idea was not quite his own. Taking out the chrysarium, he set it on the floor, put a foot atop the plate, and then one by one yanked the gems free, easily breaking the thin silver chains that held them. Once finished, he replaced the silver plate in the false lid, shut it, and closed the chest. Nathaniel turned his attention to the nine gems, scooping them one by one into his hand. There’d be no way to hide them from Argus, not when they were bulging from his fingers like that. Bribing the guard would be equally futile. Instead he sat on the bed, placed the gems on his stomach, and then wrapped them in his shirt. Argus would know he was carrying something, but that was already a given. What he carried was all that mattered, and so long as the guard did not know, Nathaniel felt certain he’d be safe from the man’s telling his mother.

Returning to the door, he paused, then tapped his elbow against it.

“My hand is full,” he whispered.

Argus opened the door for him, and he looked none too pleased.

“Got what you wanted?” he asked, glancing at the wrapped bundle made of his bunched shirt. When Nathaniel nodded, the guard shook his head. “I take it you’re not actually hungry, are you? Come on then. Back to your room, before anyone gets worried.”

Together they padded down the hall, Nathaniel lingering slightly behind his escort. His heart was still pounding, and despite holding the gems of the chrysarium, he felt no safer than before. When they turned the corner to see two hooded men creeping open the door to his room, Nathaniel’s first reaction was not horror, but relief that he’d not lost his mind, and Karak had truly given him warning.

“Intruders!” Argus screamed, drawing his sword. “All men, inside, intruders!”

Each of the men wielded long daggers, and the first rushed toward Argus while the second dashed inside, no doubt hoping Nathaniel was still in his bed. Argus stood his ground, blocking the hallway, sword clutched tightly in both hands.

“Run, Nathan,” he said. “Fast as you can, now run!”

Nathaniel stepped backward, unable to take his eyes off the two combatants. The hooded man also wore a long coat, and sewn onto its breast was a four-pointed star. His daggers gleamed in the meager light as he whipped them back and forth, hammering them into Argus’s sword. To the guard’s credit, he did not balk at such speed, nor did he let the quicker man guide the combat. John Gandrem had often talked about the advantages of having the longer weapon, plus that of heavier mail, and Argus used both well, willing to let some of the weaker hits through so that he might attempt his own killing thrusts or cuts.

Several times Nathaniel saw a dagger rake the armor, doing little but scratching the plate. Argus’s sword cut through coat and cloth twice, using high, slanted chops to limit how much his foe could dodge in the hallway. Nathaniel dared think Argus might win, but then the other hooded man came racing out of Nathaniel’s bedroom. Two against one … could Argus endure such odds?

The instinct to run pulsed inside him, but Karak’s words echoed in his mind, devouring his fear.

Cry out my name in faith …

Unraveling his bunched shirt, he let the gems fall into his hand, and upon their touching his skin he saw hints of light glowing from their centers. Closing his fingers, Nathaniel turned his attention back to Argus. The man was bleeding from cuts on his hands and face, and he was steadily retreating against the combined onslaught. The guard spared a glance over his shoulder only once, and seeing Nathaniel still standing there, his eyes bulged.

“You dumb shit!” he yelled. “Run!”

Before Nathaniel could do something, not that he knew what that something was, Argus suddenly rushed forward, showing no care for the daggers, no fear for his own life. The cuts came in, slender blades stabbing through the creases of his armor, but at last Argus scored a hit of his own. His long sword came crashing down on the shoulder of one of the men, smashing through bone and slicing to the ribs. As he died, the other hooded man plunged his dagger again and again into Argus’s side, blood pouring through the underpadding.

Argus collapsed, and twirling his dagger, the remaining intruder stepped over his prone body toward Nathaniel.

“Thanks for not running,” the man said. “It’ll save us both a lot of trouble.”

Hand shaking, Nathaniel stared into the shadow of the hood and did his best to hide his fear.

“Another step, and you’ll die,” he said.

The man laughed, then dashed forward, dagger thrusting for Nathaniel’s stomach. With confidence that stunned even himself, Nathaniel outstretched his hand, the various gems clutched tightly between his fingers, and let out a cry that would have seemed insane to him six months prior.

“Karak!”

The gems flared with life. Before the hooded man could cross the distance, a beam of fire burst forth from their combined center. It struck him square in the chest, slamming him to a halt. The fire surged through his clothes, as if melting into him, then spread. It crawled across his skin like liquid, a steady, inevitable creep. He could not scream, his lungs were so quickly consumed. The coat, his clothes, his flesh: it all burned. As Nathaniel struggled to stand against the steady force pushing against his arm, the power of the gems flared once more, then faded. Of his would-be killer, only the two daggers remained, even his bones consumed. The weapons hit the carpet with soft thuds, but Nathaniel barely saw them. His mind was far away, lost in a powerful flood of emotions.

Power. Pleasure. Elation. They’d all surged through him, and for once, he was not slave to his protectors and his nightmares.

Snapping out of it, he rushed to Argus, who was still alive despite his wounds.

“What…?” Argus asked, coughing. “What the bloody Abyss was that?”

“Nothing,” Nathaniel said, feeling the gems warm in his hand. Staring into the guard’s eyes, he let Karak’s power flow. “There was only one assassin, and you killed him. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” Argus said. “Just one, and I killed the son of a bitch.”

Nathaniel smiled at him.

“That you did.”

Cries of alarm were sounding all throughout the mansion, and Nathaniel knew he had seconds to act. Before anyone else might arrive, he rushed through the open door of his room, hurled the gems of the chrysarium beneath his bed, and then returned to Argus’s side. Zusa arrived only moments later, coming from his mother’s room farther down the hall.

“Are you all right?” she asked. She wielded daggers in each hand, and fresh blood dripped from their blades.

“He needs help,” Nathaniel said, putting his hand on Argus’s shoulder. “He saved me.”

Argus tried to smile, but the pain and blood loss were too much, and he slipped into unconsciousness. Zusa shouted for others to come, then put her hand on Nathaniel’s shoulder.

“Go to Alyssa,” she told him. “Get to where it’s safe.”

He obeyed, and when he entered his mother’s room, which was rapidly filling up with soldiers, she flung her arms around him.

“I’m so glad you’re all right,” she said, holding him tightly against her.

“I’m fine,” Nathaniel whispered, and despite everything, he felt perfectly calm. “Really, I am.”

She wouldn’t understand, of course, and as she planted kisses on his cheek, he let his mind wander to the gems. Waiting for him. Protecting him.

“We’re safe,” he told her, voice soft but firm. “We’re safe, I promise.”

The freedom was invigorating, and a terrible weight left his heart. His family was no longer at the mercy of the underworld and all its cruel masters, for it was safe in Karak’s strong hands.
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Night had fallen, and with it came a sense of change, an electric tension that made the tips of Thren’s fingers tingle. Muzien had failed, his grand display of power crumbling under pressure from all sides. The people sensed whatever war was being waged in the shadows was not yet done, and the increased tenacity of the guards only verified that fact. For once, men and women kept the four-pointed star hidden as they went about their lives.

Good, thought Thren as he approached a quiet portion of the southern wall. Let them remember who Muzien fled from. Let them remember who once ruled the underworld before the Sun Guild’s rise.

The rumor had floated throughout dozens of the city’s taverns, a message that eventually reached Thren’s ears: Muzien sought an audience with the former master of the Spider Guild.

“Tell him I’ll meet him along the southern wall, just shy of the gate,” Thren had told a member of the Sun. “And tell him to come alone.”

On his way he passed through the rubble and ruin of the city center. Hanging from the ancient statue in the middle of the fountain, a rope about his neck, was the king’s adviser, Gerand. The symbol of the Sun was carved into his naked chest, the blood dried and flaking. Thren paused only a moment to watch the body swing before continuing.

Casualties of war, he thought. Such a shame. He was useful.

As Thren stopped before the wall, he scanned its upper reaches, unsure if Muzien had met his demand to keep the rest of his guild away. Not that the elf would feel the need for help. If it came to a battle, both of them knew Muzien would win. Tapping the amulet beneath his shirt for confidence, Thren smiled, reminding himself that not all battles were won or lost by the edge of a sword.

Hardly any time passed before Muzien arrived, coming not from the wide, empty street but instead from atop the wall itself. With a flourish of his long coat, Muzien landed softly despite the great height, facing Thren from a mere twenty feet away. Unlike on their previous meetings, Thren felt confidence upon seeing his old master, and he made sure Muzien knew it.

“Glad to know you came alone,” he said. “I was worried you’d feel the need for an escort after yesterday’s humiliation.”

Muzien’s blue eyes burned with anger, but the elf kept his voice calm, his smile pleasant.

“Am I in need of protection?” he asked. “Certainly you are no threat to me.”

Thren chuckled.

“Proud, even to the end. You wanted me, Muzien, and now I’m here. Would you care to tell me why?”

The elf crossed his arms behind his back, and he tilted his head to one side, analyzing his former student.

“Despite having the entire city under my control, you still resist me,” he said. “Despite having failed at the task I sent you here to complete, you act as if you never failed at all. You confuse me, Thren, and the more I learn of you, and what you’ve done, the more confused I become. So here I am. I come to you as I should have when I first set foot in Veldaren: not with demands, nor condemnation, but merely questions.”

“A noble offer,” Thren said. “Though I wonder why I should give you even that. You have given me nothing but disrespect and insults, and only now that you’re losing do you come to talk.”

Muzien shook his head.

“Your ambush, outnumbering and surrounding me, still failed to kill me or crush my guild. Do not think you have won, Thren. You are still a nuisance, but one whose cost has become too great to ignore. I took as many lives as I lost yesterday, and I have far more lives to spare than you.”

Thren chuckled.

“Yes, you did handle our ambush masterfully. I saw what you did with those tiles of yours, by the way, sending in men with hammers just after Victor’s soldiers crossed over them. Very clever.”

Muzien’s face seemed to darken in the moonlight.

“So you are aware of the danger the tiles possess?”

Thren shrugged, deciding that was a game he no longer needed to play. Muzien had to know who was in control, to see whose hands truly held the fate of the city.

“Of course I am,” he said. “This is my city, not yours, remember?”

Muzien’s dark hand fell down to the hilt of one of his swords, then hesitated.

“I thought you must be the one,” he said. “The Watcher is too weak of a fool to destroy everything if he cannot save it, but you … you still have a shred of the willpower I once saw in you as a child. Did you play Luther against me, or were you merely his puppet as well?”

“Luther played us all,” Thren said, chuckling. “But I’d say you were played worse. I hold the key, Muzien. He gave it to me before I took his life. With but a whisper, I can bathe all of Veldaren with fire and destruction. You say you haven’t lost yet. I say otherwise. I’m the one holding all the power, not you. Right now, you’re just one of thousands who’d be caught in the blast.”

“Luther gave it to you,” he said. “Then you’ve had it from the moment you set foot into Veldaren … yet you never spoke a word. Why have you kept this a secret, Thren? Is your pride so great you hoped to defeat me without resorting to such threats?”

Thren clenched his jaw tight. That was an answer he could not give. At play here was not just the city, but also Thren’s own echoing legacy. If Muzien had left immediately upon Thren’s return, then things would have returned to the way they’d always been. But now the Watcher fought alongside him. Now the Watcher truly listened with open ears, and looked with open eyes. Sometimes fear and desperation were the best teachers.

“My reasons are my own,” Thren said. “Luther was a fool, and now his weapon is mine. It’s time you leave.”

The darkened hand clenched into a fist, and Muzien openly glared.

“This madness is beyond even your limits. What is it you truly want, Thren? Do you want to be my heir again, and take your place at my side? Do you wish to rule as you did before, or usurp the throne I have carved for myself the past few months? Tell me. Let me hear it from your own lips.”

Thren gestured north, to the distant gate through the city’s wall.

“I want you gone,” he said. “I will build a legacy for myself, and it will be free of your shadow. Go back to Mordeina. Either that, or stay, and burn with all the rest.”

Muzien drew a sword, but before he could take a step, Thren pulled the golden amulet marked by a roaring lion from beneath his shirt and held it beside his lips.

“One word,” he said, and he pointedly glanced to his left, where less than ten feet away was one of Muzien’s many tiles of the Sun. “One word, and we’re both dead. I’d suggest keeping your temper in check.”

The elf hesitated, then with another glare, he jammed the sword back into its scabbard.

“You still haven’t won,” he said. “This is merely a stalemate. For all your boasting, you won’t destroy the city and end your chance of ruling it.”

“I beg to differ,” Thren said. “If you stay, I will sunder the land. Better Veldaren as ash and dust than not in my hands, Muzien. I think that’s a sentiment you understand all too well. Your situation is hopeless. So unless you want to be annihilated, accept defeat, and get out of my city. There is no way you can win this, and a hundred ways you will lose.”

This was it, his final moment of victory. There was nothing Muzien could do to stop him. Every bit of power was in Thren’s hands. With but a word, the elf died. How could he possibly resist him now? The Sun Guild would retreat from Veldaren, and in its vacuum, Thren would rise up to fill the void. He looked to his former master, seeking that fear in his eyes, that defeat, but instead Muzien grinned like a madman and laughed in his face.

“Hopeless?” he asked. “Far, far from it. You have but one grand weapon, one you cannot wield with subtlety, nor precision. You have no middle ground, no repeated use. Your only threat is to destroy the city you seek to rule solely to spite me. I believe you’re insane enough to do it, but not like this. You want to play games, Thren? You want to dance? Then go ahead. Continue with your schemes. Take the city from me. Earn your place. Earn your legacy. The only thing you accomplish by using that amulet is admitting your failure. You haven’t won, Thren. You’ve only changed the rules of the game.”

Thren felt his confidence starting to crack. Muzien wasn’t afraid. Despite the danger, despite how with a single whisper, Thren could end all their lives … Muzien wasn’t afraid. The determination on his face, the disgust … Thren almost spoke the word, almost destroyed them all, just to see that glorious second of panic and terror in the elf’s eyes.

But the day before, they’d scored their first victory, and he’d done it fighting side by side with his son. No, there was still hope. There was still the rest of the game to be played.

“Why did you come here?” Thren asked, letting the amulet fall back beneath his shirt. “Why now? You don’t need the wealth, and you don’t need the reputation. You passed by two other nations on the way here, each worthy of your attention. Did you bring all your focus here to simply humiliate me? To show no disciple of yours shall ever surpass you? What brought you to my city, Muzien? What made you so determined to pry it from my hands?”

“Because you were my heir!” Muzien shouted. “I trained you, I molded you. Everything you are is because of my guiding hands. And then this … Watcher took it from you. Your thief war lasted for years, and every single day you failed to crush your foes, the weaker it made me look. How could I have you take over my empire if you cannot rule a single miserable city? You want to know why I am here, Thren? I am here to show that the greatest of humans is still nothing compared to me. I am here to erase whatever insult your existence has done to my name, all so I may start over. You are a failure of an heir, and in killing Grayson, you slew the only other man who might have been worthy. From the beginning, then, I must start. From this cesspool of miserable lives, from this wasteland that you call home, I will find another person worthy to succeed me, because the one thing I know more than anything else is that you are not worthy.”

The elf spit out those last words as if hurling them at a wretched beggar. For years Thren had hated Muzien, denied him, and still those words pierced his flesh like daggers.

“You were the closest thing I ever had to a father,” he whispered. “If I am unworthy, then it is by your own failure. You hypocrite. Would you take all credit for my successes, then cast me aside for my failures? As if that cleanses you? As if that hides your shame? You’re wrong. It only reinforces it. I’m going to kill you, Muzien. When you die, it’ll be because I rose above your teachings, surpassing every pinnacle you thought you’d perfected.”

The elf smirked.

“Feeble dreams of a pathetic man,” he said. “Cherish every breath you take, Thren. They’re numbered.”

Putting his back to him in mockery, showing how much of a threat he truly thought Thren to be, Muzien strolled down the street he still claimed to own. Thren watched him go, his temper boiling over.

“Ash!” he screamed after him. “I will leave you with ash and bone. This city will be your funeral pyre!”

Clutching the amulet, feeling its hard metal through his shirt, he almost gave in. A scar, he’d promised his son. He’d leave a scar upon the world that would never heal. Given the destruction he could unleash, the lives he would end, how deep might that scar run? Tighter and tighter he held it, feeling his hand beginning to shake. His guild was still in pieces, and despite all the power he wielded, his foe showed no fear. To his eyes the city was already ash and bone. What reason was there to go on?

Have hope, he told himself through his rage. It might be only a glimmer, but it is still there.

“I’m not your heir,” he whispered, the calm of the night settling over him, soothing him. “I’m too old and tired to carry that mantle. But not my son.”

His son. Thren looked to the city, imagining the Watcher prowling the rooftops, remembering the awesome skill he’d displayed in battling Muzien. How different might things have been if Aaron had never fallen for the sweet lies of Ashhur? How great might his son have become if he’d chosen to rule the city instead of pretending to save it?

“How badly did I fail you?” he whispered aloud, a weight on his shoulders, a weight he’d felt for nine years, growing even heavier. “Are you too far gone?”

When he’d stood upon that hill not far from the Stronghold, commanding Haern to take his life, he’d thought all hope of reuniting his family lost to him. But something was different now. At long last, his son was seeing how cruel the world could be.

Throwing back his head and straightening his shoulders, Thren bore the weight as if it were not there. Mind to the future, he strode down the same street Muzien had walked, determined to show the same lack of fear. Muzien’s aura of invincibility was gone, the elf’s victory no longer inevitable. Time to gather the old guilds. From the ashes they’d rise, and loudly declare the underworld would suffer no gods. A king, though, they would accept a king, and for once Thren dared hope it would not be his head that bore the heavy crown.
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Terrance stood at the door to the garden, hesitant to step outside, when Zusa found him.

“Is something the matter?” she asked.

Terrance startled, then blushed at his reaction.

“I’m sorry,” he said, staring at the floor. “And no, nothing’s wrong. I have something Alyssa requested. Could … could you give this to her?”

He offered her a slender wooden box not much bigger than his hand. She took it, surprised by its weight given its small size.

“Thank you,” Terrance said, bowing low. “She’s been out there for hours, ever since the funeral. I had a servant ask her if she’d like to come in, since the sun was setting and it was getting dark. ‘It’s always dark for me,’ she said. I, uh, don’t think I’ve quite seen her like this before.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Zusa said. “Try not to worry. Alyssa’s strong. She’ll endure like she always has.”

Terrance looked relieved, and he bowed once more before retreating back into the mansion. Glancing down at the box, Zusa let out a sigh, then entered the moonlit garden. Following the stone steps through the roses and columbines, she found Alyssa sitting on a bench at the edge of a circle of birch trees. They’d buried Victor in the center of that circle, then marked the grave with a square stone tile dug into the earth. Alyssa’s head was in her hands, and if she’d bothered to wear her eyes, they’d have been staring into nowhere. At least the weather was fine, the breeze warm and comforting against Zusa’s skin.

“I’ve scoured the grounds three times,” Zusa said, sitting down beside her. “Anywhere I might have sneaked through, I positioned another guard. Between all the rattling of armor and chatting guards, it might be louder now than during the day, but at least you and Nathaniel will be safe. Forgive me, Alyssa, but this never should have happened. I should have known Muzien would not take our involvement in the ambush lightly, and been ready.”

Alyssa offered no reaction to her arrival other than a soft nod.

“Another attempt on my life,” she said. “Another attempt on Nathaniel’s. It won’t ever stop, will it?”

“Is that what depresses you so?”

The woman shook her head.

“This one time? No. It’s the history of them, Zusa. I feel it wearing on me. Always we are in danger. Always my enemies would seek to end my opposition by taking my life. Is there no other way they might strike against me?”

“You are the figurehead of an empire,” Zusa said. “They could slay a thousand of our mercenaries and not do as much damage as they might by taking your life.”

“I know,” Alyssa said, leaning back into the bench, hands resting in her lap. Her shoulders were so hunched, her tone so defeated, it made Zusa’s stomach sick. “Trust me, I know.”

“I’ve been talking to Victor’s men,” Zusa said, trying to force the conversation to something else. “Something about the battle in the square bothers me. Muzien had members of his guild rush the street with heavy hammers after the soldiers’ passing, then strike those tiles of his he’s placed throughout the city. That’s where the explosions came from, which caused the majority of the casualties we suffered during the ambush.”

“He trapped the tiles,” Alyssa said. “Seems like something he’d do.”

“Indeed,” Zusa said. “But what if the rest of them are trapped as well? There are hundreds throughout the city, and if they’re all as strong as what we—” She caught herself. “As what I witnessed, then thousands of lives are in danger.”

“Only if Muzien has hundreds of men with hammers willing to sacrifice themselves to do it.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him.”

Alyssa gave her a grim smile.

“Perhaps you’re right. If you were to look into it, where would you go?”

Zusa shrugged.

“If it’s magic, then Tarlak would make the most sense. A bit of coin would ensure he remained discreet regarding the matter.”

“Discretion, from a wizard in bright yellow?”

“This world has seen stranger things.”

This time the smile Alyssa gave her was sincere, and despite its fleeting presence, it did much to warm Zusa’s heart.

“I kept my ears open while I was among them,” Zusa continued. “No one suspects you in any way, and I doubt they ever will. Muzien looms too large over everything. In fact, the soldiers are hoping you’ll remain true to your reputation and burn half the city to the ground attempting to slaughter the elf. He must have treated them well, or paid them well, for such loyalty. I must say, their desire for vengeance for their former master’s death is admirable.”

“They’re fooling themselves if they think I have the heart for that anymore,” Alyssa said.

“I think you fool yourself if you would believe that,” Zusa argued. “No, I think you’re wiser and more understanding of the consequences. Still, it might be worthwhile to let a few squads of soldiers loose into southern Veldaren, if only for appearances. Besides killing Victor, the Sun Guild also made attempts on your life and the life of your son. The worst thing you could be right now is timid.”

“If we’re to strike at them, we need to do it right,” Alyssa said. “Can you find spots where the Sun Guild hides, then lead our men to them?”

“I can,” Zusa said.

Alyssa nodded, letting the matter drop. The silence was thick, awkward, and filled with Alyssa’s sadness. Zusa couldn’t stand it, nor did she know how to fix it, which made her feel powerless. There was nothing she could do to change the past. Betrayal left the deepest of scars, and Alyssa had been betrayed far too many times in her young life.

“Terrance told me to give you this,” she said after several minutes, gently placing the wooden box into Alyssa’s hands. Her friend chuckled, and she did not open it, only held it.

“I shouldn’t have killed him,” she whispered. “Gods help me, what was I thinking?”

“You were thinking he’d drag your entire family down with his foolhardy quest for vengeance and power,” Zusa said. “Just like I said he would.”

“That only makes him a fool. That doesn’t make him evil.” She gestured to the gravestone before her. “That doesn’t mean he deserved to die like he did.”

“As if anyone gets what they deserve in this world,” Zusa said, her words coming out far more bitter than she’d intended. “You were protecting yourself from his madness. Don’t you dare feel guilty for doing what must be done.”

“There had to be other ways,” Alyssa said, and tears slid from her vacant eye sockets. “He’d have never betrayed me, I understand that now. Even to his death, he’d have remained loyal. But so many have turned on me, how was I to know? How was I to believe he could be different … and it’s better to be the betrayer than the betrayed, right?”

She pulled open the lid to the box. Zusa could not tell what was inside until Alyssa dipped her hand within and removed the first of the orbs. They were shaped just like her glass eyes, but they were not painted in loving recreation of her original green irises. No, instead Zusa had to hold back her revulsion as Alyssa placed two solid black pieces of glass into her eye sockets. She looked like a thing of the night, a mockery of humanity, and the sorrow on her face only made it worse. If her eyes were windows to her soul, it frightened Zusa to think of what little remained within.

“I will not pretend at having sight when I am blind,” Alyssa said, setting down the box beside her. “Nor will I pretend at happiness when I am mourning. Look at me, Zusa, and see it. Let everyone see what I’ve become. Even those who would protect me, I have killed. Everything I’ve sought to accomplish, I’ve failed at. Everything I’ve tried to build has crumbled. I’m a widow of my own choosing. Friends, family … who do I have, Zusa? My very life is poison, and everyone who dares get near me suffers for it. I’ll never be able to trust anyone. No matter how hard I try, I’ll never have anyone to…”

Zusa pushed her lips against Alyssa’s, silencing such horrible thoughts. Holding Alyssa against her, she let the kiss linger, dared to put her other trembling hand against Alyssa’s smooth cheek, brushing away the wetness of tears with her thumb. Through it all, Alyssa remained shocked still, neither returning the kiss nor pushing her away. When Zusa finally pulled back, she put her forehead against Alyssa’s, their noses touching, and she gasped in a shuddering breath.

“You are never alone,” Zusa said, and she felt tears running down her own face. Never before had she felt so naked, so vulnerable. “And you will never be unloved.”

Those black orbs stared back at her, soulless, unreadable. As if in a dream, Alyssa reached up and put a hand on Zusa’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Zusa,” she said. “I … I don’t know what to say…”

Each word was a knife. Despite all their years together, she’d never thought this moment would come, yet here she was, pushed away, rejected. Not since Daverik had she offered herself fully. Even with Haern it’d been purely carnal, a need for comfort and release. Gently came the resistance, but still it came, Alyssa’s hands separating their bodies, her neck flushed, her face turning away in refusal of a second kiss that would never be.

Suddenly Zusa wanted to be anywhere in the world but there. Simply being in Alyssa’s presence was unbearable, a reminder of her foolishness. She wanted to forget, to pretend nothing had happened, and sitting before those black eyes made it all but impossible. For a moment she even wished for her wrappings so they might hide her blushing neck and cheeks from the world.

“I should go,” she said, rising from the bench. Her insides were performing loops, and she felt a wave of embarrassment smothering her.

“Zusa, wait,” said Alyssa, reaching out blindly for her. Zusa shook her head, not caring Alyssa would not see.

“If your men are to assault the Sun Guild’s hiding places, I should make sure they haven’t moved them,” she said, sniffling. “Just in case the ambush spooked Muzien.”

Alyssa’s hand dropped down to her side, and it seemed she struggled to find words.

“Of course,” she said. “Stay safe, all right?”

Standing there in the moonlight, Zusa knew she could disappear into its shadows, and the freedom that offered was powerfully alluring. Still, she had to try one last time. She had to see the limits of her foolishness, even if it meant putting her neck out yet again.

“I love you, Alyssa,” she said. “I always have. I always will.”

There’d be no confusion now. No pretending it had never happened. Part of her screamed at how foolish she was, how stupid, but her pounding heart drowned it out.

Alyssa leaned back into the bench, looking more defeated than when Zusa had first come to her.

“I know,” she said. “It’s the one thing I’ve always known. I only wish I deserved it.”

The chance was there, the ability to return her affection, even if only in words … but the words never came, and that was cruelest of all.

“Good-bye, Alyssa,” she said. Turning to the western wall of the garden, Zusa ran without slowing, leaping into the shadow-bathed bricks and reappearing on the other side. Through the empty streets she ran, without sight, without thought, only seeking to cover distance, as if each step might somehow lessen the pain.

It didn’t.

Faster, faster, cloak billowing behind her, she fled from what she could not outrun, until, legs burning and chest heaving, she slipped into an alley and flung herself against its wall. The mansion was far behind her, but it still didn’t feel far enough. Beating her fists into the building’s wooden side, she closed her eyes, let her tears fall.

“Damn it,” she said, a whisper at first, then louder with each blow of her fist. “Damn it, damn it, damn it!”

Forehead still pressed to the wood, she did not see the man’s arrival, only heard the softest rustle of his long coat.

“Hello, Katherine.”

She whirled, knowing it already too late. A bag dropped over her head, followed by a rope about her throat. Arms grabbed her wrists and pinned her against the wall as the air burned in her lungs, and though it was in vain, she struggled anyway, fighting until the darkness took her completely.
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Haern had slept the entire day away, recovering from the constant battles and scouring of the city. After grabbing a bite to eat, he prepared his things and left. Not far from the tower was a gently sloping hill, and atop its soft green grass he sat and watched the sun set. Come dark, he’d return to the city, once more working with his father to bring the Sun Guild crumbling down. While at first it’d seemed an insurmountable task, this time they’d drawn blood, and proven Muzien was not the infallible demigod he pretended to be. Of all the damage that had been done, Muzien had done the most by preparing his public spectacle in the first place. As a frequent user of public spectacle himself, Haern decided he might need to pay particular attention to that lesson in the future.

The sun was almost gone when he heard the soft footsteps behind him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Delysia climbing the hill to join him. A twinge of nervousness hit his chest, and he did his best not to dwell on why.

“Is it all right if I join you?” she asked, stopping just short. He patted the grass to his left, and she crossed her legs and gently eased into a sit beside him. He’d always been comfortable in her presence, yet now there was a wedge between them, and no matter how hard he told himself to forget it, the wedge remained.

“It’s been a while since I actually watched the sun set,” Haern said. “Usually I’m running the other way, or it’s hidden behind Veldaren’s walls.”

“It’s been a while since you did a lot of things,” Delysia said, reaching out to put a hand on his. “I’d say relaxing is one of them. Perhaps you should try it as well.”

He laughed and shook his head. Inaction bothered him. Even taking the hours he’d needed to sleep had left him feeling guilty, let alone waiting for sunset, but Thren had sent a boy runner with a note while he’d slept, informing him where to meet come nightfall, and so he waited. There should be more he could do, he knew. He’d promised to protect the city, yet out there lurked a madman with the power to bring it all crumbling down into fire and ruin. To let things reach such a horrific precipice, to fail so terribly the people he’d sworn to protect …

“You’ve always been one for solitude and silence, but I know something’s wrong,” Delysia said. She looked his way, then patted his hand. “You’ve hardly said a word to any of us since Muzien’s attack. If something’s bothering you, then talk to me.”

“It’s going to get worse,” he said, staring at the horizon. “Even if we somehow escape all this with Veldaren intact, hundreds will still die. How many of those deaths are on my hands?”

Delysia thought for a moment, and he appreciated that she did not give him an immediate, instinctual denial.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what brought Muzien here. I don’t know what you’ll need to do to secure peace. But Haern, don’t you dare put the blood of the innocent on your hands when others are holding the knives. It’s terrible enough when vile men do vile deeds, don’t let them cast the blame onto others. It doesn’t wash their own hands clean, nor stain yours.”

She spoke what he needed to hear, and he tried his best to believe it.

“I may not bear direct responsibility,” he said, “but all those people at the square … they died because Muzien wished me captured. Without me, they live. How do I not feel blame?”

“You took me from the aftermath before I could heal the dying,” Delysia argued. “Would you have me shoulder the blame for their deaths?”

“No, that’s ridiculous.”

“Then why are you any more responsible?”

He had nothing to offer, so he let the words linger in the air, and he turned his attention back to the dwindling sunset. Delysia leaned closer against him, and though she appeared relaxed, he could sense her tension, her apprehension.

“Why didn’t you let me stay?” she asked, finally voicing what had bothered her. “Those people, all those wounded … you should have let me heal them.”

“Just like I should have let you heal Ghost?”

A cheap shot, and he felt guilty for saying it, but the frustration had weighed on him ever since that moment, and he could not bear letting it linger in silence on his shoulders. He thought she might snap at him. Instead she looked exhausted, all the anger of that moment drained out over the past few days.

“Why does it bother you so?” she asked. “What makes you so angry that I’d rather have had him live than you taking your vengeance? Would you consider retribution more important than anything else you believe? Because I don’t think you believe that yourself.”

Haern rubbed at his eyes, maddened by the questions, mostly by his inability to answer them in any way that didn’t leave him sounding like a child.

“It’s because it’s impossible,” he said. “What you hope for this world to be, it just … can’t. Giving mercy to murderers? Finding redemption in those who once raped and stole? It’s a dream. A beautiful dream, but still a dream. The world isn’t like that. There’s no saving these people, no redeeming them from their cruel lives. I tried speaking of such things with my father, did you know that? He spit it back in my face. This world is filled with miserable people, some inflicting misery, and even more dwelling in its sick embrace. I don’t see how I can be what you’d have me be, yet still survive.”

“Why is it we who must break?” Delysia asked. “The evil of this world revel in their sin, then proudly demand all others accept it. They will never surrender, and so we must. They will never change, and so we must. ‘See the world for what it really is,’ they say. Hope is branded naïveté. Forgiveness is deemed a weakness. The only change they would foster is the crumbling of all things better men and women have built. Is that a world you wish to live in, Haern? Is that the world you fight for, a world where right and wrong are decided by bloodstained coins and the strength of the fist that holds them?”

“So you’d throw yourself against a wall of stone?” Haern asked. “Beat your head against it until it kills you? What is the point? Why suffer and die for something that will fail?”

“Because the smallest grain of sand can wear away a stone wall if given the time. Because every moment, I pray someone else will see, and demand this world embrace something better. Because with every drop I bleed, it might convince another that there is still hope. Would you refuse to give bread to a starving child, all because you cannot feed the thousand others that also starve?”

“I’m not talking about giving bread to a child,” Haern said, shaking his head. “I’m talking of taking down Muzien the Darkhand, an elf who, outnumbered three to one by the finest fighters in Veldaren, still escaped unscathed.”

Delysia wrapped him in an embrace with her right arm.

“Stop being paralyzed by the sheer size of the task at hand,” she said. “Be motivated by it. I know you, Haern. Deep down, I know what you are capable of, and the great things you’d aspire to if given the chance. Would you give that all up due to the faults and failures of other men? If you do, then you’ve already let them win.”

“The great things I’d aspire to,” Haern said, chuckling. It felt like such a dark joke. “All I am, all I’m good at, is killing people. By killing the right people, I’ve managed to forge a peace. You beg me to spare lives, to look for forgiveness, to offer mercy … I see no way such things can make any difference in the pit that Veldaren’s streets have become. There’s only one way to succeed, and that’s by being who I am. I’m the greatest killer Veldaren has ever known. I need no other aspirations.”

He’d thought such admissions would hurt her, or frighten her, but they did not. Instead she leaned closer, her free hand pressing against the side of his face, and her eyes met his without any flinching or doubt.

“Do you know what I pray for every night?” she asked him. “Just before you leave, I pray that it will be the last night you’re ever needed. I pray that you’ll come home safe. Most of all, I pray that when you do come home, you’re still the same man you were when you left. You’re not the greatest killer Veldaren’s ever known. You’re its greatest protector. You’ve given so much, yet this world would take more, and more, dragging you down until you break. That’s what I fear more than anything, Haern. And when I listen to how you talk, when I see you alongside your father, when I remember the tip of your sword at my neck when I went to heal Ghost’s wounds…”

Tears had started to swell in her eyes, and she sniffled.

“Then I just pray harder,” she said, looking away. “Pleading that Ashhur never takes from me the man I love.”

Haern kissed her cheek, and when he rose to his feet, it felt as if boulders were strapped to his back, and he carried them with dead limbs.

“I’ll be fine,” he told her. “I promise.”

“You shouldn’t make such promises,” she said. “Not unless you know you can keep them. I’m scared, Haern. I’m scared I’ll lose you forever. Tell me you’ll be all right. Tell me you’ll return as who you’ve always been.”

He swallowed down what felt like a hundred sharpened rocks in his throat. To save the city, he’d do whatever it took. Whatever must be done. Monsters in the night, he thought grimly.

“I would,” he said, “but you’d sense the lie immediately, wouldn’t you?”

She blinked, and twin tears ran down her cheeks.

“Go,” she said. “The night needs you.”

She needed him too, but Thren was waiting. Haern had a feeling Delysia knew that as well, and it added to the mountain of guilt that continued to grow on his shoulders. What started as a walk down the hill became a jog, then a sprint, as Haern outraced the demon in his thoughts, rushing back to the world he understood, the black-and-white shadows, the evil with their cloaks and coats, and his father who would lord over them all.

This time there was no confusion or fear when Nathaniel’s dream deepened and his awareness of his surroundings strengthened. He let it carry him, guiding his consciousness through the sharpening dreamscape of his mind … or wherever his visions took place. At first there was darkness, just the shadowed silence of Veldaren floating beneath him as if he were a great bird, and then came a crack of light across the west. The sun was rising, and Nathaniel felt himself flying to the north.

Dawn comes, spoke a now-familiar voice, the firm, authoritative tone of Karak. And with it rises an army of my savior.

Something about the dream was different, strange, and then Nathaniel realized why. Time. It didn’t race about him in a rapid, erratic manner. The sun did not rise like a leaf on the wind, nor fall like a stone. As Nathaniel soared over the green landscape beneath, broken by fields of grain and herds of pigs and sheep, he saw that they moved as on any other day. There was a sense of truth to everything, of firm reality that had been lacking in his other dreams.

“All this,” he said. “Is this happening now?”

It is. Your mind moves where the body cannot, for there is something I would have you see.

Beneath him the land grew steadily steeper, gentle hills turning sharp and tall. What little he saw blurred as his pace increased, his vision tearing through the sky with such speed it left him breathless … at least, it would have, had he felt the need to breathe. The sharp wall of hills smoothed away, and his path curled more to the west. Clouds zipped beneath him, puffy and white. Nathaniel wanted to reach out to them, to discover if they felt soft like cotton, as they appeared, but he had no hands to move, no physical body at all, just his sight.

Then, as rapidly as it had begun, his speed lessened, and he dipped lower and lower, weaving through another stretch of hills, these more yellow than green, the short grass broken by scattered juts of rock through the tough soil. Nathaniel felt apprehension growing in him, an intense repulsion toward whatever he approached. He knew where he was going, had been there before in his dreams. Before he could dwell on it further, the hills ended, and the ravine began. It was enormous, hundreds of feet deep. His movement halted when he was just on the edge, and he felt the formation of a phantom body to accompany his mind. The heat of the sun, the blowing of the wind, he felt on skin he could not see. Doing his best to keep invisible feet planted, he peered down into the grand chasm, which stretched out for miles to the north and south. Far, far below he caught a glimpse of a river: a puny, lazy thing that seemed a total mockery of the depth and breadth of the chasm it had carved.

Nathaniel looked across the chasm to the west, and just as in his dreams, he saw an army gathered. Unlike in his dreams, it was not bathed in shadow, nor did the soldiers’ eyes glow red like monsters’. From such a distance they looked human, albeit taller and stronger, their skins a sickly gray. Even from afar he could tell they were armed to the teeth, and that they numbered in the thousands, the army stretching out from the edge of the chasm like a great tail. And standing in the very center was the man with the ever-changing face. His eyes did not burn, but his irises shone as if they were glass, and within them raged a wildfire. They were tiny dots so far away, but Nathaniel could somehow see the man clearly, watch how the features of his face shifted and twisted, so slowly, so fluidly, that Nathaniel could never be certain what had changed.

My prophet, Karak whispered, and his voice was filled with love.

“Even in death, the faithless may be made to serve,” cried the prophet, his voice echoing throughout the ravine. It all was so terrifyingly familiar, except no longer did the fog of dreams cloud over it all. No, he saw it with crystalline clarity as shapes began to crawl up both sides of the chasm. Hundreds, if not thousands, squirming like ants, climbing like spiders. Second after agonizing second Nathaniel watched, their forms growing closer and clearer. They had once been humanoid, and they were dead. What little meat remained upon them was rotted and black, easily scraped off by the cliff wall. Bone and cloth dug into the sides of the rock, scraping until they found purchase. Magnified a hundredfold, the scraping sound was a saw across Nathaniel’s spine, yet there was nothing he could do. His phantom body would not move no matter what he attempted.

Higher and higher, no resting, no delaying. Sometimes one would lose its firm hold and fall, yet the others showed no reaction. They had no eyes for him to see fear within, no muscles to tire. Higher and higher, always higher and higher, until they came crawling over the sides. Nathaniel tried to flee, and thankfully he was lifted above them so the rotted bodies would not pass through his ethereal form.

“Are they his army?” Nathaniel asked as the dead continued to reach the top of both sides. It felt strange to ask questions knowing that a god would answer, but there was no denying Karak’s overwhelming presence.

Not his army, Karak’s voice echoed in his head. His tool.

Nathaniel watched as a rope soared from the prophet’s side to the other, its length crossing the chasm. As it landed, he saw that the rope had been tied to a long piece of bone, which shimmered with dark magic, burying itself into the rough rock. Once it was firmly in place, the dead began to move anew. They crawled across the rope, swarming toward the center with slow, steady movements from both sides of the ravine. The only sound they made was from the popping and rattling of their bones and joints. Once they met in the middle, they grabbed onto one another, arms interlocking, mouths closing over legs. From both sides they climbed, fitting themselves into place, propping up some, linking together others, bone twisting into bone.

For ten minutes Nathaniel watched, each one a shivering torment of rattling and breaking. When it ended, a bridge of the dead spanned the chasm, and with a triumphant bellow the army began its march across, three abreast. If the soldiers were afraid of the drop, they showed no sign of it, so great was their blood lust. The prophet remained behind, watching the others pass, and Nathaniel was grateful. He feared to be in that man’s presence, even in spiritual form.

As the army crossed, Nathaniel felt his vision beginning to break. Colors dimmed, as if a thin cloud floated in the way of the sun, and the sound of the army dulled. Nathaniel looked about as it seemed his world crumbled, and in the distance he saw the strangest sight: a winged horse, flying in circles high above the ravine, with a rider clad in green and brown. Nathaniel stared, and he’d have furrowed his brow if he could. The vision collapsed further, turning to gray and black. All sounds ceased, all physical sensations ended, as if a blindfold were over his eyes and mud pushed into his ears.

And then he opened his eyes, and saw he lay on his back in his bed, his room pitch-black but for the faintest moonlight seeping in below the curtain. His lungs burned, and he felt a desperate need to breathe, but he dared not make a noise. The presence remained, powerful, humbling.

The time approaches, Karak whispered into his ear. An end to chaos and the beginning of a new age of order. Play your part, Nathaniel. Keep the gems of the chrysarium close. When my might roars free, the sinful of this city will learn to fear the name they have mocked and despised since before I was ever imprisoned.

Like moisture evaporating beneath a hot sun, so did Karak’s presence dissipate, seemingly thinning instead of leaving at once. Upon its absence, Nathaniel finally gasped in air, and he felt his heart pound in his chest as if he’d run a hundred miles. Filled with a sudden need, he reached underneath his pillow and grabbed the nine gems of the chrysarium he’d hidden there. They were like ice to his touch. When he pulled them out and held them, each shimmered with color. Relief flooded through his body as their glow settled across his skin.

“Keep me safe,” Nathaniel prayed as tears ran down the sides of his face. “I’ll do it, just keep me safe, and Mother, and everyone else … keep us safe, and help me sleep.”

Eyes closed, he let the gems give him comfort, and when he dreamed, he was amid the marching legion, eyes to the rainbow sky, free from worldly struggles. A wonderful dream. A dream he never wanted to end.
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Zusa awoke to find herself chained to a wall and bathed in light. Seven torches burned in a semicircle, each one equidistant from her. Her wrists were bound behind her with metal shackles, the short chain attached to them hooked to something on the wall she could not see. Blinking at the brightness, Zusa fought through a momentary spell of dizziness. She had to regain her surroundings. She had to recover before …

“Welcome back to the waking world, Katherine.”

Muzien’s voice rolled over her like a wave, killing what little hope she’d had of escape. He knew of her ability to manipulate shadows, had seen her use it to execute the former members of the Spider Guild. There was too much light, the manacles on her wrists were too tight and too low, forcing her to a crouch. The master of the Sun Guild stood beneath one of the torches, which was suspended from the wall of the small room by a metal hook. His arms were crossed over his chest, and though his pose was relaxed as he leaned against the wall, there was nothing calm or controlled about the awful hatred in his eyes.

“Or should I call you Zusa?” he continued when she refused to acknowledge him. “I thought I’d rescued whoever you were before the religious dogma and abuse changed you, but apparently I was wrong. You’re still a slave, though the god you serve appears to have changed. You bow before the Gemcrofts now, don’t you?”

Zusa refused to give him anything. It hardly seemed to surprise him.

“I’ve dug into your past,” he said, coming closer and kneeling down so he could stare at her level. “Not hard after knowing of your connection to the Gemcrofts. You see, there’s these … whispers about Alyssa I never quite understood. A wrapped woman who helped seal her ascension by killing Yoren and Theo Kull, a lurking specter who watched after her, guarded her. I thought them merely stories or rumors, ways to make her mercenaries seem more special than they were. But you … you’ve been the one at her side, haven’t you? Her loyal shadow, her little lapdog?”

She kept her mouth shut, but her glare was answer enough. Muzien let out a sigh, and he rose back to a stand.

“So disappointing,” he said, beginning to pace, hands deep in the pockets of his coat. “Twice I’ve had you imprisoned before me, but I fear this second meeting will not go as well as the first. You had such potential, Zusa. The way you kill, it is such savage beauty to behold, yet to turn on me in my hour of need, as if a mere mask and hood would prevent me from recognizing your masterful grace … it’s as baffling as it is insulting.”

His darkened hand touched her chin, forcing her to look at him.

“I hold no doubt you’ve cast aside your faith in Karak; you never lied to me on that. But for you to be in Alyssa’s pay doesn’t feel right. You can’t have betrayed me just for coin. I could give you more with far less risk, and you’re a wise enough woman to know that. Power? I am true power, while Alyssa is a fading light. So what answer is left, Zusa? Come, surely you are willing to save yourself the pain and torture I would inflict upon you to have my answer. What is it that Alyssa offered you?”

Zusa pulled away from his touch, closed her eyes, and did her best to ignore his words, his presence. Crouching her body in tighter, she leaned against the wall, pretended to be far, far away. She’d been taught how to endure torture in her training as a faceless. Muzien would be better at it than most, and he certainly could break her in time. Her only hope was that time was something Muzien did not have. Cheek pressed against the rough wood, she thought of her visit to Angelport, her youth with the other faceless; anything other than Alyssa, and the answer to Muzien’s question.

A sharp blade pressed against her throat, then a hand grabbed her hair to yank her gaze back to him.

“I am not one you should ever ignore,” he told her, eyes so close she could almost feel the anger and disgust rolling off him. “You’ve betrayed me, Zusa, and you have no idea how terrible a choice that was.”

“You think I’m afraid to die?” she asked him as the blade pressed tighter against her flesh. “Do it. Cut open my throat.”

His lips pressed against her ear.

“No.”

He let her go, put away his blade.

“I want my answers,” he said. “And I will get them, one way or another … though I feel I already have one of them. You aren’t afraid of dying; that much is obvious. You didn’t betray me for coin, nor for power. So that leaves two possible solutions as to why you would remain so loyal to Alyssa, even now refusing to turn against her when facing torture and death. Either you feel you are in her debt … or you love her.”

Zusa tried to remain perfectly still, to let the comment wash over her as if it meant nothing at all, but the wounds were too fresh. Alyssa’s words hammered in her head. Muzien watched her like a hawk, searching for the slightest bit of information, and it seemed something in her reaction caught his notice. His eyes narrowed, and he halted his pacing.

“It’d be a powerful debt indeed to have earned so many years of loyal service,” he said. “But love … I wonder, Zusa, is love what keeps your lips sealed? Not surprising, really, given how love’s irrationality answers so many of my questions. I’m curious … does Alyssa love you back?”

Out came his dagger, and before she could react he’d already cut off a lock of her hair. Seeing her hair held in his blackened fingers unnerved her to no end.

“Love and loyalty,” he said. “We’ll discover just how deep each goes when Alyssa discovers you’re my prisoner. Will she ransom for your life, Zusa? Offer an exchange? Send out soldiers? Or will she leave you here to die alone and unworthy of the risk…?”

“You damn fool,” she said. “The city isn’t yours, Muzien. It isn’t now, and it never will be. Thren, the Watcher … they’ll kill you. It’s only a matter of time, and when it happens, I can’t wait to watch every single thing you think you’ve built come crumbling down.”

At last it seemed she’d struck a nerve. His darkened hand grabbed her by the neck, squeezing hard enough to choke. His flesh … it was so hot, so cracked, it seemed a demon of the Abyss held her, not an elf.

“This city,” he hissed into her ear, “this overcrowded pit of humans, is mine. The only fools here are those who would resist the inevitable.”

He let her go, and she gasped in air despite the horrible ache in her throat. Muzien put his back to her, just for a moment, and when he turned around he was his calm, cool self again. If anything, he looked to be in a better mood.

“You’ve given away your loyalty at last,” he said, smiling at her. “You love Alyssa, don’t you? It’s almost … adorable, really. Like seeing a lovesick puppy licking at her master’s boot. You never thought she loved you back, did you? I hope not. That would only make your betrayal of me all the more pathetic.”

“Fuck you,” Zusa spit. “Just kill me so I don’t have to listen to this nonsense.”

Muzien smiled, and he waved the cut piece of hair before her.

“If I thought you beyond saving, I would, but you’re not. You are a complicated thing, which means the complications must be removed so you might reach your true pinnacle. Alyssa, and your love of her, is one of these complications. So that means we need to discover just how much Alyssa loves you, and how dedicated she is to your release. Once I have my answer, I’ll capture her just like I captured you. I’ll bring you two together, and then I’ll make you watch as I cut into her. I’ll make you watch as she bleeds, and screams, and begs for death. And when I’ve wrung every drop of enjoyment from her suffering, I’ll hand you the blade. Then, when the only mercy you can offer her is a swift execution, we shall see just how much you truly love her. There is still hope for you, Zusa. There is still a future where you wield your skill and power in service of a worthy master. But it won’t be with a divided heart.”

He brushed her face with his blackened hand, the heat of it sending a wave of repulsion traveling down her spine.

“A worthy master,” he whispered. “All your life you’ve sought to serve, first Karak, then his priests, and now Alyssa Gemcroft. It’s all you know, isn’t it? You’re a woman of loyalty, of devotion … but you’ve been casting diamonds before the feet of beggars. It isn’t too late to open your eyes. A worthy master, Zusa. That’s all you’ve ever lacked, but one is before you now.”

“Never,” she said. “Kill me, torture me, do whatever sick act you can conceive. I will never serve you.”

He smiled that dangerous smile of his.

“My dear Zusa,” he said, “never is such a very long time. Thren will soon make another move against me, and when he does, I will kill him, and the Watcher as well. When those two die, and Alyssa’s body rots on the floor beside you, there will be no one left to resist me. The city will be mine, and once that happens, I will have all the time in the world to teach you the meaning of loyalty.”

He slapped her across the face, gently, almost playfully, and then strode toward the door on the far side of the room.

“You swore your life to me,” he called out over his shoulder. “Never forget it, because I assure you, I never will.”

The door opened and slammed shut, and then Zusa was alone with the bright light of the torches and the burning terror of her thoughts, both equally cruel, both unwilling to let her escape.
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Antonil Copernus stared at the bodies as his soldiers cut them down from the fountain. Their blood mixed with the fountain’s waters, coloring it a muddy red. There was no need to check, but as the four were dragged out onto the stone, Antonil ordered the soldiers to do so anyway. Opening the shirts of his dead soldiers, they found the four-pointed star carved into their flesh, some on the chest, some on the abdomen. Just like the three men the day before, and the two before that, all starting with the king’s adviser, Gerand Crold.

“More and more every day,” said one of his soldiers, a young man obviously shaken by the sight.

“Which is why we must remain vigilant,” Antonil said, clapping him on the shoulder. “One day it will be zero, because we’ll have finally broken the Sun Guild and their master.”

“Begging your pardon, sir, but the Darkhand doesn’t seem like the type to be broken.”

The corners of Antonil’s mouth twitched, the only hint he’d give of his inward wince at the words.

“Inform their families,” he ordered, turning north toward the castle and marching away. He tried not to dwell on the soldier’s fears as he moved through the quiet evening streets, but he failed. No, the Darkhand did not seem like the type to be broken, yet despite their resurgence in guarding the streets, along with over a dozen men they’d arrested bearing the symbol of the Sun, the city had not been consumed by fire and destruction. No, instead they continually found members of the city guard hanging from the fountain, and something about it felt … petty. Not grandiose. Not a statement. Just a petty resistance to a change the Darkhand could not stop. Despite the deaths, it gave Antonil a sliver of hope.

Not that it did much to help his mood. Distant change was not something the king was fond of, and every day Antonil was forced to endure the young brat’s terrified ranting. Every day the king insisted they return to ignoring the Sun Guild, and every day Antonil responded the same way.

“This city can only have one king, and if you cower now, it will not be you.”

If there was anything Edwin was afraid of, it was losing his tentative hold on power. So Antonil insisted the man would remain safe in his castle … and did not mention the tiles lining its outer walls, tiles that could bring the whole thing crumbling down in a heartbeat.

Sometimes those incapable of handling the truth are best left in the dark, he thought as he neared the castle. Such a damn shame our king has to be one of them.

As he reached the steps, he heard a commotion behind him, and when he turned he saw a lone soldier running as fast as his armor would allow, resulting in a rather obnoxious rattling of plate and chain. Frowning, Antonil stepped in his way and raised a hand.

“At ease,” he said. “What is the rush?”

The soldier was a man Antonil recognized, whose station was at the western gate. His face and neck were covered with sweat, and after a bow, he spoke in short, quick sentences while attempting to catch his breath.

“I’ve a message for the king,” he said. “Well, not a message. A request.”

“A request for what?” Antonil asked. “And from whom?”

The soldier looked torn between amusement and frustration, and he swallowed before answering.

“Perhaps it’s best I met with you first, sir,” he said. “There is an elf at the western gate of our city. He wanted in, but we denied him. Seemed the safest thing to do until we asked. So he’s outside waiting with his, uh, horse. Won’t tell us what he wants, only that he’ll speak with the king.”

Antonil frowned.

“Do you think he’ll speak with me?”

The soldier shrugged.

“When it comes to elves, does anyone know anything? Maybe yes, maybe no. But when it comes to our king, well…” The soldier paused, and he blatantly looked over Antonil’s shoulder to the castle. “I know who’d be more willing to listen, and who’d do a better job speaking, when it comes to an elf.”

They were dangerous words, and a sentiment that had been growing over the past year, particularly since Muzien’s arrival and the king’s complete unwillingness, or inability, to control his own capital city. Antonil knew he’d need to eventually clamp down on the open admission of such feelings, but deep down, he felt a total lack of energy to put toward such an effort. Perhaps when things calmed down, assuming they ever did.

“Go back to your post,” Antonil said. “I’ll see if this elf will speak with me. Whoever he is, he has no right to appear unannounced and demand an audience with His Majesty.”

“Of course,” said the soldier, bowing low. Spinning on his feet, he marched back down the street, and after a moment’s hesitation, Antonil followed.

It’s not like things can get much worse, thought Antonil. We’re due for good news, I’d say. Maybe he’s here to bring back one of their own …

Other elves scouring the city to drag Muzien out by his feet was an amusing thought, but sadly impossible. The king would never allow so many elves into his city, not after what had happened in the southern city of Angelport.

Back through his city he marched, and he took pleasure in noting far fewer marks of the Sun Guild on the people. Prior to the bloody battle at the fountain, his men and women had grown brazen, but now … now there were only the tiles proclaiming the Sun Guild’s power. Antonil felt a shiver at the remembrance of what they could do, and he did his best to push it from his mind. Such things were currently beyond him, and he had to pray that somehow things would turn out fine in the end.

At the western gate, Antonil saw a larger-than-usual gathering of his men, no doubt ogling the elf on the other side.

“Get back to your posts,” he told them as he pushed through, exited the enormous gates, and stepped out to greet his strange visitor.

It was the elf’s horse that first grabbed Antonil’s attention, not the elf himself. The beast was magnificent, tall and strong, and head to hoof colored a brilliant white. From its back grew enormous wings, which were currently folded in and pressed against its sides. With its huge eyes, it watched Antonil as he approached, and when its elven master bowed his head in respect, so too did the horse.

“Greetings,” said the elf. “I am Dieredon, scoutmaster of the Quellan elves. With whom do I speak?”

He was tall, tanned, his long brown hair carefully trimmed and braided away from his face. Though his tone and expression were serious, his voice lacked the smugness and condescension Antonil had expected.

“My name is Antonil Copernus, and I am responsible for the safety of His Majesty’s city,” Antonil said, and despite an initial hesitation, he bowed his head also. So what if he is an elf of a foreign land? decided Antonil. A little civility might go a long way. Dieredon patted the horse beside him, then gestured to the castle in the distance, just barely visible beyond the top of the wall.

“Do you come speaking for your king?” he asked.

A tricky question. Antonil didn’t want to lie, nor did he wish to be dismissed or ignored due to his station.

“No, I do not,” he said. “But I am the closest you will reach to speaking with the king in this lifetime, Scoutmaster, so whatever message you have come to deliver, you may deliver it to me instead, and I will relay it to His Majesty if I deem it important.”

The elf tilted his head, and then, to Antonil’s shock, he laughed.

“Important?” he asked. “I come to aid your city, yet you would demean my potential words and insult me with politics and denials to meet your king? Perhaps I should just leave you to your fate, if you would be so insulting.”

“Wait,” Antonil said before the elf could turn to leave. “I did not mean to speak so harshly. I only wish to convey the fears of His Majesty. His ears will not be open to you, nor his mind, nor his heart. But I am here, and I will listen, and whatever message you carry I will do what I can to make sure he listens with mind, heart, and ears open … because it will come from human lips.”

What he spoke was borderline traitorous, he knew, but beneath the elf’s ire he sensed something terrible lurking, and had to know what. Besides, there were no other ears listening. For some reason, should Dieredon tell the king what he spoke, well … it’d be his word against the word of an elf. There’d be no contest. As for his plea, it seemed to have worked, for Dieredon’s face softened.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I’m a fool if I would pretend at my kingdom being any more free of prejudices than yours, and even if it were, I will not leave you to your fate due to my pride. An army approaches, Guard Captain, thousands of orcs gathered together under one banner, and they’ll be at Veldaren’s walls within days.”

Antonil’s entire body froze.

“An army of thousands?” he asked. “That’s impossible.”

“Surely you know their numbers exceed that in the Vile Wedge,” Dieredon said. “Though perhaps you don’t, given your isolation here.”

“No, not that,” Antonil said, shaking his head. “They are all trapped within the Vile Wedge. Even with the Citadel’s fall, there is no way for them to cross the grand chasm unless they travel so far south they must pass through the Hillock, if not the Kingstrip beyond that. How could an army of foul monsters cross such a distance unnoticed with those numbers?”

“There is a space the orcs call the Bone Ditch,” Dieredon said. “It is the most slender gap of the canyon, and they’ve used it as a burial place for centuries. They had … aid in crossing the Bone Ditch, and then skirted north of the Hillock and the waters of Sully Lake. They now approach the King’s Forest. You must prepare your defenses, and summon whatever troops you can.”

The King’s Forest? Even if they’re just reaching its northern stretches, that means …

“Three days at best,” he muttered. The elf hadn’t been exaggerating. He felt the blood drain from his face. “By Ashhur, three days? That’s not enough time, Dieredon. Even if we had a standing army waiting for us at Felwood or the Green Castle, it’d take us that long just to have our messengers arrive. The only defenders we’ll have are those already within our walls!”

“And how many men is that?” Dieredon asked.

Antonil began to answer, but realized he was taking everything at the scoutmaster’s word. What if he was lying, or trying to sniff out the strength of their defenders?

“Not as many as I would like,” he said, standing up straighter. “But enough to handle these orcs. They’re strong but stupid beasts, and that is all they are. Without ladders and siege weapons, they will break upon our walls. Let them hack at our gates with their axes and swords. It will do them no good.”

Antonil caught the look the elf gave, and it troubled him deeply.

“Unless you know something I do not,” he added, trying to pry it out of him.

The elf crossed his arms, and whatever standoffish attitude he’d had was wiped away. Instead he spoke with a sudden earnestness and honesty that left Antonil stunned, and oddly flattered.

“I should have been here sooner,” he said. “But I feared to let their army out of my sight, and then they moved with far greater speed than I anticipated. Someone is with them, Antonil. I have seen him only in glimpses, clothed in black, but I fear he is a necromancer. He is how they crossed the Bone Ditch, and I believe it is his guidance that has kept the orcs in check. They raid only the nearby farmlands to feed themselves, and have avoided any large cities, or the Green Castle. They’re coming here, and they come with a purpose.”

“He is still just one man,” Antonil argued. “How much power can one man, even a necromancer, possibly wield?”

Dieredon stared him straight in the eye.

“Enough to bring your walls and gates crumbling down. I do not expect a siege, Antonil. I expect a massacre, and I pray it is of the orcs, and not the other way around.”

The elf bowed low, then hopped up onto the back of his winged horse. Antonil stepped closer, feeling dumbstruck, his tired mind frantically trying to make sense of all he’d heard.

“Will you track them still?” he asked, hoping he might gain more information about their foes as they approached.

“No,” Dieredon said, shaking his head. “If I press Sonowin hard, I might reach Nellassar in time to muster the Ekreissar to come to your aid. It won’t be easy, but there’s a chance…”

“I understand,” Antonil said, and he bowed low. “And thank you. Even if there is no time to summon soldiers, we may still save the outlying villages from the raiding orcs. You’ve saved many lives this day.”

“And if the goddess is kind, I will save many more,” Dieredon said. “Peace be with you, Antonil.”

His horse—Sonowin, Antonil assumed—let out a loud snort, and then its wings unfolded, spreading out fifteen feet to either side. With a great whoosh of air they beat once, twice, blowing back Antonil’s hair before he retreated. The creature began running away from the walls, wings still beating, and then it soared into the air, looping about once before heading southeast toward Nellassar, the forest kingdom of the Dezren elves.

Antonil watched until it was a white dot indistinguishable from the clouds, then pulled his attention back down to the ground. An army of orcs, arriving with no time for him to muster troops, and aided by a mysterious necromancer?

“Damn it,” he said, then with more gusto, “Gods fucking damn it!”

There was no time, no time to do anything if what the elf said was true. Worst was how he could not even wait to confirm his story. Waiting meant wasting precious time, and Antonil could think of no reason for Dieredon to lie. What could it possibly gain him? Spinning about, he rushed through the great doors of his city.

“Sir?” asked one of the guards.

Antonil ignored him, picking up his pace. Instead of heading toward the castle, he walked along the wall, toward the nearest of the many guardhouses stationed throughout the city. The building was squat and square, jutting out from the interior of the wall. When Antonil stepped inside, there was barely room for him among the several men seated within at the lone table. Along all the walls were swords and armor for the men to use on their patrols. Seated at the head of the table, ax still strapped to his back, was Antonil’s good friend, the battle-scared veteran Sergan.

“Come to share a drink with us?” the older man asked.

“Out,” Antonil said, looking to the others. “I must speak with Sergan.”

The others quickly obeyed. Sergan leaned back in his chair, scratching at his beard.

“Something the matter?” he asked.

“The scoutmaster for the Quellan elves came to speak with me,” Antonil said, deciding to keep it as brief as possible. “An army of orcs has managed to cross the Bone Ditch, and they’re on their way here as we speak.”

Sergan blinked.

“All right. How much time we got?”

“Three days at best, though two seems more likely.”

The man slowly rose from his seat, and he finished off the drink before him.

“Well that sucks Karak’s hairy cock, doesn’t it? What’s the plan?”

Antonil glanced over his shoulder and saw the soldiers lingering near the door, so he kicked it shut.

“We need to avoid a panic,” he said. “Find the most reliable men you can, and get them riding north. Every bit of farmland, every village, if they’re within striking distance of the King’s Forest, they need to be emptied out.”

“Want them to take shelter here?”

“No,” Antonil said, hating his answer. “We may fall under siege, and if so, food will be scarce enough as it is. Get them to go west, or east, it doesn’t matter, so long as they’re out of the army’s path. After that, get those riders to Felwood, the Green Castle, even Kinamn. All of Neldar needs its armies raised. If they besiege us, they’ll have a chance to break it, and if not, and we fall…”

Antonil shrugged.

“At least they’ll be ready when the army moves on.”

Sergan’s eyes glazed over, and Antonil could tell he was tracking routes and mentally assigning men to them.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “You sure this elf ain’t lying? This will be a whole lot of hubbub for nothing if he is.”

“I’d give anything to have him be lying,” Antonil said. “But I don’t think he is. We have to do whatever we can to prepare. Start recruiting anyone and everyone to join the guard; use the skirmishes with the Sun Guild as the excuse.”

Sergan blinked, and his mind focused more on the immediate.

“All this secrecy,” he said. “It’s making me suspicious that you don’t plan on telling His Majesty. I take it you don’t think it’s a good idea?”

Antonil paused, and then, unable to help himself, he burst into laughter.

“Telling him will do far more harm than good,” he said. “Let the brat remain ignorant in his castle. He’ll only interfere if he knows what’s happening, and worse, he might prevent us from doing anything because the warning came from an elf and not, well, anyone else. When the army arrives, he’s welcome to cower in his room while the rest of us save the lives of his people.”

Sergan saluted.

“Understood,” he said. “I’ll get started on the riders.”

Antonil saluted back, then made for the door.

“Do what you can, and as fast as you can,” he said.

“Where are you going?” Sergan asked.

Antonil grinned at him, for he’d realized a way he might confirm the army’s existence after all.

“I’m going to get us a wizard,” he said, then exited so he might hurry to the Eschaton Tower beyond the walls.
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Are you sure this isn’t a trap?” Haern asked as he and his father lurked outside the fenced Roseborn Cemetery. They’d spent the previous night in disguise, sneaking into the various taverns and slums of the city to spread their message: they wished to meet with the highest-ranking survivors of the former guilds. Now the sun had finished its descent, and their time for meeting had almost come, the two lying on the rooftop of the grave keeper’s home just opposite the cemetery’s entrance.

“It might be,” Thren whispered, and he glanced over at Haern and gave him a smug grin. “But would it matter?”

Haern shook his head.

“Most likely not.”

“Then stop worrying about it.”

It seemed wiser to worry about an ambush than to ignore the possibility, but Haern let the matter drop. If there was an ambush, it’d been set up carefully. As the people arrived one by one, Haern had looped the cemetery thrice while his father remained watching the gate. No groups of the Sun Guild remained lurking that he could find. That word of their meeting had failed to reach Muzien’s ears was a strong signal that his power in Veldaren was waning. Just a week before, such an attempt would have certainly ended in disaster.

“We’ve waited long enough,” Haern said, and he rose to a stand. “Anyone else who wanted to come would have already.”

Thren stood as well, and reaching down, he held the rooftop with his left hand and then used it to swing to the ground. Straightening his clothes after landing, he glanced over to Haern, who followed.

“Keep your hood up, and keep it dark,” his father said. “I need you mysterious and intimidating. Even if you don’t say a word, your presence, and what it means, will speak volumes.”

“You just have to be in charge, don’t you?” Haern said.

Thren shrugged.

“I just don’t want you messing things up. This crew will be antsy, and most likely thinking about how turning on Muzien will get themselves killed. If they’re here, it’s out of hope I can convince them otherwise. They want me to make them believe, and I can do that … but only if you keep your mouth shut.”

“No promises,” Haern muttered, grabbing his hood and willing its shadows to deepen. That done, he followed his father through the rickety gate, hands on his swords at all times.

There were nine of them gathered in a loose circle at the center of the cemetery, a few Haern recognized, and more he didn’t. All of them wore the four-pointed star somewhere on their shirt or coat, and they looked miserable being there. They’d been muttering among themselves, but when Haern and Thren stepped into their midst, they all fell silent. Haern kept his body hidden by his cloaks, and he turned his gaze to each one so there would be no doubt as to who he was.

“I’m surprised to see you here, Martin,” Thren said to a man with a heavily scarred face who was leaning against a slender tree, one of very few that grew throughout the cemetery. “Given how you betrayed me to Muzien when I first returned to Veldaren.”

“I did no such thing,” Martin replied, and he looked rather bored with the accusation. “I waited for a note or whisper of a plan, and none came until now. About time, I’d say.”

Thren chuckled, and he turned to the rest. As far as Haern knew, Martin was the only former member of the Spider Guild. Of the others he recognized only Quentin, a lanky man who’d been third-in-command of the Serpent Guild. The others, if they’d been members of the Shadow Guild, or the Wolves, or the Hawks, had been so low in importance he did not remember them, assuming he’d learned their names in the first place. A clear sign of the damage Muzien had inflicted on the underworld. Under different circumstances Haern would have been pleased.

“Do the rest of you speak for the remnants of your guilds?” Thren asked them.

“Those still interested in making things how they were,” said a skinny blond man, his frame dwarfed by the heavy coat he wore. “Can’t say for certain how many that is, given how dangerous it is to talk of the old times.”

“Right now, I’d say we’re few,” a woman beside Quentin added, a tattoo on her neck revealing her former allegiance to the Serpent Guild. “Too many pockets are filled compared to before Muzien’s arrival. Are you here to offer us a return to the glory days, Thren?”

“I am,” Thren said.

“And what might those glory days be?” Quentin asked. “Back to when we warred against the Trifect, losing men and women as fast as we recruited them? Or back to when we were glorified bodyguards squabbling over the scraps the Trifect paid us? Muzien might be sick in the head, but he’s brought us power we haven’t had in decades, and we don’t need to remain slaves to the fucking Watcher to keep it.”

Haern frowned, and he had to bite his tongue to remain silent. Such talk could derail whatever progress they hoped to make. His father knew that as well.

“You’re right,” Thren said. “You’re slaves to Muzien instead, but I’m sure your ego can handle worshiping an elf over the Watcher. As for your petty gripes, keep them to yourself, Quentin. If you thought it hopeless, or did not yearn for better times, you wouldn’t be here in this cemetery, so unless you have something worthwhile to say, cease your ego stroking and shut the fuck up.”

Quentin reached for his sword. The woman beside him grabbed his arm to hold him still.

“We’re not here to fight,” she said, glaring at them both. “We’re here because too many will die otherwise.”

Haern lifted an eyebrow. This was interesting …

“What do you mean?” he asked, ignoring Thren’s glare.

The woman glanced at Quentin, but neither seemed willing to speak, and so Martin did.

“We’re all hearing rumblings of Muzien pulling out from Veldaren,” he said, and the others nodded in agreement. “Nothing official, but most everyone seems certain it will happen at some point.”

“You act as if this would be a terrible thing,” Thren said.

“It wouldn’t be,” Martin said. “Except Muzien’s discussing taking tithes before we do.”

Haern felt his heart skip a beat. He looked to the others, and they all kept their eyes to the dirt, as if afraid to meet his.

“Tithes?” he said. “Like the tithes he took in the marketplace? The tithes you no doubt were a part of?”

“Enough,” Thren said, glaring.

“He’s right, though,” Quentin said. “He wants more tithes, and on a scale that’s frightening.”

“I’m not sure he plans on leaving afterwards,” said the blond man by the tree. “But the tithes, those I’m certain of. You’ve got to understand, Thren, we all have families here, friends, relatives. Most of our lowest ranks are children, or hold other occupations. They don’t want this, none of us do. A bit of extra coin, or a chance at power, that’s one thing, but this?”

Tithes, thought Haern. He wants his tithes …

Glancing about, and seeing no tiles, Haern realized that they might be in the only place in Veldaren safe from the wrath Muzien could unleash upon them. He wasn’t sure if that made him want to laugh or cry.

“A rebellion’s stirring in his ranks,” Thren said after they all fell silent. “That’s what you’re telling me?”

“Only with those here from Veldaren,” Martin said. “Those who came with him from Mordeina couldn’t care less.”

Thren nodded, and there was no denying the excitement growing in his voice.

“Then the time is now,” he said. “You swore your loyalty to a mad king to spare your lives, but that won’t protect you anymore. He must be brought crumbling to the ground, and we have the power to do it. Rise up, throw on your cloaks, and defy the Darkhand with every breath in your lungs. Let this outsider learn the folly of his pride and arrogance.”

“Brazen words,” Quentin said. “But how do we know it will work? And how do we coordinate such an uprising?”

“It will work because I am with you, and not against you,” Haern said. “Muzien built his power in my absence. I am here now, and I will not let it stand. Tell the underworld your Watcher will aid you in returning things to as they were. Even if you doubt Thren, do you doubt me?”

Haern felt the immediate change in the air. Muzien might carry a towering reputation, but Thren and Haern had spent their lives cultivating auras of fear in Veldaren. For their power to be united? Suddenly the Darkhand’s newly forged empire didn’t seem quite so invincible.

“This is not some last-ditch desperate attempt,” Thren told them. “This is the true might of our city rising up in defiance, and we will crush everything Muzien has built in one single blow. Spread word throughout the underworld. Tell those who once belonged to your guilds that very soon I will give my signal to the entirety of the city. When you see it, toss aside the Sun, throw on your cloaks, and in the name of the Spider, slaughter all who will not do the same.”

“And what might that signal be?” Martin asked.

Thren grinned at him.

“You will know it when you see it. Until then, be ready. This will be bloody, but we will emerge stronger than ever before.”

“Hold up,” Quentin said. “I don’t remember any of us saying we agreed to go along with your plan, not that there’s much of a plan to begin with, and I as sure as the Abyss didn’t agree to join your Spider Guild.”

Haern felt the air immediately turn electric. Quentin’s hand had never left his sword, and the stubborn look on his face made Haern nervous. Thren turned to him, but if he was worried, his bemused smirk hid it well.

“You don’t have a choice,” he said. “If you don’t agree, and swear it with your lives, then consider it appropriate we are in a cemetery.”

“You’d force us to your side with a blade at our throats?”

Thren laughed in Quentin’s face.

“As if Muzien recruited any differently,” he said. “Swear loyalty to the plan, starting with you, Quentin. Let the gods themselves curse you if you betray us to that damn elf.”

The others exchanged glances, and far too many hands were drifting down to the hilts of weapons for Haern’s liking. Despite who was before him, Quentin didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest.

“You always thought you ruled over us,” the man said, drawing his two swords. “Like your guild was hot shit while we were just rats. We bled and died fighting the Trifect because of your pride, leaving us vulnerable to the Watcher’s rise. Muzien may leave or stay, but no matter what happens, I’ll take my own chances instead of following you into yet another war because your bruised ego can’t stand the thought of someone else ruling Veldaren instead of you.”

The two faced one another in the moonlight, Thren with his arms crossed, Quentin with his blades ready. The rest watched, tense, curious as to the outcome of the battle. Haern remained back, trusting his father to handle an upstart like Quentin, and instead watching to ensure no one else attempted a cheap shot at Thren while he was locked in a fight.

“You think you can take me down?” Thren asked. “I can’t decide if I should be insulted, or if you’re just insane.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to decide after you’re dead.”

Quentin rushed forward, trying to catch Thren off guard. A painfully futile attempt, and Haern knew it the second the man leaped off his feet. Thren took a single step back with his left foot to brace himself, and in a smooth motion, he pulled his short swords free of their sheaths and swept them in an arc before him, batting aside Quentin’s dual thrusts. Pulling them back around, he forced Quentin to retreat from his sudden flurry of slashes. None were meant to be fatal, Thren clearly playing with him. Within moments thin cuts lined Quentin’s face, which was flushed a deep red, whether from exertion of frustration, Haern did not know.

“Weren’t you to kill me?” Thren asked, parrying a frantic thrust with his left hand and smacking Quentin across the cheek with the flat of his other blade. “Then why am I not dead yet? Come, Quentin, surely you weren’t boasting out of your ass?”

Instead of attacking, the man retreated further, throwing a plea to the woman who’d come with him.

“Help me, Michelle,” he said. “He can’t take the both of us!”

The woman shook her head.

“This is your fight,” she said. “You finish it.”

Quentin’s eyes widened in fear as Thren stalked forward, swords twirling in his hands. Apparently deciding it better to die in a mad rush than flee, Quentin barreled forward with the grace and skill of a charging bull. Thren sidestepped the mad swings, then spun on one foot, the other kicking Quentin hard in the stomach. The former Serpent rolled to the ground, one of his swords falling from his limp grip. When he came to a stop, he retched in a weak attempt to suck in air. Thren remained still, ignoring the man completely and instead addressing the others.

“Have you forgotten who I am?” he asked. “Have you forgotten all I’ve done? I’ve come to save you from Muzien, and you’d treat me like a child?”

Quentin pushed himself onto his knees, fingers digging into the soft earth of the cemetery. He glared as Thren pointed a bloody sword his way.

“Last chance,” Thren said.

Quentin opened his mouth to speak, but no words came forth. Instead his upper body constricted, as if he were choking. His eyes bulged, and he convulsed again, a dry heave that was horrible to hear. Haern stepped back and readied his swords, horrified by the sight. Wisps of shadow swirled about Quentin, rising up from the grass to seep into his skin. As they all helplessly watched, Quentin clutched at his throat, let out a single agonizing shriek, and then vomited up a stream of blood that seemed to stretch on and on unending. At last he stopped, plopped facefirst into the red puddle before him, and lay still. In the ensuing silence, Deathmask’s laughter was like a cry of thunder.

“Surely you all did not think I would miss such an important meeting?” the man asked, sitting on the highest branch of the slender tree. Haern felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. He’d checked that tree multiple times, never once seeing anyone within it. That Deathmask could avoid him so easily was unnerving to say the least … not to mention the awful display that had been Quentin’s death.

“Was that necessary?” Thren asked, gesturing to the bloody corpse.

“Hardly anything I do is ‘necessary,’” Deathmask said, grabbing hold of one branch to swing down to another before hopping to the ground. He wore no mask over his face, nor the cloud of ash levitating about his head to intimidate his foes. Even without them the man was still an imposing figure, his eyes sparkling with sick pleasure. “But enjoyable? Fitting? I’d like to think so. Quentin was an oaf, and you were a fool for giving him another chance. We are all on our last chances so long as Muzien lives.”

If Thren had thought that only the Watcher’s presence could galvanize the rest, Haern realized he’d sorely underestimated Deathmask’s influence. The Ash Guild, despite its size, was the sole survivor of Muzien’s takeover of Veldaren. For him to also throw in his allegiance with Thren and the Watcher gave their plan legitimacy even the most doubting of men could not deny.

“You will aid us then?” Thren asked as he sheathed his swords.

“I’ll aid in crushing the Sun Guild,” Deathmask said. “But I won’t be your puppet, and I won’t ever serve you with the slightest bit of loyalty. In fact, I’m going to say none of us here will. When the Sun Guild collapses, the Spider Guild won’t be inheriting the city alone. The Wolves will rise again, as will the Serpents, the Shadows, and perhaps even a few new-colored cloaks will grace our streets. But we won’t be yours to rule. Either you accept that, or discover if I’ll be as easy to defeat as that idiot Quentin.”

For the second time in mere moments Thren stared down another man in that cemetery, but they all sensed the difference. Haern kept his hands on the hilts of his sabers, not expecting to need them. A man like Deathmask was too random and dangerous a foe to take on, especially with so little to gain.

“The underworld will only rise up if they may return to the guilds where they once belonged,” Haern said, hoping to defuse the situation before it might become worse. “If you want to conquer Veldaren, Thren, you’ll need to do it the old-fashioned way: one street at a time, and only after Muzien is rotting in the ground.”

Thren kept his gaze locked with Deathmask’s for a moment more, then looked away.

“So be it,” he said. “Do you all accept?”

One by one the others nodded.

“Good.” Thren turned back to Deathmask. “Then when I give my signal, bring the Sun Guild crashing down, and make it glorious.”

Deathmask bowed low in mockery.

“Muzien isn’t the only one who knows how to put on a good show,” he said. Waving to the others, he strode toward the exit of the cemetery. After an awkward hesitation, the others followed. Haern joined Thren’s side, watching them go.

“That went well,” Haern said when they were out of earshot.

“I thought I asked you to keep your mouth shut.”

“Did you ever hear me agree?”

Thren shook his head, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a rolled-up scrap of paper.

“What is this?” Haern asked as Thren handed it over to him.

“For your wizard friend. It’s a simple request, one he should be able to handle. Get it back to me as soon as you can.”

Haern tapped the paper against his palm.

“This is your signal, I take it?” he asked.

“It is.”

Haern put it into his own pocket, then joined his father in step as he headed for the cemetery’s rickety gate.

“Where are you going?” Haern asked.

“Somewhere to alleviate my foul mood.”

“A whorehouse?”

Thren let out a chuckle.

“Anywhere owned by the Sun Guild,” he said. “My swords are still hungry.”

More killing, so casual, so easy. Troubling still was how little that realization bothered Haern. Falling back a step, he turned left when his father turned right.

“Have fun,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll give Tarlak your request. I’m sure he’ll be mightily pleased.”

Thren waved without looking. Giving one more look about the various rooftops and alleys to ensure no one watched or waited in ambush, Haern rushed west to the Eschaton Tower, and it seemed his every step was lighter than the last.

This was it, the final strike against Muzien. Either they’d bring him down, or die trying. Though it should have brought him fear, he felt only relief. Despite all the risks of failure, he’d have the fate of the city resting on the blades of him and his father. As he climbed the city’s wall and then descended the other side, he knew, deep down in his gut, there was no other way he’d rather it be.

Haern had expected everyone to be asleep when he entered the tower, and was surprised to see Tarlak waiting for him in his chair before the fire. He held no drink, which immediately made Haern nervous.

“I hope you weren’t waiting up on my account,” Haern said as he shut the door behind him.

“Sadly, I was,” the wizard said. “We’ve got a problem.”

He gestured for Haern to have a seat, and so he did on the nearby couch. Settling into the cushion, he removed his hood and popped his neck.

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “Are Delysia and Brug all right?”

“They’re fine,” Tarlak said. “They’re both worried about you, of course, but that’s not what this is about. Antonil came to visit earlier today, and he wasn’t carrying good news. Apparently an army of orcs somehow crossed the Bone Ditch and is marching its way here while happily pillaging all the nearby towns.”

“That’s not…” Haern rubbed his eyes, picturing the landscape and trying to make sense of it. “Forget it, so assuming that’s true, how much time do we have?”

Tarlak let out a bitter laugh.

“There’s no assuming involved. It’s not hard to find an army of orcs with a bit of scrying magic, given how their race isn’t what I’d call subtle or elusive. And by my guess? If we’re lucky, they’ll be here two nights from now.”

Haern slumped into the couch, hands falling to his sides.

“That’s not enough time,” he said.

“Thanks for stating the obvious. Antonil was practically begging me to help defend the walls. Your name came up a few times, too. Seems he thinks you’d be a good frontline soldier. I offered Brug instead, but no luck there.”

Haern shook his head, and he closed his eyes, mind still racing.

“You misunderstand me,” he said. “I mean when it comes to Muzien. We need more time for word to spread. Everything is almost in place for an all-out rebellion. This has to succeed, for there won’t be a second attempt if we fail.”

“An army of muscle-bound brutes marches toward our doors, and you’re worrying about rogues and guilds? Surely this can wait until after.”

Haern snapped open his eyes and rose from his seat, unable to resist a need to pace the floor.

“Think about it, Tar,” he said. “Muzien views himself as ruler of the city. Tell me, what do you think he might do if an army of orcs smashes through the gates?”

“Truth be told, I have no clue,” Tarlak said. “And neither do you.”

“That’s a lie and you know it. There’s already rumors he’s planning to pull his guild out of the city, and he won’t do so without leaving a giant funeral pyre to soothe his wounded pride. And even if he isn’t planning on leaving, what do you think Muzien will do if he thinks the city will fall? Do you think he’s the type to let someone else have it?”

“Might be better for everyone involved that they die in a fiery explosion than let those orcs have their way with them,” Tarlak mused. “And what prevents him from doing the same damn thing because of your little insurrection?”

Haern turned, met Tarlak’s stare, and refused to back down.

“Nothing,” he said. “But I’m tired of cowering in fear of him. When we rise up, I’m hoping his pride prevents him from activating the tiles, and that he tries to crush us personally instead. If he does, then we’ll have our chance to kill him and end this permanently.”

“And by ‘we’ do you mean you and Thren?”

Haern let out a sigh.

“Yes, I do. Is that a problem?”

Tarlak shrugged.

“I don’t know. How could allying with Veldaren’s most infamous lunatic possibly be a problem? It boggles the mind.”

“Be serious, Tar.”

“I am!” The wizard shot up from his seat. “You’re not just playing with fire; you’re rolling around in it while bathed in lantern oil. Night after night you’re out there with him, prowling the streets, killing, plotting. Is it really so wrong of me to fear a bit of the father might be rubbing off on the son?”

Haern swallowed, and despite his friend’s seriousness, he couldn’t help but chuckle.

“So you’re not going to be happy about this request, then?” he asked, handing over the rolled-up scroll Thren had given him. Tarlak snapped it from his hands, opened it, and quickly skimmed the contents.

“Dramatic little bugger, isn’t he?” the wizard mumbled, then rolled it back up. “I take it Thren wants this made posthaste? You know there’s stone tiles capable of destroying the entire city out there I should probably be studying instead, right?”

“And I know you’re no closer to rendering them harmless than when you first started,” Haern said. “We won’t save the city that way, not with what little time we have. We save it by overthrowing Muzien, who holds the key to their destruction. You know I’m right, too, or you wouldn’t be as upset as you are.”

“I’m upset because I’m worried I’m going to lose my friends and family,” Tarlak said. “You could at least acknowledge that. The city’s not equipped to handle an enemy force with so little preparation, and you are facing off against a foe that, barring our recent fun at the fountain, has never once been defeated. Bad doesn’t begin to describe this, Haern. Bad doesn’t scratch the surface.”

Haern reached out and put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.

“We’ll endure,” he said. “We always have, and we always will. This invading army, there’s only so much I can do against it with my swords, especially compared to the magic you and your sister wield. But Muzien and the Sun Guild … we cannot let them continue to hold a blade over our heads using those damn tiles. My plan is in motion, and during the confusion, I think we can save the city from their hands. Can you trust me to handle them, while you handle the threat from outside the walls?”

Tarlak let out a sigh, and he brushed away Haern’s touch.

“Yeah,” he said. “I can. Won’t like it, but I can. I’ll get Thren’s toy made tomorrow. First I need to get some sleep, and I suggest you do the same. I have a feeling there’s long days and nights ahead of you.”

A snap of his fingers, and the fire dwindled down to just embers.

“Good night, Tar,” Haern said as the wizard climbed the stairs.

“Good night, Watcher.”

In the growing darkness Haern stayed, still struggling to process the new threat. There was just no space in his mind, no way for him to worry over it with the threat of Muzien looming over everything.

“One enemy at a time,” he muttered, removing his sword belt and plopping onto the couch. “Is that so much to ask, Ashhur?”

Of course it is, he chuckled to himself. Closing his eyes, he felt his exhaustion weighing on every one of his limbs, and despite how young the night was, he fell asleep with ease.
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Sef Battleborn paced before Alyssa in the middle of their dining hall, his heavy footsteps on the carpet her tool to track his movements. The man was far from happy, but given the overall state of things in Veldaren, Alyssa thought that was to be expected.

“It’s been two days,” Sef said. “If we’re to retaliate and have it mean something, it has to be now. The longer we wait, the weaker we appear, and the more insulting it is to Victor’s memory.”

Alyssa choked down her sigh. Sef had been Victor’s most trusted and second-in-command, and due to that relationship, she’d given him responsibility for many of her house guards, as well as all the mercenaries still sworn to allegiance to her. Risky, given how little she knew of Sef, but the act had done wonders in solidifying her control over Victor’s assets, as well as hiding her guilt. Still, the problem with Sef’s loyalty to Victor, Alyssa had discovered, was, well, his loyalty to Victor.

“Getting Victor’s men killed does disservice to Victor, not the other way around,” Alyssa argued. “Any such drastic measure must be made with care and control.”

“Care we’d take, if the circumstances were better. If your … friend, Zusa, had returned to us with the information you’d promised, we’d already be on the move.”

Alyssa winced, and she lifted her cup to her lips to hide the slip. As she drank, she tried to imagine Sef from what she remembered. He’d been a large man, thick around the chest. A beard, she decided, he’d also had a beard, and not without a significant portion of gray. She had a feeling he was stroking that beard, if not pulling on it in frustration.

“Calm yourself,” she said. “You’ll add more gray to your beard if you remain like this.”

His pacing halted, just long enough for her to know the comment had hit home. Good, she thought. Even the little details went a long way in winning people over.

“Forgive me,” Sef said. “Inaction and I do not get along very well. If you’d rather we wait to serve vengeance to the Sun Guild, I will accept that, but please, let us at least begin our own inquiries as to their dens and hiding places. We may not find anything, but at least I won’t feel like I am sitting here on my hands.”

It was a simple enough request, and Alyssa waved him off.

“So be it,” she said. “You have my permission. Only information, Sef, and only through petty bribery. No promising a fortune, and no torturing and cutting off limbs, either. We don’t want them scattered or actively hiding, not if we can help it.”

She heard Sef’s boots clap together, and she assumed he’d bowed, so she made the smallest of nods in return.

“May you have a pleasant evening, milady,” he said. “At your leave?”

Another wave, and he left her alone in the dining hall. Sipping more of her green tea, Alyssa tried to fight down her bubbling concern for her friend. She’d heard nothing of Zusa since she fled their last awkward encounter. Given how she was going back in disguise into the underworld of Veldaren, it made sense that it might take more than a few days to finish her efforts, as well as get away safely. But even as Alyssa told herself this, she did not believe it, not for the slightest second. Was she dead? Wounded? In hiding, her identity revealed? Alyssa didn’t know, and she didn’t want to know. Despite her worry, at least she could still lie to herself, and believe that Zusa still lived.

One of the doors to the dining hall opened, and Alyssa tilted an ear toward it.

“Mistress, you have a visitor,” said a servant. “Guard Captain Antonil Copernus.”

“Bring him to me,” she said, ignoring the tightening of her throat. What news might Antonil bring? Did he anticipate the carnage that Sef wanted her to unleash? Or perhaps he’d discovered news he wished to deliver personally, perhaps about a dead servant he knew was close to her …

“Greetings, Lady Gemcroft,” she heard Antonil say from the door, and she smiled as sweetly as she could.

“Greetings, Antonil,” she said. “Please, come join me, and if you have the time, I’ll have a servant fetch you something to eat or drink.”

“Time is something I sadly have little to spare,” Antonil said, his voice traveling closer. “I … forgive me, I should have come sooner to extend my condolences. Victor was a good man, and a better man than this city deserved. I am sorry for your loss.”

Awkwardness bubbled up inside her, the same awkwardness she’d been struggling with since Victor’s death. Should she feign sorrow? Those close to her knew there’d been no real romance between her and Victor. How many tears were appropriate? What words should she say about the man she’d murdered in secret? She’d found carrying on had served her best, for her eyes spoke volumes, the sorrow in their darkness conveying far more than she ever could.

“Thank you,” Alyssa said, keeping her voice flat. “And yes, he was a good man.”

Antonil coughed, and she realized he was pacing before her just as Sef had. Did it have something to do with her eyes, or was it just a military sort of thing?

“I wish I had a better way to broach this subject, but I don’t, so forgive my abruptness,” Antonil said. “Given the situation, I will keep this quick. I believe an army of orcs from the Vile Wedge approaches our city, and I need as many soldiers as possible to man the walls and hold the gates. Your husband once promised me aid should I ever need it, and I come to you praying you will accept a similar obligation.”

Alyssa’s mouth dropped open, and she blinked multiple times across her glass eyes.

“Excuse me?”

“I know it sounds insane, because it is, but it’s also true. I expect them to arrive tomorrow night, leaving us very little time. I’ve made what preparations I can, and I’m coming to you in private in hopes of preventing panic from spreading throughout the city. With the men I have, I can’t even guard the entirety of the wall. My hope is to keep them near the gates, where the fighting will most likely be. Even then, my soldiers on the ground will be terribly few. I need men with experience, who know how to fight and won’t break in fear. I need your mercenaries, Alyssa, as many as you might spare. If a gate falls…”

Alyssa held up a hand, stopping him.

“Servants should be waiting just outside the door,” she said. “Order one to fetch Sef Battleborn. I want him to hear this.”

As Antonil did so, Alyssa reached for her tea, then decided against it. What madness was this, she wondered? An army of wild brutes? Did they not have enough to worry about in Veldaren? When Antonil returned, he sat opposite her at the table, and she heard him chuckle.

“You know,” he said. “A drink might not be a bad idea after all.”

Beyond thanking the servant who came with his glass, Antonil said little as they waited. Alyssa brooded silently, thinking over the numbers of her remaining forces. Three hundred of Victor’s had survived their attempt to ambush Muzien, and they’d combined with the two hundred house soldiers and private mercenaries Alyssa had carried prior to the attempt. A significant fighting force indeed, but could she risk sending so many? What happened if Muzien considered the chaotic battle the opportune time to enact his own revenge?

The door opened, and Sef announced himself before stepping in.

“Antonil, I don’t know if you’ve met before,” said Alyssa, “but this is Sef Battleborn, former soldier and friend of Victor’s, and my newly appointed master of mercenaries. Go ahead. Tell him what you’ve told me.”

Antonil repeated his warning. When he finished, she heard Sef laugh.

“Well then,” he said. “It seems fate has a fucking sense of humor when it comes to timing. What is it you want from us?”

“I want you and your men to hold the western gate,” Antonil said. “If Alyssa agrees, of course.”

“Alyssa?”

The master of the Gemcroft household sighed. Despite the weight she felt bearing down on her, the guilt and the frustration, she knew what was right.

“Every soldier at my disposal is yours,” she said. “If you are correct, and an army marches against us, I promise my men will be there without fail.”

“Excellent,” Antonil said, rising from his seat. “Your generosity may save thousands of lives, and I cannot thank you enough.”

Alyssa dismissed such praise with a wave of her hand.

“I’m not here to receive glory for doing the right thing,” she said. “Nor do I act selflessly. I live within these walls, too.”

“Perhaps,” Antonil said. “But I thank you nonetheless. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” She heard a rattle of armor, something, hands perhaps, clapping together.

“Hope to fight with you soon,” she heard Sef say.

“You as well.”

More rattling, and then the door opened, leaving Sef alone with Alyssa.

“I take it my scouting of the streets will be put on hold?” Sef said once Antonil was gone.

“I see why Victor kept you around,” she said, smiling despite herself. “You’re so skilled at deciphering the obvious.”

Another knock on the door, followed by a servant’s clearing her throat and calling Alyssa’s name. Alyssa fought down another sigh. What now?

“Yes?” she asked.

“I found … it seems someone left you a … gift, milady,” said one of their younger servants. Alyssa frowned, confused. A gift from whom?

“Bring it here,” she told Sef. “And what is it?”

Sef’s heavy footsteps thumped over to the door.

“It’s a small box,” he said.

“Fascinating,” Alyssa said dryly. “And inside?”

She heard a popping of wood, followed by a grunt.

“Well?” she asked.

Still Sef hesitated.

“It’s … it’s a note,” he said. “And a lock of hair.”

Alyssa’s heart skipped, and she felt the room about her suddenly closing in. Reaching out her hand, she accepted the lock, felt its smoothness on her palm.

“Read it,” she said, voice falling to a whisper.

Sef cleared his throat, then began reading aloud.

“‘The game is just starting, Alyssa, not ending. Your turn. Do you still have the heart to play?’”

Alyssa lifted the lock of short, soft strands, twirled them in her fingers.

“What color is it?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Black,” Sef said. “It’s Zusa’s, isn’t it?”

Tears gathered at the bottoms of her glass eyes as Alyssa clutched the lock tightly in her fist.

“Another change in plans,” she said. “I want dozens of your men scouring the city looking for her. Spend coin, break bones, and cut off as many fingers as it takes to loosen people’s tongues. I want to know where she is, Sef, and I want to know now.”

“If it’s the Sun Guild, people don’t talk, not even…”

Alyssa bolted from her seat, and reaching out, she found the collar of his shirt and then yanked him closer.

“Make them talk,” she said, staring at him with her black eyes.

Sef cleared his throat.

“This may take time. What about Antonil’s request? What shall we do when the army arrives?”

“For his sake, pray we find Zusa before then.”

“As you wish,” he said. “But I have to ask … what makes you think she is not already dead?”

Alyssa let him go, and she lovingly brushed the lock of hair with her fingers.

“Because if she were, Muzien would not have sent me her hair,” Alyssa said. “He’d have sent me her head. Now go. You have a job to do.”

Sef bowed, then stomped away, already shouting orders before the door to the dining hall closed. Alyssa remained standing, her body shaking, her blood turning to fire in her veins. Teeth clenched, she was flooded with such shocking strength it felt like she awoke for the first time in ages.

“How dare you?” she whispered, remembering Muzien’s arrogance when he’d come to visit her in her bedroom. “You think you can take those close to me? You think you can escape my reach?”

She’d once threatened to burn the city to the ground in her quest for vengeance for her son. That same desire flooded her, and with each passing moment it grew. Striking a fist against the table beside her, she felt a plate break, a shard of it cutting into her hand. Grabbing the plate, she flung it at the wall, heard its satisfying shatter.

“I will not have my love wielded as a weapon against me,” she vowed with a soft whisper. “I will not let another piece of my life die as part of a game. This ends now, I swear it.”

Your turn, echoed the words of Muzien’s note, spoken in Sef’s baritone voice. Despite her doubt and exhaustion she’d revealed to Zusa, despite all her broken words, the swallowing darkness and parade of betrayals, and despite the blood that dripped down her wrist to stain her dress, Alyssa found herself smiling.

Do you still have the heart to play?

As it turned out, the answer was a resounding yes.
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All things considered, Deathmask had seen stranger ways to request a meeting, but this was probably his favorite. The message was in a back alley of the Ash Guild’s sliver of remaining territory, written using the blood of a dead member of the Sun, whose body lay slumped directly beneath.

Tonight. Same cemetery.

It was signed with the Watcher’s eye. Deathmask chuckled, then shrugged his shoulders.

“Well now,” he muttered. “How could I refuse such a thoughtful invitation?”

After gathering the rest of his guild, Deathmask returned to the cemetery where Thren had detailed his plan to overthrow Muzien and his Sun Guild. Finding it empty, Deathmask leaned against the slender tree he’d hidden in, Veliana at his side.

“We’ll scout outside,” Nien said.

“Would hate to have an ambush,” Mier said.

Deathmask waved them off.

“You don’t think this would actually be a trap, do you?” Veliana asked as the two raced off in opposite directions.

“Course not, but it will give them something to do.”

“Why?” asked a voice from above them. “Do you think it will take me that long to arrive?”

Deathmask chuckled as the Watcher leaped down from the highest branches of the tree, landing softly before them with a flourish of his cloaks.

“Cute,” he said. “I guess I should have thought to check my own hiding place.”

The Watcher was usually an amusing one to banter with, but not tonight.

“I need to talk to you about tomorrow,” he said.

“There’s really not much to talk about,” Deathmask said. “Thren gives his signal, whatever that is, and then we go about slaughtering everyone dumb enough to keep the symbol of the Sun on their person. If you’re worried about us having second thoughts, I assure you…”

“That’s not it,” the Watcher said, cutting him off. “I don’t want you to aid us in overthrowing Muzien. There’s somewhere else I think you’ll be needed more.”

Deathmask glanced at Veliana, who lifted an eyebrow to show she was equally confused.

“All right,” he said. “And where might that be?”

“Along the walls. There’s an army of orcs approaching, and I think we’ll be better suited with you using your magic to defeat them.”

It took a bit more effort than it should have to hide his surprise.

“Well then,” he said. “That’s … unexpected. And how did an orc army arrive at our doorstep without anyone noticing?”

The Watcher shifted where he stood, something Deathmask caught as a sign of unease.

“We’ve known for a few days,” he said. “We’ve been trying to keep it to ourselves until people must be informed.”

“I’m glad you consider us so vital to have waited so long,” Veliana said, echoing Deathmask’s own sentiments.

“Few days or one, it still is ridiculous,” Deathmask said. “How did they get so near?”

“From what I was told, a necromancer is with them, guiding them and keeping them under control. He is the one I fear might give us trouble. Tarlak will do what he can, but with your help, I feel confident together you two cannot be defeated.”

Suddenly Deathmask’s pleasant night wasn’t so pleasant. Frowning, he tried to hold back the bite to his words.

“You know nothing of who this necromancer is or what he can do, but you’re confident we can handle him? I’m not sure your knowledge of arcane and divine magic is able to fill a thimble, let alone make such judgments.”

“I’m only trying to do my best,” the Watcher said. “I’d like the people of this city to survive this whole mess relatively unscathed. The least you could do is think of others for once.”

A bit of purple flame sparkled from Deathmask’s fingertips.

“You’ve delivered your message,” he said. “Now leave.”

The Watcher hesitated a moment, then bowed low. Without another word, he dashed toward the exit of the cemetery. Deathmask didn’t bother to watch him go, instead marching toward the western section where the newest graves were dug. Given the events of the past few months, there were more than enough to choose from.

“What are you doing?” Veliana asked him as she followed.

“Finding myself a body.”

Identifying a fresh grave was easy enough, and he crouched before it, fingers sinking into the loose soil. There was power in the bodies of the deceased, power he would use.

“What bothers you so?” Veliana asked as she stood beside him, arms crossed over her chest. “A few thousand orcs with no real way to breach the gates or climb the walls should be easy prey given the city’s defenses.”

“It’s not the orcs,” Deathmask said as he felt the veil of magic slipping over his eyes. “It’s the necromancer who’s with them. I must confirm it for myself.”

Veliana asked him something else, but her words came as if from a thousand miles away, stolen by a rushing wind that grew louder and louder as Deathmask’s mind sank into the darkness. He saw nothing, just swirls of gray and black, until they opened up like an eye he might peer through. Around him were trees, tall husks of gray, their color sapped away by the magic of his sight. Marching through those trees, weapons swinging casually from their hands, were orcs. Their skin, already gray, looked ashen in his sight. They sang some sort of marching song, the words warbled in his ears. Deathmask felt an innate sense of location, somewhere far north of the city.

Where are you? Deathmask thought as he flew through the forest as if he were a mosquito, lifting, dropping, weaving through trees and brush and orcs. His direction was the lone source of color he saw, a rift of red and purple visible through the trees. Closer and closer, with a speed that even birds could not dream of achieving, he approached the necromancer. Deathmask could hardly believe it, but he was nervous, and caught himself almost wishing to end the spell before arriving. Such a realization about himself was insulting enough to keep him going, magical sight bursting through the very trunk of a tree to behold the leader of the orc horde.

He wore a simple robe, like that of a priest, its color a stunning black. Shimmering over that black, like ice over a tree branch in winter, was a swirling aura of color that pulsed among red, purple, and blue. The sight of it made Deathmask sick to his stomach. Looking to the face beneath the shrouded hood, he expected a man or woman. Instead he saw a rotted husk. Its skin was thin and peeled back, like a corpse left out for days in the sun. No lips covered its teeth, which, in a strange contrast to the decrepit state of the rest of its body, were a clean white. Just peeking out from the arms of the robe were skeletal fingers, and it seemed its fingertips were constantly aflame.

Most notable of all were the eyes. There were none, not such as any normal person might recognize. Instead they were swirling orbs of fire burning within the recesses of the skull, tightly compacted and releasing not a hint of smoke. Red veins of magic pulsed within them, encircling the fire, constantly giving it life.

And then those eyes met Deathmask’s. The skull tilted to one side, as if curious.

Begone, it said, and when it opened its mouth, it had no tongue, just a dank black hole from which the deep, rumbling speech escaped. At those words Deathmask felt a horrific jabbing pain throughout his mind, and with a scream he fell back, hands pulling away from the earth to end his spell. For long agonizing moments, he lay there, staring up at the night sky as pain pulsed throughout his head as if he were in the grip of the worst migraine in the history of mankind. It took several minutes before color returned, and several minutes after that, he felt capable of speech.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, trying to ease the worries of the other three of his guild with him. Veliana took his arm, and he accepted her help so he might stand.

“What did you see?” she asked.

Deathmask shook his head.

“I saw who I thought I’d see,” he said. “Karak’s damn prophet. That little worm has been a pain in Dezrel’s side since its earliest days, and it looks like he’s not done stirring up trouble. No doubt he’s the reason the orcs were able to cross the Bone Ditch, and I have a feeling that orc army isn’t marching alone.”

“So we help?” asked Mier.

“It seems we should,” said Nien.

“We should,” Deathmask agreed, rubbing at his eyes in a vain attempt to dismiss the blobs floating before them. “But not at the gates like the Watcher’s hoping, nor against Muzien. Karak’s prophet is outside the walls, and while everyone’s worried about the orcs out there, we have an unchallenged enemy lurking in here.”

He took a step, failed miserably. Veliana caught him, and as she helped him back to a stand, he smiled her way.

“Would you be a darling and help me walk to Ashhur’s temple?” he asked. “There’s a few things I need to discuss with their high priest.”

Veliana tightened her grip on his arm.

“If you insist.”

By the time Deathmask walked up the marble steps, he’d mostly recovered from the mental blow the prophet had dealt him, which was good, because he had every intention of going inside alone.

“It will be awkward enough by myself,” he told the others before leaving them at the bottom of the steps. “You three will just make it worse.”

At the door he knocked twice, then waited to be let in. The door opened a crack, and Deathmask smiled down at the young lad peeking out.

“Yes?” the boy asked.

“I’m here to speak with High Priest Calan,” Deathmask said. “And when he asks why, tell him it’s about Karak’s most faithful lunatic. He’ll understand.”

“He might be asleep.”

Deathmask rolled his eyes.

“Then wake him.”

The door shut, and Deathmask spent the time with his eyes closed, trying to meditate the last of his nausea away. Leaving the body to witness visions from afar was always a risky venture, and to be struck down while doing so was incredibly unpleasant and disorienting. Part of Deathmask wondered if his cramped stomach had more to do with unease at how easily he’d been dismissed rather than the dismissal itself. The door opened, and he was glad for the distraction so he’d not have to dwell on that thought.

“Come in,” the boy said. “Follow me.”

They passed through the main worship hall, which was surprisingly quiet and somber, with the light dim and the place empty. Then came the living quarters deeper in the temple, the way lit with lanterns. Instead of to what Deathmask assumed to be Calan’s room, they went to a very small, cramped room with the door already open. The boy bowed, then hurried away. Deathmask stepped inside to find the high priest kneeling beside a clearly sick man who also wore the robes of the priesthood. His face was coated with sweat, his skin pale, his forehead covered with a wet cloth. When Deathmask entered, Calan was busy using a second cloth to wipe away the sweat from the sleeping man.

“If you were worried about waking me, don’t,” the priest said, glancing over his shoulder. “It seems I will never have a full night’s rest in this city. No, I’ve been tending to poor Kirk here for the last hour, waiting for his fever to break.”

“Why not use your magic to heal his illness?” Deathmask asked.

“The paladins had strict rules regarding what could and could not be healed,” Calan said. “But for myself, I consider it a useful lesson. Daily my students heal the sick masses that come to them, and the strain wears on them greatly. Having them experience the ills they themselves heal helps keep things in focus, and remind them of how much good they actually do.”

“But why watch over him yourself? You have men and women at your beck and call that surely could suffice.”

“I consider that a useful lesson for myself,” he said. “Very useful, given how I spend all my days with men and women at my beck and call.”

Deathmask shrugged. Humility wasn’t something he thought too highly of, but that was hardly an argument he felt like having now. No, he had business to attend to.

“If you would, Priest, there are things we must discuss.”

Calan slowly rose to his feet and turned around, finally giving Deathmask a good look at the man. He was old but surprisingly alert, especially given the time of night. His face was oval, his features smooth and rounded. A friendly face, Deathmask decided, welcoming and harmless. Despite such a late interruption, he looked strangely amused.

“I recognize the robes you wear,” the priest said. “You’re from the Towers, am I right?”

“I was, but that is for another time,” Deathmask said, cutting off the discussion before he could be forced to relive more unpleasantness. “So we might skip most of the formal trivialities, I am Deathmask, I rule the Ash Guild, and I am not one to waste my time with the gods unless given no choice, so that should impress upon you the importance of my being here. I’ve come bearing warning, and if you’re wise, you’ll listen well.”

Calan chuckled.

“With such an introduction as that, how could I not listen?” he asked. “But perhaps let us take this elsewhere? I would hate to wake poor Kirk here.”

Together they stepped back out into the hallway, the priest shutting the door behind them. Other than the rows of dim lanterns, they were alone.

“The lad said something about Karak’s most faithful lunatic,” Calan asked. “Would you care to elaborate on that?”

Deathmask crossed his arms and met Calan’s stare. There was no weakness in his beady blue eyes, no fright at Deathmask’s appearance, no intimidation or worry at whatever the warning might be. Good. Perhaps the man had a spine after all.

“How much do you know of Karak’s prophet?”

A corner of the priest’s mouth twitched.

“More than I would like,” he said. “Jacob Eveningstar, the first man, beloved child of Karak since the earliest days when we were first given life from the dust. He’s adopted many names since, though we in the temple know him as Velixar. Our own historians have not written of him in my lifetime, which has led some to believe he has finally passed on. Others insist he is a myth, or a moniker adopted by faithful servants of Karak to make it seem he lives forever. Now I have answered your question, may I ask what he is to you, and why you come asking of him?”

Deathmask smirked.

“I ask because he marches upon this city with an army of orcs he’s gathered from within the Vile Wedge. He is no myth, Calan, no false identity. At the council, our wizards have met with him many times over the decades, usually in failed attempts to garner wisdom from his ancient, rotting brain. We’ve tracked him when we can, which isn’t often, but it appears he is no longer content to hide and manipulate from afar.”

Calan leaned back against the door, and it looked like a hundred pounds had been attached to his shoulders.

“He is a man to be feared,” the priest said. “But we will challenge him should he threaten the people of this city. Thank you for your warning, for it shall serve us well.”

Deathmask shook his head, and he wagged his finger at Calan.

“You don’t get it,” he said. “I’m not here because of Karak’s prophet. I’m here because of the others who follow Karak. When the prophet marches upon our gates, what do you think his powerful, secretive priests will do, hrm? Do you think they’ll sit back and watch events unfold like good little impartial observers? I don’t think so, Calan. The moment Karak’s priests realize who has come knocking at the door, they’ll do whatever they can to sabotage the city’s defenses to let him in. Even if I have to do it alone, I will do my best to stop them, but this is a foe your kind is far better equipped to handle. So when tomorrow night arrives, can I depend on you to keep us all alive?”

Calan ran a hand over his bald head.

“You care not for the gods,” he said. “And even within these halls, I have heard your name whispered, as well as the deeds of your Ash Guild. Why come to me? Why would you risk your life fighting a dangerous foe like the priests of Karak when you have so little to gain? You could flee this place with ease, so why stay?”

Truth be told, Deathmask thought it a very good question, and taking in a deep breath, he let out a long sigh.

“Because Veldaren is my home,” he said. “The only one I’ve known since I was exiled from the Council of Mages. The games we play here, I very much enjoy them, but the prophet and his followers would smash the board entirely. Honestly, I’d prefer neither god interfere with the affairs of Dezrel. Since that doesn’t appear to be an option, I might as well pit one against the other in an effort to minimize the damage. The last thing I want to imagine is what would become of Veldaren if it were ruled by priests and prophets of Karak.”

“Would it not be better to just admit that sometimes even a man like you does the right thing?” Calan asked.

Deathmask shrugged.

“Consider me too cynical to believe that. Now will you aid me or not?”

Calan outstretched his hand, and after a moment, Deathmask took it and accepted the handshake.

“We will,” he said. “If the prophet arrives as you say, the might of Ashhur will rise against Karak’s followers. It will only be a cage to prevent their interference, but should they choose to resist…”

“It’ll be a brutal, devastating battle, I know,” Deathmask said, grinning as if the idea entertained him. “But if it comes to that, trust me, on that night, it will be but one horrific battle of oh so very many.”
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Haern had finished preparing the last of his things when Tarlak stepped into his room. Throwing a rucksack over his shoulder, he stood and lifted an eyebrow as the wizard offered a slender clay tube.

“Here it is,” Tarlak said. “I hope Thren appreciates the effort it took to make that thing. To activate it, just break the seal at the top and then point it at the sky.”

“Seems simple enough,” Haern said, glancing over the tube. One end was smooth and filled with clay, while the other had multiple runes carved across the top, similar to those that ran along the side of the cylinder.

“Just don’t forget,” Tarlak said. “If either of you burn your faces off because you can’t follow simple directions, I’m not accepting any of the blame.”

Haern slipped the tube into the pack on his back, chuckling as he did.

“You, taking responsibility?” he asked. “I wouldn’t think of it, Tar.”

Tarlak grinned, the joy not even close to showing in his eyes. Stepping past him, Haern hesitated a moment, feeling awkward, and then he clapped the wizard on the shoulder.

“That army should come barreling out from the forest soon,” he said. “Make sure you, Brug, and Del are somewhere safe when that happens, all right?”

“Safe might be a relative term, but will do,” Tarlak said. “Antonil wants us at the gates, so that’s where we’ll be. We’ll have to rely on you to take care of all that other fun stuff, like Muzien and exploding tiles.”

Haern shot him a wink.

“I’ll try not to disappoint.”

Tarlak’s arm barred his way before Haern could exit, and the wizard did not bother to pretend at joy or amusement. His words were serious, as were his face, his eyes.

“You do what must be done, you understand me?” he asked. “Either Muzien dies, or all of us burn. I know how fast he is, how incredibly dangerous he is with those blades. You’ll have to be better. You’ll have to be faster. Let nothing hold you back, and I mean nothing, not fear, not pain, not guilt, not even death. This dire madness ends tonight.”

Haern pushed aside his arm, and he wished he had words to match Tarlak’s intensity.

“I’ll give all I have,” he said. “I don’t know any other way.”

He exited his room and descended the stairs, hurrying down them two at a time. Barging out the doors, he had barely gone three steps before he heard Delysia call his name.

“I always know when you’re nervous,” she said. “That’s when you try to leave without saying good-bye.”

Haern turned to face her, a practiced smile on his face, an easy joke on his tongue. The smile vanished and the joke died unspoken when she stepped close, wrapped her arms around his waist, and pressed her lips to his. His shock lasted only a moment before he closed his arms around her and returned the kiss. When Delysia finally pulled back, she took in a soft breath and released him so she might put her hands on his chest. Her red hair fell forward, shrouding her face, making her confession feel all the more intimate.

“I’m scared of tonight,” she whispered. “Scared of what you’ll be asked to do. Come back to me, Haern. Remember who you are, and why you fight. Can you promise me that?”

With his hand he tilted her chin up so she would gaze into his eyes. She was so vulnerable. So afraid. He wished just once she could forfeit the innate ability to sense truth and lie given to her by Ashhur. He wished just once he could tell her a comforting lie instead of the naked truth.

“I don’t know if I can,” he said. “Not given all I must do. But I promise to try.”

He kissed her again. It did not last as long as the first, for she seemed content to sink against him, her head pressing into the cloth of his shirt. Her hands still clutched his clothes, and he felt the stress and nerves within him loosen as he hugged her close.

“I’ll be here for you,” she whispered. “Always and forever.”

Gently he pulled away from her and then trudged across the grass toward the road leading to the city. It took all his concentration to focus on other things instead of glancing back over his shoulder, and revealing to Delysia just how nervous he was about the looming nightfall.

Along the road Haern adjusted the pack on his back. He wore simple street clothes, his cloak, sabers, and gear wrapped up in the pack. Given all he might have to do that night, Haern didn’t have the heart to scale the wall. No, like any other traveler he passed through the city gates, not long before they would be shut for the night. The sky was dark above him, the sun hidden behind a thick wall of clouds that had come rolling in from the north. So far as Haern had learned, whispers of the approaching army were just that, rumors and whispers, yet still the air was thick with tension. Perhaps Haern was projecting his own worries, but in the dull gray light, it seemed the people looked hurried and edgy, eyes constantly flicking to nonexistent things at the corners of their vision.

Haern went to the heart of the city, and at the crossroads before the ancient fountain he could not deny the lingering fear. Too many rushed along to their destinations, and people did not linger in their conversations, if they stopped to have them at all. It felt like a city under siege, yet not a single enemy was at their outer walls. Of course there were plenty of enemies within, and perhaps deep down they all could sense the coming violence …

With the thick clouds, it seemed night would come early, and Haern found himself a secluded alley and removed his pack. First came his soft leather vambraces, then an outer shirt of a far darker color than the brown he currently wore. Next he secured his belt, and slid both sabers into their sheaths. His fingers lingered on the hilts, their weight a comfort as always. He’d come to view his sabers as friends, trustworthy beyond measure. Part of him wished he still had the pair Senke had given him. That he dwelt on such past times made him more uneasy. Taking his cloak, he slung it over his shoulders, let it fully envelop his body. While it was one cloak, it was also three separate, interlocking parts, allowing his arms greater freedom as well as giving him the ability to misdirect his foes by moving one piece differently from the rest.

Last was his hood, which he held in his hands, staring at it. The Wraith’s hood, stolen after his death as a reminder that Haern was not a god among men, not their lord and ruler as the Wraith had wanted him to be.

“Remember who you are,” he whispered. Not a god, not a lord or ruler. Then what was he? As he pulled the hood over his head, and its comfortable shadow fell across his face, he admitted he no longer knew. What did he fight for? Whose lives did he save by his killing? What peace did his sabers bring?

Eyes closed, he touched the hood, deepening its magic to hide his features. The mystery of his identity heightened his opponents’ fear, giving him power through the unknown. Rising to his full height, he tucked Thren’s signal into his pocket, then reached up to a nearby window. The climb was simple, and easily he reached the top. Given how tightly the many homes were packed together along the streets of Veldaren, and how flat their wood and stone rooftops were built, they fostered a second world come nightfall, one beyond the reach of guards and soldiers. Into that world Haern entered, weapons at the ready, visage bathed in shadow, person safely wrapped in his cloaks.

He was Veldaren’s Watcher, its midnight protector, son of its underworld’s most infamous master, and across the rooftops to his father he ran.

Thren waited for him across from a seedy tavern, lying flat on his stomach on the roof of a wine shop on the opposite side of the street. Rain had begun to fall, soft and gentle, and Haern hoped it would not interfere with the signal Thren had requested.

“Almost thought you’d abandoned me,” Thren said as Haern joined him on his stomach, overlooking the tavern. It looked bright and bustling inside, the outside guarded by a single man who appeared drunk off his ass.

“And leave you all the fun?” Haern asked, shaking his head. “Someone needs to make sure you don’t misbehave.”

Thren grinned at him, the toothy grin of a predator.

“Tonight we both misbehave,” he said. “Do you have my signal?”

Haern pulled the tube out from his pocket and handed it over.

“Break the seal and then point it upward,” he instructed.

Thren sat up, looking the tube over before holding it before him.

“What’s the plan?” Haern asked him before he could start.

“We give everyone a few minutes to see and react,” Thren said as the rain momentarily died down. “Then we go barging in and slaughter all who are foolish enough to remain loyal to the Sun. Down there is one of Muzien’s few remaining strongholds, and from what I’ve learned, it’s where those who came with him from Mordan most frequent. If the elf’s not in there, I’m sure we can find someone who knows where he’s at. Are you ready?”

Haern clenched his hands into fists to prevent them from fidgeting against his saber hilts.

“I am,” he said.

Thren drew a dagger, jammed the tip into the center of the clay seal, and then held the cylinder above his head. Haern watched, curious as to what the signal might be. For a moment nothing, and then a great red flash burst from the end of the tube with such force Thren had to brace himself with his free hand. Into the darkened sky streaked an enormous glowing ball, sparks trailing along its path as if it were a comet. Higher and higher it soared, and then it exploded in a great red plume that rolled in all directions, filling the sky with red smoke, the backdrop of clouds taking on the hue of dried blood. Four yellow sparks zipped through the air before burning out, leaving behind the painfully familiar symbol of Muzien’s guild, that of the four-pointed star. It shimmered there, the golden color startling against the red … and then it began to change.

Each of the four points faded away, as did the lines connecting them. Replacing them was an illusion carefully created by Tarlak, that of a spider slowly uncurling its legs. Its body was made of smoke, its legs shadow, its entire form outlined in the still brightly burning red smoke. The symbolism was clear, and with the display seemingly as big as the city itself in the sky, impossible to miss. Despite the rain returning with fresh strength, the hovering spider remained, lording over the city, declaring it his.

“Your wizard did a fine job,” Thren said, discarding the tube and returning to his stomach so he might peer over the building’s edge to watch the tavern. Haern watched as well, curious if Thren’s plan would succeed. To have so many rise up simultaneously, having not given Muzien any warning to counter, seemed almost ridiculous. But then again, no matter how many tiles he scattered throughout the city with his symbol, Muzien would always be a foreigner. Given how the majority of the underworld were motivated by fear and greed, their turning both against Muzien seemed entirely plausible.

The drunk guard outside was still sober enough to see the display in the sky, and he rushed inside. Haern tensed, straining his ears to hear. People within shouted, and two men rushed outside to look. One said something to the other, and at the second’s response, the first drew his dagger and stabbed his companion in the throat. It should have been shocking behavior, but it made Haern’s blood run cool, while Thren beamed.

“It starts,” his father whispered.

The man outside tossed aside his coat, then raced down the street, away from the tavern. Rain beat down on upon the corpse, mixing with its blood into a growing puddle before the tavern door. More shouts came from inside, the sounds of wood breaking, glass shattering. Thren rose to his feet, and the man looked so eager, so alive.

“Come,” he said. “Let us crush them all.”

Haern wished he didn’t feel the same excitement. Grabbing the side of the rooftop, they both swung down, landed lightly on their feet, and drew their blades. In perfect tandem they ran, gaining as much speed as they could in the short distance. Like monsters of the night they blasted into the tavern, Haern slamming open the door with his shoulder while his father smashed through one of the windows, a shower of glass heralding his arrival. Haern surveyed the entire tavern in a heartbeat, welcoming the feeling of time slowing down while the pounding of his heart surged. Over a third of those there had tossed aside their long coats, with several even fighting bare-chested due to the Sun Guild’s symbol having been sewn onto their shirts. All eyes turned their way, and Haern allowed a grin to spread across his face at the fear he saw in them.

Thren landed before a group of three, and he tore into them with ruthless efficiency. The nearest died before turning at the sound of the breaking glass, the other two barely getting their weapons up in time to temporarily avoid death. Haern ignored the fight, instead focusing on a tall man lifting a crossbow from the other side of the bar. Leaping feetfirst, he dropped beneath the bolt, which whizzed past his head, and then crushed the man’s windpipe with his heels upon impact. Haern landed atop the bar, a hard jolt to his chest that would certainly leave a bruise, but he had no doubt he’d recover far faster than the man he’d kicked.

His instincts flared a warning, and he rolled aside as a short sword thunked into the wood of the bar. Haern slashed wildly, cutting its wielder across the face, and then pushed off the bar and onto his feet. Two others joined the first, the three all holding short swords and bearing the four-pointed star on their coats.

“Are you mad?” Haern asked them, ignoring the ache in his side. “Have you forgotten who I am?”

“Muzien’ll kill us if we flee,” said the center of the three, his speech whistling from several missing teeth.

“I’ll kill you if you stay,” Haern shot back.

They seemed not to care, and they simultaneously lunged, trying to spear him from all directions. Haern spun, deflecting all three with both his weapons. The motion sent his cloak billowing upward, and he used it to hide how low he dropped to the ground. Before they could react he sprang into them, sabers crossed in an X as he crashed into the man on the left. Legs pumping, he bowled him over, cutting across his stomach as the man hit the ground. Intestines burst out like coiled springs. Dying screams in his ears, Haern spun, each sword blocking an attack. Sidestepping left, he brought both weapons to bear on one man, the expert precision of his strokes easily knocking his foe’s short sword out of position. The man tried to retreat backward, as if sensing his own vulnerability, but Haern lunged into him with a ferocity that would have made his father proud, burying his left saber up to the hilt in the man’s chest.

Haern released it as the last of the three tried to stab him in the back. His saber curled down and about as he turned, lifting the thrust so that it passed harmlessly above his shoulder, and then Haern struck the man hard in the throat with his free hand. The windpipe crunched inward against his fist. His foe doubled over hacking as Haern yanked out the second saber. The sounds his foe made were awful, ragged gasps as he sucked in air followed by whistling hisses as he released what thin breaths he could manage through his missing teeth.

“Consider this a mercy,” Haern said as he plunged a saber into the man’s heart.

Kicking the body to the ground, Haern looked to the corner to see his father finishing off his own group. One last member of the Sun remained, and Thren beat aside his flailing defenses and then slashed his short swords across the man’s abdomen, splashing the floor with gore as his stomach opened and his innards plopped free. Thren wiped at his face with his shoulder in a vain attempt to clean his eyes, then nodded at Haern.

“Downstairs,” he said, as if oblivious to the horrible display at his feet.

Those not dead or dying had fled, and Haern strode through the now-empty tavern to the door behind the bar and yanked it open, revealing six rickety stairs leading to the basement.

“How many down there, you think?” Haern asked as Thren joined his side.

“Does it matter?”

Haern shrugged.

“How about this one, then: that door down there, does it open inward or outward?”

Thren grinned, all the long years and lines seeming to fade from his face.

“Inward,” he said. “The honor’s all yours. I’ll be your shadow.”

The stairway was too narrow for them to run side by side, so taking the lead, Haern raced down the steps, gaining speed, and at the bottom he flung himself shoulder-first into the door. The wood snapped, the hinges groaned, and whatever lock was on the other side could not hold against the force of his impact. As the door flung open, Haern dropped to a roll, and his prescience was rewarded by four crossbow bolts soaring above him. Coming up from the roll, sabers ready, he found five men standing together in what appeared to be little more than a well-stocked cellar, the members of the Sun all armed with daggers and swords.

Haern’s hesitation lasted for a single heartbeat, and then after him came Thren, bursting into the cellar with the energy and devastation of a tornado. Side by side they assaulted the five, cutting, thrusting, overwhelming them so they could only retreat. Haern saw the stunned horror in their eyes as he parried a frantic counter, their realization at how terribly outclassed they were when it came to the art of killing, and he knew the battle would not take long. Their confidence, their spirit, was already broken. Taking down the flesh was merely perfunctory after that.

Haern pushed two of his foes back farther, frightening them with blurs of steel that were merely feints. As they retreated, he turned to the middle of the five, catching him trying to sneak a thrust into Thren’s side. Out went his saber, and it came back bloodied. Seeing the space the other two left him, Haern risked turning his back to them for the briefest moment. Sensing the coming aid, Thren lunged to one side, turning the attention of his foes even farther away, and Haern came crashing in unopposed. He cut the throat of one, and the other managed to duck just in time so that instead of taking out her throat he merely slashed across her cheek.

Leaving her to his father, he brought his attention back to the other two, and was mildly disappointed to see them attempting to flee. Haern was faster, and his sabers found their backs before they reached the stairs. Yanking them free, he looked to the final member of the Sun, who was cornered by his father.

“I surrender!” the woman said, hurling aside her dagger. “I’ll join, I swear, I swear I’ll…”

Thren cut out her throat anyway, and as the body fell, he kicked her once in the chest in contempt.

“The writing’s in the damn sky,” Thren told the dying woman. “What worth are you if you can’t understand until it’s too late?”

Haern watched the life leave her eyes, and he echoed Tarlak’s words in his mind again and again to harden his heart against the cruel image.

Do what must be done, you understand me? You do what must be done …

“Not even guilt,” Haern whispered, and he cleaned the blood off his sabers using a dead man’s shirt.

“What’s that?” Thren asked, cleaning his own blades.

“Nothing,” Haern said. “Where to next?”

Thren sheathed his short swords, frowned at a cut on his arm, and then gestured up the stairs.

“To the streets,” he said. “Let’s see if we can witness the fruit of our labors.”

They climbed the stairs into the empty tavern, and Haern stepped out first, followed by Thren. In the soft rain, they could still hear the occasional scream, and the darkness made the various fires easy to spot. Looking to the rooftops, Haern saw a man running, the dark green cloak of the Serpent Guild flapping from his back. To his left Haern spotted another trio, two men and a woman, and all of them bore the color of the Spider Guild. Thren’s smile blossomed, and when the three rushed to Thren and bowed low, his satisfaction was almost sickening.

“Muzien likes to say the sun always rises,” the woman said. “But it also sets. Night has fallen upon Veldaren, Master Felhorn. Give us our orders.”

The title gave Haern chills that even the gray cloaks of the Spider could not.

“Hunt down all who remain loyal,” Thren told them. “From the highest of nobles to the lowest of the low, I want those with the Sun on their bodies executed.”

“What about you?” asked one of the men.

“He’s with me,” Haern said. “And we have the highest of the highest to find.”

Thren cast a look over his shoulder, and he seemed terribly amused.

“Indeed,” he said, returning his attention to the first of many to rejoin his guild. “I’ll be fine, now go. Shed blood in my name.”

They did as they were told. Instead of watching them go, Haern ran back across the street and climbed to the rooftop they’d first lurked upon prior to the assault. Feeling the rain beating down on him, he held a hand up over his eyes and peered across the city. He saw shapes everywhere, though how many were real and how many were imaginary distortions of the rain, he couldn’t guess.

“You left none to tell us where Muzien is,” Haern said as Thren joined him on the rooftop.

“He’ll show himself,” Thren said.

“What makes you so confident he will?”

Before he could answer, the ground shook from an explosion not far to the south. Purple fire roared into the air, accompanied by black smoke and a tremendous blast of sound. Eyes twinkling, Thren pointed toward the distant fire and grinned.

“I think we found our invitation,” he said, and before Haern could call it insane to run into a certain ambush, Thren dashed across the rooftops, aiming to do just that.

More dying screams reached his ears through the rainfall. Not just thieves. Bakers. Smiths. Clerks. Stablemen. Prostitutes. Any who bore the four-pointed star upon their breast, or painted it above their doorways, all died as the resurging tide of the old guilds burst open doors and climbed through windows, cloaks that had been hidden or tossed now hung proudly from their shoulders. It felt like the Abyss had risen up to swallow Veldaren, and Haern clenched a fist tight as he did everything to convince himself it was justified.

“What must be done,” he whispered.

Legs pumping, cloak billowing, Haern followed his father into the storm.
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No enemy was yet in sight when Antonil ordered Veldaren’s city guard and stationed soldiers to arm themselves for battle. Their foes would arrive that night; he was certain of it. And as the clouds deepened, bringing rain in from the north, he could not shake the feeling they were borne on an unnatural wind. Come nightfall he stood above the western gate, eyes to the distant King’s Forest, as the few hundred men under his command joined him on the wall.

“What happens if this army doesn’t show?” Sergan asked beside him as the soft rain fell.

“Then I’ll claim it was an exercise,” Antonil said. “Gods know we could use the practice.”

When the symbol of the Sun erupted above the city, only to be consumed by the Spider, murmurs spread all across the wall. Antonil watched, a foul feeling deep in the pit of his stomach.

“What does it mean?” Sergan asked him as they both peered up at the sky.

“It means exactly what it looks like it means,” Antonil said. “The Spider Guild’s rising up against the Sun Guild. Of course they’d pick tonight to do it, while not a single city guard will be out there to stop them. Tonight’s going to be ugly, Sergan. While we fight our battle at the walls, there will be another raging inside them.”

“Try not to think on it,” Sergan said, pointing north, and he was hardly the only one to notice. “The scum of the city can butcher each other to their heart’s content; we have our own enemy to worry about.”

From the forest the army emerged. At first they were distant dots of gray, blobs of a different color from the rest of the night. As the army continued to march, coming closer, those on the wall better saw their armor, their drawn weapons. They carried no torches, for they had no need of them, given their racial ability to see in darkness as well as daylight. Antonil envied the ability as his own men struggled to keep their torches lit against the rain. Even from such a great distance, they could easily hear the thrumming of drums and a chorus of war chants sung by deep voices.

“No wagons or catapults,” Sergan said, squinting in an attempt to see them better. “But if they’re coming out of a forest, they’ll have had plenty of choices for a solid battering ram. Unless they built a cover for it, though, our archers will tear whoever’s carrying it to pieces.”

Antonil nodded, keeping unspoken Dieredon’s fears about what the necromancer could do. Up and down the wall he heard his men calling out, and he was proud of how much was in mockery of the approaching army. The fear was there, hidden but controlled. So long as it stayed that way, Veldaren had a chance.

“What the…?” Sergan asked, voice trailing off as he pointed dumbly.

From deep within the forest sailed thin dots of deep-purple fire, bursting from the trees in a direct flight toward Veldaren’s skies. The men around him braced their shields or lowered themselves to take cover, for it seemed as if they were projectiles … but then they arced, and shifted, continuing to fly without dropping. Antonil stared along with all the others, baffled as to what approached.

“Sir?” Sergan asked, but Antonil didn’t know what to say. The shapes were growing closer, and lit so brightly by the purple fire, he swore he could almost make out …

And then the screams hit. A thousand of them, horrific wails, as if the tortured souls of the very Abyss were given a chance to let loose all their torment and agony. The blistering cacophony descended upon them from above. Antonil felt his heart skip in his chest, felt terror clawing at his throat. There was no reason for it, no rationale; he simply felt terror, helpless, crippling terror, and he knew he was not the only one. All around him, his soldiers cowered along the wall, holding their ears or covering their eyes.

“Fight it,” Antonil screamed, trying to muster strength against this supernatural horror. “Fight it, fight it!”

Slowly he felt the fear ebbing, and he looked up to see the orbs flying directly above them. They were skulls, he realized, those of the dead the army had butchered on its march toward the capital. Their flesh was peeled away but for the tiniest of bits that still clung to the bone, flapping in the ethereal fire that burned and burned. The skulls took circular flight over the gate, some dipping down low to soar mere feet above his soldiers as if to toy with them and their fear. Others looped into the city, sending their horrific screeches piercing through Veldaren’s streets.

Through sheer will Antonil rose to his feet, and he banged his sword against his shield in a vain attempt to counter the wailing.

“On your feet,” he screamed to his men, and he pushed through the ranks, striking his shield again and again. “On your feet, you cowards. Going to piss yourselves over a little screaming? It’s just a damn trick, now on your feet!”

Slowly his men returned to their senses. Antonil’s heart felt as if it were racing a hundred miles a minute, but the fear was receding, the screams no longer carrying the same edge. Up and down the wall he continued, calling to his men, commanding them to stand. It felt hopeless, as for every man he convinced to stand, two more remained whimpering, but he had to try. Lightning cracked above, and glancing up, he saw that the fire of the skulls had dimmed. As the orc army continued its approach, the skulls winked out one by one, falling lifeless to the ground, where they shattered on the stone streets and walls.

It was as if a vise had been removed from his throat. Those who had cowered now stood, embarrassed, angry. Antonil slapped men on their backs, still shouting, barely aware of what he said and knowing his men would not truly hear, either. The tone was what mattered, the force of his words, the power of his conviction. They would live. They would fight. They would win.

“They better hope they have more than cheap tricks if they want to get inside these walls,” Sergan said as Antonil returned to the wall above the western gate. Antonil looked to the field and road outside the gate, where the army was massing. With the dark and the rain, he couldn’t begin to count. His best estimate put them at several thousand. Solid numbers, but unless they had ladders and rams, the walls would still hold.

A hand tapped his shoulder, and Antonil realized Sergan was trying to get his attention while also pointing to the sky.

“Looks like our friend is back,” Sergan said.

Sonowin looped above the city, the white of the horse’s body and wings a startling contrast to the dark storm.

“You’re in charge,” Antonil said as the horse looped lower and lower toward the nearby city district. “I’ll be back shortly, I promise.”

“Don’t take too long,” Sergan called after him as Antonil descended the stairs. “I’d hate for you to miss all the fun!”

From his lower perspective, Antonil did the best he could to watch where the flying horse landed. He counted the homes as he passed them, trying to remember where he’d last seen the white beast fly. Finally at one of the alleys on his left he turned in, hoping he’d guessed correctly. Being away from his men at such a crucial time upset him to no end, but the elf would not come flying in amid the rain and the chaos without good reason.

Come bringing good news, Antonil pleaded in his mind as he stopped halfway through the alley, which was disappointingly empty. Letting out a sigh, he started to move, then heard a whistle from above. Looking up, Antonil chuckled, then lifted his sword in a salute. From the rooftop leaped Dieredon, landing lightly on his feet.

“Greetings, Dieredon,” Antonil said as he pulled off his helmet.

“Greetings to you as well, Guard Captain,” Dieredon said as he took a step back and then kneeled in respect. His long hair was wet and sticking to his face, and he looked about as haggard as Antonil felt. “Though I fear greetings are all I may offer you.”

It took little imagination to understand what the elf could mean. Antonil pointed toward the west wall as the distant army of orcs let out a great communal roar.

“We can’t defeat them on our own,” Antonil shouted to be heard over the din. “Where is our aid?”

Dieredon shook his head, and the softest hint of sadness pulled at his features.

“The Ekreissar will not aid you,” he said. “We have been forbidden. Ceredon insists this is a minor skirmish, and nothing more. We are not the keepers of man.”

“Minor skirmish?” Antonil asked. “What about the necromancer traveling with them? You’re the one who said he was dangerous, that he might bring down our walls all on his own.”

Another communal roar washed over the city, louder, closer.

“I know.” Dieredon said. “Forgive me, Antonil. I will watch, and I will pray. Whoever started this war will not go unpunished.”

The elf whistled, and Antonil glanced up to see Sonowin landing atop the nearby roof, wings fluttering to flick off the building rain. Dieredon bowed one last time and then leaped, kicked off the side of the building, then twisted to catch the side so he might pull himself up. Antonil watched him mount the horse, feet rooted to the ground until at last the elf took off into the dark night, quickly vanishing amid the storm. Once Dieredon was gone, he felt free to let out how he truly felt.

“Damn it all!” Antonil shouted, slamming his mailed fist into a wall. They were alone now. The mockery of the skulls showed they faced no normal army, yet their walls of wood and stone would have to hold. Still shaking his head, he stormed back to the gate, muttering curses. Upon arriving, he saw that the ground forces were still terribly thin.

“Where the bloody Abyss are Lady Gemcroft’s mercenaries?” he cried to no one in particular. With so many on the wall, only two dozen stood before the solid wood-and-metal gates, the most Antonil could spare. He’d expected several hundred to join him. It seemed Alyssa had different ideas. Did she plan on keeping them with her at her home? What did it matter if the whole city burned so long as her mansion endured? Antonil was used to such thinking from the highborn, but he’d hoped for better from her. Apparently he’d been wrong.

“What, are we not good enough for you?” a familiar voice shouted over the din.

Antonil turned to see Tarlak pushing his way through the soldiers so he could hurry down the stairs of the wall, his yellow robes looking ridiculous contrasted with the black and blue of the night. For some reason it made Antonil smile, and eased his anger and stress.

“Forgive me,” Antonil said. “I didn’t think a wizard for hire would be the most reliable of defenders.”

“Are you kidding, we’re the most reliable of all,” Tarlak said, closing the distance and offering Antonil his hand. “Though we need to work on the ‘for hire’ part. So far as I know, we’re not getting paid…”

“Later,” Antonil said. “Are you alone?”

“Del and Brug are up there,” Tarlak said, jerking a thumb toward the top of the wall. “Both should prove more useful than you might expect. Well, Delysia will be, anyway. What is it you want me to do?”

Antonil stared dumbly for a moment, then shrugged.

“I’ve never commanded a wizard before,” he said. “I don’t even know what all you can do.”

“Think more in concepts, then. Defense? Offense? Walls, gates, fire, ice, what?”

Antonil gestured to the wall, and the chorus of war chants and drums on the other side.

“Orcs bad, humans good, do what you think is best. Is that basic enough?”

Tarlak snapped his fingers, and a bit of fire sparked from them.

“Kill as many as I can,” he said, grinning. “Got it.”

Despite himself, Antonil smiled.

“I think we all have those same orders,” he said.

“If you two are done sucking each other off, there’s a battle to fight up here,” Sergan shouted.

Antonil secured his shield on his back, then hurried up the stone steps to the wall, the wizard following just behind. Upon reaching the top, Antonil overlooked the thousands of orcs, who were preparing a charge. They looked so similar to men, just more muscular and broad-shouldered. The shade of their skin was most noticeable, a pale likeness of flesh, as if all color and life had been drained from their bodies. Some wore crude armor, but they were few, with the majority wearing war paint, skulls, and straps of leather. Each orc looked capable of handling two men at once in battle, and given how they outnumbered them so terribly …

Tarlak nudged him with his elbow, pulling him from such thoughts.

“Behind the army,” Tarlak said, lowering his voice as if afraid of being overheard. “What is that?”

A thin line formed the very rear of the orc forces. It was difficult to tell, but they did not appear to be orcs. As to what they could be, Antonil had no guess. In the center of the line, though, was a man or woman clothed in solid black, not even their face visible due to a heavy hood.

“That’d be the necromancer leading them,” Antonil whispered back.

The wizard let out a grunt.

“Interesting,” he muttered. “I might not kill as many orcs as I’d like if whoever that is out there decides to come play as well.”

Antonil clapped him on the shoulder.

“You’re like any other soldier now,” he said. “Do your duty, and we’ll be fine.”

“If you say so, but don’t hold any delusions about being my commanding officer…”

He stopped, unable to be heard due to the great cry the orcs let loose while simultaneously smacking their weapons together and stomping their feet. Thousands, Antonil saw, so many thousands, and with another cry they surged toward the city.

“The gates better hold,” Antonil muttered so that only Tarlak could hear.

“Don’t see any reason why they won’t,” the wizard replied. “What are the orcs going to do, beat it down with their bare hands?”

“Seems like it. Here they come. Arrows, loose!”

The rows of archers on the walls released arrow after arrow as the army of orcs came barreling forward. A great cry accompanied the charge, deep, throaty roars easily drowning out any shouts of pain from those brought low by the shafts. Antonil watched the arrows fly, taking grim satisfaction in watching the wounded drop, quickly trampled by the orcs who came stampeding after. Volley after volley they fired. With so many in the fields before them there was no need to aim, only release as fast as possible.

Beside him, Tarlak rubbed his hands together, nearly overcome with glee.

“Just a little bit of fire along the walls and we’ll all be heading back to bed within the hour,” he said. That glee vanished when a red dot appeared from the back line overlooking the battle. Tarlak cocked his head, watching as it grew, and then his eyes spread wide.

“Oh shit,” he said, then turned about to scream at the dozen soldiers bunched up before the gates. “Get out of the way! Move!”

Antonil turned back, then saw that the red dot was a roaring inferno of fire surging toward the city in a great beam. It burned through the orc army, consuming bodies as if they were oil-soaked cloth, and then slammed into the city gate. The beam never slowed. The wood exploded, shrapnel shooting in all directions. The soldiers behind the gate screamed as the molten rock flowed over them, melting through their armor and shields. Their dying screams were terrible but mercifully short, death claiming them swiftly. Then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, the beam vanished, leaving only a trail of smoke and scorched earth.

The way was clear, and the orcs let out a great cheer, not caring about their losses.

“Down, now, form a line!” Sergan screamed. “We can’t let them in!”

Antonil stared in shock, knowing he should act but unable to. The way was clear. Just like that, all their walls, all their preparations, meant nothing. The way was clear.

“Snap out of it,” Tarlak shouted as he joined the surge down the steps. Antonil grabbed him before he could get away.

“You protect us from him,” he said. “We can fight the orcs, but that foe is beyond us.”

Tarlak paused, then nodded. That done, they both rushed to the ground, Antonil taking his place in the center of the formation of shields and swords. Through the blackened stone and broken pieces of the gate, they watched the orc army come barreling in with wild abandon. Antonil spared a glance over his shoulder, hoping for a miracle, but hundreds of reinforcements were not marching down the street to save them. They were alone.

Thanks, Alyssa, he thought bitterly. You’re our city’s savior.

“Hold!” Sergan shouted from the front line, a wall of shields on either side of him. “Hold!”

The walls nearly empty but for a few scattered archers, the remainder of the forces gathered to hold the gate, a mere four hundred against thousands. The challenge was overwhelming, the narrowness of the entryway their only hope.

“They broke our gate,” Antonil shouted, mere seconds before the army slammed into them, and the bloody chaos began. “Let’s build a new one with their dead!”
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Every hour someone came to change the torches that bathed Zusa in light. She remained chained to the wall, her wrists rubbed raw by the metal of the manacles. She’d tried wriggling free, but they were far too tight, and it seemed her fingers were always tingling, just shy of falling asleep.

“Time to eat yet, Scar?” Zusa asked the man, middle-aged and with a long scar across the top of his head that left a gap in his short brown hair. He was one of several she saw consistently coming down into her little prison, and she had yet to learn his name despite repeated attempts. Eventually she’d named him herself, the reference to his obvious deformity annoying him, and Zusa found amusement in that little bit of power.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Scar said, lighting a fresh torch using the old one, then setting it into its holder.

“How about a bath? You know I look forward to it.”

The man glared and remained silent. Zusa leaned back her head, closing her eyes as she smiled. Muzien, in his insanity, seemed to truly believe he could win Zusa over with time. Despite her imprisonment, she’d been treated well, fed meals twice a day and given water to drink whenever she requested it. Every night someone, always a woman she noticed, would come to remove her clothes and then bathe her. She’d clean the shit and piss, washing it away with buckets of water and plentiful rags, and then scrub until Zusa was clean, relative to her surroundings. Her original clothes remained in the far corner, just within the reach of the torchlight, while the outfit she currently wore was one of the many they’d changed her into after bathings.

She’d thought to escape during the bathing, but the bather never seemed to have the key to her manacles, and she saw no way to escape them even if left unguarded. If only she could find a way to snuff out the damn torches …

“I’m not the one in charge of wiping your ass,” Scar said, moving on to the next torch.

“Do you want to be?” she asked. “I know some men like that sort of thing.”

He rolled his eyes in disgust. Zusa continued to watch, wishing she could get more of a rise out of the man. Once she decided on an attempt to escape, being able to manipulate her lone guard could prove vital. By the Abyss, if she could get him close, get him angry and careless, that might be all she would need, for swinging from his belt was a single large key, and she felt certain it was for her manacles.

As Scar was finishing swapping out the last of the torches, the door on the far side banged open, and Zusa flinched at the sudden noise. Two men rushed in, one she recognized, one she did not. The familiar one was a fairly squat man with green eyes, missing teeth, and an impressively large nose. She’d begun calling him Wart, due to the many that grew on his hands.

“What the fuck?” Scar asked, glaring at the two. “Nearly burned my hand off ’cause of you.”

“Everything’s gone to shit,” Wart said, tugging at the collar of his shirt. “Thren made this giant spider illusion over the whole city, and it’s triggered something fierce. Seems our entire damn guild has turned traitor. Had to kill two of our own just to make it here without dying.”

Scar stood frozen where he was, mouth hanging open.

“Jace?” he said, and the tall man with Wart nodded his head.

“It’s bad,” he said, and he swallowed as if he tasted something foul between his teeth. “We might need to start thinking about abandoning the Sun Guild if we want to live.”

All three of them fell silent for a moment, until Scar muttered a curse under his breath.

“Let me see this,” he said, pushing past them so he could exit through the door. Jace and Wart remained down there, arms crossed, looking lost and confused. The rug had been yanked out from underneath them, and it amused Zusa to no end seeing how lost they looked without their precious Muzien to guarantee them safety.

Scar came back down the stairs, and he appeared angrier than before.

“Cheap tricks,” he said. “That’s all it is, cheap tricks to go with one last desperate attempt at power. We’ll ride this out, the three of us, until Muzien gets things back under control.”

“You don’t get it,” Wart argued. “There is no getting this under control. You think I’d be this scared if it were only a few casting aside the pointed star? You two are Mordan outsiders, but I’m from here, right here, and I got a spider tattoo hidden on my arm. You want to know what Thren’ll do to me if this overthrow succeeds, and I’m not a part of it?”

“Muzien will do you ten times worse if you turn traitor now,” Scar argued. “And if you’re from here, then you know how easily we took over these streets. We won’t lose them, not when Muzien hits back.”

From the far corner, Zusa interrupted them with her laughter.

“Which killer will you run to like the scared children you are?” she asked them. “Which one will you bet your life on succeeding? Guess right and live, guess wrong and die like the traitors you are. I’m the one in chains, yet my life is safer than yours.”

None of the three seemed too pleased with that fact.

“We can’t stay,” Jace said. “No matter which side we join, too many know about this place. I say we cut our losses and run. Take neither side, and see if we can hide in the chaos. When things settle down, we’ll join with the winner, and no one will be the wiser.”

“We leave, and abandon her, there’s no rejoining Muzien,” Scar said. “We might as well cut her throat and then toss on the gray cloaks of the Spider.”

Zusa grinned at them despite the chilling of her blood. Suddenly the conversation was not quite so amusing.

“Then let me go,” she said. “Say I escaped while you were distracted. Do you think it’ll be the first time I have done so? I’m a complication, so let me out, and you can do whatever you wish.”

The three exchanged a look, and she sensed the unspoken debate flowing through them.

“You’re right,” Wart said, the first to break the silence and turn her way. “You are a complication, and I’m thinking we remove that complication right now.”

He drew a dagger from his belt, and Zusa struggled to remain perfectly still and not reveal her growing panic.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said. “Alyssa Gemcroft will pay a princely sum to have me back. Take us somewhere safe, ransom me to Alyssa, and then flee with your newfound wealth to somewhere neither Thren nor Muzien has a presence.”

Scar grabbed Wart by the sleeve, halting his approach.

“The reason we’re holding her is because of the Gemcroft bitch,” he said. “She might not be lying about that ransom.”

“What?” Wart asked. “We’ve gone from keeping our heads down and waiting for a winner to suddenly negotiating ransom with one of the Trifect? That’s the damn opposite of laying low. I’m not looking to make a profit out of tonight. I just want to live. You can’t spend coin if you’re dead.”

He pulled his sleeve free, then pointed his dagger at Zusa.

“Do you think she’s just a normal woman we can drag around? There’s a reason we’ve got all those torches burning about her. She’s some sort of witch or trickster, and the moment those manacles are off her wrists, we’re all dead. I say cut her throat, find a place to hide, and wait until we know exactly what the fuck is going on. If she’s so important to Alyssa, then maybe we can sell Muzien out to her once this all settles down, and we’re ready to run.”

“No matter who wins tonight, we can claim the winner was the one who killed her,” Jace added.

Scar glared back and forth, happy with neither. Zusa could sense his willpower breaking. Arms pinned behind her, she could think of no escape if they turned on her, no way to survive. She tried to let her panic fuel her determination, give some sort of influence to her words.

“You’ll be making a mistake,” she said. “If you let me live, and agree to a ransom, I’ll make no attempt to escape. I’ll have no reason to break my word, not if you don’t break yours.”

It wasn’t enough. The men were scared, and they didn’t want to take any risks. She tried to think of another angle, but what was there besides coin? She couldn’t offer them her body. They could rape her corpse if they truly wanted to, and besides that, the three seemed more interested in long-term survival than short-term gratification.

Scar opened his mouth to say something, but then the shrieks from outside came. All three dropped to their knees and put their hands over their ears, wincing as if in terrible pain. Zusa closed her eyes and shivered as the wails washed over her like water. It seemed as if the screamers were mere inches away and on all sides as they let loose their agony. While the others looked baffled, Zusa felt the taint of Karak within each cry, and she did her best to fight against it. Even held captive, she would do all she could to deny her former god and any power he might hold over her.

Several more times they sounded, each time like needles to her skin. There was no rational thought to the fear, no reason, just the sound of horrible torment and a gut belief that somehow she would soon suffer in the same way. What released the cry, or what Karak could have to do with anything, Zusa had not the slightest clue. It seemed the other three in the room didn’t, either.

At last the wailing ceased, and the ensuing silence was almost beautiful. Feeling as if she’d just run a dozen miles, her body lifted and fell with her deep breaths as she glared at her captors.

“You three are all in over your heads,” she told them. “Just flee. Flee from here as fast as you can if you want to see the sunrise.”

Before any could respond, the door swung inward again, and a woman wearing a long coat of the Sun stepped inside.

“Soldiers!” she cried. “We need you, now!”

Scar looked to the others, then nodded at their unspoken question.

“Go,” he said. “I’ll handle this.”

The chains holding her hands behind her back were incredibly short and low to the floor, forcing Zusa to kneel. As the rest rushed out the door, and Scar slowly approached while drawing his dagger, Zusa forced her knees up and her feet underneath her. No matter what happened, she was going to fight him. Eyes on his, she watched every step, and she wished she could project her very will as a blade to slay him.

“This is your own fault, you know,” Scar said. “You turned on Muzien, and you got yourself caught. There’s no one else to blame, so you can spare me that glare.”

He towered over her, blade in his right hand, light from the torches illuminating the ugly scar across his head.

“Just make it quick,” she said, every muscle in her body tense.

Squatting down so his face was even with hers, he smirked, his dagger hovering before her chest.

“If you insist,” he said.

Her knees were up before her, covering much of her body, and when Scar thrust the dagger, she hopped as best as her constricted body could manage. As her body began to fall, she jerked her knees all the way up. Instead of burying itself in her heart, the dagger pierced her kneecap before scraping to one side, blood splashing from the long, thin cut. The pain was intense, but Zusa made not a cry, her mind brutally focused so that nothing mattered but the quick, precise movements of her chained body.

Upon hitting the ground, she snap-kicked, extended her leg as far as it could go. Her toes jammed into Scar’s windpipe, and as much as it hurt her foot, she knew it hurt him far worse. The impact of the hit caused him to fall backward on instinct, but because he’d extended himself for his dagger thrust, the arm holding the weapon was much closer than the rest of his body. Thrusting out her legs again, abdominal muscles screaming from the movements after such long inaction, she closed her thighs around his wrist. Legs curling about his arm, she yanked the man to the floor. He was unable to brace himself, and his head snapped against the wood. She felt his arm slacken in her grip.

Not dead, she thought. Dazed at best.

With no way of grabbing the dagger that lay upon her thighs, she released her grip on Scar’s arm and stretched out her foot, trying to use her toes to hook the key ring attached to his belt. She brushed it once, unable to secure it on her big toe, before Scar let out a moan and rolled away from her. Panicking, she tried to kick him in the throat, but he continued rolling. Zusa stared at the dagger between her legs, which had fallen during her attempts. No scenario existed in which she could somehow wield it against her captor.

“You bitch,” Scar murmured, slowly pushing himself onto his hands and knees. He looked her way, and she saw the already swelling purple bruise on his forehead, saw how bloodshot his eyes were. When he spoke, his voice was raspy and painful to listen to, but he was able to draw breath, which was all that mattered.

Scar struggled back to a stand, and safely out of kicking distance, he stood over her, panting.

“You bitch,” he said again, louder, stronger. His eyes, which had been glazed when he first looked her way, regained their focus. His hands curled into fists, and she knew whatever hope she’d had of escape was gone.

“What sort of demon are you?” Scar asked.

“Just a trickster or a witch,” she said, praying that her death would be quick. She smiled despite feeling like she wanted to throw up. “I thought you knew that.”

He looked to the dagger between her legs, decided against it, and instead staggered to her pile of clothes in the corner. He reached into the pile and withdrew one of Zusa’s original daggers. Holding it tightly, blade downward, he stalked back toward her with a sick gleam in his eye.

“I did,” he said. “You little trickster. Let’s see how well you kick when you have no feet.”

The door banged open, and both turned to see Wart’s body tumbling down the stairs. Scar froze, suddenly unsure, and then in stepped a soldier wearing a blessedly familiar tabard, sword in hand, fresh blood on both his blade and his armor.

Scar, apparently coming to a decision, dropped the knife and lifted his hands into the air.

“I surrender,” he started to say. He never had the chance to finish the offer. The soldier took two steps and slashed out the man’s throat. Body crumpling to the ground, the soldier knelt, retrieved the key, and then went to Zusa’s side as more soldiers tramped down the steps and into the room.

“Lean forward,” the soldier said. Zusa did so, and he reached behind her and unlocked the manacles. The moment she heard them snap open, she pulled forward and let out a single sob. Her muscles screamed from the movement, but it felt so good to have her arms no longer trapped behind her. Accepting the soldier’s offered hand, she stood on wobbly feet. At the door, the last of the armored men entered, one of them holding Alyssa’s hand as he led her into the room. Zusa felt her breath catch in her throat, and she thought of every single second of the last time she’d seen her.

“Zusa?” Alyssa asked, her eyes still the solid black they’d been on their previous meeting.

“I’m here,” Zusa said, voice sounding weak to her own ears.

She didn’t know what to expect. She didn’t know how her friend would react after rejecting her earlier advances. Tired mind a swirling mixture of exhaustion, shame, and relief, Zusa felt paralyzed with indecision. She almost dropped to one knee in respect to thank Alyssa, but there was no chance to do so.

Alyssa took two rapid steps, then burst out in a run toward the sound of her voice. Arms flinging open, she hit Zusa at full speed, latching on to her with trembling strength. Zusa caught her, and unable to stand, she fell back a step to brace against the wall. Alyssa’s fingers dug into her back, and tears ran down her face. When Zusa opened her mouth to say something, anything, Alyssa silenced it with a kiss.

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa whispered when she finally pulled free. “I’m so sorry for all I’ve done, and tonight, I’m making it right. I’m taking Nathaniel, and we’re leaving this damn city. I won’t lose you again, not ever, do you understand me? Of all the things I’ve failed, I won’t let your love be one of them.”

Tears ran down Zusa’s cheeks as well, and she pressed her palm against Alyssa’s beautiful face, smiled down at her.

“Thank you,” she said. “Now please, I feel disgusting. Let me change into something clean.”

Gently pulling from Alyssa’s embrace, she passed through the path the soldiers opened for her to the other side of the room, where her clothes remained piled. Not caring that the men might watch, Zusa hurried out of the simple shirt and pants one of Muzien’s women had put her in, then slipped on the outfit she’d first built in a fit of anger at Alyssa. Doing her best to put such a frustrating memory behind her, she put on the pants, pulled the shirt and cloak over her head, and then tightened the belt. Sliding the daggers into their sheaths, she felt whole, felt herself, and she returned to where Alyssa waited and took her hand.

“Let’s go home,” Zusa said.

“It’s not that simple,” Alyssa said as they filed up the stairs and out into the streets wet with rain, which continued to fall. “An army’s come, and Antonil needs my men.”

Her mercenaries, all five hundred of them, were gathered about where Zusa had been held prisoner, the cellar of a nondescript home. They’d fully surrounded the place, and several hundred were waiting in formation in the street.

Zusa pulled her hood over her face to protect it from the rain.

“Where are we going?” she asked as they took their place in the very heart of the formation.

“To the west gate,” Alyssa answered.

Their march was slow, and Zusa tried to relax as they made their way. Ahead of them she heard the constant beating of drums, and several times the invaders let out deep-throated war cries that made even the hardiest of men with them seem nervous. Zusa almost suggested that she and Alyssa be dropped off at the mansion, but would either be much safer there than surrounded by the armed mercenaries loyal to her?

Zusa decided perhaps not. From what she could see, several fires burned throughout the city despite the rain, plumes of dark smoke rising up to the storm clouds. Twice they passed dead bodies lying at the entrance to a home, the scenes carrying the look of executions given the undressed state of the victims.

“Is this Muzien’s doing?” Zusa asked upon seeing a third.

“Is what?”

“The bodies,” Zusa answered, feeling foolish. “There’s dead bodies at the entrances of several homes.”

Alyssa shrugged.

“Let the underworld eat each other for all I care. This city is no longer my own.”

Zusa had a feeling that would be easier said than done, but she did not argue the point. It felt good just to be walking, and to have her arms swinging at her sides instead of locked behind her back. The good feelings lasted until she heard a voice cry out to them from the rooftops.

“Lady Gemcroft!”

The squad froze, and dozens of soldiers looked up to where a handsome man with brown eyes and dark hair knelt on a rooftop. Based on the color of his cloak, he was a member of the Ash, one of the twins, she realized.

“Explain yourself!” one of the commanders of the mercenaries shouted, drawing his blade in anticipation of an ambush. Instead the thief swung down to the ground, unafraid of the many armed men clearly unhappy with his arrival.

“Lady Gemcroft,” he repeated, getting as close as he could to Alyssa before a wall of soldiers stopped him. “We need you at the southern gate!”

“Guard Captain Copernus said he needed us at the west,” Alyssa said.

The soldiers tried to push him aside, but the man resisted.

“It is not Antonil who needs you,” he cried. “It is your son!”

Alyssa froze, and Zusa felt her grip on her hand tighten tenfold.

“My son is safe at home,” she said, but it sounded like even she did not believe it.

“No, he’s not.”

Alyssa motioned for her men to make way. Guessing her intent, Zusa led her so that Alyssa was dangerously close to a dangerous man.

“If this is a lie, I will have my men string you from your innards from the top of a lamppost,” Alyssa said. “Now where is my son?”

The Ash Guild rogue licked his lips, then grinned.

“Follow me,” he said. “And tell your men to ready their swords. They’ll be needed.”
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Thren finally slowed his run as he neared the explosion caused by one of Muzien’s tiles, and Haern was happy he had. Besides giving Haern a chance to catch his breath, it also meant Thren didn’t plan on just blindly running into what was certainly an ambush.

“You’re not tired, are you?” Thren asked, looking at him sideways.

“I can fight for hours more,” Haern said, and he wasn’t lying. “Worry about yourself.”

Thren shrugged, dismissing the matter as quickly as he’d brought it up. The two were beneath an awning erected before a tannery, momentarily safe from the soft rain. Peering out from underneath, Thren stared at the lingering smoke of the explosion, which continued unabated by the rain.

“If it’s an ambush, he’ll want to spring it when we’re completely surrounded,” Thren said, musing aloud. “That means his men must be hidden so we do not see them on our approach.”

“He’ll also have to be ready from all directions,” Haern added. “There’s no way for him to know where we’ll be approaching from.”

Thren frowned, thinking.

“They’ll be inside at least two different buildings,” he said. “Possibly even the ones that tile just wrecked. I bet they have a few on the rooftops as well, just decoys to make us think the ambush isn’t as heavily manned as it is.”

“You act as if you can read his mind.”

Thren glared at him.

“I was his pupil for many years, Watcher. I have a feel for how he thinks. Right now he’s hoping we come rushing in across the rooftops, kill the few up top, and then drop down to the street to investigate. Which means we’re going to do the opposite.”

Haern joined him in looking at the smoke, which rose on the other side of two more buildings.

“And what is that?” he asked.

Thren drew his swords, stretched his back.

“Stay low, stay together, and scour the nearby buildings while leaving the scouts up top alive and unaware.”

Haern couldn’t help himself.

“And what if Muzien anticipated you seeing through his plan and prepared an ambush for us doing just that?”

Thren let out a snort.

“Then he’s the god he pretends to be, and trying to outthink him will be like chasing our own tails. Forgive me for not buying into the elf’s legend. He’s not perfect, he’s not infallible. That’s what tonight is all about, Watcher. Tonight we prove that bastard’s mortal.”

Haern drew his swords, and he saluted his father.

“To noble goals,” he said, grinning.

Together they ran, crouching low to keep their profiles as minimal as possible. Upon crossing the street, Haern slid around the side of the tall building, back pressed against it. Given the darkness and the rain, seeing him would be all but impossible. Above him was a window, and he turned about, put a boot on Thren’s offered hands, and then leaped to catch its windowsill. Pulling up, he crouched on the windowsill and peered inside. The room was incredibly dark, but the magic of Haern’s hood let him see as if soft starlight bathed the interior.

He was in an upstairs storeroom filled with crates stuffed with various metal bits and screws. On the other side was a second window, and peering out of it with his shoulder pressed against the wall was the dark outline of one of Muzien’s thugs. Carefully Haern crept down from the window and then slowly crossed the distance. Given the little light coming from the windows, he knew only sound could give him away, and between the boots Brug had made him and his own lengthy training, no sound would be made. Bathed in darkness, he felt his Watcher persona stirring. Tonight was a night for murder, an art he had long perfected.

Once he was a few feet away, Haern drew his dagger and held his breath. So far the man still peered out the window, no doubt hoping to catch a glimpse of Thren or the Watcher. Now much closer, Haern could see he was incredibly young, maybe fifteen at most. Strangely enough, he was very softly whistling, no doubt thinking the storm would overwhelm the noise. The song was even cheerful, not nervous as Haern had first assumed. To kill him was to end the song. Haern knew this should give him pause, perhaps guilt, but instead the confidence of it angered him further. All across the city, men and women were dying. At the gates soldiers fought for their lives. In the streets the old guilds were rising up, slaughtering the new that had taken their place. Yet here, in this hollowed section of the city, members of the Sun waited for him and Thren like it was just a game? As if victory were already assured?

Sickened, and with his pride wounded, Haern burst into movement. He clamped a hand over the man’s face, then jammed the dagger into his back. The whistle turned into a gargle. Yanking out the dagger, Haern thrust it again and again, each stab more vicious than the last as he felt the Watcher persona fully take control. Dragging the limp body away from the window, Haern gently let it drop, then returned to the window he’d entered from. Thren remained outside it, patiently waiting.

Leaning out, Haern offered him his hand. Thren leaped, caught it, and then climbed up with his feet as Haern pulled.

“Just one?” Thren whispered once he was inside.

“Up here, anyway,” Haern whispered back. “The stairs are over there. Can you see them?”

“I can’t,” Thren said. “But I don’t need to. Lead the way, and I’ll follow.”

To the stairs they went, Haern realizing that his father had grabbed the bottom of his cloak and was using it to guide himself. At the top of the stairs, Haern peered down and saw that someone must have lit a small fire or torch given the way red-and-yellow light flickered against the wall, casting shadows. None appeared to be of men or women, leaving Haern with no clue as to how many were downstairs. Moving down three steps, the farthest he could go before he might be visible to those downstairs, he tensed for action. They’d need to act fast, just in case the numbers were far greater than they expected.

Wait, he mouthed to Thren, who was one step behind him. Just in case the light from downstairs was not enough, he held out his right hand, blocking Thren’s way. Tensed and ready to run, Haern waited, knowing it shouldn’t be long. When lightning flashed, filling both floors with momentary light, Haern rushed down the steps two at a time. Thunder rumbled, and combined with the rain, he hoped the noise might mask their descent. Upon hitting the bottom, he pivoted, leaping with sabers leading.

Four members of the Sun were gathered in a store, two men waiting at the door across from Haern, two more holding crossbows as they peered out the nearby windows. A lantern burned from a hook in the center of the ceiling, casting amber light across the two rows of shelves. It seemed they had not heard their approach, and Haern grinned with grim amusement at their intense concentration. As he crossed the room, he hopped atop the shelf, which was pleasantly thick and sturdy. A spare glance behind showed Thren climbing the other, and together they crouched along. Halfway there, they stopped when Thren was directly beneath the lantern.

On your signal, Thren mouthed as he reached up to touch the lantern. Haern nodded, and he could not help himself. He counted to three, then let out a soft whistle, the same song as the man upstairs. Out went the lantern, flooding the store with darkness.

“Shit,” he heard one of them cry, coupled with the twang of a crossbow string. Haern heard it strike the wood of the far wall, no doubt somewhere near the staircase. They didn’t realize how high up they were, how fast they rushed toward them. Thren leaped first, and Haern followed, the two descending upon the four before they could realize the danger they were in. Haern extended his legs, his heels slamming into the chest of the other crossbowman. The body crumpled beneath him. Just to be sure, Haern jammed his sabers downward until they both hit flesh. The man to his right swung at Haern’s face, but he dipped below, yanking free his sabers and then whirling, both blades cutting across his foe’s chest and waist. As the rogue cried out in pain, Haern completed his turn, bringing his sabers back down, this time across the neck and shoulders.

The man crumpled, and having finished his opponents, Haern looked to see Thren having done likewise, one of his short swords still sticking out of the back of a Sun member lying facedown beside the window.

“Did they hear us?” Thren whispered. Haern almost admired how quickly he could put the dead out of his mind, always focused on the task at hand.

“I’m not sure,” Haern whispered. They’d only allowed a single cry of pain. Swiping clean his sabers on a dead man’s coat, he leaned against the wall and peered out the window. He saw only an empty street, the two buildings on the other side appearing dim and empty. Not far to his left was the destruction left by the exploded tile, the street turned into a crater, the nearby buildings crumpled into ruin. They, too, were dark. The realization made Haern’s nerves tingle.

“This was the only one with a lantern,” Haern said.

Thren caught his meaning immediately.

“Drawn like moths,” he said. “Upstairs, now.”

This time without need for stealth, they ran as fast as they could, and by the time Haern set foot on the bottom stair he heard the door to the store bang open. A crossbow bolt thudded into the wall behind him as he followed Thren into the upstairs storeroom. The windows both had grappling hooks attached to them from the outside, but so far no one had made the climb.

“Take the windows,” Thren said. “I’ll hold the stairs.”

“Sure, claim the easy job,” Haern said, rushing the window to his left. As a woman grabbed hold of the sill and started to pull herself up, Haern took advantage of his momentum and leaped into a kick. His right heel slammed into her chest while she was still halfway inside, and against such force she could not maintain her grip. With a cry she fell back outside, returning to the rain and the dark. Landing on his side, Haern ignored the jolt to his elbow, rolled to his feet, and then leaped to the other window. An ugly man with the four-pointed star on his chest hopped into the room, and he drew his daggers just before Haern tore into him, making a mockery of the man’s defenses. Two vicious hits, and the man staggered back to the window. Feinting a thrust to put him out of position, Haern cut across his groin, the pain breaking whatever concentration the man had had. When he instinctively doubled over in pain, Haern uppercut him with the butt of his saber, then stabbed. His sabers buried themselves halfway to the hilt in the man’s chest, and with a kick, Haern sent him tumbling out the window to the ground below.

Haern was tempted to cut at the rope of the grappling hook but knew he had no time. Rushing to the other window, he caught sight of Thren battling two at once, using the limited space and his height advantage to keep them bottlenecked at the top of the stairs. Trusting him to hold, Haern engaged the two Suns who had made it inside. They stood shoulder to shoulder, trying to form a defensive perimeter to protect the rest who climbed. Despite how young they looked, each had seven rings in his left ear. Skilled for such youth, Haern realized. The Sun Guild was throwing its very best at them in one last-ditch attempt at victory.

That number stops at seven, Haern thought as he spun. With such little light, he knew the twirling of his cloak would be an indecipherable jumble of gray and black. They tensed, unsure where his attack would come from and not knowing he had fallen to his knees.

Swiping sabers wide each way, he jammed the blades through their boots and into the tender flesh just below their shins. He yanked the weapons free as he pulled back, spraying blood across the floor. The two unable to evenly brace their weight, Haern assaulted the one on the right, beating him away from the window with a flurry of slashes. When the other tried to aid him, Haern immediately switched targets, parrying a thrust high and then kicking him in the stomach. The window now unblocked, Haern pivoted, stabbed the throat of a third still trying to climb through, and then returned his attention to the one on the right. One hand pushed aside the frantic attempt to block, the other plunged a saber into the man’s chest. As he dropped, Haern left the saber embedded, drew a dagger from his belt, and then flung it across the room. He’d hoped merely for a distraction, but luck was with him, the throw embedding the dagger in the eye of a man pulling himself up from the other window. The body slumped over, half in, half out.

“Running out of time!” Haern yelled to Thren as he blocked a swing, juked one way, then pulled his other saber free. His opponent tried to press the attack, but Haern was already on the move, just a ghost in the room the other could not hope to follow. Dashing one way, then another, he caught him off guard with a kick to the groin, then a second kick to the chest. The man stumbled back, hitting yet another trying to climb through the window. Haern left them entangled and ran to Thren’s side.

There were four on the stairs, two of whom had managed to make it to the very top step and even height with Thren. It was taking all of Thren’s skill to keep them at bay, parrying and thrusting with his short swords, their battle illuminated by a single torch carried by a man at the bottom of the stairs. When Haern joined, however, it went from a close battle to a slaughter. His father taking the left, Haern the right, they cut the two down, then sent the bodies tumbling into the others.

“Follow me,” Haern said, dashing to the left window. The entangled pair had just managed to make it inside, and Haern crashed into them like a whirlwind. The first fell, a gaping hole in his throat, while the other managed to barely avoid death by leaping to his left … and right into Thren’s charge. His father brought him down with ease, and with the window free, Haern put a foot on the ledge, stepped out, and spun to grab the rooftop. Pulling himself up, he rolled onto his back and gasped in air. His heart pounded in his chest, yet they weren’t close to finished.

Thren joined him a moment later, dropping to both knees as he also fought for breath.

“They won’t follow through the windows,” he said. “Too easy to defend. They’ll come from the other rooftops.”

“Makes sense,” Haern said. “Question is, how many?”

“Does it matter?” Thren asked. “We’ll have our answer soon enough.”

Haern sat up, then hopped to his feet. Twirling his sabers, he pointed east.

“This side’s mine,” he said. “You take the west. Fall back to the middle if you cannot hold.”

True to Thren’s assumption, the remaining members of the Sun Guild scaled the two adjacent buildings, gathering on the flat rooftops in preparation for an assault. Haern saw four on his side, and a glance over his shoulder showed five at the other. Terrible numbers, but they’d need to cross the gap between the buildings. An easy feat under normal circumstances. With Haern and Thren protecting the way? Hopefully that would prove far more fatal.

“What are you waiting for?” Haern shouted when the four remained where they were. “The fun’s over here, not over there!”

One of them raised an arm, and Haern realized they were synchronizing their attacks from both sides. Not a bad idea, Haern thought, though it gave him and Thren even more time to catch their breaths. All in all, a trade he’d gladly take.

The fist dropped, and the four ran. They’d been bunched together, but upon receiving the signal, they spaced out so that they covered the building from corner to corner. Haern pulled back a step, knowing he could not protect the entire stretch of the wall, which meant he had to make sure the first exchange of the battle was lethal, before they could surround him.

No doubt they’d assumed he’d stay near the middle, but just before they leaped, Haern dashed north. He saw the panic in the farthest of the rogues, saw how the woman tried to bring her weapon to bear. It only botched her landing, her left ankle twisting upon contact with the roof. As she fell, Haern was ready, dropping to his knees and then bracing his sabers. The woman rolled straight into him, as if for an embrace, and the movement impaled her on his blades. Lifting her up to a stand, Haern stared into her dying eyes. He looked for malice, or for fury, but he saw only fading surprise and shock as her blood poured across his hands. Berating himself for such weakness, he kicked her body off the rooftop, then turned to the others. Only three now, and he let the magic of his hood dim, let them see the grin on his face. He felt no joy whatsoever, but they need not know that. Let them see a monster reveling in battle. Let them see the blood of their friend upon his sabers, and be afraid.

When he attacked, two met the charge, the third hesitating out of fear. Better than he’d hoped. Haern never slowed, and when the men planted their feet and swung, Haern dropped to his side, sliding beneath them on the rain-slick rooftop. Back on his feet in a heartbeat, he rushed the frightened, solitary man, who had retreated to the rooftop’s edge.

“No, wait!” he shouted, green eyes wide, scraggly red hair drenched with rain. It was so strange to hear. Wait? For what? Did he want mercy? Was he hoping to somehow survive after all his guild had done? Haern kicked him in the chest, sending him tumbling off the building. He didn’t watch him fall. When he heard the sickening crunch of the body smacking the hard stone below, Haern envisioned the breaking bones, and he saw the shocked look on the face of the woman he’d killed moments earlier. Was that how greatly Muzien had won over these men and women? Did they think death could never come for them so long as they wore the four-pointed star?

Haern whirled, remembering the other two, but it seemed they’d chosen safer prey. Thren had fallen back to the center of the rooftop as Haern had ordered, two of his five dead, the other three methodically cutting and thrusting in rhythm so Thren could not manage a counter. With two more rushing in from his blind side, he’d be a dead man. Haern had to be faster. Picking up speed, legs pumping, he let out a scream and prayed his father would obey.

“Thren, turn!”

His father disengaged a step from the three, then spun to face the other two. His back was vulnerable, but as Thren blocked the attacks of his ambushers, Haern came crashing in from the other side. Mind focused to a razor’s edge, Haern spun and blocked, parried and twisted, his blades dancing in a weave the three could not hope to match. One fell, heel sliced out, and then a second dropped, a red smile opened on his throat. Haern never lost momentum, stabbing the wounded man in the heart as he leaped over him, parrying a frantic thrust of a dagger, and then plunging both sabers into his final opponent’s chest. Pushing for a few steps, he twisted his sabers free as he shoved the body with his heel, sending him tumbling off the rooftop to die in the rain on the street below.

Turning, he saw his father standing above the corpses of the final two. Given how perfectly still he remained, how stiff his arms and tense his legs, Haern thought Thren had taken a wound, but then he followed his gaze to the nearby rooftop.

Standing alone, rain beating down against his long coat, was Muzien the Darkhand.

He said nothing, only stood there watching as the soft wind of the storm played with the bottom of his coat. Slowly Haern joined his father’s side, and they both readied their weapons. Here he was. At long last, they faced the elf who had held the entire city hostage.

“What is he waiting for?” Haern asked in a low voice.

“For us to approach,” Thren said. “It’s his way of challenging us, seeing if we’ll accept.”

“He’ll kill us the moment we try to leap over.”

Thren shook his head.

“That isn’t like him. That elf’s pride won’t let him kill us except in a fair fight.”

“Two against one? Hardly sounds fair.”

Thren grimaced.

“Trust me,” he said. “It’s fair.”

He broke into a steady jog, and after a moment’s hesitation, Haern followed. Together they reached the roof’s edge, leaped over, and then landed before the master of the Sun Guild, who at last showed a sign of life.

He smiled.


CHAPTER
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The symbol of the spider consuming the sun had just graced their skies when Deathmask arrived at the temple to Ashhur, the rest of his guild in tow. He was pleased to see Calan waiting for him underneath the awning of the temple, along with what appeared to be the majority of the priests and priestesses. Deathmask walked up their marble steps, giving not one thought to the rain. Rain, darkness, shadow … they only gave him more tools to spread fear.

“It seems this is a night for strange bedfellows,” Calan said, offering his hand to Deathmask while looking up to the symbol of the spider slowly fading away before the crimson clouds.

“Let the underworld decide its new king,” Deathmask said. “We have more important matters to deal with. Are you and your kind ready?”

Calan turned to those with him, about twenty in number. While Calan looked calm as ever, the rest were clearly nervous, and Deathmask hoped it would not affect their abilities should it come to battle.

“We are,” Calan said.

“Good,” Deathmask said. “Follow me.”

He hopped back down the steps, where Veliana and the twins waited.

“I’m not comfortable with this,” Veliana said, joining him in stride.

“You don’t need to be,” Deathmask said as he hurried through the rain toward Karak’s temple. “You just have to look pretty, be dangerous, and follow orders. Being comfortable is currently a perk we’re not allowed to have.”

He glanced over his shoulder and saw the trail of priests and priestesses in their white robes falling behind and growing scattered.

“Pick up the pace,” he called to them. “Or is a bit of rain too much for your old bones?”

“One day, when you are old, you will see how terrible it is for your bones to hate the rain,” said Calan, who had caught up with him, the effort leaving him slightly out of breath.

“My dear priest,” said Deathmask, “I highly doubt I will ever have the privilege of growing old. I prefer far too interesting a life.”

Calan let out a soft laugh that might have been a cough.

“I cannot decide if I pity you or envy you,” he said.

“I’d understand either, so go for both,” Deathmask said, and he shouted once more for the priests to pick up their pace on the way to Karak’s temple.

They were halfway there when the first of the shrieks came over the walls. Deathmask dropped to his knees, feeling as if he’d been punched in the gut. Hands to his ears, he glared at the sky, and the wailing skulls soaring in it.

It’s just a spell, he told himself, trying to fight the effects. Just a spell, you pathetic worm, now stand up.

His legs refused, however, his hands shaking even as they covered his ears. Clenching his teeth, he tried again, pushing away any thought of the sound, denying the magical chains that were being lashed to his body. Before he could try again, a soft ringing met his ears. Chanting. Singing. Looking to the priests, he saw that their hands were raised, soft whispers of light rising up like smoke from their fingertips. Upon his hearing their words, it seemed the cries of the skulls were very far away. This time when he tried to stand, he did so with ease, as did the rest of his guild.

“Karak only desires obedience and order,” Calan said, staring at the skulls with clear distaste. “He does not care how he achieves it, even if he must use fear and destruction.”

The eldest of the priests continued singing their chant to Ashhur, while the younger among them shrugged off the lingering effects. Deathmask dwelt in amusement at the irony of his leading such a glowing procession of song and light. The skulls now ignored, they continued down the street until they reached the large but vacant-looking mansion that was the disguised temple of Karak. Deathmask saw that several priests, all fairly young, stood at the corners of the building.

“They’ve been keeping watch since sundown,” Calan explained as the young priests came running upon spotting their group.

“I see.”

Beckoning the stragglers over, Calan gave the entire procession their orders.

“Spread out, all of you, just like you were told. Lift your hands to the sky, and deny the darkness.”

Deathmask leaned over to Veliana as the priest gave his orders.

“Stay hidden,” he told her. “And keep the twins with you. If things go bad, I want you three to have the element of surprise. Just stay hidden until I make a move myself, got it?”

Veliana’s foul look told him how unhappy she was with the idea, but she did not argue, nor did Mier and Nien. The three ran west, to the large mansion beside the temple, and scaled to the top. Trusting them to act wisely, Deathmask joined Calan’s side. The old priest stood before the closed gates of the temple courtyard, hands at his hips. While many of the others sang hymns or offered prayers, Calan remained silent.

“Will you not worship like the others?” Deathmask asked.

“There is a time and place for everything,” Calan said. “And for now, my heart is on the challenge at hand.”

“When do we attack?”

The priest shook his head.

“We will not. I told you, this is merely a cage.”

Deathmask chuckled.

“We’ll see how Karak’s priests like being caged, then. Will you call for them?”

Again Calan shook his head.

“They know we are here, and they will answer the challenge. It comes down to strength and will, and I pray we have enough of both.”

Deathmask would have preferred assaulting immediately instead of forfeiting the element of surprise, but he’d long ago learned his influence over men of faith was limited at best. Staying at Calan’s side, he watched the rest of Ashhur’s faithful surround the temple, keeping an even spacing between them. Their singing grew louder, and given how it made Deathmask uncomfortable, he could only imagine what it felt like to Karak’s worshippers inside. Nails on glass was his assumption.

The singing continued for several minutes more. Deathmask remained tense, certain the priests inside were forming a plan of attack. Under no circumstances did he believe, even for a moment, that Karak’s minions would willingly accept imprisonment on such an important night. Dipping his fingers into the bag of ash tied to his side, he almost put up his floating mask, then decided against it. Intimidating a priest of the dark god, the brutal Lion of order? There was little point in that. Still, should push come to spellcasting, Deathmask trusted himself to have a trick or two neither party had seen before.

With a deep rumble, the door to the temple opened.

“About bloody time,” Deathmask muttered. “Not sure I could handle any more singing.”

Six priests stepped out, wearing the dark robes of their order. They all appeared to be in the later stages of life, hair gray or thinning. Some wore pendants of the Lion, others chains of silver and gold on their wrists and bare ankles. None looked to be in a good mood, but neither did they seem particularly afraid. The six kept silent, only shifting so that three each were on either side of the temple door. Then came the seventh, and Deathmask knew immediately he was their leader, Pelarak. Besides the air of authority he carried, the chains around his neck signified his role as high priest. Deathmask knew little of him despite his time studying at the Council’s libraries and paying off informants throughout Veldaren.

Pelarak stepped out from the others, and he lifted his arms. The priests of Ashhur quieted their song so Pelarak’s words might be heard.

“What foolish spectacle is this?” he asked. Though his frame was short and slender, he sounded larger than his body should allow. Stronger. More intimidating. “You dare sing your songs of weakness and frailty so that they reverberate throughout the house of the strong? You dare spit in the face of the god who built this city, the god who would lift mankind up from the pit it has created for itself? Tell me why you have come, then leave us in peace.”

Calan stepped forward, arms at his sides and head held high. In many ways, he and Pelarak seemed so similar, men who might have been brothers if not for the gulf between their faiths. Except that while Calan looked welcoming, and as if he could not hurt a butterfly, a hard edge seemed to lurk in Pelarak’s features.

“Peace is all we seek,” Calan said. “We have not come to fight, but we will if we must. Battle rages on the walls, and we cannot allow you to interfere. Remain in your temple until the night has passed, and then we shall leave you be.”

Pelarak looked to the priests surrounding his temple, then brought his attention back to Calan.

“Your greater numbers are irrelevant,” he said. “And what is it you fear we will do in the battle? Aid in our own city’s destruction? We fight against the chaos of life, child of Ashhur. We do not foster chaos. You have no purpose here. You accomplish nothing, now go before Karak’s might must be revealed to you.”

Calan’s voice was surprisingly steady given what he demanded.

“Show me,” he said, and it seemed even Pelarak was caught off guard. “Show me Karak’s might.”

Deathmask drummed his fingers against his sides, almost itching to cast a spell. Was Calan insane? Or did he yearn for a fight despite his earlier claims? Taking a few more steps away from the priest (just for safety, of course), he watched in anticipation for … what exactly, he was not sure. The might of Karak? What did that even mean? Were the two about to duel? Deathmask had to fight off the urge to glance up at Veliana and the twins on the rooftops to his left. If things got crazy, which he had a feeling could be a very serious possibility, he hoped the three would remain disciplined enough to wait for his signal to interfere. The last thing he wanted was to have his guild screw up something it didn’t understand.

Pelarak took two more steps so that he was at the foot of the stairs, then stretched out his arms to either side, palms upward as if in supplication to the skies above.

“So you ask,” said the priest. “So shall you receive.”

The dark, empty-looking mansion suddenly changed. Behind Pelarak was now a towering edifice of black marble. Obsidian statues of the Lion reared up all throughout its garden, and above its door was a skull of the beast, teeth stained red with blood. The place seemed to pulse with strength, the sight of it placing a worm of doubt in Deathmask’s stomach, doubt that grew when Pelarak dropped to his knees before the temple and raised his arms higher.

“I stand before the face of doubt,” Pelarak cried to the heavens. “Karak, my god, give me your strength. Give me the might of the Lion!”

It seemed the night grew darker, all color fading from the world. The six priests behind him began a dull chant, the words indecipherable. The temple seemed to pulse once, and then the rain grew silent. Whatever songs Ashhur’s priests had been singing ended, for Deathmask heard them no longer. The sky above filled with stars despite the rain, which continued to fall without any apparent source.

“Behold the Lion,” Pelarak said, and it seemed the world trembled at the proclamation. “Behold the waiting Truth at the end of life.”

Deathmask knew he stood on one of many dark, paved streets of Veldaren, but his mind refused to acknowledge it. Beneath his feet whirled a million stars, intermixed with shapes and colors similar to suns and clouds, only of a size vast beyond his comprehension. Firm ground remained beneath his feet, yet it felt as if he were floating, lost in the void. And then he realized the void was alive, breathing, grumbling, roaring.

The Lion had come. Deathmask saw its eyes before him, each one larger than the temple. His stomach twisted. Not larger than the temple. Larger than the world, larger than a million worlds. They burned with fire, and the gaze seemed to strip Deathmask down to naked flesh and bone, taking account of his life and dismissing it within a single beat of his heart.

Before the infinite expanse, they were but specks of dust resting upon the tiniest of fleas that crawled through the celestial fur. Through his hands Pelarak wielded the Lion’s power, guiding its claws, controlling the teeth made of stars and shadow. When the priest rose to his feet, letting out a primal cry of anger, the Lion roared with him. Down its gullet Deathmask saw a million souls crawling in a futile attempt to escape, their shrieks of ache and torment so loud he felt he was trapped with them. When he breathed in deep, he smelled charred flesh and tasted burning meat on his tongue. On and on went the roar, terrifying in its ceaseless fury. Before such a display, he knew they had no chance to defeat it. Whatever tricks he wielded were nothing before such all-encompassing majesty. They’d awoken a foe that knew no equal, that feared no spell, that could not understand defeat. Also awoken was an emotion Deathmask had not felt in a very, very long time: terror.

All he could think to do was bow, and he was not the only one. Many of the priests of Ashhur did the same, crumpling to their knees as if someone had slashed out their heels.

But Calan did not. He took a step toward the temple and lifted a single, glowing hand.

“Enough.”

His word was a shock wave that shook the world. A wave of light rolled off him in all directions, and as it passed over the rain the drops themselves froze in place, hovering in midair. Deathmask let out a gasp, feeling as if fresh air had been poured into his lungs. Another step, and a glow spread throughout the priest’s garment, softly enveloping his face and hands.

“Behold the illusions,” Calan said, and it seemed that with every word he spoke the light upon his body shone brighter. “Behold the lies. Behold the fear.”

Everything—the power, the certainty, the worldly dominance—it all crumbled. The stars collapsed, the wailing souls ceased. The eyes of the Lion became nothing, and high above, the dark clouds returned. No longer did fire burn in the distance, no longer did the smell of burning flesh reach his nose.

“Behold the emptiness denied.”

Another shock wave, and the last of the godly beast vanished with a fading cry. The rain fell as it always had, and the patter of its landing upon the streets and rooftops returned. Calan pointed to the temple, and at the simple gesture, the ground cracked between them like a spreading vein, breaking the obsidian stone steps. All seven priests of Karak dropped to their knees, unable to stand. The priests of Ashhur returned to their feet, and they lifted their hands heavenward as they began to sing anew.

“Your role this night is done,” Calan told the seven. “Go into your temple, and do not leave it.”

And then, to Deathmask’s shock and relief, the priests did just that.

“Never tangle with priests,” he muttered to himself. “Should have listened to you, Vel.”

He glanced over his shoulder to where the rest of his guild were supposed to be hiding, curious if they had witnessed the same thing as he. It seemed they had, for Veliana was shaking her head at him, looking more disgusted than before. Even Mier and Nien appeared rattled, their weapons drawn and twirling in their fingers.

Running his hands through his hair, Deathmask rejoined Calan’s side as the other priests resumed their songs.

“You handled yourself well,” the priest said at his arrival.

“I’m not sure I agree,” Deathmask said, thinking off his terror and hopelessness.

“I’ve seen grown men weep and soil their garments before such demonstrations of power,” Calan said, shaking his head. “Many of my own fell to their knees just the same, and they have the strength of their faith to cling to in their despair. What do you have, to have not broken as they did?”

“I have nothing, not even my own name,” Deathmask said. “Maybe that’s the trick, to have nothing?”

The priest smiled a tired smile.

“Perhaps,” he said.

Deathmask nodded to the temple as several more of the priests joined them, gathering toward the front now that the confrontation seemed to be over.

“Plenty of time to go before all this madness settles down,” he said. “At least it’s good to know all the priests are locked up safe and tight while we figure everything else out.”

“Not all of them,” one of the priests said, earning him Deathmask’s full attention. He was one of the younger ones who had been watching over the temple while awaiting their arrival, Deathmask realized.

“Would you care to elaborate?” he asked.

The young man turned to Calan, who nodded for him to continue.

“A few left just before you arrived,” the young man said. “Since they weren’t many, just five of them, we stayed hidden like we were told.”

“You’ve done fine,” Calan said, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder in an attempt to ease his worries. Deathmask, however, had no patience for such things.

“Where did they go?” he asked. “What direction did they turn?”

The man pointed down the street.

“They went all the way to the end, then turned south,” he said.

South? Deathmask took Calan by the arm and pulled him away from the others.

“Nearly all of Veldaren’s soldiers have gathered at the west gate,” he said in a low voice.

“Which leaves the south gate vulnerable,” Calan said, finishing the thought. “I’m sorry, I cannot spare any of my men. We must stay here, and ensure those within the temple do not attempt to break through our line.”

Deathmask let out a groan. This was stupid. This was insane. Worst of all, this was completely not like him. But if the southern gate were to fall, and the rest of the city fell with it …

“I’ll make sure it holds,” he said, and before Calan could say a word, he whipped about, motioned for the rest of his guild to join him, and then began jogging. He was halfway to the turn by the time they descended the building and caught up with him.

“Where are we going?” Veliana asked.

“To the south gate,” Deathmask said. “To make sure no idiot priests open a door for our lovely invading orcs.”

“No,” Veliana said, and she stopped. Deathmask clenched his teeth to hold down his groan as he turned to face her.

“What was that?” he asked.

“I said no. We’re not soldiers.”

“You’re good at killing,” Deathmask said. “That’s close enough.”

“We don’t fight wars, and we don’t put our lives on the line for others without reason.” Veliana crossed her arms. “Do you really think this city has a chance to fall? These walls have stood for centuries. Let the king’s men handle this.”

Deathmask knew others would be upset by being challenged so brazenly, but that was the reason he adored Veliana so in the first place. She spoke her mind, and more often than not, she was correct, but not this time.

“Listen to me,” he said. “Were you not paying attention when the skulls flew over the walls? This isn’t a normal army, they aren’t led by a normal leader, and the orcs aren’t the kind to conquer a city in any civilized sense. This is extermination we all face, the obliteration of everything we’ve ever built. I don’t feel like running for my life tonight. Do you? Do any of you?”

The twins stood at either side of Veliana, faces eerily calm.

“A dead city is a boring city,” said Mier to her.

“A profitless city,” added Nien.

Veliana rolled her eyes.

“Sometimes you make me miss James Beren so much,” she said, referring to the Ash Guild’s former leader.

“Consider this protecting our investments if it makes you feel any better,” Deathmask said as he resumed his jog down the road. “And you’ll have to tell me about James some other time.”

Most everyone was staying inside their homes, doors locked and windows shuttered, which gave Deathmask a blessedly empty street to race down. Under different circumstances it would have made a wonderful night to enjoy. If only it would stop raining, he could at least pretend things were fine and happy. Not that he’d have long to pretend as he and his guild raced toward the vulnerable southern gate.

So far it seemed the entirety of the battle had been focused on the western gate, with only a token guard left behind. Of that token guard, all appeared to have been slain, two corpses on the ground and a third man lying with his body hanging half off the ramparts above. Deathmask couldn’t tell how they’d died, but he had a pretty damn good guess who was responsible.

Five priests, four men and one woman, were arranged in a line before the shut gate, arms raised skyward. They were chanting the words of a prayer or spell, and Deathmask knew he could not let them finish it. Dipping his hand into the bag of ash clipped to his belt, he pulled out a handful and cast it into the air. Half of it swirled about his face, hiding his visage. The rest swirled forward with incredible speed, as if borne on the winds of a mighty storm. When it surrounded the five priests, they breathed it in, and immediately they began to hack and cough. It would not kill, Deathmask knew, but it would cause them momentary difficulties, which was all it’d take to disrupt the spell they cast.

“Take them down, quickly,” Deathmask ordered as he came to a halt while the other three rushed ahead. At close quarters his guild would tear the priests apart. Getting there, though, was the trick. As shadows coalesced around the hands of the priests, Deathmask slammed his wrists together and unleashed a spell of his own. A ball of flame shot from his palms, arced over his guild members, and then struck the ground directly before the five. Upon contact it exploded into nine more balls of flame, which bounced forward, long tails of fire trailing after them. The priests were forced to protect themselves, calling upon Karak’s magic to deny the flames and banish them before they could be burned.

The tactic was merely a stalling one, and before he could cast another spell, the priests countered with their own. Waves of shadow rolled forth from their hands, their collective chants giving it power. Deathmask summoned a magical shield, but the shadow pierced it with ease and washed over his body. Immediately he felt his strength waning, his emotions ebbing. Ahead of him the twins crumpled to their knees, as if without the energy to stand. Only Veliana managed to avoid it, having leaped aside and rolled into an alley as the waves went sweeping by.

We’re too vulnerable, thought Deathmask. Of the five, three continued chanting, keeping the curse strong as it bound the Ash Guild, while the other two drew daggers from their belts and approached Mier and Nien, who knelt completely defenseless. Gritting his teeth, Deathmask forced himself to focus, to push through the deadening of his mind and the weakening of his limbs. He dropped to his knees, then fell to his stomach, but he didn’t care. He had to focus. Push the words from his lips. Build the power within him into something dangerous. Give it form.

“It seems tonight is a night of sacrifices,” said the closer of the two as they neared the twins. His skin was wrinkled and pale, his eyes gleaming cyan. One bony hand reached for Mier’s hair, the other clutched a long bone-hilted dagger eager for blood. “Karak be praised.”

Veliana leaped back out from the alley, daggers ready for the kill, but the two nearest seemed ready for her arrival. The second priest with the pale man, a portly fellow with an ill-kempt beard, lashed his hand at her as if pushing away a fly. The air distorted between the two, the passing of a spell, and then Veliana let out a cry as she halted in mid-leap. It seemed her entire body had been chained to the ground, and her arms and legs pulled back painfully as her momentum halted. With a yank of the priest’s arm, she was flung to the ground as if pulled by a dozen unseen arms. Unable to brace herself, Veliana let out a single terrible cry as her face struck the stone street, blood splattering from her mouth and nose upon impact.

Push through! thought Deathmask as the pale priest paused a moment to watch Veliana fall, then lifted Mier by the hair, the bone knife pressing against the soft flesh of his throat. Reaching out a trembling hand, Deathmask focused on the corpses of the two soldiers on either side of the far trio who maintained the weakening spell. While he’d never consider himself a necromancer, Deathmask was well aware of the power contained within the bodies of the recently dead, and the lingering energy of a murdered soul. Harnessing that power and flooding it with his own fury, he clenched his fingers into a fist, detonating the corpses. They exploded with a shower of gore and bone, with such force they rent and twisted the metal of the armor they’d worn in life. The shrapnel tore into the three priests, slashing open their skin and knocking them into one another.

Their concentration broken, the weakening spell faded. Strength flooded back into his limbs, and most importantly, into those of the twins. Mier grabbed the hand holding the dagger to his neck, pulling it away. Nien was up in seconds, his own daggers at the ready. As Mier held him still, his twin cut a line across the pale priest’s throat, then whirled, ramming the dagger up to the hilt in the chest of the portly man who had struck down Veliana.

Meanwhile the remaining three priests of Karak staggered back to their feet, dark magic swelling on their fingertips.

“Help her!” Deathmask screamed. After a split-second hesitation, Mier dashed left while Nien charged the remaining three. Scooping Veliana up into his arms, Mier sprinted to the side of the street as a bolt of shadow struck the ground where she’d lain, its impact forming a spider web of cracks throughout the stone. Deathmask let the sight of her bruised, bleeding face fuel his fury. Summoning fire nowhere near as hot as his rage, he hurled another blast from his fists. Its center burned solid black, the outer edges bright yellow, and it left a line of fire burning atop the street as it passed.

Nien, catching its approach from the corner of his eye, recognized the spell and dropped to his stomach at the last second. The three priests outstretched their arms, summoning a protection spell against the fire … but then the attack was no longer fire. The flames died, the black center icing over, hardening into stone and frost the size of a man. It blasted right through their protection, seeming to crack the very air itself, and then struck the centermost priest. The meteor of ice carried him through the air until he collided with the closed gate behind him, smashing his chest and waist, crushing him like the bug he was in Deathmask’s eyes. A wet crack accompanied the hit, a truly satisfying sound.

And then Nien had closed the distance between them. His daggerwork was exquisitely efficient, stabbing through the closer priest’s outstretched palm to cancel his spell, then opening a hole in his throat with a single thrust. The other reached out, shadows sparking from her fingers. She wasn’t fast enough. Nien cut off those fingers, kicked her in the throat, and then plunged the bloody dagger into her belly. As she crumpled, Nien spit on her corpse.

Deathmask dropped his hands to his sides and let his magic leave him, let the circle of ash about his face drop down to his feet to be washed away by the pouring rain. Slowly he walked toward the little alley where Mier had taken Veliana, dismissing any fear that she was significantly injured. His Veliana was a fighter. It’d take more than a single spell to bring her down.

Inside the alley he found Mier doting over Veliana, who was propped up against the wall. Her face was bruised, her eyes bloodshot, and she held a rag to her nose to halt the blood dripping from it.

“She’s a lucky woman,” Mier said, stepping away so Deathmask could have a look. “Her nose is broken, but she kept all her teeth.”

“I don’t feel lucky,” Veliana said, and she winced. “Gods, it hurts to talk.”

Deathmask put a hand on her shoulder as he knelt before her, smiling.

“Well then,” he said. “I know which god to thank for the coming days of blessed peace.”

If glares could kill, Deathmask would already be ten feet in the ground. Laughing, he pulled down his cloth mask and kissed her on the forehead.

“Thanks, Vel,” he said softly.

“This was stupid,” she responded, voice slightly muffled by the bloody rag.

Deathmask winked.

“So you said already.”

Turning about, he exited the alley to find Nien grinning at him.

“I got four,” he said.

“Just one here,” Deathmask said. “Guess I’ll be buying you drinks tonight, if we can find a bar that’s open.”

He looked to the dead bodies of the priests and priestess, shuddering to think how much worse the battle might have gone if someone with the power of Pelarak had been among them. And then he frowned, baffled by what he saw. A one-armed boy was climbing the stone steps to the wall above the gate. He held his arm before him, hand clutched tightly around something that was glowing a rainbow of colors through the cracks between his fingers.

Nien joined him, and he hesitated upon seeing the boy, as surprised as Deathmask.

“Who the bloody Abyss is that?” he asked.

A one-armed child dressed in fine clothing? Deathmask couldn’t say for certain, but he did have a guess.

“I think that’s Alyssa Gemcroft’s son,” he said. “But why is he…”

And then the boy raised his hand high, releasing a terrible explosion of blinding white light, and it seemed all the city trembled.
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Nathaniel was huddled on his bed, gems of the chrysarium in his hand, when the otherworldly wailing pierced through the storm. Closing his eyes, he curled over, gems clutched to his chest, as he felt shivers steal control of his body. He cried, and it made him feel like a child, but there was nothing he could do. The sound was so awful, so filled with pain and agony, he would give anything to have it stop.

Calm yourself, whispered a voice, and immediately Nathaniel felt his terror easing away. You only hear the suffering of sinners.

He sat up a little bit straighter and looked down at the gems through his blurred vision. They were glowing, each and every one of them, shining as if a star were trapped within their centers. The colors washed over him, and he felt at peace. The distant wailing grew fainter, weaker, and easily ignored. Once more he knelt in the presence of Karak, and Nathaniel closed his eyes and tried to speak with the respect owed to a god.

“I’ll try, Lord,” he whispered.

Are you afraid?

Lying would be foolish to do, as well as insulting. So he told the truth.

“Yes, Lord.”

Karak’s voice echoed throughout the room, firm and wise.

I can take that fear from you, but only if you let me. Will you open your heart to me, Nathaniel? Will you give yourself to me, all your body, all your heart, and all your mind?

Had he not already? Karak had warned him of the attack on their house, had saved his life and the life of his wounded guard. He’d given him an opportunity to live up to everything his mother asked of him, elevating him to potential savior of the city. What more proof must Karak demand?

Lifting the gems up before him, he gave his answer.

“I will.”

The gems grew warm in his hand, and it seemed comfort flowed through them up his arm. His shivering ceased as the sensation spread to his chest and then up his neck. His head grew lighter, less focused, as if he were suddenly in the midst of a dream.

Now is the time, Karak whispered into his mind. Rise up, and be strong.

Nathaniel slid his feet off the bed, then hopped to the floor. He wore his long loose bed robes, and he was surprised to see they were soaked with sweat. Was the heat of the gems truly so great? But he didn’t feel it. He hardly felt anything beyond the comfort of the gems.

“What must I do?” Nathaniel asked, dismissing such thoughts.

Dress yourself, then leave the mansion. Your task lies beyond its walls.

Nathaniel stripped naked so he might wear something more appropriate. Each movement was steady and slow, emphasizing the feeling of a dream. He almost thought it might be, and he looked to his bed. Empty. For some reason that convinced him. If he were asleep, he’d be in his bed. He wasn’t, so he must be awake. If his mind was muddled, it was only due to his own fear and weakness, which the gems were thankfully muffling.

To change, he had to put the gems atop the dresser. The moment they left his fingers his panic returned. The wailing from outside had stopped, but it didn’t seem to matter. He felt afraid, felt certain that enemies were closing in on him from all sides. He dressed as fast as he could, yanking on his pants and then flinging on a shirt. It was still bunched around his chest when he reached out and grabbed the gems, knocking two to the floor.

“Better,” Nathaniel mumbled. At their touch he felt their comfort return, and such a minor inconvenience like shrieking skulls could not irritate him. Why had he panicked? Why had he feared for his life? Karak was with him. Karak would always be with him. Bending down, he scooped the other two into his hand, held them tight. Finally ready, he went to the door, used the tips of his fingers to turn the knob, and then stepped out.

The vast majority of Alyssa’s mercenaries and house guards were out with her, attempting to rescue Zusa from whoever had taken her. She’d told him this before leaving, insisting he remain safe inside, and lying to his face that no one would dare hurt him while she was gone. Too many had broken into their home for him to believe that. When he looked up and down the hall, he saw it was empty. What few soldiers remained were all patrolling outside the mansion. Who would protect him? The servants? Even they’d been sent home, given no explanation, though Nathaniel had known the reason. An army was approaching, Karak’s army, the liberators of the oppressed, and his mother wanted them to be with their families when it arrived.

Nathaniel made his way to the front door, hurrying as fast as his legs could carry him. He knew he should be planning ahead, trying to figure out a way to escape the notice of the guards, but he did not. Karak had told him he would be the one to open the way. What hope did a few hired soldiers have to stop the plan of a god? He opened the door with confidence and stepped out onto the stone path leading to the front gate.

Two men watched the door, one on either side of him, and both seemed perplexed by his arrival.

“Little master?” the one to his left asked. “You should be inside. This rain’ll give you a cold.”

“The kid’s just scared to be alone,” said the other.

Nathaniel peered at them both, saw neither seemed alarmed. Good. Then they wouldn’t be ready. When the first reached down to take him by the shoulder, Nathaniel burst into a run, the chrysarium’s gems held securely against his stomach. He heard the men shout, but the surprise was enough for him to gain distance, and they in their armor would have trouble keeping up. Faster, Nathaniel urged himself, the comfort that encompassed his mind dipping slightly. Go faster, run faster, move, move!

The stone path flew beneath him as he raced toward the gate. Three more men waited there, and hearing the commotion, they turned to see Nathaniel’s approach. The iron gate was locked, and the way the three drew their weapons, he knew they had no intention of letting him past even if they would not actually hurt him. With just one arm and no time, he saw no way to scale the fence or slip past the guard. But it wasn’t his wisdom he was relying on.

Trust in my power, Karak spoke into his mind. Let me open the way.

The gems in his hand were hot now, incredibly hot. Twenty feet from the three guards, he skidded to a halt, and he dropped all but one of the gems, an emerald pulsing a green that seemed deeper than the mightiest of pines, purer than the thickest fields of grass. Before the soldiers could decide what to do, Nathaniel flung the single gemstone at the gate. It landed amid them, bounced once, and then Nathaniel had to look away from the sudden explosion of light.

Wind blew against him, he felt the ground shake, but he focused on none of it. His hands were empty, and he needed the gems, craved them. They were his protection, the weapon of Karak, his key, his shield. And they were his, only his. They still pulsed with light and heat, the rain that fell upon them turning to mist upon contact. They would not burn him, though, for it was his touch they were meant for. When he had them safely back in his grasp, he stood and ran, thinking nothing of the carnage he passed through, the blackened ground, the torn and twisted metal, the dying men with their armor broken and their exposed flesh bleeding.

I will save everyone, he thought. I will be the one to open the way.

Nathaniel looked back only once to see several soldiers chasing him. Sprinting faster, he moved without thinking, seeking only to turn and shift at random intervals. He passed by several alleys before choosing one, immediately left it at the first opening to his right, then crossed the new street he emerged onto, sliding his thin body through the slender gap between two wooden buildings. All the while he heard shouts, directions, but they were losing him in the darkness and the rain. They had no clue where he was going, nor for what reason. But he did.

The southern gate. The image of it pulsed in his mind, hovering before him as clear as day. No matter which way he turned, he knew the direction of it, could have pointed at it blindfolded if he must. The distance was great, but he could manage if he kept running, if he ignored the burning in his lungs and the aching in his limbs. The moment he thought of their pain, the heat of the gems pulsed, and the pain faded.

Thank you, he thought as he finally made it to the main road running north and south through Veldaren. The gems pulsed once, as if in acknowledgment. Wiping his face with his elbow to try to clear away some of the mud and rain, he returned to sprinting, this time not quite as fanatical. He’d make it, he felt certain of that. Never mind the bodies he saw littering either side of the road, many wearing either colored cloaks or the four-pointed star. Never mind the distant drums and cries of battle. The way was clear, and if it wasn’t, Karak would make it clear. His god, the one who had granted him power, offered him a future of peace and calm. He’d never lie to Nathaniel, never betray him. The light of the gems was almost blinding, and he nearly lost himself in its euphoria.

They dimmed, his mind gained a sliver of clarity, and he saw the gate before him. There must have been some sort of battle, he realized. Soldiers lay dead at the gate, and near them were corpses in long dark robes. Though they were strangers to him, the sight flooded his heart with a terrible ache, coupled with overwhelming rage.

Those were my faithful, Karak spoke to him. Slain in my service. You must accomplish what they could not.

Granted new strength, Nathaniel raced to the stone steps, trying not to look at the bodies, a distant part of him fearful of the anger that filled his chest when he did. One at a time he climbed the steps, and he held the gems so tightly he felt his hand hurting, and when he glanced at his fingers he saw tiny droplets of blood dripping down.

Behold, Karak spoke, denying him a chance to dwell on the injury he’d inflicted upon himself. Mankind perfected.

Nathaniel had reached the top of the wall, and when he gazed out upon the fields that spread from beyond the gate, he saw the thousands standing at attention. They were a minuscule representation of the legion Nathaniel remembered from his vision. Men and women of all ages, all sizes, standing in perfect rows. They gazed upward, uncaring of the rain, glimpsing things through the clouds Nathaniel could only wish to see again. Nathaniel felt tears run down his face as he felt his mind slipping through their ranks. He sensed no pain, no fear. They did not hunger. They did not thirst. They would never strike down their brother, nor betray their sister. Such a perfect, simple, harmonious peace.

“Because of me?” he whispered, as if in disbelief that he might somehow have caused such a creation. The heat of the gems in his hand was an unrelenting fire, and from within them he heard Karak’s voice speak with an excitement he’d never before heard.

Let the gems go, Nathaniel, Karak ordered. Make open the way.

They flared a brilliant white, but Nathaniel did not close his eyes. All sight was replaced with the image of himself, sitting on a throne, a silver crown resting on his forehead. Most important of all, his amputated arm had returned, healthy as ever, rendering him whole. This promise of Karak, this offered gift, Nathaniel would give anything to have it. Letting out a mindless cry, he tossed the gems into the air, off the wall to the ground before the sealed city gate. They landed, one by one, until the very last.

The explosion that followed was the loudest thing Nathaniel had ever heard, a cacophony of cracking stone, twisting metal, and shattering wood. Beneath him he felt the wall lift up as if in the grip of giants, and then he was flying. Suddenly deaf, he landed amid silence, rolling at dizzying speed. Pain flared throughout his body, particularly his hand. When he came to a stop, he let out a sob. His fingers ached, his face and arms were scratched, his clothes torn. Rolling onto his stomach, he tried to regain his senses. He lay in the wide street, corpses and rubble on all sides of him. What had once been the southern gate was now a gaping hole in the wall, and through it he watched the approach of Karak’s perfection.

Only it wasn’t perfection. Rotted men and women lumbered in from the fields, pale flesh hanging loose from their bones. Open wounds marked their faces, some missing hands, eyes, others whole sections of their bodies. No blood poured from them, no pus oozed out of them. A few were little more than dust and bones, and still they came, step after step. From those clouded eyes he saw no anger, no fear or lust … but he saw nothing else, either. They were dead, mindless, moving husks without any shred of life. If there was life within them, it was buried down deep, locked away in the undead prison that was their very own bodies. Karak ordered, and they obeyed. That was what mattered. That was all that mattered.

Whatever comfort Nathaniel had felt was gone. Whatever peace, it faded away as he witnessed the terrible lie that was Karak’s truth.

This? he thought. This is Karak’s desire for all mankind?

Slowly his hearing returned, and with it came scattered shouts and preparations for defense, all drowned out by the rattling, clanking horde pouring into the city.

“No,” Nathaniel whispered, tears streaming down his face. “No, no, no, please, I didn’t know. I didn’t know!”

They were almost upon him. Huddling into a ball, his hand atop his head, Nathaniel closed his eyes and waited for his life to end.

Has this whole world gone insane? Deathmask wondered as he staggered back to his feet. He’d lost his balance come the explosion, the entire southern gate blasting inward as if smashed by the fist of a god. His eyes were still filled with spots from the brightness of it, a combination of light, fire, and smoke that had been overwhelming in the darkness. Ignoring the discomfort, he watched as through the rubble and smoke an army of undead marched upon the city. The sight only confirmed to him that, yes indeed, the world had gone insane.

“Get Vel to safety,” he told the twins. “We’ve got incoming.”

“Fuck you,” Veliana said, pushing off the wall to a stand. “It’s just a broken nose. I can fight.”

Deathmask knew she lied, but he had no time to argue.

“Fine,” he said. “Follow me. Try to sever limbs and break the spine. They’ll shrug off everything else.”

He led them out of the alley to the center street, and it took all his strength to keep his composure while facing the approaching throng. He counted at least a thousand, if not more, and they were already beginning to flood through the opening straight toward them. They had only moments …

“Guard the sides,” he told them. “I’ve got the middle.”

They obeyed, not knowing what he planned or even meant, and it filled Deathmask with pride that he commanded such trust. Staring down the undead army, he took in a deep breath. He’d never been the strongest at the Council of Mages. He’d never commanded fire the size of entire fields, never been able to conjure strange monsters larger than buildings or summon windstorms of such power they could peel the flesh from a man’s skin. But he’d been crafty, using what power he had to its extremes. Most of all, he’d learned whatever spells suited him, uncaring whether they were considered fair on the field of battle, or in poor taste when it came to a wizard’s duel. That was why he’d frightened them. That was why they’d been so eager to see him exiled. No one higher in rank could ever sleep comfortably at night knowing he might have set his eye on them during his steady, unrelenting climb.

And now that he faced a foe that could feel no pain, could lose no blood, and could fight on despite missing whole limbs? Deathmask grinned behind his gray cloth mask. Now he’d have to get creative.

Putting his palms together, he opened them, and a swirling orb of white electricity blinked into existence. Such a tiny thing, no bigger than his eye, but it took a tremendous amount of energy to conjure it. With a gasp Deathmask sent it hurtling toward the opened gate. Thin lines of light sparked off it as it traveled past the houses, coupled with audible pops and cracks as if it were a thunderstorm trapped within a marble. It flew over a dozen undead that had already entered the city, Deathmask trusting Vel and the twins to handle them, then passed through the broken remains of the gate and into the army beyond.

Deathmask clenched his fists, and the orb detonated, pulsing out a second sphere of translucent black energy. The tiny white orb remained in its center, thick arcs of lightning flashing out to the edges of the dark sphere. From all directions air rushed into the orb, the strength of its pull frightening. The dead already within its reach crumpled, their bodies crushed under a weight unimaginable as they were pulled into the center. Pale flesh ripped and disintegrated, bones turning to dust as they swirled into that sparking orb. Deathmask focused on keeping it going, pouring his energy into it as the spell ripped the undead down to the very fabric of their being.

As he’d hoped, Veliana tore into the undead who’d been inside the city prior to the spell, using her speed to her advantage. He didn’t like how uneven she appeared on her feet, despite how brilliantly she fought. Her daggers weren’t the best weapon to use against the dead, but she surrounded them with a faint violet fire, a spell he’d taught her in the early days after taking over the Ash Guild, and it aided in cutting through the bones of her foes. He also saw one of the twins beside her, keeping her from being overwhelmed, but Deathmask was too drowsy to know which of the two he was. As for the other, he could not find him, nor could he spare the mental faculties to look.

Dozens of walking corpses poured into his spell, and with each passing second the toll on his body increased. At last he felt his mind tearing, felt the air in his lungs ready to rip out through his chest, and he let the spell end. The sphere shimmered, then vanished as quickly as it had erupted. A sound like thunder accompanied the vanishing, and just like that, the way into the city was clear once more.

“Hold them back,” Deathmask shouted. He took a step, stumbled, pushed to his feet and continued. “Hold them back!”

“Bloody how?” one of the twins shouted. He kicked at the flailing corpse of a young woman, his heel taking its head clean off. The body staggered back, and Veliana struck it from the other side, both daggers severing the spine halfway up. The undead thing collapsed, all motion leaving its rotted body.

“I don’t know,” Deathmask said, fire growing around his hands. “Just … be creative.”

With a wave of his hand, a wall of flame spread across the broken entrance to the city. Another wave, and a second appeared, the two spaced apart by just a few feet. The fire would mean little to those entering, for they would feel no pain, nor fear, but it’d peel away their flesh, putting a strain on the prophet holding them together. Deathmask hoped it’d hurt, or piss him off, so that at least their eventual deaths might have accomplished something.

The remainder of the first wave was cut down by Deathmask’s guild, a paltry victory considering the many more who marched into the twin walls of fire. At least it gave him a second to think. Killing the thousands of undead wasn’t feasible, but if he could somehow seal the gap …

The child responsible for the whole mess suddenly ran past him, and Deathmask reached out to catch him by the collar.

“Nathaniel?” he asked, and based on the boy’s reaction, it confirmed his suspicion. Deathmask hurled the child before him, the boy collapsed to his knees, and Deathmask jabbed a finger in his face.

“Stay and watch,” he said. “This is your mess, so if we fail to clean it up, at least have the courtesy to fucking die along with us.”

The unending wave of undead staggered through the walls of fire. The flames licked their weathered clothes, peeling back rotted skin and setting their bodies alight, not that it bothered them in the slightest. Nathaniel turned to see the macabre sight of burning men and women lurching forward while letting out soft, deep moans, and his flesh paled. For some reason this made Deathmask feel better, and he snapped his fingers. The broken pieces of the gate shimmered, the thick, heavy stones darkening as shadows coalesced around them. Deathmask felt a strain on his mind akin to that of using his arms to lift something far too heavy, but he would not break.

The first of many enormous stone segments lifted into the air, then flung toward the gap. It landed with a resounding crash, smashing the dead beneath it as it rolled once before coming to a stop. A second followed, not much smaller than the first. It crushed even more, a large part of it landing atop the twin walls of fire. With the entrance shrunk, the undead bunched together, their flow into the city slowed.

“Bit by bit,” he hummed to himself as he grabbed another chunk. “That’s how you build a home, brick by brick.”

He was about to fling another section when he saw Veliana fall. She’d ducked underneath flailing arms when another of the undead beside her kicked her in the head. As she tumbled, the two burning corpses rushed on, teeth snapping, fingers reaching. Immediately abandoning his spell, Deathmask flung his arm forward. A bolt of shadow flew from it, and he quickly followed it up with a second. The bolts slammed into the chests of the dead, and the sound was like breaking stone. The impact blasted both of them to the rubble of the gate, shattering their rib cages. Veliana rolled, found her feet, and then came back up swinging. Every step was a retreat, for too many were coming through despite having to climb and crawl through the rubble of the broken gate.

As Deathmask prepared another spell, one of the twins suddenly appeared at his side.

“Welcome back, Mier,” he said. “Come to die with us?”

“It’s Nien,” the twin replied. “And I didn’t come alone.”

Nien rushed ahead to join his brother, and over Deathmask’s head vaulted a strange woman in gray. Her feet barely touched the ground before she leaped again, tearing into the dead with vicious precision. It took a moment, but he recognized her as Alyssa’s pet and protector, Zusa. The four linked up in the street before the entrance, Veliana and Zusa on the ends, the twins in the center, a wall of spinning steel fighting back the dead. Against any normal foe, Deathmask would have put his money on them, but when a stab to the eye or a slash across the throat did nothing to your opponent, things were a bit more dire.

Lifting his arms, Deathmask began a spell, then pulled his arms downward to complete it. From the sky streaked a burning meteor, the stone half Deathmask’s size. It slammed into the center of the gate rubble, blasting stone in all directions and crushing over a dozen of the dead. The momentary respite allowed the four to retreat a few steps, breaking necks and smashing skulls along the way. For every one they killed, it seemed two more poured into the city, unafraid of the destruction that had come before.

“What in the world were you thinking?” Deathmask asked Nathaniel. He received no answer from the frightened boy.

Feeling the beginnings of a headache lurking in the corners of his mind, Deathmask was preparing another spell when he heard a great many voices shouting behind him. Sparing a glance, he saw hundreds of armed men racing down the street, their weapons and shields held high.

It was the most beautiful thing Deathmask had ever seen.

“I could kiss you, Nien,” he said to Nien as he turned his attention back to the fight.

Dismissing his walls of fire, Deathmask cracked his knuckles as he tried to formulate a new plan. Amid the chaos, a soldier grabbed Nathaniel and pulled him to safety. On either side of him, the soldiers rushed on, slamming into the army of undead while releasing a boisterous cry.

“Was this your doing?” someone asked him, and he turned to see Alyssa Gemcroft holding her son in her arms.

“Spare me the accusations,” Deathmask said. “Your son is the one who blew up the gate.”

“I meant keeping him alive.”

He chuckled.

“Oh. That. Yes, I’ll take credit for it, plus any payment you feel necessary. Now have your men keep the dead contained, and let me do the rest.”

“They know their orders.”

Deathmask watched as the fight took a whole new turn. With their numbers bottlenecked by the wall, not enough could make it through the broken gap to overwhelm the trained soldiers, who hacked at the undead with steady strikes. Should any get too close, the soldiers used their shields to push them back and gain space. Any soldier who faltered was immediately replaced. Such a pleasant sight, but Deathmask knew it was risky to let it go on for too long. He couldn’t guess the numbers of the dead, and they would not tire, nor would they be frightened by the sheer wall of bodies building up near the entrance.

A wall of bodies …

“This should be interesting,” he said, and he grinned. Black light pulsing from his hands, he let his mind drift, and with magical sight he overlooked the many, many corpses scattered all throughout the entrance. Most were lacking in power compared to a fresh corpse, but the bones and flesh were there, the building blocks of life. Casting his spell, power flowed out of him with frightening speed. He gasped, and it felt as if he were drowning, but he continued, fingers hooked in the necessary formations. More and more he felt it building, like lightning preparing to strike, and with a terrible cry he released his power in a wave visible only to those with eyes attuned to the world of magic.

The bones from the fallen corpses suddenly flooded with life, and they shot toward the gap in the wall as if fired from a bow. Ribs, thighs, teeth, skulls: they all snapped and flew, the larger pieces rolling along the ground if necessary. The bones struck other bones, dug into the dirt, broke against stone, but still they came, still they collected. Neither the living nor the undead were safe as the wall formed. One unfortunate soldier caught too close screamed as his ribs burst through his own armor.

A worthy cause, Deathmask thought with a wince as many of the undead outside the wall shattered into pieces and flew into the gathering wall. The sound was horrific, so much clattering and snapping, but at last the macabre creation was done. A solid wall of bone blocked the way, twice as high as a man. From the other side, he heard the undead futilely beating against it. The way was shut, and unless someone interfered, it would remain shut.

Deathmask let out a gasp and collapsed onto his back. Running his hands through his hair, he closed his eyes and felt the rain beating down upon him. All the while he laughed.

“Death?” he heard Veliana ask, and he opened his eyes to smile at her.

“Not tonight,” he said, accepting her offered hand. “Gods be damned, not tonight.”
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Even when Thren and Haern landed on the rooftop with him, Muzien kept his swords sheathed, showing no fear at their presence. If anything, Haern was convinced it made his smile grow all the larger.

“So it comes to this,” the elf said, and he lifted his arms wide as he gestured to the city all around him. “Like petulant children you two refuse me, throwing your tantrums and striking at those nearby, as if it might accomplish something. I offered each of you a chance to join my side. You could have had power. You could have ruled like you once ruled, only in my name instead of yours. Is your pride so great? Are your eyes so blind you cannot witness the inevitable?”

“I see nothing inevitable here,” Thren said, slowly sidestepping so he and Haern might be on opposite sides of the elf. “No, what I see is a broken guild, and a guildmaster about to die.”

“You see your own reflection,” Muzien said.

“And you would call us blind,” Haern said, voice soft, focus razor-sharp. No matter that he remained empty-handed. The elf was dangerous, and Haern would not be caught off guard. “Look around. The guilds have risen up against you. By tomorrow no one will dare wear your mark. It’ll be as if you never stepped foot within our city.”

“Our city?” he asked. “Does it belong to the two of you now? I often wondered why Thren never crushed you as the years wore on. Did you two think to share the city? Was that your compromise?” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever success you think you’ve had, it dies tonight. Let the matter be settled, perhaps as it always should have been from the very start.”

They had him flanked, but still no signs of worry. Part of Haern wanted to lunge before Muzien drew his blades. Part of him was terrified to begin the battle at all. He’d fought this foe before, in a brief exchange that had left him humiliated. Only outnumbering him three to one, with Zusa aiding them, had they defeated Muzien at the fountain ambush … and Haern sorely wished Zusa were with them now.

Slowly Muzien shrugged off his long rain-soaked coat. Beneath was a simple black shirt that left bare his long, lanky arms. His body was thin but his muscles were tightly corded like a feline predator’s. With total confidence, the elf drew his swords and then settled into a low stance, with all the urgency and speed of one engaging in a practice duel. The movements showed his complete control of his body, like that of a dancer. Haern prayed he could match such grace.

“It doesn’t matter if you’ve slain every single member of the Sun Guild,” Muzien said. “Watcher, alone you conquered this city. Thren, alone you built the Spider Guild into an empire. Alone, I will outshine you all. This will be the crown upon my legacy, forged with your bones and painted with your blood.”

He extended his darkened hand and beckoned them close.

“Come and die.”

They leaped at once, Haern and his father, their swords swinging. Muzien spun with such grace it seemed to mask how fast his movements were. Both of Haern’s strokes rang against steel, blocked by a single blade. Around and around the elf spun, his other blade moving to block the next set of hits as if he’d known before Haern did where they were to strike. Another block, and this time Haern tried to push closer, to force Muzien to turn his way instead of continuing his spin.

It worked far better than Haern had expected. Muzien’s twirl ended, and he jumped at Haern, his two long swords chopping down at each collarbone as Thren’s simultaneous slash passed mere inches away from the elf’s exposed spine. Haern fell back, sabers barely able to cross in time to block. The ringing of the two hits was so close together they seemed like one, and then before Haern could react, Muzien had already turned, parrying a killing thrust from Thren. His heel shot out, catching Thren in the chest. As his father stumbled away, Haern returned to the offensive, denying the elf a chance to finish him off.

Muzien brought his attention to him fully, and for a few seconds their blades danced, and Haern felt as if he stood a chance. He feinted low, then swung both weapons high. Knowing they’d be blocked, he kept his body moving, improving his positioning. When the weapons made contact, Haern swept his right leg, hoping to send Muzien tumbling to the ground. Instead the elf hopped above it, snap-kicked Haern in the chest, and then dashed away, somehow sensing Thren’s futile attempt to stab him in the back though Haern himself had never seen the approach.

Haern and Thren were now side-by-side, and together they rushed Muzien instead of allowing him a reprieve. Each blade seemed to have its own mind as Muzien battled them both. Haern attempted a double thrust when he thought the elf out of position. Instead Muzien parried them upward with one sword, rotated toward him, smacked the twin sabers higher with his other blade, and then finished the turn to face Thren directly, swords moving in opposite directions to safely redirect both of his father’s attempted strikes.

Press on, Haern told himself as he did just that. He felt the rain falling upon him, heard its soft patter, but it was all distant, his concentration at a razor’s edge. The only time he’d felt similar was during his battle with the Wraith in Angelport, and the two foes were certainly comparable, yet somehow Muzien seemed faster, stronger. Heart hammering in his chest, Haern paused a moment to let Thren force Muzien into a block, then leaped at him again. Muzien stepped away, retreating toward the building’s edge, and Haern felt a glimmer of hope at how the elf had to remain on the defensive at all times. Just as Haern knew the slightest mistake could mean death for him, so too could it for Muzien.

The sound of their steel was a constant chorus as father and son trapped Muzien at the rooftop’s edge. The elf’s blocks were growing more desperate, and several times he had to push Haern or Thren back to gain himself distance prior to shifting attention to the other. Eyes on his foe and nothing else, Haern kept himself at a perfect balance, always threatening, never vulnerable. As Muzien countered one of Thren’s slashes, forcing him to retreat, Haern launched himself into a flurry of four strikes. Muzien blocked the first three, but the fourth slipped through, cutting into his chest and nicking a rib. Blood sprayed as the elf let out a pained cry.

Haern tried to finish him, but the elf ducked low, rolled left, and then burst underneath Thren’s downward stab. Tumbling headfirst, he sprang back to his feet and spun about to face them from the center of the rooftop.

“I’d hoped raw skill would be enough,” Muzien said as blood trickled down his shirt from the shallow wound. “It seems not to be.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Haern said, and he nodded at his father.

Thren took the lead, leaping with both swords slashing in a downward-angled arc. Haern followed a step, then dashed to his right before leaping in, hoping to cut down Muzien from the side. The assault from both directions should have pushed Muzien to his limits … but then somehow it seemed he became two, body splitting to assault each of them. Haern twisted in midair to plant his left foot to halt his momentum so he might defend himself. Sabers up, he blocked the elf’s slash … only to see the image fade away like smoke the moment their blades connected.

The real Muzien struck at Thren hard, viciously tearing into him. There was no subtlety or maneuvering, just pure strength that Haern’s father was hard-pressed to match. Haern rushed to his aid, only to see Muzien hop backward a step, then split again, one thrusting toward his father, the other toward Haern. With no choice but to react, Haern swept his sabers wide to parry the thrusts, fully expecting to banish a second illusion. Only this time he heard the clang of steel hitting steel, while his father scattered an illusion with his rapid counter.

Fighting down panic, Haern tried to plant his feet and refocus, but then Muzien’s image shimmered, vanished. Having seen it before, Haern reacted without thinking. When the elf had fled their previous fight, he’d teleported directly forward, and Haern assumed the same thing would happen now. Instead of trying to turn or block, he tucked a shoulder into a roll. He felt movement against his cloaks, one of Muzien’s swords tearing into it, but he was just barely too far. When he finished the roll he spun, crouched low, ready to face the elf head-to-head.

Only instead the elf was pacing before Thren, who was trapped against the edge of the rooftop.

“Is this the best you can do?” Muzien asked him.

Haern burst into a sprint as his father engaged him one-on-one. Their blades danced, a beautiful display Haern wished he could have watched at a time when neither of their lives was on the line. Muzien scored a single cut across Thren’s arm before Haern joined in, attempting to stab him in the back despite knowing it would never work. Somehow the elf would know, and be ready. He always was.

The next few moments for Haern were surreal in their clarity and speed. Together he and his father attacked the elf from both sides. After every block, every parry, the elf’s image would split. One would scatter the moment their weapons made contact, but Muzien continued to bounce between them, always on the offensive. Left with no choice but to treat each one as real, Haern scored over a dozen fatal blows on mere illusions, and Thren likewise. Back and forth they raged, no give, no gain, their numbers advantage neutralized. Haern scattered an illusion, ducked below the swing of a second illusion, dismissed it with a slash across the thigh, and then found himself under assault by a wicked thrust-and-slash combo. He shifted aside to avoid the thrust, blocked the slash, and then swung for the elf’s throat.

Muzien twirled away, ducking beneath another cut by Thren as he did, and then leaped at them both. Each blocked, Haern’s opponent vanishing into smoke, Thren’s striking him hard enough to make him collapse to one knee. Instead of going to aid him, knowing he’d be countered by either an illusion of Muzien or the real thing, Haern grabbed a throwing knife from his belt and flung it through the air. As he suspected, twin images of Muzien separated, one striking at Thren while the other attacked Haern. The dagger pierced the elf through the chest, his image scattered into smoke, and then the dagger continued on, burying itself in the real Muzien’s left arm.

It was the first true score of the battle, and while it should have left Haern elated, it only made him nervous. Muzien retreated to the far side of the rooftop, yanking the dagger from his arm as he did. As the blood ran down, he glared at them, no more amusement, no more smiling.

“Ever the meddler, aren’t you?” Muzien said to him. “Like Thren’s, your skills are greater than any human has a right to possess. I trained Thren, but who trained you, Watcher?”

“You don’t deserve to know my name,” Haern said, glancing at his father. “Let alone the name of my teacher.”

Thren nodded, having returned to his feet and joined Haern’s side.

“You’re bleeding,” Thren told his former master. “I thought your victory tonight was inevitable?”

Muzien flashed a smile, as temporary as the flashes of lightning across the storm clouds above.

“Bleeding is not the same as dead,” Muzien said. “I would think by now you would have learned the distinction between the two.”

The elf twisted one of the many rings on his darkened hand, took two steps backward, then settled into a stance.

“Now would you like to fight, or would you prefer to continue boasting about a victory not yet attained?”

The way he’d twisted the ring made Haern cautious, and only that caution kept him from being impaled. Instead of breaking into a sprint, he took a single, measured step forward, and then the elf’s image blurred momentarily, only to reappear mere feet away. Muzien was already swinging his swords, completely ignoring Thren and instead going for Haern’s throat and chest. Without the forward momentum he’d anticipated, Muzien had to take a single extra step, and that heartbeat of time was enough for Haern to fall backward, weapons rising to block. The elf’s swords slammed into his sabers, pushing them aside to open him up to a kick. Haern turned his body aside, but that only partially deflected its power.

Muzien’s heel crushed into his throat, hard enough to leave him gasping. Haern rolled along the rooftop, a vain defense against the expected assault that never came. Instead Muzien paced before Thren, swords held loosely at his sides.

His smile had returned.

“So hard you fight against me,” the elf said as he launched himself at Thren. Every stroke was perfection, strong when it appeared soft, fast when it appeared slow, a feint when Thren was ready, a vicious strike when he was not. On his knees, Haern watched with spots growing in his eyes as he gasped. Each breath was quick and uneven, and accompanied by the taste of blood.

“Where was this effort when the Trifect humiliated you?”

Thren tried to go on the offensive, but his thrusts looked slow compared to the elf’s dazzling speed. Two quick parries, and suddenly Muzien was on the offensive again.

“Where was this pride when the Watcher dethroned you?”

Muzien hit him with three straight dual chops, the third banging Thren’s block out of the way. Out went one of the swords, cutting across Thren’s chest, the other shoving downward the attempted defense. As Thren let out a cry, Muzien punched him in the face with the hilt of his blade. Thren dropped to his stomach, one of his short swords scattering across the wet rooftop. He crawled toward it, and a kick to his stomach was his reward.

“How have you failed so greatly?” Muzien shouted at Thren, towering over him as Haern struggled to stand. The elf beat his father with his fists, his feet, savaging him with both body and words. “You have nothing, no guild, no family, no heir, only a name that has crumbled into ruin. Every accomplishment has become dust, every act of worth like water on desert sand. What hope do you have of being remembered? You will be forgotten, Thren, your life, your death, your family, all forgotten!”

Haern coughed hard enough he thought he might vomit. He willed his throat to open, his lungs to calm. Amid the torture, Thren reached out for the blade he’d dropped. When his hand closed about the handle, Muzien jammed his heel down onto his knuckles. Thren screamed, tried to swing with his other blade. The elf smacked it away as if it were a bothersome fly, then, just to humiliate him, struck both sides of his face with the flat of his sword.

“What is it you live for?” he asked. “What is it you bleed and die for? You’re a puppet continuing to dance after the strings have been cut. I can think of no worse joke than that.”

“I can think of several,” Haern said, his voice hoarse.

Muzien glanced his way, and instead of appearing concerned by his recovery, he seemed annoyed.

“You’re still breathing,” he said, crunching his heel down harder on Thren’s hand. “Must I remedy that?”

“You’re welcome to try,” Haern said, wishing he felt as confident as his words suggested.

Muzien kicked Thren in the cheek for good measure, then approached, his swords twirling in his hands. Their eyes locked, and Haern felt himself being judged anew, and as expected, coming up lacking.

“To think this city quivered in fear of you,” Muzien said. “You’re worse than Thren. At least my disciple built an empire for himself, however short it might have lasted. You have the same skills, the same speed, yet you lurk in hiding, with a false name and a covered face. If only you had slain Thren and ruled in his place, or accepted my offer to become my new heir. Now your legacy will be a tributary that runs into the river that is my own.”

“Gods, you’re full of yourself,” Haern said, eyes seemingly on Muzien’s hands while truly focusing on the elf’s feet. “And trust me, I’m used to…”

Muzien’s legs tensed, and Haern was already bringing his sabers up to block before the elf even moved. Their weapons connected, and Haern felt how much weaker the left arm was than the right. The effects of the wound, the pain … knowing it affected Muzien allowed Haern to go on the offensive, constantly swinging in his sabers from that side, forcing Muzien to compensate. The arm was slowing, weakening as it bled. Their blades danced, Haern scored another cut across the thigh, and then Muzien retreated to gain distance.

The retreat was only to use his dual image trick, but as Haern watched the elf split in two, leaping in opposite directions so they might close in from both sides, he saw one holding his weapons at equal height, while the other let his right hand dip. Trusting his instincts, Haern ignored the first completely, and he refused to let Muzien reclaim the offensive. Haern turned and leaped right at him, the two connecting in midair with their weapons crossed. They spun, shifted, kicking and punching as they both crashed to the rooftop.

Haern rolled away, having managed a satisfying elbow to the elf’s face. When he rose to his feet, Muzien did the same, glaring as blood dripped down his chin.

“You’re no longer entertaining, Watcher,” Muzien said. “This ends now.”

“That it does,” Haern said, settling into a stance, his feet loose, his sabers ready. “You’re all out of tricks.”

“Am I?” Muzien asked, twisting one of his rings.

The elf’s body shimmered for a moment, and then he ran both left and right, six mirror images of himself forming a circle encompassing Haern from all sides. Once he was fully surrounded, every image leaped into the air, swords pulled back for the plunge. Haern remained still, feeling as if time itself were slowing. The six were perfectly similar down to each strand of hair, their movements exact copies of one another’s. There was no difference, no difference at all. Except the gentle wind that teased Muzien’s wet hair and clothing did not come from six directions.

Just one.

Despite his instincts, his fear, Haern forced himself to ignore all others, to not flinch or react. At the last possible moment he spun, one saber thrusting, the other swinging high and wide. Five killing thrusts sank into him. One he parried, and it was not smoke or illusion he struck, but solid steel. Muzien fell, unable to shift his momentum, and Haern’s other saber sank up to the hilt in the elf’s gut. His body collapsed, both swords held out wide, wrapping about Haern as if seeking a final embrace.

“I am Veldaren’s Watcher,” Haern whispered into his ear as the elf bled out against him. “And I will be remembered.”

Before Muzien could respond, Haern yanked free his sabers, spun, and slashed twin gashes across his throat. The elf opened his mouth, closed it, eyes wide with shock. Even as he died, Haern saw him unable to believe he could be defeated. It filled his veins with ice, his stomach with disgust.

“Not a god,” he said, reversing the grip on a saber. Falling to one knee, he rammed the tip through Muzien’s eye, pushing until he felt the saber press against the back of the skull.

“Just a corpse.”

Haern pulled out his saber, and as he slowly sank back from exhaustion, he heard his father speak his name.

“Watcher…”
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At first Delysia thought the defenders would be overwhelmed when the gray-skinned tide came slamming in with raised axes and swords. Their numbers were so great, and they were both taller and stronger than the city’s soldiers. The defenders had shields and a narrow space to hold, though, and when the tide reached the entrance it slowed as the orcs jostled one another, fighting for order. Even that minor cut to their momentum hurt the effectiveness of their charge, and without armor, they had no protection against the swift, steady blows from the soldiers. Above them the archers rained down arrows, chipping away at the massive numbers beyond the wall.

For a moment Tarlak and Delysia remained silent and watched the battle, only Brug having joined in. Antonil’s men fought bravely, and they used the limited space to the utmost effectiveness. Brug did himself proud, for in such close quarters, and against such reckless foes, he could punch and slash with his thick daggers and rely on his armor to keep him alive. Antonil lorded over it all, shouting out orders, directing the reinforcements to wherever the line of soldiers began to bend, sometimes even physically yanking men back himself when he saw they were wounded and would not hold.

And then the initial rush was past, the surge of fear and excitement replaced with the brutal, ugly cutting of throats and hacking of limbs. Rebuilding the wall with the dead had been no idle boast by Antonil, for as the orcs died at the broken entrance, their corpses became obstacles those behind had to stumble across, and with each one that fell, the wall grew higher, the footing more treacherous.

Minutes passed, and still the fight went on, the orcs having to pause to drag away their dead so they might charge anew. So far the human soldiers had suffered drastically fewer deaths. They also had far fewer lives to give. Delysia wondered why her brother remained out of things, but before she could ask, he turned to her and ducked his head closer so she might hear him.

“The necromancer’s so far staying out of things,” he said. “The moment I start flinging fireballs, I doubt that stays the same. But if we can be clever about this…”

He pointed to the sky, hurrying through words of magic. At the spell’s completion, he flung down his hand, and from the storm clouds shot a thick bolt of lightning that crashed down into the center of the orc army. A grin on his face, Tarlak did it again, this time on the far corner of the battlefield. Delysia winced against the brightness, and she wondered about the efficiency of such a tactic.

“It won’t be enough,” she told her brother after a third.

“I know,” he said. “Just testing. He’s not shielding his army against magic, which means this might have a chance.”

Tarlak rushed forward, pushing his way through the soldiers so he might reach Antonil’s side. Delysia followed, a gut instinct telling her she needed to stay with her brother at all times, for when the necromancer finally turned his attention on Tarlak, he would need her aid.

“Let them through!” Tarlak shouted once he was close enough to grab Antonil’s pauldron and yank him around.

“Are you mad?” Antonil asked, gesturing behind him to where his men were desperately fighting to keep the bottleneck going. “This is the only hope we have!”

The wizard shook his head.

“If it looks like you’ll hold, or seal the gap, that necromancer out there will just blow another hole through a different part of the wall. Let them inside, Antonil. Let them think they’ve won!”

Antonil leaned down so he might lower his voice.

“And then what?” he asked.

Tarlak glanced Delysia’s way.

“Leave that to us.”

It was an incredible gamble, and Delysia did not think Antonil would accept the risk. It seemed, however, she had underestimated the trust the guard captain had in the wizard.

“I’ll pull everyone back, forming a perimeter,” he said. “We won’t last long, not without aid, but we can keep several hundred pinned in at the least. Will that suffice?”

Tarlak nodded.

“It will.”

Antonil jabbed the wizard in the chest.

“Gods help me, I’m putting the lives of all my soldiers in your hands,” he said. “Don’t let me down.”

“I give you permission to haunt me throughout all eternity if I fail,” Tarlak said, and despite the grim atmosphere, he grinned. Antonil shook his head, hardly sharing his humor.

“Damn wizards,” the man muttered before lifting his sword above his head and shouting orders, screaming for his men to fall back into a defensive perimeter. As he did, Tarlak grabbed Delysia’s hand and pulled her along, running deeper into the city.

“What are you planning?” she asked him as they ran.

“It’s not much of a plan,” he said. “Get the orcs inside, out of sight from the necromancer, and then blow them to bits with the nastiest spells I’ve got until he catches on. Hopefully by the time he does, there won’t be much left of his army.”

With the wall, the bodies, and the rain, it would indeed be tough to see anything from afar. That was assuming, of course, the necromancer watched with normal eyes, but she decided there was no point in voicing such a concern. The plan, what little of it there was, had already gone into motion. The city’s defenders steadily retreated, their deeper ranks spreading out. With each step they lashed at the orcs, slaying them by the dozens. With their little armor, all they had to rely on was their strength and their numbers, and so far they had not been given a chance to bring either fully to bear. Antonil’s men continued to spread out, forming a great ring of mail and blades, but it took longer for the orcs to fill the gap, having to stumble through the broken corpse-filled gate. Delysia lost sight of Brug, the shorter man hidden among the hundreds of others, and she prayed he would survive the night.

At last the ring reached the farthest it could without breaking. Two men deep, the soldiers did their best to fight the orcs to a standstill, letting their enemies’ blows rain down upon their shields before retaliating. Delysia felt her breath catch in her throat, the bloody battle mere feet in front of her, but before she could join in, Tarlak grabbed her shoulders and turned her so she might look him in the eye.

“I need your help on this,” he said. “Do you understand? I know you hate killing, but if any of us are to survive tonight, it has to be done.”

The night she’d helped rescue Haern from the Stronghold flashed through her mind, immediately coupled with a sense of revulsion.

“I don’t know if I can,” she said, softly enough she wondered if Tarlak would hear her amid the clashing of swords, the screams of the dying, and the constant fall of the rain.

“Yes, you can,” Tarlak said, turning his attention back to the battle. “You’re stronger than you know.”

Fire danced around his hands as he began his spell. Delysia watched, feet feeling as if they were made of stone. No, she did know her strength, perhaps far better than Tarlak could believe. She was not naïve enough to think this battle could be avoided, nor to believe there would be any reasoning with such a vile race. The power given to her, she wanted to use to heal, not to hurt, not to destroy. To let such a cruel world force her to kill, to turn her into what she’d sworn to Haern never to become again …

The first spell leaped from Tarlak’s hands, a ball of flame that soared over the defenders’ heads before dropping down. It detonated, sending out a rolling ring of fire in all directions. The orcs it passed over screamed, the flesh from their necks to their knees charring, exposing pink muscle and inner organs that spilled across the ground. Pushing himself through two soldiers so he might have space, Tarlak followed it up with a blast of lightning that struck an orc mere feet away who was trying to decapitate him with an ax. It leaped five more times, tearing into the orcs, each leap accompanied by a loud crack.

“Come on!” Tarlak shouted over the rain as he flung two smaller balls of flame, each one striking an orc in the chest and dropping him to the ground. “Come on!”

Arcane power swirling around his hands, he lifted them above his head and then slammed them together. The ground rumbled, and then in a straight path between Tarlak and the broken entrance the ground rose and then dropped, cracking the stone and upending all combatants in the way. Over a hundred orcs found themselves on the ground, helpless as Antonil’s soldiers surged in, cutting them down before quickly retreating as the seemingly unending tide from beyond the wall rushed through to replace their numbers.

Two more bolts of lightning followed, Tarlak firing them as fast as his fingers could manage. Delysia watched him, her guilt steadily increasing. Such a pace would exhaust her brother, but he did not slow. He couldn’t. Shards of ice flew from his palms, their tips razor-sharp, and they slashed through the attackers with ease. The space before the entrance had become a horrific mess of blood, bone, and gore, yet it seemed the tide would not relent. More ice, and then Tarlak switched back to fire, unleashing a torrent from his palms that shot out as if from the belly of a dragon, consuming a dozen of his foes. All around Tarlak the soldiers cheered him on, lifting their swords and shouting his name when he struck down a trio with a long lance of ice that impaled them together, even when they crumpled in death.

“Too much,” Delysia whispered, watching him falter a spell and have to try a second time before summoning a bolt of lightning from the sky to strike the center of the penned-in orcs. “You’re doing too much.”

At last he fell back, dropping to his knees and holding his forehead. Delysia wanted to go to him. She wanted to bring her healing magic to his aid, to banish his exhaustion, but their foes, despite the tremendous assault they had suffered, still poured inside undeterred. Her role in this battle, it wasn’t watching, and it wasn’t healing. Not yet.

Something in her snapped, and she suddenly felt very cold. It was cowardice to leave it all in the hands of others, to let Tarlak and Brug and Haern and hundreds of soldiers be the ones to stain their hands with blood in an attempt to keep everyone safe. Not when she could help them. Not when she could share the burden, for no matter how heavy it was, she could bear it. After all, her brother was right. She was strong, and the army invading her city was about to find out just how strong she could be.

Delysia broke into a run, feeling incredibly calm despite the carnage around her. Past her brother she ran, and when she reached the thin line of soldiers she moved them aside with a mere wave of her hand. Faster and faster she pumped her legs, racing toward the heart of her opponents’ formation, wanting every bit of momentum she could muster. They would not stop her. They would not defeat her. She barely felt the rain. She barely heard the battle cries, the wounded, the dying. Antonil’s men were trying to reseal the hole in the wall, smashing toward it with their shields while enduring the retaliation of their foes. They would not succeed, not without help. Her help. A group of six orcs saw the gap she’d opened and rushed toward her, weapons raised, mouths bellowing out a cry she did not hear. They did not scare her. They only made her run faster.

Just before they could strike, she flung her arms wide and shouted Ashhur’s name. The ensuing shock wave blasted the nearest orcs to the ground as if they had been struck by the most tumultuous of winds. Her momentum halted as light shot out from her body in all directions. From her back spread a shimmering set of wings comprised of holy light, and controlling them was as natural as moving her hands. Delysia stepped forward, but her feet were no longer touching the ground. Her body moved ahead nonetheless, and her wings lashed out ahead of her, elongating, becoming blades that sliced through the orc bodies as if they were straw. The blood and gore could not stick to the light, and as the orcs howled, she surged forward, lashing them again with her wings.

“You are not welcome here,” Delysia said, and she felt her voice was not her own. “Begone from this city.”

She pointed a hand, and from her finger blasted a beam of light twice the size of a man. It tore through their ranks, disintegrating anything it touched. Many orcs flung themselves against the wall of soldiers, tearing at them with wild abandon instead of facing her. Others reacted like rabid dogs, rushing her no matter how reckless it might be. Delysia felt nothing as she struck them down, not even slowing the movements of her feet as she propelled herself toward the gate while hovering above the ground. Whips of light cracked from her hands, searing flesh and shattering bone. She was almost to the gate, and with a thought she sent a wing corkscrewing in, ripping apart the dozen who had tried, and failed, to flee in time. As the wings retracted, the stunned soldiers on either side regained their wits and rushed to seal the gap.

Delysia turned, her wings becoming ethereal, their light rising up to the sky like shimmering smoke. The orcs still within the city were quickly cut down by the remaining soldiers, barring the scattered pockets that had broken through the ring and fled beyond. Delysia felt the ground touch her feet, and the sound of the rain grew in her ears. With a gasp she took in a breath, and it felt like she woke from a dream. All around her, soldiers gave her a wide berth as they moved to solidify their defenses, which was good, for it felt as if the slightest breeze could have toppled her.

Tarlak caught her before she finally fell.

“Easy there,” he said as she let him hold her. Her arms and legs felt intensely weak, her head filled with cotton.

“Are we safe?” she asked.

“Seems so,” he said. “It looks like the attack has stalled. I doubt the remaining orcs are excited about fighting after they’ve watched so many of their own slaughtered.”

“And Brug?”

“The idiot’s still on the frontlines, angry and kicking.”

Delysia smiled.

“Good,” she said. “Now let me go.”

Just as quickly as the weakness had hit her, it was gone, her strength slowly returning to her body. Gently pulling herself free of her brother, she stood apart a few paces and ran a hand through her soaked hair, much of which stuck to her face and neck.

“That’ll teach that bastard necromancer not to mess with the Eschaton,” Tarlak said, and he made a rude gesture with his arms toward the city entrance. “So what do you think, are we due for a reward, or a really large rew—”

He never finished the sentence. Tarlak screamed as he dropped to his knees, fingers clutching at the sides of his face, fingernails digging into his skin so hard thin drops of blood dripped down his cheeks as he raked them up and down. The pain in his voice was terrible to hear. When she reached out for him, he slapped her hand away.

“Don’t,” he said, crumpling, as if trying to shrivel down as small as possible. “Don’t … don’t touch me…”

His entire body had begun to quiver. Fighting down her rising panic, Delysia closed her eyes and whispered a simple prayer. When she opened them, her vision was attuned to the realm of gods, the natural world turning shadowy and dark. Shimmering an alternating violet and crimson were a dozen snakes latched on to her brother’s body. Their eyes were rubies, their scales obsidian. They twisted and curled about him, sliding through his robes as if the cloth were made of air. Only their heads did not move, for they had sunk their ethereal teeth into Tarlak’s face and neck. At those spots Tarlak scratched, his hand passing through them like shadows. Every few moments Tarlak’s veins pulsed a bright red, the light visible even through his flesh and clothing.

What curse is this? Delysia wondered, baffled by the sight of it. Some strange evil of Karak’s, she knew, but how could she break it? There was only one way she could think of, and that was simply to bathe her brother with Ashhur’s grace and pray the curse could not withstand it. Despite his resistance, she grabbed Tarlak by the front of his shirt and knelt down.

“You will endure this, do you hear me?” she told her brother. “You’re stronger than this, now fight it!”

There was no way to know if he heard her, so she trusted him to resist. Pleading to Ashhur, she summoned the strength within her, flooding her hands with light. With normal sight it would have appeared as a white glow, but to her god-sight it was a brilliant knife that she plunged into her brother’s chest. Tarlak gasped as her physical hands touched his body, and then the snakes released, slithering with stunning speed. Delysia felt pain spike up her body as they dug their fangs into her hands, quick jabs before slithering back into her brother’s flesh. From each one a trail of smoke floated through the night, traveling back to their master who gave them power and life. Delysia thought to cut the strands, but there was no guarantee it would end the curse. Even worse, she feared it might bring death to Tarlak instead of the mere agony the cursed snakes caused.

“Begone from him,” she said, pulsing more of her power into her brother’s body. The snakes writhed, and she heard a dozen screeches, like those of wounded birds. Instead of the prayer’s exorcising them, the visible manifestations of the curse sank into him, burrowing their heads down into his flesh as their shimmering tails tightened their grasp. Delysia felt herself running short of breath as she continued to pray. Her words caused the horrible things to clench tight, dig deeper, bite harder. Tarlak screamed on his back, thrashing wildly against her touch.

At last she was desperate enough to try cutting the threads. She reached out to the shadowy tendrils, clutching one with her hand. The moment she did, a flash of darkness passed over her eyes, and she heard a voice rumble deep within her mind.

You are nothing, little girl, merely a feeble child playing in the realm of gods. It will cost you dearly.

“A feeble child?” she hissed as she felt herself growing dizzy. “Then prove it, you fiend. I’m not scared of you.”

At first laughter was her only response, so full of loathing and mockery she felt her neck flushing. The curse sank deeper into Tarlak, and it filled him with such pain he arced his back and flung aside his arms so far she feared he would break his own bones. The scream that tore out of him was unearthly in its power, terrifying in its agony, and then with a dozen raptor cries, the snakes leaped from his body and into hers.

Delysia’s turn to scream. Even the little concentration it took to keep the god-sight enabled left her, and she found herself crumpled on the ground, trembling as she looked through tearstained eyes at her curled fists. The cursed vipers had been biting her there, but she saw only her own quivering hand. But the pain was real, so very real. Equally terrible was the presence of Karak, like a cold shadow cast across her body. It left her feeling isolated, alone, denied the comfort of her god as she writhed in agony.

“Del?” she heard Tarlak ask. He sounded as if he were just waking up from a deep sleep. “Del, no, what did you do?”

The pain shifted, curling through her body, attacking her lungs, her heart, her throat. Her eyes burned, and she closed them, unable to shake the image of two obsidian vipers latching on to her eyeballs. Face to the ground, she shuddered as the rain fell upon her, and she’d have given anything for that water to wash away her consciousness.

Feeble child, the prophet’s voice echoed in her mind. A man or woman can die from pain, if it is great enough. The mind breaks, unable to handle such levels of torment. That fate awaits you, Priestess. I will drag you to the very brink, and then beyond. You’ll die screaming, pissing yourself like a newborn babe as you claw out your eyes. By the end you will be a broken husk, a fitting testament to Karak’s fury. This city may not be mine, but I have waited for centuries, and I can wait for centuries more. But how long can you endure? Days? Hours? Minutes …

The pain heightened. It didn’t seem possible that it could, but it did. Despite her closed eyes she saw a thousand exploding spots fill her vision. While only a dozen had bitten her brother, now she felt as if there were a thousand sinking in their fangs, flooding her with their venom. Every inch of her skin was on fire, every bone in her body aching, every breath she took seeming certain to be her last.

You feel the fires of the Abyss, feeble child. No mortal can withstand their caress.

She heard Tarlak calling for her, distant, unimportant. Rational thought seemed lost to her, her mind able to focus only on the terrible, all-encompassing pain. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know her own name. And then she felt herself go numb, fully numb, as the presence of the dark god bathed her mortal form.

There is still respite, he whispered, his voice deeper than the prophet’s. Even in death, there is time to reach out your hand …

The momentary respite from the pain allowed her to gather her thoughts, and she let out a single, pitiful laugh. If it was possible to stun a god, she felt she’d done it, for neither Karak nor the prophet spoke his ugly words in her mind. Gritting her teeth, she coalesced her thoughts so she might voice her denial. The effort was incredible. The mere act of opening her mouth meant enduring a thousand beestings across the muscles of her tongue and throat, but she would not be silenced.

“No.”

Every shred of her will, every last remnant of her power, she poured into that single word. With everything she would deny him. With everything she would fight the cruelty he sowed, the darkness he fostered. The pain returned, as furious as ever, but she clung to that word, assigning to it her very identity. Her name was Delysia, and even if she was but a feeble child, she was not Karak’s child, and would never be.

Death comes for you, Priestess. My time for games is ended.

The prophet’s voice.

“No.”

She was on her knees now, her awareness returning. It was raining, her clothes were wet, her hair sticking to her face. Wave after wave of agony coursed through her. She beat her fists against the hard stone of the road as she screamed it out again.

“No!”

Light shone from her fists, and when she struck them again, the stone cracked, spider webs racing for hundreds of feet in all directions from the blow. She heard a ringing, high-pitched and piercing, but it felt wonderful to her ears. Lifting her hands, she watched smoke drift off them, spreading into the night air for only a few feet before dissipating. Ashhur’s power flooded from her chest to her extremities, and she reveled in its presence. A whisper, and she returned her vision to the realm of gods.

The snakes crawled about her body, but they were twisting in pain, mouths opening and closing in feeble attempts to bite. Clasping her hands together, she lifted them above her head, then flung them down as she stood to her full height. Light flashed from every inch of her skin, and she heard the cursed things shriek, then cease to be. The tendrils connected to the prophet snapped and withdrew, curling like the legs of a dying spider. And then, with a sudden intake of air, her sight returned to normal, and it seemed her ears resumed working again, for she heard the patter of the rain with sudden, startling clarity.

“Never,” Delysia whispered as she dropped to her knees, chest rising and falling as she gasped in air. “Never yours.”

“Del!”

She barely had time to brace herself before Tarlak flung his arms around her in a hug. Despite every muscle in her body feeling sore, she laughed and pressed her face against his chest.

“I’m all right,” she whispered.

He pulled back, kissed her forehead.

“And it’s a good thing, too,” he said. “Because if not, I’d have killed you for pulling such a reckless stunt.”

Awareness continuing to grow, she saw the remnants of the battle all around her, the gathering soldiers, many of whom stared at her with a mixture of fear and awe. Crossing her arms over her knees, she pressed her head against them and let herself finally cry, the tears as much for relief as they were a reaction to the trauma she’d just endured. Tarlak held her for a few moments, and she sensed he had something he wanted to say. Given the many who lay dying all around her, she had a feeling she knew what. That he would ask it of her, trust her to endure it despite all he’d seen, warmed her tired heart.

“You’ve already done so much,” he told her. “But there’s still more to do if you can manage it.”

“I know,” Delysia whispered, head lifting from her forearms. Tears were in her eyes, and she wiped them away. There would be time for weakness later. “Help me up, will you?”

Rising to his feet, he grabbed her wrist and pulled. When she stood, she felt her exhaustion fading, burying itself deep down until it could be dealt with later. Brushing strands of red hair away from her face, she staggered to the wounded. Her first few steps were weak, and she nearly stumbled. When she reached the nearest, a man bleeding from a horrible stab to his stomach, she dropped to her knees and put her hands directly against the tear in his flesh.

“Stay still,” she said, hoping her hoarse voice could be heard over the rain and commotion.

It seemed he heard, either that or her presence was enough to calm his cries and make him lie still. Closing her eyes, Delysia prayed the first of what she expected to be very many prayers. Holy light shone around her hands, she heard a distant ringing, and then she opened them to see the wound healed, the blood drying and flaking away from the fresh white scar.

“Thank you,” the man said, and he looked ready to kiss her.

Delysia smiled at him, tried to stand. Her legs quickly betrayed her, and she fell back down onto the hard stone. Within seconds Tarlak was there, grabbing her arms.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just … stay with me in case I’m not, and see if you can bring the wounded to me instead.”

“Sure thing,” Tarlak said, and he shouted out the order. As the injured men lined up, some limping, others being carried, Delysia dropped back to her knees and began to resume. Brug joined her and Tarlak from further up near the gate, and he tapped the wizard in the side with a gauntleted hand.

“Ready to go back to the tower and guzzle down something incredibly alcoholic?”

“Sorry, Brug,” Tarlak said. “I don’t see much reason to celebrate.”

“The city’s safe, and we’re still alive,” Brug said. “Sounds like reason enough to celebrate to me.”

Delysia put her hands onto the stump of a man’s left arm, felt the bone and blood moving underneath her fingers. It’d take a lot of time to heal, time she didn’t have. Deciding to simply seal the wound, she offered a quick prayer, then motioned him away. While waiting for the next injured, she glanced over her shoulder, looking back at the rain-soaked city, a city filled with deathtraps bearing the four-pointed star. A city whose fate Haern fought to wrestle from the hands of a maniac.

“We’re not safe yet,” she said softly, and it seemed the thunder rolled in agreement.
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Haern glanced over his shoulder as he knelt before Muzien’s corpse, saw his father standing on the far side of the rooftop. There was no reading that hard face, that impassive stare, but it seemed he had nothing to say. Turning back to the corpse, Haern sheathed his sabers and then began to search the body. He wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for, just something magical, perhaps bearing the four-pointed star to signify its link to the tiles that remained scattered throughout Veldaren. Once it was in his hands, the city would be finally be safe, so long as Tarlak and the others held the gates …

“You won’t find it,” Thren said.

Haern froze, and he felt dread race from the center of his chest to his extremities, constricting his neck, tightening his gut. Slowly he rose back to his feet and turned to face Thren.

“What do you mean?” he asked, already fearing the answer.

From underneath his shirt Thren pulled out a golden amulet that hung from his neck by a long thin chain. Carved into its surface was a roaring lion, Karak’s favored symbol. There was no need to explain. What else it could be?

“How?” Haern asked, his voice low, still hoarse from the kick to his throat.

“Luther gave it to me before I killed him,” he said. “As well as the word needed to activate it.”

Haern dared not move, not until he knew what this change meant. His father controlled the fate of the city, not Muzien? Then the deception, the lies, claiming Muzien held it and not him …

“Why would Luther give it to you?” he asked.

Thren twirled the amulet in his fingers, drops of blood from his nose dripping across its gold.

“Because I was strong enough to do what must be done,” Thren said. “The king’s throne hides ancient doors to ancient worlds, and that prophet at our gates would doom us all if he reaches them. If the gates fell, I was to destroy everything to spare Dezrel from enslavement to Karak and his priests. Those tiles were never meant for evil, Watcher. They were meant to do what must be done to protect all of mankind. I would think someone like you would understand that. After all, how many have you slaughtered in the name of ‘protecting’ the common folk of Veldaren?”

Haern felt his mind reeling.

“But Muzien destroyed several other tiles,” he said. “He knew.”

“Only too late,” Thren said, slipping the pendant back underneath his shirt. “His pride blinded him, and at last he paid the price.”

“Why did you lie to me?” Haern asked. “Just so I’d help you kill Muzien?”

“I lied so you’d see what we could accomplish together,” Thren said as he slowly paced before him, the rain pouring down upon his bruised face. “I wanted you to realize how even the greatest fall before our combined might.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Haern said, and he shifted, trying to keep his muscles limber. “Our time together is over.”

“Not if you don’t want it to be,” Thren said. “I was Muzien’s heir, and with his death at our hands, my right to rule will only be reinforced. The Sun Guild may be crushed here, but all throughout the west, the remnants will eat each other trying to decide on a new leader. I can rally them, unite them, while you remain here, the city of Veldaren yours to rule and protect as you see fit.”

“I won’t do it,” Haern said, shaking his head. “I want nothing to do with the guilds.”

“Then what is it you do want?” Thren asked.

“Peace, for those who live here.”

His father laughed, and he stretched his hands out wide as he gestured to the city.

“What do you think Muzien brought?” he asked. “All the guilds, he subjugated. The Trifect, he cowed. The king, he terrified into inaction. We had peace, a peace broken only by our hands. That is the way of this world. The strong rule the weak, and we are the strong. Your pretended truce only upset the balance of things, but it’s gone now, and through this chaos we might give birth to something better. Something proper.”

He jammed a finger at Haern.

“If you want peace for Veldaren, then take it. Help me rebuild the Spider Guild, and I will appoint you its leader as I travel west. You’ll never defeat them all. You’ll never make this city safe, because for every greedy bastard you kill, two more are ready to pick his corpse clean. But if you lead them? If you control them, decide their truces, and strip power away from all other pretenders? Then this city will know peace. It will be by your hands, and under your name.”

Haern heard the words, the insidious logic, and he had no answer. All he did … what was the point? Was it for revenge against his father? If he wanted peace, if the result was all that mattered, then what reason did he have to reject such an offer if deep down he believed it would be work? Lord of Veldaren’s underworld, without the need to prowl the rooftops and slaughter so many to maintain his fearful reputation …

“What more could you want?” Thren asked, and Haern could hardly believe the pleading he heard in his voice. “Assume the throne you were always meant to have. There is no one better deserving of such a crown. The Spider Guild is yours. Veldaren is yours. Take it.”

Haern wanted to. He felt the future hovering before him, tantalizing in its possibilities. With but a word, he could finally rule the underworld. No more prowling. No more games and bribes. The peace Muzien had forged, Haern could make it last. With Thren as his ally, who would dare resist them? Even the Darkhand had fallen. The fear inspired by the Watcher would rule supreme, overcoming Thren’s, the guilds’, the king’s … if only he stood at his father’s side.

His father. Haern looked to him, and he felt a thousand memories rush through him. His lessons. His training. A childhood of books and loneliness. And in it, he remembered how Thren had clutched in vain at power, bit by bit slipping through his fingers. The way it had driven him. The sacrifices it had cost him. Delysia had opened Haern’s eyes to a better world, and his father’s arrow had shown him the underworld would swallow that better world if given the chance. If truly forced to decide, which would Haern embrace?

In his mind’s eye he saw himself in a future where he ruled Veldaren, cloaked in gray, a Spider on his chest and bloody swords in his hands. In that future there would never be a day when the city no longer needed him, not after he lifted it in his hands and declared it his. In that future there would be no difference between him and his father.

Haern faced Thren, and he gave an answer he should have given the very moment the question was asked.

“No,” he said. “I am a servant, not a king. I will never take your place.”

Thren remained perfectly still, and he swallowed as if nails were in the back of his throat.

“So be it,” he said, clutching the amulet through his shirt. “If I cannot have a legacy to continue beyond my death, then let my very death cause all of Dezrel to shudder.”

Panic spiked Haern’s heart as he realized what his father meant to do.

“Wait!” he shouted.

“For what?” Thren asked. “You heard Muzien. I have nothing left, and I am too old to build anew. Even if I reformed the Spider Guild, it’d never be what it once was, especially not with you lording over everything. I would rather the city learn, once and for all, the punishment it must suffer for turning against me. Better it as ash than in the hands of others.”

“Stop it,” Haern said, taking a careful step closer. Thren appeared dangerously unhinged, the most emotional Haern had ever seen him. Even the day he’d come home after Marion’s death, he’d not looked so broken. “This is insane!”

“What other way is there? What other legacy might I hope to have? This path I’ve walked has cost me everything: my friends, my wife, my children. I have no family, no heirs. Even my own son, he’s lost to me now…”

“Your son…”

He dared not question it, dared not doubt. The game was at its end. Haern slowly reached up to the sides of his hood. Pulling back the soft cloth, he peeled away the protective shadows, revealing his blond hair and naked face. He said nothing, only stared at Thren as his father stared back, jaw trembling, hands shaking. It felt like an eternity before he finally spoke, and when he did, his voice shook with rage.

“My son,” Thren said, tears falling from his eyes as he spit out the words, “died in a fire. He died betraying everything I ever taught him. What it meant to live, to rule. What it meant to be family. Don’t you get it, Watcher? I have no son. He is lost to me, and is never coming back.”

Still silent, Haern lifted his hood back over his head as water rolled down his face.

“Give me the amulet,” he whispered. “Then get out of my sight.”

Thren shook his head as he drew his swords.

“If you want it, you’ll have to cut it from my neck.”

The warm night suddenly felt so very cold.

“Don’t make me do this,” Haern said. “Please, it doesn’t have to be this way.”

His father settled into a stance, short swords held at the ready before him.

“Since the day you first scrawled your mark, this was meant to be. Damn my cowardice for waiting so long. My life or yours, Watcher. Draw your blades.”

Haern did so, settling into the very same stance as his father, left hand out, right hand held back for a parry or thrust.

My life or yours. So terribly simple.

Thren burst forward, both blades pulling back to swing, and Haern felt his instincts taking over. He met the charge, refusing to let his father establish any momentum. Their blades connected, Haern blocking the combined strike, then digging in his left heel and sweeping with his right. Thren leaped over the kick, tucked into a roll when he hit the ground, then shot back out of it. Both short swords thrust for Haern’s waist, one coming in much faster than the other so Haern could not parry both aside with a single blade.

Falling back, Haern batted away each in turn, feeling dangerously close to losing his balance. Thren pressed on, slashing with one hand while attempting to thrust through an opening with the other. Every moment, Haern had to remain aware of the positioning of his weapons, to avoid using the easiest block or parry if it meant using the one Thren expected. Blades dancing, Haern pushed himself on, screaming at himself to move faster, to anticipate each and every maneuver.

Digging in his feet, Haern suddenly halted his retreat and flung himself forward. Thren tried to counter, but Haern parried one thrust out wide while his other saber moved high, blocking the downward chop before it could gain any strength. Suddenly at close proximity and with his weapons out of position, it was Thren’s turn to fall back. With each step he shifted himself slightly to the left or right while frantically flinging his short swords in the way of every stroke. Haern tried to keep him on the retreat, denying him a chance to steal the offensive, but only ended up overextending himself. Thren batted aside a weak thrust, stepped in close, then crosscut.

With no way to block in time, Haern arched his back, then let himself fall. The blades sliced the air above him, then looped around for downward thrusts. Haern crashed his blades together, forcing his father’s short swords to come together as well, then twisted his head to the side. Thren’s swords stabbed into the rooftop, the cold steel missing Haern’s neck by less than an inch. Now in a terrible position, Haern swung his legs, hoping to force his father to retreat lest he be tripped. Instead Thren let go of his swords, leaving them embedded in the rooftop, and leaped over the trip attempt. A bold gambit, but with Thren still towering over him, there was little Haern could do to take advantage.

As Thren landed, Haern chopped, hoping to catch his father reaching for his short swords. Thren shot out his right heel, kicking Haern in the stomach. Breath blasting from his lungs, Haern forced the weapons to continue, slicing a shallow wound across Thren’s extended leg. Thren gritted his teeth to hold in a scream, then kicked off with his other leg. All his weight pushed down on Haern’s stomach as his father pirouetted above him, snatching both short swords in a brilliantly fluid motion. The turn continued, arms twisting so that the sharpened edge of both swords slashed for Haern’s neck.

The moment Thren began the spin, Haern knew his intention, knew he could not position his swords in time to block, nor would cutting Thren’s leg do enough damage to prevent the maneuver. So instead he let his arms fall limp, curled his legs in as tightly as possible, and then shot them out like an uncoiled spring. Both heels slammed into Thren’s groin just as he was completing the turn, the power of Haern’s kick lifting his father off his feet and sending him tumbling away, his attempted killing stroke averted by a hair’s width.

Haern rolled onto his hands and knees, then stumbled to a stand. His stomach ached, but he felt comfort knowing his father hurt worse. Thren had fallen onto his back, and he twisted onto his stomach and let out a cry of pain as he slammed both sword hilts against the rooftop. He’d fight through it, Haern had no doubt, which meant he needed to capitalize immediately. Ignoring the pain in his gut, he closed the gap between them, sabers swinging. Thren rolled, swords lashing out to parry, rolled again as Haern chased. The movements were too erratic, Haern’s chase too slow, and he felt a terrible sting across his knee as one of Thren’s blades struck true. Haern’s next step was uneven because of it, an opening his father did not miss. Thren ceased retreating, pulled up onto his knees, and thrust with his right arm, his entire body extending forward to maximize both power and reach.

It should have pierced him through the gut, but Haern swept it high and wide with his right saber. The tip cut through his cloak, nicked a rib as it opened up a gash across the side of his body. Blood flowed, Haern screamed. He twisted to one side while simultaneously attempting to cut through Thren’s arm at the elbow. Thren was ready, blocking with his other sword while pulling back the first. Up from his knees he shot, unleashing stroke after stroke. His sudden fury was overwhelming, and Haern had to push himself to his limits just to match it. Their blades sang as the rain fell down upon them, steadily worsening their footing.

Several times Haern thought himself dead, and his speed was the only thing that saved him, a block coming up just in time, a dodge pulling his neck away so that it left only a scratch instead of a fatal gash. Heart pounding so hard it felt as if drums were beating in his ears, Haern abandoned any pretense of going on the offensive. His father had become something else, something savage and beyond human. Every block left Haern’s arms aching, his every defense steadily picked apart until he was vulnerable. Haern sought only to survive, to endure the wrath. Where was this fury when we fought Muzien? he wondered. Or did Thren hate the Watcher even more than the former master who had abandoned him in disgrace?

Haern retreated until he was at the corner of the rooftop with nowhere to go but down. He could flee, he knew, perhaps drop and hope to survive the fall, but he would not let that be how their battle ended. Holding his ground, Haern matched Thren stroke for stroke, preferring his skill to be what decided their duel instead of whether or not he landed with a twisted ankle. He braced himself with his left leg, felt it slip, and dropped to one knee. Both short swords crashed down at him, and he crossed his sabers into an X to block. Thren poured his strength into them, trying to force through, to beat Haern down, but at last it seemed he had reached his limits. When Haern pushed back while rising to a stand, Thren could not stop him.

Just like that, the battle turned. Haern stole the offensive, and he refused to relent despite how his arms and legs felt made of wood. His lungs burned as he gasped in air, and he felt close to vomiting, but his father would only feel worse, having pushed himself to the breaking point and then beyond. The toll of the entire night, the exhaustion, the emotion, it’d come calling. Haern used no clever patterns, no little tricks. Instead he slashed at Thren over and over, simple, easily blockable maneuvers. Keeping him engaged. Force him to use more of his rapidly dwindling strength. Every swing met with weaker resistance. Every thrust got that much closer before the parry came.

Haern thought the battle a foregone conclusion by the time he had Thren cornered on the opposite end of the rooftop. His father blocked once, twice, then slipped to his knees. Defeat was in his lowered gaze, in his sagging shoulders. Haern pulled back to swing, letting exhaustion and rage blank his mind instead of dwelling on the killing stroke.

Except that when the sabers were whistling through the air, Thren looked up, and there was no defeat in his eyes. With one last burst of energy, he blocked the stroke, lunged to his feet, and used his other blade to keep Haern’s sabers out of position. His knee rammed into Haern’s already sore stomach, followed by a head-butt that flooded his vision with stars. Stumbling, Haern tried to pull back into some sort of defense, and only pure luck had him blocking a stroke coming in high toward his neck. He forced himself to keep moving, to rely on the lessons his father had given him on reacting when fighting blind. His sabers swung wild as he retreated, and he managed to catch another thrust. By the time Thren attempted a third, Haern had recovered.

Saber met sword, and this time Haern stepped in close, having caught Thren poorly positioned. His elbow struck Thren in the throat, and when his father retreated, Haern hammered both his sabers into him as if felling a tree. He didn’t care at the nicks and chips he wore into his own weapons, didn’t care that Thren’s defense was poor and desperate, seeking only to keep his short swords in the way. Strike after strike, beating him down to his knees, unleashing upon him years and years of loneliness and betrayal. At last Thren’s swords bowed, his arms too weak to raise a defense. Haern cut across Thren’s left hand, kicked the right, then pressed his swords together and smashed his father across the temple with the bottoms of both hilts. Thren dropped, body limp, swords falling from either hand. He lay on his back, raindrops beating down upon him, his eyes half-open.

Standing over his father, Haern gasped air into his lungs. His entire body ached, he bled from multiple places, and he still felt a terrible need to vomit. Overwhelming it all was cold, vicious rage. Here was the man who had made a mockery of his childhood, who had slaughtered friends to prevent him from knowing a life beyond power, corruption, and death. The man who had denied him to his face. Did Thren know of anything better? Was there anything besides hatred, pride, and vengeance in his sickly heart?

There was a way to end it. To put every last bit of it behind him. The tip of his right saber pressed against Thren’s throat. One cut. One single cut, that’s all it’d take, and his father would bleed out beside the body of his mentor.

Thren’s eyes seemed to gain focus, and he stared up at Haern with his battered and bloodied face.

“So damn blind,” he said, voice raspy and weak.

Haern pressed the saber tip tighter to his throat, ensuring he would not try to move.

“Blind?” he asked.

“So blind. How can you not see? My shadow…”

“I’m nothing like you,” Haern said, feeling his temper flare.

At that Thren let out a wet cough that might have been a laugh.

“So … damn … blind,” he said, voice gaining strength. “You are me. Look at the blood on your hands. Count the dead. See the chaos you’ve unleashed upon Veldaren.” He coughed again. “With my death there is no one left to challenge you. Do it, Watcher. Kill me, and rule Veldaren unopposed.”

He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, as if welcoming the fatal sword thrust. Haern stood over him, his hand clutching the hilt so tight his knuckles had gone pale. In his heart he tried to deny him. They weren’t the same. Haern didn’t revel in violence. He didn’t kill without mercy … yet he’d felt the thrill of battle as side by side he and Thren had taken on the Sun Guild’s greatest. He’d helped torture their members. He’d helped the old guilds rise up to slaughter hundreds that night, and for what?

“You’re wrong,” he whispered, his words not just for his father.

“You do what must be done,” Thren said softly. “For yourself, and for those you care for. As I have always done. I never had to justify it. I never had to question it. Why did you?”

He looked up at Haern, and tears were trickling down the sides of his face.

“Why did you have to betray me so?”

Haern felt the rain beating down on him, and he wished they were shards of glass that might tear into him, to rip out the pain and confusion and sadness he felt.

“I was the one betrayed,” he whispered, and before Thren could respond, Haern struck him with his foot across the temple. His father let out a single soft cry as his head snapped to one side, then went silent. Haern stared down at him, watching the soft movements of his father’s chest. Still breathing. Still alive.

Haern dropped to his knees, and his sabers fell from his hands. He felt all the guilt he’d numbed, all the lives he’d taken, come crashing back down upon him. How many killings were because of the vow he’d made as a broken child seeking vengeance? How many were because of his own pain, his own fears? Balling his hands into fists, he beat them against Thren’s chest, striking him again and again as he cried over his body.

“I loved you,” he shouted. “Why was that never enough? Why was I never enough?”

He’d slain his own brother chasing his father’s approval, endured a thousand trials, pushed himself to the brink, all in hopes that he’d receive the love he knew he deserved. And it’d never come. To his father his life was a betrayal, and it would always be a betrayal. Haern buried his face into that familiar gray tunic, clutched the fabric with his fingers as he struggled to regain control. He’d thought those wounds healed. He’d thought he embodied everything his father hated, but Thren was right. The men they’d tortured and killed, all while he denied his guilt? The power he’d wielded, all while pretending to be a servant? There was no difference between them, not when they both sought to rule.

It was an overheard prayer by Delysia that had stayed his first true murder. It was during another prayer of hers that he’d witnessed the monster that was his father as he shot an arrow through her back. And after all that, what was it he’d told her?

A beautiful dream, but still a dream.

When had he given up hope? When had he let the world defeat him? Haern stared at the shell that was his father, and he felt just as hollow.

“Who I am,” he whispered, echoing Delysia’s pleading for him to remember. Now he knew. He was a scarred, lonely child still fighting to be loved. With his cloaks and sabers, he’d built a new life to hide from that truth. With his hands he’d killed hundreds. With his eyes he’d looked upon the city and declared it his. The lonely child wishing to be loved? He would not destroy that final shard of innocence. He would not shatter the last piece that kept him human.

“I won’t kill you,” he whispered. “I can’t. I don’t want to know who I’d become if I did.”

Reaching underneath Thren’s shirt, he grabbed the amulet and yanked it hard enough to break the slender gold chain. Amulet tucked safely into his pocket, he rose to his feet and limped to the rooftop’s edge.

For one more day, the city was safe. In such a broken world, it would have to suffice.

He hung by one arm, then dropped to the ground. Grunting against the pain, Haern steadily limped west. By the sound of it, the battle at the walls was mostly over, the invading army defeated. Haern was barely aware of the buildings he passed and the streets he crossed. He didn’t know where else to go, so he went to the western gate. His chest felt hollow. His head felt light. Step after step, he made his way, until at last he saw a gathering of soldiers before the ruined remnants of the gate, many of them wounded.

Amid them, healing magic glowing on her hands, her white robes stained with dirt and blood, was Delysia. Haern stopped when he saw her, feeling drained of energy and suddenly unsure. He’d needed to confirm she’d survived, but beyond that? He’d hurt her so many times now. Perhaps it was best to finally leave her be, to save her from the downward spiral of his own life. Her eyes met his, and he wondered if she saw his guilt, his crippling indecision. If she did, it didn’t matter.

She came running.

Arms flinging around him, Delysia held him, her face against his chest as she let fall tears of relief.

“I’ve come back,” Haern whispered, and despite how simple the proclamation, he realized it was true enough. His arms closed about her, holding her tight as his cloaks encircled them both, and there was comfort in their shadows.


EPILOGUE

A week later, as Haern prepared for nightfall, Tarlak stepped into his room and let out a cough to gain his attention.

“Just received word from the king,” the wizard said, lifting a scroll in his left hand to punctuate the sentence.

“What about?” Haern asked as he finished pulling on one boot and grabbed the other beside him on the bed.

“Well, you being … you know, you. The Watcher. The king’s agreed to honor the original truce, so long as the other guilds are willing to go along with it. Given how they’re all in various shades of disarray, I can’t imagine anyone risking both your wrath and the king’s paranoia instead of taking the free gold.”

“The Ash Guild might,” Haern said, rising from the bed and pulling on one of his vambraces.

“I think even Deathmask has had more fun than he’d prefer over the past few months,” Tarlak said. “Call it a hunch, but I believe he’ll lay low for a while, and manipulate the different guilds as they form instead.”

“It’s not a bad idea,” Haern said, putting on the second vambrace. “I expect I’ll be doing much the same. It seems all the old guilds are resurfacing, though mostly in name only. I need to make sure the rulers are at least somewhat sane, and will listen to reason. The last thing we need is some upstart deciding they’d rather have another war.”

Haern pulled on his cloaks, the weight and feel of the fabric giving him a slight chill.

“There’s also the matter of Thren,” Tarlak said, clearly unhappy about broaching the subject.

“What about him?” Haern asked, keeping his voice indifferent despite lurking emotions quite to the contrary.

“Well, he’s still alive. That’s issue number one. Issue number two is what do we do about him? A repeat of the thief war would be what I would call a Very Bad Thing, and it’s also possible he could use his reputation to gather the fledgling guilds under his control. Doesn’t matter if he wouldn’t have a chance of winning. That psycho tried to blow up all of Veldaren. What’s a little underground war compared to that?”

Haern shook his head, and he wished he could better explain it.

“I think Thren is finally broken,” he said. “So long as I’m alive, he won’t try anything drastic beyond reinforcing his claim on the Spider Guild, and perhaps establishing dominance over the rest. I’ll keep an eye on things, just in case, but I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.”

The wizard shrugged.

“If you say so. Oh, and while I’m remembering…” He pulled out a golden amulet, a simple-enough-looking thing with a single roaring lion in its center. “Do you want it?”

Haern frowned.

“Don’t you need that?” he asked.

“Not anymore,” Tarlak said. “Unmade the last of the tiles earlier today. It’s a lot easier to disarm a lock when you have the damn key. They’re as dangerous as kittens now, and the city guard’s had fun breaking them with sledges and shovels. I’m guessing after all Muzien put them through, it’s a rather cathartic exercise. The king also informed me of his gratitude in his note here. Shame gratitude does not mean mountains of gold. Anyway…” He offered the amulet. “Want it?”

Haern pulled Senke’s old pendant of the golden mountain from underneath his shirt, put it back.

“I have the only amulet I need,” he said. “Keep it as a memento if you’d like, or melt it down for the gold. It means nothing to me.”

He pulled his hood over his head, let the shadows envelop his face. As he straightened it, Tarlak paused, giving him an odd look.

“Is this your first time going out since…?”

“Yeah,” Haern said, interrupting his question. “It is.”

Tarlak chuckled.

“Had a hunch. Delysia’s waiting for you outside. Make sure you say good-bye to her beforehand, all right? You’re the King’s Watcher. That means showing my sister some manners.”

Haern smiled, and he felt a bit of his nervousness ebbing. He put his hand on the wizard’s shoulder, squeezed it tightly.

“Every time I’ve needed you, you’ve been there for me,” he said. “I just want to thank you for that, Tar.”

“Most welcome. Now get out there and do your job.”

Haern nodded, descended the stairs.

“At Veldaren, I mean,” Tarlak shouted after him, eliciting a chuckle from Haern.

As Tarlak had said, Delysia waited for him outside the door to the tower, arms crossed and a smirk on her face. She looked almost golden in the light of the setting sun.

“Is this going to become a regular thing?” he asked her as he shut the door behind him.

“I doubt it,” she said. “You overestimate my patience if you think I’ll be waiting for you every single night just to say good-bye.”

Haern laughed, hoping to hide his own nervousness with good humor. It felt like there were a hundred things they had yet to discuss, and part of him wondered if he would ever tell her what had happened between him and Zusa. Doing so could hurt her, but keeping it silent made it feel like every moment with her was a lie. He didn’t know how to reconcile it, didn’t know what was right, and he hated how it left him awkward and silent. Perhaps it would grow easier as the memory faded, no different from that of Ghost’s death.

“Just let me pretend you miss me that much every time I go,” Haern said, forcing a smile to his lips. “Surely it can’t be that far from the truth.”

She smiled, one just as forced as his own. Trying to guess the reason, he assumed it had to do with his returning to his duties as the Watcher, and he did his best to head off any worries.

“I’ll be all right,” he told her. “Tonight’s a night like any other.”

“That’s a lie, and we both know it.”

So it was about his safety. He fought down a sigh. He could battle Thren Felhorn as well as the Darkhand, yet still she’d fear for his safety?

“If it will make you feel better, I’ll remain low for a while, try not to get into any real skirmishes.”

“That’s not what worries me,” she said. “You’re going back to being the Watcher. What does that mean? After everything you went through a week ago…”

Haern stepped closer, and he found himself unable to meet her eye as he spoke.

“Whatever drives me, it’s more than just peace for this city,” he said. “I could have had that, if I wanted it. I could have become everything my father desired … but that’s not who I ever wish to become. Who I am, who I choose to be … it has to mean something. It has to make all these sacrifices worthwhile. And I do know who it is I wish to be. I finally do.”

He crossed his arms, uncrossed them, feeling so naked, so exposed, but he had to say it. He had to tell her, if only so he might silence the guilt eating at the back of his mind.

“I once asked you to be my rock, to be there so I knew who I was. That was wrong of me, Del. I never should have put the burden of my confusion and failures on your shoulders. That was nothing but cowardice. I want you to know that I ask nothing of you now. I ask nothing, expect nothing…”

Delysia grabbed the front of his shirt, yanked him close, and shut him up with a kiss.

“My love is a gift,” she said. “And you don’t need to ask for it, because it’s already yours.”

“But the risks I take, the battles … death will come for me, Del. Knowing that, how can I be so selfish and cruel? I never wanted to hurt you, and never wish to again.”

Delysia wrapped her arms about him, holding him close.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said softly. “Wherever you go, I will always be waiting. If you should die, I’ll wait, and I’ll pray, and I’ll look for your face when Ashhur takes me home. I’m scared of losing you, but I won’t let that fear cost me the time we have together.”

Haern smiled down at her, and he felt tears building in his eyes.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he said.

“You’d only miss me for a little while,” she said, standing on her toes so she might kiss his forehead. “And even then, I promise, I’ll be waiting. Now go and stalk the shadows, Watcher of Veldaren. You have a city that needs you.”

Haern hugged her again, and he could not believe the relief he felt.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

Gently separating their bodies, he pulled his hood low over his face and adjusted his cloaks.

“Safe travels, Watcher,” she said, turning to leave. “I’ll be here when you return.”

“Always?” he asked her.

“Always.”

With her smile in mind, he ran to the city, ran to the rooftops and the dark alleys that were his comfort, his battlefield, his home.

The very first time she’d entered the Gemcroft mansion, Zusa had rescued Alyssa from the cold prison built beneath. Now, as the rows of servants, soldiers, and wagons rolled out, she felt she had rescued Alyssa once again, not just from her mansion, but from the whole damn city of Veldaren. It had been a prison far more encompassing, and far harder to escape, but Zusa was determined to make this freedom last. The city of thieves and murderers would not control them anymore. It’d taken weeks of planning, shifting trade agreements and policies, appointing various stewards who would remain in the city, none of whom would have enough power to become a potential threat …

“Zusa!”

She turned, saw Nathaniel calling out to her from the seat beside his mother in their carriage, beckoning her.

“Will you join us?”

Zusa smiled at him, and normally she would have, but she’d caught a familiar face lurking on a nearby rooftop, so instead she remained at the front door of the mansion, cupped her hands on either side of her mouth, and shouted back.

“I will soon enough! Keep your mother company for me.”

Nathaniel beamed and bobbed his head in answer before snuggling closer to his mother. The sight warmed Zusa’s heart. It’d taken days before Nathaniel had shown any sign of recovering from whatever he’d endured at the western gate. Karak had been involved, that was all Zusa had gleaned, and the knowledge soured her stomach. But upon learning they’d be moving to Riverrun, abandoning their family home in Veldaren, the boy had steadily improved. Truth be told, he acted like a great weight had been removed from his shoulders, and he was hardly the only one who’d had that reaction.

As the great caravan rolled west, Zusa calmly walked to the end of the property, locked the iron gate behind her, and then crossed the street. Curling around to the side of a building, she easily climbed up, finding the Watcher waiting for her on the slanted rooftop. He smiled at her from underneath his hood, then gestured to the caravan.

“I heard the rumors, not that I believed them,” he said while crouched at the rooftop’s edge. “I thought Veldaren was Alyssa’s city?”

“If this city belongs to anyone, it’s you,” Zusa said, smiling. “Lady Gemcroft has finally decided the safety of her family is more important than putting up a powerful facade. We’re leaving this sick, rotten city. If Nathaniel wants to return when he comes of age, so be it. Until then, we’ll live in Riverrun.”

Haern nodded as he watched the train of people and wagons roll on. Zusa sensed he was uncomfortable. Hardly surprising. They’d yet to speak of their night together. She’d been terribly vulnerable, and perhaps it had been the same way for him. Given the shadows across his face, hidden even in the midday light, she had a feeling Haern was not one used to letting his guard down.

“Zusa,” he said, still not looking at her. “About last time we…”

She grabbed his hand and shushed him.

“You gave me comfort when I needed it,” she said. “Let it remain just that, and nothing more.”

Except it had been more, and she almost said so, but it was not what he wanted to hear. He looked down at her hand holding his, then cupped it with his other before he stood.

“There’s someone I think I love,” he said. “She’s gentle, good at heart … but given this brutal life I lead, the risks it’d bring her just by being with me…” He tilted his head at her, laughing to reveal his embarrassment. “It’s sad, but you’re the only person I know to talk about this with. Am I a fool to hope for some sort of happiness? Is it selfish of me to endanger her so?”

Zusa used her free hand to slowly pull back his hood to reveal his handsome face, his square jaw, his beautiful blue eyes. She wanted to see him like that one more time, to have a face to remember instead of his low hood and shadowed visage. Standing on her toes, she gently kissed his lips, then pulled back so she might meet his gaze.

“You’re a kind, wonderful man,” she told him. “Be with who you love, and damn any fear that keeps you apart. You deserve happiness in this life, Watcher. We all do.”

That said, she pulled away from him and turned her attention to the Gemcroft caravan.

“I have a family to be with,” she said. “I trust you’ll handle Veldaren well enough while I’m gone?”

“I’ll do what I can,” he said, smiling at her. “And Zusa … thank you.”

Pulling his hood back over his head, he climbed to the apex of the rooftop and then slid down from view. Zusa watched him go, and she wondered if she’d made a mistake in not telling him.

Down to the street she climbed, then ran to join Alyssa and Nathaniel in their wagon.

That night the three of them gathered around a campfire in the heart of the circle of wagons. Veldaren was a glowing candle in the distance, and the atmosphere was one of celebration. Alyssa had ordered several kegs opened, and her servants and soldiers drank themselves stupid. Zusa smiled amid the revelry, soaking in the joy despite feeling ill herself.

“You’re going to love Riverrun,” Alyssa told Nathaniel, who sat next to her, chomping on a chicken leg. “There are rows of falls, each with deep pools between them, that you can just dive and swim…”

“Does the boy know how to swim?” Zusa asked.

“I’m right here,” Nathaniel said. “And yes, the boy does know how to swim.”

“My apologies,” Zusa said, dipping her head. “Next time, I will ask the boy directly.”

He glared, but it was comical, overemphasized, and she laughed. That laughter quickly ended as she felt her stomach shifting, suddenly and with little warning. Turning aside, she let out a single cough before she vomited up much of her meal. The smell was awful, the taste of the greasy meat coming back up her throat no better. She coughed again, trying to recover her breath.

“Are you sick?” Nathaniel asked, and Zusa smiled despite the silliness of the question.

“With nothing you can catch,” she told him.

“All right, it’s late,” Alyssa said, tapping Nathaniel on the back. “Go on and get to bed. We have an early start tomorrow.”

Nathaniel kissed his mother’s cheek, then wandered off toward the tent the servants had erected for him. Alyssa remained behind at the fire, glass eyes staring at Zusa from across it. Zusa wondered what she was thinking, how she might react.

“I remember my sickness when I carried Nathaniel, and it wasn’t always in the morning,” she said. “How long have you known?”

For a brief moment Zusa thought to lie, a ridiculous notion given how quickly it’d be found out. Stare locked on the fire, she felt strangely nervous and embarrassed as she answered.

“Not long,” she said. “Two weeks ago my blood never came.”

Alyssa rose from her seat, walked around the fire, and then sat cross-legged beside her. She leaned forward, hands clasped. No judgment. No anger. Just concentration.

“Do you know who the father is?” she asked.

Zusa nodded, said nothing.

“Will you tell him?”

It was the one question that had been raging in her mind for weeks. Zusa looked up, mind finally made, heart finally ready. Would she tell him? Would she add another burden to an already burdened man? Reaching out, she grabbed Alyssa’s hands, gripped them tightly as she met her gaze and gave her answer.


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Well, that’s it. Six books finished, and if you’ve made it this far, I’d like to think they all did something right to keep you reading to the very end. I’m not going to pretend it went as I expected it all to go, and there were plenty of characters (Ghost and Zusa in particular) who threw me for several loops along the way. I guess that’s part of the fun, and the reason you go on the journey in the first place, right?

To those of you who have read the Half-Orc series, know that I did my best to keep continuity intact, but if there are any breaks or changes, treat this as the definitive version of that first battle in The Weight of Blood. The same goes for the fight in The Cost of Betrayal between Thren and Haern. Consider the ending confrontation here in Chapter 33 (and to a lesser extent, the final relationship between Haern and Delysia) to be what I’ve always felt these characters deserved. Hopefully they’re also far more satisfying to you longtime readers than what I delivered in the Half-Orcs. I guess I’d also be remiss if I didn’t at least address the potential question of “What the heck was up with the prophet?” The answer is in the Half-Orc books. I’ll try to just leave it at that.

Anyway, after Thren and Haern tore into each other near the end of the last book, having their confrontation finally come to a head here was awesome. Brutal, and there might have been a few tears in this writer’s eyes, but still awesome. No matter all he had gone through, a piece of Aaron Felhorn still remains, still wishing to be loved by his father. I’ve always thought of Thren as a monster, and there at the end, he finally reveals just how terrible a monster he really is. It’s a scene I have had in my head for years now, a scene I was terrified I would fail to make as powerful as it was in my own imagination. God I hope I pulled it off.

As for the ending … to stave off the (likely many) e-mails I’m sure to get: yes, I do have plans to use that twist sometime far down the road. No, I make absolutely no promises as to how and when we might eventually get to see Haern and Zusa’s child, nor in what manner, nor in what series. This is me leaving the door open the tiniest crack, just in case I ever decide to return. I hope you’ll forgive me for taking the luxury while I have the chance.

Real quick obligatory thanks. Thank you, Devi, for being a fantastic editor throughout all six books, helping me shape this series while also never letting me forget how much room for improvement there is in all aspects. Thank you, Michael, for handling all the publishing stuff so I don’t have to. Thank you, Rob, for listening to my rambling phone calls as I debate what the heck to do with Zusa or Alyssa.

Last, but certainly not least, I want to thank you, dear readers. Three-quarters of a million words later, you’re still here with me. For such an investment of your time, I hope I have given you an exciting journey. I hope I’ve given you characters you cherish, characters whom, whether they lived or died, you’ll remember for a long time after setting this book down and moving on to another. You came into my world, asking to be entertained, and I hope I repaid that privilege well with a damn fine story.

I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again—I’m living a dream, and it’s because of you. There’s no way I can thank you enough. But just because I can’t, doesn’t mean I won’t try. So, from the bottom of my heart:

Thank you.

David Dalglish 
July 2, 2014
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VERNIERS’ ACCOUNT

He had many names. Although yet to reach his thirtieth year, history had seen fit to bestow upon him titles aplenty: Sword of the Realm to the mad king who sent him to plague us, the Young Hawk to the men who followed him through the trials of war, Darkblade to his Cumbraelin enemies and, as I was to learn much later, Beral Shak Ur to the enigmatic tribes of the Great Northern Forest – the Shadow of the Raven.

But my people knew him by only one name and it was this that sang in my head continually the morning they brought him to the docks: Hope Killer. Soon you will die and I will see it. Hope Killer.

Although he was certainly taller than most men, I was surprised to find that, contrary to the tales I had heard, he was no giant, and whilst his features were strong they could hardly be called handsome. His frame was muscular but not possessed of the massive thews described so vividly by the storytellers. The only aspect of his appearance to match his legend was his eyes: black as jet and piercing as a hawk’s. They said his eyes could strip a man’s soul bare, that no secret could be hidden if he met your gaze. I had never believed it but seeing him now, I could see why others would.

The prisoner was accompanied by a full company of the Imperial Guard, riding in close escort, lances ready, hard eyes scanning the watching crowd for trouble. The crowd, however, were silent. They stopped to stare at him as he rode through, but there were no shouts, no insults or missiles hurled. I recalled that they knew this man, for a brief time he had ruled their city and commanded a foreign army within its walls, yet I saw no hate in their faces, no desire for vengeance. Mostly they seemed curious. Why was he here? Why was he alive at all?

The company reined in on the wharf, the prisoner dismounting to be led to the waiting vessel. I put my notes away and rose from my resting place atop a spice barrel, nodding at the captain. ‘Honour to you, sir.’

The captain, a veteran Guards officer with a pale scar running along his jawline and the ebony skin of the southern Empire, returned the nod with practised formality. ‘Lord Verniers.’

‘I trust you had an untroubled journey?’

The captain shrugged. ‘A few threats here and there. Had to crack a few heads in Jesseria, the locals wanted to hang the Hope Killer’s carcass from their temple spire.’

I bridled at the disloyalty. The Emperor’s Edict had been read in all towns through which the prisoner would travel, its meaning plain: no harm will come to the Hope Killer. ‘The Emperor will hear of it,’ I said.

‘As you wish, but it was a small matter.’ He turned to the prisoner. ‘Lord Verniers, I present the Imperial prisoner Vaelin Al Sorna.’

I nodded formally to the tall man, the name a steady refrain in my head. Hope Killer, Hope Killer … ‘Honour to you, sir,’ I forced the greeting out.

His black eyes met mine for a second, piercing, enquiring. For a moment I wondered if the more outlandish stories were true, if there was magic in the gaze of this savage. Could he truly strip the truth from a man’s soul? Since the war, stories had abounded of the Hope Killer’s mysterious powers. He could talk to animals, command the Nameless and shape the weather to his will. His steel was tempered with the blood of fallen enemies and would never break in battle. And worst of all, he and his people worshipped the dead, communing with the shades of their forebears to conjure forth all manner of foulness. I gave little credence to such folly, reasoning that if the Northmen’s magics were so powerful, how had they contrived to suffer such a crushing defeat at our hands?

‘My lord.’ Vaelin Al Sorna’s voice was harsh and thickly accented, his Alpiran had been learned in a dungeon and his tones were no doubt coarsened by years of shouting above the clash of weapons and screams of the fallen to win victory in a hundred battles, one of which had cost me my closest friend and the future of this Empire.

I turned to the captain. ‘Why is he shackled? The Emperor ordered he be treated with respect.’

‘The people didn’t like seeing him riding unfettered,’ the captain explained. ‘The prisoner suggested we shackle him to avoid trouble.’ He moved to Al Sorna and unlocked the restraints. The big man massaged his wrists with scarred hands.

‘My lord!’ A shout from the crowd. I turned to see a portly man in a white robe hurrying towards us, face wet with unaccustomed exertion. ‘A moment, please!’

The captain’s hand inched closer to his sabre but Al Sorna was unconcerned, smiling as the portly man approached. ‘Governor Aruan.’

The portly man halted, wiping sweat from his face with a lace scarf. In his left hand he carried a long bundle wrapped in cloth. He nodded at the captain and myself but addressed himself to the prisoner. ‘My lord. I never thought to see you again. Are you well?’

‘I am, Governor. And you?’

The portly man spread his right hand, lace scarf dangling from his thumb, jewelled rings on every finger. ‘Governor no longer. Merely a poor merchant these days. Trade is not what it was, but we make our way.’

‘Lord Verniers.’ Vaelin Al Sorna gestured at me. ‘This is Holus Nester Aruan, former Governor of the City of Linesh.’

‘Honoured Sir.’ Aruan greeted me with a short bow.

‘Honoured Sir,’ I replied formally. So this was the man from whom the Hope Killer had seized the city. Aruan’s failure to take his own life in dishonour had been widely remarked upon in the aftermath of the war but the Emperor (Gods preserve him in his wisdom and mercy) had granted clemency in light of the extraordinary circumstances of the Hope Killer’s occupation. Clemency, however, had not extended to a continuance of his Governorship.

Aruan turned back to Al Sorna. ‘It pleases me to find you well. I wrote to the Emperor begging mercy.’

‘I know, your letter was read at my trial.’

I knew from the trial records that Aruan’s letter, written at no small risk to his life, had formed part of the evidence describing curiously uncharacteristic acts of generosity and mercy by the Hope Killer during the war. The Emperor had listened patiently to it all before ruling that the prisoner was on trial for his crimes, not his virtues.

‘Your daughter is well?’ the prisoner asked Aruan.

‘Very, she weds this summer. A feckless son of a shipbuilder, but what can a poor father do? Thanks to you, at least she is alive to break my heart.’

‘I am glad. About the wedding, not your broken heart. I can offer no gift except my best wishes.’

‘Actually, my lord, I come with a gift of my own.’

Aruan lifted the long, cloth-covered bundle in both hands, presenting it to the Hope Killer with a strangely grave expression. ‘I hear you will have need of this again soon.’

There was a definite hesitation in the Northman’s demeanour before he reached out to take the bundle, undoing the ties with his scarred hands. The cloth came away to reveal a sword of unfamiliar design, the scabbard-clad blade was a yard or so in the length and straight, unlike the curved sabres favoured by Alpiran soldiery. A single tine arched around the hilt to form a guard and the only ornamentation to the weapon was a plain steel pommel. The hilt and the scabbard bore many small nicks and scratches that spoke of years of hard use. This was no ceremonial weapon and I realised with a sickening rush that it was his sword. The sword he had carried to our shores. The sword that made him the Hope Killer.

‘You kept that?’ I sputtered at Aruan, appalled.

The portly man’s expression grew cold as he turned to me. ‘My honour demanded no less, my lord.’

‘My thanks,’ Al Sorna said, before any further outrage could spill from my lips. He hefted the sword and I saw the Guard Captain stiffen as Al Sorna drew the blade an inch or so from the scabbard, testing the edge with his thumb. ‘Still sharp.’

‘It’s been well cared for. Oiled and sharpened regularly. I also have another small token.’ Aruan extended his hand. In his palm sat a single ruby, a well-cut stone of medium weight, no doubt one of the more valued gems in the family collection. I knew the story behind Aruan’s gratitude, but his evident regard for this savage and the sickening presence of the sword still irked me greatly.

Al Sorna seemed at a loss, shaking his head. ‘Governor, I cannot…’

I moved closer, speaking softly. ‘He does you a greater honour than you deserve, Northman. Refusing will insult him and dishonour you.’

He flicked his black eyes over me briefly before smiling at Aruan, ‘I cannot refuse such generosity.’ He took the gem. ‘I’ll keep it always.’

‘I hope not,’ Aruan responded with a laugh. ‘A man only keeps a jewel when he has no need to sell it.’

‘You there!’ A voice came from the vessel moored a short distance along the quay, a sizeable Meldenean galley, the number of oars and the width of the hull showing it to be a freighter rather than one of their fabled warships. A stocky man with an extensive black beard, marked as the captain by the red scarf on his head, was waving from the bow. ‘Bring the Hope Killer aboard, you Alpiran dogs!’ he shouted with customary Meldenean civility. ‘Any more dithering and we’ll miss the tide.’

‘Our passage to the Islands awaits,’ I told the prisoner, gathering my possessions. ‘We’d best avoid the ire of our captain.’

‘So it’s true then,’ Aruan said. ‘You go to the Islands to fight for the lady?’ I found myself disliking the tone in his voice, it sounded uncomfortably like awe.

‘It’s true.’ He clasped hands briefly with Aruan and nodded at the captain of his guard before turning to me. ‘My lord. Shall we?’

‘You may be one of the first in line to lick your Emperor’s feet, scribbler’ – the ship’s captain stabbed a finger into my chest – ‘but this ship is my kingdom. You berth here or you can spend the voyage roped to the mainmast.’

He had shown us to our quarters, a curtained-off section of the hold near the prow of the ship. The hold stank of brine, bilge water and the intermingled odour of the cargo, a sickly, cloying mélange of fruit, dried fish and the myriad spices for which the Empire was famous. It was all I could do to keep from gagging.

‘I am Lord Verniers Alishe Someren, Imperial Chronicler, First of the Learned and honoured servant of the Emperor,’ I responded, the handkerchief over my mouth muffling my words somewhat. ‘I am emissary to the Ship Lords and official escort to the Imperial prisoner. You will treat me with respect, pirate, or I’ll have twenty guardsmen aboard in a trice to flog you in front of your crew.’

The captain leaned closer; incredibly his breath smelt worse than the hold. ‘Then I’ll have twenty-one bodies to feed to the orcas when we leave the harbour, scribbler.’

Al Sorna prodded one of the bedrolls on the deck with his foot and glanced around briefly. ‘This’ll do. We’ll need food and water.’

I bristled. ‘You seriously suggest we sleep in this rat-hole? It’s disgusting.’

‘You should try a dungeon. Plenty of rats there too.’ He turned to the captain. ‘The water barrel is on the foredeck?’

The captain ran a stubby finger through the mass of his beard, contemplating the tall man, no doubt wondering if he was being mocked and calculating if he could kill him if he had to. They have a saying on the northern Alpiran coast: turn your back on a cobra but never a Meldenean. ‘So you’re the one who’s going to cross swords with the Shield? They’re offering twenty to one against you in Ildera. Think I should risk a copper on you? The Shield is the keenest blade in the Islands, can slice a fly in half with a sabre.’

‘Such renown does him credit.’ Vaelin Al Sorna smiled. ‘The water barrel?’

‘It’s there. You can have one gourd a day each, no more. My crew won’t go short for the likes of you two. You can get food from the galley, if you don’t mind eating with scum like us.’

‘No doubt I’ve eaten with worse. If you need an extra man at the oars, I am at your disposal.’

‘Rowed before have you?’

‘Once.’

The captain grunted, ‘We’ll manage.’ He turned to go, muttering over his shoulder, ‘We sail within the hour, stay out of the way until we clear the harbour.’

‘Island savage!’ I fumed, unpacking my belongings, laying out my quills and ink. I checked there were no rats lurking under my bedroll before sitting down to compose a letter to the Emperor. I intended to let him know the full extent of this insult. ‘He’ll find no berth in an Alpiran harbour again, mark you.’

Vaelin Al Sorna sat down, resting his back against the hull. ‘You speak my language?’ he asked, slipping into the Northern tongue.

‘I study languages,’ I replied in kind. ‘I can speak the seven major tongues of the Empire fluently and communicate in five more.’

‘Impressive. Do you know the Seordah language?’

I looked up from my parchment. ‘Seordah?’

‘The Seordah Sil of the Great Northern Forest. You’ve heard of them?’

‘My knowledge of northern savages is far from comprehensive. As yet I see little reason to complete it.’

‘For a learned man you seem happy with your ignorance.’

‘I feel I speak for my entire nation when I say I wish we had all remained in ignorance of you.’

He tilted his head, studying me. ‘That’s hate in your voice.’

I ignored him, my quill moving rapidly over the parchment, setting out the formal opening for Imperial correspondence.

‘You knew him, didn’t you?’ Vaelin Al Sorna went on.

My quill stopped. I refused to meet his eye.

‘You knew the Hope.’

I put my quill aside and rose. Suddenly the stench of the hold and the proximity of this savage were unbearable. ‘Yes, I knew him,’ I grated. ‘I knew him to be the best of us. I knew he would be the greatest Emperor this land has ever seen. But that’s not the reason for my hate, Northman. I hate you because I knew the Hope as my friend, and you killed him.’

I stalked away, climbing the steps to the main deck, wishing for the first time in my life that I could be a warrior, that my arms were thick with muscle and my heart hard as stone, that I could wield a sword and take bloody vengeance. But such things were beyond me. My body was trim but not strong, my wits quick but not ruthless. I was no warrior. So there would be no vengeance for me. All I could do for my friend was witness the death of his killer and write the formal end to his story for the pleasure of my Emperor and the eternal truth of our archive.

I stayed on the deck for hours, leaning on the rail, watching the green-tinged waters of the north Alpiran coast deepen into the blue of the inner Erinean Sea as the ship’s bosun beat the drum for the oarsmen and our journey began. Once clear of the coast the captain ordered the mainsail unfurled and our speed increased, the sharp prow of the vessel cutting through the gentle swell, the figurehead, a traditional Meldenean carving of the winged serpent, one of their innumerable sea gods, dipping its many-toothed head amidst a haze of spume. The oarsmen rowed for two hours before the bosun called a rest and they shipped oars, trooping off to their meal. The day watch stayed on deck, running the rigging and undertaking the never-ending chores of ship life. A few favoured me with a customary glare or two, but none attempted to converse, a mercy for which I was grateful.

We were several leagues from the harbour when they came into view, black fins knifing through the swell, heralded by a cheerful shout from the crow’s nest. ‘Orcas!’

I couldn’t tell how many there were, they moved too fast and too fluidly through the sea, occasionally breaking the surface to spout a cloud of steam before diving below. It was only when they came closer that I fully realised their size, over twenty feet from nose to tail. I had seen dolphins before in the southern seas, silvery, playful creatures that could be taught simple tricks. These were different, their size and the dark, flickering shadows they traced through the water seemed ominous to me, threatening shades of nature’s indifferent cruelty. My shipmates clearly felt differently, yelling greetings from the rigging as if hailing old friends. Even the captain’s habitual scowl seemed to have softened somewhat.

One of the orcas broke the surface in a spectacular display of foam, twisting in midair before crashing into the sea with a boom that shook the ship. The Meldeneans roared their appreciation. Oh Seliesen, I thought. The poem you would have written to honour such a sight.

‘They think of them as sacred.’ I turned to find that the Hope Killer had joined me at the rail. ‘They say when a Meldenean dies at sea the orcas will carry his spirit to the endless ocean beyond the edge of the world.’

‘Superstition,’ I sniffed.

‘Your people have their gods, do they not?’

‘My people do, I do not. Gods are a myth, a comforting story for children.’

‘Such words would make you welcome in my homeland.’

‘We are not in your homeland, Northman. Nor would I ever wish to be.’

Another orca rose from the sea, rising fully ten feet into the air before plunging back down. ‘It’s strange,’ Al Sorna mused. ‘When our ships came across this sea the orcas ignored them and made only for the Meldeneans. Perhaps they share the same belief.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘Or perhaps they appreciate a free meal.’ I nodded at the prow, where the captain was throwing salmon into the sea, the orcas swooping on them faster than I could follow.

‘Why are you here, Lord Verniers?’ Al Sorna asked. ‘Why did the Emperor send you? You’re no gaoler.’

‘The Emperor graciously consented to my request to witness your upcoming duel. And to accompany the Lady Emeren home of course.’

‘You came to see me die.’

‘I came to write an account of this event for the Imperial Archive. I am the Imperial Chronicler after all.’

‘So they told me. Gerish, my gaoler, was a great admirer of your history of the war with my people, considered it the finest work in Alpiran literature. He knew a lot for a man who spends his life in a dungeon. He would sit outside my cell for hours reading out page after page, especially the battles, he liked those.’

‘Accurate research is the key to the historian’s art.’

‘Then it’s a pity you got it so wrong.’

Once again I found myself wishing for a warrior’s strength. ‘Wrong?’

‘Very.’

‘I see. Perhaps if you work your savage’s brain, you could tell me which sections were so very wrong.’

‘Oh, you got the small things right, mostly. Except you said my command was the Legion of the Wolf. In fact it was the Thirty-fifth Regiment of Foot, known amongst the Realm Guard as the Wolfrunners.’

‘I’ll be sure to rush out a revised edition on my return to the capital,’ I said dryly.

He closed his eyes, remembering. ‘“King Janus’s invasion of the northern coast was but the first step in pursuance of his greater ambition, the annexation of the entire Empire.”’

It was a verbatim recitation. I was impressed by his memory, but was damned if I’d say so. ‘A simple statement of fact. You came here to steal the Empire. Janus was a madman to think such a scheme could succeed.’

Al Sorna shook his head. ‘We came for the northern coastal ports. Janus wanted the trade routes through the Erinean. And he was no madman. He was old and desperate, but not mad.’

I was surprised at the sympathy evident in his voice; Janus was the great betrayer after all, it was part of the Hope Killer’s legend. ‘And how do you know the man’s mind so well?’

‘He told me.’

‘Told you?’ I laughed. ‘I wrote a thousand letters of enquiry to every ambassador and Realm official I could think of. The few who bothered to reply all agreed on one thing: Janus never confided his plans to anyone, not even his family.’

‘And yet you claim he wanted to conquer your whole Empire.’

‘A reasonable deduction based on the available evidence.’

‘Reasonable, maybe, but wrong. Janus had a king’s heart, hard and cold when he needed it to be. But he wasn’t greedy and he was no dreamer. He knew the Realm could never muster the men and treasure needed to conquer your Empire. We came for the ports. He said it was the only way we could secure our future.’

‘Why would he confide such intelligence to you?’

‘We had … an arrangement. He told me many things he would tell no other. Some of his commands required an explanation before I would obey them. But sometimes I think he just needed to talk to someone. Even kings get lonely.’

I felt a curious sense of seduction; the Northman knew I hungered for the information he could give me. My respect for him grew, as did my dislike. He was using me, he wanted me to write the story he had to tell. Quite why I had no idea. I knew it was something to do with Janus and the duel he would fight in the Islands. Perhaps he needed to unburden himself before his end, leave a legacy of truth so he would be known to history as more than just the Hope Killer. A final attempt to redeem both his spirit and that of his dead king.

I let the silence string out, watching the orcas until they had eaten their fill of free fish and departed to the east. Finally, as the sun began to dip towards the horizon and the shadows grew long, I said, ‘So tell me.’


CHAPTER ONE
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The mist sat thick on the ground the morning Vaelin’s father took him to the House of the Sixth Order. He rode in front, his hands grasping the saddle’s pommel, enjoying the treat. His father rarely took him riding.

‘Where do we go, my lord?’ he had asked as his father led him to the stable.

The tall man said nothing but there was the briefest pause before he hoisted the saddle onto one of his chargers. Accustomed to his father’s failure to respond to most questions, Vaelin thought nothing of it.

They rode away from the house, the charger’s iron shoes clattering on the cobbles. After a while they passed through the north gate, where the bodies hung in cages from the gibbet and stained the air with the sick stench of decay. He had learned not to ask what they had done to earn such punishment, it was one of the few questions his father had always been willing to answer and the stories he told would leave Vaelin sweating and tearful in the night, whimpering at every noise beyond the window, wondering if the thieves or rebels or Dark-afflicted Deniers were coming for him.

The cobbles soon gave way to the turf beyond the walls, his father spurring the charger to a canter then a gallop, Vaelin laughing with excitement. He felt a momentary shame at his enjoyment. His mother had passed just two months previously and his father’s sorrow was a black cloud that sat over the whole household, making servants fearful and callers rare. But Vaelin was only ten years old and had a child’s view of death: he missed his mother but her passing was a mystery, the ultimate secret of the adult world, and although he cried, he didn’t know why, and he still stole pastries from the cook and played with his wooden swords in the yard.

They galloped for several minutes before his father reined in, although to Vaelin it was all too brief, he wanted to gallop forever. They had stopped before a large, iron gate. The railings were tall, taller than three men set end to end, each topped with a wicked spike. At the apex of the gate’s arch stood a figure made of iron, a warrior, sword held in front of his chest, pointing downwards, the face a withered skull. The walls on either side were almost as tall as the gate. To the left a brass bell hung from a wooden crossbeam.

Vaelin’s father dismounted then lifted him from the saddle.

‘What is this place, my lord?’ he asked. His voice felt as loud as a shout although he spoke in a whisper. The silence and the mist made him uneasy, he didn’t like the gate and the figure that sat atop it. He knew with a child’s certainty that the blank eye sockets were a lie, a trick. It was watching them, waiting.

His father didn’t reply. Walking over to the bell, he took his dagger from his belt and struck it with the pommel. The noise seemed like an outrage in the silence. Vaelin put his hands over his ears until it died away. When he looked up his father was standing over him.

‘Vaelin,’ he said in his coarse, warrior’s voice. ‘Do you remember the motto I taught you? Our family creed.’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘Tell me.’

‘“Loyalty is our strength.”’

‘Yes. Loyalty is our strength. Remember it. Remember that you are my son and that I want you to stay here. In this place you will learn many things, you will become a brother of the Sixth Order. But you will always be my son, and you will honour my wishes.’

There was a scrape of gravel beyond the gate and Vaelin started, seeing a tall, cloaked figure standing behind the railings. He had been waiting for them. His face was hidden by the mist but Vaelin squirmed in the knowledge of being studied, appraised. He looked up at his father, seeing a large, strong-featured man with a greying beard and deep lines in his face and forehead. There was something new in his expression, something Vaelin had never seen before and couldn’t name. In later years he would see it in the faces of a thousand men and know it as an old friend: fear. It struck him that his father’s eyes were unusually dark, much darker than his mother’s. This was how he would remember him throughout his life. To others he was the Battle Lord, First Sword of the Realm, the hero of Beltrian, King’s saviour and father of a famous son. To Vaelin he would always be a fearful man abandoning his son at the gate to the House of the Sixth Order.

He felt his father’s large hand pressing against his back. ‘Go now Vaelin. Go to him. He will not hurt you.’

Liar! Vaelin thought fiercely, his feet dragging on the soil as he was pushed towards the gate. The cloaked figure’s face became clearer as they neared, long and narrow with thin lips and pale blue eyes. Vaelin found himself staring into them. The long-faced man stared back, ignoring his father.

‘What is your name, boy?’ The voice was soft, a sigh in the mist.

Why his voice didn’t tremble Vaelin never knew. ‘Vaelin, my lord. Vaelin Al Sorna.’

The thin lips formed a smile. ‘I am not a lord, boy. I am Gainyl Arlyn, Aspect of the Sixth Order.’

Vaelin recalled his mother’s many lessons in etiquette. ‘My apologies, Aspect.’

There was a snort behind him. Vaelin turned to see his father riding away, the charger quickly swallowed by the mist, hooves drumming on the soft earth, fading to silence.

‘He will not be coming back, Vaelin,’ said the long-faced man, the Aspect, his smile gone. ‘You know why he brought you here?’

‘To learn many things and be a brother of the Sixth Order.’

‘Yes. But no-one may enter except by his own choice, be he man or boy.’

A sudden desire to run, to escape into the mist. He would run away. He would find a band of outlaws to take him in, he would live in the forest, have many grand adventures and pretend himself an orphan … Loyalty is our strength.

The Aspect’s gaze was impassive but Vaelin knew he could read every thought in his boy’s head. He wondered later how many boys, dragged or tricked there by treacherous fathers, did run away, and if so, if they ever regretted it.

Loyalty is our strength.

‘I wish to come in, please,’ he told the Aspect. There were tears in his eyes but he blinked them away. ‘I wish to learn many things.’

The Aspect reached out to unlock the gate. Vaelin noticed his hands bore many scars. He beckoned Vaelin inside as the gate swung open. ‘Come, little Hawk. You are our brother now.’

Vaelin quickly realised that the House of the Sixth Order was not truly a house, it was a fortress. Granite walls rose like cliffs above him as the Aspect led him to the main gate. Dark figures patrolled the battlements, strongbows in hand, glancing down at him with blank, mist-shrouded eyes. The entrance was an arched doorway, portcullis raised to allow them entry, the two spearmen on guard, both senior students of seventeen, bowed in profound respect as the Aspect passed through. He barely acknowledged them, leading Vaelin through the courtyard, where other students swept straw from the cobbles and the ring of hammer on metal came from the blacksmith’s shop. Vaelin had seen castles before, his father and mother had taken him to the King’s palace once, trussed into his best clothes and wriggling in boredom as the Aspect of the First Order droned on about the greatness of the King’s heart. But the King’s palace was a brightly lit maze of statues and tapestries and clean, polished marble and soldiers with breastplates you could see your face in. The King’s palace didn’t smell of dung and smoke and have a hundred shadowed doorways, all no doubt harbouring dark secrets a boy shouldn’t know.

‘Tell me what you know of this Order, Vaelin,’ the Aspect instructed, leading him on towards the main keep.

Vaelin recited from his mother’s lessons: ‘The Sixth Order wields the sword of justice and smites the enemies of the Faith and the Realm.’

‘Very good.’ The Aspect sounded surprised. ‘You are well taught. But what is it that we do that the other Orders do not?’

Vaelin struggled for an answer until they passed into the keep and saw two boys, both about twelve, fighting with wooden swords, ash cracking together in a rapid exchange of thrust, parry and slash. The boys fought within a circle of white chalk; every time their struggle brought them close to the edge of the circle the instructor, a skeletal shaven-headed man, would lash them with a cane. They barely flinched from the blows, intent on their contest. One boy overextended a lunge and took a blow to the head. He reeled back, blood streaming from the wound, falling heavily across the circle to draw another blow from the instructor’s cane.

‘You fight,’ Vaelin told the Aspect, the violence and the blood making his heart hammer in his chest.

‘Yes.’ The Aspect halted and looked down at him. ‘We fight. We kill. We storm castle walls braving arrows and fire. We stand against the charge of horse and lance. We cut our way through the hedge of pike and spear to claim the standard of our enemy. The Sixth Order fights, but what does it fight for?’

‘For the Realm.’

The Aspect crouched until their faces were level. ‘Yes, the Realm, but what is more than the Realm?’

‘The Faith?’

‘You sound uncertain, little Hawk. Perhaps you are not as well taught as I believed.’

Behind him the instructor dragged the fallen boy to his feet amidst a shower of abuse. ‘Clumsy, slack-witted, shit-eating oaf! Get back in there. Fall again and I’ll make sure you never get up.’

‘“The Faith is the sum of our history and our spirit,”’ Vaelin recited. ‘“When we pass into the Beyond our essence joins with the souls of the Departed to lend us their guidance in this life. In return we give them honour and faith.”’

The Aspect raised an eyebrow. ‘You know the catechism well.’

‘Yes, sir. My mother tutored me often.’

The Aspect’s face clouded. ‘Your mother…’ He stopped, his expression switching back to the same emotionless mask. ‘Your mother should not be mentioned again. Nor your father, or any other member of your family. You have no family now save the Order. You belong to the Order. You understand?’

The boy with the cut on his head had fallen again and was being beaten by the master, the cane rising and falling in regular, even strokes, the master’s skull-like face betraying scant emotion. Vaelin had seen the same expression on his father’s face when he took the strap to one of his hounds.

You belong to the Order. To his surprise his heart had slowed, and he felt no quaver in his voice when he answered the Aspect, ‘I understand.’

The master’s name was Sollis. He had lean, weathered features and the eyes of a goat: grey, cold and staring. He took one look at Vaelin, and asked, ‘Do you know what carrion is?’

‘No, sir.’

Master Sollis stepped closer, looming over him. Vaelin’s heart still refused to beat any faster. The image of the skull-faced master swinging his cane at the boy on the floor of the keep had replaced his fear with a simmering anger.

‘It’s dead meat, boy,’ Master Sollis told him. ‘It’s the flesh left on the battlefield to be eaten by crows and gnawed by rats. That’s what awaits you, boy. Dead flesh.’

Vaelin said nothing. Sollis’s goat eyes tried to bore into him but he knew they saw no fear. The master made him angry, not afraid.

There were ten other boys allocated to the same room, an attic in the north tower. They were all his age or close to it, some sniffling in loneliness and abandonment, others smiling continually with the novelty of parental separation. Sollis made them line up, lashing his cane at a beefy boy who was too slow. ‘Move smartly, dung head.’

He eyed them individually, stepping closer to insult a few. ‘Name?’ he asked a tall, blond-haired boy.

‘Nortah Al Sendahl, sir.’

‘It’s master not sir, shit-wit.’ He moved down the line. ‘Name?’

‘Barkus Jeshua, Master,’ the beefy boy he had caned replied.

‘I see they still breed carthorses in Nilsael.’

And so on until he had insulted them all. Finally he stepped back to make a short speech: ‘No doubt your families sent you here for their own reasons,’ Sollis told them. ‘They wanted you to be heroes, they wanted you to honour their name, they wanted to boast about you between swilling ale or whoring about town, or maybe they just wanted to be rid of a squalling brat. Well, forget them. If they wanted you, you wouldn’t be here. You’re ours now, you belong to the Order. You will learn to fight, you will kill the enemies of the Realm and the Faith until the day you die. Nothing else matters. Nothing else concerns you. You have no family, you have no dreams, you have no ambitions beyond the Order.’

He made them take the rough cotton sacks from their beds and run down the tower’s numerous steps and across the courtyard to the stable, where they filled them with straw amidst a flurry of cane strokes. Vaelin was sure the cane fell on his back more than the others and suspected Sollis of forcing him towards the older, damper patches of straw. When the sacks were full he whipped them back up to the tower, where they placed them on the wooden frames that would serve as their beds. Then it was another run down to the vaults beneath the keep. He made them line up, breath steaming in the chill air, gasps echoing loudly. The vaults seemed vast, brick archways disappearing into the darkness on every side. Vaelin’s fear began to rekindle as he stared into the shadows, bottomless and pregnant with menace.

‘Eyes forward!’ Sollis’s cane left a welt on his arm and he choked down a pain-filled sob.

‘New crop, Master Sollis?’ a cheerful voice enquired. A very large man had appeared from the darkness, oil lamp flickering in his ham-sized fist. He was the first man Vaelin had seen who seemed broader than he was long. His girth was confined within a voluminous cloak, dark blue like the other masters’, but with a single red rose embroidered on the breast. Master Sollis’s cloak was bare of any decoration.

‘Another sweeping of shit, Master Grealin,’ he told the large man with an air of resignation.

Grealin’s fleshy face formed a brief smile. ‘How fortunate they are to have your guidance.’

There was a moment’s silence and Vaelin sensed the tension between the two men, finding it noteworthy that Sollis spoke first. ‘They need gear.’

‘Of course.’ Grealin moved closer to inspect them, he seemed strangely light of foot for such an enormous man, appearing to glide across the flagstones. ‘Little warriors must be armed for the battles to come.’ He still smiled but Vaelin noticed that his eyes showed no mirth as he scanned them. Once again he thought of his father, of the way he looked when they visited the horse traders’ fair and one of the breeders tried to interest him in a charger. His father would walk around the animal, telling Vaelin how to spot the signs of a good warhorse, the thickness of muscle that indicated whether it would be strong in the melee but too slow in the charge, how the best mounts needed some spirit left after breaking. ‘The eyes, Vaelin,’ he told him. ‘Look for a horse with a spark of fire in its eyes.’

Was that what Master Grealin was looking for now, fire in their eyes? Something to gauge who would last, how they would do in the charge or the melee.

Grealin paused next to a slightly built boy named Caenis, who had endured some of Sollis’s worst insults. Grealin looked down at him intently, the boy shifting uncomfortably under the scrutiny. ‘What’s your name, little warrior?’ Grealin asked him.

Caenis had to swallow before he could answer. ‘Caenis Al Nysa, Master.’

‘Al Nysa.’ Grealin looked thoughtful. ‘A noble family of some wealth, if memory serves. Lands in the south, allied by marriage to the House of Hurnish. You are a long way from home.’

‘Yes, Master.’

‘Well, fret not. You have a new home in the Order.’ He patted Caenis on the shoulder three times, making the boy flinch a little. Sollis’s cane had no doubt left him fearing even the gentlest touch. Grealin moved along the line, asking various questions of the boys, offering reassurances, all the while Master Sollis beat his cane against his booted calf, the tack, tack, tack of stick on leather echoing through the vaults.

‘I think I know your name already, little warrior.’ Grealin’s bulk towered over Vaelin. ‘Al Sorna. Your father and I fought together in the Meldenean war. A great man. You have his look.’

Vaelin saw the trap and didn’t hesitate. ‘I have no family, Master. Only the Order.’

‘Ah, but the Order is a family, little warrior.’ Grealin gave a short chuckle as he moved away. ‘And Master Sollis and I are your uncles.’ This made him laugh even more. Vaelin glanced at Sollis, now glaring at Grealin with undisguised hatred.

‘Follow me, gallant little men!’ Grealin called, his lamp raised above his head as he moved deeper into the vaults. ‘Don’t wander off, the rats don’t like visitors, and some of them are bigger than you.’ He chuckled again. Beside Vaelin, Caenis let out a short whimper, wide eyes staring into the fathomless blackness.

‘Ignore him,’ Vaelin whispered. ‘There’re no rats down here. The place is too clean, there’s nothing for them to eat.’ He wasn’t at all sure it was true but it sounded vaguely encouraging.

‘Shut your mouth, Sorna!’ Sollis’s cane snapped the air above his head. ‘Get moving.’

They followed Master Grealin’s lamp into the black emptiness of the vaults, footsteps and the fat man’s laughter mingling to form a surreal echo punctuated by the occasional snap of Sollis’s cane. Caenis’s eyes darted about constantly, no doubt searching for giant rats. It seemed an age before they came to a solid oak door set into the rough brickwork. Grealin bade them wait as he unclasped his keys from his belt and unlocked the door.

‘Now, little men,’ he said, swinging the door open wide. ‘Let us arm you for the battles to come.’

The room beyond the door seemed cavernous. Endless racks of swords, spears, bows, lances and a hundred other weapons glittered in the torchlight and barrel after barrel lined the walls along with uncountable sacks of flour and grain. ‘My little domain,’ Grealin told them. ‘I am the Master of the Vaults and the keeper of the armoury. There is not a bean or an arrowhead in this store that I have not counted, twice. If you need anything, it is provided by me. And you answer to me if you lose it.’ Vaelin noted that his smile had disappeared.

They lined up outside the storeroom as Grealin fetched their bundles, ten grey muslin sacks bulging with various items. ‘These are the Order’s gifts, little men,’ Grealin told them brightly, moving along the line to deposit a sack at each boy’s feet. ‘Each of you will find the following in your bundle: one wooden sword of the Asraelin pattern, one hunting knife twelve inches in length, one pair of boots, two pairs of trews, two shirts of cotton, one cloak, one clasp, one purse, empty of course, and one of these…’ Master Grealin held something up to the lantern, it shone in the glow, twisting gently on its chain. It was a medallion, a circle of silver inset with a figure Vaelin recognised as the skull-headed warrior that sat atop the gate outside the Order House. ‘This is the sigil of our Order,’ Master Grealin went on. ‘It represents Saltroth Al Jenrial, first Aspect of the Order. Wear it always, when you sleep, when you wash, always. I’m sure Master Sollis has many punishments in mind for boys who forget to keep it on.’

Sollis kept quiet, the cane still tapping his boot said it all.

‘My other gift is but a few words of advice,’ Master Grealin continued. ‘Life in the Order is harsh and often short. Many of you will be expelled before your final test, perhaps all of you, and those who win the right to stay with us will spend your lives patrolling distant frontiers, fighting endless wars against savages, outlaws or heretics during which you will most likely die if you are lucky or be maimed if you are not. Those few left alive after fifteen years’ service will be given their own commands or return here to teach those who will replace you. This is the life to which your families have given you. It may not seem so, but it is an honour, cherish it, listen to your masters, learn what we can teach you and always hold true to the Faith. Remember these words and you will live long in the Order.’ He smiled again, spreading his plump hands. ‘That is all I can tell you, little warriors. Run along now, no doubt I’ll see you all soon when you lose your precious gifts.’ He chuckled again, disappearing into the storeroom, the echo of his laughter following them as Sollis’s cane hounded them from the vaults.

The post was six feet tall and painted red at its top, blue in the middle and green at the base. There were about twenty of them, dotted around the practice field, silent witnesses to their torment. Sollis made them stand in front of a post and strike at the colours with their wooden swords as he called them out.

‘Green! Red! Green! Blue! Red! Blue! Red! Green! Green…’

Vaelin’s arm began to ache after the first few minutes but he kept swinging the wooden sword as hard as he could. Barkus had momentarily dropped his arm after a few swings, earning a salvo of cane strokes, robbing him of his habitual smile and leaving his forehead bloody.

‘Red! Red! Blue! Green! Red! Blue! Blue…’

Vaelin found that the blow would jar his arm unless he angled the sword at the last instant, letting the blade slash across the post rather than thump into it. Sollis came to stand behind him, making his back itch in expectation of the cane. But Sollis just watched for a moment and grunted before moving off to punish Nortah for striking at the blue instead of the red. ‘Open your ears, you foppish clown!’ Nortah took the blow on his neck and blinked away tears as he continued to fight the post.

He kept them at it for hours, his cane a sharp counterpoint to the solid thwack of their swords against the posts. After a while he made them switch hands. ‘A brother of the Order fights with both hands,’ he told them. ‘Losing a limb is no excuse for cowardice.’

After another interminable hour or more he told them to stop, making them line up as he swapped his cane for a wooden sword. Like theirs it was of the Asraelin pattern: a straight blade with a hand-and-a-half-long hilt and pommel and a thin, metal tine curving around the hilt to protect the fingers of the wielder. Vaelin knew about swords, his father had many hanging above the fireplace in the dining hall, tempting his boy’s hands although he never dared touch them. Of course they were larger than these wooden toys, the blades a yard or more in length and worn with use, kept sharp but showing the irregular edge that came from the smith’s stone grinding away the many nicks and dents a sword would accumulate on the battlefield. There was one sword that always drew his eye more than the others, hung high on the wall well out of his reach, its blade pointed down straight at his nose. It was a simple enough blade, Asraelin like most of the others, and lacking the finely wrought craftsmanship of some, but unlike them its blade was unrepaired, it was highly polished but every nick, scratch and dent had been left to disfigure the steel. Vaelin dared not ask his father about it so approached his mother but with only marginally less trepidation; he knew she hated his father’s swords. He found her in the drawing room, reading as she often did. It was in the early days of her illness and her face had taken on a gauntness that Vaelin couldn’t help but stare at. She smiled as he crept in, patted the seat next to her. She liked to show him her books, he would look at the pictures as she told him stories about the Faith and the Kingdom. He sat listening patiently to the tale of Kerlis the Faithless, cursed to the ever-death for denying the guidance of the Departed, until she paused long enough for him to ask: ‘Mother, why does Father not repair his sword?’

She stopped in midpage, not looking at him. The silence stretched out and he wondered if she was going to adopt his father’s practice of simply ignoring him. He was about to apologise and ask permission to leave when she said, ‘It was the sword your father was given when he joined the King’s army. He fought with it for many years during the birth of the Realm and when the war was done the King made him a Sword of the Realm, which is why you are called Vaelin Al Sorna and not just plain Vaelin Sorna. The marks on its blade are a history of how your father came to be who he is. And so he leaves it that way.’

‘Wake up, Sorna!’ Sollis’s bark brought him back to the present with a start. ‘You can be first, rat-face,’ Sollis told Caenis, gesturing for the slight boy to stand a few feet in front of him. ‘I will attack, you defend. We will be at this until one of you parries a blow.’

It seemed that he blurred then, moving too fast to follow, his sword extended in a lunge that caught Caenis squarely on the chest before he could raise his sword, sending him sprawling.

‘Pathetic, Nysa,’ Sollis told him curtly. ‘You next, what’s your name, Dentos.’

Dentos was a sharp-faced boy with lank hair and gangling limbs. He spoke with a thick west-Renfaelin brogue that Sollis found less than endearing. ‘You fight as well as you speak,’ he commented after the ash blade of his sword had cracked against Dentos’s ribs, leaving him winded on the ground. ‘Jeshua, you’re next.’

Barkus managed to dodge the first lightning lunge but his riposte failed to connect with the master’s sword and he went down to a blow that swept his legs from under him.

The next two boys went down in quick succession as did Nortah, although he came close to side-stepping the thrust, which did nothing to impress Sollis. ‘Have to do better than that.’ He turned to Vaelin. ‘Let’s get it over with, Sorna.’

Vaelin took his position in front of Sollis and waited. Sollis’s gaze met his, a cold stare that commanded his attention, the pale eyes fixing him … Vaelin didn’t think, he simply acted, stepping to the side and bringing his sword up, the blade deflecting Sollis’s lunge with a sharp crack.

Vaelin stepped back, sword ready for another blow. Trying to ignore the frozen silence of the others, concentrating on Master Sollis’s next likely avenue of attack, an attack no doubt fuelled with the fury of humiliation. But no attack came. Master Sollis simply packed up his wooden sword and told them to gather their things and follow him to the dining hall. Vaelin watched him carefully as they walked across the practice ground and into the courtyard, searching for a sudden tension that could signal another swipe of the cane, but Sollis’s dour demeanour remained unchanged. Vaelin found it hard to believe he would swallow the insult and vowed not to be taken unawares when the inevitable punishment came.

Mealtime proved to be something of a surprise. The hall was crowded with boys and the tumult of voices engaging in the habitual ridicule and gossip of youth. The tables were arranged according to age, the youngest boys near the doors, where they would enjoy the strongest draught, and the oldest at the far end next to the masters’ table. There seemed to be about thirty masters altogether, hard-eyed, mostly silent men, many scarred, a few showing livid burns. One man, sitting at the end of the table quietly eating a plate of bread and cheese, appeared to have had his entire scalp seared away. Only Master Grealin seemed cheerful, laughing heartily, a drumstick gripped in his meaty fist. The other masters either ignored him or nodded politely at whatever witticism he had chosen to share.

Master Sollis led them to the table closest to the door and told them to sit down. There were other groups of boys about their own age already at table. They had arrived a few weeks earlier and been in training longer under other masters. Vaelin noted the sneering superiority some exhibited, the nudges and smirks, finding that he didn’t like it at all.

‘You may talk freely,’ Sollis told them. ‘Eat the food, don’t throw it. You have an hour.’ He leaned down, speaking softly to Vaelin. ‘If you fight, don’t break any bones.’ With that he left to join the other masters.

The table was crammed with plates of roasted chicken, pies, fruit, bread, cheese, even cakes. The feast was a sharp contrast with the stark austerity Vaelin had seen so far. Only once before had he seen so much food in one place, at the King’s palace, and then he had hardly been allowed to eat anything. They sat in silence for a moment, partly in awe at the amount of food on the table but mostly out of simple awkwardness; they were strangers after all.

‘How did you do it?’

Vaelin looked up to find Barkus, the hefty Nilsaelin boy, addressing him over the mound of pastries between them. ‘What?’

‘How did you parry the blow?’

The other boys were looking at him intently, Nortah dabbing a napkin at the bloody lip Sollis had given him. He couldn’t tell if they were jealous or resentful. ‘His eyes,’ he said, reaching for the water jug and pouring a measure into the plain tin goblet next to his plate.

‘What about his eyes?’ Dentos asked, he had taken a bread roll and was cramming pieces into his mouth, crumbs fountaining from his lips as he spoke. ‘Ye tellin’ us it was the Dark?’

Nortah laughed, so did Barkus, but the rest of the boys seemed chilled by the suggestion, except Caenis, who was concentrating on a modest portion of chicken and potatoes, apparently indifferent to the conversation.

Vaelin shifted in his seat, disliking the attention. ‘He fixes you with his eyes,’ he explained. ‘He stares, you stare back, you’re fixed, then he attacks while you’re still wondering what he’s planning. Don’t look at his eyes, look at his feet and his sword.’

Barkus took a bite from an apple and grunted. ‘He’s right you know. I thought he was trying to hypnotise me.’

‘What’s hypnotise?’ asked Dentos.

‘It’s looks like magic but really it’s just a trick,’ Barkus replied. ‘At last year’s Summertide Fair there was a man who could make people think they were pigs. He’d get them to root in the ground and oink and roll in shit.’

‘How?’

‘I don’t know, some kind of trick. He’d wave a bauble in front of their eyes and talk quietly to them for a while, then they’d do whatever he said.’

‘Do you think Master Sollis can do such things?’ asked Jennis, the boy Sollis said looked like a donkey.

‘Faith, who knows? I’ve heard the masters of the Orders know many Dark things, especially in the Sixth Order.’ Barkus held up a drumstick appreciatively before taking a large bite. ‘It seems that they know cookery as well. They make us sleep on straw and beat us every hour of the day, but they want to feed us well.’

‘Yeh,’ Dentos agreed. ‘Like my Uncle Sim’s dog.’

There was a puzzled silence. ‘Your Uncle Sim’s dog?’ Nortah enquired.

Dentos nodded, chewing busily on a mouthful of pie. ‘Growler. Best fightin’ hound in the western counties. Ten victories ’fore he ’ad ’is throat torn out last winter. Uncle Sim loved that dog, ’ad four kids of ’is own, to three diff ’rent women mind, but he loved that dog better’n any of ’em, feed Growler ’fore the kids he would. Best of stuff too, mind. Give the kids gruel and the dog beefsteak.’ He chuckled wryly. ‘Rotten old bastard.’

Nortah was unenlightened. ‘What does it matter what some Renfaelin peasant feeds his dog?’

‘So it would fight better,’ Vaelin said. ‘Good food builds strong muscles. That’s why warhorses are fed best corn and oats and not set to grazing pasture.’ He nodded at the food on the table. ‘The better they feed us, the better we’ll fight.’ He met Nortah’s eyes. ‘And I don’t think you should call him a peasant. We’re all peasants here.’

Nortah stared back coldly. ‘You have no right to lead, Al Sorna. You may be the Battle Lord’s son…’

‘I’m no-one’s son and neither are you.’ Vaelin took a bread roll, his stomach was growling. ‘Not any more.’

They lapsed into silence, concentrating on the meal. After a while a fight broke out at one of the other tables, plates and food scattering amidst a flurry of fists and kicks. Some boys joined in right away, others stood by shouting encouragement, most simply stayed at their tables, some not even glancing up. The fight raged for a few minutes before one of the masters, the large man with the seared scalp, came over to break it up, swinging a hefty stick with grim efficiency. The boys who had been in the thick of the fight were checked for serious injury, blood mopped from noses and lips, and sent back to the table. One had been knocked unconscious and two boys were ordered to carry him to the infirmary. Before long the din of conversation returned to the hall as if nothing had happened.

‘I wonder how many battles we’ll be in,’ Barkus said.

‘Lots and lots,’ Dentos responded. ‘You ’eard what the fat master said.’

‘They say war in the Realm is a thing of the past,’ said Caenis. It was the first time he had spoken and he seemed wary of offering an opinion. ‘Maybe there won’t be any battles for us to fight.’

‘There’s always another war,’ Vaelin said. It was something he had heard his mother say, actually she shouted it at his father during one of their arguments. It was before the last time his father went away, before she got sick. The King’s Messenger had arrived in the morning with a sealed letter. After reading it, his father began to pack his weapons and ordered the groom to saddle his best charger. Vaelin’s mother had cried and they went into her drawing room to argue out of Vaelin’s sight. He couldn’t hear his father’s words, he spoke softly, soothingly. His mother would have none of it. ‘Do not come to my bed when you return!’ she spat. ‘Your stench of blood sickens me.’

His father said something else, still maintaining the same soothing tone.

‘You said that last time. And the time before that,’ his mother replied. ‘And you’ll say it again. There’s always another war.’

After a while she began to cry again and there was silence in the house before his father emerged, patted Vaelin briefly on the head and went out to mount his waiting horse. After his return, four long months later, Vaelin noted that his parents slept in separate rooms.

After the meal it was time for observance. The plates were cleared away and they sat in silence as the Aspect recited the articles of the Faith in a clear, ringing voice that filled the hall. Despite his dark mood, Vaelin found the Aspect’s words oddly uplifting, making him think of his mother and the strength of her belief, which had never wavered throughout her long illness. He wondered briefly if he would have been sent here if she were still alive, and knew with absolute certainty she would never have allowed it.

When the Aspect had finished his recitation he told them to take a moment for private contemplation and offer thanks for their blessings to the Departed. Vaelin sent his love to his mother and asked her guidance for the trials to come, fighting tears as he did so.

The first rule of the Order seemed to be that the youngest boys got the worst chores. Accordingly, after observance Sollis trooped them to the stables, where they spent several foul hours mucking out the stalls. They then had to cart the dung over to the manure mounds in Master Smentil’s gardens. He was a very tall man who seemed incapable of speech, directing them with frantic gestures of his earth-darkened hands and strange, guttural grunts, the varying pitch of which would indicate if they were doing something right or not. His communication with Sollis was different, consisting of intricate hand gestures that the master seemed to understand instantly. The gardens were large, covering at least two acres of the land outside the walls, comprising long, orderly rows of cabbages, turnips and other vegetables. He also kept a small orchard surrounded by a stone wall. It being late winter he was busily engaged in pruning and one of their chores was gathering up the pruned branches for use as kindling.

It was as they carried the baskets of kindling back to the main keep that Vaelin dared ask a question of Master Sollis. ‘Why can’t Master Smentil speak, Master?’

He was prepared for a caning but Sollis confined his rebuke to a sharp glance. They trudged on in silence for a few moments before Sollis muttered, ‘The Lonak cut his tongue out.’

Vaelin shivered involuntarily. He had heard of the Lonak, everyone had. At least one of the swords in his father’s collection had been carried through a campaign against the Lonak. They were wild men of the mountains to the far north who loved to raid the farms and villages of Renfael, raping, stealing and killing with gleeful savagery. Some called them wolfmen because it was said they grew fur and teeth and ate the flesh of their enemies.

‘How come he’s still livin’, Master?’ Dentos enquired. ‘My Uncle Tam fought agin the Lonak an’ said they never let a man live once they got him captured.’

Sollis’s glance at Dentos was markedly sharper than the one he had turned on Vaelin. ‘He escaped. He is a brave and resourceful man and a credit to the Order. We’ve talked of this enough.’ He lashed his cane against Nortah’s legs. ‘Pick your feet up, Sendahl.’

After chores it was more sword practice. This time Sollis would perform a series of moves they had to copy. If any of them got it wrong, he made them run full pelt around the practice ground. At first they seemed to make a mistake at every attempt and they did a lot of running, but eventually they got it right more than they got it wrong.

Sollis called an end when the sky began to darken and they returned to the dining hall for an evening meal of bread and milk. There was little talk; they were too tired. Barkus made a few jokes and Dentos told a story about another of his uncles but there was little interest. Following the meal Sollis forced them to run up the stairs to their room, then lined them up, panting, drained, exhausted.

‘Your first day in the Order is over,’ he told them. ‘It is a rule of the Order that you can leave in the morning if you wish. It will only get harder from now on so think carefully.’

He left them there, panting in the candlelight, thinking of the morning.

‘Do ye think they’ll give us eggs for breakfast?’ Dentos wondered.

Later, as Vaelin squirmed in his bed of straw, he found he couldn’t sleep despite his exhaustion. Barkus was snoring but it wasn’t this that kept him awake. His head was full of the enormity of the change in his life over the course of a single day. His father had given him away, pushed him into this place of beatings and lessons in death. It was clear his father hated him, he was a reminder of his dead wife best kept out of sight. Well he could hate too, hate was easy, hate would fuel him if his mother’s love could not. Loyalty is our strength. He snorted a silent laugh of derision. Let loyalty be your strength, Father. My hate for you will be mine.

Someone was crying in the dark, shedding tears on his straw pillow. Was it Nortah? Dentos? Caenis? There was no way to tell. The sobs were a forlorn, deeply lonely counterpoint to the regular woodsaw rhythm of Barkus’s snoring. Vaelin wanted to cry too, wanted to shed tears and wallow in self-pity, but the tears wouldn’t come. He lay awake, restless, heart thumping so hard with alternating hatred and anger that he wondered if it would burst through his ribs. Panic made it beat even faster, sweat beaded his forehead and bathed his chest. It was terrible, unbearable, he had to get out, get away from this place …

‘Vaelin.’

A voice. A word spoken in darkness. Clear and real and true. His racing heart slowed instantly as he sat up, eyes searching the shadowed room. There was no fear for he knew the voice. The voice of his mother. Her shade had come to him, come to offer comfort, come to save him.

She didn’t come again, although he strained his ears for another hour, no further words were spoken. But he knew he had heard it. She had come.

He settled back into the needle discomfort of the mattress, tiredness finally overtaking him. The sobs had ceased and even Barkus’s snores seemed softer. He drifted into a dreamless, untroubled sleep.
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