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    The Order was so afraid of the Drayid that they did the one thing they had sworn never to do. They breached Netherdark and cast the Drayid into the depths of the Great Vault, obliterating their physical existence. This was to be their undoing.


    The Great Secrets, Tibsenth Avalon


    



 


    Prologue:


    The Metal Binding


    He was barely human. There was a low whine of gears spinning and springs uncoiling as the newcomer lifted his artificial right hand, palm open and empty in the familiar greeting that meant he came baring no weapons and no malice to those gathered in the small stone-walled room. The metal digits moved with an almost biological grace, though the confusing system of inner workings visible beneath the battered metal exterior clearly showed the limb was something other than flesh and blood. Mechanna was a new art and held every bit as much mystery as traditional magic. It was the first magic not to have come from the Order of Mages in millennia and it was practiced by very few craftsmen. In many ways the Order was bitterly opposed to this new development, but this time they had no choice but to call upon a master of this mechanna opposition. He was said to have access to a talent that the Order could not replicate with their collection of spells and artifacts, and as bitter a pill as that was to swallow, the mages needed assistance and were forced to forgo their pride.


    "Master Mage." The man with the metal hand spoke in a soft voice, offering a deferential bow. His dull gray hair swung over a brow that was half flesh and half metal plating. The man was more than just a master of his art, he was a walking testament to its effectiveness. "Your messenger said you had need of my assistance." If he found amusement in being called upon by the very people who had tried to have him run out of the city, then he did not show it.


    Temm nodded his head tersely, trying to avoid the gaze of the Mechanna master's burning right eye. It was as artificial as the hand on the same side of his body, a perfectly round circle of dull gray metal enshrining a red lens which glowed as though there were a live fire behind it. The whole thing was held in place by a grim looking metal plate that had been molded to his visage and consumed the upper right side of his face and part of his skull. It gave him a skeletal look that Temm found particularly disturbing and he had to bite back his distaste. It was said that eye could see beyond the realm of mortality. That eye had forced Temm's hand and made him call upon the Mechanna master.


    The Order of Mages was in crisis. Their most powerful and most dangerous artifact was leaking energy. They could sense it. Even the weakest of their number could feel the dark power pouring from the small metal box, but the source of the disturbance was beyond even their most experienced diviners. They had burned through their entire repertoire of detection spells, but the artifact would not give up its secrets to the Order. They were desperate.


    "We've heard it said that you can see beyond sight with your… eye, Master Mechanna.” Temm tried to keep the frustration from his voice. “Is this true?" He had spearheaded the movement to have the newcomer removed from the city himself, and it grated on his nerves to now ask for his help. Worse, it meant bringing an outsider into the Order's private business. It created an unusual set of problems to overcome as there were limitations on what could be shared with one not of their number.


    "It is true enough. My eye grants me a wide spectrum of vision. Please, call me Raithen. I am not a master of my craft." Raithen's head did not move, but Temm had the distinct impression he was already using his bewitched eye to examine the room. Would he be able to see what the mages of the Order could not? Their secret was just a single door away, yet their guest had not yet made any indication that he had seen anything. Those of the Order would already be able to sense the artifacts dark emissions. Perhaps they were wasting their time.


    "Raithen then, we have an artifact in our possession that is malfunctioning ..."


    "You want me to fix it?" The older man interjected. "I have no gift for magic. I've tried to explain that to you folk before, but ..."


    "No, we don't expect you to fix it. We need you to look at it. Use your eye and tell us what you see." Temm skirted the truth of the matter. He wasn't permitted to speak of Order secrets.


    Raithen's only eyebrow arched in curiosity. "What sort of artifact will I be looking at? Is it mechanna, or is it a wizard's toy? I'm afraid I can make no promises with wizard magic."


    Temm shook his head. "It's not mechanna, and it's certainly not a toy." The mage had to bite back his temper. "Raithen, time is an important element here. Would you be willing to look at the artifact?"


    The mechanna scratched at his metal brow with his metal finger for a second, creating an unsettling screech that he didn't seem to notice. When he spoke again he seemed to be carefully considering his words.


    "I know your people have tried to have me thrown from this city since I arrived here five years ago. Your influence is quite powerful in the government, and you almost succeeded on several occasions." His red eye seemed to be gazing through Temm. The mage shrank back from the scorn that he imagined was radiating from that fiery orb. "If I do this thing for you, I want you to leave myself and the other mechanna trying to set up shop to our business. We do not pose a threat to you and yours. What we do isn't magic, though it may seem that way to you. We are not competing for the same custom. Let us live and work in peace, and I will do this thing and never speak of it to another soul."


    Temm bit at his lower lip. He didn't actually have authority to give Raithen what he wanted, and in truth it really didn't matter. He knew the Order would agree to any of Raithen's terms in an instant because they had no intention of letting him leave the mage's citadel alive. He would be seeing things that a non-member of the Order could never be allowed to see.


    Temm nodded. "Alright. If that's the price you ask, then that is what you shall receive." They were hollow words and Temm almost felt bad speaking them. Commoners believed that mages were incapable of telling a lie. Of course that was a complete fabrication, a misunderstanding that the mages intentionally allowed to be spread amidst the public.


    Mages were bound to the secrets of their order. Under no circumstance could a member of the Order ever knowingly give up the secrets of the mages. When one was first inducted into the Order and before they were even allowed into one of the towers, binding spells were seared into the spinal columns of initiates. The marks were burned so deeply that they scorched into the very bone beneath the flesh. Order healers repaired the nerve and muscle damage, but couldn't remove the markings from the spine itself, and wouldn't have done so if they could. Even if cast from the Order, an initiate would be bound with their secrets to the grave. This secrecy had lead to the misconception among the people that mages could not tell lies.  


    Raithen smiled. "Good, good. I'm glad we can have that mess behind us. Perhaps this is the start of a strong friendship between the Order of Mages and the mechanna!" He seemed honestly pleased. Temm felt a momentary pang of guilt, but he quickly shoved it away. Raithen had been a nettle in his side for years. The man had been impossible to get rid of. Every time the mage had thought he'd discovered a way to have him thrown out, the Mechanna had appeared with a writ from some member of the Council of Rulers or a passage of the bylaws that allowed him to maintain his business.  The man had single-handedly ruined many a night of sleep for the mage. "Now, where is this artifact?"


    Temm moved towards the door and gestured. He could feel a coolness in the air, a sign that magic was being manipulated beyond the door. However, only mages could see the telltale wisps of light. To have the sensation without the visual cues was disorienting, like being enveloped in a shroud of smoke and not knowing where the fire burned. He touched his hand to the unlocked door handle and could feel the cold tingle of magic coursing into his skin and pouring up his arm in a tide of energy beyond his understanding.


    The mage pushed the door open to reveal a room a mere fifteen paces wide with an assortment of nondescript items filling its shelves and cluttering its tables. To an untrained eye the items on the shelves and tables would appear to be nothing more than old garbage and not worth stealing. Many of those items truly were naught but trash. A few others were among the Order of Mages most carefully kept secrets. One in particular, the one Temm had brought the Mechanna to view, looked like nothing more than a small wooden box no bigger than a loaf of fresh baker's bread with a single metal clasp of rusted steel that appeared to be locking nothing at all. There was no visible seem where a lid met the base of the box, and no sign of any hinges to indicate the wooden container was even capable of being opened. The wood itself was gray and looked like it was pieced together from the remnants of a wrecked ship too long crushed upon the shore of some forgotten beach.


    Unlike the rest of the artifacts owned by their order, the wooden box hadn't been created by the mages. Known as the Great Vault, it was recovered centuries prior by the first generation of order mages. Even by those mages’ reckoning it had already been an ancient object. They'd studied it for millennia, tracking down manuscripts that were written in a time before the Fae were born and when the Trolls and their ilk still walked the surface world. That is where they found the item's name and learned a portion of its purpose, but even in those texts the Great Vault was referred to as an object of antiquity.


    Raithen moved into the room behind Temm, his human eye and his mechanna orb scanning the interior of the small storage space.


    "What exactly did you want me to look at?" The mechanna asked.


    Temm frowned. If he couldn't see anything yet, then they'd brought him in for nothing. The entire room reeked of the magic pouring from the artifact. Furthermore, even if Temm had wanted to he couldn't exactly tell Raithen what he should be looking at. The Great Vault was protected like all information that belonged to the mage’s of the order. The bindings placed upon Temm by the Order made it physically impossible for him to speak of such secrets with an outsider.


    He sighed in exasperation. "It's clear we've made a mistake. You aren't the person we need for this task." He turned to leave, but the mechanna raised his metallic arm.


    "Just a moment, mage. If it is this room you wish me to investigate, please allow me to do so." Raithen reached into his pocket with his human hand and withdrew a small, thin device that looked a bit like a lock pick. Temm shrugged and stood back. A few more minutes would cost him nothing more than a bit of frustration. Raithen raised the pick-like device to his mechanical eye and inserted the narrow point into a small opening just behind the lens. There was a click, and then Raithen turned the pick and the red hue of his eye began to slowly shift with the turning of the metal tool. It went from red to orange, then to yellow, then green, blue and finally it settled into a shade of purple and Raithen's hand stopped.


    "What's ..." His hand dropped from his eye and he swung his head around the room as if truly seeing it for the first time, and he was aghast at what he was seeing. "What is this?"


    Temm didn't answer. The mage had no answer to give and even if he had, he would have been unable to share it with the mechanna anyway. In that moment though, the mage desperately wished he could see what Raithen was seeing.


    "What is it?" Temm pressed impatiently.


    "I don't understand what I'm looking at." Raithen gasped, reaching out his metal hand to touch something that Temm couldn't even fathom. "It looks like shadows detached from the walls and floor, but they're moving of their own accord. They're all over this room." The mechanna looked at his metallic arm and jumped. "It's on me."


    Temm ignored him. "Where is it coming from?" This was the important part. They needed to know what they had to fix.


    "It's coming from… by the gods it's crawling into my arm!" Raithen's voice raised sharply and his metal arm began to spasm and twitch, the carefully articulated fingers bending at unusual angles as the gears whizzed and churned inside them. With his human hand he began to flail at the metal limb as if trying to wipe away an infestation of bugs that just kept crawling from the surface.


    "Raithen, be calm. I need you to tell me from where the disturbance is coming." Temm demanded, seeing that the mechanna was quickly losing his wits. The mage wasn't sure what was happening to the man, but Raithen's life had already been forfeit. All that mattered was finding out exactly what the order needed to know.


    A gut churning scream erupted from the machine-man's throat, rattling through the metal of his head as much as it did through his voice box. That scream was a mix of agony and terror that was so poignant it even reached the unconcerned mage. Temm stepped back.


    "Raithen, where is the disturbance coming from?" Temm insisted again, though there was much less force behind his voice this time. The mechanna's human fingers were becoming bloody from ripping at his metal arm and the metal limb had curled into a horrible claw with two of the fingers bent at inhuman angles. The wrist joint folded entirely back upon itself as Temm watched. The mechanna turned to look at Temm. His eye was no longer the same color. It was slowly shifting through the different spectrums, but the human half of his face was contorted in a look of sheer terror. His human lips moved soundlessly as if trying to form words, but nothing spilled forth.


    Temm started and realized he’d backed into the door frame. The mages in the other room had gathered around the entrance at Raithen's scream and they were all looking into the room, trying to decide what was happening. Temm only took enough time to notice the fear in their faces and wonder if he looked as terrified before locking his eyes back on the mechanna. Raithen stood, looking over his right shoulder at the mages huddled in the doorway.


    A small grunt slipped from Raithen's lips, and then his mouth slammed shut so hard that the sound of teeth smashing could clearly be heard. When next he opened his mouth a mix of blood and tooth fragments poured forth. "Tu'vik natishay, Magya. Tu'vik rewniaa Drayid." The words were guttural and dark as if drawn up from the center of the world, pulled through rock and magma, burned, split, and chewed from obsidian.


    Temm knew the words, though he'd never heard them spoken aloud. The language and its people were dead. Tu'vik natishay, Magya. The new day has come, Mage. Tu'vik rewniaa Drayid. The new day belongs to the Drayid.


    The mage reacted on instinct. His fingers slipped into the familiar patterns necessary to unlock his magic even as he called out to his fellows. "Destroy that man!" Temm was only a blue, but he called upon the most powerful destructive magic he knew. He could feel his life draining away as the spell pulled almost a full year from his lifespan, and the casting ate into his energy. A molten orb of green energy formed in front of him and with a final effort he threw it forward as it expanded in size and intensity. Behind him other spells went off, though none as powerful as the one he'd used. The others didn't understand the threat.


    The Drayid were the Order of Mages greatest enemies. Temm's knees wobbled as his creation left him, but in that moment he was certain that he had achieved his purpose. There would be an inquiry by the mages and they would be angry at the extra damage caused, but when they learned why he'd taken such drastic measures they would understand. If there was even a chance the Drayid might escape from the Great Vault, then there was no cost too great to end the threat.


    A pulse of energy washed through the room and pushed Temm and the others back out into the adjoining area. Temm collapsed in a heap on the ground, his legs no longer able to support his weight in the wake of his energy expenditure. He looked through the doorway into the small room beyond. It was black, here was no light at all coming from the room. That was wrong. The entire room should have been engulfed in bright green flames.


    Raithen stepped from the dark, his body dripping with oily, black shadows. A grim smile hung on his face. There was a collective intake of breath amongst the mages.


    Temm tried to force himself to his feet. Raithen raised his human hand and a dart of the oily black liquid sprung from his palm and slammed into the mage's shoulder, ripping through the flesh like an arrow and shattering the bone. Temm cried out in pain.


    "Stupid, Magya." Raithen spoke in the same guttural voice, but this time in the common tongue. "Stupid for testing your weak magic against mine. Stupid for thinking you could destroy the Drayid. Stupid for using an artifact you did not understand." Raithen walked over to Temm and placed his metallic hand around the man's throat. Temm trembled as he clawed at the impossibly solid metal grip.


    "Stupid, Magya." Raithen snapped his hand closed in a flash, and Temm's neck cracked as his head tore free of his body and his hands fell limply to his sides. The others in the room began to scream. Some few managed to cast spells before the thing that had been Raithen got to them and tore them limb from limb. None of them reached the doorway to freedom.







     


     


    Chapter 1:


    Work, Work


    Xandrith pulled himself up onto the lip of the wall in a single smooth motion and planted his soft soled boots firmly on the relatively narrow ledge. He looked down at the street below from his perch, scanning the silent stretch of road for any sign of the local authority. The private district had a curfew in effect. No one was to be on the streets after sunset without express permission from the watch or from the senate. Xan figured that rule probably applied to those traveling above the streets as well, and he wasn't eager to be the one to find out for sure. He had business in the district.


    He stood up straight atop the wall that stood as tall as any two men, uncoiling his hunched form to its full six feet of height with effortless grace. It was getting late and he needed to move if he wanted to make his appointment on time. Xan prided himself on never being late. In his profession, sloppiness could cost one more than simply a failed job.


    Assassination was a tense business. The type of person he generally worked for became quite agitated if things didn't go exactly according to plan. His clients often acted as though the act of hiring the assassin was harder than the act of performing the work itself. Xan sometimes wondered if that was true.


    With a shrug of his shoulders the nimble assassin began to run along the narrow wall and through the deep dark of the unusually moonless night. His outfit was a tight-fitting, custom-tailored suit of well-softened leather and soft cloth in shades of dark gray and black. It was strapped close to his skin with buckles that had been intentionally blackened and dulled so they didn't reflect light. He wore four knives in scabbards that lay flat along his body so as not to get in the way of his movement. He had two basic blades that were long and sharp along both edges strapped securely to his hips. They were his fighting blades. His third knife was a stiletto dagger, narrow and nearly two hands long, kept fastened to his left arm in such a way that it barely stood out from his outfit. It was the primary tool of his trade and if all went well, it was the only blade he need ever draw while working. The fourth blade he wore was small, less than a full hand's span, and it was tucked away in a secret pocket along his spine. That was a weapon of last resort. Xan had practiced with it, but he'd never had to use it in actual combat.


    The assassin took a deep breath as he leapt from the wall to a roof top four feet away. The hood of his outfit billowed slightly in the wind, but the scarf covering the lower half of his face kept the hood fastened in place. He landed, let his knees bend, and rolled across the wood surface of the roof almost silently. If anything, those inside would think a cat had jumped to their house. A moment later he was back on his feet pushing himself through the darkness like a shadow caught in the wind.


    Moving silently was a practice of constant thought and consideration. It had taken Xan six years of training to become as effective as he was at the art of silent movement. While that was less time than it had taken him to master his weapons, it was still a considerable amount of effort. In truth, he was constantly learning ways to better his technique. If his original trainers knew what he was doing with their lessons that night they'd probably try to have him killed. Again. Master thieves have a particular code of honor and they consider assassination to be a vile corruption of their art. Xan didn't entirely disagree.


    The easiest thing in the world would be to pretend that there was some noble purpose in the collection of money for the severing of life, but Xandrith wasn't accustomed to self deception. When he'd made the choice to take human life for pay he'd known exactly what kind of foulness he was getting himself into. He didn't lack compassion, but he also didn't let it stand in the way of his work. When he was hired to do a job, he was just playing one part in a process that was already underway. If they weren't paying him they would be paying someone else. Xan knew that didn't absolve him of any guilt, but he had to make money somehow and the simple truth was somehow comforting.


    Being an Eight meant Xan’s chances for legitimate employment were nonexistent. He could thank the Order for that. Not only had they banished him from their number, they'd cut his smallest fingers off to leave him marked as a pariah. Xandrith wasn't bitter about the whole thing. Bitterness wasn't a strong enough term to describe his latent feelings regarding the Order and the matter of his dismissal.


    The assassin leapt another gap, grabbing at the window pane of a taller building with just the tips of his remaining fingers. Most men would have lost that grip and fallen to their deaths, but Xan was no ordinary man. He easily halted his momentum and pulled himself upward with his tenuous grip, scrabbling up the side of the building as fast as some men might run down a street. Voices echoed up the cobbled walk beneath him. Two patrolmen were discussing work as they went about their route. Xan ignored them as he crested the top of the building. Human guards almost never looked up, a racial weakness that the assassin had been forced to train out of himself.


    Just ahead lay his goal, a small two story house with a modest yard surrounding it. In any other section of the city it wouldn't be an impressive homestead, but in the private district that house was a luxury with its well kept plot of grass. Though the private district was a sea of modest houses, only the most wealthy citizens had the money to keep a home there. Xan was rarely called to a business meeting in that particular section of town. Most people preferred to keep their clandestine meetings with assassins far away from their actual home. In fact, Xan had never gone to a meeting that took place in the private district and that made him nervous. Clients that made unusual requests could be trouble. Still, they'd gone through the trouble to locate the best. Xan only had two contacts who knew how to send him word.


    He stood atop the building looking down at the row of houses, of which only one truly concerned him. To the naked eye all of the houses appeared exactly the same. Small two story buildings, each with a matching plot of land surrounding it. Quaint. Xan had an advantage over the average assassin or thief, however. He'd been a member of the Order of Mages, and though they'd had his fingers cut and had him banished from their number, they hadn’t remove his eyes and with them his ability to see the aura of magic when spells were in place.


    Of the five houses lining the street, only one of them was swathed in swirling rainbows of colored magic. Xan didn't need to look at the house number to know that was his destination. Whoever the client was, he'd hired a mage to set alarms on all the windows and doors. No one would be entering that home without notifying those inside that someone was coming. That was an extra level of paranoia that again made Xan nervous. He'd encountered other clients that had done the same, but this time it was just one more piece in an already unusual puzzle. The assassin looked to his left wrist. He had a time piece strapped there that he'd purchased from a vendor selling mechanna artifacts. It had been an expensive purchase, but the device was remarkable as it kept perfect time and never needed winding. The magic that powered it gave off no light of any kind, magical or otherwise, and with it Xan was never late. It was one of his very few luxuries. It was time to go to a meeting.


    Xandrith strode confidently down the walk towards the front door of the home. With his ability to see the magical wards he could have found a way into the building that wouldn't have set off any of them. However, Xan was a firm believer that it was better to keep your secrets as long as possible. Underestimating people was a fatal flaw that Xan was willing to let others make. If they believed he couldn't see the wards, then he wasn't going to dispel the benefits of that belief. He reached the front door and unfastened the clasps on his sleeves to let the full length of the sleeves roll down and cover his hands. Even in his business people didn't want to see his cut fingers. People with eight fingers were considered untrustworthy, dangerous, pariah. Xan was certainly all of those things, but he preferred if his clients thought better of him. He also pulled a thin layer of fabric down over the top part of his face. The fabric was thin enough that he could see through it without difficulty, but it obscured his face from those looking in. Between that and his scarf his face was completely covered. It was better to be unknown.


    He knocked loudly on the door in front of him, setting off the wards in the process. He didn't let his head turn to follow the streaks of magic as the wards went to warn the casters that someone had just breached them, but he did watch their motion out of the corner of his eyes. The ward had split and gone in two separate directions. There were two mages. One was upstairs and one was on the bottom floor. Xan took a deep breath. That was a lot of security for such a small building.


    The door opened and a man in a well kept silk suit of green and gold stood in the doorway. He looked to be in his later years with a gray crown of wispy hair and a stubbled face that had seen a razor far too many times since his beard had first come in. Xan didn't believe in shaving down to the skin. He kept his beard in a black braid and only trimmed it if it got in his way. Of course, beneath his scarf no one could see it anyway.


    "Shade?" The man asked. He didn't seem afraid or even nervous. He was either quite experienced with dealing with assassins, or he had a reason to be confident. Xan added that information to his list of reasons to be extra careful. Men who deal with assassins on a regular basis are often times as bad as the people they're hiring, if not worse.


    Xan nodded but didn't speak. "Shade" was the name he used as an assassin. It was better to keep his real identity quiet.


    "Come in." The man opened the door and Xan followed him slowly, his eyes scanning every inch of the room he was entering. The house was small and did not have an entry way. Instead, the front door opened up directly onto a sitting room with a fireplace that had been lit and was burning low. There were no other people in the room.


    "Please, sit down." The elderly gentleman gestured for a chair to one side of a small table. Xan's eyes scanned the room looking for a trap or a sign of hidden magic, but he saw neither and took the offered seat. The man in green and gold sat across from him.


    Xan spoke. "You have need of an assassin?" The question was a formality. It was clear they both knew why Shade had come.


    "Yes." The man answered, and looked as though he might speak again but Xandrith went first.


    "I have rules." He liked to get this part out of the way first. "I decide how and when the mark dies. I don't take trophies, and I don't provide proof. My record is proof enough. I am paid half before I begin a job, and half after the job is finished. Failure to pay the second half will end badly for you." Xan let his words end in a menacing silence. He'd never had anyone refuse to pay him the second half of his money, and he wasn't exactly sure what he'd do if someone did refuse. The threat had always been enough. He ended the pause just as it looked like the older man might respond.


    "I work with one target at a time, and I will minimize collateral damage as well as possible. There is an extra fee for making a mark disappear entirely. I'm to be made aware of any unusual security I may be forced to come into direct conflict with; fae guards, mages, were-creatures, orcs ... My fee is estimated based upon the risk associated with the job, not the target. If you agree to those terms, then we can do business."


    The man responded quickly, unfazed by Xan's list of rules. "You don't have any problem dealing with women?"


    "One life has no greater value than any other. Who am I to be the judge that says one life is worth more than any other? You deliver my fee, and I deliver death." Xan replied. It wasn't the first time he'd been asked that question.


    "Good. Very good." He withdrew a rolled up paper from an inner pocket on his suit coat. He uncoiled it with hands that were surprisingly agile and soft looking for such an old man. There was a picture of a woman on the scroll. "This is Leahn Orthis. She is your target. The body does not need to be disposed of."


    For the first time in many years, Xan was momentarily struck speechless. He knew the face on the scroll, and the name that went with it. The face was much older than he remembered, but the name was unmistakable.  Xan reached forward numbly and took the scroll, staring at it even as he began to roll it up and put it into his own pocket. Could it really be her after so many years?


    "She will probably be protected by mages." The old man continued. "There shouldn't be any other security as she'll be trying to remain inconspicuous. It is important that she be dealt with quickly, within the next few days if possible."


    "I decide the time and method of my work." Xan spoke numbly, his mind still reeling over the situation. Of course she was protected by mages. She was a member of the Order. She had been one of Xan's friends before the banishment. That had been a long, long time ago.


    "Of course, but there will be a large bonus involved if you can do this work quickly. It is important. Her last known whereabouts are written on the back of the scroll."


    The assassin just nodded. Fee. He needed to ask for his fee.


    "Two-hundred royal crowns now. Two hundred more when the job is finished." It was a steep price, but she was a mage of the Order. Something the man in green and gold had failed to mention. What was stranger still was that the old man was obviously in league with the Order since he'd had his home warded by mages. What did that mean? Had Leahn fallen out with the guild?


    The old man seemed surprised for the first time since Xan's arrival.


    "That is a very steep price." He answered, brow furrowed.


    "I am a very skilled assassin." Shade replied coolly, finally getting a hold of himself. He was an assassin. This was a job and he would have to do it. This was the life he'd chosen to live, and he couldn't pick and chose his targets. As he'd told the old man, one life had no greater value than any other. Telling himself that didn't necessarily make it any easier for Xan to accept.


    The old man sighed. "Alright, we are agreed." He reached to his belt and removed a coin pouch. He dug through it for a time and pulled out two platinum pieces, each worth slightly more than a hundred royal crowns. He tossed them on the table between them. "This will suffice?"


    Xan nodded and took the platinum. It wouldn't be the easiest currency to break down, but it was about ten to fifteen crowns more than his asking price and he couldn't complain about that. He pocketed the money and got up from his chair, turning to leave.


    "Remember, there is a large bonus if you do this fast." Said the green and gold clad man.


    "Return here in one week's time at the exact same hour. I will come for the rest of my payment then." Xan said, and then walked purposefully towards the door. He would do what must be done.


    Once back on the streets Xan quickly returned to the rooftops where his view of the sprawling city was clear and he was freer from danger. He walked for nearly an hour, getting well clear of the private district before he stopped and pulled the rolled up paper from his pocket. He uncurled it beneath the moonlight and looked upon the depiction of the woman on the scroll.


    It had been nearly twenty years and she seemed older, but the artist had captured her likeness quite well. The assassin could still make out the familiar shape of her face. If the face hadn't been enough the name was clear evidence. Leahn Orthis. Xandrith hadn't made many friends during his time with the mages, but Leahn had always been kind to him. She'd been a few years older, but she'd taken it on herself to see that Xan felt at home and that he had someone to talk to when he needed it. Her kindness had been one of very few that he could still recall from his childhood.


    Xan could still remember her sneaking into his room late at night to help him treat the burns from the branding on his back, and the soft song she'd sung to ease him to sleep. Her voice hadn't kept a tune well, but just having her there had made him feel at ease. He'd been too young to even think about the notion of love, but some of the other kids had poked fun at them about how much time they spent together. It hadn't bothered Xan. Leahn had been his friend, which is why he remembered her betrayal so keenly.


    Twenty years gone and Xan could still remember every detail of the day he'd been cast from the Order. He'd been woken roughly in the middle of the night by two elder mages. They'd restrained him while another woman tore through his few belongings. Xan had nothing and he couldn't even begin to imagine what they'd be looking for. Then the woman had looked under his bed.


    "It's true!" She'd said as she pulled a sealed box from beneath the rickety frame. Xan had never seen the box before in his life, but there it was, banded in iron and locked up tight.


    One of the men restraining him grabbed for Xan’s neck and pulled on a leather chord that was hanging there as if it belonged. There was a key dangling from the end of the chord. Xan had stared at the dangling key in a haze. He owned no such key and he certainly hadn't gone to sleep wearing it around his neck. The mage had ripped the leather chord from the young boy's neck with a quick jerk. The leather tore the skin before it snapped and came free.


    The female mage took the key from the one restraining Xan and inserted it into the box. It fit perfectly, and with a slight click the box lid popped open revealing a stack of three books bound in the leather binding used in the library of the Rewolla Mage's Tower. Xan never saw which three books were in the box because the woman snapped it closed immediately and turned to scowl at the frightened boy.


    "Take him to the branding chamber. Apparently he has forgotten his vows." The words were said with a quiet menace that chilled young Xan to the bone. It hadn't been long since his first branding and he had no desire to repeat the procedure. He opened his mouth to protest but one of his guards struck him with a tightly balled fist. Teeth and blood flew from his lips before any words could. The world swam, and Xan had passed out.


    When next he'd woken it was to the flesh boiling burn of the binding irons pressing into his spine again. He came to long enough to scream once and beg for forgiveness for whatever the mages thought he'd done, but the pain overwhelmed his young body before long. He again passed into darkness.


    There was no trial. Xan was taken before the assembled members of the Order, including his fellow students, and pronounced guilty of attempting to steal secrets. He was not allowed to speak and any time he attempted to do so he was punished severely. He was pronounced Order-Bane, to be cut and banished forever from the Order of mages. None of the Order should ever treat him as an equal, or do business with him in any way again.


    Xan hadn't even known what it meant to be cut at that time. His hands had been placed in wooden bindings that held his small finger away from the rest of his digits, and as he'd cried and begged for mercy an elder member of the order had used a large knife with the blade heated red hot to cut his smallest finger from each hand. The smell of his flesh burning and the image of his fingers falling away from his hands still haunted the assassin, but not as much as seeing the backs of all his fellows turn towards him as the bindings were removed from his hands. These had been his fellow students for the previous six months of his life. Everyone he knew with the exception of his family was in that crowd of turned backs.


    He managed to see Leahn's eyes for one moment before she too turned her back on him. It was as though they'd never been friends, as if all of their time together hadn't meant anything. All of the physical pain felt like nothing when compared to the sight of her back facing him, along with all the others, and knowing that he was forever cast away from everything he'd known in the world.


    The mages said nothing else to him. He was dragged roughly from the Order's tower and cast beyond their walls with nothing but the clothes he was wearing. His body was wracked with pain from the rebranding of his back and the severing of his fingers. Xan was nine years old at the time. He was alone and knew that none of the mages would offer him any help. It was a young age to learn the true harshness of the world.


    As the much older assassin looked down at that paper, at that face that was part of the only solid memory from his childhood, a single tear traced its way down his face. It was followed by a bitter anger that burned like the scars tracing his back. Sentimentality was for other people. Xan didn't have the time or privilege to look upon the past and think about what might have been. He had a job to do and a promised bonus if he performed that job in a timely fashion.


    Xandrith rolled the paper up and returned it to one of the hidden pockets in his shirt. He'd read over the address multiple times and he was certain he wouldn't need to reference the picture again. It was getting late, or early, depending on how one looked at the passage of time. Xan needed to rest for the day as his business was at night. The Dancing River was an upscale inn in the rich merchant quarter of the city. It wasn't an easy place to get in and out of unnoticed, so Xan would need to be at the top of his game. Besides, Leahn was a mage, and hunting a mage was always dangerous.


     


    Well before the sun was ready to set Xan was awake and making his preparations for the night's work. His small apartment was little more than a spare bedroom with a washroom connected that had been reconditioned for renting by the baker who worked below. The baker himself lived next door, in a similar but larger reconditioned living space. The man was unfriendly and didn't care to say two words to Xan as long as he paid his rent on time and didn't cause any undue trouble. Which was the best sort of living relationship Xan thought he could ask for. Xan didn't question Poneatrad, the baker, about his re-baked "fresh" bread, and the baker didn't ask why Xan slept all day and was out all night. In fact, the two hadn't even spoken in the year since they'd started their rental arrangement.


    The assassin was carefully selecting his tools for the evening from a chest of supplies at the bottom edge of his bed. Aside from the desk and a small bed it was the only furniture in the room. There had been occasions in Xan's life where he'd been forced to flee quickly, and he'd had to leave behind possessions that had held a great deal of sentimental value. It hadn't taken him long to realize that it was better not to own many things. Furniture and belongings only made it more difficult when you had to leave a place.


    Xan pulled a fine red silk and lace cloak from his chest along with a pouch heavy with gold. His weapons were already in place on his familiar outfit of clothes and he wouldn't be bringing anymore than his standard gear. What was important in this situation was the rest of his attire. He'd have to breech the inner circle of an inn as private as the Dancing River. He threw the cloak around his shoulders with a spin of the fabric, letting it settle about him in regal fashion. With the top two clasps fastened and the hood properly laid about his shoulders his usual clothes and his weapons disappeared beneath the gaudy finery.


    In any other part of the city the cloak would make him stand out like a man on fire, but in the rich quarter and at the Dancing River he would just be one more among many. The pouch of gold would see to it that any door would open in his path and that anyone who might otherwise question his presence would soon forget his passing. If all went well Xan hoped to be in and out without having to spend much of his money. The most difficult part would be getting inside to begin with. The Dancing River only allowed customers within its walls and their exterior security was notoriously heavy. His employers hadn't said as much, but Xan knew that it was quite common to have Orcs at the doors. Again, if all went well he shouldn't need to have a confrontation with them. If all went well.


    Xan reached into his chest and pulled out one more item. It was a small silver pin in the shape of a sword with a black diamond set in the pommel. The pin was given only to high standing members of the Senate Private Guard. Having such a pin and not being a member of the Guard was an offense punishable by death. Xandrith had made his own. The gem was fake and the pin was not kingdom silver, but other than that it matched perfectly. Even a jeweler would need to closely examine it to tell that it wasn't authentic. He could have just stolen one, but then people would have known to be on the lookout for a stolen pin. Instead, Xandrith had used his training in counterfeiting from the Shadow Masters thieves guild to make himself a perfect replica. Black Diamonds were impossible to get so he'd had to use a fake. Kingdom Silver was just too expensive, but was easily substituted for something cheaper and indistinguishable to the untrained eye.


    He fastened the fake symbol to his fancy cloak and then removed the whole ensemble. Passing through other parts of the city dressed like that would attract far more notice than Xan wished to draw. He carefully folded the fabric as small as he could and slid it into a narrow pack that he would carry on his back. The pack contained a few other small supplies that he liked to have on hand while working. These were things that he wouldn't need fast access to, but that might aid him in getting his job done without needing to resort to all out combat. Xan was an assassin, and he preferred to only kill the people he was paid to kill. Xandrith was not so fond of killing that he intended to do it for free, and killing extra people wasn’t professional anyway.


    Xan ran one more inspection of his equipment. He made sure every knife was well situated and unobtrusive, and that his pack was strapped firmly in place and would not hinder his ability to move quickly. Confident that his equipment was in order, he stepped out into the narrow hall in front of his apartment and made his way out onto the streets.


    The sun was burning red on the horizon as it sank into the ground to sleep for the night. The first moon, Sentinel, was already visible on the opposite side of the sky. The pale silver disk would grow brighter as the night deepened. In another hour the second moon, Brother, would be showing his bright red face to the world. By that time Xandrith would be setting about his night's business. Sister, the third and smallest moon would rise a half hour later. If all went smoothly, Xan might be able to watch the brilliant yellow moon come chasing her brothers into the sky. She was always last to rise and always first to set. Xan held a slightly foolish affection for the smallest moon. Sentinel and Brother were much larger, but Sister was a fighter. She beat them to the horizon every night. Of course Xan knew that it was a natural thing, but he still took a strange satisfaction from watching the little moon pass her brothers every night. It was a reminder that the little guy could get ahead, even when he was the last to rise. Perhaps that was a childish notion, especially from a man who killed people for a living, but there was no one to judge him for his own private musings.


    Xan made his way directly to a local coach house and hired himself a ride into the rich quarter on one of their nicest coaches. It was a necessary expense if he wanted to blend in with the aristocracy. The wealthy did not simply walk from one place to another, not when they could sit on their rears and have someone else do the work for them. Besides, it would take him a few hours to run the distance and he preferred to save his energy for what was to follow.


    Inside the coach with the windows drawn and the sound of the horses' hooves drumming on the cobble street, Xan took a moment to collect his thoughts as he slipped back into his expensive cloak. He'd done his best not to think about the exact nature of the task at hand, but as the hour of business drew closer it occupied his mind more and more. He'd never killed anyone that he knew personally, and he'd never allowed himself to be close enough to anyone that it would cause a problem should he need to. Leahn was different. Even though she'd turned her back on him with all the others, Xandrith still remembered her fondly. She was the last person he'd dared think of as a true friend.


    Xandrith had other acquaintances, but he'd learned quickly while studying with the thieves that it didn't pay to trust anyone other than himself. Those you trusted were the ones who could hurt you the most. Xan only directly dealt with two people on a regular basis, and though he’d shared a drink with them he'd never even told them his real name. To them he was Shade, an assassin who employed them to manage information drops and to work as middle men between him and his clients. They didn't know where he lived or even that he was an Eight. Xan kept his hands covered during all of his meetings, almost without noticing now.


    Xan reminded himself that worrying about it was pointless. Leahn had been twelve when they'd last seen each other. It had been nineteen long years since then, and chances were that she didn't even remember him anymore. They'd only known each other for a few months before Xan's exile and she'd had years to move on and meet more people. Her life had been relatively normal, and she'd have no reason to remember the nine year old boy she'd been friends with for a few months.


    Perhaps normal wasn't the best way to describe her life. Someone wanted her dead and was willing to pay a very hefty sum to have it done. The world wasn't a kind place and people were murdered fairly frequently. However, when someone went out of their way to hire an assassin it meant that they wanted to be sure that someone was dead and they were willing to pay to see it done right. What had Leahn done to make those kind of enemies? Xan grimaced. Why was he even thinking about the details? That wasn't part of his job. Killers didn't ask questions. Assassins with questions didn't live long lives.


    Xan's carriage rolled to a stop and there was a knock from above, signaling his arrival at his destination. The assassin took a deep breath and opened the door of his quiet confinement onto the busy street beyond. The sun was gone and night was well upon the world, but the streets were still busy with people going about their last minute errands before turning in for the night. This was the rich district and the streets were fairly safe even after dark. What would all of the wealthy merchants and guardsmen on patrol think if they knew that a murderer had just stepped out into their world? Xandrith felt like he imagined a were-creature must feel as it strode through a human city dressed in its daytime disguise. He wore the trappings of a man wrapped tightly around the darkness of a born killer.


    The assassin made a show of handing the carriage driver a generous tip from his swollen coin pouch before dismissing the man for the night and striding confidently towards the door of the Dancing River. As he suspected, four human guards and two orcs stood just outside the front doors, all heavily armed and looking very alert. The rear entrance would be no less guarded, and Xan could see the magic wards on all the windows of the five story Inn. The Dancing River was a safe haven for the wealthy and they'd earned that reputation through well established and cautious security. Every thief knew the place was a hands-off zone. It was better to wait for a target to come out than it was to try and sneak inside. Thieves could afford to be patient. Assassin's with a large bonus on the line had to be a little more forward in their approach. Xan eyed the orcs as he drew closer.


    In earlier times orcs and humans had been eternally at war with one another. Orcs were territorial and aggressive. Humans were also territorial and aggressive. This had lead to considerable strife between the two races as they vied for positioning over the same area of land. Humans were fast breeders, and excellent wagers of war. Orcs bred much more slowly, but they were also adept at war, and they were incredibly hardy fighters. With an average height of just over eight feet tall, orcs were lean and muscular monsters characterized by their tough gray skin and dark black eyes. Even the women were broader at the shoulders than most human men. The males had tusks that grew from their jutting jaws and sometimes grew horns as well. The females were generally taller, but they didn't grow tusks or have horns. Their hair was similar to human hair except that it grew only on the tops of their heads and generally came in shades of gray, black, white, purple and blue. The differences were striking enough to make the orcs seem truly alien. These orcs were no different.


    Orcs were not common due to their slower breeding cycles, but had since been welcomed amongst human society and were prized as guards for their fighting prowess. A single orc was as strong as any two men you could find and deadly fast as well. They also had three hearts, and one of those was wrapped almost entirely in a cage of bone. It was called the prime heart. Killing the other two hearts would cause the orc's third heart to go into a panic, sending the orc into a frenzy. A frenzied orc was a bad thing to be in the way of. As long as one heart still beat the orc would keep going, but the strain usually forced the orc to its end quick enough.


    Xan was well aware of the inner workings of orcs. He'd been tasked to kill one once, and it had not been a pleasant job. In all his life he'd never come closer to being brutally torn apart. He had eventually succeeded in taking the beast down, but not before the orc had destroyed most of the building they'd been in and thrown Xan through a rather sturdy wall. The assassin had learned a lot from that job, not the least of which was not to fight an orc. The only thing worse than going hand to hand with an orc was going hand to hand with a Fae Enforcer, and Xan hadn't had the honor of doing that yet. He desperately hoped he never found himself in that particular position. He'd come close on a few occasions, but he'd always been able to flee. When dealing with those monsters running was much preferred. An Enforcer could rip an Orc in half with its bare hands.


    The assassin put such concerns out of his mind and walked for the front door of the Dancing River as though he belonged there. Part of him hoped that they would simply let him walk right in without giving him any trouble, but the more realistic side of him wasn't the least bit surprised when the first human guard he went to pass held up an arm, blocking him from traveling any further.


    Xan drew to an abrupt stop and put on his most offended expression. "I have business with the senator's sons. What is the meaning of this?"


    "I'm sorry Sir, but you know the house rules. No one may enter unless they're on the guest register. What is your name? I'm sure we can clear this up right away." For his part, the human guard looked honestly apologetic, which meant that Xan's costume was doing what it was supposed to. On the other hand, Xan didn't exactly have a name he could give the man. He'd guessed that there would be at least a few senator's sons making use of the inn for various kinds of debauchery, but trying to pick exactly which sons might be there at any given moment would be a dangerous gamble. Making up a name of his own also wouldn't do him any good if it wasn't a name on the inn's list of allowed guests.  


    The senate had been established to protect the people from the risk of a tyrannical king, but the wealthy had usurped the senate for its own purposes. They were a group of liars and cheats who acted in their own best interest while pretending to be serving the people. The king and his family held some real power and could overturn the decisions of the senate, but they hadn’t done so in years. The royal family existed as a group of figure heads who lived happily on the taxes that the senate kept flowing their way. The system wasn't fair, but it worked to an extent. Some of the people even allowed themselves to believe the senate really represented their best interests. In truth, the senate and the ruling families were all firmly held in check by the Order of Mages, who allowed everyone to go along their own corrupt way as long as a good portion of funds made it back into the coffers of the Order.


    Xan leaned in close to the human guard. "I'm sure you'll understand when I say that this is a matter of greatest discretion, guardsmen. The senator's son has made an unfortunate mistake with a woman by the name of Leahn Orthis, and her a mage no less!" Xan shook his head in feigned disgust. "I need to see that matters are smoothed over as quietly as possible so that the senator needn't suffer any undue tarnishing of his name." Xan reached into his coin purse and drew out five gold coins. "You wouldn't mind helping me keep this little difficulty off the records, would you?"


    At the flash of gold the guard's eyes widened. The five coins were probably a half years wages for him. When pretending to be a high-ranking official, it was always smarter to bribe high. People assumed the wealthy had money to spare. Xan's services were expensive, but a lot of his wages went back into money for this sort of thing.


    "Sir, I understand. I'll not speak a word of this to anyone. We wouldn't want the son's foolishness to disgrace the father." He said quietly as he took the coins and made an effort to sneak them into his pocket. He turned back to the other guards. "This man is on the list. Let him through."


    The others looked at Xan suspiciously, guessing at what had just transpired, but they made no move to intercept him. They were no doubt wishing they'd stepped in front of him to collect the bribe. It was a matter of little consequence to Xan.


    "One more thing," Xan asked as he was about to head in. "Do you know where I may find the… er, mistake?" He asked, giving a bit of a wink.


    "Third floor, Sir. Last room on the right. The Pearl Suite." He smiled and winked back, thinking he was doing one of his countries rulers a great favor.


    "Thank you." Xan returned the smile and walked into the Dancing River, letting his tension out in a smooth sigh of breath. That moment could have gone a number of ways. Some few men would never take a bribe no matter how much they were offered. They were men of appreciable honor, and they could really ruin Xan's day. Getting into the Dancing River would have been a much more arduous task if he'd been faced with such a guard. Luckily the average guard was underpaid and unhappy enough with his job that a bribe was all that was needed.


    The ground floor of the Dancing River was a large, open sitting room with many tables and many richly dressed people lounging about enjoying drinks and conversation. In a normal inn it would have been considered the bar or common room, but the Dancing River somehow made a bar into a more elegant and refined place. Xan passed through the room quickly, keeping his eyes focused on his destination. He was a man who knew exactly what business he was upon and didn't wish to be interrupted, a description that fit both his true vocation and the one he was currently imitating. Xan was in the Dancing River for a very specific purpose.


    It wasn't difficult to find the stairs, though Xandrith did pass several sets of guards on his way. The entire building was crawling with enforcement personnel. It was easy for Xan to see why the thieves’ guild didn't bother with the Dancing River. There was risk at every corner. Orc guardsmen made up every fifth armored guard, and the human's looked well trained and dangerous. Every guard carried a loaded repeating crossbow, a sword, and a knife. Some carried axes or mauls as well. A thief would have to be desperate to try and steal anything from the Dancing River. The risk just wasn't worth the possible pay off.  


    He reached the third floor quickly, taking the right branch from the stairs and heading towards the door at the end. He hadn't yet determined how he was to get inside the room without being detected. All the rooms were locked by key, and the doors were warded. Xan couldn't identify the exact nature of the magic, but he guessed that it was tied to the locks on the doors. If the key used to open the door wasn't matched to the magic ward, then the ward would be set off. There could be a physical trap, an alarm, or both tied to the ward. Every fourth door a guard stood watch and a patrol circled the entire floor constantly on foot. There was another guard standing directly outside the door to the Pearl Suite.


    Xan walked towards the door and the guard who was now eyeing him suspiciously. Breaking pace would only make him look even more out of place, so the assassin strode confidently forward. He needed something, some way to get into the room. Inspiration struck him suddenly mere feet from the point of no return. He stopped just before the guard.


    "I'm here to see Leahn Orthis. Tell her Xandrith is here." The words tumbled from his lips even before he'd considered what he was giving up by allowing his real identity to be used. He hadn't used that name publicly in years, but what other choice did he have? What if she didn't remember his name? She could send him away right now. The guard would have to open her door, though. That would give Xan the opportunity he needed to get inside. The guard would have to die. He knew Xan's real name. If Shade could be traced back to an actual person life would become extra dangerous for Xan. It was too late to second guess himself.


    The guard nodded and turned to the door, knocking on the solid wood surface with his gauntleted hand. He waited a moment, and then a voice from within called out.


    "Enter."


    The guard opened the door, stepped inside, and shut the door in his wake. The hallway felt empty with the guard gone. Xan could hear the patrol of guardsmen down at the other end of the hall making their rounds. He tried to calculate the time he'd have left to him if the guard opened the door and said he wasn't allowed to enter. Xandrith would have to strike fast, knocking the guard down and killing him in one blow before moving into the room to deal with Leahn.


    Down at the far end of the hall the guards on patrol turned a corner and began walking towards him down the long corridor. They would see Xan make his move. Time would be limited, and if Leahn brought her magic to bare it could be an intense couple of minutes. Xan steadied his breathing and reached for the handle of his stiletto dagger strapped along his arm beneath his cloak. One hit and he could strike the guard dead before the man even knew things were going wrong.


    The door opened. The man bowed his head and gestured for Xan to enter. With that gesture the tension fled from Xan and he stepped by the guard and into the room. The door was pulled shut behind him and another type of anxiety settled on the assassin as he came face to face with a piece of his past. A piece that still held a warm familiarity that almost coaxed a smile from his face.


    Leahn was no longer the slender girl she'd been when she was younger. She was a little on the portly side, but still very pretty with warm brown eyes and neatly kept shoulder length hair. Her face was lit by a bright smile as she looked at Xan, her eyes glassy with tears. Xan was taken aback by the honest pleasure in her expression. She not only seemed to remember him, but to be honestly happy to see him.


    "It really is you!" She cried out before diving forward and throwing her arms around Xandrith in a tight hug. The assassin was taken by surprise. He hadn't expected her to remember him at all, let alone to remember him fondly.


    "Yes, I suppose it is." He said numbly, trying to stifle his own emotions. He didn't know how he felt, or how he should feel. He was there for a job, he reminded himself.


    Leahn stepped backward, laughing and smoothing her dress. "I'm sorry. All this time and you'd think I would have grown into a proper lady by now. I just didn't expect to see you after so long." Her face grew taunt and a look of sadness filled her eyes. "I didn't know if you'd survived after…" Her voice trailed off.


    The reminder of their parting brought Xan back into the moment. Nostalgia aside, Leahn had turned her back on him and abandoned him to what could have easily been his death. His fond memories of her were from a different time, a different world. In this world, in this time, Shade was here to take this mage's life.


    "Yes, I survived. There were difficult times, but I survived." Xan answered coldly. His heart felt like ice in his chest.


    The cheer fled from Leahn's face. "You must hate me, then?" She asked. "I was a naive little girl back then."


    Xan found himself shaking his head. "No, I don't hate you." Didn't he? No, he didn't hate her. For all that he was angry at her, and had been for years, he couldn't bring himself to hate the last real friend he'd known. "I have hated many people, but never you."


    She nodded, her face still thoughtful. "Then why are you here to kill me?" She asked in a small voice.


    "I'm ... what?!" Xan's heart jumped into his throat and he started.


    "When the guard said you'd come to see me I was shocked. I didn't know how you'd found me, or why you'd even want to see me, but when you walked in wearing that outfit I knew why you were here, Xand." She used the shortened version of Xandrith's name that only she'd ever used. "I've grown up a lot and I'm still naive in many ways, but I know that the Senate Private Guard would never accept an Eight into their membership. The mages wouldn't allow such an affront."


    Xan reached for the pin at his throat and touched it with one of his four fingered hands. With a gesture he unfastened his fancy cloak and let it fall to the ground, revealing his customary clothing beneath.


    "I didn't go looking for this job." Xan said quietly, letting his disguise fall away. The time for pretense was over. "It came looking for me."


    Leahn's smile came back, less excited and more sadly resigned. "I hoped that you'd returned to your family and become a successful fisherman like your father." She said wistfully. "I always imagined you with a family, and children. You were such a sweet little boy."


    Xan shrugged, feeling guilty despite himself. "I did return to my family." He held up his hands, letting his sleeves fall back so that his scars were visible. "They cast me out before I was even able to grab the rest of my things. I was such a terrible disgrace to them. My father disowned me in front of our neighbors, and then I was chased from the town."


    "I'm sorry, Xand. I really am. I didn't believe you back when they kicked you from the Order. I was a stupid little girl, and I thought the Order never did anything wrong. I believed that you'd betrayed us all. ..." Leahn's words came out in a rush.


    "And you've changed your mind since?" Xan asked, skeptical. "You believe me now that I've shown up at your door intending to kill you? Certainly the course of my life proves, if anything, that the mage's were right about me all along."


    Leahn shook her head. "No, I've believed you for years. I've learned things about the Order that I would never have accepted as truth when I was younger." Her face grew serious. "Xandrith, there are secrets that the Order is keeping that must be told. I … you need to know that …" Xan could see her throat closing up, her eyes losing focus, and then she gasped for air and sat down heavily on the edge of the four post bed in the center of her room. "I can't tell you." She said quietly.


    Xan knew the reaction well enough. If someone branded tried to speak an Order secret aloud to someone not in the Order, their throat closed up and their thoughts grew foggy and inconsistent. It was all part of the binding spells scorched into the backs of all mages. The Order's secrets went with you to the grave.


    "The Order has always kept secrets, Leahn. It's what they do. They are as corrupt as the senate, if not more so. People stay alive by staying out of their way." Xandrith felt a sudden flood of anger. "Why couldn't you just stay out of their way?! Of all the people I could have been hired to kill… damn it." Xan felt his eyes beginning to water and he brushed the encroaching moisture away with the back of his sleeve. The assassin put his emotions in check and calmed his face. It wasn't like him to lose control, but the truth of it was he felt ragged inside. It had been twenty years since he'd seen Leahn, but he still remembered the young girl who'd sung him to sleep when he was troubled and hurt. Anyone else he could have killed without a second thought. Anyone else.


    Leahn was shaking her head. "No, Xand. No. This is important. I can't tell you why, but this time, this secret… people need to know." She stepped towards her would-be killer and he flinched backwards as though she was the one who'd brought a knife to still his heart.


    She held up her hands, a mage sign of truce. With her hands exposed she couldn't cast magic without Xan seeing the spell starting. "Xan, after you've finished here, I need you to find someone for me."


    Xandrith was taken aback. "No, I… you understand I'm here to kill you, right? Once we're finished here, you'll be dead." He tried to keep his voice calm, but a ball of emotion was hammering at his chest.


    She nodded her head. "They already know what I'm doing, which means I've failed. If it wasn't you they'd sent to kill me, it would have been someone else. Someone else would have killed me without letting me speak, so this is better. Xand, you can do what I can't. You're better equipped to do this anyway."


    Xan shook his head. "I don't want this. I don't want to be involved."


    Leahn met Xan's cool gray eyes with her warm brown gaze. "I'm sorry, Xand. If there was any other way… but if you don't kill me they'll know we talked and realize their mistake. Once I'm dead they'll assume the risk is over and that will give you a chance to do what I can't. I need you to find a man named Tannon Rosk. Show him your hands and tell him I sent you."


    Xandrith's head swam with indecision. This was a job. He shouldn't be listening to Leahn at all. He shouldn't be getting involved in what sounded like very dangerous Order of Mages business. If they were killing one of their own, and he had no doubt that he'd been hired by the Order, then they certainly wouldn't hesitate to try and kill him.


    "Please, Xand." Leahn's voice was pleading. "I can't tell you why this is important, or just how important it is, but I wouldn't ask if I didn't believe in this. If you won't do it for me then do it for yourself. The Order can't stop what is coming on their own, but they won't ask for help either. I'm not even sure they could ask for help if they needed it."


    He was going to tell her no. He had every intention of not getting involved, of turning his back on Leahn and the Order all together, but when he spoke he heard himself say. "Alright." Xan felt a pressure lift from his chest and at the same time it seemed a great weight settled on his shoulders.


    Leahn's voice relaxed. "Thank you. You don't know how much better I feel knowing that someone will carry on after I'm gone."


    Xandrith grimaced. What had he just agreed to? He wasn't sure he could still do what he'd been paid to do. He wanted to flee, to run as far away as he could and never look back.


    "We could get out of here together." He said aloud. "Two people can disappear in a city like this and never be found. I've done it before."


    Leahn shook her head. "No. It sounds wonderful, the idea of just leaving this all behind and not having to worry about it for a time, but those who want my life will not stop just because I've vanished. They will assume you've failed and they'll send others. They have ways of knowing exactly where I am. That's why I came to the Dancing River. I thought that here I would at least have security around me, even if they knew where I was. If I leave here with you they will just send more people after us, and eventually they'll send enough to kill us both."


    "And so you'll just give up?!" Xandrith's voice became accusatory. He'd lived his life on the run from one person or another. The thought of just accepting death had never once occurred to him. You did what you had to in order to survive. "You're going to just accept defeat and die because that is what they want?"


    Leahn sighed. "It's not that simple. You have some idea of what the Order is capable of, but you don't understand exactly what they've done to assure I don't accomplish what I've set out to do. I have been stuck here for over a week trying to figure out how to get to Rosk without leading those following me directly to him. You might not believe it, but sometimes dying is the best thing a person can do for a cause, Xand." She smoothed her dress with her hands.


    "I don't want to die. I'm afraid… more afraid than I have ever been in my life, but this cause is that important to me. My death will free you to reach Tannon, and from there…" She had to bite back the next words she wanted to say. They refused to pass her lips. "Well from there you will understand. I hope."


    She looked as frustrated as Xan felt. If they could only talk without the Order limits imposed upon them it would be so easy to clear up the lingering confusion. What was so important that Leahn felt her life was expendable? Xandrith wasn't sure he could put the same amount of dedication into her cause. It was easy enough to promise he'd carry on the work she'd started, but he didn't even know what that work was or what it would entail for him. He wasn’t at all sure he could say he would give his life for any cause.


    Xan took a step towards Leahn. "Death is final, Leahn. If I take your life then the fight ends for you forever. Are you so certain that you want to leave this task to someone you barely know?"


    The mage smiled. Her eyes were glassy with emotion. "There is no room for certainty in life, but Xand, I made a mistake in turning my back on you long ago. This time I think I'm doing the right thing."


    The assassin frowned. "I'm a killer of men. That doesn't exactly put me high on the list of those to be trusted."


    "Yes, you're a killer. I can see that spark in your eyes. But you’re not evil. You're just a man who is able to do what must be done to survive. That’s why you're the best person I could leave this task with. You will succeed where I could not." She spoke with a confidence that Xandrith couldn't share. Did she really believe a murderer could be a hero? Xan didn’t. "We should do this before the guard becomes suspicious and checks on us. We don't want those who hired you to suspect you held a long conversation with me. It could be dangerous."


    Leahn stood up from the bed and walked towards Xan. She put her arms around him and drew him into a close hug. Xand was momentarily swallowed up in the warmth of the embrace, enveloped in the serenity of friendly human contact. He'd always been alone, but in this one moment he was connected to another living thing. It made him feel small and insignificant, but not in a bad way. He felt like a part of something for a moment, and it made him wonder what might have been if he hadn't been exiled from the mages. Would he and Leahn have been something more than friends? Lovers?


    "I'll do what must be done." Xan said softly into Leahn's neck, and in that moment he felt like he could be the person she needed him to be. He felt like he could follow her purpose to his own grave.


    "I know you will, Xand." She squeezed him tighter.


    "Is… will it hurt?"  She asked, and Xan could feel the tremble in her body, the fear of death behind her affection. He pulled himself away from her emotionally, though he kept her body held close to his own. His long pointed dagger was already in his right hand. He'd withdrawn it as they'd first embraced and secretly stashed it along the inside of his arm. The murderer in him knew exactly what to do.


    "Not for long." He whispered. His voice was strangely raspy. With well practiced speed and precision he drove the needle-like point of his stiletto through Leahn's back and into her heart.


    "Oh ..." She managed to gasp before the spark fled her body and she slumped heavily against him. Her arms fell from around his back and all of her weight collapsed into his embrace. Xandrith carried her body to the bed as he drew free his knife, and lowered her to the satin coverlet. Her face was tear-streaked and her eyes were open. All the warmth had fled from her brown eyes. He drew a blanket up over her body, covering her face so that her dead stare couldn't be seen. Where once his friend had been, lay now only an empty vessel.


    Xandrith ached inside. He'd never felt such great emotional turmoil, and yet he had to move. His job was finished and he needed to make his exit or he would be caught. If they captured him, he wouldn't be able to keep his promise to Leahn. He forced himself up from the bed and walked towards the window to the room. It was locked and shut, and there was a ward set to guard it. Xan unfastened the lock and pushed the window open. As he did so, the automated ward shut down to allow for the room guest to look out without triggering the room's defenses. The rooms were made to keep people out, not in.


    Xan leapt onto the ledge and then scurried out onto the wall of the building. It was a newer construction and had been well built, so the hand holds were few and far between. However, Xan was well trained when it came to scaling surfaces and made easy work of the obstacle. He moved up the building with precise grace, avoiding windows by a wide margin so as not to trigger any other alarms. He made it to the roof in short order. From the rooftop the city stretched out before him as a highway of thatch, tile, and alley ways just waiting to take him where he needed to go.







     


    Chapter 2


    Serpentine


    The evening dropped upon the day like a black curtain. It fell across the city and sent all good little children into the safety of their beds. Xandrith rolled from his sheets as though he'd been tossed into them in a heap of random parts. His long, well-toned limbs creaked as they uncoiled from the fetal position he'd crawled into during his nearly restless sleep. It had been almost a week since he'd taken the life of Leahn and he was no closer to locating Tannon Rosk than he had been the night he'd first heard the name. He'd sent out his feelers to every part of the city, and paid out nearly a hundred royals trying to gather information. That was a hundred pieces of gold fed to the Demons of the Wind, as the cities network of spies was known.  Tannon was a common enough name, but Rosk wasn't a normal surname. Xan's query should have turned up something by now.


    He pushed himself to his legs, the motion feeling like a chore on his tired muscles. He'd scoured the city all week, calling in every favor and contacting every source of information that he knew of. In fact, he'd been looking so hard that his two contacts had both returned information that a shadowy character was looking for someone named Tannon Rosk. It was great that they were paying attention, but unnerving to hear of his own actions reported back to him through his trusted sources. He wasn't being as cautious as he should be. Since his night in the Dancing River it had been difficult to focus on staying unseen and unheard. He needed to be very careful. If people tracked down his identity they could figure out where his assets were stored and they could piece together his history. Shade would be ruined as an assassin, and Xandrith might well lose every possession he'd worked for. Not to mention if they tied Xandrith to Shade, Xan would be wanted for murder all through Central Appox. He was far too fond of summer to cross The Ragged into Northern Appox, even if he could survive the climb. He'd be better off trying to swim across the sea to the cursed Far Isles said to be cursed lands.


    Xan dressed himself, stretching and loosening his muscles as he worked his way into one of his familiar dark leather outfits. The fit was comfortable if not perfectly tailored, and being fully geared up made him feel as though he was back in his own skin again. He wouldn't be able to do much searching for Rosk that night. He had to collect the other half of his payment for his job at the Dancing River. He contemplated killing those who'd hired him, and not for the first time. They wouldn't expect him to come in ready for a fight. He could easily take down one unarmed noble and a couple of mages. Maybe he could even kill the mages first, and then take his time with man in green and gold. That might be somewhat satisfying. He could get information from the man, find out who had ordered Leahn's death, and then ...


    He let the thought fall away. What then? Should he kill that man for ordering the murder of the person he'd taken money to kill? Was that justice? Would Leahn even want that kind of vengeance? Xan thought she hadn't seemed the type to settle her problems with violence. She would probably be ashamed of Xandrith for even contemplating the murders of those others. Killing them wouldn't be about her, it would be about Xan trying to pass his guilt off on someone else. It would be Xan taking revenge for being forced to kill someone he hadn't wanted to kill.


    "Ah, but vengeance can be sweet." Xan said aloud to the empty room. He pulled the scarf of his hood up over the bottom half of his face and fastened it in place. Leahn knew who she was sending out to finish her business. She wasn't sending out a politician or a bard, she'd sent an assassin to finish her work. Xandrith would not kill if it wasn't necessary, but he would do what had to be done to honor Leahn's last wishes. He didn't think she was foolish enough to believe that his path to that goal would be bathed in sunshine and paved in rose pedals. His methods were limited to the skills of his trade. He stepped to his door and paused at the handle. On impulse he turned around and returned to his trunk, opening the lock on the lid with a combination of a key and the depression of two hidden latches. He pawed through the objects in the chest and stopped on a belt of small fixed blade knives. There were fifteen of the small perfectly balanced shards of razor sharp steel. He lifted the belt from the chest and fastened it about his hips. Throwing knives. He almost never carried them.


    Projectile weapons left too much of their lethality to fate. A stray breeze or a misstep by your target and the thrown weapon became a wasted piece of time, effort, and money. Still, sometimes a properly thrown knife could help Xan extricate himself from a particularly tense situation. A skilled thrower could end multiple threats in a matter of seconds, and there were very few as skilled as Xan. Even so, he preferred the up close certainty of his fighting knives. A well balanced knife in the hand was a devastating weapon when wielded with the proper intent and training. One jab to the shoulder could disable an entire arm or remove it, depending on the momentum, force, and knowledge applied. Knives were often underestimated, which was yet another advantage to carrying them instead of a sword.  


    Satisfied that he was well armed, Xan left his apartment for his rendezvous with the Order of Mages.


     


    The house looked much as it had on Xan's last visit. The windows and doors still glowed with the aura of magic wards, but the house was otherwise dark and uninhabited. Smoke rose from the chimney and wafted into the cool fall night. The assassin lowered himself onto the streets and made his way to the front door of the building once more, trying to cast from his mind the notion that he was repeating a past mistake all over again. Leahn was already gone. The house could hold no more malice for him than it had the first time. He ignored the ward on the front door and wrapped on the solid wood entrance way with his knuckles. He was agitated, and his entire body vibrated with the desire to lash out at whoever opened the door. He had to force himself to calm down. He took deep breaths and counted them. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. The door swung open onto a room that was entirely dark but for the glow of the fireplace.


    The door had opened of its own accord this time. That probably wasn't a good sign. A figure sat at the table in the center of the room, back to the fire, wrapped in the shadow cast by its own body. For some reason they were doing things differently this time. Opening the door with magic was a show of power. Xan felt threatened, and he guessed that it was an intentional act on the part of the people paying him. He took a firm grip of his emotions and painted his face in calm before stepping into the room and walking to the table. He didn't sit down.


    "The job is done. I'm here for the rest of my pay." Xan said shortly.


    "Have a seat, Shade. Let us discuss your bonus." A familiar voice spoke from the man across the table. He wasn't dressed in gold and green anymore, but Xandrith was certain it was the same man from last time. He rarely forgot a voice.


    "What is there to discuss? The job is finished, and whether you pay me the bonus or not doesn't matter. I want the rest of the money for the work I've completed." Xan kept his voice firm, but relaxed. On the outside, he was just a business man collecting his due. Beneath his exterior and his elongated sleeves, Xan twitched to be holding his weapons. Something was wrong. His intuition told him that events were not unraveling as they should, and that he was about to regret ever coming to this meeting.


    "I said have a seat, Xandrith. We have matters to discuss." The man's voice was firm, cold, and held more than a slight edge of threat. He'd used Xan's real name. In that moment the assassin realized his mistake. The guard. He hadn't gone back and taken care of the guard after finishing with Leahn.


    Xandrith walked to the table and sat down. If they knew who he was they could trace his identity. Xandrith was not a name from the city, and even in his home town Xan hadn't known anyone else with his first name. His parents had wanted him to have a title that stood out from others. All of Xandrith's money was stored under his real name, as well as several business holdings and some property in the countryside he'd bought as a future place of retirement. He never used his real name. Never. It was supposed to be his safety net, the identity he could fall back to when Shade finally became too well known.


    "Xandrith is a very unusual name to pull out of thin air, Shade. When we heard that Leahn had a visitor with that name we were very interested." He leaned forward and for just a moment his face wasn't covered in the shadows cast from the fire. He wore a knowing leer on his face. "It turns out Xandrith is the name of a wealthy business owner who has slowly been amassing assets in the countryside not too far outside of the city. The funny thing is that his bank transactions can't all be traced to regular business activities and there is no clear origin for where his starting capital originated. How very strange."


    The assassin shrugged. "So? I chose the name of someone who actually existed. It happens. Do you want to check the other identities I've used over the years?" Xan struggled for some obscure names. "Schorndin, Kaevick, Pallivur… In my line of work you don't use the same name twice."


    The man in shadows nodded. "Of course not, but we looked even further back, and do you know that Xandrith Dalt just happens to be an Eight, banished from the Order around the same time that Leahn was first admitted herself. What are the chances? That is quite an odd coincidence, isn't it Mr. Shade?"


    Xan's heart was beating hard in his chest. "It is, but the world is full of strange occurrences. Coincidences happen all the time."


    "Yes, I suppose they do." The man shrugged, leaning back in his chair. "You wouldn't mind letting me see your hands, just to prove that this is a coincidence and nothing more, would you?"


    Xan froze.


    "That's not such a very strange request, is it?" He asked, now leaning forward. "We can clear this whole thing up in a second, and then we'll have you paid and be on our way."


    They'd backed him into a corner. "Who I am doesn't matter. I did the job. You'll pay me now or we're going to have trouble." Shade let his voice become dark and threatening. His entire body was coiling, his muscles getting ready to spring into action. He could taste violence on the air.


    "I'm afraid it really does matter. Show me your hands now, or there will indeed be trouble." The shadowed man's voice was every bit as threatening as Xan's. The situation had just crossed beyond the point of control, and the assassin knew it was time to act. The man in the chair's hands twitched into motion. He was casting a spell.


    Xan didn't hesitate. Letting the man get off a single spell could be devastating. The shadowed man either didn't think Xandrith would notice his casting, or had assumed the assassin wouldn't be able to react in time. Either way, he was mistaken. Xan flipped the table between them and rammed into it, driving it forward into the mage and knocking him to the ground. With satisfaction Xan heard the air explode from the man's lungs as the table pinned him to the floor. Xan spun his knife from his hip sheath and slammed it deep into the man's left eye socket. He was dead in an instant, and Xan was back to his feet and heading for the front door.


    A woman burst from an opening in the back of the room, a swirling mass of red light forming around her fist. Xandrith didn't need to see the end of her spell to know a firebolt when it was being cast. He grabbed one of his throwing knives and let it lose with a single arm movement. Even as the fire ripped free from her finger tips Xan's knife took her in the hand, severing at least one of her fingers and leaving her unable to cast any further spells. The firebolt went wide and splashed into the wall next to Xan as he tried to exit the door. It dripped thickly down the wall and onto the floor, catching the dry wood of the wall on fire. Xan tried the handle, but the door was sealed by magic. The feint glow of the spell was hidden by the flaring fire.


    Footsteps on the stairs told Xan the mage from upstairs was on his way, no doubt with a spell already set to go off. The assassin charged at the woman who was screaming and holding her ruined hand. She didn't even notice him until his fist slammed into her face, knocking her to the ground in a puddle of her own blood. Xan dove into the room at her back and looked for the nearest window. He grabbed a chair as he ran towards it and tossed the piece of wooden furniture ahead of him through the glass. The window shattered as the assassin dove through and rolled over his shoulder through the broken glass and back onto his feet. He had a few dozen cuts but was back on his feet in a breath. He ran. The private district guards would be showing up soon enough, and he still had at least one mage in the building behind him. There was no time for indecision.


    Xan flew down the street with reckless speed, putting as much distance between himself and his pursuit as possible. When he finally felt like he'd given himself a safe lead, he climbed to the top of the nearest tall building and finally let himself take a moment's breath. He wasn't breathing hard, but his heart was beating fast. The panic was still fresh in his system and he needed a moment to let it run its course and cool his head. That had been far too close. He'd walked directly into a trap without noticing, and worse, his identity was now public. The Order of Mages knew who he was and that meant they knew about all of his assets. Xandrith wasn't naive enough to believe they wouldn't already be using that information to shut down every resource he had at his disposal. Even his apartment was paid for by the Xandrith estate. He would need to get back there quickly if he had any hope of gathering some of his supplies. His bank accounts wouldn't be available until the banks opened in the morning, and by then it would be too late. The Order of Mages would see to it that he couldn't access those funds. Not without drawing some unwanted attention.  


    As Xan settled his nerves and got his thoughts in order as he began to sprint across the roof tops towards his apartment. If he could get his hands on his pouch of crowns he'd at least have the funds to continue his search for Rosk. Beyond that it was difficult to make any plans. He couldn't be certain what steps the Order would take to track him down, but he had the distinct feeling that his life was about to become much more interesting. He felt a strange mix of exhilaration and terror. Everything was falling apart, but he was suddenly burning with purpose.


    "You're a damned fool." He told himself as he dove from one roof to another across a gap that would have terrified most men.


    He reached the baker's store in record time, though he was breathing heavy and covered in sweat when he finally got there. The building stood quietly along the street as it always had, bathed in starlight and looking to all the world like everything was completely ordinary. In Xan's mind the entire place was cast in shadowy menace. Part of it was paranoia, but part of it was a well trained mind warning him of where danger might lurk. He forced himself to proceed slowly and quietly, taking extra care to make no noise as he unlocked and opened the door to the stairwell that would lead him to his apartment. He could have allowed himself to take solace in the fact that the hall door was still locked, as he'd left it, but it would be too easy for a mage to lock and unlock a door. Even an ordinary burglar would have no problem with that lock. He employed every trick for moving silently that he had at his disposal as he climbed the stairs. He knew every step by heart and he made sure that each footfall was on a board that wouldn't betray his movements. The night was so still that the thrum of Xan's own heartbeat drummed in his ears, sounding obnoxiously loud in the small wooden corridor.


    After what seemed like several long minutes but was actually only a matter of seconds, Xan reached the door to what had been his private sanctuary. He scanned the frame looking for any sign of entrance before taking a hold of the handle and giving it a twist. The door didn't lock. It had never been a necessary concern. Xan didn't live in the best part of town, but with the lock on the bottom door in place he knew there was little for him to worry about. Only his landlord proved an immediate threat, and the man was far too unconcerned with Xandrith to be an issue. Besides, Xan didn't exactly live a luxurious life that would attract burglars.  


    The assassin slowly inched open his door, moving it as slowly as his muscles would allow. At first he could only see a sliver of his bedroom, but as the door opened wider Xan became more confident. His room was intact. His chest was exactly as he'd left it, and the bed was in perfect order. Xandrith slipped inside and shut the door behind him. He only had the one small room so it was easy to tell that it was untouched. He walked quickly to his chest and opened it up, removing his bag of gold and placing it securely in one of the hidden pockets of his outfit. Most of the rest of the chest was filled with various costumes, all of which would do him very little good for general purposes. He did grab an old dark green cloak and threw it over his shoulders. It would work to hide his work clothes, weapons, and self. Cloaks were common this time of year.


    The only other object in the chest was his sword. It wasn't anything fancy, but it was a well balanced and sharp weapon that he'd always taken good care of. He wasn't really very good with it. The part of his mind that demanded he be as prepared as possible was telling him to take it with him, however the practical part of him was telling him to leave it behind. The length of the blade didn't really fit with his fighting style. Also, it was extra weight that would make climbing and maneuvering more complicated. No, it was best to leave the tired blade where it lay. He pulled the chest shut. With that finished, he had all the supplies that he needed. He turned to exit the room and heard a noise from beyond his door.


    The sound was barely a whisper creeping up the hall from beyond his closed door, but Xan had lived in that building for over a year and he knew the sounds the place made naturally. That wasn't one of them. Xan moved to his window, forsaking any thought of exiting the way he'd come in. He'd never climbed from his own window, but he knew it was an easy climb. He'd looked. The only reason he'd never exited that way was that he preferred not to risk his neighbors seeing him leaving his own apartment through the window. It could raise uncomfortable questions, and there was really no reason that a normal person should be leaving by such means. Circumstances had changed.


    He slid the window open slowly, keeping his attention focused on the sounds from the hall. The slight shuffling from the hall grew slowly louder and then seemed to stop about half way up. They were checking Poneatrad's room. A moment later the sounds in the hallway resumed and grew louder. Xan could hear the sound of armor moving slowly against itself. Sneaking in heavy armor was pointless. The man might as well have come running up the stairway. Amateurs, Xan thought as he got the window open far enough to slip out.


    He pushed himself through the open window and latched on to the exterior sill, using the strength of his arms to pull himself out into the world. On the ground floor below him a group of four people were walking through the alley. Two of them were humans dressed in Order robes, and the other two were Orcs. Xan bit his lower lip even as he caught movement from the corner of his eye inside his room. His door was opening slowly and an armored shoulder was slipping inside. The assassin reached for a higher handhold and carefully pulled himself above the level of the window. It wouldn't do to have his pursuer look out the window and see Xan highlighted against the night sky.


    "There's something moving up there!" A shout from below echoed from a deep and resounding voice. Orcs. Damn it, why couldn't they be more like humans and not look up? A light streaked up the side of the building next to Xan, glowing bright blue and highlighting the entire wall of the building, it hovered in the air just a foot below where the assassin was perched. Xandrith was familiar with the spell. It was one of the few he’d been able to cast before he was cut. The simple mages flare was great for lighting dark places, but not so great for an assassin trying to hide in the shadows. Xan sprung upward, grabbing for handholds as high as he could reach and charging up the side of the building that had once been his home. He was on the roof in a few breaths, but he could hear his pursuit climbing after him. Orcs were fast, even when wearing heavy armor though they lacked the stamina for distance, a fact that only mattered if you could run faster than a normal human.


    Xan exploded across the rooftop running as fast as he could, recklessly crossing the dangerously slick tiles that made up the bakery's roof. The morning dew was settling on everything making it even more treacherous, but the assassin had no choice in the matter. If he didn’t put his all into it, the orcs would make short work of the lead he had on them. He didn't bother to look back over his shoulder. Xan reached the end of the bakery roof and made a leap across the gap to the leather worker's beyond. The roof was covered in drying hides and Xan chose the straightest route through them he could without knocking into the heavy racks. Behind him something heavy smashed into the rooftop, followed shortly by another loud thud as a second orc’s body joined them. That had been faster than he expected. The bastards were already closing the gap.


    From the leather worker's roof Xan jumped to the wall of a shabby inn. It was a full story taller than the other houses on the street, so he had to climb to reach the next flat running area. Behind him the sound of heavy wooden tanning frames shattering as more armored orcs smashed through them echoed into the night like thunder. Xan was keenly aware that the gap between the inn and the building next to it was very large. The next building was also much shorter, which meant that there would be a large drop. He didn't think he could make the gap and pass off enough momentum to get back to his feet and keep running after the drop. The impact would slow him down, and it wouldn't have the same effect on the orcs. They could take a much larger drop then he could with his relatively fragile bone structure. The edge of the building seemed to be rushing towards him. 


    Without breaking pace Xan dove into a forward roll and rolled off the edge of the inns roof. His right hand grabbed the lip of the ledge as it swept by and all of his momentum landed on three of his fingers. Somehow his grip held and his outward rush instead shifted into a violent swing down towards the wall of the inn. He hit with a thud and allowed himself to drop down the side of the building, using jutting window sills and cracks between the boards to slow his descent just enough to keep him from breaking his legs when he landed. He looked up in time to see an orc go sailing between the inn and the next building. The orc landed with an impressive, wood splitting crash on the roof of the tiny apothecary. He didn't go through the roof, but it sounded like it was close. The poor guy hadn't seen him take the drop, or else hadn’t had the time to react.  


    Xan didn't have the chance to see the look of confusion he knew must be on the orc’s face as the big guy tried to figure out where his little prey had gone. Another orc sailed overhead, landing with equally impressive force on the apothecary. This time the landing was accompanied by a tremendous cracking and the sound of sturdy beams failing. Xan didn't have to see what was happening to know that the roof of the other building had just given up against the barrage of air born orcs.


    He wasn't about to waste a moment of his advantage. Xan ran as fast as his legs would take him as soon as he hit the ground, charging through the alley like a man being chased by death. He wasn't sure how far from true that was. If the orcs hadn't wanted him dead a moment ago, they probably did now. As he passed around the apothecary he could hear the enraged orcs ripping their way through the destroyed building to get back to the street. Xandrith had a brief moment to feel a tiny pang of guilt for the poor shop owner who would come to work in the morning to find his building had apparently collapsed upon itself. He doubted the Oder of Mages would be paying for the damages.


    The assassin was well clear of the apothecary and turning towards the private district when a terrible pain exploded in his upper back. He pitched forward violently and skidded across the ground on his face and chest. Instinct told him to get back up and run, so he forced his legs to right themselves and push himself back up. He glanced over his shoulder, trying to figure out what had hit him. That's when he saw the end of the arrow bristling from his back.


    "Shit!" He said aloud. The arrow was high and above his vital organs, but it had cut well into the muscle of his right shoulder. He could feel his fingers tingling uncomfortably.


    "I'd recommend you stop running now, before we decide it's easier to kill you then to try and bring you in alive." A woman's voice spoke from behind him. Xan turned to face her. He didn't recognize his assailant, but she was holding a long bow with an arrow set to the string. She was far enough away that Xan judged her to be quite good with the weapon.


    "I have to admit, you've made running considerably more difficult for me." Xan said nonchalantly. "That was quite a shot."


    "You were running in a straight line. It was a simple shot." Her voice was confident. "The next one goes through your heart, so I don't recommend you try and run again." Xan could hear other footsteps coming up from behind the woman. He was about to be overwhelmed. He briefly considered throwing a knife at the bow wielding guard, but he was awful with his left hand and he wasn't sure his right could do the work effectively. Xan held up his hands. His left was far higher than his right thanks to his injury.


    "I'm sure this is all just a big misunderstanding." The assassin forced a wry smile, limping back in her direction.


    "Of course." The woman answered. "We'll just have you answer a few questions, and then you'll be free to go. There is no point in running."


    "You should have just said that in the first place." Xan said tersely. "You needn't have had your guards chase me across rooftops at all." The assassin was fairly certain that he wouldn't survive the questioning they had in mind for him. They wanted to know what he knew and if he'd told anyone else. Once they were certain he didn't have any important contacts, he wouldn't be important anymore.


    "Sometimes we get a bit ahead of ourselves." She offered with a smile that told Xan they were both fully aware of the subtext of their conversation. "Now, if you wouldn't mind removing your weapons and placing them on the ground before coming any closer."


    The orcs emerged from the Apothecary, looking particularly put out. Xan's run was over. He wasn't giving up, but it was clear he wouldn't be making a clean escape.


    "Certainly." He unfastened his belt of throwing knives, dropped his two fighting knives, and unfastened his stiletto from his wrist. He let the weapons clatter to the cobbled street. He didn't remove the tiny knife from the small of his back. If they found it and removed it they could have the thing, but Xan wasn't going to give them all of his weapons if he didn't have to. The assassin walked slowly towards the woman with her knocked arrow still raised even as two large and quite angry orcs fell in behind him. They didn’t want to lose him again. At that particular moment running was far from Xan's mind. His back was throbbing fiercely and with two orcs within arms distance of him he wouldn't be going anywhere even if he tried.


    "What is this all about? I haven't done anything wrong." Xan feigned ignorance as he approached the woman.


    "Really, Xandrith Dalt? Or do you prefer to go by the name Shade? I have it on good authority that you're wanted for questioning regarding several assassinations within the walls of Rewolla. Apparently you're quite the prolific killer." There was no particular anger or malice in her voice as she spoke. She was simply stating the facts as they'd been presented to her.


    Xan shrugged with his one good shoulder. "Do I look like a killer to you?" He held up his empty, four-fingered hands.


    "To be honest, yes." She answered. "You certainly ran like a man who had a reason to get away."


    The assassin frowned. "You wouldn't run if strangers broke into your room in the middle of the night?"


    "I might, but I probably wouldn't jump out a second story window, scale a building, and lead two orcs on a chase across several rooftops. In fact, there are very few men who could pull off such an escape."


    Xan smiled. "Well, there you have it. I didn't pull it off. You caught me. It's only an escape if I get away in the end."


    "I had to put an arrow in your back." She reminded him.


    "You didn't have to, my dear. You could have stopped me with your lovely eyes instead." Xan even offered a slight bow as he said this, though his mobility was limited.


    The woman had to cover up a quick smile that touched her lips. She wasn't exactly beautiful. She had a face that had seen a lot of sun and eyes that were a very common shade of brown, though these seemed lit by an honest intelligence. Her hair was tied back severely, and she wore heavy leather armor that hid any feminine curves she might have had.


    "Charming me isn't going to do you any good, Xandrith. I'm not the one in charge of what happens to you." She replied tersely, trying to recapture a moment earlier when she’d felt more in control.


    "So you admit that I've charmed you. Good, then will you at least give me your name?" Xan pressed forward with his most winning smile. Women either found his rakish qualities irresistible or completely offensive, but Xan couldn't help himself when he was caught in public. He was normally very reserved and quiet, but when forced into a social situation he found that his attitude often had a life of its own.


    Her cheeks reddened for a moment. "You won't be needing my name. We won't be spending much time together." With that she signaled for the orcs to come forward and they each grabbed one of Xan's arms roughly. Their grip was far better than any manacle made by man. Xan wasn't going anywhere. They weren't particularly gentle about it and the arrow in the assassin rubbed against the bones of his shoulder. He grit down the pain and forced his smile back in place.


    "You're such a pessimist. I shall call you Violet, for your beauty shines brightly through all the dreariness that surrounds you." Ignoring the pain was the most difficult part of speaking, followed closely by avoiding passing out. "I think it suits you rather well. In these dark times, you are the one bright point I have to see me through.


    Violet sighed. "You can call me Captain Donelly if you must, but keep your mouth shut. I don't want to have to listen to your drivel all the way to the tower."


    "If you insist, Violet, but shouldn't I be going to the prison?" Xan was shocked to hear he was being taken directly to the mages. He thought they would at least make some pretense of bringing him to justice.


    "Captain Donelly," she corrected him again. "And the mages have requested you be turned over directly to them. Apparently your last murder was one of their own, and they don't take kindly to that." Her voice was all business as her group of guards assembled and began the process of escorting their prisoner to the mages’ spire.


    That silenced Xan. His ability to play the flirt was hindered by the memory of Leahn and what he'd done to try and carry out her task. At that moment the possibility of him ever finding Tannon Rosk seemed very slim. Xandrith had escaped from jail cells before, but he had the distinct impression that he would never be making it all the way to a prison. The mages would question him to find out what he'd learned from Leahn, which was almost nothing, and then he'd simply vanish. There wouldn't be anyone to care that he was gone. His contacts might wonder for a while what had happened to him, but they would move on quickly. In the blink of an eye Shade would vanish, and he'd take Xandrith with him. What bothered Xan the most was that Leahn's faith in him had been so misplaced. He hadn't accomplished anything on her behalf. In fact, he'd done worse than she had by a long shot. At least she'd passed the task on before he'd killed her. Xan stifled a sigh. He'd just have to make sure he didn't die. It wouldn't due to leave an important task unfinished.


    "Captain Violet, what exactly do you get for turning me over to the Order?"


    Donelly frowned at him. "I'm performing my duty and helping to keep the streets safe from people like you. Beyond that a reward isn't necessary."


    "And you honestly believe that the Order always has the best interest of the people in mind? It doesn't strike you as strange that they want an alleged assassin brought directly to them without the intervention of the senate legal system?" Xan pressed.


    "You're not going to make me question my orders, Xandrith. I don't know why the mages want to speak with you privately, but I'm sure they have their reason. Frankly if you killed one of their own I don't care what they do with you. You've brought this fate down upon yourself." She turned her back on the assassin, obviously intending the conversation to be finished.


    "What of you?" Xan looked at his two orc guards. "Do you think justice is being served here?" Xandrith wasn't even sure what he was trying to accomplish, but he felt the need to keep talking. He was looking for an opening.


    The guard on his right gave a single, sharp laugh. "I just fell through a building trying to catch you, do you really think you're going to win my sympathy?"


    The one on the left shrugged his powerful shoulders. "For a human you took us for quite a run and I respect that, but it's not our place to pass judgment. Our duty is to serve the watch, and the watch serves the senate. When we receive an order from the senate saying we must bring a prisoner to the mages, we do as we are asked. That is our way of honor."


    The assassin thought on that for a moment. "What is the first duty of the watch?" He asked.


    As one, his two orc guards and their captain responded. "Protect the people."


    "What if turning me into the Order violates that first duty?" Xan pressed.


    The captain turned to look at him again. "Handing an assassin over to the mages violates our oath to protect the people?" She didn't look amused.


    "Yes." Xan stated truthfully, feeling a momentary surge of hope. He didn't know why that was true himself except that Leahn had certainly believed this cause was of vital importance to everyone, and that meant Xandrith believed it as well.


    "I don't suppose you'd care to enlighten us as to why that is?" Captain Donelly pressed, an eyebrow raised.


    "I… can't say." Xan said, feeling the moment of success slip through his fingertips.


    "What a surprise." The captain quipped, and the two orc guards chuckled.


    Xan was angry. "Do you think the mages have the people's best interest in mind all the time? They're out to serve themselves. They keep secrets… dangerous secrets, Captain. You taking me to them is only helping them bury those secrets even deeper."


    The amusement left the captain's face. "You're a murderer so your word isn't worth very much, Xandrith, but I'm willing to listen to what you have to say. I've seen enough that I know better than to trust everything that the mages have to tell us, so go ahead. Tell me what secret they're keeping. Give me some reason to believe that you're not just trying to get away from facing the justice you deserve."


    Xan opened his mouth, and then snapped it shut. There was a terrible tightness in his throat. He didn't even have the secrets to tell the captain, but already the binding restricting his ability to speak mage secrets was gripping at his windpipe. Donelly's eyes met his expectantly, and Xan could see his opportunity dwindling. He needed to say something, anything.


    "Tannon Rosk." He said, and then his throat tightened and he choked over his own breath. For just a moment he thought he saw a flash of recognition in the captain's eyes, and then she turned her back on him again.                                                                                                                        


    "Enough of this. Keep your mouth shut. I don't want to hear any more from you before you're turned over to the mages." With that she continued on her march through the streets. Xan slipped into a dark state of mind. Talking seemed hopeless and he needed to save his energy. If he couldn't talk himself out of the situation, then he'd have to fight his way free. It was pointless to even try while being held by the orcs, but once they turned him over to the mages a chance might present itself. The mages tended to forget that he could still see the essence of their magic even though he'd been cut and cast out. With that and his stashed away knife, he might have enough to get himself free yet. It was clear that Captain Donelly and her guardsmen wouldn't be providing any help. That had been a slim hope anyway.


    A cold sweat was forming on Xan's brow, reminding him that he was in severe pain. He'd almost managed to forget the agony in the midst of everything else that was happening. The arrowhead in his shoulder was grinding against the bone and the sharp edges rubbed against raw nerves. Xandrith was accustom to living with pain, but even he couldn't ignore it forever. Fighting the pain was taking too much of the energy he would need to make an escape attempt. The assassin allowed himself to do something he almost never did. He gave into his agony and allowed the blackness of his mind to consume him. The damn orcs could carry him the rest of the way. The last thing he noticed was his knees wobbling and then the world went dark.


     


    Xandrith woke to find himself shackled by his hands and neck to a wooden chair and table in the center of a barren stone room. The room was lit by several lanterns and at first the brightness of the glowing flames was too much for his eyes to take. He squinted against the brightness as he shifted back into the real world. He took quick note of himself and his surroundings. He was stiff, as though he'd slept on a rough surface for a while, but other than that his body didn't hurt. Even after so long in an uncomfortable position, his shoulder wasn't aching. Xandrith was almost certain he'd been healed by a mage. Arrow wounds didn't generally go away on their own.


    Someone cleared their throat from across the table and Xan's eyes focused on an older man dressed in black robes. Xan knew enough about the Order to know that black robes meant he was a very high ranking mage. The Order didn't have many divisions of class, but the ranks they did have were based upon relative magical power. Whites were healers and at the lowest tier of the school, healing magic was the least costly. Candling was the test used to determine how much life force a mage used to cast spells. To create a flame of sufficient energy to light a single candle would cost a White one year of their lifespan.


    Above the Whites were the Greens, and it took them a month's worth of life to spark a candle. They tended to serve as both healers and guards, using their magic to set wards and cast low potency spells. Wards were costly for a White to cast, but Greens could get away with it without burning themselves out too quickly. Still, they didn't use offensive spells frequently because most of those demanded raw creation which was a very costly sort of magic to manipulate.


    The Blues were next in the pecking order. They could spark a candle with a week or less of life spent. A good many mages fell into the Blue category. They were the warriors of the mages guild, able to cast offensive magic, wards, and run healing spells if necessary. Many of them were never trained in anything but the most basic of healing, however. It was considered a waste of their talent.


    The Greys could spark a candle with only a single day's magic. They were fairly uncommon, but very powerful. The Order prized power over intelligence, so Greys were often given position over entire divisions of the Order of Mage's business whether they deserved it or not. Even as a small child Xan had been able to see the shortcomings of the broken system. Power did not necessarily make one cut out for the roll of leadership. In fact, Xan had noticed that having power throughout one’s life turned people into bullies, effectively making them less fit to be compassionate leaders. If what you wanted was always just a push away, you would become overly accustomed to pushing to get what you wanted, damn the consequences.


    Black-robes were at the very top of the hierarchy. Xan knew that there were only two of them in the entire Order, and this particular Black had proceeded over his banishment from the Order many years ago. A Black could spark a candle with less than a minute of their own life. Their power was so great that it was considered virtually unlimited. Of course the ranks, the cost of magic, and the fact that there were any limits to magic at all were all secrets kept very closely guarded by the Order. It was better for them if the people of the world had no idea there was a limit to magic. Better still that no one knew that using magic cost a mage his own life. If the rest of the world ever found out that magic could be defeated simply through attrition, it could spell disaster for the Order. At least that’s what they believed, and that was one of the many reasons they protected their secrets so vigorously.


    "Xandrith, I can honestly say I never thought to see you again." The elder mage spoke with a clipped accent that indicated he'd been born far to the north, in the mountain lands. His magic wasn't the only thing that made him a rarity amidst the order. There were very few truly old mages. A life of magic was not a life that ended in gray hair for most. The Black-robes were different, though. Even so, Xan wondered how many years the man had left in him. How much of his life could he burn away with magic before he finally just dropped dead? In Xan's figuring, that day would be a good day.


    "Yes, I'd rather hoped not to see you again as well, but life can be a real cock sometimes." Xan said with an exasperated sigh. The mage responded with an unpleasant smile, the kind one gives to an annoying child they're about to smack. The assassin noticed two other mages dressed in blue. They weren't leaving him alone with the old man, which was probably smart. The blue mages were holding wards on his manacles. If he tampered with them, they'd know.


    "That's no way to talk to a member of the Order, Xandrith. We taught you more respect than that."


    Xandrith was about to respond when he noticed the Elder's fingers jumping through several sets of patterns faster than his eyes could follow. A gray glow erupted around Xan's hands immediately followed by the sensation of burning. Xan knew exactly what the magic was even as severe pain began to gnaw at the nerves in the ends of his arms. Despite his best efforts he screamed out in pain and thrashed against the manacles on his arms. Mages often used this form of magic for interrogation. It wouldn't kill or maim a person, just make them suffer. Xan had seen it used to make people confess to things they would never actually do, but the Order considered it an effective means of gathering information.


    As he writhed and gouged his wrists against the manacles in a futile attempt to escape the pain, Xan realized why people would confess to things they hadn't done. By the time the magic fled from his hands Xan was hunched over the table on top of his own bound hands. His teeth clenched into the side of his fist so hard that blood was pouring from the wound. Sweat poured from his brow, and he had the distinct impression he'd wet himself. He slumped back into his chair.


    "Shall we continue with more civility, then?" The elder asked quietly.


    Xan took a deep and steadying breath before looking the man in the eyes and nodding his head slowly. The elder smiled.


    "No, you can shove your limp manhood into a rusty ..." Xan didn't get to finish his insult before the gray light surrounded his head. Colorful pain blasted through his skull. It felt like spiked hammers smashing into his temples while worms covered in razors crawled through the flesh of his face. The world was all agony and screaming for a time. When it cleared Xandrith could hear a whimpering pleading pouring forth from his mouth. "Oh please, Elder, please make it stop I'll do anything, just please don't hurt me anymore." The words poured from the assassin's lips like water. Rage and bile burned up the back of the assassin's throat.


    "We haven't even gotten to the questions yet, and look at what you've already made me do to you." The Elder wore a self-satisfied grin.


    "I'm really sorry," Xandrith managed to spit out. "but you're such an awful piece of shit, I just can't be civil."


    The look of fury on the Elder's face before he unleashed the next blast of magic was almost worth the following moments of pain. Xandrith felt as though they stretched on for decades. When it finally ended, Xan was hanging from the table, dangling at the ends of the chains with his arms bent backwards over his head. He'd dislocated his shoulder in his thrashing about, but he could barely feel the ache over the echo of the magic coursing through his body.


    "Can we talk now?" The voice of the Elder came from above the table.


    "Fuck. Cock." Xan managed before another bout of unbearable pain exploded all around him. His mind gave up on him. Xandrith didn't want to lose consciousness this time, but he had no choice. He'd passed his threshold for pain. Sweet and empty darkness swallowed him whole.







     


    Chapter 3


    Monsters or Torture


    When Xan finally came to again he was laying on a cold stone floor. His wrists, ankles, and neck were chained to several wrings of iron set into the heavy stone work. He glanced around hazily as he tried to make sense of his surroundings. All he could remember for a moment was terror and pain.


    "Fuck you!" He shouted on some primal instinct, though his words echoed emptily back to him from the walls of the cell. "Fuck you," he said again, but this time the words barely made it past his chapped and split lips. He sat shivering in the dark for a time, trying to piece his mind back together. For the first few minutes he couldn't even clearly remember his own name, but once that came back to him the rest of his life and the events leading up to his capture settled into focus. Xan pushed himself to his feet and appraised his physical status. Other than the emotional trauma, the mages had been kind enough to heal all of his physical wounds again. Great, they could rip him apart afresh later. How kind of them.


    The room he was in was small and he was chained in the center, but his limited range kept him just out of reach of the walls. If he really stretched he might be able to brush up against one of them. The door was an iron banded oak monstrosity that looked solid enough to shrug off the blows of a fae enforcer. Xan had no doubt he'd have beaten himself senseless trying to break it down had he been able to try. The assassin used his limited mobility to reach for the knife in the small of his back. He cursed as he found the hidden blade missing. They had been very thorough when they'd searched him. The small knife had his spare lock picks hidden in its handle, but picks probably wouldn't have worked on a prison cell door anyway. They were generally locked in multiple ways, not the least of which was a weighted lock that could only be hoisted from the jailer's side of the door. Xandrith had escaped such cells before with some difficulty, but he'd never been shackled to the floor before.


    He studied his manacles closely. They were not locked. Instead, they had been closed by a heavy iron spike that had been flattened on both ends by a smith's hammer while the metal was still white hot. He wouldn't be getting those off easily.


    "Guard?!" Xan yelled through the door. "I'm thirsty. Are you there?" He waited for someone to answer him, but there was no reply. He tried a few more times, but if there was a guard outside his door the man was keeping strictly to his orders and not communicating with the prisoners. Xandrith had been in prison a few different times and he'd always noticed that real guards tended to follow their orders. They were not easy to trick the way his childhood stories had made them out to be. Most of them knew that if they wanted to keep themselves alive, they needed to treat the prisoners like prisoners. In many ways Xandrith had a healthy respect for their profession. They might not be at the top of their game every second of every day, but prison guards were a stalwart and dedicated group that put a great deal of effort into keeping order.


    Sadly that did nothing to help Xan's cause. He had no intention for going in for a second round of interrogation. If he wasn't instinctually an ingrate, he may have given in already. Pain was a persuasive tool, albeit one only employed by the sadistic. Even as an assassin Xan wouldn't do to someone what that black-robed bastard had done to him. It was far better to kill a man outright then to destroy his sense of self and degrade his honor. Xandrith intended to kill the Black. Xan resented being tortured, and he intended to have revenge for that. Besides, he was vile and the world would be better without him. Shade was no man's whipping boy.


    Noise from beyond his door stopped Xan's musings. He turned to better face whoever was unlocking the many locks of his cell. In his mind he was already contemplating methods for disarming and killing whoever entered. With a good sword in hand he might be able to gain enough leverage to break his manacles. At the very least he'd be able to force his jailers into a confrontation that would end with him either free or dead. Either of those was preferable to being sent for questioning again.


    The door swung outward, bathing Xan's cell in torchlight as it did so. The assassin forced his eyes open so they'd adapt to the new light and prepared himself to strike.


    Captain Donelly stepped into his room. She looked agitated. "Xandrith?" She looked at him as though he might not be the same person she'd escorted in earlier.


    "Yes, my Violet?" Xan's tongue did its own thing, though he hardly felt like attempting to be dashing at that moment.


    "You look really awful." She said, and she wrinkled her nose. "You smell worse."


    "I may have pissed myself while they were torturing me." Xan replied with as much dignity as one could muster in such a situation. "Sorry."


    Donelly either hadn't heard that, or chose to pretend Xan hadn't said it. "How do you know Tannon Rosk?"


    Xan's eyes narrowed. "I'm not telling you anything. If the mages want to know what I know, they'll have to torture me some more. I haven't shat myself yet, so I suppose there is still room to work."


    The captain looked flustered. "I'm not here for the mages, Xandrith. I may know how to find Tannon Rosk, but I'm not going to tell you how to find him if you mean to hurt him."


    "I don't mean to hurt him, and it's not like I pose much of a threat at the moment. Right now my lifespan can be measured in days, maybe hours. I'm sure once the mages know I'm awake again they will be back to finish what they've started." Xan shivered at the memory of the pain. He couldn't help himself. How much more would he have to endure?


    "What do you hold dear, assassin?" Donelly asked.


    "What?" Xan was confused.


    "Give me something you can swear by that I can trust, swear to me that you won't hurt Tannon, and I'll free you from this cell." She pressed.


    "I ..." Xan didn't know what to say. No one had done him a favor in years, let alone one with such risk involved. If Captain Donelly freed him, she was as good as forfeiting her life. "There is nothing in my life that I could swear a binding oath upon, but you could pay me."


    Donelly didn't look amused. "Pay you? You want me to pay you to set you free?"


    "I'm an assassin, and as an assassin I have never failed to deliver a mark for the agreed upon coin. Some fool men swear to gods, some to government, but I live and breathe by coin. If we make a contract, even if it is for a token fee, a half-piece, then I will do as my contract commands at any cost."


    The captain shook her head and was quiet for a moment. "Alright, if that is what you'll honor then that is what we'll do." She pulled a half-piece from a pouch at her hip and held it out for Xandrith to take. "This contract between you and I guarantees that you will do no harm to Tannon once you've found him. Agreed?"


    Xandrith nodded and accepted the coin. "We are agreed."


    "Good, now let's get out of here. We don't have long before the next guard patrol comes by." Donelly moved into the room and went directly to work on Xan's shackles. She'd brought a hammer and chisel with her and within a few seconds she had broken Xan loose from his bonds. The clatter as the shackles were being broken caused the assassin to wince with every blow, he was afraid the gaurds would hear and come running with weapons drawn. Donelly had seemed more ill at ease when she'd first entered the cell. With her decision made, she’d set about her task with steadfast determination.


    As soon as Xan's shackles fell away, Donelly led Xan out into the corridor beyond the cell. He followed and then they closed and locked the cell door. She took an immediate right and began a fast march down the stone hall that was lined with many other doors. Xan wondered how many of them were occupied by other fellows unfortunate enough to cross the path of the Order. He hoped if the cells were filled that their occupants were not in line for questioning. The assassin couldn't wish that sort of torture on anyone, with the possible exception of the black-robed bastard who'd inflicted it on him.


    Captain Donelly led them to a flight of stairs that wound downward into darkness. Xan drew up short.


    "We're really going down? Aren't most prison cells underground?" The assassin pushed, his instincts telling him not to go any further down. Strangely he found himself missing the sun.


    "Do you want to go directly up into the guards’ common area then? Perhaps you'd fancy fighting your way through twenty or so guardsmen in your current state, and with no weapon?" She kept a surprisingly straight face as she poked fun at Xandrith.


    "No, I suppose I wouldn't fancy that." Xan frowned and then added. "You've got quite a tongue on you, Violet."


    Donelly shrugged and then dove downwards into the twisting dark below. Xan had never feared the dark, but sinking further into the depths of the dungeon made him more than a little uneasy. He didn't truly like to be below ground at all, especially when it seemed he was only headed deeper into a prison. He was certain Donelly knew what she was doing, but at the same time he wasn't the sort of person who relied upon the judgment of others. Trust was a commodity he could rarely afford.


    The stairs went down for at least three floors, spiraling around upon themselves like a tower stair. By the time they reached the bottom they were entirely wrapped in darkness. There were no torches, and no light escaped from above. The air was heavy and wet, feeling as though it hadn't moved from the dank confines of the earth in hundreds of years. A momentary panic filled Xan as the reality of their current depth hit him.


    "Where are we?" He asked, his voice sounding much louder than he'd thought it would.


    "These are the deep blocks, cells that once housed the most dangerous of the Order's prisoners. They've been shut down for nearly a thousand years now. The guards believe they're cursed or haunted. Maybe both, but certainly one or the other. They won't come down here." Donelly said confidently.


    Xan raised an eyebrow, which would have been an amusing expression could anyone have seen it. "If this area is cursed, why are we here?"


    "Because we need a way to escape that won’t take us past all of the guards and there is an exit at the far end of this section, an old shaft with a ladder that rises all the way to the surface and lets out just beyond the castle wall. My father always said that haunts weren't real, so this seemed like a safe way to get us out." She explained calmly.


    "You say 'seemed' like you may have changed your mind." The assassin noted dryly.


    "I looked at the maps and I stole the keys to the escape tunnel, but the maps didn't do this place justice. It's… darker than I’d imagined." Again her voice seemed calm, but Xan detected a note of unease hiding behind her confidence.


    "Which way do we go to get out of here then?"


    "This corridor runs the length of the prison complex and then it connects to a tunnel that was used to drop food in to the prisoners. At the end of that corridor is the exit shaft, and then it's just a matter of climbing to the top."


    An echoing click sounded from somewhere far ahead of the assassin and the captain. They both stopped speaking for a time and just sat waiting for the sound to come again. It didn't.


    "Old underground places are full of strange noises." Xan commented, finally breaking the quiet.


    "Yeah." Donelly replied uncertainly. "We should get going."


    They pressed on through the dark tunnels of the Order's prison making as little noise as possible. Captain Donelly led the way and Xan followed close behind. For a time they didn't speak, but a question was gnawing at Xandrith's mind.


    "What's in this for you?" He finally asked, his voice so loud in the silence that he immediately regretted speaking.


    "You mean in setting you free?" Donelly asked.


    "Yes, what do you get out of setting me free? You've ruined your career and worse, you've aided a murderer. The Order will have your head for this." Xandrith was blunt, and he realized belatedly that perhaps he was being too blunt. There was a chance that his rescuer had never considered the consequences and might now be reconsidering her choice. He waited for nearly ten seconds before she replied.


    "I told you I knew where Tannon Rosk was, right? Well I didn't tell you why I knew. Tannon was close friends with my father when they were young. When they were children Tannon was selected to join the Order, and my father went on to be a master leatherworker. Even after Tannon joined the Order he made sure to keep visiting my father. They were really close. In fact, when I was a little girl I called Tannon my uncle. Tannon never talked about his work in the Order, but about everything else he was an open book. My father knew him well enough that he could see his old friend was troubled about something, but Tannon refused to say anything."


    Xan understood exactly why Tannon refused to say anything, but as with Tannon, Xan was powerless to discuss matters of the Order. The secret would remain.


    "Tannon grew more and more troubled until one day he came to our front door with his hands crudely bandaged, and we knew exactly what had happened. We were expected to shun him, that’s what the Order would have had us do. Had he been anyone else we may have, but my father loved Tannon like a brother, and he was my favorite uncle. We took him in and nursed him back to health. Even so he refused to discuss why he'd been cast out as an Eight. We knew without needing to hear it from Tannon that there could be no justification in casting out such a good man. My uncle wouldn't hurt anyone. He loved to tell jokes and make people smile. He'd never been in as much as a shouting match in his entire life."


    "Yet, there he was, with his fingers cut for all the world to see. His life was ruined. My father and I both knew that he would never have a real life in the city. I was new to the watch at the time, but I still had friends and connections. With my connections and my father's money we helped Tannon get away from the city to a place where he could hide his secrets and start afresh. It was too late for my father, though. Tannon had been seen around his leather works and my father's business dwindled and then vanished. All of his large contracts disappeared over night. It ruined him."


    "Despite the fact that I gave him every penny I could spare and offered him a place to go, my father became depressed after his money dried up." Donelly's voice was quiet, reserved. "He killed himself a year later."


    Xan could hear the pain in her words, it was a dull and angry sullenness that took the place of tears. "I'm sorry for your loss." He said, uncertain what the proper response was. He wasn't accustomed to showing sympathy.


    She took a deep breath and went on. "I haven't trusted the Order for some time, and you reminded me a bit of my uncle. When you said his name, it gave me a lot to think about. I'm here for him and for my father's memory… And because I think that whatever else you may do, you're going to stir up trouble for the mages."


    "I'm off to a bad start." Xan noted.


    "I don't know. From what I've heard of your initial questioning, you're not doing so bad."


    "If it had gone on much longer I would have told them anything and everything they wanted to hear. Stupidity only gets one so far, and my tongue's ability to get me in trouble was waning quickly."


    "Be that as it may, I think you acted bravely." Donelly pressed. Xan didn't have anything to say to that. He wasn't accustomed to being called brave, even in jest. They stumbled through the dark in silence again.


    "Are you really an assassin, Xandrith?" The question took Xan by surprise. He wasn't sure how to answer. He found that he didn't really want to tell the captain the truth about himself and ruin her idealistic view of his character, but he owed her honesty. She'd saved his life and she had a right to know what she was saving. However, Xan had told a lot of lies as an assassin, and in the darkness of the prison depths it would be easy to get away with one more.


    Xandrith opened his mouth to speak, but as the words were about to leave his tongue a loud crash sounded from somewhere far behind them. Xan heard the sound of steel on leather coming from the vicinity of Donelly. She'd drawn her sword.


    "Be careful with that. I'd prefer not to be saved only to have my head chopped off by my savior." Xan whispered. He gave the warning, but in truth he was happy someone had a weapon. The feeling of unease created by the darkness and being so deep underground was beginning to get to him. He leaned in closer to his companion.


    "Are you certain they won't follow us down here? They've gone through a great deal of trouble to track me down so far."


    "They'll track you eventually," Donelly answered as quietly as possible. "But it was the middle of the night when I came to get you. They shouldn't have noticed you missing yet."


    "Sometimes plans don't work out." Xan noted. "We should try to move a little faster. They'll come with torches and move much faster than we've been travelling."


    "Shit, I should have brought a lantern."


    "We'll worry about that later. We should be nearly to the feeding tunnel by now anyway. It feels like we've been walking forever."


    "This level of the prison was twice the size of the other." Donelly explained. "It was built during the Magic Wars to house Drayid Tormentors and other violent monsters that the mages wished to study for weaknesses."


    "Great, so it's not only haunted, but haunted by creatures even the mages were afraid of. That just makes this place so much more pleasant."


    "Sounds like someone's tongue is making a comeback. A few more hours and you'll…" A chitinous rattling swept down through the tunnel passage from in front of the pair. A moment later a similar sound echoed from behind them.


    "Do you have a knife? They took all of mine." Xan asked after a moment of terrible silence.


    "Yes." A moment later Xan felt a pressure on his arm. He reached up and grabbed the hilt of a dagger strapped in a leather scabbard. It took him only a moment to fasten the bindings to his belt. He immediately felt better about the situation, though not by a wide margin.


    They moved on through the dark again, this time at a much faster pace. The oily black was treacherous on such uneven and broken ground, but they didn't let the terrain slow them. The rattling call of whatever else was in the tunnel sounded three more times before they finally reached the feeding tunnel, and it was growing closer all the time. Neither of them voiced their concern that some of the sounds seemed to be coming from ahead of them, and that none of them sounded like noises that would be made by approaching mages or soldiers. Besides, they weren't speaking to each other any longer in fear that their voices would draw whatever was following them even faster. Xan's mind was wheeling out of control. They needed light. If there was to be a battle in the catacombs they would need to be able to see what was happening around them or they could end up inadvertently killing each other. If the mages were the ones making the strange sounds as they tracked Xan down, then they would probably bring lights with them. That light would work to Xan and Donelly's advantage. If something else that didn't need light was tracking them through the tunnels they’d be fighting blind.


    Xan didn't like thinking about that possibility. He was the monster people feared to face in the world of covert killing, sneaking, close escapes and constant fighting. He was a trained killer with very little consideration for human life who could disappear into the darkness and break into any building no matter how well locked. In the dark of the prison catacombs things were quite different. The darkness was too deep, and terrible things lurked in that void waiting to consume even the most dangerous of men from the world above. What sort of things had the mages set free in the depths of their prison? How had they survived for so long and why had they stayed in the darkest corners? Xan was like these dark loving creatures in a way, but even he wasn't accustomed to this lack of light. There was an alien menace inherent in the nature of something that could only exist in such complete blackness.  


    The assassin reminded himself that he might be getting ahead of himself. More than likely he was just being pursued by angry mages who wanted to torture more information out of him. That was better than monsters, wasn't it?


    The feeding tunnel was narrower than the main hall and also less strewn with debris, so they were able to make much better time after leaving the wide common hall. The captain led them forward with an urgency that was echoed by Xan's pounding heart. Whether or not there was anything in the cave chasing them, the assassin wanted to be done with the tunnels and Donelly seemed to be of the same opinion. In fact, Xan was confident that once they'd escaped the mages prison neither of them would have any desire to return at any point in the future. Caves were for trolls, burrowers, and bears; not for the dashing men and women of the world.


    Donelly suddenly stopped and Xan barreled into her, almost knocking them both off their feet.


    "What, why'd you stop?"  Xan barked angrily.


    "Shhh…"


    Xan's momentary anger fled and he held perfectly still, listening. Footsteps on the path ahead, heavy and irregular. He turned his head a bit and realized he could hear more behind them. He drew the knife he'd been given before leaning in close to Donelly's ear and whispering. "We need some light or we'll kill each other."


    The captain reached into her pack and pulled out a piece of flint. She slipped it into Xan's hand.


    "I have flint, but nothing to light." She offered, the steps were drawing nearer, maybe ten yards away and closing with every second. Xan stripped off his dirty and ragged shirt. He balled up the portions of it that were made of fabric and put them on the ground before using his knife to fray some of the cloth so that it would grab a spark. That done, he went to work with the flint as fast as he could. He was good at starting fires as they held a certain fascination for him. Had he not become an assassin, he might have spent his life as an arsonist instead. Sure, there was no pay and once you were caught you were summarily executed, but fire was a beautiful thing. It had a way of dancing and churning that caught the eye and mesmerized without meaning to. Never had one seemed more beautiful than when his shirt burst into flames before him and cast the entire passageway in brilliant, warm light.


    "Quickly, we need something more substantial to burn!" He shouted as the spark took hold and bathed them in its protective field of glow. At the edges of the light on either side of them something dark and hulking stopped moving towards them, freezing at the edge of the light as if physically held in check. They were too large to be human, too bulky to be orcs. Were they trolls? Trolls were gone. It couldn't be trolls. Besides, the damned things weren't afraid of light.


    Donelly had found a few wooden bowls on the ground and was adding them to the expanding fire. They were old and dry, and the fire leapt to them quickly. They left the husk of Xan's shirt to burn out entire as they carried on the precious ember of flame.


    "Whatever you are, get back. We're armed, and we'll cut you down if we have to." Xan warned the monsters in the dark, noting happily that his voice sounded strong and full of bravado despite the fact that he was terrified out of his mind. Xan spotted a wooden chair with an old lantern atop it near the creature ahead of them. He inched towards the chair. Both the chair and the lantern would come in handy. The assassin brandished his knife as he moved towards his goal. A dry rattle slipped from the massive thing before him, like the sounds of bones being shaken together. At the far end of the tunnel the other thing responded.


    "Be careful, Xandrith!" The captain called at his back.


    "Believe me, I am." He answered, and slipped another step forward. The thing before him seemed to swell up at the edge of the darkness as though its body wasn't a solid structure. Xan took a deep breath and darted forward, grabbing the chair and lamp even as his feet changed direction to take him back. The dark thing leapt at him, moving with so much speed that it managed to rake at Xan's back as he retreated. He felt the gouges in his flesh but didn't turn to see the limb that made them as he was far too concerned with getting to safety.


    Donelly cursed. "Litch worms."


    Xan broke the chair against the ground and threw the pieces onto his fire. "I didn't think litch worms were real." The fire flared higher and cast its light even further. In response, the creatures at the edge of the light pushed themselves back into the darkness. The creatures seemed the writhe and crawl more than step.


    "I've never seen them in person, but I've heard they can be a problem in underground crypts." Donelly answered. "This must be why the mages left these tunnels behind. Abandoning this level was easier than trying to get rid of the things once they'd nested."


    "They don't seem to like the light; it must burn their eyes after being in the dark for so long." Xan noted, watching the dark shapes waiting at the edge of the tiny circle of light.


    "They don't have eyes, but the light triggers a hibernation behavior in the worms. When part of the colony starts to undergo hibernation, it warns the others and they withdraw. Light is pretty much the only way to get them to retreat."


    "You know an awful lot about these things for someone who has never seen them before." The assassin quipped, not that he was angry his companion was well informed. Knowing that the creatures were weak to light gave them a chance to escape.


    "The watch is well briefed on dangers they may encounter while serving the people. I've never run into litch worms, but some of the other patrols have in the past. Usually it only happens when one escapes from a crypt into the world above when the moons are all down for the night. The patrol will chase them back underground with torches if it's not close enough to dawn. If it's near enough to daybreak they corner it with torches, wait for the sun to rise, and then let it go to sleep. Once it's asleep they douse it in lamp oil and burn the thing. That seems to be the only way to be sure you've killed them."


    Xan grabbed the lamp he'd found on the chair and opened it. There was no oil in the lamp. Even the wick was burned dry.


    "Well, we don't have any lamp oil. Do you have any recommendations for getting out of here?"


    "We'll have to carry our fire through the rest of the tunnel. They won't attack us if we stay in the light."


    Xan nodded. "We'd better hurry then, this fire isn't going to burn forever. We also don't have anything to make torches with, so that limits the portability of our light source."


    "Let me see the lamp." Xan let her have it. Without oil it was useless to him anyway.


    Donelly pulled a large flask from her inner pocket and emptied part of the contents into the oil chamber of the lamp. The smell of very potent alcohol wafted through the cavern. It was so strong it made Xandrith wince.


    "I didn't take you for a heavy drinker, Violet."


    "Funny, Xandrith, but it's not mine. I confiscated this from one of the orc guardsmen earlier tonight. It's Vulkrit Gribe, Orc's Bane. They're not allowed to drink this stuff while on duty." She wrinkled her nose in disgust as the scent wafted over her as well. "They should never drink this stuff. It's poison to humans you know, and a few swigs will put a full grown Orc on the ground like the fist of a giant." She reached for a burning piece of wood from the fire to light her improvised lamp. As soon as flame touched the newly dampened wick the lantern leapt to life.


    "If I ever see them again, I'll have to thank the guys for drinking on duty." Donelly smiled as the lamp came to life, filling the area with a warm and steady light.


    "I never thought I'd be so happy about orc guardsmen." Xan allowed himself to smile. He wasn't going to die just yet. "We should get moving though, that alcohol will burn faster than lamp oil."


    "Agreed." The captain said, and then she was on the move. Xan followed close behind her. As they moved towards the colony of litch worms in front of them the hulking shape kept backing away from them, never allowing more than an inch or two of light to touch its disgusting, writhing form. The one behind them wouldn't be able to follow until the chair had finished burning, and that would take at least another half an hour or so. Still, Xan found it hard to feel safe.


    Their lamp was keeping them safe for the time being, but how long would that alcohol burn before it went out entirely? They could refill the lamp when it went out, but how would they light it again before the litch worms were upon them? The assassin knew enough of the worms to be terrified. If the worms caught them, Xan and Donelly would be devoured alive. Litch worms loved living flesh. If they ran out of food the worms would simply hibernate for years until something else alive happened by them. They had an excellent sense of hearing, and when the sound of something with a pulse hit them, they would awaken as one and set off to stalk it. Unfortunately, this time it had been Xan and Donelly that had set them off.


    Xandrith wasn't comfortable with the idea of being food.


    With light to guide their eyes, and the impending fear of being consumed driving their legs, the two companions ran as quickly as they could down the length of hallway that would lead them to freedom. The litch worms fled before their light, but refused to retreat entirely. They constantly waited for the light to fail, as though they knew that the lamp could only burn for so long. Xan had heard that colonies of litch worms became more intelligent the larger they became. An individual worm was just a worm, but a colony could develop basic reasoning. Maybe their monstrous shadow was all too aware of the fact that the light would be gone before long.


    "Where did they go?" Donelly's voice broke Xan's cycling consideration of his own horrible demise.


    "What?" He asked even as he realized exactly what the captain was talking about. The litch worms weren't in front of them anymore.


    "The worms! The worms are gone, Xandrith. Where did they go?" She reiterated, sounding worried.


    "They must have slipped through one of the side shoots. Maybe they were tired of running from the light?" Xandrith's voice sounded as uncertain as he was. It had been terrible knowing the litch worms were looming just beyond the light, but it was somehow worse not knowing where they'd gone. At least when he could see them he was aware that they weren't creeping up behind him, waiting to get beneath his skin and fill him full of their murderous larvae.


    Donelly didn't look any more convinced than Xan felt. Above the glow of the lantern her face looked tired and her eyes wavered with fear. Her gaze constantly jumped to the shadows around them. "We've got to be almost there." She said quietly.


    "All the more reason to keep moving." Xan gestured down the stone corridor. The captain nodded and they started moving again. It took them only a matter minutes to reach the hatchway at the end of the hall. It was less of a door and more of a small crawlspace that led through to the tunnel that would set them free. The tunnel would require them to crawl on hands and knees for maybe twenty yards before it opened up on the other side. Xandrith identified a problem almost immediately.


    "The crawl space is too cramped for the light from the torch to protect us both. If we keep the lantern in front of us, then whoever is in back will have no light on them. The same goes for the person in front if we keep the light in the back. Our bodies will block too much of the light if we carry it between us."


    Donelly shook her head. "We have to go through here. The only other option is to go back and to try to fight through the mages, and that isn't a real option at this point. We don't have enough light to make it that far. You take the light and go through the tunnel. I'll follow close behind."


    It was Xandrith's turn to shake his head. "You came here to save my life, and I'm not going to let you crawl through the dark with those things out there. You take the light, move quickly, and I'll follow as fast as I can."


    "I've risked everything to break you out of this place, Xandrith. Now isn't the time for an argument on who gets to save who. If you die now, then everything I've done so ..."


    Xandrith cut in over top of her. "... and if you die now, then this was all pointless because I still can't find Tannon Rosk, and my purpose ends with you. Now stop arguing and get your pretty little ass into that crawlspace."


    Donelly managed a highly offended look before she opened her mouth to protest, but Xan cut her off again. "Or we could keep standing here and arguing until the light goes out and we both die."


    The captain's mouth snapped shut. Her face was flushed with either anger or indignation. Xan couldn't be sure which it was, but it looked cute on her.


    "Fine, just keep your eyes off my ass, if you'd please." She snipped, and then she was crawling into the small connecting passageway. Once she was well into the tunnel Xan crawled in behind her. His six foot frame was a tight fit in the small passage, and that only added to Xandrith's anxiety. He was already uncomfortable underground, and this new arrangement wasn't making that any easier. Luckily the gash on his shoulder from earlier wasn't an additional hindrance, though it was sore. The light from the torch Donelly was carrying barely bled past her form as she moved. Xan could feel the darkness upon his skin as though it were the writhing mass of the litch worms grabbing hold of him and dragging him down. They'd cleared about a third of the tunnel when something entered the crawlspace behind them. In the tight space of the tunnel the sound of hundreds of thousands of the dark gray, fat, thumb-length worms writhing together was a cacophony of noise that filled every bit of free space.


    "Oh gods, it's in here." Donelly said. "It's in front of us."


    "It's behind us as well." Xan added. He couldn't hear the worms in front of them very clearly, but the ones crawling up behind them were clear enough. "They're trying to trap us. Keep moving." He managed to keep sheer panic from his voice, but it was no easy task. Every fiber in his body wanted to scramble forward, kick captain Donelly out of the way, and get out of the tunnel at any cost. The part of him that had survived alone for so long told him that nothing was more important than his own survival, but the part of him that had made a promise to Leahn wouldn't allow that. I'm not all bad. Xan thought to himself as he choked down his fear. They kept crawling forward as fast as their hands and feet could take them. Seconds passed like hours.


    "If I die," Xan heard himself say. "Go to Tannon, tell him that I was sent by Leahn to see him. Tell him I was an Eight. Do that for me, please?"


    "You're not going to die!" Donelly screamed. The worms crawling up the tunnel behind Xandrith were getting louder as they grew closer. The worms moved much more quickly up the tunnel than Xan and Donelly.


    "Damn it, Violet, just promise me. Please?" If the captain escaped, at least Leahn's cause wouldn't be lost.


    "Fine, I promise, but you're not going to die. We're almost there."


    The sound of the crawling worms was all encompassing. Xandrith hadn't yet felt their touch, but they sounded like they were everywhere around him, like they were already swarming and consuming his body.


    Xan watched Donelly crawl free from the tunnel and he dove toward the opening behind her, pulling himself forward with every bit of strength he could muster. Something grabbed at his leg and he felt a ripping, grinding, and cutting sensation along his calf. He wasn't exactly sure how the worms worked, but they definitely hurt. Xan cried out despite himself as he suddenly felt his body being tugged back into the hole.


    Donelly was on him in a second, her strong hands wrapped around Xan's and she pulled him the rest of the way out of the tunnel and into the light of Kassa's lantern. Worms fell from Xan's leg, falling into hibernation as the light hit them. He smashed the things into the ground fiercely with his boots.


    "Are you alright, did any of them get inside you?" The captain asked, and it wasn't until that exact moment that Xan realized just what peril he was in. He quickly examined his leg. It was torn and bleeding, and there were a few worms trying to burrow inside. Xan exposed them to the light and smashed them into the ground as he knocked them away. It took a few minutes, but finally he'd cleared his leg.


    "No… no, I'm alright. None of them got inside." He'd come incredibly close to being a new colony for the worms.


    The litch worms that had been in the tunnel ahead of them had vanished. Donelly and Xan were alone in a round chamber that stretched upward like a giant well. There was a metal ladder affixed to the brick wall along one side.


    "I've had enough of this place." Xandrith said. "Let's get out of here."


    Donelly nodded and went to the ladder. Xan followed close behind her, eager to stay in the tiny circle of lantern light and happy to be done with tiny, dark tunnels. Together they climbed back towards the surface, leaving the nightmares of the mages’ prisons far below.







     


    Chapter 4


    Can of Worms


    The escape tunnel from the catacombs opened up just beyond the wall of the city in a section of the forest lost to the shadow cast by the mages’ tower. Even with the tower still looming over head, Xandrith couldn't think of a time in his life he'd been so happy to see the early morning sky slowly changing from night to dawn. The subtle shift of colors from deep blue to an angry red was one of the most beautiful sights he could recall. It occurred to him as the fresh morning air filled his lungs and the first glowing rays of the sun struck his skin that he hadn't expected to survive the night's ordeal. Ever since he'd been caught the previous evening, death had felt like a certainty. But out in the world again and free of shackle and cell, Xandrith actually felt like he had a future again. He felt foolishly immortal, but it was a grand feeling.


    "We should head east from here." Donelly broke the silent morning reverie. "We're looking for a village called Rowin."


    Xan nodded. "Alright. I'm assuming you'll have a contact there who can tell us where we will find Tannon?"


    "No, that is where we'll find Tannon." Donelly answered.


    Xandrith was unamused. "I already looked there. I sent people searching all over the area around the city and none of them came back with any news regarding Tannon Rosk."


    "They wouldn't, unless they were checking the cemeteries as well. Tannon Rosk exists only as a name in a graveyard in Rewolla." The captain grinned. "My father and I helped Tannon change his identity. We faked his death and gave him a new life and a new place to start over just far enough outside of the city and mages’ influence that being an Eight wouldn't necessarily make him an outcast."


    "So the reason I could never find Tannon was because you killed him?" Xandrith was lost somewhere between amusement and frustration. He had wasted a lot of time and resources searching for Tannon, but he had to admit that was a really good trick. The last place he'd have sent people to look was the cemetery, and if he had found Tannon there, that would have ended his search entirely. Xan was incredibly lucky to have stumbled across the only person who could actually help him find the missing mage.


    "More or less. As a mage, even an ex-mage, the record of his life and death was maintained in the Senate List. I used my connections with the watch to have him listed as deceased and we paid to have a grave marker put up in a private cemetery just outside the city. Tannon even attended the ceremony." Donelly laughed to herself. "He even cried at the eulogy. It would have been touching had it not been so funny."


    Xandrith just shook his head. "Violet, you amaze me at every turn."


    "Kassa."


    "Huh?"


    "My name is Kassa. Please don't call me Violet anymore."


    "Kas is a nice name, but it hardly reflects your inner beauty effectively, Violet." Xandrith chided.


    Kassa frowned. "Do you talk to all women like this, or only the ones who shoot you in the back?"


    "My dear Violet, you are the light and the beauty in my life! That you pinned me with love's swift arrow has nothing to do with my golden tongue. I am not a wealthy man, lovely, therefore if I wish to shower you in gold I must do so with my gilded lips." The assassin offered a sweeping bow that may have looked more impressive had he not been half-dressed and wearing soiled pants.


    "The amount of garbage that flows from you is impressive, Xandrith. It must have taken years of careful training to become that idiotic." The captain commented, unimpressed with the assassin's flippant application of flattery.


    The smile fled Xandrith's lips as though he'd simply chosen to drop it. "You can call me Xan, and it did take years of training. A smile and a silk tongue will get a person places that a blade and strong arm never could. It is better that people think you a fool than a murderer. Which is, sadly, what I really am."


    Silence settled between the two for a time before Kas spoke again.


    "How did it happen, Xan? How did you become an assassin? You don't seem like a bad person."


    Xandrith shrugged. "When I left the Order," he held up his hands and spread his fingers. "I was not even ten years old yet. I tried to go home, thinking my family would accept me if no one else would, but they didn't want anything to do with me. My father dragged me kicking and screaming from the house and denounced me in front of all of our neighbors. He stripped me of my family name, 'Dalt,' and told me he would kill me if I returned again."


    Xan looked at Kas, but her face was downcast as though she didn't want to meet his eyes.


    "I fled as fast as I could. I didn't know where to go, but the city was a very large place. Over the course of the next few weeks I made my way away from the bay where my parents lived and out into the gray zones. The nicer side of the city was too tightly wound into the mechanisms of the Order. No one would give me work, or even look at me twice. If someone saw my hands they commonly chased me away with a brutal showing of violence. I wasn't as lucky as Tannon. I had no one to shelter and protect me, and I was too young to understand just how cruel the world could be. I looked for work, trying to find some way to support myself. No one would hire an Eight, so I took to stealing what I needed to survive. That's how I ran into the Shadow Masters."


    Kas looked up at that. "They're a very dangerous organization. We've been trying to track them down for years, but no one will admit to knowing who's in charge or how they're organized."


    "I was with them for years, and I still couldn't tell you exactly how they worked or who was in charge. They're very well organized, but the line of command is dizzying. Loyalty is won by treating underlings with respect and giving large shares to those actually doing the work. As secretive and clandestine as they are, the Shadow Masters are actually very good to their members. No one goes hungry and no one fears for their life. They don't kill those who wish to leave the group behind. In fact, they have strict policies against murder. Some of those thieves were among the most honorable men I've known."


    "They're still thieves." The captain noted dryly.


    "And I'm still a murderer. So of the two, I'd say they're the better." Xan snapped, finding it strange to be defending his old associates. He hadn't exactly left them on the best of terms. In fact, though the Shadow Masters had a rule against murder they would certainly have his head if they could. Xandrith had taken their knowledge and used it to become an assassin, which was just about the only thing that warranted a death sentence from the Shadow. He knew that first hand.


    Kas didn't reply and her eyes were downcast again.


    The assassin sighed and continued. There was no point in stopping half way through the story. "The Shadow prides itself in educating its underlings based upon the skills at which they excel. There were many times while I was with them that I'd be taken from my work picking pockets or breaking into houses, and be given months of intensive training in a field of combat or infiltration. I was taught lock picking, lying, how to move silently, anatomy, hand to hand fighting, knife fighting and how to strengthen my body for movement instead of simply adding bulk that would hinder me when I needed speed. I would work for a few months, and then learn some more. I was rising through the ranks as I grew more and more proficient in my skills. I finally reached a point where I was being sent to other cities to take on riskier jobs.


    “All members of the Shadow know the tenants. There are only four. One: cause no physical harm unless necessary, and minimize what harm must be done. Two: give ten percent of your income to the Shadow, and she will always watch over you. Three: never kill, it is better to be imprisoned than to become a murderer. Four: never break the third tenant. Breaking either of the first two tenants will result in reprimand and a possible suspension or penalty fee. You are given a fair hearing for either offense. If you break the third tenant you are cast from the Shadow forever, and if you break the third tenant willfully, you may find your name in the hands of an assassin. The Shadow doesn't train murderers, and you are constantly reminded of that. I knew that well enough when I went to take a job from a man who worked in the shipping industry.


    “He was a smuggler, and he was having trouble with the city customs officers. They weren't taking his bribes and they kept impounding his drug shipments from Kulkris. The job was to be simple. I was to find his latest shipment and recover it so that he could put it into proper circulation. I took the job, and as I was about to leave he said to me, 'I'll throw in an extra twenty royals if you stick a knife in the captains back.' It stopped me in my tracks.


    “I was making alright money with the Shadow, but twenty royals was exceptional pay for one job. That much money at once meant I could take it easy for awhile. I wouldn't need to work every day for a few silver coins. Twenty royals was more than I'd ever held in my hands at one time by a long shot. Still, I knew what I would be doing. The shadow would never forgive me. Was twenty royal enough to risk losing that protection forever?


    “'Make it thirty and it will be done.' I told him, expecting him to laugh in my face. I almost wanted him to think it was all a big joke, but his face went dead serious and he reached for his purse. That was it. I'd committed myself to my first job as an assassin. It wasn't easy. I almost didn't go through with it, but I had the money and I doubted that the man I'd taken it from would just accept it back with an apology that I couldn't do what I'd said I was going to. After that, and after I survived the fallout with the Shadow, people came looking for me. I was using the name 'Shade' by then and I'd earned a reputation through my conflict with my former employers. Breaking the third tenant had consequences, and by the time it was all said and done I had laid to rest six different assassins and several members of my former guild. They finally stopped sending killers, but only after I'd taken out most of the high ranking guild members in Rewolla. Death became easier at that point. I'd only done one actual job, but people knew that Shade was responsible for killing six of the top assassins in the city. I had my choice of jobs."


    "So you were forced into becoming an assassin?" Kassa asked, surprised.


    "No, not at all. I always had a choice. I could have gone on the run. I could have not made that stupid first offer. At any time I could have turned my back on what I was allowing myself to become, but I didn't. Kas, always remember that I chose to become a killer. I am not a good person. I'm a bad person that is swept up in what might be good business. Just like a good person may make a mistake and do something bad, a bad person can find themselves caught up in doing something good." Xan didn’t want Kassa misunderstanding him. Xandrith knew he wasn't a good person at heart and that he had too much blood on his hands to ever wipe them clean. It was better that Kas knew that and kept her distance.


    "I don't know if I believe that." Kas said quietly. "I don't think you're really a bad person, just someone who has lost their way."


    "If I'm not really a bad person, then no one is." Xan replied with a shrug.


     


    The road ahead of them wasn't long, but both Xandrith and Kassa were tired from their night of ordeals. Despite the fear of pursuit from the Order, they decided it would be best to make camp after nearly nine hours of hard marching. If they were going to be pursued the horses would catch up to them whether they pushed on or not. If they weren't going to be followed, then a few hours of solid sleep would serve them both well.


    They stepped off the well worn road and made their way to the parallel running stream. The water was crisp, clear, and fast running. Xandrith thought it was the best thing he'd ever experienced as he allowed his tired body to collapse into the slightly more than brisk water. The cold ripped the immediate exhaustion from his body and numbed his injuries while the swift current rinsed away the filth of his recent capture. Shame cast aside for the sake of cleanliness and comfort, Xan stripped naked and thoroughly worked his remaining clothing clean on the rocks at the stream side. He used a local root that foamed and fizzled when rubbed to get the worst of the grime from his clothing, and then he worked his own flesh clean. By the time he returned to the small camp area with his dripping clothes in one hand, his skin was almost blue from the chill.


    Kas averted her eyes as he strode to the side of the fire she'd set up. Xan found a warm spot in the grass near the fire and hung his clothes on a makeshift drying line while he sprawled as close to the licking flames as he dared.


    "Aren't you going to put something on?" Kas asked, eyes still averted.


    "I don't have anything to put on." Xandrith was also keenly aware of his nudity, but doing his best to seem nonplused. "I didn't have time to pack my things for this whole ordeal. I think you might recall that. You were there when I was chased from my home in the night by a group of orcs and a mad woman with a bow. Not to mention the Order took what little I did have time to pack." Xan was thinking of his cloak.


    Kas grumbled and reached for her own pack. After a bit of shuffling around she pulled out an old cloak of her own and tossed it to the assassin. Xandrith wrapped himself in the fabric, happy for the added warmth. He would have never asked, but the weather was cold and the cloak was exceedingly welcome. He would need to buy something new to wear in the next village they encountered. Well, he would need to steal something new to wear in the next village. He didn't exactly have money any longer. The bitterness of that admission brought on a dark mood. Xan had been working a long time to earn the wealth the Order had no doubt absconded with. Since they had his name they'd probably closed all of his accounts and taken all of his resources as their own. Years of work and careful financial planning were destroyed.


    "I'll kill them for that." Xan said aloud.


    "What?" Captain Donelly asked.


    "Nothing, just musing to myself." Xan swatted at the air as if chasing away the stray thought. "I'm guessing the Order has cleared out my holdings. I'm poor."


    "There are worse things than being poor. For instance, you could be dead." Kas pointed out.


    Xan sighed. "Instead I'm merely dead poor." He smiled. "You're right, though. I'm grateful you came for me. I had almost given up and I owe you a debt of gratitude. No one has ever done anything like that for me before."


    The captain blushed, looking almost innocent and naive in that moment. "I did it for Tannon, and because I believe that you're doing something important for all of us, not for you personally. I wouldn't risk my life for just anyone."


    Xan nodded, forcing his fake smile from his face and putting on his sincere expression. He was about to do something he rarely did, and he wanted to be as honest as possible.


    "Kassa Donelly, thank you for freeing me, and thank you for allowing me to keep the promise I made to my friend." The words were almost painful to speak, not because Xan hated gratitude (though he wasn't fond of it), but because for one moment he was allowing Kas to see just how important his promise to Leahn was to him. Xandrith didn't show weakness to anyone, and whether the captain knew it or not, he was showing her a piece of his soul that he'd kept buried for most of his life.


    Kassa seemed to understand the weight of the moment. She nodded her head once in a semi-bow, and replied. "It's been my pleasure." The moment passed with those words and Xandrith let his familiar, troublesome grin fall back into place, his mask that made the world think he was nothing more than a trouble maker with no consideration for people or their rules. Assassins weren't allowed to be thoughtful and morose. A murderer with a conscience wouldn't survive the work long. Xan stowed his feelings back in the corner of his heart, and locked it all away behind a wall of seeming indifference.


    "How is the shoulder I put an arrow in?" Kas asked, changing the subject.


    It took Xan a second to realize she was asking about the arrow wound. He hadn't thought much about it since it had been healed. He rotated the arm, letting it slide through a full circle of movement before answering. There was no pain anywhere in the rotation other than a slight stiffness that was probably more to do with sleeping on the floor than his injury. The healer had done an excellent job.


    "It feels good. The mages were nice enough to heal me before torturing me. Good people, they are." Xan noticed that Kassa wasn't carrying her bow. "You should have brought that bow of yours with you. You're good with it."


    Kas laughed shortly. "No, I'm really terrible with it. I'll stick to my sword, thank you just the same."


    Xan frowned at her. "Terrible? You pinned me in the shoulder at well over fifty yards while I was running. That's not the kind of shot that just anyone can make. If you'd have missed at that range you could have killed me. You don't give yourself enough credit."


    The watch captain looked down at her feet. "Yeah, you see, I was actually trying to hit the wooden wall next to you when I took that shot. When the arrow hit you I was horrified that I'd killed you."


    Xan's frown deepened. "What?!"


    "I was aiming several feet to your side. There is no way that arrow should have hit you. I was so happy when you got back up!" Kas laughed nervously.


    Xan's frown fell away and he found himself laughing, honestly, for the first time in a long, long while. "That is very… disconcerting." Kas joined in his laughter, and for a short while it felt like they were old friends sitting around a campfire and enjoying each other's company. As the laughter faded Xan frowned again, matching Kas's gaze. "No more bows for you, ever. Are we agreed?"


    This reignited Kas's laughter, but she managed to speak anyway. "Agreed." Kassa looked up the night sky and sighed wistfully. "I love nights like this, when the sky is clear and the stars stretch out forever. There is nothing more beautiful than a clear view of a million sparkling stars. In the city it's easy to forget this is out here."


    Xandrith smiled at that. "The stars are always there, Kassa. What a silly thing to get sentimental over."


    The watch captain tossed a rock at his head, which Xandrith had no trouble dodging. "Say what you will, but the depths of the night sky are a marvel I will never get tired of, you grouchy old ass." She snapped, but the words were light and playful.


    Xan smiled again, but this time he kept his mouth shut. He had no intention of telling Donelly that he found her fascination with the stars quite charming.


     


    The assassin and the watch captain made fast progress after their first night out of the catacombs. They rested only a few hours by the river bank before setting out on the road to the east. Xandrith was certain that the mages would come looking for him eventually. They would assume he'd gotten out into the city at first. They'd closed the city down and determined that he was nowhere to be found within the walls. Then they would start looking beyond the gates. If someone figured out that they'd used the old tunnels to escape, they would have a clear place to start looking for a trail. Neither he nor Kassa had made much of an effort to disguise their passing. They'd been more concerned with moving quickly.


    There was also the risk that the mages were already following them. Xandrith had heard stories about mages using magic to track people no matter how well they tried to cover the traces of their passing. He'd never seen it for himself, but it wasn't unreasonable to imagine they had resources above and beyond the usual. Kassa didn't seem as concerned with being followed, but she also didn't have the keen memory of torture burning in the back of her brain to drive her paranoia. It was obvious the mages wanted to know what Leahn had told Xan, though she hadn't really told him anything. The fact that they were willing to use the city's own watch to track him down just confirmed to Xan that they were treating this situation very seriously.


    They'd been on the road for nearly twenty hours of straight walking when the first sign of their destination appeared. The first sign was, in fact, a wooden sign with an arrow and the name of the town they were heading towards. Rowin was a township by only the slimmest of margins. Many would have called it a glorified village, but it did have its own walls and the streets were cobbled and neatly organized. The town had been around since well before the city of Rewolla was established, and at one time had been considered as a location for the founding of the city. Unfortunately for Rowin, the mines beneath the city had run dry just about the time construction was set to begin on the city while the Rewolla mines had just opened. The iron from the mines was the backbone of what was to become the city, and Rowin was forgotten before it ever had a chance to truly take off. Xan had been to Rowin once or twice, but there wasn't much in the town worth remembering.


    Xandrith actually considered Rowin the sort of place he would settle down. No one cared about Rowin other than the people that lived there. It was the sort of town a person could disappear into and leave the world behind. In that way it wasn't really surprising that Tannon Rosk had been hidden away there. It certainly wasn't the first place someone would go to look for a missing Eight. Not that anyone would truly be interested in finding an Eight to begin with, they weren't exactly popular folks.


    Kassa seemed to be becoming more agitated as they drew closer to the town. Xan could see the tension in the way she walked, her back stiff and straight and her gait almost forced in its precision. The assassin drew up next to her, still wearing her spare cloak and his river washed pants.


    "Is something wrong?" He asked quietly.


    "No… It's… nothing." She stammered out, not meeting Xan's eyes. The assassin stopped in his tracks.


    Xandrith's mind was running in a hundred different directions at once. Was Kassa walking him into some kind of trap? It wouldn't make any sense for her to free him only to place him in harm's way again. Had she had a falling out with Tannon that she was afraid would still cause issues between them? What was making her so uneasy? Xan was willing to admit to a certain level of personal paranoia. He'd much rather move forward with caution than stumble into another dangerous situation. Normally he was all for dangerous situations, but he'd taken a considerable number of vigorous beatings recently and wasn't keen to go prancing into another.


    "What is bothering you, Kassa?" Xan held his place and refused to walk any closer to the town.


    Kassa shook her head, but again she wouldn't meet Xan's eyes.


    "Listen, I'm not going any further until you tell me what has you so worked up. I'm not ready for another unpleasant surprise just yet." Xan pressed.


    The watch captain sighed. "I'm worried about what will happen between you and Tannon."


    Xan immediately understood what the problem was. She wasn't worried what would happen between Tannon and Xan, she was worried about what Xan would do when he met Tannon. Xandrith had given his word, but Kassa was having second thoughts about how far she could trust the assassin now that he was free and unrestrained. She'd trusted him enough to take him this far, but on some level she still feared what he was capable of. For Xandrith this wasn't a new problem. Once someone knew what he was, once he was recognized as Shade, people stopped trusting him. A man who would take the life of another for money was a man without honor.


    "We have a contract, Captain Donelly. What good is an assassin who can't keep to his contract? Shade has never failed to fulfill a contract, and he's not going to start now. Tannon will see no harm from me." Xandrith spoke the words stiffly, with a dispassionate voice he reserved for business associates. Whether he cared to admit it or not, Kassa's distrust hurt. He understood exactly why she was worried, but he'd let himself feel like they'd formed some kind of bond. He suddenly didn't want to be wrapped in her spare cloak, though he forced himself to hold the fabric tightly around his shoulders. It would be stupid to give up his own comfort just because he was angry that Kas didn't trust him. People never trusted him.


    Kassa nodded and relaxed a bit, but she still seemed tense. They didn't speak again as they approached the town. The captain led the way, but as they drew nearer the wall she turned north and walked along the outside of the town instead of entering through the main gate. They walked for another twenty minutes before a cove of trees with a cabin nestled in the center drew into range. Xandrith could tell by the captain's pace that their goal was in sight. As she spotted the cabin she strode forward more quickly.


    "It has been nearly ten years since I've seen him, so he may not recognize me at first." She warned as they approached. "Let me do the talking."


    Xan just nodded. Kas's relationship with Tannon was the only reason he'd even found the man. He would be best served by allowing them to reunite before pressing forward with his own business. He wasn't even sure what his own business was. Leahn hadn't give him much to go on.


    The cabin was large and sprawling, a multiple-room residence that looked meticulously well kept. The walkway leading to the door was swept and well trodden, and the entire place radiated an air of warm welcome. Xandrith, however, was only too aware of the feint light of magic sparkled around the doors and windows. If Tannon was an Eight, then who had laid wards on his entry ways? A nervous tingle ran up Xan's spine as they drew nearer the front door. He kept his hand from his borrowed knife only by sheer force of will.


    The captain knocked on the solid wood door of the cabin and called out, "Dwent?"


    The sound of movement from inside silenced the knocking. Xan and Kassa waited with heightening tension as footsteps drew near the door. The magic ward had zipped off into the building in the same direction the footsteps were originating from, meaning whoever was coming to the door had set the wards. Xan's body tensed, every sense and muscle attuned and ready to uncoil and attack if needed.


    The door handle began to turn, and Xan felt for a moment as though he must uncoil. Every fiber of his body demanded he spring upon the person who opened the door and drive a dagger deep into his throat as soon as possible. It took a considerable amount of restraint to hold himself perfectly still as the door crept open and a young man in his early twenties peered out through the opening. This obviously wasn't Tannon. Xan looked for his hands, but they were hidden beneath long sleeves.


    "What can I do for you?" The young man asked as he drew the door all the way open.


    "Is Dwent Hatholaan available?" Donelly asked, and again Xan could sense that unusual tension in her voice.


    The man's face fell. "Were you friends of Master Dwent?" He asked, and Xan's mind started piecing together connections before any further explanation was necessary. "I'm afraid the Master passed away three years ago."


    Donelly's tension faded into an expression of pain and loss that struck at Xan's heart. He could see the agony in her eyes, and he could also tell that news of the man's passing wasn't entirely a surprise. Xandrith now understood the real reason she'd been tense. It hadn't been about Xan meeting and harming Tannon, she'd known that Rosk was in poor health and had feared what news she would find when she arrived.


    She held her grief in check, though any man with half a wit could see the emotional turmoil hidden behind her eyes. "I'm sorry. I hadn't heard. It has been a long time since I've been able to come see him."


    "Are you Kassa Donelly?" The young man asked, and his eyes too held the deep sadness of loss.


    Kassa nodded.


    "He talked about you a great deal. He often referred to you as the daughter he wished he'd had. It's a pleasure to finally meet you. Won't you come in?" He stepped aside and gestured into the large cabin. Kassa hesitated for only a second before nodding and stepping through the threshold. Xandrith followed her in, feeling like nothing more than a shadow on the wall as he watched matters he had nothing to do with unfurled around him. Tannon had passed, and Xan's purpose was lost before it had even begun. What could he do now?


     


    "He passed in late winter." The young man who'd identified himself as Ewdin said with a sad sigh. "He'd always hated the winter, but I believe he knew his time had been growing short. That last year he'd gone out of his way to remain cheerful and in good humor all through the terrible snow and ice storms. The last night before I left for the evening he told me, ‘May your journey be long and filled with mystery,' and I just laughed and wished him the same. He'd never said anything like that before. I should have known." He stopped and wiped a tear from his eye before he went on.


    "When I came in the next morning he was gone, peacefully in his bed. He'd left all of his papers in order and his will in place, leaving his home and belongings to me and a few other close friends." Ewdin stood up and walked to the mantle where a small red-oak box decorated in intricate carvings stood. He picked it up and walked back to Kassa, handing her the beautifully decorated piece. "He said that I should give this to you or your father if you ever came for it, that you would know what it meant. I haven't touched it but to move it to the mantle. I know the box was special to him, though he never said why."


    Xan watched as Kassa's hands traced the tiny designs along the sides of the box before she slid the catch free and opened the case. From his perspective he couldn't see what was inside, but whatever it was, it had a powerful emotional effect on the watch captain. The tears she'd been restraining burst from her eyes and she wept quietly while peering down into the box. Xandrith wanted to know what was in the box, but at the same time he had no intention of moving from where he sat in the corner of the large hearth room. He felt like more of an intruder now than he ever had while breaking into places to perform his work. He was an outsider watching the shared grief of others who were bonded strongly by their loss. The assassin wished he could feel some measure of their pain so that he might understand the emotions that gripped these two people so strongly. He'd hurt after killing Leahn, but had it been to the same degree that these two hurt? Could pain be measured against pain, and should it?


    Xandrith had lived alone too long, and was too unfamiliar with grieving to know for certain. The whole situation was awkward for him. He didn't want to be there, yet he had nowhere else to go. Somewhere in Tannon's cabin the answers he'd come looking for might still exist, perhaps locked away in a cupboard or written down in a journal. Xan's eyes fell upon Ewdin. Perhaps the secrets he needed were kept with someone who had been close to Tannon.


    When Xan's focus returned the mysterious box was closed and Kas was wiping away the last of her tears. "I'd known he was wearing thin when we'd found this place for him. I shouldn't be surprised that he's passed, but I had hoped he'd have more time."


    Ewdin nodded gravely. "It was the magic that killed him."


    Kassa wore a confused expression on her face and Xan's attention focused entirely on the young man he'd just met.


    "I don't understand, the magic?"


    Ewdin nodded again. "Yes, didn't you know? To cast magic a mage must draw from his own life force. In his days with the Order, Dwent… Tannon, used a great deal more power than he was meant to. He knew he was casting away years of his life, but he'd always believed it was for a better purpose."


    Xan stood bolt up-right, his mouth working in silent confusion. How could Ewdin be talking about secrets like that? Just the thought of it was causing the assassin's throat to seize up. He gestured at his mouth, and then sat down heavily as his compulsion to silence took complete control.


    Ewdin seemed to notice Xandrith for the first time. "You're a mage?" He asked, surprised.


    Xan shook his head and held his hands up to reveal his cut fingers since speaking was beyond him at that moment.


    "Oh, then you didn't just come here to see Dwent. You came here for…" Ewdin's expression shifted through several different stages. "I'm sorry, I didn't know." He smoothed his features and turned to address Xan. "I can still do the work, if you're interested, but I'm not as well practiced as Master Dwent. I haven't failed, but I've only performed the procedure once."


    "Procedure, I'm not sure I understand what you're talking about." Xan had found his voice again, but was growing more confused by the minute. He had the distinct impression this had something to do with why Leahn had sent him to find Tannon.


    "Perhaps you should explain why you came here to see Master Dwent, and from there we can decide what the next course of action should be." Ewdin spoke slowly, realizing that both parties were making assumptions about the situation, and no one was entirely certain what was happening.

    

    Xandrith opened his mouth to speak, but Kassa spoke first. She recounted as much of the story as she was aware of from her perspective, and then Xan did his best to fill in the details. They had to come forward with the nature of Xan's occupation as it was too pivotal a part of the story to be glossed over. Ewdin seemed shocked at that revelation, but once he understood why they'd come and what they'd gone through to arrive there, he immediately offered to help. He started by finding some spare clothing for Xandrith so that he could change out of the rags he'd worn through his torture at the hands of the mages. Xandrith accepted the clothes and quickly ducked off to a washroom to change before they resumed their conversation.


    "I didn't know Leahn and I don't know if master Dwent did either, but obviously she'd heard of what Tannon had learned to do. I wouldn't speculate as to who told her, since he never advertised. The only ones who knew are those he held in close trust and those he'd performed the procedure on. No one who knew him would have betrayed him by telling his secrets, so whoever told Leahn must have trusted her implicitly."


    "What is this procedure you keep mentioning?" Xandrith asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.


    "Of course, I'm sorry. It took him years of study, and a good deal of his learning as a medic, but Dwent learned a method for undoing the binding that mages have cast into their back when they're taken into the Order. His isn't the only method, but it's by far the best." Ewdin gestured at Xan as he spoke. "It's a complicated and dangerous procedure, but when it's done you won't be bound to hold mage secrets any longer."


    "Impossible." Xan whispered through a clenched throat.


    "Wait, are you telling me that mages are so tight lipped because they're magically forced to be?" Kassa asked from where she sat across the room. "So the reason Tannon would never speak of his work was because he literally couldn't?" Kas looked to Xan for confirmation, but he couldn't even nod.


    "Do you really think the Order keeps its secrets by only employing really trustworthy people?" Ewdin asked with an eyebrow cocked in amusement. "Mages are liars, thieves, and murderers, but they'll never speak a word to anyone about the business of the Order of Mages. The branding on their back is magically forced into the spine and it locks the secrets away as long as the binding isn't changed. If the runes of the binding are broken, then the mage is killed instantly."


    "That's horrible." Kas said in shock. "Then how do you remove this magic without killing the person?"


    Xandrith was glad she'd asked, because he wanted to but still couldn't get his mouth to move. He was virtually paralyzed less some small motion of his give away some of the information he was forced to protect.


    "It's difficult. The magic can't be broken, as I said. It has to be reshaped into something harmless. We didn't understand that at first and it cost us the life of a dear friend, but we learned from that mistake. The symbols cannot be broken, but there is one rune that can be changed that negates the magic in the rest of the binding. It turns it into gibberish. Instead of breaking, the spell just unravels itself slowly. The slow release of magic won't kill the host, but it will make them sick for a few days."


    Kas looked at Xandrith. "Then what Leahn wanted for you to do when you came here wasn't to learn the secret she was protecting, but to get you unleashed so that you can learn the secret and then tell those who need to know?"


    Again, Xan couldn't answer, so he stared at her blankly, his face impassive.


    "The binding is holding him in check, Kassa. Xandrith can't tell you anything right now because the magic won't allow him to say or do anything that might let loose a secret." Ewdin answered without prompt. Xandrith was glad for the explanation, but it felt strange to be unable to join in a conversation that was more or less about him. He had that feeling of being a shadow in the room again, listening but unable to participate.


    Ewdin met Xandrith's stare. "I've only performed this procedure once on my own. It was successful, but I can't promise that there won't be any complications. It's not an easy process, and even the smallest mistake could kill you. I don't have the branding tools the mages use, so we have to use a mechanna substitute. It works, but the process is quite painful. Aside from the risk of the magic going wrong, I will have to make cuts in your back. If I make a mistake with the cutting you will probably die. There is nothing about this process that isn't risky."


    Xandrith forced a nod. Was he really going to go through with this? Was he going to let this young man he'd just met cut holes in his back and tamper with magic that could kill him? All of this so he could do what? He didn't even know what the next step would be after he'd been freed of his bond of secrecy. He couldn't even ask anyone about it because he couldn't directly talk about his concerns.


    "You've had this done to you?" Xan asked Ewdin. To his surprise, the young man shook his head.


    "No, I've never had this procedure done to me. I've never belonged to the Order." Xandrith was shocked to hear this. He hadn't known that there were mages outside of the Order. Who had trained him?


    Ewdin must have seen the incredulous look on Xan's face. He unbuttoned his shirt and turned his back to the assassin. His skin was pale and free of scars. "There are other ways to get an education in magic if you know the right people. I was fortunate enough to meet Dwent at a young age, and he'd already made contacts with a local group of masters. They helped me understand and refine my abilities. They don't have the same resources the Order of Mages possesses, but they get by."


    Xandrith just nodded. It appeared there was much about the world he didn't know. He'd always thought of himself as being well informed in the secret orders of the area, but apparently he knew less than he thought he did. Ewdin could help him, though. He could do more than just free Xandrith of his binding, he could also put him in touch with people that Leahn might have known and help him keep his word to his lost friend. However, to do any of that Xandrith would need to free his tongue. He couldn't expect to accomplish anything with his will bound by the Order of Mages.


    A jutting pain rippled through Xan's shoulder, the one that hadn't been hit by an arrow. He grimaced and groaned, clutching at his arm. Ewdin and Kassa were at his side in a moment, both wearing looks of concern. Xan was momentarily taken aback by their signs of sympathy.


    "Are you alright?" Kassa asked.


    Xandrith rotated his shoulder and winced as bright, searing pain swept through his arm. It felt worse than the damned arrow had. "I don't know." Xan grunted between clenched teeth. "I have this terrible pain in my shoulder all of the sudden. It sprang up from nowhere."


    "I'm a healer." Ewdin said. "May I have a look?"


    Another burst of fire tore through Xan's arm and he grit his teeth together to keep from screaming out. "Yeah, go for it. I'd appreciate it if you could make it stop hurting before I have to cut it off." Xandrith managed to say between bouts of pain. He reached up with his good arm and unfastened the clasp of his borrowed cloak before shrugging off his newly acquired shirt.


    Ewdin quickly moved in to examine Xan's shoulder.


    "What are these wounds from?" He asked, gently touching the skin on the back of Xandrith's shoulder. His touch stung, but nothing like the pain grinding away beneath the flesh.


    "It has been a long couple of days and I don't remember where every scratch came from." The assassin tried to think back through events since his escape from prison, but there were dozens of times he could have sustained an injury without noticing it.


    "This isn't a scratch, my friend. This is a large hole." Ewdin commented, prodding the wound again and eliciting a grunt from Xan.


    "A hole?" Xan asked, suddenly a little worried.


    "Let me see that." Kassa was rushing around to Xandrith's back in a flash. "Oh gods, Xan, did the litch worms hit you in the shoulder?"


    "What? No, I don't think so." Xandrith thought back to their encounter with the creatures in the tunnel, and then he remembered when he'd made his grab for the chair and the lantern. The litch worms had struck out at him and hit him in the shoulder. He'd thought it was only a scratch. "Yes." He corrected himself. "When we first encountered them in the tunnel they scratched my shoulder when I went to get the lantern."


    "Well, your scratch has burrowed all the way into your shoulder and is eating you alive from the inside." Ewdin noted grimly. "If the pain has already started, then there is a good chance it's already spawning larvae."


    Xandrith's stomach churned. "What can we do?" Momentarily all other concerns were pushed to the back of his mind. This being consumed by worms issue seemed far more pressing.


    "I can't do this by myself." Ewdin said quietly, as if to himself. "I'm going to need help to deal with this sort of problem, and I'm afraid it won't be cheap. The sort of skill needed to cleanse you of litch worms comes at a high price. You could probably get the work done for considerably less through the Order, but I'm guessing that isn't exactly an option." He gave a judgmental smirk.


    Xan shook his head vigorously, which sent another explosion of pain through his body originating from deep inside his shoulder. "Might as well let the worms eat me."


    "I have money." Kassa said. "My father left me a good deal when he passed. I didn't know while he was alive, but he'd refused to spend the money I'd given him through the years. He was too proud. When he died I got every penny back, with interest. Most of the money is in the bank, so I can access my funds through any of the King's lending institutes."


    Ewdin was already shaking his head. "No, if they've figured out that you helped Xandrith escape they'll be watching your accounts. I have some friends that might be willing to help, and a few favors I can call in. There are also a few of Dwent's old associates that might be willing to help us." He seemed to be going through a mental list as he spoke.


    "You two stay here. I'll go into town and make arrangements." Ewdin was already moving towards the door, grabbing a heavy cloak and throwing it around his shoulders. "Time is of the essence. The sooner we get to work removing those parasites, the easier the work will be. If we wait too long, there’s a chance we will be unable to do anything to help. There are some people who would have me burning your body already to make sure there was no risk of the vile things spreading."


    "Don't let me keep you then." Xandrith said, his wry tongue belittling the terror that was flooding through his body. With that, Ewdin was out the door and on his way into town.


    Kassa sat down next to Xan and put her hand on his good shoulder. "It's going to be alright." She said reassuringly. The assassin found the gesture comforting and yet foreign. He was unaccustomed to people touching him in a familiar way, or offering words of emotional support. He was unsure of how to respond.


    "This has been a bad couple of weeks." He remarked. "First I was tortured, then imprisoned, and now I'm full of worms." He forced a smile. "I thought being an assassin was complicated, but this whole not being a wicked assassin thing is much more trying." It was difficult to maintain the smile when he could feel the scratching, itching pain of his insides being devoured by the worms. If the things were really hungry they would eat him to death in a matter of days. If they weren't starving, he might be eaten for weeks before dying as the monsters slowly took over control of his muscles and limbs, turning him to a creature of undead suffering. It was a truly terrific turn of events either way.


    "You've probably survived worse." Donelly offered in an attempt to reassure the assassin.


    Xandrith thought back through his various exploits and adventures before shaking his head. "No, I can't really imagine much worse than being eaten slowly form the inside out. This is the worst thing that has attempted to kill me." He winced as another bout of severe pain surged through his shoulder. The bastards were gnawing on his nerves. "So far anyway. It's always exciting to find out what might try and kill me next. It gives one something to look forward to from day to day."


    Despite herself, Kassa laughed a little. "How do you keep yourself in good humor when things like this are happening? You always seem to have something clever to say."


    Xandrith's expression grew serious. He'd thought about that very question many times. "Do you really want to know?"


    Seeing that the conversation had just taken a serious turn, Kassa's smile fell away and she met Xan's cool gray eyes with her own, warm brown eyes. Xan noted that they seemed more intense and alive than when he'd first met her on the streets after being chased by the orcs. "Yes."


    "I'm terrified, and all I want to do is curl up in a ball and scream, but the world is cruel to the weak. I'm not going to be weak, and I'm not going to give anyone the chance to see me fall apart. Instead of letting myself fall apart, I just smile and let my mouth do what it will. It's not that I don't care, or that I'm keeping my spirits high, it's just that I won't give existence the satisfaction of seeing the mess it's making of me. No one gets to see me defeated, even if they've already beat me nearly to death." Xan's eyes grew fiery as he spoke, his words heated and driven by a rage that seemed to burn at the very heart of his being. That fire was the true core of the assassin, the anger that fueled his impenetrable resolution.


    "Sometimes you can be a little scary." Kassa replied after a short silence in which she just stared at Xandrith as if seeing him for the first time.


    Xan broke their eye contact and leaned back into his chair, his old comfortable smile falling back into place. "What's so scary about a guy who’s going to be eaten up by worms?"


    Kas just shook her head.







     


    Chapter 5


    Hey, Little Guy


    A group of strange men stood around Xandrith poking at the hole on his back and discussing things in excited whispers, one among those things being the prospect of Xan's survival over the next few hours. To say that it put the assassin on edge would have been an understatement. Xan wasn't fond of finding himself the center of attention, and that was just one item on a long list of things that were happening around him that he was not fond of. He also wasn't fond of being ogled while shirtless, or of being the highlight of a medical curiosity. The day was full of exciting new experiences for Xan, and he found himself wondering if he should have stayed in his cell below the mages’ spire. How bad was torture really?


    His arm convulsed at his side, the bicep twitching wildly for a second before settling down again. This drew more interested conversation from the spectators. Xan heard and understood enough of their conversations to be worried. They were discussing how far into him they would need to cut to be sure they were getting all of the worms, and who would be handling which part of the procedure. In a way it was comforting to know they were all intent upon working to help him solve his little worm infestation, but hearing them discuss how much flesh would need to be removed, and the viability of healing the damaged and missing muscle tissue, was not as comforting.


    Then there was the mechanna standing amidst the mages as though it weren't the most confusing assemblage of specialists already. He'd brought several crates of supplies that Xandrith couldn't even begin to understand. Xan respected the mechanna, but their brand of strange metal-magic was well beyond his comprehension. Xandrith was very curious as to what his part was to be in the process, but the assassin hadn't been able to get a word in edge wise since Ewdin's friends had begun to arrive.


    That was something else that was putting the assassin on edge. There were an awful lot of people involved in this process. It only took one of them being unable to keep a secret and the Order would know exactly where to find Xandrith and Kassa. Could they really trust everyone that had been gathered in Tannon's house? Xandrith had his doubts, but then he wasn't particularly prone to trusting others.


    "We need to start immediately, the worms are progressing quickly." An older gentleman dressed in light gray said from beside Xan. "Does everyone know their part in this?"


    Xan had been introduced to everyone when they'd first come in but he had been a bit distracted. The man in gray wasn't a mage. He was a normal, cut-it-and-stitch-it-healer, but Ewdin had seemed very confident in his abilities. All around him there was a general consensus of nods and silent agreement. A man in a light green and brown tunic walked over to Xan with a bundle of leaves wrapped around a strange sticky and tar-like substance in one hand. He'd been assembling the small parcel for the last few minutes.


    "Xandrith, this is a medicinal compound that will help you to remain calm during the process we're about to perform. It's very important that you remain absolutely still while we work, so we're going to have to restrain you. When you chew this, it will help you to relax and assure that you don't feel any discomfort." His voice was calm and warm, but the sticky collection of leaves made Xan nervous. It looked and smelled like any number of terribly poisonous things with which Xan was intimately familiar.


    "I'll be fine without that." Xan said, clenching his jaw closed as he finished speaking.


    "I'm afraid this isn't an option, my friend. Without the medicine in this pack you probably won't survive the procedure we must perform. Even the healers we have here, talented though they are, have limits. This compound will also slow your bleeding and speed the healing work of magic on the wounds." He held the small, leaf-wrapped parcel forward. It was about the size a single bite of bread, but it smelled strongly of herbs and carried a stinging odor that made Xan's stomach churn at the thought of ingesting it. He was fairly certain he could identify three different poisons.


    Xandrith grimaced. "Does it taste bad?" He really didn't need to ask.


    "Awful." The man in green nodded as he spoke. "But if it's any consolation to you, I can promise that about ten seconds after it enters your mouth you won't be able to taste it anymore, and you probably won't remember what it tasted like at all afterwards." He smiled. "Some people murder just to get a small bit of this concoction, Xandrith. You should be excited. Now, show me you're a good boy and take your medicine." He pushed it towards Xan's mouth again. The assassin allowed the foul smelling parcel to pass his lips, but he glared angrily at the man shoving it in his mouth the entire time. How very humiliating. As it hit his tongue his mouth was filled with a sour, bitter taste that clawed at the roof of his mouth and poked at the back of his throat as though it were trying to make him gag the whole thing back up.


    "Chew it, man, chew it." The green clad man insisted.


    Much against his better judgment, Xandrith did as he was told. "Oh, gohrds, dish ish tah worst ting I'fff effer haad im my mouff ..." He whined, and just as he was about to protest again, with more swearing, a wave of pure indifference washed through him. "Huh?" He managed to get out before suddenly the world didn't matter at all to him. He wasn't sure whether he slept or simply fell into a warm, comfortable pit of oblivion.


     


    "Xan?" A voice called through the fog.


    "Xandrith?" Again, louder.


    "Go away. Sleep." Xandrith grunted a nearly inarticulate rebuttal.


    "Wake up, Xandrith. You've been asleep for twelve hours now." Kassa's voice? Xan couldn't be certain, but he thought perhaps if he ignored it a bit longer it would go away.


    "Damn it, Xan, wake up! Ewdin says at this point you're just being lazy. Get out of bed!" Definitely Kassa.


    Xandrith opened an eye. Light struck his pupil and he quickly closed it again. Stupid sun. Stupid waking up. He grunted and tried to turn over in bed, only to discover that Kassa was sitting on that edge. He pulled up the blanket and tried to turn the other way, but she put a restraining hand on his shoulder. Thinking of his shoulder brought the events of the previous day into focus. The worms. He sat bolt upright in bed.


    "I'm up!" He shouted, grasping for his injured shoulder. The pain was gone, but something didn't feel quite right. He blinked the fog from his eyes and tried to look at his own shoulder. It looked flawless. The skin was pristine and as he moved his four remaining fingers they went through their normal routine without protest. "Did it go alright?" Xan asked, still looking at his arm as though it might leap off his shoulder and walk out the door of its own accord. It felt strange. New.


    Kassa nodded. "Ewdin and the others left about seven hours ago. The worms had progressed a bit further than they'd hoped, but they were able to cut them out and clean the larvae from your body. There was a lot of muscle and nerve damage, but Ewdin and the other healers repaired what they could. Then the mechanna, Ruck, was able to replace the rest with supplies he'd brought along."


    "Wait, so I have mechanna magic inside of me?" Xandrith was shocked. He'd seen a few people with false legs or arms created by the mechanna, but he'd never thought to be one of them. He raised his arm up before him and flexed the fingers again as he looked for bits of metal poking through the skin or springs bobbing up and down where his tendons should be. There was no sound of churning gears, and he didn't feel like his arm was full of metal. No gleaming brass, steel, or iron shone through his flesh. 


    "Yes, but the way he did it was apparently new to everyone involved. The mechanna worked with the healers to adapt his magic to your body. I didn't understand it all. I don't even think the healers understood exactly what they were doing, but once they'd finished the last of their magic to seal up the wounds you looked as you always had. The master mechanna and Ewdin both seemed confident that you would make a full recovery. I've never seen anything like it." Kassa looked exhausted.


    Xan grinned mischievously. "Have you been up all day worried about me?"


    The watch captain sighed. "I risked my life to get you here. If you died now, that would be an awful waste of a lot of my time and effort."


    "It's alright," Xan said flippantly. "You can admit that you are madly in love with my roguish good looks and winning personality. It happens all the time."


    Kassa punched him in his never-worm-infested shoulder, hard. "You're making me wish the worms had finished you off."


    Xandrith frowned and rubbed his assaulted shoulder. "And you're making me wish the healing staff had stayed around. I don't think they'll be happy if they have to replace another one of my shoulders."


    Kas just shook her head, defeated by exhaustion more than Xan's sharp tongue.


    "You should go lay down for a while. I'm going to be fine." The part of him that understood being dead-tired finally forced him to show some semblance of compassion.


    "I just feel like we're still not safe." Kassa said quietly. "I know Ewdin means us no harm, and the others have done so much for you, but I can't still the voice in my head that is telling me we should be moving and that stopping here is dangerous. Sitting in one place can't be safe."


    Xandrith nodded. "I know that feeling. It's probably just paranoia. A lot has happened recently and we've been moving non-stop since we left my cell. It's hard to turn off the sense of urgency that has been pushing us forward. Lay down and try to get some sleep in a real bed. After we leave here I don't know how long it will be before we get another chance to rest so well."


    It wasn't until after Kassa had left that Xan realized they had both been talking about what they were going to do next. When would we get to rest again? They'd only been traveling together for a little over a day, and already they were talking like they were going to be in each other's company for the foreseeable. Xandrith shouldn't allow that. There was still a chance Kassa could go back to her regular life, and even if she couldn’t, she could probably do better for herself far away from Xandrith. The mages would be after him until he was dead, but they might not be as intent upon the watch captain. She might even be able to convince them she'd been forced into aiding the assassin.


    Xan stood up and paced the guest room he'd been placed in. It was larger than his last apartment by a fair stretch and the bed was infinitely more comfortable, but he was too troubled to sleep any longer. Besides, he felt really well rested. All his aches and pains, all the small things he'd lived with for years, were just gone. Old broken bones that hadn't set exactly right and had ached just the day before no longer even offered the slightest twinge of protest. His worm infested shoulder spun through its joint movement without so much as a single catch or hiccup. He was reborn, in a way. The healers had done an excellent job with him, going above and beyond what they had needed to do to help him. He owed them all a serious debt of gratitude. Which was awful, since he wasn't very good at gratitude.


    Gratitude was one of those emotions that hadn't come up a lot in his life. People were generally not inclined to do a favor for an assassin. You don't coddle a killer, after all. This habit he was developing of constantly falling into people's debt was beginning to gnaw at his patience. Saying thank you hardly seemed enough of a gesture when someone had just saved your life.  Xan sighed heavily, the weight of his recent emotional debt feeling more of a physical burden than an emotional one. Owing people something meant that they had some small control over you, and Xandrith didn't care for that.


    Next to the bed there was a set of new clothing neatly folded. They weren't exactly the sort of things he would have chosen for himself, but they were clean, in good repair, and looked like they would fit fairly well. That was more than he could say for the only scraps that he actually owned. He cast off the borrowed pants from earlier and slid into the new clothes. The breeches were a dull brown with bright silver buckles for fasteners, and the shirt was so crisp and white it was almost blinding to the eye.


    "Wonderful, people should be able to see me coming from well over a mile afield." He grumbled to himself as he slid into the fabric. He did reluctantly note that the shirt was made of some of the softest and most comfortable cloth he'd ever worn. Redressed, he pulled on his own knee high leather boots. They fit his feet perfectly and were the best pair of footwear he'd ever owned. He was glad they'd made the trip with him. They were worn and beaten, but he hadn't yet found anyone who could make a pair just like them.


     Xan headed for the kitchen, intent upon finding something to put in his stomach. It had been a long time since he'd eaten and his body was telling him that it was in desperate need of energy. He couldn't even recall the last time he'd had a real meal. He and Kassa had shared some small road rations on the way, but they'd hardly been sustaining. The assassin turned the corner of the hall and stepped into the cabin's kitchen. It was as lavish as the rest of the house and the smell of food stuffs wafted from the door, inviting Xan in. He was a full two steps into the room before he noticed Ewdin sitting at the table in the wide open center, a mug of some warm liquid before him. It steamed as he sat staring down into it. He looked fairly well rested and clean.


    "I didn't anticipate seeing you up so soon." Xan said.


    Ewdin nodded and gestured to a seat at the table. There was a fresh loaf of bread as well as a few meats and cheeses sitting out, so Xandrith was only too happy to join him. He'd already procured a piece of bread, some meat, and a slice of cheese before his rear had even hit the chair. However, there was something he needed to do before he began eating.


    "Ewdin, I need to thank you for what you've done for me. Without your help, and the help of the others, I would be waiting for a slow and painful death." The words didn't come easy for Xan, but they felt surprisingly good to say. Xandrith began to eat.


    The young man smiled and shrugged. "I am a healer, Xandrith. If I come across someone who needs help, and it is within my power to offer aid, I will."


    "Still, I owe you a debt, and if there is anything I can do to repay it, I will." Xan smiled back at the young healer, feeling like he was making a strike in the right direction for a change. For a moment Xan believed he could become something better than he was. Ewdin was helping him see that. He was a good man.


    "Actually, there is." Ewdin set his mug down on the table.


    Xan raised an eyebrow. That was fast. "What can I do for you?" He asked, suddenly feeling a bit nervous.


    "After I break the magic binding on your back, I want you to leave. I want you to do so without Kassa." Ewdin stated coldly.


    Xandrith leaned back in his chair as though pushed by the force of Ewdin's words, shocked at the coldness in the healer's voice and the sincerity in his eyes.


    He went on. "You're an assassin, Xandrith. A murderer. You value coin above the life of your fellows, and Kassa shouldn't be caught up with someone like that. She is a kind woman and she deserves a chance to live out her life in peace. She won't have that if she stays with you, but she also won't just leave you. She feels responsible for you now, and she isn't going to let that responsibility go willingly."


    "I see." Xandrith said, his food suddenly bland and tasteless, his earlier thoughts of change suddenly feeling foolish. There really was no hope for an assassin to be anything but an assassin.


    "I don't know what you intended for her, or what dishonor you've already served her, but that doesn't matter now. I will remove the magic from your back, and all I want is for you to leave her be. Let her live a good life. I have friends who can see to it that she is well hidden from the Order." Ewdin pressed.


    "You're right, of course." Xan's voice was dry and impassive. "Kassa has already risked too much for my well being." The man was right. Xandrith was already causing trouble for Kassa, and the longer they were together the worse it would get for her. He should have been far more cautious when dealing with Kassa, but it had been too easy to enjoy the banter. He pushed his familiar smile onto his face. "Besides, I work better on my own."


    "Good." Ewdin smiled again, the coldness leaving his eyes. "I'm glad you at least have enough honor to do the right thing for someone who has helped you. I don't know what your plans are from here and I don't care, but I can at least send you in the right direction. Once the binding is lifted, you should head north to Yillan Reach. We keep close tabs on the Order, but we haven't received word from any of our men within the Northern Spire in over four months. Rumors we have heard say that Yillan Reach has undergone some kind of catastrophe, but no one is saying exactly what has happened. From your story, that seems like a good place to start looking for secrets. The Northern Spire is also the home of the Master Library where the mages' keep a collection of their knowledge."


    "Thank you. I'll keep that in mind." Xandrith felt numb and cold, the earlier warmness over expressing his gratitude entirely gone. "How soon can we perform the procedure on my back?"


    Ewdin stood up. "We can do it now."


    "Good. Let's do this, then. The sooner it's done, the sooner I can be out of your way." Xandrith also stood, his partially eaten meal all but forgotten.


    Ewdin lead the way to a room behind the one that had served as a surgery when Xan had been mobbed for his earlier procedure. As the healer entered he fiddled with a strange panel on the wall, and the room lit up as though torches full of white fire had been ignited all along the ceiling. Xan squinted against the brightness, in awe of the magic that must have gone into creating that particular setup. It was clearly some type of mechanna work since it didn't have the telltale glow of normal magic.


    "Take a seat on the bench, Xandrith." Ewdin gestured at a wooden bench that had an angled table running up from it so that one could sit on the bench and lean forward on to the table to be at a slight incline. Xandrith sat down and removed his new shirt before leaning forward into the smooth wood surface. There were carved handles on the back side of the table.


    "You'll probably want to grab the handles while I work. You need to hold yourself as still as possible. If you move and a mistake is made, you will be dead in minutes and it won't be a pleasant passing." Ewdin said softly. Xan could hear a slight tension beneath his words. The healer was nervous, but trying to project an air of confidence.


    "I guess either way Kassa will be better off." Xan said with a dark twist of his lip.


    Ewdin looked him in the eye and frowned. "You think I wish you harm, or that I mean to bring you misery? Xandrith, I don't like what you've made of your life, but I don't personally want to see anything bad happen to you. However I also don't want to see anything bad happen to Kassa. You're a killer Xandrith. I can see it in your eyes and the way you move. A feral wolf stalks its prey with less menace than you carry with you when you walk from room to room. Kassa saved your life, and this is your chance to return the favor."


    For once, Xan couldn't think of a clever retort. He was chastised. "I know. Let's finish this so I can be on my way."


    "After I finish you'll need to rest here for a few days. It will take at least a day and a half for the magic to wind itself out of the binding ruins. The first day is going to be very rough, but you won't die from it. I'll take care of you while you recover. You can leave anytime after that, but sooner is better. You'll need to leave at night while Kassa is sleeping so that you can get a head start before she tries to find you."


    Xan nodded. "I know how to make a clean exit."


    Ewdin offered a nod of his own. "I imagine you do." The healer picked up a device on a table near where Xan was sitting. It looked like a metal quill with a metallic box and a set of gears in place of the feather.  "Alright, are you ready to start?"


    "I think so." Xan replied, grabbing the handles at the back of the table.


    "This is going to hurt a lot, but remember to hold absolutely still. I will work as fast as I confidently can, but the procedure will take several minutes and we can't stop once we start. Failure to finish can be as bad as making a mistake." Ewdin warned once again.


    "Well, I'm not getting any more ready." Xan quipped.


    There was a loud crackling snap, followed by a droning hum as of a hundred angry bees. Then a second later, fire ripped through Xandrith's spine. The assassin's hands dug into the hand holds at the back of the table and a tear of pain rolled down his cheek. The healer hadn't been lying. The pain was unlike any Xan had felt before. It wasn't the worst he'd ever felt, but it was new and difficult to contend with. Pulses of agony flared through his nerves causing his hands to spasm and the muscles in his back to twinge. He struggled to hold his body in place, though completely holding his muscles still was an impossible task. He only hoped that Ewdin's hand was quick enough to work against the pulsing of his muscles as the fiery tool lanced into his spine.


    A cloud of smoke was slowly filling the air. It carried the smell of burning flesh that was only too familiar to the ex-mage. It was the same smell that filled the air during the branding process, and even though it had been nearly twenty years since his second branding that smell brought it all back fresh and clear to his mind. The first time had been bad, but that second branding done while his scars had still been fresh on his back had been so much worse. The mages had probably taken extra care to grind their magical brand deep into his spine since they thought their first attempt had failed.


    Along with the pulsing, muscle shaking pain streaming through his back, another agony was beginning to spread from his spine. It was crawling from Xan's magical binding like an infection digging its way through his flesh and into his guts with razor edged claws. Nausea swept through the assassin and his entire body pulsed as though attempting to rip itself apart. Fear crept into Xandrith. Had something gone wrong? Was the magic ripping him apart? It felt as though his bones and muscles were digging their way through his skin in an attempt to turn him inside out.


    Ewdin was still working on his back. He could feel the mechanna tool tracing slowly across his spine, trailing agony in its path, but Xan's ability to track the tool's movements was slowly fading as wave after wave of nausea and pain flooded his body. I'm going to die, he thought, not for the first time that week. It really had been an awful week, and what a way to end it.


    The terrible hum of the machine cut off, and at the same moment the sensation of his body ripping itself apart came to an abrupt halt, though the nausea persisted. Xandrith let out a long, slow sigh which momentarily eased back the nausea. Other than the fear of impending demise, the pain hadn't been too bad. Of course, in relation to the tortures inflicted by the black mage at the spire, most other pain paled. When all things were considered, he was just as happy to have the process finished with. He didn't really want to become a traveling lexicon of the severity of different types of agony. What fun was that?


    Soothing coolness slid against Xan's back, followed by a pleasant tingling which he was unfamiliar with. Despite how unusual the new feeling was, it was a very welcome touch after the pain of the mechanna tool. It even did a little to back off the nausea that was rolling up from his stomach.


    "The process is done. I'm just healing the damage to your skin and muscle and then you can rest. I can give you something to help you sleep, if you'd like." Ewdin sounded relieved. He may have been as nervous about the process as Xan had been, and his life hadn't even been at risk.


    "I think I'd like that." Xandrith's voice sounded far sicker than he thought it should. At that moment he'd take anything Ewdin gave him if it would let him sleep off the feeling of sick that was wafting through him. Sickness had to be worse than normal pain.


    "Give it two days before you try to put any pressure on that magical binding. I know you may be eager to talk now, but believe me when I say you won't like the result if you try. If you think you feel terrible right now, you should see what happens if you try to let slip a secret at this point." Ewdin warned.


    Xan's curiosity was piqued and he had to force himself not to blather out the first secret that came to mind. There was no point in making himself feel worse just to sooth his need to know exactly what would happen if he did. "I'll keep that in mind." He pushed himself up from the bench and his head swam.


    He'd always been confident on his feet, but this time he realized his confidence was misplaced as the world spun about him and he suddenly found himself toppling forward. The betrayal of his feet was unacceptable, and he cursed them as he slammed face first into the ground. Blinding pain exploded from his face as stars of light and blackness blossomed in his vision. His nose cracked sickeningly and his stomach gave up its battle with his nausea.


    Ewdin was at his side in a second, the healer helped lift him out of his own puke. It was difficult to hate the man, though Xan couldn't help but resent that he was being cast out by him. He meant the best, and it really shouldn't have been surprising that he would think so badly of Xandrith. Xandrith dealt in death and Ewdin dealt in life, they were complete opposites. Xan had all of these thoughts quite clearly as he cursed and spilled the little amount of bile that had remained in his stomach.


    "You shouldn't have tried to stand up on your own." Ewdin was saying. "I mean, I guess I should have warned you, but I've never seen anyone even attempt to stand up right after that procedure. Dwent would usually let them rest for two or three hours before they'd even think about wanting to return to their room to recover."


    "Sorry about your floor." Xandrith moaned miserably, looking at the mess of blood and stomach fluids. "My legs and head had different things in mind."


    "You broke your nose." Ewdin noted, reaching out and gently touching the shattered cartilage. That same soothing tingle he'd felt on his back ran up his nose and there was a soft popping followed by a very brief pain as the break in his nose corrected itself. A bead of sweat formed on the healer's head, and he took a deep breath. "You're going to need to be more careful. I'm afraid my healing is at its limit for today, I need to sleep and regain some energy. Do you think you can manage not to hurt yourself anymore this evening?"


    Xandrith was going to nod his head, but the thought of moving his skull didn't seem wise. Instead he just spoke quietly. "I hope so."


    "Wait here. I'll get something to clean up this mess. You're going to need more clothes too." The healer was up and gone in a second, leaving Xan on the floor staring up at the slowly spinning ceiling. He wanted to close his eyes, but that just seemed to make the revolving sensation worse.


    "Twice in one week I find myself in my own filth." Xan spoke to the empty room. "Life is good."


     


    Twenty four hours after having the procedure on his back done, Xandrith was doing considerably better. Ewdin seemed surprised, but not unpleased at Xan's progress. The assassin was just happy to be done emptying the contents of his stomach every time he dared to move. Also, Xan could feel the procedure doing what it was supposed to. While he’d been branded he had never noticed the subtle weight the spell had placed on his mind or the pressure of the spell restraining his speech. Perhaps that was because the branding process had been so painful. It was a difficult sensation to put into words, but while under the influence of the binding a part of Xan's mind had always felt numb and lethargic. With the binding gone, he was suddenly acutely aware of all the minor details of his life as a mage that he'd been forced to conceal. That part of his knowledge seemed to almost glow in his memory, highlighted by the fact that he'd been forced to ignore it all for so long.


    His new freedom might have been more enjoyable had there been someone to share with, but Ewdin already knew about the mages and preferred not to spend too much time speaking to Xandrith anyway. As for Kassa, Xan was already trying to put distance between them by avoiding her. It would make his leaving less difficult, and he was keenly aware of just how close it was to the time he’d have to go. His queasiness was gone and his body felt terrific. Ewdin warned that he should still be feeling some of the effects of the sickness from his recent ordeal, but if it was lingering the assassin couldn't tell. It was time to move on. It was time to go to North Spire. Unfortunately there was nothing left for him in Tannon's homestead.


    Xan spent the day resting in his room under the guise that he was still recovering. When Kassa came to see him he pretended to be asleep, and she did not try to wake him. He made his preparations to leave quietly, gathering a few supplies from Ewdin's stock and getting as much sleep as his restlessness would allow. When darkness fell and Kassa retired for the evening, Xandrith intended to make his escape. It would be a clean break that would see him miles gone before the watch captain even awoke. He would cover his trail as he went for the first few miles, and take some of the lesser traveled routes north. Within a few hours a well trained wolf hound wouldn't be able to track him down.


    Ewdin had provided him with two new outfits, both more in fitting with the sort of thing Xan would buy for himself. They weren't anything fancy, but they fit him better and were of a more muted color palette. The healer wouldn't supply him with weapons, but Xan still had his borrowed dagger. Most threats could be dealt with without resorting to violence, and if it did come down to a fight no one could question his lethality. One dagger would do quite well.


    As the day grew old, Xan watched the sunset through the window of the room he was staying in. It was a beautiful fall night, the sky lit by the sun's descent in a thousand shades of red, blue, and purple. Xan thought of it as an angry bruise fading across the sky, and it was like watching a chapter of his life come to an end in some theatrical manner. This was the curtain call on the man who had been Shade, and the opening scene of Xandrith's story. He didn't know what that meant exactly, but Xan was certain that things would be different for him after that night. He told himself that the north held the secrets he was searching for. He would go and fulfill his promise to Leahn, no matter what difficulties might stand in his path. Maybe he could even put the assassin behind him entirely. He had a chance to become a man that could have friends like Kassa and Ewdin in the future. Some men would start upon great adventures in hopes of becoming heroes, but Xandrith felt his great adventure might do something far more ambitious: turn a killer back into a man. One could dream, anyway.


    Footsteps running towards his door drew Xan from his revelry and he jumped back into his bed, ready to pretend he was asleep should the need arise. Ewdin's voice from the other side of his closed door froze him in place.


    "Xandrith, we need to go now!" He was calling, even before he had the door open. Xan was back on his feet in a second and heading towards the door, his pack slung on his back.


    The door opened and Ewdin stepped in. Kassa came down the hall behind him, hopping on one leg as she tried to lace her left boot on the go.


    "What's going on?" Xan asked, trying to remain calm in the face of Ewdin and Kassa's obvious panic.


    "A friend from town just sent word that two men on horseback and a fae enforcer are headed this way. The only reason we have warning is because they didn't realize my cabin is outside the town walls. We need to run!" Ewdin's eyes were bright with fear and he looked like he might pass out if stressed any further. The healer obviously wasn't accustomed to being on the run. For his part, Xan was also terrified. An enforcer was serious business.


     "How did they even know I was here?" Xan asked, and a moment later the answer came to him. "One of your friends who helped me the other day has a big mouth. They must have let the information slip immediately after the procedure."


    "That doesn't matter now, we have to get out of here if we're going to escape. The back door is this way!" He turned and was about to start running, but Xan grabbed his shoulder.


    "You're not going to be able to outrun an enforcer and two men on horseback, Ewdin. Even if we run until you pass out from exhaustion they would catch us in an hour or so, if that. If you're going to get away you need time. You need to cover your trail as you go." Xan looked at Captain Donelly. "Do you know how to cover a trail as you travel?" He asked her.


    "Yeah. My father and I spent a lot of time camping beyond the city when I was younger, and I remember a lot of the tricks he taught me. I'm sure I could do an alright job of it, but I think you'd be even better." She said, arms crossed, swaying slowly on her feet in anxiety. She was as ready to fly as Ewdin was, though she was containing it a bit better.


    "Good, then I want you to take Ewdin and get out of here. Take the main road for two miles, and then cut through the deep woods to the east. You'll come across a stream about half a mile into the woods. Backtrack up the stream for a few miles, then cross it and keep heading east. There are hunting trails down there that will take you wherever you want to go from there. Don't go back to the city, and don't come back here." Xan instructed.


    Kassa opened her mouth to speak, but Xan held up a hand. "Don't tell me where you're headed. If I'm captured they could get the information from me. Move quickly, but worry more about covering your trail than making miles. If you can hide your trail for the first mile you'll do yourself more benefit than if you run the entire way."


    "Xandrith, you're going with us, right?" Kassa said, her expression a frown.


    "They've come here to get me, Kassa. There is a chance they won't even bother to follow you if I'm here when they come looking. That buys you both time. It's the least I can do for what you've done for me. Get moving, quickly!" Xan gestured them away.


    Ewdin turned and started away, but Kassa held her place. "We're not going to just leave you to die! You don't stand a chance against an enforcer. Come on, we can better cover our trail if you're with us anyway."


    Xan cast any illusion of patience from his face. "This is not a matter we're going to argue over, Kassa. I'm staying. I can handle this situation more effectively if I'm by myself. I've always worked alone. This time I'm going to need to be at my best." Xandrith turned to the healer. "Make sure she is extra careful with your trail."


    Ewdin nodded and grabbed Kassa by the shoulder. "Come on, Xandrith is accustomed to dealing with these things. We are not."


    Kassa allowed herself to be led away towards the back of the cabin, but she didn't stop looking back at Xan until she was out of sight. Xandrith took a few large breaths, steadying his nerves.


    "Damn it. This is stupid." He told himself, and then proceeded to walk towards the front door. Every instinct in his body told him to turn around and head the other direction as fast as possible, but he ignored that sound reasoning and instead made his way to Ewdin's front door. It wasn't like enforcers were indestructible, and Xan had faced off against multiple mages before. He might be able to survive this.


    He'd heard that fae enforcers were very singularly focused. If you could break their direct line of command and get away from them and out of sight for a time, they would allegedly lose interest in their target and default to inactivity. Fae were unlike humans in many ways, and would only attack on their own if their territory was breeched or they felt threatened. It took direct human intervention to make them effective as offensive weapons outside of their normal environment. Humans with power and too much money to burn would often kidnap a Queen of the Fae and force her to create enforcers for them to use as personal staff. Fae Queens had a weakness for a particular nectar from a mountain flower that didn't grow naturally in their own environment. Once addicted to the nectar, humans could force the queens to do just about anything. The only difficulty was in transmitting your wants to a creature that had none of the same motivations that drove human desire. The upside of this was that the Enforcer wouldn't act on its own. If he killed the mages, then he would only have to escape and hide from the enforcer and it should get bored and wander off.


    How difficult could that be?


    Xandrith watched from the corner of the front window. He kept his eyes on the winding path leading from the front door, through the woods, and back out towards the town's wall. He wasn't certain how much time passed, but the seconds crawled by as his mind poured over the insanity of what he was about to do. He'd put himself in bad places before, but he couldn't remember a time he'd ever volunteered for a more insane task. This was above and beyond Xan's normal level of stupidity, and he had done some pretty stupid things in his time. He'd once forgotten his weapons on the way to an assassination and had to improvise the entire job. That had been incredibly stupid, but that still paled in comparison to what he was about to do.


    A figure on horseback appeared at the edge of the assassin's line of sight, followed closely by a second. Xan could hear the patter of his heart against the inside of his ribs as he waited in anticipation of the final member of the trio. It didn't disappoint. The enforcer kept easy pace with the horses, its long stride carrying it forward with a surprising agility for a creature of such a size. This wasn't the first time Xan had seen an enforcer, but no two of the creatures looked exactly alike. This was the first time he'd ever let one intentionally get anywhere near him, and he became less and less certain that doing so was a good idea as the details drew into focus. The fae creation stood just over ten feet tall and was as wide across at the shoulders as two large men. Its body was constructed of chitinous segments of flexible shell that shone in rainbow hues beneath the last of the fading light of day. The connective filaments of muscle or sinew that stretched between the brightly shining plates were a deep purple that almost appeared black beside the brightness of the rest of the creature.


    The enforcer was roughly humanoid in proportion, though its arms were long and ended in a three piece pincer that made for a fierce looking weapon, but wouldn't have been practical for articulate manipulation. Its head was like the prow of a ship, its two halves meeting in the middle at an upward sloping angle. Each side was decorated by four bulbous, round, glowing blue eyes. The back of its skull was ridged in sharp barbs and it had no mouth that Xan could make out. It was like a nightmare clad in armor made from brightly colored beetles, and the crowning visual statement was the lightly glowing set of wings protruding from the monster's back. They were like wider versions of what one might see on some kind of giant dragon fly, though the transparent webbing of the wings was lined with a system of veins that gave off a faint green glow.


    Xandrith couldn't recall ever having seen a creature that looked so alien to his eyes. The enforcer was something that couldn't possibly belong to his world, and yet it strode down the walkway towards Ewdin's house with a clear purpose. Its presence was undeniable and horrifying. He backed away from the window and sat down heavily in one of the chairs in the main sitting room, staring at the doorway. He had maybe a minute before they arrived, if that. He couldn't keep watching from the windows. If the enforcer hadn't already seen him it would if he stayed there much longer. Their vision was acute and highly tuned to detect motion, or so he'd heard. For all that Xan actually knew about the creatures they might be blind, but rumors were all he had to work with. He'd pretend that the people who'd told him those rumors had some basis for the information. It really came down to a question of whether it was better to act on what might be incorrect information, or to act with no information at all. That was a tough call. Either could see him in serious trouble. The sound of horses hooves alerted Xan to the fact that he was out of time for consideration. "That wasn't even a full minute." He griped.


    From his chair he could clearly hear the mages dismounting their horses and tying the beasts to the post out front. The cool fall breeze caused the bridles to rustle and jingle excessively as the men prepared to approach the house. Xandrith drew his dagger and stood up, creeping towards the door as silently as his feet would carry him. A heavy fist hammered on the door.


    "In the name of the King, his majesty Vernon Orthitok II, we demand access to these premises, and the immediate release into our custody of the assassin Xandrith Dalt. We have the King's authority to search these premises with or without your permission, Ewdin Treastas. I'd recommend you cooperate willingly lest the criminal offense of harboring a known assassin be levied against you. Furthermore, I am to inform you that we have your home surrounded by a secure ward, and any tripping of that ward will indicate a lack of willingness to cooperate with our ..." The man droned on, and Xan grimaced. If he was going to die, he really didn't want the last thing he heard to be a long list of droning legalities. How very dull.


    Xandrith placed his hand on the door handle and took a long, deep breath before he swung open the portal to the world outside. The mage standing at the door only had a moment to look shocked before the assassin plunged his knife hilt deep into the man's throat and tore it out in an excessive show of violence. The second mage and the Enforcer were standing just a few feet back and blood spattered across both of them. Beyond the door the enforcer filled the entry way so completely that Xan immediately knew there was no way he was getting around it and out the front. The second mage's fingers stopped in their tracks. He'd probably still been placing the wards mentioned by the other mage in place when Xan had sprung out and surprised them. He watched his companion drop to the ground in stunned shock, blood dripping down his face. Xandrith barely noticed because he was already springing backwards into the house, slamming and locking the door in his wake.


    Negotiations for his surrender were going well so far, Xan thought to himself as he sprung for the nearest set of stairs. He heard muffled yelling from behind him, and a second later there was a concussive explosion as Ewdin's solid oak door was decimated by the entry of the enforcer. Xandrith didn't look behind him, he was afraid it would scare him so badly he'd freeze up. Instead he ran for the second floor as a cacophony of sound split the air behind him. This was going to be terrible for Ewdin's property values. Xan couldn't help but laugh darkly at the thought. He cleared the last step of the stairs as something incredibly heavy smashed into the wooden steps he'd just ascended and blew them apart with the force of a cannon strike. Those pursuing him were seriously upset.


    Xandrith took off from the landing in a shower of woodchips and debris. He had no idea where he was going on the second floor, he'd never been there before, but he remembered seeing windows from the outside. That's what he was looking for. He dove into the nearest room and made a straight dash for the nearest glass surface. The room he was in looked liked a study. It had a desk, some bookshelves, and a few chairs placed around the room. Xan grabbed one of the chairs as he ran through the room and tossed it at the window without stopping. The glass shattered and the chair toppled toward the ground below. That was still a great trick. Xan was nearly at the window himself when a chitinous arm exploded through the floor inches in front of him and he was forced to dive to the right to avoid a set of razor sharp pincers. He hit the desk hard and was just coming back to his feet when a second clawed arm ripped through the floor and the desk, splitting them both to pieces with the same ease Xan might have ripped through a sheet of paper with one of his knives.


    The assassin dove backwards into another roll, this one taking him even further from his window of escape. As he came to his feet he jumped upwards and landed lithely on a low bookshelf. His foot struck a small object and nearly knocked it to the floor. He looked down and saw that it was the box Kassa had gotten form Ewdin just after they'd arrived. Below he could hear the huge steps of the enforcer, and through the shelf he could feel the impact of each foot fall. Despite the immediacy of the situation, Xandrith reached down and grabbed the box. He quickly slid it into his pack. He didn't know exactly what was in the box, but he didn't think Kassa would want it to fall into just anybody's hands. Maybe someday he could return it to her. Below him the movement of the behemoth had stopped. Apparently while he was off the floor the beast couldn't track his movement. He hoped. Xan held very still and tried to decide what to do next.


    "Xandrith, give yourself up and we won't have to end your life!" The mage shouted from below. "You can't get out of here, and even if you did, you can't outrun the enforcer. We both know that. If you come down now and throw down your weapons, I won't have my friend rip you in half."


    Xandrith figured the mage must still want him alive, though he couldn't be too serious about it with the way he and his dead buddy had come after him. Or it could simply be a ploy to make him turn himself in so he didn't have to chase him anymore. Either way Xan had no intention of giving himself up. He just had to think of some way to get a knife into the remaining mage and then get far, far out of sight of the enforcer. Without direct control, it might just lose interest and go away.


    "I won't keep this offer open forever, assassin. You killed a good friend of mine tonight and my patience is nearing its end. If I wasn't being offered a bonus for bringing you back alive, I would just let the enforcer disembowel you and we'd take your head back right now. As we stand, I'm only a few seconds from allowing that to happen anyway." The voice called from below again.


    A bonus. Well, that explained why he was being so forgiving for the death of his companion.


    "Alright, I'm coming down!" Xan yelled. "Keep that monster away from me."


    "That monster will be standing between the two of us until I see that you've dropped all of your weapons, Xandrith. I'm not stupid. I've seen what you can do." The voice called back.


    "Fine, I'll do as you ask, but once I've dropped my knife, I only want to deal with you." Xan answered.


    "Fair enough. Come back downstairs. I want you to move very, very slowly. Once I've seen that your hands are empty I'll shackle you, and then we can ride back to Rewolla. I get a large bonus if you make it back alive, so I can promise you the ride will be as comfortable as you let me make it for you." His voice was gaining confidence.


    "I can't ask for any more than that, not after the crimes that stain my name." Xan replied, wondering if he was sounding too eager to give up. "I'm coming down now." The assassin tensed as he let himself drop from the bookshelf back to the ground. He half expected the enforcer to reach through the ground and cut him in half with its claws, but that didn't happen.


    Xan made his way back to the destroyed stairs and began his descent. He had to hang over the edge and drop since there was nothing left of the staircase. As he landed on the ground floor he caught sight of the projectile that had been used to destroy the stairway. It was a very large rock that had been protruding from the ground in Ewdin's front yard. The thing was larger than Xan was, and he couldn't even guess as to how much it weighed. The enforcer was standing hunched most of the way over with its knees bent so that it could fit in the relatively cramped bottom floor of the cabin. It was only a few feet from Xan. The sight of it sent a chill of fear down the assassin's back. He held his knife up at arm's length and then slowly tossed it to his left, far out of reach. Letting it go was not easy.


    "That's my only weapon." Xan said.


    "I want you to lift your shirt and turn around slowly so that I can see that you don't have any other weapons hidden on you." The voice called from behind the enforcer. Xandrith could just make out the mage's eyes peering at him from behind the terrifying creature. He did as he was asked, spinning as slowly as possible. He had no other weapons on his person. It was an uncomfortable feeling.


    The mage spoke quietly to the enforcer and the creature moved back and the mage stepped forward. He was a tall and skinny man with dark skin, a wispy blond beard, and bright blue eyes. He was watching Xandrith like the assassin might explode into a pile of venomous snakes at any moment.


    "I'm going to cast a restraining spell so you can't move your hands. I'll remove it after I get the manacles on." He said even as his fingers began to twitch through the forms of the spell. He was about fifteen feet away. Too far.


    "As you will." Xan said. The spell took hold of his hands and they became like leaden weights, dragging his arms together in front of him and holding him in place. He fell to his knees beneath the weight of the magic. The mage approached cautiously, pulling a set of manacles from his belt. They were a set designed to be locked with a spell glyph, an expensive but inescapable set of restraints. Once sealed, only someone with magic could unseal them. Xandrith prepared himself for what was to come next.


    The mage leaned down over him with manacles, reaching for his hands.


    "Glyph cuffs are pricey, but I guess since only a white or higher rank can use them they're pretty secure." Xan said nonchalantly, as though speaking of the rankings was no big deal. The mage getting ready to restrain him stopped in his tracks and looked at Xan, his eyes open wide as his tongue floundered in his mouth. The binding on the mages back was no doubt giving him a warning tug at the back of his throat, reminding him he couldn't say anything about guild ranks or glyphs. While he was still blinking dumbly at the assassin, Xandrith moved. His arms were still held in place on the ground, but his head was free to move. He threw himself head first into the mages face, crashing his forehead squarely into the man's nose. His look of surprise changed to one of blinding pain as his nose shattered against Xan's head. The bindings holding Xan's arms to the ground released as the mage's nose started pouring blood down his face.


    "Magic 101, without a glyph or rune set, magic won't hold if the casters focus - or nose - is broken." Xandrith commented as he leveled a powerful jab at the mage's throat. The man's airway collapsed under the assassin's fist, but Xandrith didn't have time to enjoy his moment of success. The enforcer was moving. Xan wasn't sure what directions it was acting under, but apparently killing the mage directly in front of it wasn't an action Xan was permitted to take without retribution. A pincer shot out in his direction and Xan dove backwards, kicking the mage into the creature’s line of attack as he did so. The enforcer didn't even slow the arc of its swing and the upper portion of the mage's torso tore in two as the razor like appendage crashed through it with the force of a ballista bolt.


    Xandrith ran, knowing that he could never outpace the enforcer on his own. He needed to get to a horse. Luckily the mages had been kind enough to leave him with two of them right out front. He just had to survive long enough to get there. The enforcer was hot on his heels as the only thing slowing it down was the limited head clearance in Ewdin's home. That wasn't much of a hindrance to depend on.


    What had been the front door and a good portion of the surrounding wall was now wide open to the outdoors. Xan drove for the opening, pushing his legs as hard as he ever had. He could hear the lumbering pursuit of the enforcer just behind him and knew that he had little to no time to mount a horse and get moving. For their part, the horses were both incredibly eager to be away from the chaos of the house. They were already pulling at their bindings to get free. Xan scooped up a piece of broken glass as he ran, thanking himself for having knocked out the above window earlier, and used it to cut the horses lead as he jumped to its back. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the enforcer standing up to its full height just a few feet away as it cleared the debris in front of the house.


    The horse didn't need to be forced into flight. As soon as the lead snapped the creature bolted like it was trying to escape its own tail. Xandrith leaned in close and held on tight, no less afraid than the horse was. It had been his intention to flee in the opposite direction of Ewdin and Kassa, and he was doing just that, but it really hadn't been his choice. The horse had chosen their direction and Xandrith was happy to let it go wherever it wanted, so long as it wasn't anywhere near the enforcer. He looked back over his shoulder and his heart sank. He was being chased. The enforcer had hunched onto all fours and was bounding after them, its clawed limbs leaving ruts in the ground as it ran.


    Xan snapped the reigns and whispered into his horses neck. "Run, you stumpy mule, run like my life depends on it!" Whether this caused the horse to go faster or not, Xan couldn't be certain. Regardless, when he next looked over his shoulder the enforcer had drawn even closer. Xandrith looked forward again and was not at all sure if he wanted to look behind him anymore. It wasn't an encouraging sight. The road screamed by underfoot and the trees seemed to pass by in a blur. For all that he'd insulted the horse, the beast was doing its damndest to get away. It just didn't matter. The enforcer was faster than them, and though the horse had prolonged Xandrith's life, it didn't look like it was going to provide the escape he so desperately needed. The situation was getting out of hand quickly. If he didn't die, he would have to make a mental note to never, ever get into a fight with one of these fae creatures again. This had been, as he'd anticipated, a tremendously bad idea.


    In an act of desperation Xan pulled the horse to the left, off the road and into the woods. It was well into fall and the underbrush had died back enough that there was at least partial footing visibility. Desperation or not, the horse was reluctant to dash through the tangled mess of trees and brambles at the road side, but Xandrith dug in his heels and drove the poor creature forward. Fear and sore ribs was the alternative to a gruesome death, or so Xan hoped.


    The gaps between the trees were narrow and the branches lashed at Xan and his mount as they cut through the thin spaces between the mess of overgrown wood. The horse balked at first, but as the enforcer hit the forest line behind them and began snapping saplings off at their base and gouging massive chunks from trees as it tore by, even the frightened equine was inspired to push the limits. Xan had given up on attempting to steer. He couldn't see through the slapping and cutting branches. Keeping his head up to try was only opening him up to the possibility of losing an eye to a stray twig. He tucked himself low against the horse and chanced a glance over his shoulder and immediately regretted it. The enforcer wasn't being slowed by the thick woods at all. It moved like it was at home in the dense foliage, and Xandrith realized why almost immediately. Fae were creatures of the forest, so of course it would be accustomed to making its way through the woods. The assassin's heart sank. It was almost within reach of Xan and his panicked ride.


    Xandrith searched the horse’s saddle and bags with one hand, trying desperately to find something that he could use as a weapon. All he uncovered were basic travel supplies. The mages hadn't brought so much as a single belt knife with them, or if they had it had been on their person and not left with their supplies. Xan unfastened the strap on one of the packs and tossed it behind the horse at the creature chasing them. It wasn't a difficult toss to make since the creature was only just out of reach of them at that point. It was a pathetic attempt. The leather bag bounced off the enforcers strange head without even phasing the monster.


    Whether or not the pack hitting it in the face bothered it Xan couldn't be certain, but it did chose the following moment to strike out. Xandrith saw the blow coming before it hit, and had just a split second to ready himself for the impact. The enforcer's three pronged pincer hit the back of Xan's stolen horse hard enough to spin the creature in its tracks and send it tumbling to the ground in a tangle or flailing legs and screams. The assassin tried to jump free, but he found himself partially pinned beneath the horse as it tried desperately to right itself. Xan could see that the enforcer’s blow had nearly severed one of its back legs and left a gash along its back hip and part of its side large enough to store all of the saddle bags from both of the horses the mages had brought with them.  Organs and bone protruded through the wounds as blood poured forth like water from a fountain.


    A shadow fell over Xandrith and he looked up to see the enforcer towering over him with its round, glowing eyes staring impassively at the carnage it had created. Xan's heart raced in his chest and he thrashed and pulled at his caught leg, trying to dislodge it. It moved and he knew he could get it out, that it wasn't seriously injured, but at the same time he knew that it didn't matter. He was dead. He'd never pull his leg free in time. Even if he did, he had nowhere left to go.


    The enforcer drew back its claw and Xan put his hand out in front of him as a shield, as though the pathetic flesh and bone of his palm might stop the enforcer from driving its razor-edged claw through his torso like he was an overripe tomato on the verge of bursting. The horse was still screaming and thrashing, and the night had descended heavily upon them. The silver light of Sentinel shone through the woods, highlighting the outline of the monstrosity that was about to end the assassin, and Xan's last thought was that he was sorry he would never get to keep his promise to Leahn.


    A strange symbol flashed across Xan's consciousness, incomprehensible and confusing. Just the fragment of a memory that it left on the edge of Xan's mind caused his head to ache. A light so intense it would have blotted out the sun exploded all around Xan. It was a pure white burst of such intensity that for a moment Xandrith couldn't see anything at all. Death, Xan guessed. That wasn't so bad. He hadn't even seen the monster make its blow. The light burned away. The horse had stopped thrashing, and breathing. The poor beast was dead, and the enforcer was still towering overhead with its arm raised as if to strike. Except it wasn't moving at all. Xan lowered his arm, waiting.


    "Hello?" He called quietly, but nothing answered. What had just happened? Xan was confused, but he didn't let that stop him from doing what needed to be done. He pulled his leg out from under the dead horse. It wasn't an easy process. The beast was heavy, but his leg hadn't been entirely wedged beneath the animal. The entire time he watched the enforcer, expecting it to start moving again and finish its strike that would end his life. It remained completely still as though someone had frozen it in ice. Xan's curiosity wasn't peeked enough that he intended to investigate. He had no idea what miracle had just occurred to draw him back from the cusp of death, but he wasn't about to waste his moment of reprieve. Having freed his leg, he turned away from the monster and ran. Some part of him told him that he should be covering his tracks, but the part of him that had just barely escaped a horrible death was telling him to put as much distance between himself and the enforcer as possible. The second part was the one that he was willing to listen to. He would hide his trail later.


    He couldn't be sure how far he ran, but when he finally allowed himself to stop he was soaked with sweat and his lungs burned with every intake of breath. He still didn't stop, he just switched to walking. He made an effort to hide his tracks at this point, covering his trail as well as he could in his exhausted state. Even then he couldn't help but look over his shoulder every few seconds. A part of him still believed he was dead and that this was all some strange afterlife punishment in which he'd have to run from the enforcer forever. He knew that didn't make any sense, but then neither did a mysterious white light saving him so close to his demise. Who or what would have any interest in preserving his life? Perhaps it was foolish to bother questioning such a lucky twist of fate, but Xan knew that people didn't do favors for others without expecting something in return. Not knowing who or what had acted on his behalf made Xandrith very uncomfortable. Of course he was alive, and that was something to be happy about. It was better to have an unknown beneficiary than to be torn in half, he reminded himself. He looked ever his shoulder again. Would the enforcer be able to find him again? He hoped not. He had underestimated just how dangerous those things were, but he wouldn't make that mistake again.


    Xan was shivering profusely from the cold and his sweat damp clothing. He needed a fire to warm up, but he had no intention of lighting one. He made himself keep walking. He was heading north towards Yillan Reach. That was where Ewdin had said he should go and as his senses returned to him, he made sure he was vaguely going in that direction. He also started to cover his tracks more carefully. Moving and forcing himself to think about covering his trail gave him something to think about besides how cold and scared he was.


    When people heard about Shade the assassin, they probably never considered the fact that he could be terrified beyond reason. He certainly wasn't doing his other personality justice by looking over his shoulder every half a second. He looked over his shoulder yet again. After that run in, he figured he'd probably be doing that for quite a while. Image be damned, Xan had never known fear like that.







     


    Chapter 6


    Skin and Bones


    The assassin was exhausted and ice crystals had formed from the sweat in his hair. The night had been long and the temperature had plummeted to below freezing. The only thing that had kept him moving was watching the streaking progress of Sister as she made her mad dash through the evening sky. She was a persistent little bitch, and if she could keep going then so could Xan. If she could beat her older brothers’ every night in the race to dawn, then the least he could do was survive one freezing night in the wilderness dressed in light clothes while running for his life. The first rays of sun brought with them a welcome warmth. As the temperature increased and the ice began to melt from his hair Xan realized that he was actually going to survive the terrible ordeal that had started the previous day with the arrival of the enforcer. Under other circumstances he might have felt a rush of relief.


    With the world warming up and the threat of the previous night fading into the peripheral, Xan had his first moment to grieve at the passing of Kassa from his life. He would miss the clever watch captain. She had made the road a more interesting place she'd never gone out of her way to make Xan feel like a criminal. Well, with the exception of their first meeting. Xandrith hoped that her and Ewdin would find safety and could resume some semblance of a normal life in the wake of his passing. Perhaps it was too fast to say it, but Kassa had seemed like the sort of person that Xan would like as a friend. If ever his life settled down and it became safe for him to actually let someone get close to him, maybe he would look for Kassa again. The real question was whether or not she'd be happy to see him. He hadn't exactly done great things for her life. He frowned and sighed. There was no point in dwelling upon that which couldn't be changed. He was what he was, and the past was immutable.


    "Take another step and my friend will put an arrow through your heart." A voice sounded from behind Xandrith and the assassin stopped in his tracks and turned around. A sigh of frustration escaping from between his lips. Great, highwaymen.


    "Hand over your valuables and we might let you leave here alive." The man, a tall man dressed in a well fit set of light leather armor and what looked to be a very warm brown cloak, held a gleaming broad sword leveled at Xan. He was only about fifteen paces away, which was astounding considering Xan hadn't heard him approach at all. Xan must really have been exhausted to let someone sneak up behind him so easily. From out of the brush at the side of the road two more men approached, both wielding swords and dressed in light armor.


    "Do I really look like I'm carrying valuables?" Xan asked holding up his arms.


    "Those are pretty fancy clothes you're wearing to not to have any valuables on you. Just hand over what you have and this doesn't need to get messy." The tall man pressed again.


    "Look," Xan pulled off his shirt, held it up, and did a slow circle. "I don't have anything. Nothing. You and your men are carrying more valuables than I am." He put his shirt back on, the three bandits were looking at each other, confused.


    The leader spoke again. "That's too bad for you then. I guess we'll be taking your boots and the shirt off your back." The man grinned triumphantly, enjoying his feeling of superior power.


    "My boots?" Xan looked the man square in the eye and spat. "No, you can't have my boots."


    The grin fell from the other man's face. "You want to die over your boots?"


    "They're very nice boots." Xan stated.


    "This is your last warning. Give me your boots and your shirt or I'll have my friend hiding in the woods put an arrow in your back." Xan had seen the man hiding in the woods when he'd done his little spin earlier. He wasn't particularly scared.


    "Your friend in the woods has been holding his bow fully drawn ever since this encounter began. Right now his string arm is shaking violently, which tells me that he's not an experienced archer who would have known not to draw string until it was time to fire. At this distance he would be lucky to hit me with a fresh arm at his experience level, and with the strain he's put on his drawing arm now, he'd be as likely to hit any one of you as he would me. So go ahead, have him attempt to shoot me in the back." Xandrith wasn't quite as confident as he pretended to be. While everything he'd said was true, that didn't mean the man couldn't get lucky and put an arrow in him and Xan hadn't even gone a full week without being shot in the back yet.


    The leader of the men looked perturbed. "Put down your bow, Fenton. We'll handle this ourselves." Xan was relieved to hear that. He had one less variable to worry about.


    "How tall are you?" Xan asked the leader as the men with swords stepped in his direction. His question caused them to pause.


    "What does that matter?" He asked, a frown creasing his forehead.


    "Just curious. Are your weapons iron or steel?" Xan pressed.


    "Kill this arse!" The man yelled, and he charged. He wasn't completely lacking in weapon skills, but Xandrith had dealt with better swordsman in his time. The opening strike was a fast forward lunge with his full weight behind the extension of his arm. Xan quick stepped to the side and then stepped towards the rushing man, putting himself too close to his attacker for the sword to be effective. The bandit looked shocked at how fast that had happened, and he flailed with his sword, trying to bring it into an effective range. Xandrith whipped out with his right leg and slammed it into the back of the man's kneecap causing him to begin falling backwards. The assassin grabbed the bandit's face with his right hand and aided the man's descent to the ground, tilting his head backwards and placing the tip of the man's nose in the palm of his hand. As they hit the ground, Xan's palm shoved the cartilage from bandit's nose back into his brain with the force of crossbow bolt being fire. There was a crack and then the man was dead.


    The other two bandits had stopped in their tracks. They were looking back and forth between each other, to the man on the ground, and then back to Xan. Xan was casually perusing the dead man's equipment. He had a knife, but just as Xan feared it was an iron weapon, and the blade was in terrible condition. It was also too heavy at the point. The assassin took it anyway. He didn't even consider the sword. Not only was it a well shined piece of trash, but Xandrith would probably just get himself killed trying to use it effectively anyway. He grabbed the man's coin purse and opened it. It wasn't brimming by any stretch, but it was more money than he currently had.


    "Hey, you can't do that!" One of the other men with a sword yelled.


    Xandrith looked up at him. "I'm cold, hungry, and tired. It has been a terrible couple of weeks for me, and this man was about to kill and rob me. Trust me, I can do this." He grabbed a set of throwing knives from the dead man's belt. They were awful blades, no two of them having the same weight or heft. Hitting anything with them would be a chore.


    "I won't let you do that!" The man corrected himself, more forcefully.


    Xandrith had already moved on and was busy unfastening the dead man's cloak, but he took a minute and stood up from his grim work. He drew his newly acquired belt knife. "Alright, let's do this then."


    The new challenger was far shorter than the first man and looked nowhere near as confident with his sword. He edged closer to Xan, his sword shaking in his hand.


    "Is this man's honor really worth your life?" Xan asked, pointing at the corpse.


    "He was my brother." The new assailant yelled, and Xandrith could see the tears of barely held emotion in the man's eyes. He looked between their two faces and the family resemblance was subtle, but it was there. The dead man was obviously the elder. This was an unfortunate turn of events. The little brother looked back at his still living companion who had backed off even further, seeming eager to not get involved. After another second he held his hands up, put his sword away before and walked back into the woods. The grief stricken brother of the bandit leader was left to fight on his own.


    The assassin nodded slowly, understanding perfectly. When you let yourself have attachments, they could get you into a situation from which you weren't destined to return. The man's brother had been a fool, but he had still been his brother. This was a situation from which there was no easy way out, and Xan wasn't sure what he should do. If he killed this man for wanting to avenge his brother, then what sort of man did that make him? If he didn't kill the man, then he would live the rest of his life knowing he'd failed to save his brother, and failed to avenge him. Worse, he was already a bandit who, if given the right opportunity, would take a life to steal a pair of boots. How much worse would he become when full of unquenchable hate and regret? If Xandrith hadn't killed the first man to attack him, he might have had to fight all of the highway men, so that hadn't been an option. That would have just resulted in more death. Yet, he must have made some wrong choice to be placed in his current predicament. Certainly good men never had to do what he'd already done.


    An arrow clattered in the dirt a few feet to Xan's right. He'd almost entirely forgotten about the bowman in the woods. Apparently at least one of the man's companions was brave enough to stand at his side, even if he was perhaps the worst bowman Xan had ever encountered. Xan spun and threw one of his newly acquired throwing knives. The blade slammed into a tree a few feet from the man with the bow, sticking hard and shaking with the impact.


    "Shoot another arrow and the next knife hits you in the throat." Xan stated confidently, even though he'd intended for that knife to be a killing throw. It looked enough like an intentional threat that Xan just went with it. It would be foolish to admit that he'd missed his intended target by a wide margin. These weapons were just awful. The assassin breathed a sigh of relief as the man dropped his bow and took off running back into the woods. Behind him he could hear the sound of boots grinding ever so softly against dust as the bandit leader's little brother attempted to sneak into attacking range. Xandrith turned about, tapping his newly acquired iron dagger on his hip.


    "You and I both know how this is going to end if you attack me." Xan said, deciding to give the man one more chance to get out of this with his life. "Your brother was a better swordsman than you, and he didn't stand a chance against me when I was unarmed. I assure you that I'm far more dangerous now that I have a weapon. If you attack me, I'm going to kill you, and neither of us will benefit from that."


    A tear streaked down the man's face. "He was my brother!" The man yelled at Xan. "He had a family, you know, a son and wife. What do I tell them now?"


    "You tell them the truth. Your brother made a bad decision, and he was killed over a pair of boots. You make sure his son knows what this type of life can cost, and you make sure he grows up better than his father. Or, you can try to kill me with your sword, I'll cut you down, and when your friends tell your brother's family what happened, your brother's son grows up full of anger and looking for vengeance. In the end he'll pick a fight with someone stronger. He'll end up just like his father. This is how life ends for bandits on the road. You have a chance to change that right now."


    The brother's sword point fell, and then lifted, and then fell again. He was close. Xan might get away without having any more blood on his hands.


    "I'll give you your brother's coin back and you can return it to his family. At least they'll have something." Xan offered, pulling the coin from where he'd tucked it into his belt. He didn't want to give up the money, but he'd do it to avoid killing another man.


    The man was quiet for a moment, his sword pointed at the ground, and then he raised his eyes. "You can't buy my brother's life with his own coin, you son-of-a-bitch-in-heat!" He raised his sword and charged. Xan's expression hardened. The moment of possibilities was passed. In his head, Xan was certain the vengeful brother saw himself charging in a rush of glory, sword raised proudly in the defense of his fallen sibling, his grief allowing him to overtake the odds and come out triumphantly. He saw himself returning to his brother's family with the recovered coin, his brother's things, and the boots of the man who had dared insult his family. Those were the last thoughts of a fool. Xan saw things much more clearly. The charge was sloppy, the point of the sword weaving unsteadily as he made an unskilled attempt to plunge it through the much more agile assassin. Xan had only to turn the point aside with his dagger and take a single step forward to put himself within killing range.


    He pulled one of the throwing knives from his belt with his left hand and slammed it into the charging mans neck. With a fast leftward pull he opened the little brother’s throat wide. He fell to the ground on top of his sibling. Xan quickly kicked the dead man over so he didn't bleed out all over the equipment the assassin intended on taking. It was quite a mess, but Xandrith cleaned up his new weapons and put them away before stripping the first brother of the cloak and throwing it around his own shoulders. It was every bit as warm as he'd hoped it would be.


    The little brother had less coin on him and fewer weapons, but Xan collected what he had and tied it together with a piece of torn fabric from the shorter brother's cloak. He even kept the cheap iron swords. They were awful, but he might be able to trade in everything for a better quality weapon. He'd much rather have one good knife than a pile of cheap iron garbage.


    Xandrith checked the bow that had been tossed away in the woods, but the quality was so bad that it wasn't worth taking with him. The owner had obviously never unstrung the bow when it wasn't in use and the wood was warped to the point that there was barely any tension left in the string. It was a wonder it could even launch an arrow. It had once been a quality piece of craftsmanship, but years of misuse and abuse had left it sadly beyond repair. It would have been easier to make a new bow than to recover the mess that was left of that one.


    Equipment salvaged, Xan left the bodies behind. He didn't have the energy to consider burying them and the whole experience had left him in a dark mood. He wasn't sure if he'd done the right thing and he felt that his attempt to help the situation had just made matters worse. Life had been much easier when he'd just been an assassin. Maybe he wasn't cut-out to be a normal person. He was too much of a killer. Murder was in his blood and savagery was the solution he was best able to provide.


     


    Xan woke in a small and uncomfortable bed, his back almost making him regret that he hadn't just slept on the floor. He pushed himself slowly to his feet and stretched out as far as the relatively cramped ceiling would allow him. Most of the previous day was lost to the haze of exhaustion. Xandrith couldn't even recall the name of the city he'd finally stopped in, but he did remember the elation he'd felt at seeing the high stone walls in the distance. He hadn't even looked around for a deal on a place to stay, the first inn he'd found had drawn him like a moth to a flame. Whether or not he'd gotten a good deal on the room hadn't mattered in the least.


    The weight of his coin purse told him that he'd paid more than he probably should have. His funds had been slim to begin with and he really should have been a bit more careful with his spending. He could always use old tricks to acquire more coin, but it had been years since he'd had to steal to make a living. He wasn't really interested in starting again. Besides, when things started going missing people always looked at the newest person in town. In a city it wouldn't be as obvious that Xandrith was the one causing trouble, but the consequences were more troublesome when people did start to notice.  He would just have to see how far he could get on what little he had with him. He still had the terrible weapons he'd collected to dispose of anyway, those had to be worth something. Maybe.


    Xan made his way down from his rented room and bought himself a small breakfast of fresh berries, bread, smoked meat, and some cheese. He managed to flirt enough with the barmaid to get himself an extra glass of cider and a slightly stale hunk of extra bread. He considered that quite an achievement since he felt like he'd just finished being kicked down a mountain path. He left the inn with a wink and a promise to be back to visit soon. The wink and promise cost him nothing, and the girl would have forgotten about him before the day was up.


    The city streets were relatively quiet as Xan exited the inn. He judged it to be early morning as the majority of the city street traffic seemed to be people headed towards some place with singular purpose. It was truly an unusual time for him to be waking up. The sun just cresting the horizon helped make the same judgment, but Xan was certain that if the sun went out he would still be able to make a good guess as to the time of day simply based on what people were doing. The city watch was changing shift and a few of the night's guardsmen were griping about the boredom of watching the gate as they went looking for a place to buy a drink before retiring for the day. Further down the road an officer of the watch was yawning and stretching as he started his daily patrol route. His lax attitude and gut made it clear that this wasn't a city that was accosted by large amounts of crime. It was really just a glorified town whose governor had set his sights high and built a stone wall around the whole thing. The city gate was only a hundred yards from where Xan had chosen to sleep for the night, which really hadn't been a good idea on his part. If someone had come looking for him they would have located him in minutes without any hassle at all. Exhaustion made for a sloppy assassin. He'd have to try to remember to rest more often. No more being chased by monsters, fighting bandits, and walking for days on end without sleep for him.


    Once Xan had his bearings straight, he set about finding a place to sell his extra weapons. The city he'd stumbled upon wasn't a large and sprawling place, which meant that he'd be hard pressed to find a regular weapons merchant. Your average smith simply didn't bother forging swords, and so he wouldn't be interested in buying them either. Xandrith would probably need to find the man who was responsible for outfitting the city's watch since such a smith would have at least a small section of his shop dedicated to weapon crafting and upkeep. Hopefully he dealt in iron and steel so that Xan could sell his garbage and come away with something better. Xan also hoped the man was a fool and would actually give him something for the terrible iron weapons he was trying to get rid of.


    It took the better part of two hours and a lot of asking around, but Xandrith finally located a smith that dealt with weapons. There were actually three different places that had been recommended to him, but Xan finally settled on a place that was a bit smaller than the other two. A smaller shop might be in greater need of business and he might be able to get a better deal on his trade in, at least that was what Xan was hoping. If the dealing didn't seem to be going well he could always try one of the other places later, even if he didn't feel like dealing with the hassle. Bartering was so dull.


    The building he'd chosen was a single forge, but it had a large display room in the front and it looked well kept. Xan could tell by looking at the gear on display that the man working the forge was good at what he did. The various tools and weapons he'd left for costumers to look at were well cared for and made with a good eye for quality over glamour. No king would walk from that shop with a sword, but many a farmer would be well served by the spades and hoes, and many a guard would stand well armed and protected. Xandrith strode confidently to the back counter, where a large, cleanly shaven man sat at a sharpening wheel honing the blade of a scythe. He stopped as Xan approached and stood up.


    The smith was a big man, as most were, with hands that looked like they could hide cannon balls. He had various burns and scars all over his lower arms. He was powerful and muscular, with a steady and somber face. If there were any other types of smiths, Xan hadn't met them yet. It was like their work tore the joy right out of them, or the fire of their forges swallowed up their humanity as they gazed into the diabolic red glow.


    "What can I do for you?" The man asked as Xan sat down his bundle of cheap iron weapons.


    "I'm here to deal. I've acquired some iron weapons, and I'd like to trade them for something made of steel." Xan said matter-of-factly.


    The smith gave a snort. "You better have more than what I see here." He said, barely looking over the weapons Xan had dropped in front of him.


    Xan forced his normal fake smile. "I also have some coin, but we'll get into that after you give me a fair value on these fine weapons."


    The big man unbundled the scrap metal Xandrith had brought and began to go through them. He lifted each of the swords and checked them for balance and examined the edges very closely. The knives he poured over slowly as well, considering the heft and the design of the blade. Xandrith tried not to look nervous as his goods were appraised. He'd hoped the man would be a fool, or at least nearly blind, but the careful appraisal he was giving Xan's offerings proved otherwise.


    "This is garbage. Scrap. I wouldn't sell any of these weapons in their current condition. They'll all have to be reforged, and it looks like there is a significant level of impurity in the metal." The smith said.


    Xan refused to let the grimace he felt approaching slide onto his face. "That is a lot of scrap, Smith. With your talent at the forge you'll be able to make some incredible weapons with this metal. The money you make on turn around will be well worth the trouble."


    "You mean after I get done disposing of the rust and completely reworking the iron? I'll also have to add my own metals because whoever made these weapons wasn't concerned with proper tempering. These are among the worst pieces of metal I've ever had in this shop. If an apprentice of mine made something this bad, I'd throw him out in an instant. You better have brought a lot of coin with you if you're looking for steel in return for this." The smith had put the weapons down and was eyeing them like they were a pile of corpse crawlers.


    "I need a set of double edged steel knives with one and a half, to two hand-span blades." Xan said. "I'll give you all of the iron, plus two silver."


    The man laughed, though there was no joy on his face. "And you'll be wanting those in gold scabbards too, I imagine."


    "Well, I wasn't going to ask, but if you have them ..." Xan's tongue got ahead of itself.


    The edge of the blacksmith's mouth twitched in what might have almost been an honest smile. "I think you know, and I certainly know, that what you have here isn't worth nearly what you want. You're going to need to come up with more coin than you’ve offered. A lot more coin."


    Xandrith didn't have a lot more coin. In fact, he only had three silver left to his name. The bandits he'd taken the money from hadn't exactly been wealthy, and then he'd spent more than he should have on his night's respite. Still, Xan needed good weapons. He couldn't be expected to defend himself with cheap iron garbage. Bad weapons were more dangerous than not having any weapons at all.


    "I'll take unset blades if you have them." Xan had rebuilt hilts before, and though it meant more work for him, he was willing to finish his own set of knives if needed. At least he'd know the grip was well suited to his hand. The smith seemed on the verge of saying something but he stopped, and Xan could see him making some kind of internal decision. Whatever it was, it appeared that it might swing in Xandrith's favor. The smith crossed his large arms and sighed.


    "Alright, I may have some unset pieces in the back. Wait here and I'll go look." He gave Xandrith one last look-over, as if trying to make sure he was making the right decision, and then he turned and walked towards the back of the store. Xan watched him pass through the door into the back and some nagging impulse told him to follow. One part of him tried to remind him that he'd been told to stay where he was, but another part of him urged him to go and see what the smith was doing. It was an unsettlingly powerful urge that Xan was almost powerless against. Curiosity won out, and Xan crept through the door behind the burly man.


    He stepped carefully as he walked, exercising his well trained stealth abilities. The building was well built and the floor didn't so much as squeak as Xan padded carefully across the smooth wooden boards. The smith had bent over at an old chest and was rummaging inside. There were all kinds of partial pieces and weapons inside the box, which Xan didn't understand. Why would the smith have a box of unfinished pieces? If they weren't in good condition he could have rebuilt them, and if they were quality work, why not finish and sell them?


    Something black inside the box caught Xan's eye, something familiar and alien at the same time.


    "Is that a bonesteel knife?" Xan's voice leapt from his throat before he could restrain it.


    The smith spun on him, his eyes going wide in a mix of terror and rage. "I told you to wait out front!" He bellowed. "Get out! Get out of my store, now!" He advanced threateningly towards Xan, but the assassin didn't back down.


    "You're really going to throw the man who knows you have a bonesteel weapon out onto the streets without selling him what he wants?" Xan's wits worked fast. He could still salvage this situation.


    The smith's jaw worked wordlessly before he finally spoke again. "Are you threatening me?!" He was incredulous.


    Xan thought about that for a moment. Was he threatening the smith? "Yes, I am." Backed into a corner, he really hadn't left himself any other choice. Xan needed to be a bit more careful with his big mouth.


    "You can't come into my shop and threaten me." The smith said, but the fight was quickly flooding from the powerful man.


    "How did you come across a bonesteel weapon?" Xan asked, attempting to diffuse the situation.  "You obviously didn't forge it yourself."


    The last of the will to fight fled the smith's face. "No, I didn't forge it myself. I would never have forged such a weapon. My apprentice made it shortly before he was killed."


    Xandrith nodded. "I'm surprised you'd let him take on such a project. I thought all smiths knew about the prohibition on those weapons." The only other time Xan had seen a bonesteel weapon had been at a public beheading of a smith who had forged one. He'd sworn that he hadn't known what he was doing and that he'd been tricked into making the blade. The explanations hadn't done him any good. The king's justice had seen to it that his head was severed agonizingly, by a short sword. The execution had gone poorly and it had taken far too long for the poor man to die. The scene had been seared into young Xan's mind, and yet the idea of the forbidden weapon had been planted as well. What sort of blade could inspire such terrible fear and cruelty?


    "I didn't let him!" The smith barked angrily. "He took it on in private, and he knew what it meant. He didn't believe the warnings. By the time I'd discovered what he'd done, the weapon was already forged. I told him to get rid of it, but he said he couldn't, that he had to give it to the client or his life was in danger. I didn't know what to do, so I just told him to be done with it as soon as possible." The big man was shaking his head. "I came into my shop the next day and he was dead. His client had come back and split him open from groin to neck and left him to spill out all over the floor, but he didn't get away either. My apprentice must have had just enough fight in him to brain the man with his hammer as he tried to leave. I found his body a few feet away, his dead hands clinging to the cursed scabbard."  The smith cursed and slammed his trunk.


    "What was I to do?!" He shouted vehemently. "I couldn't throw the blade out and have some innocent bastard find it and be executed, and I was afraid to sneak it out myself for fear someone would see me with it. I threw it in this box with the rest of my apprentice's work and called the town guard to tell them someone had tried to rob my shop and that they had murdered my help. I haven't opened that box since then. Until now."


    "Sell it to me." Xan said on impulse, not sure exactly why he wanted to have a blade that would have him executed if he was caught with it in his possession. Something about the strange scabbard and the expert curve of the hilt drew his interest. He wasn't sure whether it was the legend associated with bonesteel, or simply his own curiosity that drove his newly awakened lust, but either way he wanted that weapon.


    "Are you daft?! I just told you it's cursed. Death follows that thing!" The smith had to work to keep his voice low.


    "All the more reason for you to be rid of it as soon as possible. Give it to me, and sell me one more steel knife, and I'll take that thing out of your shop and you'll never see it or hear from me again. My business is set to take me far from here and when I go, so will that knife and the bad memories you've kept locked away with it." Xandrith pressed.


    "You're asking me to hand you your death." The large man was shaking his head already.


    "I've dealt with these blades before." Xan lied. "I'm familiar with dealing with their curse."


    A spark of hope flared to life in the smith's eyes. "Really? You know how to safely be rid of these weapons?"


    Xan had the man. "How do you think I recognized it so easily? I've been collecting them and destroying them for years now." It was easy to tell the smith what he wanted to hear. So easy, in fact, that Xandrith almost felt guilty. Almost.


    "Alright, then. If you can unmake the thing then I'll leave it to you. I've been too afraid to try and destroy it myself." The smith returned to the chest and opened it wide. He drew out the cursed blade, lifting it with two fingers as though it were covered in something foul he didn't wish to get on his hands. He then went back into the chest and drew out a set of two very well crafted steel knives. They were single edged with slightly curved blades, though neither had been completely finished. Both were missing their hilts. He sat the knives on a work bench and gestured for Xan to approach.


    Xandrith looked down at the knives on display, though his eyes didn't linger on the steel weapons for long. The troll skin scabbard containing the bonesteel blade called for his attention. He attempted to hide his obvious interest, even though he wanted nothing more than to draw the blade and see what was so special about this cursed weapon.


    "My apprentice was very good. Perhaps even better than me, but when he passed he left a lot of work unfinished. I didn't have the heart to come back and finish it, and in truth I still don't. It pains me to go through his things." The smith locked eyes with Xandrith, and the assassin could see in the man's troubled gaze and that he was truly a good person. If he didn't believe Xan could destroy the bonesteel weapon, he would never let him walk out of the store with it even though he obviously had no vested interest in Xan's well being. He had too much honor for his own good. "If you'll take away the cursed weapon, you can have these two unfinished knives for doing me the favor of getting that thing out of this shop, and I'll throw in a cheap steel long dagger as well. It won't take much work to put quality handles on these, and they're among my apprentices best work. The long dagger will give you something to use until then."


    Xan forced himself to ignore the bonesteel weapon and picked up one of the ordinary steel knives made by the apprentice smith. Without a hilt there was no final balance to check, but Xandrith didn't need that to know what a well forged weapon felt like. The metal work was really phenomenal, perhaps better than his recently lost set of knives. The steel was far brighter than his last professionally made equipment, but he could dull it down with the application of the proper chemicals. These were very fine knives, well beyond what he could have hoped to buy with even twice as much scrap metal and coin. They weren't double sided, as the assassin preferred, but their single edge was well honed. They would be good slashing weapons.


    "Thank you, master smith. These are excellent. It will be an honor to finish them." Xan said sincerely, though he still couldn't help that his gaze swept back to the bonesteel weapon. He wanted to see it, as though that might help him understand what could drive men to murder and madness over the thing. He wondered for a moment if the strong curiosity building in him was the first sign of some encroaching madness brought out by the evil troll weapon. No, it was better not to consider such things. Xandrith didn't need his imagination getting the better of him.


    Xandrith gathered his new tools and after negotiating for a set of leather belts to house his acquired blades, made his leave from the blacksmith's shop with as little fanfare as he could manage. On the road outside Xandrith set about looking for an out of the way place to peer at his newest forbidden acquisition. He would need to barter for more supplies to finish his other knives, but his curiosity regarding the bonesteel knife was still at the foremost of his thoughts. The assassin ducked into the first alleyway he came across and scanned it to be sure that no one was hiding in any of the dark corners. Once he was sure he was alone, he drew out the strange scabbard and blade.


    From the exterior it was clear that the sheathed weapon had been designed for close hand to hand combat. It was long and felt particularly solid in the hand, and Xandrith was pleased to feel that the hilt felt as though it had been put together with his grip in mind. He wasn't entirely certain what had gone into the hilts' construction because it didn't look like any type of leather, but it was soft in his hand and yet felt like it would maintain a good grip in even the most extreme situations. He drew the blade free from its scabbard with bated breath.


    The metal that slid from the troll-skin leather was so black it looked like someone had punched a hole in the world. If Xan had dropped the knife to the ground it would have appeared that a knife-shaped section of earth had been carefully carved deep into the world. Xandrith pushed against the side of the blade to be sure it was actually there. It was cold and metallic, just as it should be. The assassin had anticipated some other worldly chill, or a feeling of impending dread when he first drew the knife. Looking at it under the dim light streaming down through the alley it was certainly peculiar, but it held no apparent menace.


    The blade was two hands long and edged on both sides with a gap in the center that would allow the weapon to come free without forming a suction hold when used for stabbing. It was slightly wider at the tip than at the base, though the balance at the cross piece was absolutely perfect as far as Xan could tell. The cross piece itself was designed with combat in mind. It was slanted up to catch a blade that tried to slide down the knife and cut at the hand holding the hilt, but it was also flat near the hilt so that the grip wouldn't slide when used for stabbing. There was no extra ornamentation or frivolous design features to the weapon, but it was obviously built with a careful consideration for functionality. Xandrith didn't have to use it to know that it was probably the finest weapon he'd ever owned, and that was saying a lot with the set of new knives he'd just gotten from the smith. That man's apprentice had been possessed of a great deal of potential. It was a shame he'd met such a grizzly end.


    Xan returned his new knife to its scabbard and fastened on his set of belts.  He would need to finish preparing the new steel blades. The bonesteel weapon he slid into a concealed scabbard on his back. Once he could buy a new set of more fitting clothes he'd have them designed with a clever place to hide that knife that didn't require a cloak to conceal it, but his back scabbard would do for the time being. The cheaper steel long dagger he slid into an extra sheath on his right hip. Content with his new purchases, Xan stepped out of the alley and back into the flow of traffic. He would need to hit a few more shops to get the supplies he needed to finish his knives, and then it would be time to get back on the road again. He couldn't afford to stay in one place for too long with the mages guild out to get him. A city would provide marginally greater anonymity than a small town, but he couldn't count on staying hidden for long. The mages had resources he couldn't begin to fully understand. Without anyone watching his back or helping him, he would need to be as cautious as possible. He'd already made too many mistakes when first arriving in the city. Anyone who came looking for him would be able to track down where he'd slept the night before, and that was just bad form on his part.


     


    He'd stayed just long enough in the city to finish the business he needed to get done, and to overstay his welcome a bit. To get supplies for his trip he'd ended up having to acquire additional funds, and he'd left a few people going home to discover that all that was left of their coin purse was a few bits of string tucked into their belt. As an assassin he hadn't been forced to resort to petty theft in a long time, but he did what he had to. He'd only ended up stealing a couple of silvers, just enough to buy a few road supplies to keep him fed while he traveled. He'd forgotten just how easy it was to cut purse strings. An hour or two of cutting purse strings was simple enough, but it didn't pay nearly as well as an hour or two of cutting throats. Also, cutting purse strings became more dangerous the longer you worked at it. After a while the local authorities would move in to the area to figure out who was causing so much trouble. You could move around from area to area, but people were very protective of their money. Eventually you'd have to take a few weeks off to let the city watch cool down, and that down time was rough on a pick pocket. Those were slim times.


    The risk to reward pay off was much better for an assassin than a for pick pocket, though the risk was one that most people wouldn't want to take. A pickpocket loses a hand if he's caught, which is bad enough. If you're caught killing people you lose your head, and headless assassins don't get much business. Being dead was a terrible career move. Xan hadn't tried it personally, but he felt he was worldly enough to make that call sans experience.


    A quiet two days on the road had left Xandrith with far too much time to think, and the past few weeks had left him with far too much to think about. His life before and after Leahn's death stood in stark contrast. He barely recognized himself any longer. He'd acted selflessly to defend a person that might be considered a friend, and he now found himself genuinely missing that person. Donelly had been a great companion, and even Ewdin was an admirable guy. Missing companionship made him feel like a bit of a fool. Just what kind of assassin spent two days of traveling thinking about how much he missed talking to people?


    "You're pathetic, Xandrith. You really are." He said aloud to himself, and a moment later he added. "You're also talking to yourself. That's probably a sign that something has gone amiss in your head." For better or worse, Xan didn't reply to this. It was just like him to ignore a problem.


    For the fifth time that morning a small group of wagons appeared on the road ahead of him, traveling in the opposite direction. There were only four this time, all heavily laden with families and personal belongings. The first few times Xandrith hadn't taken much notice, but this fifth time set his curiosity astir. It wasn't uncommon to pass folks going about their business on a public road, but it was far less common to pass entire families moving their household, and even less common to pass groups of families moving together. Passing multiple groups of families all moving in the same direction in the same morning was uncanny. The assassin felt like he was witnessing some kind of exodus.


    As the next set of carriages rolled closer, Xan held his hands up with palms open in a sign of good faith. The man driving the lead wagon still eyed him warily, but he slowed the procession as he approached. A homely woman sat next to him on the bench, and there were a number of children peeking over the side of the rickety wooden wagon that held a large amount of personal possessions. Things looked hastily packed, and the family looked as though they'd been pushing themselves hard on the road.


    "Well met, traveler." Xan called, using a familiar road greeting. The man didn't call back, but he nodded at Xandrith as if urging him to get to the point. It was apparent he wasn't interested in being stopped for long.


    "I'm headed North as you can see, and I see that you're traveling south. I was wondering what news there is from the road ahead?" Xan put on his most friendly face, making sure his cloak stayed draped over the weapons at his hips. The man and his family looked like they would run him down in a second if they determined he was some kind of threat. Xandrith didn't get too close.


    The wife spoke before her husband. "There is nothing worth seeing on the road north, stranger. If you're smart you'll turn around and go south as far and as fast as you can."


    Xan did his best imitation of confusion, which was made easier by his actual confusion. "I'm afraid I don't understand."


    The husband spoke this time. "Yillan Reach has fallen to monsters, and they're spreading outside of the city. The north is forsaken."


    Xandrith opened his mouth to speak, but the husband interrupted him.


    "I don't care whether you believe me or not. We know what we saw. If you don't want to heed our warning, then you go ahead north. There's nothing but death there for you." With that he gave the reigns a snap and his carriage rolled forward again. The other carriages in the caravan gave Xan a wide birth and children's eyes watched him solemnly from amidst piles of scattered possessions. Xan watched them go until they had turned into a speck on the road to the south.


    Xan may have laughed it off as superstition, but there were too many people heading south to just ignore the signs. The term ‘monsters’ was very open to interpretation, but if people were being chased from their homes something serious was happening in Yillan Reach. When threatened, most people would stand to fight for their homes. It was never a good sign when large masses of people chose to leave their established lives behind rather than face some threat. When added to Ewdin's reported silence from the north, it was becoming clear that something terrible was on the road ahead, and Xandrith was walking directly into it. He seemed to be the only person heading toward these monsters, and that wasn't exactly a comforting thought.


    He pressed on through the day, flagging down any carts that passed him and trying to gather more information as he could. Most of those he passed didn't want to talk to him, and some that did couldn't say exactly what they were running from, only that people in the city had been being dragged from their homes in the night by strange monsters. Those few who had seen something and were willing to talk to Xan told strange stories of dead men walking the streets held together by bits and pieces of metal, and giant spiders with brass and silver legs crawling along the alleys. They hunted children and animals alike, grabbing them and dragging them off into the night never to be seen again.


    Those were the kind of stories mothers told children to keep them in their beds at night. Actually, those were the kind of stories that made adult Xandrith want to stay home in his bed at night. After being infested with litch worms and dealing with the enforcer, Xan was quite sure he'd had his fill off monsters for one life time. He much preferred the days when he was the most terrifying thing walking the dark corners of the world, and yet his promise to Leahn carried him onward. He owed it to her to try and discover what important knowledge the mages were keeping secret, and the closer he traveled to Yillan Reach the more certain he felt that he was drawing nearer the seed of that secret.


    Walking dead men and strange monsters in the dark certainly sounded like the kind of business that had to have a magic origin. Xandrith couldn't begin to fathom what sort of mess the mages had gotten into if it was spilling out into the streets in public. Mages kept their secrets whether they wanted to or not, so for them to let something get out of their control must be a sign of a serious problem. Not for the first time, Xandrith wondered if he was already too late to get at the information Leahn had sent him to obtain. What if the Order's secret was already threatening the world? Certainly what he'd heard of Yillan Reach was an indication of a serious problem, unless the mages were intentionally chasing people from the city. The Order had always simply restructured the laws when they didn't fit their means, but maybe they'd decided to try taking over with brute force instead.


    That didn't seem exactly logical to Xandrith since the mages ran most of the government already. The king and senate pretended to be doing things, but the mages controlled all of their decisions from the grand to the miniscule. It wouldn't make sense for them to change tactics and start abducting people and chasing regular folks from their homes. The chaos would only destabilize their iron grip. What was happening then?


    A peel of thunder snapped in the distance, splitting the evening with the force of its rage. Xandrith looked up into the sky and frowned. Fall storms were never welcome. The rain would be bitter cold and the wind would be biting. Despite wanting to make good time to Yillan Reach, Xan wasn't eager to travel in the pouring rain. He begrudgingly decided it would be best to seek shelter. Finding a place of shelter in the wilderness wasn't an easy proposition. There were the occasional wayfarer shacks along the road, but Xan had passed one earlier in the day so the odds of seeing another before the storm broke were pretty slim.


    He was forced to break from the road and take to the countryside to search out a place to shelter from the impending downpour. At the very least he'd have the cover of the trees if the sky decided to lay its wrath upon the land. He hoped to find something better with a place he could get a small fire started, but he didn't hold out strong hope of that. Events hadn't been going his way lately. Of course he wasn't dead yet, so maybe things were going somewhat his way after all. Xan had to guess that there wasn't a long list of people who had successfully escaped from an enforcer thanks to a mystical light from nowhere. That still bothered him. He was perfectly happy to be alive, but unexplainable flashes of light were just one more item on a long list of mysteries that were piling up all around him. Mysteries could get a man maimed or killed, or maimed and then killed. Xan was a fan of neither and yet felt on the precipice of both. He briefly considered which of the fates he'd prefer. Being maimed just didn't sound like a good time.


    This line of thought was interrupted when the assassin stumbled across a shallow cave cut into a low hill. Caves weren't generally the safest of places to go crawling into, but this one was barely large enough for a man to take cover. Even in the near total dark cast by the night and the low flying storm clouds, Xandrith could see to the back of the cave. On second consideration, the cave was really more of a deep indentation into the hillside, but it would be perfect for Xan's needs. He could build a fire just beyond the lip of the shallow and tuck himself back inside. He'd be warm and dry during the long cold night as long as the direction of the wind didn’t change. The assassin set to work making himself at home for the evening.


    He'd purchased supplies for surviving outdoors, and he was happy to have them. Getting a fire lit was a breeze with his flint and steel, and he'd bought a thin bed roll that would keep him off the ground. With his pack for a pillow, and his procured cloak for a blanket, he was living the outdoorsman's version of luxury. He'd only gathered about half as much wood as he'd have liked to before the rain started to fall and he was forced to make his way hastily back to his small hovel. He'd probably have enough for the night, but the fire would need to stay relatively small and he'd have to hope the rain didn't turn into a downpour or his fire might go out. The breeze was carrying the rain in such a way that most of the water wasn't even touching his little campfire just yet.


    Xandrith settled into his cove on his blanket and stared into the churning fire before him, lost in its twisting, flickering dance. Above the storm raged and lashed out at the night with its claws of jagged light, but that seemed distant to the assassin as he sat in relative comfort beneath his tiny cave ceiling. He felt sleep calling to him, and allowed his eyelids to begin drifting closed.


    "Shade." A voice hissed from the darkness beyond the light of Xan's camp.


    Xandrith jumped awake and drew his two standard blades as he came to his feet.


    "Who's there?!" He called into the night, his eyes searching for some sign of unnatural movement in the dark.


    "Relax, brother Shade. I mean you no harm." The voice whispered again, nearer but still in the dark, and to the opposite side of the fire that it had emitted last time.


    "Great, but I can't promise you the same. What do you want?" Xan answered, still trying to focus on who was talking to him.


    "Why nothing at all but to speak to you. It has been a long time since I've spoken to a new brother or sister. It has been a very long time." Again the voice emanated from a completely different location.


    "You must have me confused with someone else. I don't have any siblings, and I think I'd remember if I was related to a sneaky bastard like you. Why don't you come down by the fire? Maybe seeing you will help me remember." Xandrith did his best to hide the sense of unease he felt. He couldn't remember the last time anyone had successfully snuck up on him so smoothly. The robbers in the woods had the other day, but that had been his own misstep. This was different. Whoever was hiding in the woods was doing an incredible job at remaining invisible.


    Laughter echoed from all around the fire, sounding as though it were coming from multiple different locations in the woods. A dark form the size and shape of a man appeared across the flames, though the golden light of the fire didn't seem able touch Xan's visitor. "You can see me if you'd like, but that won't help you to remember me. This is our first meeting."


    "Do you always come off so shadowy and clandestine, or do you save that approach for your so-called brothers and sisters, because, and I'm only being honest with you since you're part of the family, I really find this annoying. I've had my fill of secrets and mysteries lately." Xan stated with as much indifference as he could muster.


    The other didn't laugh this time, but he did step closer to the fire, and the light slid off of him like water from well treated leather. "I can respect a man who doesn't wish to play games. If you want to speak frankly, so be it. I originally came to retrieve the bonesteel weapon from your possession."


    Xan spun one of his normal daggers back to its sheath and reached for the weapon at his back, placing the hand in a ready position to draw it. Shadow or not, he'd have the new comers head off before he relinquished his new blade.


    "But when I found you I realized that you hadn't stolen the knife. You'd been chosen by it. Troll weapons, these bonesteel blades, they aren't just bits of colored metal that hold a fine edge. They are slivers of purpose, driving themselves towards a goal that not even their wielders fully understand." The dark figure reached to his side and, for the first time, Xandrith noticed he was wearing a long scabbard made of troll leather. It was difficult to see with the way light shifted around the man. He didn't draw the weapon; he'd only meant to bring Xan's attention to it.


    "You're not attuned to the blade yet, and so it's not easy to explain how I found you or why, but you should know that the bonesteel weapons are all connected. When one changes ownership it alerts the owners of all the others. These weapons may only be wielded by those chosen to do so. If anyone else attempts to keep one of these blades, it will mean their life. Each blade grants its own gifts and curses, but yours has never been owned before and so it's impossible to say in what ways it will grow."


    Xandrith released his grip on the black knife and looked at the shadowed man skeptically. "You expect me to believe that my knife is alive?"


    "Not alive exactly, but driven by purpose and gifted with a will." The other stated.


    "How can something that isn't alive have purpose?" Xan shot back.


    "If you're asking me the nature of the blades, or why and how they work the way they do, I can't answer that. Their ownership is a brotherhood that does not understand its own purpose, but cannot deny that there is one. You don't know it yet, but you'll realize it eventually. The knife is with you because you're going to do something that it needs to be there for. You'll find that it guides you, pushes you through different events, changes the decisions you might have otherwise made." The shadow shrugged. "When no one else can understand why you've done what you've done, only other brothers and sisters of the bonesteel can sympathize."


    Xandrith frowned and shook his head. "I could just get rid of the thing. A knife isn't going to be controlling me."


    Laughter echoed through the shadow, again it sounded like it came from all parts of the wood. "We all try to throw the blades away at some point, Shade, but you can't do it. Don't even try. It will come back to you and it will wreak havoc along the way. Make the best of what you have. Learn the nature of the blade and let it make you something more than you would have ever been."


    Xandrith was shaking his head. "I'm afraid that I'm the only one making bad decisions in my life. I don't have the time or energy to waste on thinking bits of metal."


    "I like you, assassin. I'm happy that I had this opportunity to meet with you. Good travels, and may we meet again." The figure stepped back into the dark and vanished before Xan could get another word in. For a time Xandrith just watched the night and waited for the voice to return, or for the figure to step back into the light. There was nothing, and eventually Xandrith sighed. He would have difficulty sleeping. Life was complicated enough without the addition of new and unusual crazy people.


     


    Chapter 7


    Ahh, A Spider!


    Xandrith was sick of the road. He had to travel a great deal in his line of work, but usually he was able to hire a carriage or at least rent the use of a horse. Being nearly coinless and having to walk from one major city to the next was far more tedious than he'd imagined upon first setting out. It didn't help that the only traffic he encountered was heading in the opposite direction, starring at him like he was crazy for heading toward Yillan Reach. Xandrith had taken to pulling his hood low and not making eye contact with the wagons going the opposite direction. Pressing them for information wouldn't get him anywhere, and he was tired of the vapid expressions of incomprehension. Of course the closer to the Reach he came, the less traffic he encountered on the road. That was a mixed blessing. He was tired of the scared people and their terrified faces, but their absence meant that he was drawing nearer to what they were afraid of. By his best estimates, he was only just over a single day beyond the outer walls of Yillan Reach. At some point on the morrow, probably early, he would reach his destination. He hadn't passed anyone on the road yet that day, and it was drawing near mid afternoon.


    On top of his unease at approaching his destination, the black knife he wore tucked into the small of his back had become something of a burden. As much as he'd tried to pass off the words of the stranger he'd met shortly after his journey's onset, they still nagged at him. The whole meeting had been far too otherworldly. Xandrith repeatedly tried to convince himself that it was all just a dream for a time, but the memory was too clear. Xan hadn't so much as drawn the bonesteel blade since seeing the shadowy man at his camp side, and he'd found himself watching his back again as he had after his run in with the enforcer.


    Assassins lived in a constant state of paranoia anyway, but knowing that someone had tracked him so thoroughly without ever alerting him to their presence didn't set well with Xan. He was a master of stealth, yet the stranger had crept right to his fireside without Xan detecting him. The way the shadows had clung to him and pushed the light away hadn't been natural, which only added more credence to the stranger's story, which was a fact that Xandrith was doing his very best to ignore. Had he really stumbled his way into a battle of wits with a piece of metal? He'd considered throwing the blade away for a long time, but the other's warning kept him from doing so. He'd said the bonesteel blade would wreak havoc to get back to its owner. What sort of havoc would it unleash? What could a piece of blackened steel do of its own accord?


    "Fuck all!" Xan shouted as he kicked at a rock in the roadway. It was a maddening circle of thoughts. If he threw the knife away and the curse wasn't real, he was wasting a perfectly good knife. If he threw the knife away and the curse was real, then he'd have to deal with the dangerous consequences. It made no sense to try and get rid of the damned thing, but if he kept it and it really did what the shadowy figure had said, then Xandrith would be giving up control of his own destiny. If nothing else, that was the one thing Xan had always had a firm grip on. Even when all of his choices were bad, they'd always been his choices to make. Even when he was backed into a corner, he was still himself and capable of making his own decisions. The idea that something else could take away his free will was terrifying to the assassin.


    The sound of horse hooves in the distance caught Xan's attention, and he pulled his hood low so as to not have to make eye contact with whoever was approaching. He was in an extra foul mood and wasn't up to dealing with another fleeing villager. In fact, if this one tried to warn him away Xan decided he was going to yell mercilessly at the man or woman until they began to cry. It wasn't nice, but the assassin felt he needed to vent. Or did he? Maybe that was the dagger talking. Did it want him to yell at the next person to come riding down the road?


    "Fuck all!" He shouted again, louder this time. What a stupid line of reasoning. Then something occurred to him. The sound of horse was approaching him from behind, traveling in the same direction he was going. That hadn't happened in nearly a week. Xan slowed his pace and pulled his hood even lower over his face. Beneath his cloak he grabbed a hold of his daggers. It was probably just a coincidence, someone passing this way on business, but it didn't hurt to be ready. The possibility existed that it could be someone sent by the Order or Mages. He wanted to get a better look, but gawking would only make it obvious that he was already alert. If he was being followed, it would give him some small advantage to appear surprised.


    As the approaching horse drew closer Xan grew more tense and had to focus on keeping his feet moving in a steady pace with hands at the ready. The galloping slowed to a canter as it drew within range of Xan, and this only served to put him further on edge. He pulled his left knife part of the way from its new scabbard to make sure it wouldn't stick when he needed it and prepared himself to fight.


    "Hello, traveler!" A familiar woman's voice sounded from behind him. Xan couldn't help himself, he turned.


    "Donelly?" He asked bewildered, and sure enough, the watch captain was hopping down from her horse's back.


    "Xandrith!" She exclaimed, and for just a moment the assassin had this vision of her running to him and leaping into his arms like some scene from an awful romance story. That was when her right fist came soaring at his face. Xandrith was well trained, and even though it took him completely by surprise, he still managed to back step just clear of the fist before it could land heavily on his cheek. It was close though.


    "Shit!" Xandrith swore. "What was that about?"


    Donelly's initial look of excitement had boiled down into a rage-filled scowl. "You left me behind you murdering cur!"


    "What? Of course I left you behind! It was for your own good!" Xan spat back, suddenly finding himself quite agitated. He wasn't sure if he was agitated because of how ungrateful she was being for him trying to save her life, because he had some latent guilt about leaving her behind, or because of how violently his strange vision had been squashed.


    "My own good?" Her scowl deepened. "You're my father now, here to tell me what's good for me and what isn't?" She bawled her fists at her sides. "Do I look like some lost little girl to you, Xandrith?"


    "Maybe a little." Xan said before he could stop himself. Donelly lunged at him with murder in her eyes. Her fists were fast, and she wasn't holding back. Xandrith slid between the punches, rolling from one foot to the next and doing his best to avoid the watch captain's fury.


    "Hold still you little bastard!" She cursed and pressed her attack.


    "I'm sorry!" Xan shouted. "It was just a jest. Haha, tee-hee … you know," He ducked another set of fearsome punches and blocked a blow that was well aimed for his ribs. "All in good humor! Please stop hitting me now!"


    Donelly growled and stopped her attack. Her hair was a mess from the exertion, and her face was still contorted in anger. "You know, I thought you were dead." She accused. "I waited with Ewdin for days thinking you'd make your way back around to us. On the third day out I really thought you'd gotten yourself killed saving us."


    Xandrith couldn't think of anything to say that was safe, so he kept his mouth closed.


    "I finally noticed that the damned healer was acting funny anytime I talked about waiting longer for you. Ewdin is an awful liar. I just can't believe that you two decided you knew what was best for me! I've been fighting to come out ahead my entire life, Xandrith. I don't need you or anyone else to protect me or shelter me from danger. I chose to drag you out of that cell. Didn't you think for even one minute that I would want to see this through until the end?"


    Xandrith's mouth bobbed open and closed like a fish out of water. "Ewdin said you would be better off ..."


    "Ewdin is younger than I am, and he has no idea what sort of person I am. Xandrith, you know me better than he does, maybe not a lot, but you should know the lengths I'm willing to go to in order to do what I think is right. Did you really think I'd be alright with leaving things where they were?!" Her raw anger had fled and was replaced by a sort of hurt-indignation.


    Xandrith was at a loss. "I didn't think you'd ..."


    "You didn't think. That I can believe. You'd better start thinking from now on, and if it involves a decision you're making for me, then you'd better damned well stop and let me make that decision. If we're going to be friends, you can't just abandon me whenever you think you know what's best. We'll decide how to go forward together. I didn't risk my life to pull you out of prison just so you could go off alone and die. Idiot."


    Xandrith frowned, momentarily at a loss for what to say. "I'm not an idiot." He managed.


    "Really? Because you seem like an idiot."


    He snapped his mouth closed and thought about all she'd said for a moment. He'd be lying to himself if he said he wasn't happy to see the captain. He'd also be lying if he said he hadn't gotten a stupid and inexplicable warm feeling when she'd called him a friend. He did kind of feel like an idiot at the moment.


    "Alright, maybe I'm an idiot. Kassa, I apologize for making decisions on your behalf." He said, attempting to do the right thing.


    Kassa smiled and opened her arms in a welcoming hug. Xan was unfamiliar with hugging, but he was also not entirely aghast at the idea, so he let her close the distance with her arms wide. He was quite shocked when she suddenly balled up her right fist and punched him square in the face. He felt his lip split and his head swam for a minute. When the stars cleared, Kassa had wrapped him in a quick hug. He was fairly certain that wasn't how the action normally transpired.


    "I'm glad we've reached an understanding, and next time don't move so much when I'm trying to hit you."


    Xandrith wiped blood away from his lip. It had been a while since anyone had landed a solid punch on him like that. "You're bewildering."


    "You're still an idiot." She replied.


    "Fair enough."


     


    The miles passed easier with someone to talk to. Xandrith would never have admitted it, but having another person to share thoughts and ideas with was relieving. Entire hours would go by without him thinking about the horrors ahead for even a minute. Xandrith told Kassa about his weeks on the road, his discovery of the bonesteel weapon, and the strange visitor at his camp. These were things he should have kept as very closely guarded secrets, but he found himself trusting Kassa despite himself. She'd sought him out when she was free to go elsewhere and live her life; that meant something important to the assassin. It meant he had a real friend. The least he could do was share some of his own secrets. Of course Kassa yelled at him for taking such a dangerous object into his possession, but she didn't hold it against him.


    Kassa returned the favor by telling him the story of her own escape following the events at Ewdin's house. She and the healer had run back into the city through the rear gate, figuring that any pursuit would assume they'd fled entirely. Then it was Xandrith's turn to yell at Kassa for not following his very clear instructions. Donelly admitted that she and Ewdin had pretty much forgotten everything he'd said, and that Ewdin had seemed to have come up with a better plan anyway. This plan later fell through when several mages entered the town and formed groups to search for anyone who might have information regarding those who'd helped Xandrith. For the next few days Kassa and Ewdin had been forced to run from house to house amidst Ewdin's friends, hiding in basements and jumping out of second-story windows in order to avoid detection.


    "One of Ewdin's friends must have betrayed him to begin with. That's how they knew where to find us!" Xandrith pointed out. "Going back to the town was a terrible idea."


    "Well yes, in hindsight, but we weren't thinking clearly! Everything happened so fast."


    This line of conversation began another short dispute over who should have listened to whom, and how to properly handle an emergency situation. Xandrith was certain he won the argument, but his victory involved ten minutes of uncomfortable silence followed by a tentative conversation regarding the weather that amounted to, "it's cold here." In the end he wasn't entirely positive he'd won at all. He promised himself to remember that some victories weren't worth winning.


    "Could I ask you a few questions about the Order?" Kassa asked after what seemed like an eternity of awkwardness. "There is so much I would have liked to have known about Tannon, but I never had the opportunity to talk to him."


    "Of course." Xan offered. He'd been so caught up in staying alive that he'd forgotten how greatly he wished to get things off of his chest to begin with. "What would you like to know about?" Xan and Kassa spent the next few hours discussing the peculiarities of the Order. For Xandrith it was like releasing an immense burden carried for far too long. He spun from one aspect of the Order to the next, almost unable to believe just how much knowledge he held about them even though he’d only spent a small amount of time amidst their number. For Kassa, Xan's answers seemed to help shed some light on the mysteries of the uncle she'd loved but never fully understood. He was happy to be able to provide that form of closure for her. It made him feel as though he was finally giving something back for all the favors that Kas had done for him since they'd come together.


    Dusk was falling on what would be their last full day on the road, and Xan suggested that perhaps it was time to set up camp for the night. They'd taken turns riding horseback, which had allowed for a less strenuous day but hadn’t sped the trip up any. Xanrith was looking forward to a night of sleeping that didn't involve him passing into a near coma from exhaustion. A full day of walking was surprisingly draining because it ate away at a person on more than just a physical level. Yet being so close to his final goal was making Xan finally begin to feel something akin to excitement, though it was more of a nervous excitement than an enthusiastic one. There were too many questions whose answers could prove deadly for Xan, and that made it hard to be thrilled about the future. Yillan Reach would have been a much more enjoyable place to visit if it hadn't been allegedly overrun by monsters. The desolation of the world beyond the city only seemed to confirm the farfetched rumors.


    Xan and Kassa had passed several farms and even a small village, only to find them all completely abandoned. They hadn't even reached the city proper yet and already there were signs of an unusual abandonment.  Xandrith had heard of cities and towns abandoned due to disasters, but he'd never actually seen one. It was haunting to play witness to the way people stopped their lives in the middle of whatever they'd been doing and simply packed up necessities and disappeared, leaving behind most of their valuables. It would take substantial fear to force people to leave behind so much of themselves. Yet for all that the world had become a place hauntingly empty, neither Kassa nor Xan had seen any indication of what had chased the people away. That was perhaps what made it all so unsettling. Hearing about monsters in the streets was one thing, but without seeing any such horrors it merely looked like the people had all gone mad and fled their homes.


    Kassa and Xan finally settled on a small clearing just beyond the road where they could tie up the horse so it could graze and replenish their water from a nearby stream.  That was one of the advantages of traveling a main road, they tended to run near sources of water. A traveler could go days without food, but water was another matter all together.


    "We should probably sleep in shifts." Donelly suggested as they settled around their small fire for the night.


    Xan raised an eyebrow. "Heavy sleeper?"


    "No, but when you have multiple people making camp and you know you're in hostile territory, it's always smart to have someone keeping watch." The night watch captain stated this as though it was common knowledge. Xan surmised that it did make really good sense, but he'd never thought much about it. Working alone meant he’d just learned to sleep light.


    He nodded. "Alright. How do we decide who gets to sleep first?"


    "How tired are you?" Donelly asked.


    "I'm not feeling terrible. Having the horse to relieve the walking was a nice break."


    "Good. You're on watch. I've been riding at a gallop for days trying to catch you, and I'm exhausted." With that, Kassa rolled over on her bed roll and pulled her cloak over her. She was snoring lightly a few minutes later.


    Xandrith watched her fall asleep with a pang of jealousy. He was tired too, just not dead on his feet tired. That had been a trick question. Donelly was surprisingly underhanded for a member of the watch. He turned away from his companion, deciding it was best not to watch the rhythmic pattern of her breathing for too long lest he be lulled into sleep himself. How long was he supposed to let her rest? They hadn't discussed that and the assassin frowned. He stood up quietly and began to pace the perimeter of the camp. His feet made almost no sound as he moved, he was practicing the art of silence. He had to do something or else the day's exhaustion would overwhelm him. How was this keeping watch thing supposed to work? The last thing he could do effectively when he was tired was pay attention to nothing while looking for something. That was a recipe for disaster. Well no, that was a recipe for sleep, which Xan supposed was the same as disaster when your only real task was not to sleep.


    Xan was halfway through his 150th lap around the camp when he looked down to see that he was holding his bonesteel knife in his right hand. He stopped in his tracks and almost dropped the blade. In the darkness it was darker yet, a splotch of perfect blackness in a world dully lit by the three moons. How long had he been circling the camp with his knife drawn? Why had he drawn it to begin with? The hilt had sat perfectly in his hand, it was almost more comfortable than having an empty hand. Xandrith quickly slid the blade back into its scabbard and grabbed the edges of his cloak with his empty hands. The words of the shadow at his camp side the night before bounced around in his head. The knife had a will of its own.


    In all of his years of training, Xan had never absentmindedly drawn one of his weapons. He was too well schooled in the use of his knives to make that kind of mistake, the blades stayed where they were unless there was a need for them. Then what had just happened? There was no denying that he'd been holding the troll weapon in his hand. He hadn't even thought about it, or been thinking about it. Was the shadowy character from the night before right? Was the knife warping him to its purpose without him even being aware of it?


    Xan reached for his back and pulled the release on the troll skin scabbard. He held the blade in its strange sheath before his eyes. It looked strange, but it didn't seem to radiate danger or give him any particular feelings on unease. His gaze was drawn to the perfectly sculpted hilt and the clever cross piece. It was a phenomenal example of metal work.


    He shook his head. No, he couldn't allow it to work its way into his mind like that. He carried the knife to where he'd set his pack and shoved the blade deep inside, to the very bottom of his supplies. He'd have to dig it out to get to it again, that was not something he could do without noticing. He wasn't throwing it away as he’d been warned against, but he wasn't going to wear the thing until he better understood what it was and what it wanted with him. He'd be damned if he was going to let a piece of metal run his life. He had a promise to keep, a friend to protect, and an adventure to keep him busy. The knife could sit in his pack until he had time to deal with a new complication. He wasn't going to give up such a fine weapon, but he needed some time to think about what had happened.


    He spent the rest of his shift watching the pack that sat next to his bed roll almost as much as he was watching the world around them for danger. Nothing stirred in the night. He heard not a single bird or insect and saw not so much as a single bat searching for a meal in the dark. It might have been too late in the fall for such things, but Xandrith suddenly had the impression that the entire night was wrong. Everything was too still, and it had been since they'd gotten close to Yillan Reach. The world felt twisted and bleak.


    Xan wasn't sure how long he waited before finally waking Donelly for her watch, but he was dead exhausted by the time he did. The incident with the knife and the eerie silence of the night had gotten to him. He needed to sleep until the sun had risen again so that it might chase some of the horrors away.


    "Did you see or hear anything?" Donelly asked as she got herself up, still looking groggy.


    "Nothing. There isn't even a breeze out there tonight." Xan replied, settling into his bed roll. "The world is dead."


     


    "Xan, wake up." A hushed, breathy whisper drew Xan directly from sleep back into the real world. He was already getting quietly to his feet and drawing his two knives by the time his eyes were fully open. Kassa was standing a few feet away, her gaze fixed out beyond the camp into the depth of the night. "I saw something move out there." She whispered again, and Xan blinked the sleep from his eyes and scanned the dark for any sign of movement. At first there was nothing to be seen. The roadside was still, as though a great void had swallowed up all noise and motion. Then something peculiar drew Xan's eye. He tried to focus on it, but it was gone as fast he'd seen it.


    "What is it?" He whispered back, moving closer to Donelly so their voices couldn't be easily overheard.


    "I don't know, but I spotted it five minutes ago and it has been slowing moving closer. I'm having some trouble making it out. I don't think it's a person." She added the last sentence hesitantly, as they were both only too aware of the rumors that strange things lurked in and beyond the walls of Yillan Reach.


    Xan caught it again, something the size of a large dog, only it looked like it had just scrabbled up the side of a tree. Dogs and wolves weren't exceptional tree climbers, and this thing moved strangely.


    "Should we run?" Kassa asked, obviously as uncertain as Xan himself was feeling.


    "No, we can't run at this point. Whatever it is, it's smaller than we are and we're both capable fighters. We're ready for it now, but if we run it might sneak up behind us. Besides, maybe it's just some local wildlife. I would feel pretty stupid running away from some deer." Xan tried to sound calmer than he felt.


    "Right, the tree climbing deer of Yillan Reach. That's probably what it is, Xan. Good call." Donelly chided.


    Xan raised an eyebrow. "Sarcasm is so crass, Violet."


    "This, from you?" Kassa gave a short laugh.


    "You didn't let me finish. Sarcasm is so crass, dear, when it comes from a lady such as yourself. It's perfectly alright for roguishly attractive adventurers like myself." Xan's idiot tongue did the leading, but he was still pretty proud of that rebuttal. It sounded almost like he'd thought about it. Kassa looked like she might try and hit him again for a second, but then the thing in the tree line moved once more and their banter was stowed for some other time.


    "Did you see that?" Kassa asked.


    Xandrith wasn't entirely sure what she meant, so he replied. "The way it climbed down the trunk of that tree?" Whatever it was, it was only about fifty yards away now and clearly coming directly for them.


    "No, the way the light from Sentinel shone off of it as it passed out of the shadow. I don't think it's an animal." Kassa had a valid point. Xan had noticed it as well, but it hadn't immediately caught his attention. He couldn't think of animal that reflected moonlight, but he could think of something he'd recently been told about that would do just that.


    "It might be one of those metal spider-things the men from the city were talking about. They said the creatures were spreading outside the walls. We need to be careful. They apparently drag women, children, and animals away into the night."


    "I don't believe in monsters." Kassa said quietly from where she stood near Xan.


    "I don't think monsters care whether you believe in them or not, Kas. It's probably some creation of the mages, and it can't be any worse than those damn fae enforcers. As soon as it comes close enough we'll attack it. I don't care what it's made of. If we hit it enough, it should die. Everything dies. That's the first lesson for being an assassin."


    Kassa didn't seem overly amused with Xan's encouragement, but he'd done his best. He wasn't accustom to cheering other people on, only himself. He was good at that. No one thought better of Xan than Xan did. The creature in front of them moved again, though this time it stopped out in the open. At the distance of about forty yards and in the dark, it was still hard to make out any details. Its body glimmered beneath the moon as it was hunched low, like a wolf-spider hunting prey. It stopped moving.


    "What is it waiting for?" Kassa asked in frustration after they'd stood waiting for nearly two full minutes.


    "Maybe it's not ..." Xan had been about to say that maybe it wasn’t there to attack them, but the sound of something heavy and of an alien nature dropping into the clearing at their back froze his words in his mouth. He spun around to face the new threat, knowing that they had fallen for an obvious trap. They'd been lulled into watching one creature while one or more of them snuck up behind them. The sight that greeted him turned his stomach, and very nearly made him flee in terror.


    The monstrosity, and that was one of very few words that would fully encompass the beasts nature, was a mad mixture of flesh and metallic bits mashed together into some semblance of a spider or a scorpion. The ribcage of a dog was splayed wide open and stuffed with bits of mechanna that Xan couldn't make any sense of, and the poor creature's head was attached to a spinal cord that rose from the center of the whole mess held in place by cords of steel and plates of metal. Most of the flesh was gone from the face, exposing metal and bone that looked haphazardly pieced together. The eyes were glass and burned an intense green color. The eight legs were attached to whirring gears sunken into the mess of ribcage, and they stretched long and dangerous looking, like swords repurposed as legs. It looked like a metal spider's legs had exploded out of a dog’s torso. Organs were still visible, hooked up to mechanna magic that Xan didn't understand, pumping and churning as though still alive. The twisted horror of it all was almost too much for the assassin to cope with.


    The metal spider lunged forward on its razor legs and Xandrith found himself charging forward to meet it. As he drew nearer the smell of rotting meat assailed him, almost like another form of attack. He choked back the urge to empty his stomach as he slid out of range of the first set of attacking legs. The insides of the legs were sharpened to incredibly fine cutting edges. They were long curved blades that could easily split a man wide open if he wasn't careful. Xan twisted through the knot of spinning metal limbs and struck at the main body of the creature with his knives, aiming for the quivering bits of moving organs that could be seen between the ragged metal plates and bits of bone and muscle.


    The thing was quicker than he'd anticipated and his first knife hit an iron plate instead of a sensitive looking bit of tissue, but Xandrith was fast with his knives and he adjusted his second strike. He pushed ever nearer the mess of flesh and metal. His blade pierced a hole in the canine ribcage. A terrifying shriek split the air, and the spider-thing stumbled backward a few paces as it raised its skeletal dog-head up like a snake about to strike.


    Donelly dove at the creature from behind Xan, her heavy sword swinging a wide arch at the exposed spine connecting the head to the rest of the monster. It crouched away from her, and Xan could see that it was readying itself to spring in her direction. Without even thinking he flipped his grip on his left knife and threw it at the soft looking spot where the spinal column was haphazardly attached to the back of the ribcage below. If it hadn't turned its attention to Kassa it might have seen the blade coming and moved away, but with its gaze focused elsewhere Xan's throw hit its mark with a loud thud. Black fluid sprayed from the wound and the monster gave a screeching, whining howl from its ruined throat as it looked down at the hilt protruding from its collar.


    Kassa struck hard. Her hand and half sword hit with a sickening snap as it cut through the bone, flesh, sinew, and thin bits of metal that were keeping the head attached to the rest of the horror. It was an excellent blow, but there was too much holding it all together for the strike to remove the head cleanly. The spinal column snapped all the way through, which would have ended most fights instantly, but the head didn't quite tumble free. One of the green glowing eyes flickered out like a torch being extinguished by water. The other eye still burned bright even though the creatures head was hanging mostly off, attached only by a few odd strands of mechanna materials. The night watch captain issued a long litany of curses, all of which Xan completely agreed with.


    The spider-thing made a break for the tree line. It didn't move as smoothly as it had before, but it was still agile on its eight metal legs. Kassa began to chase after it but Xan grabbed her by the shoulder.


    "I think we should let it go." He said.


    Kassa looked back at him incredulously. "Let it go? It has your knife and it's almost dead!"


    "And the damn things have already sprung one trap on us. What if it's leading us into another ambush?" Xandrith pointed out.


    Kassa's face calmed. "You're right. I hadn't thought of that. I figured it was running scared."


    "I'm not even sure how you'd go about scaring something like that." Xan noted.


    "Well, at least we know we can hurt them." Kassa was looking at her sword. The blade was badly dinged from trying to cut through the stuff in the beast's neck.


    Xan nodded, his eyes searching for the second creature. He felt far from secure. "The two of us were almost able to take down one of them, and we have no idea how many more there are. Also, I don't think it wanted to kill us."


    "I don't know about that. It seemed fairly intent upon killing us to me." Donelly replied.


    "The people I talked to said that those things drag folks away. I think they're harvesting bodies to make more like them." Xan said bleakly. "I think they want us for parts. We just surprised that one by fighting back. I imagine not many people are quite as effective at resisting them."


    Kassa wore a thoughtful expression on her face, and then her face became grim. "So, what you're saying is that there might be an entire city full of those things ahead of us?"


    Xan nodded. "Those were probably just scouts. I'd imagine Yillan Reach is crawling with those things and that's why the people fled. If the scouts are already this far out from the city, we can only assume that the countryside from here on in will be hostile territory."


    "Do you think this is the secret the mages were trying to keep? Did they create these things?" Kassa asked.


    "I don't know." Xandrith answered truthfully. "It seems like it would have to be related." Was he already too late to stop the disaster that Leahn had seen coming? He hoped not, but things didn't look good. "This doesn't look like magic. I can see traces of spells and Order magic, and this doesn't have any of that. I think this is mechanna craft. Their magic doesn't work like Order magic."


    Kassa frowned. "I've never heard of the mechanna doing anything like this. All of the masters I've known have always been very kind, very intelligent. I can't believe they'd create things like what we just saw."


    Xan shrugged. "It only takes one person with enough power and ambition to unwind the world. You or I might not know any insane mechanna, but if this isn't their work I'd be very surprised."


    The watch captain didn't seem convinced, but Xan was certain he was correct. The fusing of metal and life was all too similar to what had been done to his shoulder. However, it was obvious that whoever had taken to creating the monsters of Yillan Reach was completely insane. The tortured spider-thing had been more horrifying than functional. It looked like it had been masterfully crafted by a mad man with a terrible resentment for life. It was as thought it had been designed to showcase the horror of what had been done to the animal encaged in the bindings of the metal spider.


    "We should get moving again." Xan said after a short silence in which he guessed they were both contemplating what they'd just seen. "I'm not going back to sleep out here, and I don't believe those things will give up so easily. Once they notice that we didn't follow them into their next trap they'll probably come back here, and then we'll have to fight both of them and maybe others too."


    Kassa was nodding her agreement. "I'm not in a rush to find Yillan Reach, but I think I'm done with life on the road. Waking up in the wilderness is fine until the giant knife monsters come to kill you in your sleep. That really is the final straw. Let's get the horse and be gone."


    Xan and Kassa hastily went back to camp and secured their gear before heading towards where their horse was secured to a tree at the outskirts of the camp. They came to an abrupt halt as they approached where the beast should have been. A leather strap dangled from the tree, and there was a pool of tacky, black-looking blood in the grass.


    "I didn't even hear the poor thing cry out." Kassa said, looking at the empty space that had held her horse. "The second one must have taken it while we were under attack."


    Xan shook his head. "No, this blood is nearly dry. This happened just after we settled down for the night. The damn thing was here watching us all night long and we didn't know it." His heart was pounding in his chest. The assassin was afraid. It reminded him of how he'd felt when the shadow had approached his camp and told him about the bonesteel weapons. He felt unsure of himself, violated. He was a master of stealth and yet for the second time in a few days he'd been easily outmaneuvered. There was nothing more terrifying than having his own strengths turned against him. How could he fight someone that was better than him?


    "It's not a long walk anyway, Xandrith. We'll be fine." Donelly attempted to comfort the assassin, who realized his agitation must be showing through.


    "Yeah, we will. Let's get going." Xan forced his normal, half-assed smile and proceeded towards the road. He attuned all of his senses to the world around him as he went, trying to take in as much information as he could. He felt certain that they were still being watched. If the beasts had gone through the trouble of killing their horse and dragging it away in the night, and then springing that little trap on them, they probably hadn't gone far.


    Donelly didn't look at ease either. Her eyes darted from place to place in the dark. It was at least an hour until dawn, and Xan thought it couldn't come soon enough. He wasn't sure if they would actually be any safer in the light of the day, but at the same time he was certain he would feel better if nothing else. Wishing for the dawn was a strange thing for him.







     


    Chapter 8


    Whispering Dead


    The walls of Yillan Reach stretched high and proud into the sky. The wall was made of massive steel plates that had been shaped in specially built forges and assembled with no little help from some of the most powerful mages of the day. The result was a seamless steel wall that was nearly 200 feet tall and stretched all the way around the sprawling city. Yillan Reach had the largest standing army of any city in the kingdom and was considered impregnable by just about everyone. Every aspect of the walls, from the four primary entry ways to the system of bridges crossing the two rivers that encircled the city, was designed to keep intruders out. The whole thing was constructed with the intention of keeping out an entire horde of frenzied trolls. This posed a problem for Xan and Kassa.


    The night had given way to a beautiful fall day that seemed to go a long way towards dispelling the demons of the night. Neither Xan nor Kassa had forgotten their mid-night attack, but they were both relieved to have the light of day shinning down upon them. The spider creatures hadn't returned, and that fact left Xan hoping that the situation in Yillan wasn't as bad as he feared. Of course, as they grew closer it became clear that all was not right within the city. A metropolis the size of Yillan should have had thousands upon thousands of billows of smoke rising from the skyline on an early fall morning. The only thing that rose above the imposing wall of the city were the towers of the central keep and the tall black spiral that was the home of the mages. They called it North Spire for a good reason. It rose twice as high as the city wall, reaching for the sky like the fetid black finger of a giant, rotten corpse. Xandrith knew nothing of building, but he couldn't begin to imagine the complications involved in raising such a tall structure. For all that the mages horded their secrets, they sure loved to show off.


    "If the gates are sealed, it's going to be difficult to get inside." Kassa said as the walls began to loom overhead.


    "If the gates are sealed, it might be impossible to get inside." Xan corrected, trying to keep the frustration from his voice. He wasn't angry with Kassa, but he was getting tired of all the setbacks he'd encountered on this journey. He had a strong feeling in his gut that they would find the gates locked tight, though it wouldn't be to keep people out of the Reach. The thing inside the Reach would have shut the gates and Yillan Reach would have become a prison of untold torment for those trapped within. Xan was afraid of what he'd find inside the city, and Kassa’s now familiar expressions told him she was afraid as well.


    They approached the main gate with trepidation. They could have tried to sneak up to the city from a different angle, but there were only four gates. While there might have been secret tunnels to aid the escape of officials in the event of a siege, Xan and Kassa were not privy to their exits. As far as they knew, there were no other ways in or out of the city. Looking at the wall as they drew close, Xan wasn't even certain he could climb the intimidating expanse if he needed to. The places where there should have been joints connecting the metal plates were completely smooth, and the few narrow windows left for archers were too far apart for anyone to consider using them as holds. Maybe with a lot of time and the right equipment he could figure out some technique to climb the polished metal surface, but it would be a challenge. The wall was too high to catch with a grappling hook, and too smooth to scale without one. The intimidating cliff of steel seemed to be taunting Xan, daring him to even attempt an ascent. In another time or place, he might have even found the challenge an unavoidable temptation.


    As they came within range of the gate it was clear for both of them to see that the main doors were closed tight. The twin metal slabs slid down from inside the wall above and dropped to ground level with heavy metal tabs that slid into locks buried beneath the ground. Once lowered into place and the locks engaged, those doors wouldn’t open for an army. They certainly weren't going to open for Xan and Kassa.


    Xan's normally brimming confidence was having a hard time overcoming the disparity of the situation before him. What would they do if they couldn't get inside Yillan Reach? They couldn't just camp outside the city and wait for someone to let them in, no one would come. How long would it be before the things inside the city came out to attack them? They would have to check the other gates and hope that one of them would be unlocked, but walking around the entire city would take a long time and they'd be stuck outside with the spider-things and whatever else was out there.


    "It's open." Kassa said, interrupting Xan's round of dark thoughts.


    "Huh?" He asked, the gate was certainly not open.


    Kassa pointed to the base of the main gate. "The security door is open."


    Xan focused his eyes on the gate, and sure enough, the door was hanging wide open. It swung ever so slowly on its hinges. The security door was a small opening that would allow messengers or negotiators in and out in the event of a siege. It was a portal in the larger metal door big enough for a single man to squeeze through as long as he wasn’t in armor. This door could also be sealed from behind with another heavy steel plate that slid down and locked into place, making the whole door as solid as it would be without the opening.


    "That's disconcerting." Xan felt a mix of excitement, relief, and anxiety. "Who do you think left a door open for us?"


    "Maybe they never locked it?" Kassa offered.


    "Maybe our metal spider friends are inviting us in for dinner. By 'for dinner' I'm implying that they're inviting us in because they intend to eat us, in case you hadn't realized what I meant." Xan gave his own interpretation.


    Kassa frowned at Xan. "Would you have preferred the way in was shut and locked?"


    Xan thought on that for a moment. "I have mixed feelings on the matter. After last night, turning around and never coming back here again doesn't seem like such a bad idea."


    "You're going to let some little metal spiders scare you away after brushing off the attacks of flesh devouring worms and fae enforcers?" The watch captain's tone told Xan she didn't believe that for a second. In reality, the part of Xan's mind that did his reasoning was telling him that he should be running as far away from Yillan Reach as he could get himself before nightfall. It was saying that he'd gone further than anyone should for a promise, even one made on the deathbed of a dying friend. He wasn't even certain that he wasn’t really keeping that promise anymore.


    Once they had discovered that Tannon Rosk was dead, his commitment had been derailed. Most people would have given up once a clear purpose and direction was lost. Instinct told Xan to turn back, that he was on a course that could only end in his death, but some hidden scrap of morality, a part of him that he'd never paid attention to before, was screaming in the back of his mind and demanding that he finish what he'd begun. Just this once, Xan was going to listen to that voice and do the thing that was difficult and not necessarily that which would keep him alive the longest.

    

    "No, I guess not." Xan answered with a grin. "I'm doing well with my string of poor decisions so far, so why not make a few more and see where it gets us."


    "That's the Xan I know!" Kassa said, using the shortened for of Xandrith's name for the first time. For a second the assassin's smile was an honest one.


    While talking they'd closed the rest of the distance to the narrow portal into the city. Xan leaned cautiously through the small opening, looking at the street that lay beyond. It was the main road to the city, starting at the opening of the largest of the four gates. The paved drive stretched so far into the city that Xan couldn't make out its end from where he stood. It was wide enough across to accommodate four full sized carriages abreast and still leave some small room for foot traffic at the sides. To each side of the road were closely crowded businesses, some with expensive wood-carved signs and others running out of shacks. There were stalls for food vendors, and Xan identified three different inns at a glance. It was the perfect image of a thriving city main street, except that there wasn't so much as a single living person on the street, and the smell that wafted down the road and out through the tiny door in the gate wasn't of freshly grilled meats and baked breads. The city smelled of rot and decay.


    Xan took a deep breath and stepped cautiously into the tunnel-like entry way with Donelly close behind him. It was like passing through a secret door and into an entirely different world. Beyond the portal lay a city trapped, seemingly frozen between moments of reality. Yillan Reach, one of the largest cities of Central Appox, had been forsaken by its people. It was as much a city as a skeleton was a human, some decayed remains of what it had once been.


    Far down the road ahead the North Spire stretched up into the sky, a gray and black finger reaching into the bleak fall clouds above. That would be their destination, but it would be at least six or seven hours of walking even with no need to account for traffic. It would be fully dark by then, and Xan wasn't sure they wanted to be out in the open after sun down. While normally he'd welcome the yellow glow of Sister passing overhead, Yillan made him wish he could crawl into a dark corner with secure walls all around him and stay hidden there. He had the distinct impression that they were being watched, though he wasn't sure from where or by whom.


    "Can we reach the Spire tonight?" Kassa asked, her thoughts obviously traveling down the same path as Xan's.


    "No, I don't think we can. The height of the building makes it look closer than it really is. We should find some place to hole up in for the night. Maybe an abandoned house."


    Kassa was looking at a nearby inn, The Dusty Stallion. "We could have any room we wanted, I imagine."


    "I think we should move further into the city before stopping. Those spider things will be back. They're probably just waiting for us to relax and get comfortable. If we go further in we might be able to disappear into one of the more compact neighborhoods. Some of them even have Shadow-Ways we could use, paths below the houses that would allow us to move through the city without being seen."


    "Shadow Ways? I've never heard of that before." Kassa looked interested.


    "We'll talk while we walk." Xan said as he started off down the empty road. "There are three ways to move through a city without being seen. The first way is to simply blend in with the people. Sometimes the easiest way to hide is to not hide at all. Even if someone is looking for you it can be difficult to spot one person in a crowd of thousands. The second way is to move over the city. This is especially true in areas heavily populated by humans. Humans don't tend to look up, so if someone is running from rooftop to rooftop above them, they'll never even notice. Of course orcs don't suffer from the same weakness, so moving along rooftops is never completely safe, and there is the occasional human who glances up naturally or has taught himself to pay better attention to his surroundings. That's why the Shadow Masters created a third way to move through a city, the Shadow Ways."


    "You're aware of the sewer system, correct?" Xandrith asked Kassa and received a nod of affirmation. "Most large cities have a complex series of tunnels running beneath them that handle the flow of waste water and sewage, but what you may not know is that those tunnels are still expanding far beyond what the original plans had accounted for. The Shadow has been adding tunnel lines since they began doing business, running entire networks of passages all below the city and making use of existing tunnel structure to keep it all organized. Openings and tunnel paths are marked with glyphs that remain until intentionally removed, but can only be detected by a member of the Shadow."


    Donelly looked confused. "I'm not sure I understand. Why is it that no one else can see these glyphs? Certainly someone would have noticed them by now."


    Xan shook his head. "No, the Shadow is clever. Look." Xan drew back the sleeve of his shirt and exposed his right wrist. There was a small tattoo etched there, an eye about the size of a coin. "The etching reacts to the glyphs, which are invisible to the naked eye. The glyphs themselves are at every intersection in the tunnel system and hidden next to the door of every building that has an entrance to the tunnels in its basement. They are always put in the exact same place, so once you know where they are, it's a simple matter of passing your wrist over the glyphs to read them."


    "It's some kind of magic, then?" Donelly asked, looking quite intrigued by this bit of information.


    "No, I don't think it's magic. I can see magic and this doesn't have the look of a spell about it. I never learned the secrets of the glyphs and the tattoos, but I think it has something to do with the ink they use. The glyphs pull on the ink. You learn to read the glyphs by the pattern of tugging."


    "If the watch had known about these Shadow Ways and these glyphs it would have gone a long way towards helping us understand how the Shadow remains so mysterious and hidden." Kassa commented.


    "From what I understand, the tattoos themselves have been discovered before and there have been rumors about the glyphs floating around, but the methodology for making the tattoo is kept a very close secret in the Shadow. I know when I got my tattoo I had to wait to make an appointment with the woman who was going to do it, and I believe she was one of only two members of the Shadow with training in making the inks and placing the tattoos. Finding Shadow secrets is almost as difficult as unlocking those kept by mages."


    "I can't believe they let you out with so many of their secrets." Kassa commented, shaking her head in disbelief.


    "I didn't really give them a choice. I killed all of the assassins they sent after me and began dispatching high ranking members of their little family. They finally stopped sending people to kill me, and I stopped killing them. It was a matter of establishing a business relationship that was mutually beneficial." Xandrith stated nonchalantly.


    The watch captain's smile had faltered. "I keep forgetting what you are." She said quietly.


    Xandrith shrugged and looked away. "We're all killers, Captain Donelly. Humans are violent by their very nature. We have laws to keep us in check, but when pushed or backed into a corner, even the most timid person will do what they must to survive. I'm just not a very timid person. It doesn't take much to unleash my nature." He felt strange saying those words to Donelly. He didn't feel that they were a lie, but he felt ashamed at the truth they bore about who he was. Here he was following his promise to Leahn and pretending to be a good person, but he was still a killer. Pretending didn't change his nature.


    "You don't regret any of it? The lives you've taken don't haunt you?" She asked, and when Xan looked back at her, he could see in her eyes that she wanted something specific from him. She wanted him to redeem himself somehow, to say something that would make him more than a cold blooded killer. She needed Xandrith to be more than he appeared, and more than he was.


    His face lit in that smile that he never felt inside. "If I was haunted, I probably would have needed to charge more." The words sounded bitter and awful as he spoke them. It was a bad joke, even for him. What was the truth of it? Did he feel any guilt for those lives he'd ended? It would be so easy to say that he didn't, that he slept soundly all the time and never heard the dying gasps of those who'd lost their lives to his blade, but that wasn't true. Of course it also wasn't true that he spent every waking moment thinking about all that he'd done. He was an assassin, and that meant taking lives. A killer couldn't afford to let the weight of the dead hang about his shoulders. What right did Donelly have to ask that anyway? Who did she think she was to judge him for what he'd done? Did she really think he was so empty that the deaths on his hands meant absolutely nothing? Life was all there was. Once you took that from someone you stripped them of every last thing they had, and there was no forgiveness for that. Xandrith had known that the first time he had taken a life, and he had known it the last time he had taken a life. No soul was worth more than any other. He'd dedicated his entire career to that principal. He was guilt ridden. Guilt, sorrow, and anger were all he had. She had asked if he felt guilt like he was some kind of heartless demon. Rage boiled beneath the surface of the assassin’s skin.


    Donelly had turned away from him. Xandrith stewed in his anger, and Donelly sulked in her disappointment, leaving them both wrapped in an uncomfortable silence for a time.


    It was Xan who spoke first after nearly an hour of walking. Light was fading fast and he knew they needed to find a place to shelter for the evening. He wasn't sure why the spider-things hadn't attacked under the light of day once he and Kassa were within the walls of the city, but he had no doubt they'd come back with the setting of the sun. Perhaps it was just a natural human fear of the dark at work, but as the sun faded he became more and more aware of how haunted the Reach felt.


    "This building looks as good as any we've passed so far. We should stay here for the night." Xan said quietly as they stepped in front of a small store front. The sign above the door read "Wella's Fine Dresses," and looked like it had been painted by hand many years before. It hung crooked above the door, and there were no display windows built into the store front. This had been a house at one point, but had been converted by someone who had greater dreams and high hopes of becoming something more. Xan briefly wondered if Wella and her family were one of the lucky families that had escaped the city, or if they had been converted into horrific metal sentries.


    "Does it have access to the underground tunnels?" Donelly asked, speaking just as quietly as Xandrith had.


    "No, but buildings on the main street rarely do. There is too much foot traffic and too much risk of someone locating the trap door. If we stay here tonight, we can try and make our way deeper into the city tomorrow. Once we're off this road it shouldn't be too difficult to find a way down."


    The watch captain didn't reply, but she fell in behind Xan as he approached the door to the store. It hung partially ajar, though not wide enough to be noticeable from a few feet away.


    "Should we knock?" Donelly asked.


    In reply Xan pushed the door open. It squeaked as it swung inward, opening into a small room that had maybe four dresses displayed on wire frames. The dresses were of middling quality, but had been designed to look like far more expensive turns of fabric. It was obvious Wella had held grand ambitions, but hadn't quite had the skills or the resources to deliver upon those ambitions. Xandrith stood aside as Donelly stepped into the room and he closed the door behind them.


    The watch captain seemed rather uncomfortable in the tiny dress shop, as though the weight of their trespass was sitting upon her shoulders. She whispered to Xan. "Should we check and see if anyone is here?"


    Xan shrugged. "We should make sure the building is safe and clear, but you're not going to find Wella or her ilk here. They either left against their will, or left in a great rush. No store owner would leave their store with the door ajar in a city of this size. For whatever reason, when Wella left here she didn't intend to come back."


    "How can you be so certain?" Kassa asked, still looking uncomfortable.


    "Don't you feel it?" Xandrith asked, because he certainly could. "This place, this city… It’s just a husk. If there are normal people here, living people like you and I, then there are very few of them and they're in deep hiding. Yillan Reach is dead and haunted. It doesn't want the living anymore."


    Kassa frowned and looked as though she might lash out at Xandrith for a second. "That's nonsense. It's just empty and all that other stuff is your imagination."


    Xan shrugged again. He wasn't trying to be bleak, he was just speaking what he felt. Whether it was some assassin's sixth sense or just strong intuition, he knew that the Reach was beyond help. He wasn't even certain they'd find any of the mages alive when they reached the tower, but perhaps that was for the better. If he could access their records without having to confront them then maybe he could discover what was going on. He still didn't believe the mages were the direct cause of the spider-things that had attacked them, but he certainly suspected that they were at the root of the problem.


    Xandrith began his rounds of the small building without further conversation. Wella's shop wasn't large. There was the front room they'd come into, one other side room with swatches of fabric, a back room, and a staircase that led up to a small two room apartment where Wella must have lived. It was clear to see that she had not been married. There was one small bed in the bedroom that was only separated from the stairs and shop below by the rickety door, and the rest of the living space was a walled off area that was little more than a sitting room with one chair, a testament to a long life alone. In a way, it reminded Xan of a feminine version of his own lonely living space. He'd been on the cusp of feeling sorry for Wella when he'd realized that, and with that realization had determined that he was actually just feeling sorry for himself. Wella'd had her work, and a comfortable place to relax and unwind. That's all that anyone really needed, you don't have to be lonely being alone.


    In the sitting room Xandrith found an overturned saucer, a chair that had been torn to pieces, and a streak of blood leading towards a broken second story window that led out into the alley behind the shop. It looked like Wella hadn't gotten away after all. Xan closed the wooden shutters on the window and dropped a locking beam in place across them. At least he knew the spider things could come in through any floor with no problem, and could leave the same way even dragging a body. Better to know that than to be surprised by the information later.


    Xandrith finished his rounds, closing and locking all the windows as he went. He found Kassa sitting on the bed as he came back through the small sitting room into the bedroom, making sure he'd gotten all three windows.


    "Wella didn't make it out. You may want to avoid the sitting room." Xan commented as he stepped into the bedroom and took his pack off. He threw his bed roll on the floor at the far end of the room from the bed.


    "You can have the bed if you want it." Kassa said, standing up. "You didn't get much sleep last night."


    Xan looked between his bedroll and the Wella's bed. The bed would be much more comfortable and it had been a while since he'd slept in one. Of course the same was true for Kassa.


    "No, I'll be fine on my bed roll. It's really quite comfortable, especially on a nice flat surface. It'll just be nice to be out of the wind for a night." Xandrith said, doing the gentlemanly thing and giving Donelly the finer accommodation.


    Donelly sighed. "We could share the bed, Xan. We're both adults, and I trust that you won't do anything untoward in the night. I know the bed is going to be more comfortable than your bed roll. We could both use a good night of sleep."


    Xandrith blushed despite himself. He'd never shared a bed with a woman, ever. Not even once in his life. It wasn't that he didn't find women attractive. He was an adept flirt in fact, but he'd never actually gotten close enough to one to be invited to bed. "I'll be fine on the floor." He said again, turning to hide his blush.


    "Xan?" Donelly asked, obviously catching his discomfort. "I'm not propositioning you, here. I'm offering you a good night of rest. We can sleep back to back."


    Xan tried to act like he wasn't flustered. "It's not that, I'm just ... I have trouble sleeping with someone else in the bed." The excuse popped into his head and he went with it. It sounded good.


    "Oh my," Donelly said, and he could hear the smile in her voice before she spoke again. "Xandrith, are you a virgin?"


    "That's… I'm" Xan stumbled over his words. He reached down and snatched his bedroll off the floor. "I'll be sleeping in the stairwell, Captain Donelly." He marched out of the room as fast as he could, dragging his gear in a most disheveled manner. What was wrong with that woman?! That wasn't the sort of thing you just asked a grown man.


    He was just settling down in the stairway when Kassa came around the corner. "This is stupid Xan. At least come sleep on the floor if you won't share the bed. I wasn't trying to be mean. I just assumed with the way you flirted and went on, you'd probably been with a few women in your time. I mean, you took off all your clothes and pranced around naked the first night we were together!"


    Xan grunted. "My clothes were covered in my own piss so I didn't have a lot of options, besides it was different between us then. I don't want to talk about this."


    Kassa did her best to hide the smile that was trying to creep onto her face. "I won't bother you on the subject anymore, but please come back in the room and at least borrow some of the bedding to make the floor a more comfortable place to sleep."


    Xandrith eyed the watch captain for a bit, stuck somewhere between his pride, his embarrassment, and his desire to get some semblance of a good night's sleep. His exhaustion finally won out, and he picked up his things and made his way back into the bedroom. Kassa helped him dismantle the bedding and add it to his bed roll. By the time he was done, he had a much more comfortable surface to sleep on.


    "Thank you." Xandrith said begrudgingly as he laid himself down.


    The captain was stretched across the bed, using her cloak as a blanket since they'd taken most of the blankets to pad Xan's sleeping arrangement. "You don't need to thank me. We could both use a good night of rest. It will make us more alert tomorrow. With the windows closed and boarded up and the door also locked, we should have plenty of warning if someone tries to break in here. Let's take advantage of that and get some sleep."


    "The flirting is a way of keeping people off guard." Xan blurted out of nowhere.


    "What?" Kassa asked, confused by the sudden turn in the conversation.


    "You said you were surprised because of the way I flirted, but that was taught to me along with combat and sneaking. Being boisterous, loud, and flirty throws people off their guard. Those aren't attributes associated with dangerous people, so I was taught to speak with confidence and a fair degree of flirtation. I've never had the chance to actually get to know someone, so the flirtatious tongue has never been more than a tool used to put people off their guard. Speak first, think later. It gets me into trouble some times, but it gets me out of trouble even more often."


    "Oh, alright." Kassa still sounded confused. "You didn't have to explain all of that."


    "I just thought you should know." Xan grumbled.


    "Does that mean you don't really like my ass?" Kassa asked, thinking back to one of Xan's many untoward advances during their time together.


    Xan turned over with a large amount of fanfare, but wasn’t inclined to reply.


     


    The morning came too fast for the two companions, and yet not fast enough. They'd both slept well to some degree, but neither had been as able to rest as they might have been under different circumstances. The entire city seemed to crawl at night. Even locked inside their little building, one of hundreds of such empty buildings, Xan and Kassa had heard the sounds of unknown things moving in the darkness beyond the walls of their hiding place. It was impossible to say how many of those things were out there or how many of the noises they thought they'd heard were imagination. By the time morning had come again, the streets were silent.


    "Why do they vanish during the day?" Kassa asked as they made their way back into the streets to continue their trek to the mage's tower.


    "Everyone knows monsters don't come out in the daylight." Xan replied dryly. Kassa shot him an angry look that told the assassin she was searching for a more realistic answer. "I don't know." Xan added with a sigh. "I've been thinking about it, but it doesn't make sense for them to vanish during the day. It seems like it would be easier to hunt during the day, and where are they going when the sun comes up?"


    "Maybe their flesh parts are rotting in the sun?" Kassa mused.


    "Well, the entire city does smell like a day old battlefield. That's a possibility." Xan hadn't thought of that. "It seems that just hiding during the day wouldn't help that much, though. Corpses rot even in a basement. That might be part of it, but I don't think that's everything."


    "Perhaps we shouldn't be so worried about it. The quiet days give us the ability to move about and get done what we need to. I just can't seem to get past it. This whole situation is strange, but for some reason the fact that those things vanish during the day gets to me." Kassa's face was scrunched up in concentration, and Xan thought it was actually quite a fetching look for her. He didn't say so.


    "No, it's good to be worried. We're acting under the assumption that they can't move during the day and that we're safe. It would be good to know if that were actually true. Our confidence could back fire on us if we're not careful." Xan commented. "We'll have to keep moving cautiously until we figure out where they're going during the day. For all we know they could be laying some kind of trap in our path. They've proven that they can lay traps."


    "I think we should look for the Shadow Ways and see if we can get ourselves off the main streets. Being out in the open makes me feel like we're being watched, even if I can't see who is watching us." Xan addressed the paranoia he'd been feeling.


    Kassa looked up for a moment. It was a particularly clear autumn day, and the sun was shining brightly over head. "I've had the same feeling of being watched, but I'm going to miss having the sun overhead. The world can't be so bad beneath such a brilliant sun." She said wistfully.


    Xan could feel the sun against his skin, warm despite the coolness of the day. He too felt the comfort its light provided even though he'd always found himself most at home in the dull light cast by the three moons. Some normal part of him still remembered that he was human, and humans thrived beneath the glow of their day star. "Well, we could just storm right up to the North Spire under the full light of the sun and hope that no one was offended."


    Kassa laughed quietly. "Yeah, I'm sure that would go over exceedingly well. If there are any mages left in that tower, then they probably know about you by now. News travels fast amidst magic users."


    Xan chuckled. "That's not magic. They use trained birds to deliver messages."


    Kassa eyed him suspiciously, as though she thought Xan might be playing a joke. "Trained birds? How do you train a bird to deliver news?"


    "It's not all that difficult, really. Several bird species are quite adept at returning to where they're born, to where they've taken up permanent nesting. By breeding them in captivity and moving them carefully before making them a final home, it's easy to get them to fly from point to point upon release, especially when they are rewarded for reaching their destination." Xan had seen delivery birds while he was with the mages all those years before, but he hadn't actually learned the machinations behind how it all worked until quite some time later. He too had thought it was magic for a long time.


    The watch captain was quiet for a time while she mulled this over. "So you just tie letters to them and send them off?"


    Xan shook his head. "No, that's the clever part. If you just sent a piece of paper with your message written on it people would catch on to the system fairly quickly. Birds don't always make it to their final destination, and at some point someone would intercept one. So instead of attaching a written message, the trained birds have a small metal clip wrapped around their ankle. It's light enough that it doesn't interfere with flight or bother the bird. If someone were to find the bird and the metal clip they might be suspicious, but they wouldn't have any idea what they had."


    "And what did they have, other than a little metal clip?" Kassa asked, confused.


    "The clips are meticulously banded with different hews of metal, and the metal hews can be seen under a special glass that makes things look larger. If you know the code being used, the strips can be read like a normal message."


    "That is very clever." Kassa noted. "But why don't the mages just use magic to send messages?"


    Xandrith shrugged. "There are limits to what can be done with magic. I don't understand it all because I only learned a tiny fragment of the greater picture, but some things just aren't possible. I'm not sure if they ever discovered a good way to send information over a distance with only magic. I've never seen it done, or heard of anyone doing it."


    While they were talking, Xandrith had led them further into the depths of the city and off the main roads. He was using his Shadow tattoo to look for an entry into the Ways.


    Donelly seemed thoughtful. "I thought you could do anything with magic. It never occurred to me that there were limits."


    "The mages prefer if people don't know about the limits. The average person believes that any mage is an unstoppable font of power and mysticism, capable of performing miracles, but that's not true. Most mages are weak and would die quickly if they used their power to perform true spectacles of magic. That's why there are so many healers amidst the Order. Healing magic takes the least amount of life to cast."


    Xan felt a slight tug on his wrist as he walked past what looked like little more than a small, one story hovel and he changed direction to approach the entry way. Kassa followed him, looking doubtfully at the little hut.


    "Is this what we're looking for?" Her tone did nothing to disguise her obvious disbelief.


    Xan nodded. "This is what we're looking for." He reached for the handle of the door and gave it a turn and frowned. "It's locked."


    "Pick the lock." The night watch captain ordered, which triggered an honest smile from Xandrith. He hadn't anticipated hearing those words from her.


    "Alright. It's a good thing you've brought lock picks along?" He said sarcastically, holding out a hand.


    Donelly frowned before reaching into a pouch at her waist and producing a set of picks. She handed them to Xan with a self-satisfied grin.


    "Why do you have ..." Xan began to say in astonishment, and then he looked more closely at the picks. "These are mine. When and where did you get my picks?"


    "I found them in the handle of one of your knives after I arrested you. You think you're the first criminal to stash something in a hollow hilt? Luckily I put your picks in my hip pack instead of on my horse. Oh, when the horse ran away you also lost two spare sets of clothing I'd had a tailor prepare for you while you were recovering at Ewdin's. I'd had them designed based on your old clothing. Ewdin's clothes just didn’t fit you quite right."


    Xandrith worked his mouth soundlessly for a moment. "You shouldn't have."


    Kassa sighed. "I know, those spider things are never going to make good use of those outfits. Such a waste."


    "If it's any consolation, I probably would have just got them all bloody and torn up again." Xan said, realizing how uncomforting the words were even as he spoke them.


    "What a nice sentiment." Kassa frowned.


    Xandrith grunted and turned to the lock on the door. It was a very simple two stage mechanism that Xan may have been able to pick with a set of sticks, but he went to work with his fancy picks quickly, inserting the probe and then the rake. With a fluid, simultaneous motion, he popped the lock and heard it click. He tucked the picks into his own pocket and turned the handle to the hut. As soon as the door swung inward, a powerful and putrid smell poured out of the tiny, enclosed space. Both he and Kassa cringed backward.


    "Oh hells, what is that?" Kassa called out, vocally choking back the urge to vomit.


    Light spilled into the interior of the windowless shack from the street, and Xan got his first glimpse of what was causing the horrible smell. There were three bodies huddled in the back of the hut. Two of them were children with throats cut wide. Maggots poured from their wounds and crawled in the hollows that had been their eyes. The third body was that of a woman. Her wrists were cut, and her throat was partially gouged. There was a shred of paper wrapped in one of her festering hands. Xandrith almost didn't go to retrieve the letter, but his curiosity wouldn't allow him to look away. He held his breath as he went and retrieved the letter from the dead woman's hand. The flesh of her rotting corpse had stained the paper and sunk into its fabric to an extent, so it wasn't easy to recover, but Xan forced himself to do it. He needed to know what he already suspected. The paper came loose and he dashed from the hut, pulling the door shut behind him. Kassa was still staring at the closed door with her hand over her mouth as though she might be able to keep out the horror of it all if she just kept herself from saying anything.


    Xandrith read the letter once to himself, and then once out loud.


    Bint, my love,


    If you find us do not judge me unfairly. I ran as far as the children could go before seeking shelter here. The monsters are just beyond the door. I had to kill Cotee first. He wouldn't stop crying, and I was afraid the things outside would have us before my work was done. It was the hardest thing I've ever had to do. Lillin was no easier. By the gods, Bint, no mother should have to do what I have just done. I won't let those horrors have us. My babies won't become like them. I'm next, but I wanted to write this letter to you first. I tried, Bint. I tried. If you're still alive, please forgive me. I love you, Bint. I must go.


    The words tasted like ash on Xandrith's tongue, bitter and acrid. Xan had known to an extent what had happened at Yillan Reach, but the scene in the hut and the haunting note that went with it were a true testament to the horror that had befallen the city. How afraid must that woman have been to kill her children and herself rather than to let the things beyond the door get to them? Xan couldn't imagine. He opened the door to the hut just long enough to place the note back inside, and then he pulled it shut.


    "We're not going to enter the Ways?" Donelly asked, a haunted expression hovering in her eyes. Xan could see that she hadn't wanted to go back into that place either.


    Xan shook his head. "I'm afraid I don't have the stomach for that at the moment." In his mind he added, how could I just walk by those corpses and open the hidden door that was only a few feet away to sneak into the safety of the underground, when they died, huddled together, terrified, thinking there was no escape? They'd bled out not four feet from safety, and it hadn't been a pretty death. The bodies of the children were contorted in pain and terror. Their mother hadn't known how to send them off quickly.


    "We'll find another way in." He said aloud, before turning his back on the hut and walking away. Donelly followed quickly after him. It was clear they both wanted to put that scene behind them, just as it was clear that they had no idea what horrors still lay hidden ahead of them.







     


    Chapter 9


    I'll Kill the Red Bastard


    "Whatever you do, don't fall behind." Xan warned as they began to traverse the dark reaches of the Shadow Ways. It had taken them a long while to find a second entrance to the ways, but it had been worth it to avoid the bleak and disturbing scene in the hut. The sun had nearly set by the time they crawled beneath the streets. "The tunnel systems are so complex that people who get lost down here aren't found or seen for centuries. It's not uncommon to stumble upon a desiccated corpse that has been curled up in a corner for fifteen or twenty years."


    "Shouldn't you be able to get out just by walking in one direction for long enough?" Kassa asked.


    "None of the tunnels run in one direction for very long. If you kept a sense of direction and you kept yourself headed towards the nearest main river, you might eventually wind your way out by following the tunnels that were cut in the right direction. However, compasses don't work down here and there is no sky to judge direction by. The original tunnel designers marked main intersections with direction markers, but those that weren't worn out entirely by age were chipped away by the Shadow. When you add to that the fact that the Shadow Masters also added their own set of trap tunnels and loopbacks designed to make you feel like you were making progress, you get a labyrinth that not even the original designers could hope to navigate out of."


    Donelly raised an eyebrow, an expression Xan could barely see by the light of two glow torches they'd taken from the supplies left to aid thieves through the ill perfumed corridor. Those torches were barely bright enough to see the ground at their feet, but they were all they really needed to get through the tunnels with the tattoo and the language used to mark the intersections. What Xan hadn't told Kassa was that he didn't technically know all of the markings the Shadow Master's used. He'd never quite completed that section of his training. The assassin figured that there was no point in burdening the watch captain with that little piece of information. Chances were that he'd have no problem getting them where they needed to go. Probably.


    "Alright, but what if the Shadow finds us lurking around down here, or what if those spider things are down here?"


    Xan had already considered both possibilities. "The Shadow Masters would be angry, but they won't kill us. They're not murderers. Sure, they've tried to have me killed in the past, but chances are they wouldn't even recognize me, and certainly not you. As for the others, I don't think the spiders can navigate the tunnels any better than an average person could. I don't even think they'd bother to try. If they've taken the city, what reason would they have to hide down here?"


    Kassa gave a short laugh. "Unless, of course, they were hunting someone who'd come down here."


    "Your lack of optimism isn't very encouraging." Xan replied dryly.


    "Our adventures together haven't given me a ton of reasons to be optimistic." Kassa responded.


    "And yet, you came looking for me!" The assassin quipped wryly. "This kind of adventure must have been just what your life was missing."


    "Yeah, my life was missing impending dea ..." Xan grabbed Kassa's arm to silence her. They both stopped in their tracks and went dead quiet. The sound of trickling water came from every direction as water seeped through the limestone walls of the tunnels, running constantly downward towards underwater rivers. The area they were walking through was one of the extended tunnels built by the Shadow, so there wasn't any sewer water running near them. Xan had heard something else.


    A scuffle sounded from far off down the corridor, directionless, but clearly made by something moving through the tunnels. Kassa leaned in close to Xan until her lips were almost touching his ear.


    "What is it?" She asked.


    "I don't know, but it doesn't sound like a rat, and I'm not sure what else would be down here." He replied. Whatever it was, if they'd heard it, it had probably heard them. They hadn't exactly been quiet. "If we have to fight, make sure you keep concentrated on the area behind us, and leave the front of the tunnel to me. There won't be room for us to stand and wield weapons side by side." Donelly nodded once, letting him know he was understood. They started moving forward again, but slowly and quietly.


    Trying to move soundlessly through the limestone tunnels was impossible. The stone scuffed under each foot fall and every tiny sound echoed down the length of the narrow stone passages. The only real advantage to moving slowly and quietly was that they should be able to hear anyone else moving down there, which was only really comforting in the slightest way. Xandrith had taken another fifteen or twenty slow steps down the tunnel before he noticed that his right hand was gripped tightly around the hilt of the bonesteel dagger. It drank in the feint light of the glow torch, blackening the area around it. The blade should still have been in his pack where he'd stashed the damned thing, but there it was in the palm of his hand. He did his best not to act surprised, but he felt a strong air of foreboding.


    Something human shaped darted out of a passageway just ten feet beyond where Kassa and Xandrith stood. It ran hunched forward and instead of turning away and fleeing, it came sprinting towards them recklessly fast through the dark.  Xandrith felt himself react. Even if his mind was reeling, his body knew exactly what it needed to do. His stance went low and he shifted his body into a ready position that would give him the best point of attack in the closed in space. He wanted to check on Kassa, to make sure she was ready and aware of what was happening, but there wasn't time. Xan tossed his torch between himself and the oncoming attacker so that he could see as much of his assailant as possible. The sturdy torch bounced a few feet down the tunnel, leaving Xandrith cloaked in darkness.


    A ringing of metal was the only notice Xan got that the person attacking him was carrying a blade. Honed steel made a particular sound when struck against something metallic, and the pitch of that sound told Xan exactly how long the weapon was that was being brought to arms. Normally the assassin would have slipped aside when charged by someone carrying a long saber, but doing that would leave Kassa wide open for attack, so instead he sprang forward with his dark knife leading his charge. His blade struck sword steel and deflected it wide even as he rolled his momentum forward into his attacker. Their bodies struck, and it would have been a brutal hit if Xan hadn't already been changing the direction of his motion to match that of his assailant. Instead of colliding, Xandrith used his own body as a lever to turn his opponent’s momentum into a throw. Xan steered the throw into the limestone and the swordsman's body hit the wall with a surprisingly heavy and metallic sounding thud that hadn't felt at all the way the assassin had expected. There was a scuffling down the hall coming from Kassa's direction, but Xan only had time to notice it peripherally as the man he'd just smashed into a wall was clambering back to his feet as though he'd just woken up from a brief nap.


    Xan backed away so his torch stood between him and his attacker again, and for the first time he got a good look at the man that was assailing them. He was dressed in Shadow attire, but it looked as though he'd fallen through a meat grinder. His left arm was gone to the elbow and had been replaced by a long metal saber, and his eyes had been torn out and replaced with lenses that shone a dull blue in the darkness. His torso was crossed with metal plates, and his lower jaw was entirely missing and replaced with some kind of tube that fed down his throat and went directly into his chest. If he was alive, Xan felt sorry for him. If he wasn't alive, well that wasn't exactly good either.


    Xandrith steadied himself, his bonesteel dagger held steadily between himself and the once-human. It lunged forward, leading with a fast horizontal strike from its saber. The assassin rolled under the blow and lashed out with his black knife as he moved, striking his opponents lower leg with a powerful slice. It wasn't wearing armor, and the bonesteel knife tore through the flesh as easily as a regular knife would slice through a sheet of parchment. Xan felt his knife hit bone before it even slowed down, and then he was busy scrambling out of the way of the follow up attack from the saber wielding monster. It changed direction quickly and suddenly the wide horizontal slash became a vertical drop. Xan twisted away from the blade, his hand striking out to hit what should have been the elbow joint of the descending arm.


    Normally this strike would have dislocated the elbow, or at least knocked the arm out of useable alignment, but Xan's training and reflexes weren't accustom to dealing with an opponent whose arm was the sword. His blow knocked the blade wide, but didn't even slow the next attack. He leapt hard back as the saber-arm shifted direction and cut back towards his body, coming well inside the range that a normal saber wielder would be able to affectively use his sword. The blade just missed Xan as he retreated, but it snagged one of the flowing strands of the assassin's cloak and tore it to shreds.


    Kassa screamed, and Xan tore his attention from his own attacker without meaning to. There was another darkly dressed figure wearing the scraps of a Shadow outfit, and it had a hold of Kassa and was dragging her back through the tunnels. Xandrith charged after this new threat even as the creature he'd been fighting leapt for him. It just missed, but he didn't have time to count his blessings. Kas was screaming as the monstrosity she was trying to fight dragged her further down the tunnel.


    Without a second thought Xan drew one of his newly bartered for daggers and threw it as hard as he could at the second attacker. It streaked through the air like a silver dart and sank into the face of the creature dragging Donelly away. The hit smashed the glass of the thing's left eye and sunk in to the hilt. The once-man locked its remaining glowing eye on Xan, but it didn't stop dragging Kassa towards the next intersection in the tunnels. The blade should have pierced its brain and killed it within seconds.


    A heavy hand grabbed Xan from behind, and suddenly there was a blade at his throat and he felt himself being tugged backwards. He had to allow himself to be drawn into the restraining grip or risk getting his throat cut. He was pulled in tight to the things chest and he could hear a horrible, hollow gasping sound as it drew in air down the gaping tube in its chest. It was taking him in the opposite direction of Kassa, seemingly intent upon doing so without killing him unless he struggled too much.


    Xandrith shifted his hold on his black dagger and drove it into his attacker’s abdomen repeatedly. Black ichor spilled out, but the thing did not release its grip. Kassa screamed, her voice further away. She'd been dragged around the corner now and Xan couldn't see her any longer.


    A spark of fury ignited inside Xan. He drove his bonesteel weapon as hard and as fast as his arm would carry it, but his attacker would not let him go. Panic and desperation ate at the assassin. Kassa's voice echoed down the tunnels, quieter than ever, distant, and suddenly Xan was certain that he had heard her voice for the last time.


    "Kassa!" He screamed her name. His mind misfired, or broke for a moment, and all he could see was a sprawling symbol that seemed to smoke at its edges. He could even smell the char coming from it.


    Fire tore from Xan's hands, rippling down the length of his black blade and enveloping his attacker in a cascade of mesmerizing flame that also dripped from the assassin's fingertips. The assassin flinched, expecting to feel himself burning, but he felt no heat at all. His attacker, however, released him. It was easy to see that the flames were having a much more profound effect on the creature of metal and flesh. Xandrith was horrified in part, and yet some corner of his mind rallied at the stench of burning meat and the gruesome sight of what had once been human melting and blackening before him.


    The blue eyes of the creature flickered out and it fell to the ground in a heap of molten metal and scorched flesh. Xan stepped back in shock, coming to his senses again. The flames were gone from his fingers and they no longer dripped from the black blade. Traces of magic hung all over him, all over the bonesteel weapon, and all over the corpse of the monster. He looked at the dagger in terror. What had it done? He slid it back into its place on his back and turned about. He didn't have time to think, he had to find Kassa before she was gone forever.


    Xan dashed through the dark, heedless of the treacherous footing ahead of him. He reached the first intersection and scanned the ground for signs of passage. There were scuff marks heading to the left so he ran that way, not even checking to see if there were any warnings etched into the wall by the Shadow. He was running at full speed, so he was certain he should be able to catch up to Kassa and her attacker, yet he reached another intersection without seeing or hearing anything from either the monster or its captive.


    "Kassa!?" Xan called into the dark, hoping for something in return, but only silence met him. He combed the intersection looking for a trace of passage. There were clear signs of dragging heading in two different directions.


    "Kassa?!" He screamed again, as loud as he'd ever called out for anything. His voice echoed away from him for what felt like forever, but no reply came back. He couldn't investigate both directions. He'd have to choose one over the other, but if he took the wrong path then he'd never find the watch captain. If he didn't get moving, he'd never find her anyway. Xan felt a strange sense of panic flooding through his body. He was caught in a moment of indecision, which wasn't something he normally had issues with. He made careful and fast decisions. Now he didn’t have the time to be careful and if he was wrong, Kassa was gone forever.


    He took the right path and began running. "Kassa!?" He screamed as he ran. There was a catch in his throat, and a choking desperation climbing up his spine like a weight. He'd failed to protect her. She'd come all the way across Central Appox for him, and he'd let her down. He ran for another two minutes before reaching an intersection. He went over every path looking for some sign of dragging, some sign of passage, but he found nothing. He'd taken the wrong corridor. He charged back down the tunnel and didn't even slow as he reached the next intersection and took the path he should have taken before.


    He reached another four way intersection about the time he found himself gasping for breath. He hadn't run that far, but the panic and worry mixed with the exertion was making him feel short of breath. He scoured the ground, crawling on hands and knees as he looked for a trail, but there was nothing. All signs of passage stopped at the intersection, just like they had down the other path.


    "Kassa?!" He yelled, but he was beyond hope of actually hearing a reply. He ran down a path, picking one at random, and dashed on until that one reached an intersection. Then he picked another path and ran down that one. It was stupid, and the part of his mind still capable of reasoning was aware of that, but what else could he do? He couldn't give up on Kassa. He couldn't give up on his only friend. He ran for hours and hours, putting miles upon miles of tunnel behind him, until finally he reached a dead end and crashed. The path he'd chosen terminated in a wall with no side branches.


    Xandrith collapsed to the ground and placed his head in his palms and forced himself not to break down entirely. Kassa needed him. He needed to stay calm, stay clear, and think. It wasn't over yet. She could still be alive, and Xan would find her. He would find her even if she was… That didn't matter. Xandrith would find her.


    A grinding sound started next to where Xan was sitting, emanating from the wall of the dead end. Xan jumped to his feet and reached for his knives. He drew his bonesteel blade and his remaining normal knife and held his ground, unsure of what to expect next. The brick work began to split and rip itself apart, forming a seam that followed the jagged edges of the apparently hastily built wall. Xandrith realized what he was seeing fairly quickly as the wall hinged outwards at the corners and swung open in his direction. It was a secret passage that had been cleverly built into the tunnels. An older man stood in the opening. He was dressed in blue robes and was holding what looked like a small vanity mirror. As the wall opened up entirely he gestured for Xan.


    "Come in, quickly!" He whispered loudly, waving his hand into the open tunnel. "Hurry. They're coming after you and we can't afford to have them find this entrance."


    Xandrith just shook his head. "I can't leave my friend behind." He said, looking back over his shoulder at the darkness behind him.


    "Get in this tunnel and I'll help you find your friend. I can track people moving through the city, whether they're alive or infected, but you need to hurry Xandrith. Come on!" The old man urged, and this was enough to get Xan moving. The man knew how he could find Kassa, and that was enough for Xandrith. The strangeness of the man calling him by name didn't immediately strike him. He crossed over into the hidden tunnel and the walls slid closed behind him almost immediately, apparently responding to a pressure plate the man had been standing on.


    "Come on back to the study and I'll try and explain what's going on, but we need to be quick because your friend's time is limited. All of our time is limited right now, and I need you to do something for me." The blue clad man explained as they walked.


    Xan shook his head, trying to get his mind around the situation and everything that was happening. Events were unwinding too fast, and he was still stuck in the moment that Kassa had been dragged away. It kept replaying in his head over and over again. He could have saved her if he'd broken his attack with the saber creature earlier. It was his fault she was gone, and she'd come all this way to find him. He had to get her back. There was no other option.


    "Where have they taken Kassa?" Xan asked, cutting to the only point that was important to him.


    "They've taken her to what use to be the royal smithery. It has become a processing plant of sorts. The mechanna have set up a heavily fortified shop there, and it's where they take people to rebuild and infect them." The man in blue answered.


    "How do I get there from here?" Xan pressed.


    "If you go in there unprepared you're not going to save your friend, Xandrith. Pay attention. I know you're distraught, but you need to slow down and start thinking or you're not going to help anyone, and people are depending on you right now, not just your friend."


    "You don't understand," Xan's anger bubbled up. "She came to find me! I can't just leave her to those things!"


    The man in blue stopped and turned on Xan. "Where are you right now?"


    Xan froze, his mouth dropped open, working soundlessly.


    "Alright, where is your friend right now?"


    "You won't tell me." Xan snapped back at that question.


    "How many of those infected mechanna stand between you and your friend?"


    "I … I don't know."


    "How do you deal with more than one of them at a time, Xandrith?"


     “I …"


    "Why do I know your name, and why hasn't that bothered you yet?"


    " I…"


    "You don't know anything, and you aren't even sure where to begin. As you are now, you can't do anything to help anyone, assassin. Now I recommend you calm yourself down, come with me, and we'll try and sort out as much as we can before we go to help your friend.  Alright?" The man in blue spoke firmly, but calmly.


    "But time ..."


    "... is burning while you argue with me, Xandrith. Are you coming with me or would you prefer I put you back out in the tunnels? Come, it will be morning soon and we have some preparations to make before then."


    Xandrith snapped his mouth closed, though his mind was still awash in chaos and terror. He could see the logic of what the man in blue said, even if it was at odds with his desire to be doing something immediately. How much time did Kassa have?


    The man in blue began walking again. "I'm Tibsenth Avalon, the Keeper of the Hidden Library here at North Spire, and Blue of the Order." He spoke quickly, but clearly. "Now before you run away, you should know that I am, and have been for years, an informant for a group of mutual acquaintances. In case you couldn't tell, my tongue isn't restrained by the typical bindings of the Order. I've had the same service done to me that you had performed by Rosk's assistant before you were attacked by the Fae Enforcer."


    "How do you …" Xandrith began to ask how Tibsenth was so well informed, but the old mage went on quickly without prompting.


    "The Order is still sending updates via wing to North Spire, and since I'm the only one alive here to take them, I've been collecting them before they can be intercepted by the mechanna. I knew when they tracked you to Rosk's old house exactly why you'd gone there. Ewdin didn't sit as a member of our group, but he was a friend to that group, and he has helped us in the past. He doesn't believe in becoming directly involved with the revolution we wish to start. It would only make sense that he would send you here, and it's not like a great many people are trying to get in to the Reach right now. I guessed who you were when I first saw you in the tunnels. It's good that you're here, though.


    "You see Xandrith, for a great many years there has been a group of men and women working to overthrow the Order of Mages. The Order has become a corrupt and vile group that prizes its secrets above the good of the common man. Surely you've seen this yourself? As an Eight, you must know the injustices of the Order rather well."


    Xan shrugged in a non-committal fashion. He didn't want to take any sides just yet. There was too much happening already, and what if Tibsenth was trying to lure him into something dangerous? Or the mage could be trying to get him to confess to treason against the Order.


    Seeing that Xandrith wasn't going to answer, Tibsenth went on. "Alright, I don't expect you to take me on my word alone. You have no reason to trust me, and I have very little reason to trust you either. However, we're going to need each other. The city is overrun with the infected mechanna, and that poses a problem for both of us. Sadly I'm not equipped to handle the problem on my own. I'm only alive because I'm the keeper of the secret library. If it wasn't for that, they would have already gotten me as well."


    "What is the secret library?" Xan asked, trying to distract himself from the concerns which felt much more pressing.


    "Good, I'm glad you asked. That is at the center of this entire situation. I've told you I worked for a group trying to bring down the Order, and I do. As a member of the Order in high standing, I was entrusted with a task that is given to only one mage per generation. I oversee the books, scrolls, and documents that the Order has deemed either heresy, or of too great a threat to be allowed into public circulation. Instead of destroying all of these documents, the Order has seen fit to keep them all locked away in a place whose location is known to only one man at a time. They wouldn't want to lose the secrets all together, but neither do they wish them to get out in the open. The mages have a tyrannical desire to hoard knowledge.


    "It took me years of service to earn the trust of the previous keeper, and when he finally passed his Lineage Charm was passed to me." Tibsenth pulled a bland looking silver necklace out of his shirt and showed it to Xan. "It contains all the knowledge of the workings of the secret library, and the paths that connect it to the main spire, but its knowledge can only be transferred at the time of the natural death of the previous bearer of the necklace. Murder won't unlock the necklace, at least not to the murderer. Only the most trusted of the previous owner's companions can access the memories after he or she is gone, and only if they had no hand in felling the previous keeper.


    "Any record of the Order's wrong doings or any piece of knowledge they consider dangerous to have in the hands of the outside world is filed away in the secret library, and it has been my life's work to study that information and feed bits of it to those beyond these walls when I can. It hasn't been easy to do. Any information that comes from the library can be traced back to me, and if my position is compromised I can't even guess what will happen to the secret library. Who can I trust to carry on my work if I can't trust anyone among the mages? I have been working against them for years. If they knew, or even suspected what I have been doing …


    "Of course, the importance of keeping my position a secret has diminished. The Drayid have infected the mechanna, and the world is on the cusp of a destruction I am only beginning to understand and I can't leave the spire to tell anyone." Tibsenth rattled on like a man who’d had a lot of time to think and no one to talk to.


    "Whoa, wait a moment. That was a lot of information to give me all at once, but I think I caught something about the world being on the cusp of destruction in that last part. Are you insane?" Xan asked, managing to pull together a small piece of his dry wit. Tibsenth was coming on a little strong, and the assassin wasn't sure what to make of everything he'd said.


    "What?! Of course I’m not insane!" Tibsenth seemed flustered. "Have you been listening to what I'm telling you?"


    "Have you been listening to what you're telling me? I know things are bad, but the Order will work it out and bury the truth just like they've always done. These mechanna things aren't that bad. They can be destroyed, and I'm sure between the king's army and the Order ..." Xandrith found himself acting the voice of reason, and it felt odd. Tibsenth cut him off, however.


    "North Spire, Xandrith, is the primary hold of power for the Order. The Drayid infected mechanna tore through us in less than a week. You've faced the drones, but you haven't seen the ones with real power yet. They're out there and they're more powerful than any mage in the Order. The mechanna aren't even the worst of it, assassin. They're trying to open the great vault! Do you know what that means?"


    Xandrith shrugged. "They're after some gold or something? Seems like they wouldn't really need it."


    "The great vault is a gateway, idiot! The mages thought it was some kind of prison, or a place to store things that they wanted to be rid of forever, but that's not what it was at all. In the time before our world was alive, two travelers came from the depths of the great black sea and settled upon this dead rock. At least, they thought it was dead when they got here but it turned out to be a font of power to those with the key to unlock that magic. The two travelers had such keys, but they both had different goals for the power trapped inside the world.


    "One traveler was an artist, and he envisioned a thriving world covered in life and governed by a system of magic and power that would give the people of this world the ability to control their own destiny. The other traveler saw the power as a way to create a paradise for himself. He wanted to create a world in which all life served his will and he ruled over them as a puppeteer, taking what he wanted and using the living things of the planet as tools of his entertainment. If he could create, he thought, then he should be able to destroy and use what he created as he wished. The two travelers couldn't agree on what to do or who should have control over the power of the world they'd found. They refused to share the power with one another, each believing the other's use of the power to be a fool's dream.


    "Instead of creating, they waged a war that lasted thousands of years, burning large quantities of the world's power in trying to take the remainder of it for themselves. Finally, after millennia of fighting, one of the travelers banished the other through a gate just far enough away that he could no longer access the power of the world. He cast him all the way to Sentinel. As soon as the other traveler was lost on the far side, he set about creating the world he'd envisioned with what little power remained. With the very last bit of magic, including the last of his own existence, he sealed the gateway to Sentinel into what appeared to be an ordinary wooden box and cast it into one of the great oceans where he intended for it never to be found again. He left word of what he'd done with the first of his created people, and then his essence was lost forever.


    "Time immeasurable has passed since then, and the world has rebuilt its magic using the seeds of the Traveler's creation to build itself into a thriving ecosystem. However, the Order has come into possession of the box and they've abused it for their own purposes. Now the gateway is in danger of being open. If it opens, the second traveler could come back from Sentinel and tap into the newly born magic of our world. He would be like a god, fearsome and unstoppable. He could wipe us all out with a thought, or make us all slaves. That might be the best we could hope for. Who knows how disturbed this being might be after being locked away for so long."


    Xan was taken aback and left momentarily speechless. He wasn't sure how to respond to being told the world was on the brink of catastrophe. His first impulse was to scoff in disbelief, but the blue clad mage was deadly serious and his eyes were eerily sane. If this was an exaggeration or mistruth, then it wasn't one of the mage's making. He believed what he was telling Xandrith completely.


    "Then we need to stop the gate from being completed, right? Why don't we destroy the box, bury it, or throw it back in the ocean?" Xandrith's mind jumped for ideas which he was sure were idiotic even as he spoke them aloud.


    "Well, to start with, the box can't be destroyed. Various peoples have tried for years. I don't believe the Traveler that created our world wished to have the gate sealed forever. He certainly could have done so, but it seemed beyond him to shut his once companion away on Sentinel forever and doom him to an eternity on what I understand is a dead wasteland. As for trying to hide it or throwing it back in the ocean, that might have worked if the box wasn't already coming apart at the seams." They were passing through a narrow walkway that was very dimly lit by a single glow torch. They had to strafe sideways to keep moving forward, but Tibsenth just kept going.


    "Do you know who the Drayid are?" The blue mage asked.


    Xandrith had heard of them spoken about in the past tense before, but until he'd met Tibsenth no one had ever said anything about them being alive. "Monsters or something, weren't they? The Order killed them all before they could form an army and destroy humanity. Are they behind all of this, then?"


    "The Drayid weren't monsters, Xandrith. They were a race of people who shared blood with the Fae and like humans, there were good and bad members of their society. I dare say, though my brothers in the Order would deny it and call me a liar, they were far more good than bad, and far more good than humans in general. There were a lot of them. They built entire cities. Pox'Arneth, Pox'Serath, Unt'Rishtah …"


    "Wait, I've been to Unt'Rishtah. It's a small city, but it's definitely inhabited by humans." Xandrith had done a job there. He remembered the place because the architecture of many of the buildings had made it impossible to travel over the tops of the city like he preferred. The roofs were all curved and slanted. It only took him a moment to connect why that was. "Oh ..."


    "Yes, 'oh.' The mages didn't like the Drayid. The Drayid were magically gifted creatures capable of performing the same feats as the Mages, but without any of the personal cost of spell casting. They were competition, though the Drayid never directly threatened the mages. The Order felt that by simply being allowed to sell the use of their abilities and being seen as an equal power to the Order they posed a huge threat. The Order had a tight hold on the government, and as new cities of Drayid construction popped up and Drayid officials began to seek office in the Senate, the Order panicked.  They did the unthinkable. They committed an atrocity on a massive scale.


    "The mages of old didn't have any true understanding of the nature of the Great Vault. Their limited investigation of the box had led them to believe it was some kind of storage vessel that was linked to a place they called Netherdark, a realm that lacked physical substance. They could transfer things into the box by tapping the box's energy with their own, and giving the box a small piece of what it was they wanted to banish. The Vault would take the piece given, and then devour the rest of the object, ripping it from our world into the void of the box. This is what they decided to do to the Drayid. You see, they didn't have to lure each and every Drayid into the box if they could find some relic of the Drayid origin, something that would convince the Vault to take them all at once." Tibsenth seemed to take some amount of joy from revealing the information he’d gathered for so long, which was a little disturbing considering the subject matter. His sympathy for the Drayid seemed momentarily overwhelmed by this scholarly pride.


    "Wait, are you saying the order banished an entire race of people into a dark void just because they were worried about competition?" Xandrith was honestly taken aback. He'd heard a lot dark rumors about the Order, and had experienced some of their foulness on his own, but this was evil on a different scale.


    Tibsenth nodded. "It took them a long time to find the right artifact, but eventually they found a religious shrine in which was housed the body of an elder Drayid, from when their line had first split from the Fae. The mages gave that body to the Vault, and it did exactly what they wanted. To the rest of the world the Drayid simply vanished, but the Order knew the truth, or rather the top levels of the Order did. They recorded the entire event and locked the record away in the secret library. They spread the rumor that the Drayid had been caught attempting to build an army to destroy humanity and that the Order had taken care of them as a result. Naysayers were vanished or convinced to change their opinions depending upon their circle of influence. It took a few hundred years, but history remembers things exactly as the Order wished it to." The mage was approaching a set of double doors that were sealed by an unfamiliar locking mechanism with a large hole in the center. Tibsenth stuck his hand in the hole as they drew near the door, it disappeared to the wrist and there was a strange metallic scraping sound from inside the unusual lock.


    "The Great Vault wasn't meant for the purpose the mages were using it for. In fact, 'great vault' isn't even the proper translation of the item’s name. It's closer to the Great Prison, but even that isn't exactly correct. What matters, however, is that the mages broke the gate when they thrust all of the Drayid inside of it. The gate was meant to be a one way lock that could only be opened from our side, the mages didn't understand the magic they were dealing with and now the lock is falling apart. The Drayid have been working their way free as long as they've been trapped in there, and nowhere is a lock more fragile than from the inside. It is a testament to the locks strength that it has held this long, but it's failing fast. With the Drayid able to work on the lock from both the outside and inside of the box now, it's impossible to say how much time we have left, and what of those that have been imprisoned so long?


    “Think, millions of Drayid were stripped of their bodies and thrust into a void of existence all at once. Can you imagine the fear, horror, and anger they must have felt? What happens to all of that emotion and horror over thousands of years, Xandrith? " Tibsenth was looking over his shoulder at Xan as he continued to work the strange locking mechanism.


    "I don't know." Xan said honestly, for lack of anything more intelligent to say.


    "Well, no one knew, but we do now. They've become monsters. They'd been breaking free for years, but they couldn't get a hold on our world until we brought the mechanna to them. Something about the metal and flesh and the way the two were bound gave the Drayid a foothold on this plane again. The Order banished them, and then invited them back into the world once they'd been gone long enough to lose what had made them once a noble and good people. Make no mistake, Xandrith, these Drayid that have returned to us are not the people the Order banished thousands of years ago. They have been twisted by the emptiness of the void and their own rage and horror." There was a loud clack from inside the lock and the double doors slid open, parting in the middle to expose a very large and dimly lit room lined with rows and rows of shelves full of books and scrolls.


    "This is my library." Tibsenth said, rushing inside. Xan followed him hesitantly at first, but then with a little more urgency when he saw that the sliding doors that allowed entrance were starting to slide closed again.


    "They fuse living bodies with metal and complicated mechanna arts, and when they're done the Drayid, or the essence of what is left of the Drayid, can infect the bodies. They gain most of the memories of the original host and some of them can even use Drayid magic. One of them wiped out most of the Spire on the first night. I've only survived because they don't know where I am. They know I exist, and I believe they know about the secret library, but I am the only one who knows about the secret tunnels that connect the library to the Spire. That has kept me alive this long, but they're searching for me. It's only a matter of time, and they can't be allowed to have the information contained here, nor can they be allowed to have me." Tibsenth walked to a table in the center of the room that lay partially submerged in a pool of ancient books. At the center of the table was a tome clad in deep green leather that lay open, an ink quill at its side.


    "Wait a moment," a thought leapt into Xan's mind. "I have mechanna parts in my shoulder. Does that make me susceptible to this infection?"


    Tibsenth froze before saying whatever it was he'd been about to say and looked more closely at Xandrith. "Which shoulder?"


    The assassin pointed to the shoulder that had been infected by the litch worms, suddenly acutely aware of the metal workings hiding beneath his flesh. It had been a long while since he'd even thought about his repaired shoulder. It worked so well it felt like a completely natural part of who he was. The scholarly mage stepped close and Xan saw his fingers quickly twitch through a set of magic glyphs. Colored light visible only in the magic spectrum snaked out from the old mage's fingers and cascaded over Xan's shoulder, sliding through the fabric of his clothing as though it wasn't there.


    "Very curious." Tibsenth said after a moment. "This work that has been done on your shoulder is laced with healing magic and there are none of the normal connections I'd expect to see in a purely mechanna work. I doubt the Drayid could use these connections to gain access to your body. To begin with, the modification is relatively minor. That would have made it difficult to begin with, but on top of that there are none of the connective lines that the mechanna generally use to send signals between your brain and the augmentation. That was all done using magic. This is brilliant work. Was this done by Ewdin and his friends?"


    Xandrith offered a nod in reply. "As strange as it is to have artificial bits in my body, it has served me well."


    Tibsenth seemed relieved. "Assuming you don't acquire any traditional mechanna additions, you should be safe from infection. The magic used to finalize the augmentation will act as a boundary that the Drayid can't jump across. Their magic isn't compatible with ours, fortunately. That's very good news. It means I can ask you to do what I had originally intended."


    Tibsenth picked up the deep green leather book from the table and closed it. He handed the volume to Xan. "I need you to take this book to a man named Johndin Shawl. He lives on Dreamer's Isle. In fact, he's the only man living on that cursed bit of rock, so he shouldn't be too difficult to find."


    Xan had taken the book, but he was shaking his head. "You said you'd help me find Kassa, and I'm not doing anything until I've got her back."


    Tibsenth nodded. "Understood, and I will help you as soon as you agree to deliver the book and do one other thing for me."


    Xandrith's back stiffened, his patience wearing thin. "This isn't some negotiation, old man. My friend is going to die if you don't tell me how to find her."


    Tibsenth's face hardened but there was a shadow of concern beneath his rocky exterior. "I have nothing to compel you to do what I ask except knowledge, assassin. I don't have coin, and I don't have influence in the world. Right now I have the secret to finding your friend, and so I must use that as leverage."


    Xandrith drew his remaining normal dagger from his hip and stepped towards Tibsenth menacingly, watching the mages fingers to make sure they didn't begin twitching out a spell. "I'm done with your games. I'll deliver your book, but that's it. Tell me what I want to know or ..."


    "Or you'll kill me, Xandrith? I just told you the entire world is on the cusp of death. I don't plan on living much longer anyway. Death might strike fear into the heart of some people, assassin, but if you think to bend my will with a promise of an end I already see coming, then you will be most disappointed." Tibsenth stood straight, even with his old frame, and to Xandrith he looked like a grandfather standing up to a bully.


    "Fine, the book must be delivered to Johndin Shawl of Dreamer's Isle. What else do you want from me?" Xan gave in. What was his word really worth anyway? He could keep his promise or not depending upon whether he survived the next few hours.


    "I need you to find and kill a mage who doesn't belong to the Order." Tibsenth said.


    "Is that all? That'll be easier than delivering the book. Who is it and where do I find them?" Xan was truly surprised that the task was one so well suited to him.


    "It's not that simple, Xandrith. I don't know who this man or woman is, and I don't know where to find them, but they must be killed." The old mage seemed weary. "The mages have done a lot of wrong over the years, but there was one thing they did out of fear that may have been for the best."


    "To open the gate to Sentinel, the Drayid need to find a Natural Sanguine mage, and I need you to find him or her before they do, and to kill that person wherever they might be." Tibsenth attempted to explain, but Xandrith wasn't familiar with the terminology.


    "Sanguine is a shade of red, is it not? There are no red mages. I've never even heard of such a thing, and what's a natural mage? If you want me to find this person, I need to know what I'm looking for."


    "Sanguine mages have been forbidden in the Order since the time of the banishing of the Drayid. It was a Sanguine who cast the spell that locked the Drayid into the Great Vault. Red mages are very, very rare, Xandrith. You know that most mages draw their magical energy from their own life force, correct?" Xandrith nodded his agreement. "Well a Sanguine mage can draw magic from the life force of any living creature he is near. His well of power is bottomless so long as he is within range of someone alive. This amount of power terrified the Order, so they had Sanguines declared abominations. They are put to death immediately upon discovery at their candling. The woman responsible for banishing the Drayid was put to death shortly after she finished the spell that eliminated the poor people. She was no worse than any of the other mages, but they feared what she might become if she was allowed to grow to her full power.


    "Natural mages are magic users who can form spells without mastery of the seals. You see, the hand motions mages use are designed to allow our minds to unlock the routes of power within us. Without those locks that magic power is like an ebbing tide that flows in response to emotion, but it should be an untappable tide. It should just be wild, raw power. A natural mage doesn't have the same kind of locks. He has blocks, and once those blocks are removed, his power is immediately at his disposal, always. They would still need to learn control and refinement, but the power would be second nature to them.


    "I've heard it said that some mages learn how to form seals without their hands, using just their minds, but that isn't the same thing as what a natural mage does. Of course the Order fears them as well, and they are drawn from the rankings of the Order and murdered. Can you imagine what a Natural Sanguine could accomplish? Unlimited power that can be unleashed with a thought. They could become a terror, almost a god among men." Tibsenth looked tired, as though the mountain of information and obstacles were finally making their weight known as he tried to explain it all to the assassin.


    "You want me to find and kill a god?" Xandrith asked, skeptical, but willing to make any promise Tibsenth would have of him if it would get him closer to saving Kassa.


    "He or she won't be a god, and it's not because of their power that they must die. It's because of what their power can and will do if the Drayid find them. If the Drayid capture a Natural Sanguine, they will have the last key they need to unlock the gate to Sentinel. It can't be allowed to happen, no matter what. Do you understand that, Xandrith?" The blue mages eyes were hard and cold as they looked onto Xandrith's.


    "If the Order has been killing them, how can you even be sure one of these Sanguine mages is alive now?" Xan asked, not to dissuade the mage from his cause, but because he was honestly curious.


    Tibsenth took his book back from Xandrith and flipped through the pages. Inset into the inside of the rear cover were a cluster of gems in different colors, each was glowing softly with its own light. "White, green, blue, gray, black… and red. Each is lit, and that means that at least one of each mage is alive in the world right now. If a color ever goes dark, that means there are no mages capable of using that color of magic. The red light flickered back to life two weeks ago after being out for nearly twenty years." Tibsenth handed the book back to Xandrith.


    The assassin ran his fingers over the glowing gems. They were cool to the touch, unnaturally so. "Will this help me find the sanguine mage? Does it point a direction or something?"


    Tibsenth shook his head sadly. "No, I'm afraid not. I could make you an artifact that would lead you to a mage of any other color, but there isn't enough knowledge of the reds to make such an artifact for them. You'll need to rely on your own abilities as an assassin. From what I understand, you are one of the best."


    The assassin was quiet for a time, thinking. He had little choice but to take the job, though he had no idea yet how he would carry it out. Perhaps Johndin Shawl would be able to provide more guidance.


    "I will search for this mage, and I will kill him." Xandrith said, sealing the promise. As he said the words, he felt as though he were a drop of rain falling into furrow on a blade of grass. Fate was being hemmed in, and there was only one direction he could go.


    "Alright, then put that book somewhere safe and I'll show you how to find your friend."







     


    Chapter 10


    Power Overwhelming


    The tunnel system running beneath the spire was quite profound, but Tibsenth led the way easily. Xandrith guessed that was probably because it was the mage's home, an entire network of secret tunnels all to himself. It was hard to believe that an entire spire of mages could live directly on top of such a large complex and not even know of its existence. Xan lifted the mirror the mage had given him up before his eyes and focused on his own reflection. Xan's image shifted and faded and was replaced by an intricate map of black lines etched onto a metallic background. Little bits of colored light moved along the pathways of the map. Most of those blips looked like little black-gray smoke smudges, but three of them were dull blue. Two of those blue points moved together on a converging path with the third point that was stationary, somewhere ahead on the map.


    "The paths won't take you all the way." Tibsenth said quietly. "I can get you close, but you'll have to make the rest of the way on your own. I'll wait by the exit until you return to let you back in, and then I'll do my best to see you and your friend safely out of the city. Make sure no one follows you back here. Use the mirror. It'll let you know where they are and where your friend is. So long as she remains blue in the mirror, then she hasn't been turned into one of them, and don't break my mirror! I can't make another one."


    Xandrith nodded his reply, his mind was already churning over the task ahead. Tibsenth's mirror was a magical device that allowed the wielder to track the presence of living things within the vicinity of the Spire. It was originally designed for the keeper of the secret library so that he could avoid opening a secret corridor while others were around, but Tibsenth had discovered that it also showed the presence of the infested mechanna and it had become a valuable tool in his struggle to remain alive and undetected. He'd entrusted it to Xan for as long as he needed it to recover Kassa.


    "Remember, they don't move during the day unless you get close enough to set off their automated attack response. Without alignment with Sentinel, they are mostly just hunks of semi-living garbage. As they get closer to unlocking the gate that will change, but moving during the day is your best bet for now. Keep your distance. In and out, Xandrith. I need you alive." The mage added as they approached what appeared to be a blank wall in the tunnel they'd been walking down. "Is the way clear?"


    Xandrith looked down at the map. There were a great many of the dark blotches in the area, but none of them were moving and none of them appeared to be within visual range of the passage they were in. Troubling, however, were the five blotches hanging motionlessly in the room surrounding the feint blue dot that represented Kassa. That could be trouble.


    "We're safe at the moment." Xandrith answered, though it didn't really matter because Tibsenth was peering through a small hole in the wall that the assassin guessed was used to peep into the adjoining passage.


    The mage pulled out his necklace and scratched it along the surface of one of the bricks. The wall buckled and opened up a narrow passageway, the bricks sliding on seemingly invisible hinges. It looked like magic, though Xan couldn’t see any traces of magic being used and Tibsenth had assured him it was merely excellent design. The assassin slipped through the gap quickly, knowing that the secret passageways only opened for a short time and always shut themselves.


    "Go swiftly!" Tibsenth whispered before the wall closed in his wake. Xandrith took a moment to memorize the look of the space in the wall he'd need to return to. It wasn't easy to do because there was nothing at all notable about that section of wall. He momentarily considered marking it for his own reference, but he cast that notion aside quickly. He wasn't going to be the one to ruin a hiding place that had been working for thousands of years in the very heart of the mage's North Spire.


    The corridor he was in ran the length of the Spire's first floor and would normally be an area of heavy traffic, but it stood empty with its expensive red carpet stained with unusual dark blotches that were only too evident in the cold gray morning light streaming in from the late fall sun outside. The windows were tall and ornate, the kind built into buildings that weren't afraid of needing to act as a fortress. They were a vanity that mocked the brutal world beyond, daring it to even think off attempting to pierce the lair of the Order. Now, in the blood drenched hall with no less than a third of those glass windows shattered across the resplendent carpeting, it was the Order that looked foolish. Perhaps with a more secure building design they might have avoided such a crushing and absolute defeat.


    All these thoughts crossed Xan's mind as he slipped down the corridor on feet trained to move as noiselessly as a leaf caught in the wind. He didn't so much as rustle the carpet as he took each carefully planned step. Tibsenth had assured him that he could move about freely unless he was close to one of the mechanna creatures, but Xan wasn't one to take chances. He was more comfortable moving silently. It felt like old times.


    A dark splotch on his mirror warned him that one of the mechanna creatures was sitting around the corner at the turn ahead in the path, so he slowed his advance and took the corner wide as he approached. He was still uncertain as to just how dangerous these things were during the day. Tibsenth seemed to think that as long as he avoided coming within a few hand spans of the things they wouldn't so much as move, but Xandrith wasn't as certain about the whole situation. If the thing decided to lunge at his back just after he went by, he'd be in no position to fend it off and escape. Still, it wasn't like he had other options. He had to get to Kassa. The blue of her beacon on the map was so much duller than Tibsenth's and Xan's.


    The metal and flesh creature came into view as Xan cautiously made his way around the corner. It had put itself in such a position that, without the old mage's map, Xandrith probably would have circled the corner and walked directly into it, which was quite obviously its intention. The creature at the corner was one of the spider variety, though it looked like the living components were human and not a dog on this one. The head was a fleshless human monstrosity bulging with strange mechanna additions. Xandrith felt like it was watching him. Even if it couldn't follow him during the day, did that mean it didn't see what he was doing? Its eyes, shards of glass inserted into metal tubes wedged into the human skull, shone blue-green with an inner light.


    Xandrith found the bonesteel knife in the grip of his right hand as he hugged the wall around the corner, as far from the metal beast as he could get himself. He didn't bother to put it away. The familiar weight and heft of the blade gave him an edge of confidence and made him feel secure. He was beginning to wonder if the knife knew when he was in danger. That wasn't an entirely comforting thought since it gave credence to the idea that the blade was sentient. Of course, perhaps he was being foolish for even trying to deny the strange nature of the blade. The hilt found its way into his hand without his help, and that was strange enough without needing to accept that the weapon might be thinking and plotting. 


    His eyes never left the bladed legs of the spider as he made his way carefully around it. He even kept his eyes on it once he had passed it, only looking away to check the mirror and assure himself that nothing was creeping up on his back. Not a single metal digit twitched as he went by, but that somehow made him no less uneasy. Xandrith cleared the first obstacle and started towards the next. The final hallway he needed to go down had three of the creatures in his path. As he rounded the corner to face this new challenge he got a clear look at how they were arranged and his heart sank a bit.


    The new obstacle consisted of three spider creatures, all of different configurations with the same basic body concepts that made them look like metallic arachnids. They were staggered in such a way that you couldn't pass between them without coming very close to at least one of them. Xandrith turned his attention upwards, to the vaulted ceiling hanging above the hallway.  He would need to go over them if he was going to proceed without triggering any of the monsters, and that would be a difficult proceeding since scaling an interior was far more complex than scaling an exterior. Decorative interiors weren't meant to hold the weight of someone climbing around on them. Sure there were walls sconces and delicate carvings that looked as though they'd make for good climbing surfaces, but the truth was that those scones probably wouldn't hold a man's weight, and even if he could use the carvings as finger holds, they'd probably break and crumble as he moved. How was he supposed to get back across it all with Kassa, especially if she was injured?


    We'll have to destroy them. The thought came to him unbidden, as though someone else had whispered it into his ear. The nearest one has a loose vertebrae third from the skull. A fast, precise strike with the bonesteel blade will sever its head. Xandrith's eyes focused on that vertebrae, and he could see the gap between the muscle, the ligament, and the bone. It all fit together askew when compared to the other pieces. He hadn't even realized he'd noticed that, yet there it was. That would take care of the first but ... One at a time. He slid the mirror carefully into a padded pouch he'd been given for just that task.


    Xandrith moved. His decision made he struck quickly, closing the distance with the first creature in a streak of black. The spider beast maintained absolutely motionless until Xandrith was nearly on top of it, and then it spun about and thrashed with its clawed legs in an apparently random, yet dangerous flail. The assassin was too quick. He'd already closed the distance and put himself in place above the creature. The bonesteel blade sang as it split the air and struck the week point in the spider’s spine. There was a sharp jolt up Xan's arm as the blade hit bone, and for a fraction of a second he feared his weapon would get stuck, but the bonesteel knife chewed through flesh, sinew, and bone without halting entirely and the spider creatures head fell away from its body. Jump clear.


    Xandrith somersaulted backwards as the headless body began to thrash about madly, colliding with the two other spiders in the hall that responded in a flurry of their own flailing. The noise was atrocious as metal limb swung against metal limb and the things hacked each other to bits, but Xan couldn't pull his eyes away from it all. The savagery was beyond compare. It took a full three minutes before the movement had stopped, and when it had only one of the creatures was even remotely functional. This last was missing more than half its legs and lay crumpled against the wall, twitching in spastic death throws.  That had been far more effective than he'd anticipated.


    The cacophony of noise had agitated the assassin and he felt compelled to move forward without further hesitation. In his mind, loud noises equated to a job going wrong. That might not have actually applied in this situation, but that didn't ease the quickening feeling of unease. He rushed forward abandoning his caution in favor of speed. He gave the still twitching spider-creature a wide berth and moved for the doors which lead into the room in which Kassa's blue dot was located. In his mind's eye he replayed the location of all the mechanna in the room. He drew the mirror and checked to make sure nothing had changed, and then replaced it in its pouch and prepared to do what promised to be the most difficult part of the task.


    Judging from the map, the room was a wide and open space that had once been used as a master forge for repairs and equipment construction for the mages of the Order. There were nine of the mechanna creatures in the room, two of which were on the opposite side of the door that Xandrith was about to open, five of which were surrounding Kassa, and the other two were in front of a door at the other end of the hall. Seven of those things would be directly in Xan's way, and they'd have to be dealt with somehow. He wouldn't know the exact nature of the situation until he opened the door, but as soon as he did that, the two mechanna standing just beyond the door would become defensive. Things were going to move fast.


    Quietly Xandrith tested the handle to the double door. It was locked. For some reason that was comforting to Xan. Much like sneaking down a corridor quietly, a locked door was a familiar obstacle that made the assassin feel at home. He was doing something he knew how to do, something he was good at. He sheathed his bonesteel weapon and drew his picks from their hiding place. It only took Xan a few seconds with a probe to determine that the mages had spared no expense on the security of their locks. He laughed quietly to himself, getting lost in the work for a moment. Huge glass windows and the best locks money could buy hardly seemed like appropriate accompaniments to one another.


    The lock was good, but Xandrith was far better. It took him less than half a minute to force the pins. It clicked with a satisfyingly solid grunt, the sound of good money failing. Xan tried the handle again and it turned with ease. He very carefully pushed the doors forward, knowing that the mechanna guards were just on the other side of the wooden door, positioned so anyone trying to get through would knock into them. Once he'd worked the door just far enough that he knew it wasn't going to catch itself closed again, he paused and took a deep breath, drawing the bonesteel blade again. The time for subtlety was at an end.


    Xandrith kicked the door open with as much force as he could muster. The heavy oak twin doors exploded into the room with the kind of force that would knock a normal man over, and it had a similar effect on the two guards waiting on the opposite side. With eight legs each, the spider creatures didn't exactly lose their footing, but the blow staggered them and triggered their violent defensive response. Metallic claws tore into the wood of the door, hacking off huge lumps of oak, and one of the creatures that looked like it might have been assembled from a horse of some sort reared back and spewed forth a thick green liquid that hit the door and immediately began smoking and sizzling. The smell was acrid, and Xandrith involuntarily stepped backward, shocked at that turn of events.  He hadn't known some of them could do that.


    The horse-creature was bigger than the other by nearly twice the size, and each of its spider-like legs swung with the force of a giant's woodsman axe. The sizzling door split and then broke under its barrage of blows. A piece of the door fell in Xan's direction and he was forced to retreat further back as the burning, acrid smelling piece of wood fell just in front of him. The skinless-horse-spider raised its awful head again and Xandrith jumped as far out of the way as possible as another bout of green and burning vomit spilled across the hallway floor. The floor sizzled, smoked, and in some places even ignited and burned.


    As the destroyed doors settled back into place the two spider guardians resumed their quiet, motionless posts. They were both now clearly visible through the mangled wood of the doors. The horse's head stared monstrously over the top of the smoldering half of door that still remained, its altered eyes seeming to gaze directly into and through Xandrith. That hadn't gone nearly as well as Xan had hoped.


    The smaller of the monsters has a gash in the center of its skull that was probably put there when it was originally captured. Strike fast and hard and you can scramble its brains. It'll flop about a bit, but it'll be dead. Cold, confident … and a thought that had not originated from within him. Xandith felt a rush of immense discomfort. His eyes passed over the bonesteel knife that sat so comfortably in the palm of his hand. The voice that had spoken to him sounded like his, and even had his dry, dark sense of humor, but it wasn't his. It was very astute. It seemed to take in details that Xandrith himself didn't have time to register, and he wasn't exactly in a place or position to question such lucky turn of fortune.


    That's it. You can do this. Crash just that side of the door. Get it far enough open that you can sneak past the more dangerous one, jump, put your knife into the small one’s nasty rotting head, and then spring clear. With any luck it'll fling itself into the uglier one, but even if it doesn't, one side of the door will be safe to pass through.


    Xandrith frowned. "We'll do this." He whispered very quietly to himself. "But we're going to talk about this later." There was no reply, and Xan instantly felt stupid for talking to himself.


    With his full weight and all of the momentum he could muster behind it, what remained of the door connected with the metal spider and there was a resounding crack that knocked the creature back further into the room. It immediately began to thrash and spin around violently, but Xandrith had been prepared for that. He charged around the door, staying clear of the horse-spider, and leapt for his target's head. His blade seemed to seek the weak kink of its own accord, Xandrith's eyes settling on the spot only after the bonesteel weapon had already sunk into the gap. He twisted the blade with all the strength he could muster and then jumped free, using the ruined head of the thing to push himself off. It died in a convulsion of knives and mechanical shrieking that set Xan fully on edge. He knew it shouldn't pose a threat any longer, but with the noises it was making and the way it was throwing itself around, Xan was terrified to take his eyes off of it.


    It didn't knock into the horse creature as he might have hoped, but when it did finally settle it had left him plenty of room to sneak through the doors without setting off the larger creature, which was just as well. Xandrith really didn't want to see the larger one spew any more of its acid substance. That stuff was decidedly sickening. It had been so corrosive that even the horse-thing's face had been dissolving. Xandrith had no desire to see what would happened if it hit him.


    The room Xan found himself in was large, and it smelled like a slaughterhouse that hadn't been cleaned in months. The reason it smelled so awful was immediately apparent. The floor, the walls, and the shelves of the room were littered with body parts in various states of rot and decay. In one corner partial bodies were piled high, festering despite the cool temperatures inside the Spire. With the mechanna beast finally at rest, the only sound in the room was the horrible gnawing of millions of maggots on dead flesh. The assassin felt queasy. He was no stranger to death, but not like this. This was awful on a level he wasn't sure he was prepared to handle. He forced himself to concentrate on the task hand.


    At the center of the room was a large work bench that took up a good third of the room. Once it would have been surrounded by burly mages with hammers, but now it was surrounded by mechanna. Xandrith could just barely make out the shape of a body laying on its flat surface. Kassa.


    Three of the creatures surrounding the table were of the spider variety, but the other two were humanoid in appearance. Neither looked like the sort Xandrith would want to meet someplace dark at night, but they at least held some semblance of humanity in their shape. Each looked more like a corpse than a living thing, but their damned eyes shone with that terrible and glowing light, each a slightly different color. Xan had begun to think of their eyes as cold torches, burning with the glow of some demonic, Drayid fire. Xandrith carefully edged his was closer to the table, making sure to remain a respectable distance from the five creatures that stood as silent sentinels. He didn't need them going into defensive mode and ripping Kassa apart at the seams, but he had to be close enough to see just how bad the situation was.


    Finally he found a place where he could see Kassa more clearly, and his heart nearly hit the floor. She was bad, really bad. He couldn't even see the rise and fall of her chest, and her body was ruined. One of her arms was almost entirely torn from her body, and there was no recognizing what was left of her face. Her torso was torn and shredded, barely recognizable as female any longer. It was obvious she'd fought the entire way back here, and they'd punished her for it. Despair struck Xandrith like a knife in the back, and he found himself fighting back tears and the desire to scream. His anguish was quickly burning away at the touch of something far darker. Deep inside of him a rage unlike any he'd ever felt was boiling up. How dare they take her away from him? How dare they hurt her so much? How dare they!?


    Calm yourself. This rage isn't helping Kassa. In fact, if you let this continue you're going to kill her. You will, not them. Calm. The thoughts that were him but not his spoke quickly, calmly, but the fire was still burning up inside of him. He wanted revenge. He wanted to destroy the mechanna for what they'd done to Kassa.


    Idiot. Tibsenth is a mage. He can heal Kassa if you can get her out of here alive. Calm yourself immediately. That was like a blast of cold water to the face. The fire smoldering in Xandrith's heart went out and he forced himself to breath slowly and deeply. The voice was right. He needed to be in control. Actions taken in anger were hardly ever rational and they could have unforeseen consequences. If Kassa died he would never be able to live with himself, especially if he was the direct cause of her demise.


    All five of them are too close to her for us to risk attacking them. We need to move them away from her before we can proceed. Think for a change. Xandrith was half a second from replying tersely to himself when he realized the absurdity of doing so and snapped his mouth closed.


    The creatures were not only close to Kassa, they were also close to each other. Setting one of them off could set off all five of them if Xan wasn't very cautious. If all five of them went into defensive mode at once, there would be nothing left of the former watch captain. The question was how he could move the creatures away one at a time without triggering any of them. He poured over the problem in his head. Perhaps if he found a heavy piece of wood he could knock one of the creatures back away from the others without it killing Kassa or setting off the others. He'd have to hit it very hard. If something went even a little wrong it would end in disaster.


    Are you ready to ask for help?


    "What?" Xandrith asked the silent room and the voice that spoke as his own.


    Accept that you can't do this on your own and I will show you the way.


    "I don't understand. Are you the knife?" He said looking down at the bonesteel weapon wrapped in his fist.


    As much as you are the clothes on your back. We've been working together, Xandrith, but it's time we formalize our situation. We need each other. Together we have purpose, but apart we are both doomed to failure.


    Xandrith couldn't stop staring at the knife in his hand. "And what is your purpose? In what ways will I lose myself if I agree to accept you?"


    I don't know my purpose any more than you know the eventual outcome of your own life. All I know is that I can't go forward without you. Of all the people of this world, only you complete my existence. Accept me, and let us save Kassa. Her life is slipping away from us as we argue this point.


    Xandrith turned his attention to the severely injured woman on the table in the middle of the room. What were the chances that he could save her without help? A mistake would kill Kassa and he would be forever trapped with the guilt of wondering if he should have accepted the help that had been offered to him. But what could accepting the knife really do for him? What difference could such a deal make? What would it cost him in the long run?


    We both lose something, Xandrith, but we also both gain. We are already bound in fate. Not accepting me is just prolonging the inevitable. Time draws us together anyway. Let us save your friend.


    Xandrith took a deep breath. "I accept you." He expected to feel a huge change come over him or to feel his will start to turn, but there was nothing like that. There was a soft sigh inside of his mind, and suddenly he was aware of things he hadn't been aware of before. Looking at the mechanna creatures he could see a feint light surrounding them, separating them from the background. The light shifted color over various parts of their body. Xandrith was aware that these varying colors signaled the relative strength of any point on the creature’s body. There were a few dark red areas, mostly around the chest and head. Vital points. Well placed hits to these would kill the creatures, though it wouldn't stop them from thrashing about in death throws.


    That wasn't all he knew. Two words popped into his mind. Push. Pull. With them came further understanding. He moved towards the nearest of the mechanna creatures and lashed out at it with his fist just as he was coming into range of its automated response. As his fist struck decaying flesh he slammed his will against it. Push! The word vibrated through his entire body and radiated out from his balled hand. His skin only touched flesh for the barest hint of a second before the mechanna creature vanished from in front of him and reappeared ten feet away, flying through the air as though thrown by a catapult. It slammed into the wall with a crash and went crazy, limbs chopping and swinging in every direction, but it was too far away to do damage to anything but itself. The bonesteel knife tingled in Xan's other hand.


    "How did I ..." Xandrith began to say aloud, but he was intercepted. The power is limited by your understanding of its nature and your ability to impose your will against natural order. This is true for all of the bonesteel weapons. Now, let's finish what we've started.


    Xandrith moved like a feather on the wind, spinning and twisting through familiar combat forms, and as he struck the mechanna he reached for his will and commanded them from his path. Pull. He demanded, and the creature vanished as it started to attack and appeared six feet away, and eight feet up in the air. It smashed into the ceiling before tumbling to the ground in a convulsing mess. He did the same to the others, marveling at how easily he dispersed them. When he was done, he stood breathing heavily next to Kassa, the last of the mechanna creatures twisting and thrashing upon itself in the distance. Even looking down upon the wreckage of his friend, though it pained him greatly to see her so, he couldn't help but feel exhilarated. This new found power made him feel unstoppable.


    Don't get ahead of yourself. You were using our ability against empty shells with no will to fight back. It won't work as well when they're awake, or against a normal person. To impose your will, you must first suppress the will of that which you intend to affect. Now keep you mind on your task, Xandrith. Kassa is dying while you gloat over a victory you couldn't have obtained alone.


    The words sobered Xandrith immediately. "I'm sorry." Don't be sorry, just make it right. Xandrith removed his cloak and did his best to wrap it around Kassa. Up close he could see that her injuries were worse than he'd first thought. There were large gashes in her torso through which organs were clearly visible.


    "Kassa?" He whispered as he picked her up, but there was no answer. If he hadn't seen the slight lift of air being dragged into her shattered ribs, he may have thought her dead already. He felt as though he'd scooped up a sack of pieces and not a whole woman. Without another moment's hesitation he fled the room back out the way he'd come, making sure to keep himself far away from any of the mechanna creatures that might still be ready to attack. He avoided the horse-thing that sat near the door most particularly. Kassa wasn't light, but he'd carried bodies before so she didn't particularly slow him down. However, he couldn't manage the mirror and carry her at the same time, so he had to rely upon memory to get him back where he needed to be, and luck to assure that nothing new was moving down the halls when he got where he was going.


    For a change, luck was on his side. He found himself back in the hall with the secret opening quickly and with no more trouble. He'd taken care of the problems on his way to pick Kassa up, and that had paid off for him. As he came into the hall the false wall was already sliding open, negating his need to know exactly where the panel had been. It was just as well, because looking at it from the outside it was impossible to decipher the location of the well crafted secret door. Tibsenth was standing in the opening waving him in with a vigorous, arm-winding motion, as though he'd been personally involved in the chaos that had ensued within the North Spire proper and was eager to get back into hiding. Xandrith followed without question, for he was indeed eager to be back within the relative safety of Tibsenth's hidden realm. His trip out hadn't been long, but it had felt like an eternity and a lot had changed in the time he'd been gone from the safety of the secret library.


    "Quickly, bring her to a table in the library!" Tibsenth was saying, leading the way, and constantly looking back over his shoulder at the wrapped up form of Kassa. Xandrith could see his fingers dancing through the beginnings of spells, and he could make out the traces of magic cascading down between the old mage and the broken body the assassin carried in his arms. Xan had seen enough magic healers to know the old blue was taking in the scope of damage done to Kassa. He watched the mage's face for any indication of what he was seeing. Tibsenth's brow furrowed and his face seemed to go a shade lighter than it already was.


    "She's going to survive." Xandrith said, not a question, but a statement of irrevocable truth.


    Prepare for the worst.


    "I'll do everything in my power, Xandrith." Tibsenth said, his words lacking the solidity of confidence.


    They reached the library fast. Xandrith hadn't complained on the trip, but it was a long walk to make carrying an extra person, and he was feeling the exhaustion by the time they'd cleared a table and carefully laid Kassa across its surface. The cloak had absorbed a fearful amount of blood during their trek, and Kassa's skin was growing increasingly cold and clammy.


    Tibsenth, for his part, immediately sat to work. He stood over Kassa and began weaving healing magic. Xandrith could see it being formed, and he could sense some of the methodology being used, but it was far beyond him. He hovered above Kassa, staring down at her ruined body and her destroyed face. He felt numb on the inside. Should he be angry or sad? He felt like he was floating above the whole scene, observing without actually being a part of it all. One thought kept repeating over and over in his mind: This isn't how I want to remember her. Her broken body barely looked like her at all. She was just a hollow shell of what she had been before.


    "Xandrith, either learn to be a healer immediately, or get out of my way. I have a lot of work to do if your friend is to survive!" A snapping, unfamiliarly angry voice lifted Xandrith from his cloud. He looked at the old blue mage who had a sheen of sweat on his brow and an impossibly complex spell hanging from his hands. Xandrith nodded and stepped away from the table. He walked to the other side of the library and sat down heavily. There was nothing he could do to help.


    Prepare for the worst. "Stop saying that!" Xandrith snapped back, only to realize a moment later that if Tibsenth hadn't been busy, he would have just seen the assassin talking to himself. He turned his back on the old man and whispered. "Stop saying that! She's going to be alright."


    We know better than that. I know it because you know it. You need to be ready when … "If!" Xandrith interrupted angrily. "If, damn you." He kept his voice to a harsh whisper. Fine, you need to be ready 'if' Kassa passes away. Don't let your emotions get out of control.


    "She's my only friend. I've killed her." Xandrith said quietly, the anger fleeing to suddenly be replaced by a deep and cutting grief that was difficult to hold at bay. The assassin felt out of control. His emotions were swinging wildly between grief and anger.


    That's foolish. We don't control fate. We can help shape events, but not every turn of time is ours to command. She followed us. We have done everything we can to save her.


    "... but it wasn't enough."


    Sometimes, no matter how hard you strive, it can't be enough. The blade's voice went quiet and Xandrith was left to his own thoughts. Or at least he thought he was left to his own thoughts, it probably wasn't true. The bonesteel weapon spoke with Xandrith's voice, so it probably knew what he was thinking all the time. Meaning he was probably a fool for talking to it aloud. He chewed at his lower lip and forced himself to read the spines of the books on the table before him. Fabric of the Matrix. Troll History Before Man. Impartial Gods. Forbidden Sigils. The names blurred in the assassin's mind. It was impossible for him to keep focus when his thoughts kept turning back to Kassa and what the blue mage was doing at the opposite end of the library. From where he sat, Xandrith could make out his constant motions and his worried shifting from one place to another. There was no doubt that he was trying everything he knew how to do, while Xandrith sat around feeling useless. He held up his hands in front of his face, looking at the odd four-fingered appendages. If he had been whole, he could have helped Tibsenth heal Kassa. This thought reignited his anger at the Order. They'd lied and cut him for no reason, and if they hadn't ...


    It was stupid, circular reasoning. If they hadn't turned him into an eight, then none of this situation would have ever occurred. Knowing it was an irrational train of thought did little to appease Xan's momentary angst. I'm distraught, he thought, therefore I'm entitled to be irrational. His acceptance of his own irrationality brought a kind of mad, half-grin to his face.


    "Xandrith, come here." Tibsenth's voice smacked the half-assed grin from Xan's face. The assassin was up and across the room in the space of a breath. His eyes immediately settled on the figure on the table. Kassa. She looked phenomenal. Her face was whole again, and the skin that showed through the terrible rips in her clothing was unmarred and pale, flawless as though it had never seen the light of day before. Of course it hadn't, since Tibsenth had just healed those patches of flesh. Even her mostly severed arm was now flawlessly mended. Her chest was rising and falling in a strong, steady pattern. The assassin slumped into a chair at her side and the tears started to flow, the emotions finally hitting him with their full strength.


    "Thank you, Tibsenth. Thank you." He whispered, trying to hide the emotion from his voice.


    "Don't thank me, Xandrith." Tibsenth said, and the seriousness of his tone forced the assassin to look at the mage more closely through his watery eyes. The blue looked ragged. His face was pale and his eyes dim and dark. He was shaking badly as he slumped into a chair across from Xandrith.  "Don't thank me yet. I've healed her body, but she hasn't returned to it."


    Xandrith blinked away his tears. "What does that mean?"


    "She is alive, in a way, but her consciousness isn't returning. She should have come back to herself when the healing finished, but she didn't. She's in a sleep from which she isn't able to return." There was a pained expression on Tibsenth's face. The irrational part of Xandrith wanted to yell at the old mage and demand he finish what he'd began, but the part of Xan that was seeing clearly understood that the mage had done everything he could, and maybe more than he should have.


    "Is she going to be alright? Will she return?" Xan asked, unsure what else to say. He couldn't make himself believe that with her injuries all healed he might still lose her.


    "Every minute she's gone makes that less and less likely, Xandrith. To be truly alive there must be a spark of life in your body. That flame holds you to your existence. Hers was just about gone when I healed her, and I'm not sure there is enough left to call her back. When that light goes out, she will die and there will be no coming back."


    Xandrith reached out and took Kassa's cold hand in his own. He squeezed her fingers, though she did not respond to him in any way. "How much time does she have left?"


    "A day, maybe two. The healing has slowed the fading, but she is still slipping away. There isn't anything else we can do but wait and hope she'll return on her own. She's beyond us now."


    Xandrith squeezed her hand again. "She'll come back. Kassa wasn't the type to just give up because things were difficult. She's not going to leave matters unfinished." Saying the words needed to make them true. "She chased me all the way across Central Appox when she knew I might be dead. She certainly isn't going to give up just because she took a bad beating."


    Tibsenth refused to meet Xan's eyes. "We shall see."


     


    Time creeps by with painful indifference to those who sit waiting for something to happen. Tibsenth worked in his books, reading from some tomes and inscribing more and more information into the volume he intended to send with Xandrith. Xan stayed next to Kassa and watched her motionless sleep, checking her pulse frequently to assure that her heart was still beating. Each time he did so he was certain that he felt it slowing. How much longer could she remain alive and in this state of in-between? Tibsenth wasn't talking about it, but Xandrith could tell by the way he was working that he'd already given up hope. The voice that spoke with Xan's voice had urged him multiple times to begin accepting the inevitable, but Xan was not letting go. In his mind Kassa was fine, so why should he give up on her? Was it sensible to turn your back on your friends when things got bleak? Perhaps that wasn't what the others really wanted him to do. They didn't want him to forget about Kassa, just to accept that she might be gone. Somehow that was worse to Xandrith. He felt like he personally was holding her to the world. That probably wasn't true. Still, he wasn't going to stop.


    The previous day Tibsenth had forced Xandrith to walk the library and memorize all the locations where a set of alchemical charges were stored. They were a last resort safety system that could be used to burn the whole library to the ground.


    "I'll need your help setting these off before you go. There are too many, and I'm too old to get all of them myself. I'm not even sure they'll all ignite, but if we can start half of them that should do the job." He'd said, seeming almost happy at the thought of destroying all the knowledge he'd been guarding for years. That had shaken Xan momentarily from his own dark musings.


    "It doesn't bother you to burn it all?" Xan had asked.


    Tibsenth had only shrugged. "I've been keeping this secret a long time, and I believe it's time for it to end. If the Drayid were to get their hands on the knowledge kept here, it would only speed them on their way towards victory. They certainly don't need any more help." He'd been quiet for a time and then added. "I want to show you the way out of here. When we go to leave, things may get chaotic. I want to make sure you can find the exit easily, with or without my help. I'm old and fragile, and we can't risk me slowing you down when it's time to be free of this place."


    The whole conversation had made Xandrith feel uneasy. He hadn't said anything, but by the time Tibsenth had explained the route out of the secret tunnels that would get them clear of the entire city, Xan was almost positive that the old man didn't intend to be with him when they escaped. He had made no preparations for leaving and had spent all of his free time writing in his book. He was a man possessed by the need to get his life's work safely out of North Spire and to its destination in the south. His own safe passage out of the Reach was not a concern. The first part of the route Tibsenth gave Xandrith didn’t seem difficult. He could stay in the secret tunnels for two thirds of the run, and would only need to change to the main sewers to get under the outer circle of the city and beneath the wall. It was simple. Even an old man should be able to make that journey. If Xandrith hadn't been so buried in his own thoughts, he may have been more concerned with Tibsenth's apathy. As he was, Kassa occupied his every waking moment.


    Xandrith pulled his pack off and reached deep inside, shuffling through the familiar contents until his hand landed on the narrow wooden box he'd taken from Ewdin's home during the Enforcer attack. He'd meant to give it back to Kassa, but it had all but completely slipped his mind until that very moment. The assassin withdrew the box from his pack and laid it next to Kassa on the table. He'd never opened it before. It was like a tiny vault that hid a secret he wasn't sure he had any right to see, but Kassa was so still. She seemed so distant that Xan suddenly needed some way to feel close to her again, some way to touch even a small piece of her heart. He reached for the box with hands that shook as they never had before. He'd always been so steady, but in this he found himself nearly frozen in trepidation. He was undeserving of what he was about to witness. Within the box lay an artifact of a humanity that he had given up in becoming an assassin.


    He undid the catch on the side and lifted the lid as though moving it too quickly might break it. Inside the beautifully crafted box which had probably cost a goodly sum of crowns to buy, was a tiny charm crafted from rainbow hewed, hand turned beads. The craftsmanship was childish, simplistic, and the only real notable point to the whole charm was a carefully etched heart adorning the center bead. Xandrith gently turned it over to see that the other side of the bead had the letters K and D etched into the grain. It was the type of charm a child would make for a friend to hang on a necklace or from a bracelet. Xan had seen better crafted versions over the years, but this one was different. Xan touched the charm lightly with his fingertips. In his mind it was warm, radiating with the emotions that had gone into making it. This had been a handmade gift, crafted by Kassa Donelly for her beloved uncle. A simple gift that he'd cherished his entire life. The simple, roughly crafted charm was the last vestige of a deep bond of mutual love and respect that had only been severed by death. The assassin sat transfixed by the object for a time before he finally closed the box and returned it to his pack. He'd been right. That was something he hadn't been worthy of seeing. When Kassa was better, he would make sure that she had that back.


    Xan turned his attention back to the still form of his friend. If sheer will could bring someone back from the brink of death, then Xandrith would have carried Kassa back time and time again already. Looking at her face, spotted with pure white skin that had never seen the sun since its regrowth, it was difficult to imagine that she was fighting for her survival. There was no sign of fever or tension from distress. She looked peaceful. Xandrith leaned in close again to listen for a pulse. He pressed his ear against her chest and waited for the telltale beat that would let him know she was alive. It had grown so slow. He waited.

    

    He waited.


    He waited.


    Panic took hold. "Tibsenth! Her heart has stopped!" He shouted, startling the man from his reading. The old blue mage shuffled across the library towards them, his hands already weaving a spell.


    Xandrith stepped back out of the way and watched as the old man went to work. His fingers flicked through the air, dropping strands of light upon Kassa as he moved. His brow furrowed in concentration, his expression tense. He was a master healer, and if anyone could help Kassa it would be him. The assassin watched, lost in the man's expressions, knowing he would see something there before he could tell anything from Kassa's body. Tension wound its way around the assassin's heart, squeezing so tightly he felt he might pass out. She had to be alright.


    The light fled from Tibsenth's fingers, his face fell, and he shook his head slowly.


    "I'm sorry, Xandrith. She's completely gone. There is nothing we can do for her now." He reached a hand out as if he might offer Xan comfort, but the assassin was already striding forward. He collapsed at the side of the table, falling to his knees on the stone floor.


    "She can't die." He said, feeling the humanity within him rip as it were a piece of silk coveted by two grasping thieves at once. "We can't let her die." Xan demanded as he took the pale, cold body of the watch captain in his arms. His body shook as the tears fell unquenchable from his eyes. He'd experienced so much loss in his life, and he'd forced himself never to grow attached to anyone, but for some reason Kassa Donelly meant the world to him. She was the sister he'd never had, the friend he'd always feared to keep. He'd known her for such a short time, yet she was the anchor that attached him to his own humanity. What reason did he have to go on if she too left him? All he had were promises given to the dead, and a collection of ghosts he should have taken better care of when they were living.


    "Son, that won't do any good now. Let her have her rest. She has earned her peace." Tibsenth was saying. He put a hand on Xan's back, a gesture that should have been comforting, and something inside the assassin snapped. Somewhere in his mind had been a barrier holding back a great wall of power that had been trying to surge free like the water at a levee during a flood, and that levee had just reached its breaking point. Agonizing energy washed through the assassin's mind, ripping away his logical thought and obliterating his restraint. All he could see was an image of Kassa smiling at him after riding for days and days to find him when he'd left her behind. She'd come looking for him.


    We can save her. The voice that was his but wasn't echoed in his mind. Xandrith felt like he was being pushed backwards into himself. You know what we have to do. The words meant nothing to him, though he did hear them. Xandrith laid Kassa back down on the table and reached out for the mage, grabbing his blue robe with one hand. His body felt distant, out of his control. Symbols, locks hiding forbidden things, flashed through Xandrith's mind as a grim smile cut its way across his face. He began to laugh, a maniacal sound that he couldn't seem to hold back.


    Tibsenth's eyes went wide as he looked at Xandrith as if seeing him for the first time. "It's you!"  He grabbed at the hand clutching his robes and tried to pry it away, but it was clasped so tightly that the assassin's knuckles had gone white. The strength in those hands was something the old mage couldn't hope to defeat. Tibsenth gasped, and then his look of dread turned to a look of agony. "Gahaaa!" He screamed as he went limp in the assassin's grip, but Xandrith couldn't even see the old man anymore. His mind was floating on a sea of chaos, knowledge, and raw power that he'd seen hinted at, but never truly been able to comprehend. A primal part of him was searching for the answer it needed, and it was looking into dark and horrible places. It's here, Xandrith. With this we can do anything we want to.


    We must focus our will. She is not beyond us yet. The words fractured into nonsense and noise, swirling and rushing away with the rest of the disaster inside Xan's mind. The assassin was frightened. He was losing control of himself, riding on a wave of emotion that he couldn't quell. Power and light tore through his body, ripping free of Tibsenth and spinning through Xan like water being rung from a cloth. The strands of magic were vivid, the patterns intricate and precise, and instead of manipulating them with his hands as most mages did, Xandrith shaped them with a part of his mind that he'd never put to use before. His desire was shaping the magic, but it was separate from his control. He felt like he was falling. The outcome was already inevitable, and he had no hope but to plummet towards the finale.


    Xandrith's hand unclenched and Tibsenth crumpled to the ground, the last of his life torn from his body as the sanguine power the assassin had just wrung from it was committed to a purpose. Kassa's body convulsed and surged up from the table, her eyes snapping open. Blackness filled the windows to her soul, stark and as deep as the black well of death from which she'd been pulled back. She turned to face Xan with an expression as grim as the one she'd worn in death, and every bit as empty. The lingering traces of magic still glowed and clung to the surface of the table and to the body of the watch captain as the assassin felt his senses returning. To one side of him lay the dead, crumpled body of the mage, and Kassa sat staring at him with her terrible black eyes on the other side. What have I done? He thought, looking at his hands as though they'd somehow betrayed him and been a key part in the madness he was witnessing.


    "Kassa?" He asked, pushing aside his overwhelming concerns about what had just occurred to address that which he considered most pressing.  He stepped over to her, reaching out for her face. She didn't flinch away as his fingers touched her skin, but neither did she respond. "Kassa?" He said again, more insistently.


    She blinked, and when her eyes opened back up the familiar and comforting brown he recognized had come back to her irises. Her face seemed to thaw and she smiled slowly.


    "Xandrith? What …" She looked around, apparently confused. "Where are we?"


    The assassin smiled back, an honest expression, and a moment later he found himself weeping like an idiot. "We're in a shitty old library, isn't it great?" He laughed between the sobs. Kassa looked concerned, but the laughter was contagious, and in a moment she was laughing as well.


    "What's wrong, Xandrith? Why are you crying? Did I sleep through something important?"


    








    Chapter 11


    And My Axe


    "What was that? What did we do?" Xandrith asked the voice in his head which had been unusually absent since Kassa's resurrection. The watch captain had gone to the wash room to clean up, and that left Xandrith with time to try and understand what had just happened to him.


    What did you just do? The voice teased. I helped you tap your potential, but that was entirely your work. Your power.


    "I'm no mage!" Xandrith shot back. "I'm just an assassin. You're the one with all the power."


    Are you really this dense? You haven't figured it out yet? You're the red, Xandrith. You're the natural sanguine mage. Think about it. This is the third time you've used your power. I helped, of course, but then you could have never saved the girl without my help.


    Xandrith stood in stunned silence. "I'm the sanguine? That's not ..."


    Remember the stunning flash of light when you fought the Fae? You drew the life out of your horse for that one. It was a simple glamour, which was an excellent choice of spell. Fae are particularly susceptible to that type of magic. Then there was the fire you used on the Drayid possessed mechanna in the tunnels. You thought that was me, but that was you again. It was quite clever to burn it with fire drained from its own life force. I knew then that you were quite remarkable. Compared to you, I am quite limited.


    Xandrith's mouth worked silently for a moment before he could talk again. "I don't know how I did any of it."


    That's the natural part of the magic. You don't have direct control of your power. It will respond to your need, but not your direct will. Of course, that's where I can intercede on your behalf. That's how we brought back the girl. You wanted her back, and I was able to make that happen. With me you can begin to master your power.


    "I killed Tibsenth after I swore to him I'd take the life of the red when I found him. What am I supposed to do now? I have to deliver the book at least. I owe him that much, and so much more." Xandrith felt lost between his misery at the circumstances and his joy at having Kassa back. It didn't feel right to be so pleased that she was alive when it had cost the violent taking of a life. What would Kassa think if she knew?


    We finished Tibsenth, but he was already dead, Xandrith. He had no intention of leaving his library behind. He couldn't. What if the mechanna had gotten a hold of him when he escaped? They would have known everything he knew, and that would have been devastating. It was a worthy sacrifice. Now Kassa will be with you for the rest of your days.


    "That's laughable. Do you think she'll really want to stay with me once she finds out what I did to bring her back?" The words were bitter, but the assassin wasn't feeling particularly festive. "Besides, even if she did stay after hearing the truth, at some point she'll want to have her own life and we'll go our separate ways. It's not like we're joined at the hip."


    A kind of manic laughter echoed through Xan's mind. You don't understand yet, Xand. The voice used the familiar form of his name that only one other ever had. She can't leave you anymore. She's yours now.


    The lines of Xandrith's face deepened into a frown. "What does that mean?"


    "What does what mean?" Kassa was drying her hair as she reentered the library where Xan was sitting near the covered body of Tibsenth. "Are you talking to yourself?" She asked, seeming more amused than disturbed.


    Xandrith smoothed the frown from his face and smiled at the watch captain as she approached. She was dressed in one of Xan's spare outfits given to him by Ewdin. It didn't fit her well, but she somehow made it look fetching.


    "I was just trying to come to terms with all that’s happened." He said quietly, not yet willing to explain the voice that spoke to him from inside of his mind. "Kassa, there is something I need to tell you about how you got here. It's not easy for me to talk about, and it might change things between us, but I need you to hear me out."


    Kassa took a chair opposite Xandrith and sat down, her face growing serious. "Of course I'll hear you out."


    You don't want to do this. The voice whispered into Xan's mind, but he ignored it and pushed on.


    "When I found you inside the mage's spire you'd been injured very, very severely." He began. That part he'd already told her, but the rest would be new. "You were injured so badly that Tibsenth, the mage who lived in this library, wasn't able to completely heal you on his own despite the incredible talent he had with healing. When he finished all of your wounds were gone, but you wouldn't wake up."


    Kassa stared impassively at him. If his words were having an emotional impact, he couldn't tell.


    "We waited for a day and half for you to come back, but your heart stopped beating instead. I thought you were dead, Kassa, and I didn't know what to do. I was terrified. Tibsenth was trying every trick he knew to save you, but it wasn't working He told me you were gone, but I couldn't face that. I broke down emotionally and the next thing I knew I was holding onto Tibsenth and pulling the life right out of him. I could feel him dying in my hands, but I knew that what I was doing would allow me to bring you back. I couldn't stop. I saved you, Kassa, but I killed a good man to do it." The words were hard. Xandrith had killed good men before, but this was the first time he'd ever truly worried about being judged and damned for doing so. He knew that Kassa would reject him for this.


    Kassa looked down at the shriveled, covered body and then back at Xandrith, her eyes dark and strangely calm. Xan had anticipated several different reactions, but none of his imagined reactions had been quite so unnervingly blank.


    Kassa looked back at Xan. "So?" She finally said, as if confused by his apparent distress.


    Xandrith would have been less shocked if she had smacked him in the face.


    "A good man is dead, Kassa. I killed him. Doesn't that mean anything to you?" Xan asked, incredulous and frightened.


    "Men die. I don't care." She replied with a shrug.


    I warned you.


    "You'd never say that!" Xandrith stood up, shocked, and at this Kassa did look concerned. She stood up as well.


    "Did you want me to say I’m bothered, Xan? I can do that if it would make you happy." The concern on her face was sincere, but the reason for it was all wrong.


    "I don't want you to say you're bothered, Kassa. You should be bothered, or angry, even furious! I lost control of myself and a human being died because of that. The Kassa I know wouldn't be alright knowing that." Xandrith felt like he was dreaming. The exchange he was having with this woman he'd come to respect so much felt unreal.


    "He was going to die eventually anyway." She still seemed confused.


    Stop it, Xandrith. You're confusing her with something she can't understand.


    "By Sentinel, what have we done to her?" Xandrith cursed.


    We did exactly what you wanted. We brought her back from death. She's an undesh. An undead servant. No matter what road you walk she'll always be with you, and she'll only ever care about you, her master. All other life is emptiness to her, to be loathed and ignored.


    "What have we done to who?" Kassa asked, raising an eyebrow. "Are you feeling alright?"


    She looked the same but for the vague coldness behind her eyes, and her voice was exactly as it had always been. She seemed to have all the appropriate memories and skills of her former self, but Kassa wasn't really Kassa any longer.


    "Yes, I'm fine." Xandrith said, though he wasn't. The implications of what he'd done were still settling on him. Kassa was with him, but she was only a shell of who she'd been before. She was a wrath in human skin, and the assassin had to wonder how long she would wear the facade before it began to fade and chip away. For now she smiled and laughed and looked concerned for his well being, but would these remnants of humanity stay with her?


    Sadly no. She will begin to lose herself over time. The parts of her personality tied to joy and love will wither and decay even if she never will.  


    Then we have done far worse for her than simply letting her die, Xandrith thought grimly.


    This was never about her, Xand. This is about you. You wanted her in your life and I've made that possible for you. You should be thanking me, not sulking over the consequences. She can still do all the things she could do before. If you want to talk to her, she will talk back. If you want to fight beside her, she will fight at your side. If you want to fuck her, she'll never close her legs to your desire.


    "Stop it! Stop!" Xandrith shouted, realizing that he didn't have to speak aloud to the voice in his head, but being too angry to care. "Just don't talk to me anymore!" He spat angrily at the voice inside his head.


    Kassa flinched back. "I'm sorry, Xan.  Have I done something to offend you?"


    Xan's eyes fixed on the broken remnant of the woman he'd tried to save.  "No, Kas. You could never do anything to offend me. I'm sorry for startling you. My thoughts have been troubled and I thought maybe yelling directly at them would make them fall in line." He forced his old grin. It was one of the hardest times he'd had to do so.


    Kassa smiled, though the expression seemed like an echo on her face. It was like she knew she should be smiling, so she did so even though she didn't feel it. "How is that working for you?"


    Xan shook his head. "It's not working well at all, thank you."

    



    They left the morning following Kassa's so-called recovery. Xandrith took only enough time to set the explosives that Tibsenth had shown him and to pack away the old man's book. He led Kassa down the secret paths that would take them out of the Reach. He heard the first of the charges go off and knew that he'd done the best he could for the old mage. The library would burn and the mechanna would get no secrets from those books. The heavily ciphered volume in Xandrith's pack was useless to the Drayid if they found it. Without the proper ciphers it was nothing more than a book full of gibberish, and according to Tibsenth only one man had the knowledge to decode the book. Johndin Shawl. Xandrith was hoping he had more information than just the cipher. He had questions that needed answers, and there was no one else to ask.


    He would find a way to bring back the part of Kassa's life lost to his dark magic if it was the last thing he did. According to Tibsenth, Xandrith needed to die anyway, so if he could sacrifice himself to give her back her existence it might be worth it. If one cursed life could restore the life of one that had been so good, wasn't that a worthy exchange? It was the most sickeningly noble thing Xandrith had ever considered doing.


    And it's stupid. The girl lives! Why isn't that good enough for you? Do you think I'll let you give up your own life? We are together now, Xand. We share a purpose. The Great Vault must never be opened. We will work together to see to it that never happens.


    The girl, Xandrith thought back angrily, isn't alive. We've reanimated her corpse and turned her into a slave. We ... I owed her more than that. And since when did your purpose and mine fall in line? What interest do you have in the Great Vault?


    What does the end of the world benefit me, fool? Of course it's in my best interest to see the Drayid stopped from reaching their goal. We are instrumental in this battle. Your power and my cunning are essential. It's why we've come together.


    You're a damned talking piece of metal, and I'm going to get rid of you as soon as possible. Xandrith felt ridiculous yelling in his mind at another piece of his mind, but he supposed it looked less stupid than him yelling at his mind out loud where others could see and hear.


    You can't get rid of me now, Xand. We're a team, and I'll find my way back to you. Oh a lot of people will die along the way, but I'll get back to your hand. Consider yourself twice warned.


    I could just have you unforged. You're just a bit of metal and bone. Xandrith threatened.


    You think it would be that easy? Oh yes, you're the first in the long history of bonesteel weapons to consider having one of us unmade. The sarcasm in the voice was so heavily applied that it did everything but sneer.


    Am I that intolerable when I'm sarcastic? Xandrith asked, but he didn't receive a reply. The other had a way of abruptly ending conversations when it'd had enough of Xandrith's droll rhetoric.


    His inner dialogue finished, Xandrith looked at the woman traveling quietly by his side. She hadn't spoken in hours. Her eyes were focused ahead, her expression empty and cold. The last time they'd communicated had been when Xandrith advised her to remain quiet while they traversed the sewers that led the rest of the way out of the city. Upon reaching the outside world again, she hadn't even elicited so much as a relieved sigh.


    "How are you feeling?" Xan asked, his own voice seeming loud in the silence that had settled between them.


    She turned to him and her mouth turned upward in a smile that didn't touch her eyes. Xandrith wondered if that was how he looked when he put on his fake smile. "I'm good." She answered.


    "You've been awful quiet today. Is everything alright?" Xandrith pressed. He knew exactly what was wrong, but he wondered how it was affecting Kassa. Was she scared? Sad? Angry?


    She kept smiling. "Yeah, I'm fine. I ..." She paused for a moment, her smile faltered a bit, but then it returned. "I guess I've just been daydreaming. I don't remember what about, but I've felt a little far away."


    "Your injuries giving you any difficulty?" Xan asked mostly to keep the conversation going, if nothing else. He didn't want to talk about why she felt far away.


    "No, in fact I feel really good. Nothing aches. None of my muscles are stiff, and I feel surprisingly well rested considering I couldn't fall asleep last night." Xandrith watched her carefully as she spoke. There was no obvious tension in her voice or her posture, though she'd been up all the previous night. Every time Xan had woken she'd been sitting awake, staring into nothingness. In the morning on their way to the exit they'd grabbed the supplies Tibsenth had set aside for them. They'd found some stores of food and water, and some leathers they'd used to make Xandrith's clothes fit Kassa more comfortably. They'd also found an old but passable sword for her to wear. She looked like herself.


    Perhaps that wasn't quite right. She looked like a masterful rendition of herself. Everything was in place as it should be, but Xan could tell that Kassa wasn't the same. She was a shadow of herself doing its best imitation of the original.


    "Well, you certainly look really good from the back." Xandrith said wryly, attempting to illicit some kind of colorful response from Kassa. She'd always had a sharp wit. Kassa just smiled her empty smile, and Xan's own smile faltered entirely. If Kassa noticed, she didn't say anything. It was difficult to maintain the pretext of happiness when those around him were only faking it. Now he knew how other people felt around him.


     Silence fell between them again, and they walked through the better part of the day without uttering a word to one another. Xandrith pressed hard through the day, trying to put as much distance between them and Yillan Reach as he could before sunset. The spiders would come for them, Xandrith was sure. The sleeping mechanna had seen them go by in the sewers, and Xandrith did not doubt that they would come looking once they were able to move under the light of Sentinel. They would have recognized him from his rescue of Kassa, and they would be most interested in tracking him down. Of course, that might have been paranoia talking, but the escape had seemed far too easy. What real threat were the mechanna if a well organized army could wipe them all out during the day? How had they even taken an entire city?


    Tibsenth didn't tell us everything. It's quite likely that not all of the mechanna are limited to night time movement. He spoke of spell casters. We didn't see those, but they're still out there somewhere. It doesn't matter though. Something important has just happened. We need to start traveling east, towards the coastline.


    Xandrith frowned. What? Why? We need to deliver Tibsenth's book to the south. That's our first priority.


    No, one of the bonesteel weapons has lost a wielder and gained a new one. We're nearer than the others so we'll have to make sure it has fallen into the right hands.


    That'll have to wait. We're doing the book first. Xandrith insisted.


    It's not a matter of desire, Xandrith. This must be done. As a wielder, you have a responsibility to assure the lineage of the weapons. This is in your blood as much as it is a part of the basics of my construction. The further you get from where we need to go, the worse you're going to feel. Eventually it would kill you, but I don't believe any wielder has died that way yet. The pain of resistance is quite excruciating.


    Xandrith clenched his fists. "We're going south." He spoke the words without thinking about it, and then shot a look towards Kassa when he realized his mistake. She looked at him, but her face was as impassive as ever, and she looked away again a moment later.


    Suit yourself. The voice went silent and Xandrith smiled grimly to himself. Alright, he'd won an argument. Of course, assuming the voice wasn't lying, he'd pay a physical price for his insubordination, but he refused to be ruled by a knife. He should have heeded the warning of the shadow-figure who'd come to him when he'd first taken the knife from the blacksmith. Or perhaps he should have heeded the blacksmith's advice and just left the knife behind. Still, the thought of just leaving it somewhere turned his stomach. It wasn't that he was afraid someone else would pick it up, though that was a disturbing thought as well, but the actual thought of just not having the knife with him made his stomach sour as though he'd eaten bad rations. He wanted the knife gone, but couldn't stomach the thought of getting rid of it. He was now fully certain that wasn't a coincidence. The damned blade had a strong hold on him.


    He considered digging a very deep hole and burying the blade somewhere far off in the woods. He could find a place that no man had ever traveled and dig through the night, encase the entire thing in stone and seal it with river mud, sand, and rock. Then bury it. What were the odds the knife could break out of that, and who would ever find it?


    I called you from across a busy city, and you aren't even one of those most susceptible to my voice. Some can hear me from one coast to the other. I'll call them all and they'll fight to the death to rip me from the ground, and once I'm free I'll carve my way back to you Xandrith. We're connected now, and I'll always know where you are. Always. Now stop being foolish. We don't need to be enemies. If this is about the girl, then I apologize. I thought I was giving you what you wanted, and at least now you have a chance of finding some kind of cure for her condition. If she'd passed and you'd left her to burn, you wouldn't have anything now. Maybe the situation isn't ideal, but we can work with it.


    Xandrith sighed. You're made of troll bone and steel. Does that make you evil by nature? Trolls had no love for humanity or this world, and you are a piece of that. How can I possibly trust you?


    Because we are the same, Xandrith. I am steel and troll, but you are man and troll. You’re a curious combination certainly, but a kin to my own kind.


    Xandrith actually laughed out loud. I'm not part Troll. I didn't know my parents well, but I think I'd remember if dad had been a troll. Cruel and heartless, maybe, but still only human.


    Of course your parents were human, as were their parents, and their parents before them, but somewhere in your lineage a halfling-troll married a human. Trolls split from the human line long ago. A subsection of humanity basked in the glory of a new found source of magic, but the magic changed them body and mind. Those who embraced the changes became Trolls, and those who shunned them remained human. Some few began the changes and then stopped in fear of what they might become. They became halflings, and those that rejoined humanity left their legacy in the blood lines. It doesn't surface often and it's usually weak when it does, but when the blood shows through we get someone like you, Xandrith. You're a human with troll ancestry. It's what gives you your sanguine magic.


    Wait, if what you're saying is true and I'm not convinced it is, then all the wielders of the bonesteel blades are red mages?  Is that correct? The implication was frightening. Tibsenth had feared that there was one such person wandering around, but there could be many, many more. How long would it be before the Drayid found one of them and discovered what they could do?


    Without Troll lineage, the blades cannot fully awaken. It is that blood which gives us the ability to commune, but the others aren't like you, Xandrith. They are weaker by far. The old mage spoke of a natural red, and that is a good way to describe what you are. While the others could never cast magic on their own without the teachings of the mages order, teachings they would be killed for seeking, your power can be tapped through need. The old blood is strong in you. I suspect that two of those who started down the path of the troll came together in your past, which is a rare enough occurrence that we've never encountered it before. Halflings were rare, and for two of them to have chosen to produce offspring was unheard of. Many of those who'd turned their backs on their troll nature feared what reproducing with another halfling might create. Your ancestry might be completely unique in that way.


    Xandrith was desperately searching for some way to deny what the blade was telling him. What about the jewels in the book? If there are red mages everywhere, why did that jewel only recently start glowing? Tibsenth believed there was only one red mage walking the world and I can't believe he was that wrong.


    I would guess Tibsenth's jewels can only detect magic that is being actively used or drawn upon. The knife answered. I don't know the exact nature of the stones, but it's safe to say that you are the first red mage to have actively used his own magic in hundreds of years. That is what set off the crystal.


    Xandrith shook his head as though casting away a fog. None of this matters: troll blood, human blood, red mage. We're headed south. We need to carry out Tibsenth's last wish and find some way to help Kassa.


    Agreed. Those are important tasks, Xand, but we can't do them until we head east and take care of this business with the new wielder. It's a purpose I can't ignore, and if I can't ignore it, you can't either. You're going to end up going east one way or the other. It would be better if we didn't waste extra time and have to backtrack.


    Shouldn't the other blade be able to tell you if the wielder is the right person? Why do we have to investigate? Xandrith realized on some level that he was going to lose this argument, but he'd decided to get a few answers first. Of course the knife probably already knew that, which really didn't help the assassin feel any better about the situation.


    When a bonded wielder is killed, we fall asleep. During that time we're vulnerable to being picked up by anyone at all, and carried without our consent. That is when we depend upon the others to assure we end up in the correct hands. We can't awaken again until we're in the hands of someone who can form a bond with us.


    Xandrith thought for a moment and then asked. Why don't we just wait and see if the blade awakens? If it does, then we know it's with the right keeper. If it doesn't, then we can take action. That would save us a wasted trip.

    

    Even with a bondable user, sometimes the bond can take ten years or more to fully form before the blade awakens again. That would mean leaving the blade in the wrong hands for years and years. Time spent bonding is time well used, but years wasted are unacceptable. We serve a purpose, Xandrith, and no matter what we must strive to serve that purpose.  


    What is this purpose you allegedly serve?


    Xandrith thought he felt an internal shrug, as if the knife were as confused as he was. Right now I know I need to go east to the new wielder, and I know I need to help you make sure the Great Vault is never opened. Those are the purposes I'm serving, and I must reach those two goals no matter what the cost. Like you Xand, I can't see the whole picture.


    So where do your orders come from? Who do you listen to, since it obviously isn't me? Xandrith waited for an answer, but it soon became apparent that the voice was finished. The assassin sighed and stopped in his tracks. He could either go east now, or fight the knife and see how far south he could get. If the knife was telling the truth and he became physically incapable of going south any longer, he would just be burning time that he didn't have to waste. The Order would still be looking for him, and the Drayid creatures were becoming a larger threat every day that they weren't taken care of. If he did go east, he could possibly hire passage on a trade ship traveling south and that would make up a good deal of time lost to the sidetrack. In fact, with the distance south he needed to travel he might actually make better time if he found the right ship. It was actually a pretty good idea, and it would give him some well needed down time. Of course, that meant giving in to the knife. Damn it, he hated losing to a piece of metal.


    "Shit." He cursed aloud. It drew Kassa's eyes, but she didn't say anything. "We're going east at the next crossroads." He declared as though the idea had just suddenly hit him. He looked at Kassa, waiting for an objection, but she didn't put one forth. He could have been happy about that, but he just knew it meant that whatever was wrong with her was not getting any better. As long as he was leading, she didn't care where he went or why. Some guys would give anything for a woman who would shut up and follow them to the ends of the world, but Xandrith wasn't into that. He liked the Kassa who gave him a hard time and had a wit as sharp as his own.


    "When we reach the sea, maybe we'll just walk across the bottom of it until we find the sleeping dragon's lair. Then we'll recover his gold and move into his magical glass palace full of mermaid nymphs and live like kings for the rest of our days. How's that sound?" He looked at the hollow eyed watch captain, and she looked back at him. "Not interested?"


    "Whatever you wish to do." She replied quietly.


    Xandrith sighed. "I thought you might say something like that."


     


    The smoke from the chimneys of the homes and businesses of Hullensport could be seen rising into the sky. The air had taken on the crisp, salty scent that it did when one traveled near the sea. Xandrith felt a tinge of excitement at seeing the first signs of the coastal city in the distance. It had been a long walk east and he was tired of his time on the road, which was becoming more and more crowded as they approached one of the larger port cities of Appox. It would be a relief to stay in an inn and get cleaned up, even if it meant having to hide his identity from a place that had long ago been put on watch for the dangerous assassin who was running from the Order. Xandrith had spent the last few days lifting coin pouches from fellow travelers, and he intended to get some small enjoyment out of his illicitly won profits. When a man worked hard for his money, he should be able to truly enjoy the fruits of his labor.


    "We'll stay at a really fancy inn." He told Kassa, though she hadn't talked back to him much in the last week. Unless he directly commanded a response, she remained blank eyed and silent. It had been crushing for Xan to watch her humanity slip away, but he'd forced himself to keep talking to her anyway. She was his friend and he would get her help, until then he wouldn't let her become just some empty shadow following him. Though that seemed to be all she was inclined to do. "It'll be the kind of place where they bring the food to your room and they bow or curtsy after carrying your supplies for you. They won't even care if we make strange demands. 'I'd like a flagon of your finest ale for my knife. He's been surprisingly amicable lately, and I think he deserves a drink.' And they'll say. 'Why of course, sir, one moment, sir.' That will be splendid, don't you think?"


    Kassa didn't reply, but Xandrith didn't really expect her to so he wasn't fazed. Not replying was the least worrying thing that she'd been doing lately. She no longer slept at all, and she'd almost beheaded a woman who'd come across their camp while Xandrith was sleeping. The poor woman had merely happened by on the road and stopped to see if Xandrith and Kassa had any supplies to barter, but Kassa had deemed that her approach while Xan was sleeping was a threat and had attempted to remove her head. Xandrith had barely woken in time to stop that one. It was great that she was protective, and really nice that she took all the watch shifts since she didn't sleep, but decapitating random people was taking defensive procedure a little too far. Xandrith had attempted to explain this, but Kassa had seemed nonplused by the whole incident.


    "Have you ever been to sea?" He went on without waiting for an answer since he knew one wasn’t coming. "It's an exhilarating experience. I think you're really going to enjoy it. This will be the longest route I've ever taken, but we'll book passage on a fast vessel. It'll be nice not to walk for a change. I don't know about you, but my feet feel as though they've turned into aching blocks of wood."


    We've got business before we hit the city, Xandrith. The knife spoke up. It hadn't said anything in days so this startled the assassin at first. The last time it had spoken it had been to correct Xandrith's route. He'd been heading towards the wrong city to rendezvous with the bonesteel wielder.


    "Ah, so the new wielder isn't in the city then? I'd hoped we could handle everything with one stop." Xandrith answered. He didn't bother to speak only in his head. Kassa didn't care if he was talking or not, and the assassin felt like he was talking to himself most the time anyway. In fact, he wasn't even entirely certain that he was still sane. He'd puzzled over that for several days before just deciding it wasn't worth worrying about. It's not like he could make himself saner by worrying about whether or not he was insane. It seemed best to just go with it.


    They're close now. You'll need to break from the road and head north-east for a bit. It should only take us an hour or so out of our way. They haven't moved in a few days, so they must be living out in the wilderness somewhere.


    Xandrith nodded. "Then let's get going. It'll be nice to talk to someone who talks back." He thought about that for a moment and added. "Outside of my head." He took a moment to orient himself and then broke from the road and started out through the dense woods. It was not an easy trek, but at least the early winter weather had beaten back the underbrush.  Xandrith spent the time off road complaining loudly to himself and cursing bonesteel weapons and the voices that accompanied them. He'd grown accustomed to hearing his own voice on the road since Kassa wasn't speaking to him, and the knife only talked when it wanted something. Someone needed to keep up the chatter, otherwise the silence was oppressive. "Maybe I should hire a philosopher to accompany me wherever I go. I've heard they can talk for hours about nothing at all. It would be a nice change of pace from listening to myself talk for hours about nothing at all."


    A small plume of smoke rising not far ahead of him told him he was getting close to his destination. He stopped and took a mental check of himself. He wasn't sure what would happen with this new wielder, but approaching an armed someone when they were obviously hiding out in the woods was always a risky gamble. People didn't generally live out in the middle of the wilderness because they were huge fans of company. For all Xandrith knew this guy could have laid out traps. The only thing Xandrith was completely certain of was that whoever it was, they had a very dangerous weapon in their possession and they were capable of murder. They'd killed the last owner of the bonesteel weapon. That made them formidable.


    Xandrith quieted himself and approached the rising smoke slowly, being careful not to make too much noise. He wasn't trying to sneak up entirely on the person, but he also didn't want to come crashing through the underbrush making as much noise as a large group of people. The assassin really had no desire to chase someone through the woods. He was cold, tired, and eager to be done with this business and back on the road to Hullensport.


    As the fire came into view, Xandrith called out. "Ahoy camp, we bring rations to share and good company to keep. We mean no harm."


    Someone moved quickly, darting around the fire so that the flames were between them and the unknown people approaching through the woods. It was a fairly clever thing to do during the day, keeping the fire between oneself and the unknown was smart thinking. At night it would have been a different story. When watching the dark the light of the fire would reduce visibility. There was no reply from the camp.


    Are we close enough, yet? Can you get what you need to know? Xandrith shot the question internally.


    Not yet. We need to talk to them. It will only take me a moment once we've spoken to them. The voice answered quickly. It sounded excited. Xandrith was more anxious than excited. If he could judge based upon himself, then bonesteel weapon keepers were dangerous psychopaths who talked to themselves frequently and certainly could not to be trusted. He really didn't think he needed anymore of that in his life.


    "We're coming into camp, now, hands raised. We are wearing weapons, but they are safely away." He spoke loudly and clearly, putting his hands in the air. He looked back at Kassa who wasn't doing the same.


    "Put your hands up, Kassa. Try to look less threatening." Xandrith told her, and she put her hands in the air. Somehow with her cold and empty stare, she didn't look any less threatening. Oh well, there was only so much Xan could do. An assassin and his undead friend could only look so harmless.


    "Go away!" A voice called from the fire side. It was a surprisingly young and feminine voice.


    Xandrith walked out into the small camp clearing, Kassa following behind him, and got his first look at the person on the other side of the fire. She was a small and skinny girl, maybe twelve years old, dressed in a badly tattered and dirtied white dress with a single, threadbare blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her hair was dark brown and looked like it had been cut haphazardly by a blade not meant to cut hair. The left side of her face was viciously scarred and burned from just above her eyebrow to under her chin. It looked like someone had heated the blade of a long knife or sword and pressed it against her face multiple times on that side. Her eyes were bright and gray, filled with terror and uncertainty. She was tall for a girl her age being already Kassa's height, and she stood with her back against a tree, her hands tucked behind her back.


     "Is there someone older here we could talk to?" Xandrith asked, convinced that he couldn't be looking at the newest bonesteel wielder.


    She didn't reply, but the voice inside Xandrith's mind spoke up. This is her. She is the one who killed the last wielder.


    Xan's heart sank. I'm not going to have to kill her, am I? I've done terrible things before, but look at her. Life has been cruel enough to this one.


    No. You won't need to kill her. She is the rightful wielder.


    Xandrith was surprised, but also relieved that he wouldn't be adding the life of another innocent to his list of victims. He didn't have the stomach for it. "We've brought some rations with us, dried meat and some vegetables. If you'd like, we could prepare a stew?"


    "I told you to go away." She said again, but the fight in her voice was shaky. Xandrith couldn't be sure how long she'd been living like she was, but he knew the signs of starvation when he saw them. The girl was reaching the end of her limits.


    The assassin unslung his pack and tossed it on the ground, and then he unclipped the steel knife at his hip and tossed it on top of the pack, leaving him unarmed but for the bonesteel weapon tucked into the small of his back. He leaned over and began unpacking his supplies.


    "Kassa, could you leave your pack and weapons here and gather some more wood? This fire is a little small to keep us all warm and cook a meal." He asked his silent companion. She nodded once, and then went about doing as he'd told her. He would have gathered wood and supplies himself, but he was hesitant to leave Kassa alone with this girl. The old Kassa would have been perfect for the job, but undead Kassa was lacking in people skills.


    The assassin recovered his cooking pot from his supplies, and gathered up a good mix of his remaining cooking ingredients before adding them to the pan haphazardly. He wasn't much of a cook, but he doubted the girl would really care at this point. He used their water skins to fill the pot and then went about finding a method to mount the whole thing above the fire in such a way that he could get it back out once things had cooked.


    "My name is Xandrith, and my companion is Kassa. What's your name?" He asked, trying to make conversation as he added a small amount of salt from his supplies to the stew. It was a special occasion, after all. Plus, he was hoping that the morrow would find him at a lush inn with food cooked by someone who knew what they were doing. The girl didn't reply to him, but she'd moved away from the tree she'd been backed against and had come a little closer to the fire. She seemed lured by the smell of food wafting from the cooking pot and the warmth emanating from the larger blaze that had set to burning Kassa's first delivery of wood. A cold breeze swept through the trees, rattling the skeletal branches together and sending a shiver through Xandrith, despite his cloak. The girl was dressed far less warmly than he was.


    "This isn't exactly prime camping grounds, Daisy, and you're a little young to be so far out on your own." Xandrith went on, continuing the tradition of assigning random floral names to people as he saw fit.


    "Name's not Daisy, and I'm old enough." She said quietly from the other side of the fire.


    Xandrith shrugged and sat himself down by the fire as Kassa delivered another batch of wood. "That should be enough." He told her before he carefully began feeding the fire. He didn't plan on freezing all night if he was going to have a fire.


    "I'd say you're about ten years old, Daisy." He intentionally aimed young with his guess, hoping to provoke an admission. "That is a might young to be living in the woods without anyone to help you. I'm three times as old and I have Kassa to keep me company." He said, smiling his great fake smile with perfect ease.


    "I'm not a ten year old! I'm twelve." Daisy snapped angrily. "Stop calling me Daisy. That's not my name!" From behind her back she pulled out a large wicked looking black hatchet. It only took Xandrith's eyes a second to register that he was looking at another bonesteel weapon. The craftsmanship was superb, and the metal shone with darkness just as his knife did. "I don't need people to take care of me. Not when I've got this." She held the weapon easily with one hand though a girl of her age and in her condition should have been hard pressed to so easily lift such a heavy one-handed war axe. As ridiculous as it seemed to have a twelve year old girl menacingly waving an axe about, Xandrith was truly impressed with the figure she made holding that weapon. Her blanket billowed in the chilly wind, and Xandrith could see that she had no socks on, and the thin fabric of her dress clung to her in such a way that it was easy to see she had nothing on beneath it. She should have looked fragile and helpless, but her scarred face was grim set and her eyes were dark and powerful. Holding the axe easily in one hand and to her side she looked like she was ready to fight and woeful would be the person who stood in the way of her anger. Xandrith could feel the menace and power pouring off of her.


    The assassin reached behind his back and pulled the black knife from where it had been hidden beneath his cloak. "Relax, not-Daisy." He held it up in front of him, the black shine of the blade swallowing the light around its edge. "We're part of the same club, you and I. I'm just here to check on the latest bonesteel wielder."


    Seeing the knife, she did allow her guard to drop a bit. "You're not here to steal my axe or to ... to hurt me?"


    The way she said hurt told Xandrith a lot about who she was, and why she was the way she was. The world had not been kind to her, and that made something inside the assassin very angry. He remembered another child the world had been unkind to. He and not-Daisy were kindred in more ways than one.


    "I have no interest in acquiring a second cursed weapon, and I'm an assassin, not a pervert or a rapist. Since no one has paid me to kill you, you have nothing to fear from me." Xandrith went with the honest approach.


    She was quiet for a little while, and then she let the axe fall entirely from the ready position until she was just holding it at her side. "My name's Haley." She said quietly, moving closer to the fire and sitting down with her blanket bundled about her shoulders. "I'm a killer too."


     


    The girl had two bowls of stew in her before she finally began to relax and open up a little. She was unwilling to share most of her story, but Xandrith was wise enough in the ways of the world, and the sickness of the human mind, to be able to piece together the parts she was unwilling to speak about. A man had come upon her family's home in the middle of the night bringing the cursed axe with him. Haley said that he'd killed her family and then hurt her before she was able to get the axe from him and use it to free herself. She'd killed the man and taken the axe with her.


     “I took the blanket off the man's horse, and I was going to take his horse too, but I was hurting really bad and I didn't think I could ride. I took a pack that I thought had supplies in it but later I found out it was full of pieces he'd cut off of people, so I left it behind. After that I ran for a long time. I wasn't sure exactly where I was going, but I knew I wanted to be as far from the farm as I could get, so I kept going until I was too cold to run anymore and then I stopped and tried to make a fire. I'd seen my dad do it before, but it wasn't as easy as it looked. I couldn't get one started that night. It was so cold I thought I would die, but I think the axe kept me alive. I felt like as long as I held on to it, it wouldn't let me die. I've been out here since then."


    What she didn't say was all the more poignant. Her listless gaze spoke of horrors seen that would not soon be put aside, and the self-conscious way she covered herself and avoided eye contact was more than mere shyness. Xan had seen that shame on other victims in the past. Her attacker had tried to break her body and her spirit. He'd failed to do either, but he'd left his vile mark on the girl. Society placed a gold weight on purity, and Haley, even at her young age, knew that she'd had that stolen away. She was estranged and alone.


    “I don't have anywhere else to go. No one will help me and my family won't want me after what I did and what's happened to me. He ruined me, so no one will ever want to marry me or love me. I need to be on my own now."


    Haley's story hit Xandrith in the place where he was most vulnerable. Their histories differed, but they both had been thrust into a lonely world at a young age, and attached with a stigma that would forever make them an outsider. Haley considered herself ruined because she'd been raped and burned, and perhaps she wasn't too far from correct. Even if she wasn't scarred, she'd have to lie about having been raped if she was ever going to have a proper marriage arranged. She couldn't hope to marry into a nice or respectable family having already been spoiled. With the scars on top of that, Haley was a lost cause. Her face was bad enough, but what was hidden beneath her clothing was probably no better. Xandrith knew the signs of cruelty when he saw them. Her scars would make fitting in impossible and would be a constant reminder of the horrors she'd suffered. They were like Xan's fingers, a permanent scar that would forever isolate her from society.


    "Is that what you want?" Xandrith asked. "You want to live out here, alone?"


    Haley cocked her head and looked at Xandrith like he was stupid. "No, of course not! I want to go home and be with my family, but I can't. They're dead, and I can't ever go back."


     Xandrith held up his hands. "Do you see these?"


    Haley nodded.


    "Do you know what these hands mean, Haley?"


    Haley worried at her lower lip for a minute, as though afraid of what might happen if she answered.


    "It's alright, if you know what these are you can say it." Xandrith encouraged her. He was trying to make a point.


    "You're a cursed man. An Eight. The mages have marked you as someone never to be trusted." She said softly, as if saying what she knew might invoke Xandrith's wrath.


    "Yes, that's what these hands imply. It's not true, mind you, but this was done to me when I was younger than you are now, and I've had to live with it ever since. People look at my hands, and they think exactly what you think when you see them. Everyone I cared about turned their backs on me when this happened to me, Haley, but I kept going. I made my own life. It wasn't easy and I made a lot of mistakes, but you can't run away from everything just because it's hard. I'm going to give you something I didn't have when I was your age, Haley."


    Xandrith held out one of his hands. "I want you to come with me. I'll be your friend, and together we'll have the kind of adventures that others only dream of. Things will be hard sometimes, but as long as I still draw breath, I'll make sure you don't have to be alone in this damned world."


    Oh, that was just sickeningly sweet. I hope you know what you're getting yourself into. Wielders almost never travel together. Xandrith ignored the voice.


    Haley didn't move at first, and for a moment Xandrith was certain he looked quite the idiot. Maybe the voice had been right. The words had sounded better in his head than they did out loud. What was he getting himself into? He didn't know how to raise a kid. Hell, he hadn't even done a very good job at raising himself. He wished Kassa was herself, she would have known what to do or say. Xandrith's hand was about to fall back to his side when Haley stood up and walked slowly around the fire. She didn't immediately come close to Xan, but she did reach out her own hand to grab his. Her grip was hard and cold, strong for such a weak looking little girl. There were tears in her eyes that crept slowly down her face. She let go of Xan's hand and sat down, closer, but still not too close.


    Xandrith breathed a sigh of relief. He didn't think he could have left without her. The part of him that wasn't a cold, calculating assassin wouldn't have allowed him to leave her out in the wilderness alone. He guessed it would be a long struggle before there was any real trust between them, but this was a start. Xandrith reached for Kassa's pack and shuffled through it. For her part, Kassa just looked on, watching with impassive eyes. Would she be proud of what he was doing? Xan liked to think so. She wouldn't have left the girl alone either. Kassa would have been able to hug the girl close and provide some kind of real comfort. Xandrith guessed the last thing Haley wanted was some strange guy grabbing hold of her. After a few second of searching, Xandrith pulled out a spare cloak and an outfit that had been adjusted from one of Xan's to fit Kassa. He tossed the clothes to Haley who snagged them out of the air and looked at them blankly for a time.


    "They're fixed for Kassa, but they'll be a little too baggy on you in places, maybe a little short in others. They should be warmer than what you're wearing, though. I wish I had some boots to give you, but I'll have Kassa stitch you together some moccasins out of spare leather tonight while we rest. It won't be great for this weather, but better that than bare feet on the icy road. When we get to the city tomorrow we'll buy you some nicer things."


    The girl looked scared. "I can't go into the city. What if they're looking for me?"


    Xandrith just grinned his normal fools’ grin. "That will make two of us then because they're definitely looking for me. It's alright though. They won't be looking for a nice family of three. I'll find some bittersoap vine and turn my hair blond and that should make me look different enough to be unrecognizable. I doubt they'll give us more than a passing look if we stick together."


    Haley looked skeptical.


    "The world wants to see what it expects to see, Haley. When they see an adult man and woman with a child they see a family. A family isn't dangerous. If we're not a threat, then we’ll be ignored. The best way to hide or disguise yourself is simply to be exactly what people expect you to be, nothing out of the ordinary."


    "I'm not a child." Haley responded with a hint of anger.


    "Yes, maybe, but Kassa and I are old. Next to us you're young enough to pass as one of our children." Xandrith attempted to smooth over the situation. Haley had been through some terrible things and she might not feel like a child anymore, but the truth was she was just a young girl who had seen too much.


    This seemed to somewhat smooth the girl's ire. "Your friend Kassa, she doesn't say a lot." She commented, looking at the hollow eyed woman.


    Xandrith looked at her as well. She was staring blankly into the fire as though she could see things in the churning flames that neither of the others could. Whether she was listening to what was being said or not, Xandrith couldn't tell. Xandrith's false smile almost faltered as he looked upon her empty stare.


    "Kassa is recovering from something that has left her a shadow of her former self. She's a good person, better than myself by far, and I'm trying to find her help. Until then I'm afraid she's not going to be the best company." Xandrith wasn't sure how to explain the situation in such a way that it wouldn't terrify Haley.


    "Was she sick?" The girl asked.


    "No, she was badly wounded in a fight. We did everything we could to help her, but I made a terrible mistake and Kassa is the one who is suffering for that mistake. That's part of the reason I'm heading south. There is someone there who I'm hoping can help return Kassa to herself." That was mostly the truth.


    Haley nodded. "Is she your wife?"


    Xandrith laughed. "No, it's not like that. Kassa is my friend. She stuck by me when others wouldn't."


    Haley was quiet for a while, looking back and forth between Xandrith and Kassa. When she spoke again, it seemed like she'd come to some kind of internal decision, though Xandrith couldn't exactly say what that decision was. "You're willing to do a lot to help your friends. That's very kind of you."


    Xandrith shrugged, feeling awkward. "I haven't had many friends. Those few who stick by me, well, I owe them something. I'm not a good person."


    Haley didn't reply, and the camp settled into silence. After a short while Haley got up and walked off into the woods. Xandrith was a little frightened she wouldn't return. She came back a short time later dressed in the clothes Xandrith had provided for her. They were far too big, but she'd done her best to modify them so that they fit. She'd adjusted the belt with the pants to cinch everything together at her waist, and had fastened her axe with its troll-skin holster at her side. Beneath the light brown cloak and with her blanket wrapped about her shoulders she looked like the strangest little woodsmen Xandrith had ever seen. Her scarred face was ugly and fierce on one side, sweet yet jaded on the other. It made her gray eyes seem hostile and alien. At least those gray eyes would make it easier to pass the girl off as his daughter. She settled down at the fire's edge, sitting on her well beaten blanket and wrapping up in her new cloak.


    Why did the axe let its last owner do what he did? Xan thought at the knife.


    For a moment Xandrith thought the blade was going to ignore him. The silence stretched unusually long, as though the knife wasn't paying attention or was considering whether or not to answer. It's not our purpose to interfere with you doing the things you want to do. You could walk into the next city we enter and kill every man woman and child you come across and I wouldn't attempt to dissuade you unless I felt it would interfere with our goals. The axe's previous wielder had a darkness to his soul that expressed itself in violence and lust, but it wasn't exactly a habit that would have interfered with him achieving his goals.


    That's wrong! What he did to Haley and her family was sick. Xandrith felt his ire rising.


    Lessons in morality from the assassin? How many innocent people have you killed for money, Xand? You may be trying to do the right thing now, but your soul is stained in the blood of the innocent. You have no footing on the moral high ground. Tell me, when you look at Haley do you see the faces of the children you murdered to get where you are today? Do their dead eyes peer out of hers? Are you saving them by saving her? You can't. You killed them. They're dead and you are responsible. No matter what you do for the rest of your life, you will always be a murderer.







     


    Chapter 12


    Sweet Dreams


    Hullensport was a massive trading sprawl located adjacent to a thriving natural bay that provided the perfect setting for a large dock-based community. The waters of the bay were deep and calm and it opened directly up into a stretch of sea known as Herrigan's Passage. The Passage ran up and down the coast of Central Appox and was named for Riften Herrigan, a trader who'd first discovered the narrow channel of brisk moving winds. With a properly trimmed ship, traders could make incredibly quick times along their routes to the north and south. Xandrith hoped to be able to find himself and his friends passage on just such a ship. It hadn't been the most direct way to go south, but it might end up saving them a great deal of time.


    Entering Hullensport had been a non-event. With Xandrith's hair dyed and parted down the center, and the braids removed from his beard, no one had even bothered to question his little "family" as they'd made their way through the city's main gate. Haley had been concerned that someone would be searching for her, but the guards had seemed entirely uninterested on everyone passing through the gate. Xandrith had even momentarily regretted going through the trouble of disguising himself until he saw his face plastered all over the city's notice boards. "By Decree of the Order of Mages, Xandrith Dalt is wanted for Conspiracy and Murder, 500 Crowns Alive, 100 Crowns Dead." Well, that was a flattering price. The likeness they'd drawn of him was close enough to the real thing that the assassin decided he was better off with his simple disguise. Though the sneering, menacing expression they'd drawn on Xandrith's face was laughable. It looked almost nothing like him. He never made faces like that.


    "It looks just like you." Haley whispered up at him as she too caught sight of the picture.


    Xandrith scowled down at the girl. "Of course it doesn't. Let's go." He led them quickly away from the slanderous billboard and deeper into the city. He'd promised Kassa and Haley a night at a fine inn before they went looking for passage south, and he intended to keep that promise. He'd stolen a good deal of coin en route to Hullensport and he was determined to put it to use. Once he'd found a suitable place to stay, he'd have fresh clothes made for all of them and then he'd see about finding the best accommodations for their trip south that he could. Of course his funds weren't endless, and now that he was within the city he wouldn't be able to keep stealing the way he'd done on the street.  Being stationary made theft a more hazardous mode of survival. Accommodations, clothes and travel. He should have enough coin for all three with a little to spare.


    The inn the assassin finally decided upon was an upscale place called Dhylia's. An orc and a human stood watch outside the main door, but they didn't give Xandrith's little group any trouble as they entered into the dining room and front desk of the inn. Of course Xan had no doubt that the guards out front would be alert for any signs of trouble from newcomers. Xandrith couldn't see any armed men in the dining area itself, but he guessed there were lots of men with swords within ear shot should some unruly customer decide to cause a problem. Upscale places always had men-at-arms on duty.


    The woman at the front desk had impeccable posture, and her back seemed to stiffen even further as Xandrith and his friends approached her. Xan guessed that they looked more than a little rough compared to the normal custom Dhylia's served, but he had coin and he didn't intend to be turned away.


    "My family and I will be needing a room for a night or two. We've had a long journey here, and many of our belongings were stolen by highwaymen on the trip, so we'll also be needing the service of a quick and high quality seamstress. Also, I need to speak with a trade ship captain. I have urgent business down south so if you can point me in the direction of a man of high reputation, I would be thankful." Xandrith spoke down his nose at the woman, taking on the role of an important man who expected to have his wishes carried out quickly and without question.


    The woman at the desk didn't look convinced. "Our rates are 6 crowns a night. Perhaps you'd better consider a less costly ..."


    Xandrith slammed his fist down on the counter, hiding his missing finger by making it appear it was tucked into his hand, and causing the woman at the counter to jump and give a little shriek. When he opened his fingers, being careful to hide his missing fourth finger, gold coins clattered out and fell across the desk. There were twenty crowns there, which was what he'd anticipated the seamstress and rooms would cost. It was an extravagant sum of money, and truthfully it pained Xan to give it to the bitch, but then he didn't really like to carry massive amounts of money on his person anyway.


    "We'll eat now, and I want a hot bath waiting in the room when we get there. Hot when we get there, mind you. If the water is less than steaming I'll be sure to let all of my business associates know what kind of cut-rate place this is." Xandrith had already turned his back and was heading towards a table of his choosing.


    "Sir!" The woman called behind him, flustered. "Supper isn't served for another hour, and ..."


    "That's fine, we'll eat a little now and you can send up supper after we've bathed and met with the seamstress." Xandrith interrupted her as he sat down and gestured for Kassa and Haley to do the same. Haley seemed to be trying her best to hide entirely inside the hood of her cloak, though Kassa was taking it all in stride, indifferent to the whole matter.


    "No ... um ... well, yes, Si ... I'll have one of the girls bring something right out to you." She stammered and then disappeared through a door back behind her desk.


    After she left Haley spoke up from where she was hiding in her own hood. "You were really mean to that woman." She said quietly.


    Xandrith nodded. "She was trying to get rid of us. I really hate being ignored when I've brought perfectly good coin."


    "Doesn't it scare you that you might be caught?" Haley asked.


    "What, lying? Not really. I've been in some bad situations before, and being caught by some self-important little desk clerk is really the least of the things that concern me, Not-Daisy. The most she could do is have us tossed out by security, in which case I would simply find another inn to spend the night. However, if I play my gambit correctly, and I have, we'll get preferential treatment for the rest of the night. The way I toss around money and give curt and direct instructions indicates that I'm someone who is important, and my threat to tell my business colleagues has left just enough of an impression that she'll spend a good deal of time wondering exactly who I am and what my connections are. Also, I made sure to mention that I was looking for a trade ship captain. The fact that I want to deal with a captain and made no mention of a maximum amount of money I was willing to spend is making her think that I am a man who is in tight with traders. A bad word from me might just ruin her business. What I haven't said is far more important than what I've said."


    Haley looked confused. "How can you be sure things will go the way you think they will? What if she just assumes you're an asshole?"


    Xandrith laughed. "I am an asshole, but in her line of business, she can't afford to take that kind of chance. This is a port city and the tradesmen keep it alive and thriving. So long as she knows her business, which we can assume by the upscale nature of this inn that she does, then she won't take the risk. Suffering one asshole is worth the hassle if it means she gets to keep charging 6 crowns a night for a room. Six crowns! And they say I'm a thief!" Xan’s exclamations were more loud whispers than actual outcries and he kept a delighted smile about his face. He knew better than to draw too much attention or risk someone overhearing he was a thief. To all the world he looked like a father having an amusing conversation with his daughter.


    In short order, a selection of bread, cheeses, and fruit were presented at the table by an attractive and friendly serving girl. She also delivered a room key and gave Xandrith directions to his room on the third floor of the inn. The assassin thanked her and tipped her a full gold coin for her service, an extremely extravagant tip, but the final key to assuring that his ruse of upper-class snobbery was well established. Once the girl had taken her leave Haley drew down her hood and dug into the food with abandon. Xandrith managed a little more decorum, but he too was excited to be eating something that hadn't been either dug up on the side of the road or preserved to last for months in a travel pack. Fresh food was a commodity one could rarely partake in while traveling.


    "I've never seen as much money as you have in one place before." Haley commented as she chased down her hastily eaten meal with a flagon of mulled cider.


    The assassin shrugged. "I was a very rich man for a while, though I never got to enjoy it. The damned mages are no doubt showering in my coin at this very moment. I had always hoped to disappear and retire from my life at some point, but I'm not sure that will ever be possible now. Money really doesn't mean anything though. Having a lot of it makes life easier, but I'm not sure it makes it any better. Did you see the way the woman treated us when we first arrived and she thought we didn't have any?"


    "You mean the way she talked down to us?" Haley asked.


    Xandrith nodded. "Exactly. Wealth allows for people to feel that they’re superior to other people simply based upon how much coin they have in their pocket or tucked away in some bank. Do you think that's true?"


    Haley thought about it. "Well, rich people get the best of everything. They get to live without having to work every day, and they can be taught to read and write. So I guess it is true."


    The assassin frowned. "No Haley, having everything bought for them and provided for them doesn't make them better than anyone else. It puts them in a position where they never need to understand what it means to work and labor for their needs, and it makes them feel important. Their lives weigh no more than anyone else's. Every bastard born never to know his father is just as important as every highborn prince whose parents own a duchy. Men and women create their own importance in this world regardless of wealth or prosperity. Even the offspring of a beggar can rise to save the world someday. Don't allow yourself to be awed by wealth or position. The wealthy and high-ranking are just men and women like you and I. Let no one make you feel like less than equal to them. One life weighs no more than any other; man, woman, or child."


    "But if that's true, then why do people live the way they do? My mother and father worked every day of their lives, and some winters we barely had enough food to eat. If we were just as good as the wealthy people in the city, why did we live with so little?" Haley pressed, not entirely sure what Xandrith was trying to tell her.


    "It's not what you have that gives you value, but what you are. Society gauges worth based upon possessions and positions and if you want to accept what society says, then you can do so, but you don't have to. The secret to what I do and the way I can slip in and out of any group of people is that I don't allow perceptions of wealth and position to dictate my limits." Xandrith and Haley had spent a good deal of their time on the road talking and training. Haley was a smart girl and eager to learn, but she knew almost nothing of the world beyond her farm life, and certainly had no knowledge of the finer arts of fighting. Xandrith had begun to train her in hand to hand combat and the inner workings of cities and towns. This conversation was yet another such lesson, though Xandrith wasn't exactly sure what he was preparing the girl for or if his lessons were really the sort of things she should be learning. The girl was becoming an apprentice thief at best, and possibly an apprentice assassin, and she wasn't even aware of it.


    She still looked a little confused.


    "It's simple, really. People want to feel superior, and so they will attempt to position themselves higher than you by default, using your appearance or mannerisms as an excuse as soon as possible. However, people also tend to believe whatever it is they see or hear with only the flimsiest backing or support. You can gain the upper hand in a situation simply by projecting an air of confident superiority." The concept was indeed simple, but Xandrith knew that putting it into practice was far more difficult. Acting confident when you had no idea what you were jumping into was one of the hardest things to master. When he'd trained with the shadow it had taken him a long time to master that confidence. Sneaking, climbing, fighting and stealing had been easy. Developing an outward calm and confidence in the face of situations that could easily turn sour was far more difficult.


    "I think I understand." Haley said after a moment. "... but I don't know if I can do that. I'm not very smart, and now my face is scarred too. People are going to see those things first."


    Xandrith reached across the table and ruffled the girl's already mussed hair. "You're smart, just not well educated. That we can fix. Once we've hired a ship I'll begin to teach you to read and write. As for your scars, it's just another aspect of you that you'll need to bend to your purpose. A scar like yours tells a story, but from now on you get to decide what story it tells. While the scars take away from the beauty of your face, it adds a mystery to your character that you get to control. Make up something you want to tell people if they ask about it, or don't tell them anything at all. Sometimes the imaginations of others can work in your favor."


    They finished up eating before making their way up to the room that had been set up for them. Xandrith used the key to unlock the door and was happy to see that the lock was a good, solid piece of steel and iron work set into a heavy oak door. There weren't guards posted at every door, but the individual rooms were well secured and there had been a set of guards on the landing, even if they were both human. Xan wasn't sure why he was so worried about security. No one should be specifically looking for them here, but the assassin appreciated seeing that it was in place anyway.


    The room was a spacious open area with several lounging chairs set around a large fireplace. There were two beds, a large double bed for the married couple and another smaller, but no less extravagant bed that was meant for Haley. Over all, it was a very nice room. Off to one side of the room was a door that led into the adjoining bath room. This had a large tub basin that had been filled with warm water that was still steaming and giving off the feint odor of lavender and clove. The tub had its own set of plumbing, which was exceptional for an inn of such a size, and it meant that they could refill their own water between baths.


    "Haley, the bath is yours first. Get rid of the road and enjoy the heat. When you're finished there should be a plug in the bottom of the basin you can pull to let out the water, and there are clean linens hanging near the bath to dry off with. There are robes to put on afterwards so you don't have to get back into your dirty clothes. Hopefully the seamstress will be up soon to get our measurements for the fittings of our new clothes. You should decide exactly what you'd like."


    Haley was looking uncomfortably towards the bathroom.


    "Is something wrong?" Xandrith asked after the girl had stood there for a few moments unmoving.


    "Will she be able to take my measurements through the robe? I don't want her to see me." The girl said shyly.


    "Well, normally you'd wear your under-things for the measuring, but the seamstress will be a professional, Haley. She'll have dealt with young women before. There is nothing to be embarrassed about." Xan tried to comfort the girl, but he wasn't use to dealing with children, let alone shy children who'd never been fitted for clothes before.


    "It's not ..." Haley began to say, but then she blushed, flustered, and shrugged her shoulders. "Alright." She said quietly, marching into the bath room like it was a death sentence. She shut the door behind her and Xandrith sighed and went to lay on the big bed, Kassa following behind him. Xan stretched out across the bed and kicked off his boots with a satisfied groan. Kassa sat down on the mattress at his side.


    "I don't know, Kassa. I don't think Haley is feeling any better about things. What do you think we should do? What do you think is bothering her?" He looked over at his impassive companion. She was looking back at him, her eyes dark and emotionless. She didn't reply.


    "What are we going to do about you? You need to be fitted for clothes to and I really should be there for that to make sure you get something appropriate for our travels, but I don't feel right about that. Maybe Haley could help?" Again, Kassa didn't reply.


    Xandrith looked at her, an ache forming in his chest. "I really miss you, you know? You would know what to do with Haley, and you'd have something to say to make things better. You always did. I'm so sorry for what I've done to you." Xandrith sat up and put his arms around Kassa. She was cold and stiff, unresponsive, but he just held her tight for a few moments. When he let go her expression hadn't changed at all. She still stared at him with her impassive face and eyes that were dark with contempt for all humanity.


    Xandrith sat in silence on the bed and waited for Haley to return from her bath. The girl was gone a long while, but the assassin didn't begrudge her the time. He knew how good it felt to soak in warm water after spending weeks out on the road and he guessed she'd probably never had the luxury of a really warm bath in her life. Xan certainly hadn't had one until he'd had the chance to stay in an upper class inn for the first time. It really wasn't worth the effort to run buckets of fire heated water for a bath. You might warm one or two just to take the edge of otherwise icy water, but that was a far cry from a truly hot bath.


    Haley exited the bathroom wrapped in an overly large white robe, looking self-conscious and ill at ease but refreshed and clean as well. The scar on her face had turned an ugly bright red in the heat from the bath, but the soap and water had brought back some of the youth to Haley's features. Despite the fact that she was dragging an axe behind her, she looked like a little girl again. One somewhere near the cusp of womanhood perhaps, but a child none-the-less. She crawled up onto her bed, looking forlorn and displeased with the world. For a moment Xan could almost picture her like any other girl of her age pouting over having to do chores or throwing a tantrum about her brother pulling her hair, and then his eyes fell on the cursed black axe laying next to her on the bed and reality sunk in. Whatever was troubling Haley wasn't as simple as any of those problems. This was a young girl with far greater worries.


    Xandrith got up and went into the bathroom to begin refilling the tub. It took him a few moments to figure out the levers for the water, but the system wasn't complicated. There were two levers that fed one spigot. Each lever controlled the speed of either hot or cold water. You simply had to balance the degree of spin on the levers until the water coming out of the central spigot was the temperature you wanted it to be. It may have been simple, but upon figuring it all out Xandrith almost felt like some kind of genius. Most other places he'd gone had simply had separate spigots for cold and hot water and you pulled a central lever that turned them on or off. There wasn't any matter of controlling how much of one or the other you were getting. They were either flowing or they weren't. As the tub filled, Xandrith went about the task of directing Kassa on what she would need to do. She wasn't mindless by any stretch, but she did require some specific directions when she was operating entirely on her own. "Get cleaned up and return to camp." Had resulted in her coming back to camp naked and carrying her clothing under her arm. Xandrith had been shocked, embarrassed, and a little frightened. "Get cleaned up, get dressed, and return to camp." Had worked much better from then on out.


    "Take a nice long bath and get the road grime off. When you're done, go ahead and put on one of the robes and come back out into the main room with the rest of us, alright?" He told her. She gave a slight nod of her head and started to undress. Xandrith quickly exited the room and shut the door behind him, a slight blush crawling up his neck.


    "She does whatever you tell her to do?" Haley asked from where she was lying on her bed.


    Xandrith gave a short laugh. "Yeah, sometimes she takes me a little too literally."


    Haley's face passed through a set of confusing emotions and settled on one that Xandrith couldn't quite figure out. "Do you ever make her do things for you that she … you know, things that she wouldn't normally do?"


    Xandrith's short lived mirth slipped away. He recalled his cursed knife telling him that he could do anything he wanted with Kassa now, have any desire his body might wish of her. "No, Haley. Kassa is unwell, but she is my friend. I try to never make her do anything that isn't good for her or that she wouldn't do of her own accord."


    Haley looked skeptical. "I want to believe you." She said softly. "But even though you've been really nice to me, I still don't trust you." Xan might have been offended by the words if Haley hadn't looked so sad as she said them.


    Xandrith shrugged and sat back down on his bed. "This is a hard world, Not-Daisy. Trust is one of the hardest commodities to earn, and we haven't know each other very long. You have a lot of reasons not to trust anyone, so I don't really expect you to trust me yet, or maybe ever. I am admittedly not a good person. The only reason I'm here today is because I killed the only person who ever cared about me. What does that say about my trustworthiness?"


    "I'm afraid." Haley said quietly.


    "What are you afraid of?" Xan asked, suddenly aware that this conversation was about to go somewhere important. He was afraid as well. Would he know what to say? He had a feeling that whatever was said over the next few minutes would shape the bond of trust between the two of them.


    "I'm afraid ..." She began, but a knock sounded at the door and her words disappeared, swallowed up in the cacophony of wrapping knuckles. Xandrith cursed quietly to himself, but got up and walked to the door. Haley had turned her back to him and was staring blankly at the wall.


    "Yes?" Xandrith asked, calling through the wooden door and attempting to hide his agitation.


    "You hired a seamstress, sir?" Came the voice of an older woman.


    Xan sighed. Great timing. "Yes, I did." He said as he opened the door to meet the woman who'd come to take their measurements. She was a round little thing, probably ten to fifteen years older than Xandrith. Streaks of gray ran through her otherwise dark black hair. Her eyes were a cheery shade of brown, but her face looked youthful despite her apparent age. She'd come carrying a book full of fabric swatches, several measuring utensils, some pins, scraps of fabric, paper, and writing utensils. She was very well dressed, but her supplies were carried rather haphazardly, making her appear disorganized at first glance. Xan had seen her type before though, and knew that she had her own system no doubt more efficient than anything he could come up with.


    He ushered the woman in and had her set all of her supplies on the table in the sitting area.


    "I am Lord Brent, though you may just call me Brent." Xandrith introduced himself, using one of his more common fake names. "The young lady on the bed is my recently adopted daughter, Haley, and my wife, Kassa, is currently rinsing away the road in the bath room. All of us will be needing a new set of clothing as our belongings were stolen on our journey here."


    "Oh that's just terrible, Lord Brent, the roads these days aren't as safe as they once were. You just don't know who you can trust anymore! My name's Maggrith, but my friends and clients call me Maggs. I have the honor of being in charge of one of the best clothier facilities on the west coast of Appox. All my clothing is made to order to the highest standard, and within one day of the order being placed. Fine adjustments can be made an hour after the clothes are finished, if necessary, but I pride myself and my staff on very rarely ever needing such adjustments."


    "Well Maggs, it sounds like it shall be a pleasure doing business with you." Xandrith looked at Haley to see if she was paying attention, and seeing that she didn't appear to be, but guessing that she probably was listening, he waved Maggs further into the room and leaned in close to her. "Maggs, my recently adopted daughter has been the victim of some terrible abuse. Her face is scarred, burned, and I'm almost positive her body is burned as well. I would ask that you use the utmost discretion when fitting her for clothes, please. She has only been with me for a few days and the memories of her injuries are still very fresh."


    Some of the mirth fled Maggs' face to be replaced by what appeared to be honest sympathy. "That poor girl. I shall do my utmost to make her feel comfortable, Lord Brent, and thank you for the warning." She said quietly, and then more loudly. "Now, if you'd like to go join your wife in her bath," she said with a wink. "I'd love to get started on getting those measurements together.


    "Um, oh ... well, I ah ..." Xandrith stumbled for an excuse. Just then Kassa stepped out of the bathroom dressed in a robe and looking fabulously clean. Saved. "Hah, it appears it's a bit late for that." And then Xan took on a quiet voice again "My wife's in deep mourning, it was her brother and sister-in-law's daughter who we've adopted. The details are quiet messy, but she hasn't been herself since the news. Please take her measurements and then I'll speak with you about the exact type of clothes to make for her. In the mean time, I'll be in the bath."


    Maggs gave him a I-have-things-under-control wink and he headed for the bath room. "Kassa, please cooperate with Maggs in getting your measurements for your new clothes." He said to the cold eyed woman as he walked by into the bath room. He shut the door behind himself with some hesitance. Leaving Haley and Kassa to fend for themselves made him nervous. Haley was obviously uncomfortable with her body in the wake of what had been done to her, and Kassa was another matter entirely. Xandrith went to run his tub and kept his ears peeled for screams, shrieks, or the sound of battle. The whole situation seemed like a disaster on the cusp of exploding.


    Fifteen minutes passed in exquisite silence, and Xandrith felt his stress and worries flowing away in the warm bath water that had turned a dingy gray the very moment he'd settled into it. Ah, to be rid of the road after so long trapped in its grasp. A fast knock sounded at the door, and all the tension the water had taken away crept right back into the tired assassin.


    "Lord Brent, your daughter just run out of the room!" A worried voice called from the other side of the door. Xandrith cursed as he dragged himself from the water and threw on his pants as quickly as he could. He swung the door open to a weeping Maggs, who practically fell on him as the door swung.


    "I'm so sorry, Sir. It's my fault entirely. It took me a long time to convince the young miss to let me take her measurements, but when she undressed it took me by surprise. I tried to stifle my reaction, but she must have heard me gasp. As soon as I had her measurements she put on her old clothes and ran out the door. I tried to hide my shock, Sir, but I didn't know it would be so bad.  That poor, poor child ..." Tears were running from the old woman's eyes.


    "It's alright, Maggs." Xandrith was frustrated, saddened, but not angry. He hadn't known exactly how bad Haley's scars would be, but he had to assume they were worse than he'd expected. "Take some time to collect yourself, and then if you would, please finish the measurements on Kassa. I'll be back as soon as I recover my daughter."


    Xandrith ran to his bedside and pulled his boots back on. He snagged his cloak and fastened it around his bare shoulders and then headed for the door of his room. In a moment he was out in the hall and heading down the corridor that ran adjacent to the railing that overlooked the main lobby, three floors below. He looked over the railing just in time to see the front door close on someone making a hurried exit of the building. The assassin didn't hesitate. He threw himself over the railing, holding on a little in order to slow his descent. He hit the second floor banister just enough to further break his fall and then crashed into the floor of the lobby in a flutter of cloak. He rolled out the momentum over his right shoulder and then was back on his feet amidst the surprised shriek of the woman at the desk and the shocked exclamation of the dining staff. He didn't bother to take the time to explain himself before passing through the front door. The winter cold cut through his damp skin like a knife, but he shrugged off the chill and scanned up and down the street. Haley was making her way further into the depths of the city away from the inn at a steady pace, her axe fastened to her belt.


    "Haley!" Xandrith called and started jogging in her direction. She looked back over her shoulder, saw him, and then took off at a full run.


    "Damn it." The assassin cursed under his breath as he charged after her. Of course, what had he expected? She was trying to run away.


    Let her go. She will be fine on her own. She has the axe and a good head on her shoulders. You're wasting time by worrying about her so much. She isn't your responsibility. The knife hadn't spoken to him in a long time, and it actually startled Xandrith at first. He looked down at his hip and noticed that he'd strapped the scabbard to his pants before heading out. He hadn't bothered with his shirt, but he'd brought the cursed blade. Great.


    We're not meant to travel together. Let things happen as they will.


    Shut the fuck up, knife. I've been enjoying your absence lately. Xandrith directed the heated words inwardly.


    One day you'll cross me Xandrith, and I won't be so quick to forgive you. We're together now, you and I, and you can't ignore my will forever. The voice went quiet, leaving the assassin with its last ominous words. Xan would need to do something about that sooner rather than later, but for now he had other business to attend.


    Haley was fast for a girl of twelve, and on busy streets her size was a clear advantage when cutting through crowds. Xandrith had experience running through hordes of people, however. Usually he was being chased, but the lessons learned held true. Pushing through a crowd was all about understanding body density. Some people could be pushed over, others pushed by, and still others were best avoided entirely. Knowing which type of resistance you were approaching was a distinct advantage. Of course this technique didn't leave a trail of happy people in Xan's wake, but he really didn't care. Curses and hastily thrown debris chased the assassin even as he closed the distance between himself and Haley. The girl dove down a narrow alleyway between a set of large buildings and passed out of Xan's line of sight. He increased his running speed, diving around a wagon load of produce, narrowly avoiding the heavy hooves of the draft animals, and slipping between onlookers who'd stopped to gawk after Haley's passing. He hit them with explosive force, throwing them out of his way and to the ground without even slowing pace. The alley was only a little wider than his shoulders and stray protuberances stuck out of both the surrounding buildings, causing Xan to have to twist and turn through the space between them. Haley was opening the gap between them again, but she'd made an unfortunate choice when she turned into the tight alleys of the city.


    She vanished around another corner and Xan chased after her. As he rounded the bend he saw her come to a stop at the wall of a two story building. Back alleys didn't often run all the way through from street to street in cities built as clustered together as Hullensport. It was another lesson Xan had learned while running away. She turned back towards him, backing up against the wall as Xandrith slowly approached her. At first Xan wasn't sure whether she intended to fight or rush by him. He could see the look of indecision in her eyes. Finally, she broke.


    "She was disgusted!" Haley called out as Xandrith approached. "I tried to tell you not to make me do it, but you made me anyway, and she saw me and it made her sick. I'm disgusting!" She yelled, her voice a mixture of rage and sadness.


    "Haley, you're not disgusting. Maggs wasn't sick, she was sad about what had been done to you." He held out his hand to the girl. "I'm sorry that I made you get measured. If I'd known you were that worried about it I wouldn't have forced you."


    "Look at me!" The girl shouted, pulling off her shirt and throwing it in the slushy mud of the alley. Her skin was almost as white as the thin layer of snow on the ground except for where it was crossed by horrible burns, and it was so crossed in many, many places. Her left breast was topped in a knot of ugly scar tissue that all but swallowed up her budding femininity, and the right fared little better. There was a slight hint of pink beneath the scar that dwelled there where a nipple might have once been. As nasty as those burns were, some of the ones that crossed her stomach looked even worse. She was unfastening her belt.


    "Haley, don't ..." Xan pleaded, reaching out for her, but not sure what he was supposed to do.


    "Look!" She demanded, dropping her pants to expose the lower half of her body. It was a travesty. Xandrith knew what women were supposed to look like unclothed, even if he wasn't exactly worldly, but Haley was truly ravaged. Her womanhood was burned into a mockery of scars and flesh that still looked raw and bleeding. The burns wrapped all the way around her hips and on to her back end. "You tell me I should be confident, even if I don't feel it, but how do I do that, Xandrith? I am a horror. I can't even relieve myself without terrible pain. I fought so hard to live, and now look at me?! I will never have friends. I will never be a normal girl. When I grow up, no boys will want to marry me. Just thinking about them touching me makes me sick. I used to worry about my sister stealing my dollies ..." Then she was crying. She fell to her scarred knees in the slush and snow and wept so hard that her shoulders shook and her back heaved, the burns splitting and bleeding slightly as she did so.  


    He trudged through the cold and ice to where she knelt crying. There were no words to encompass the helplessness he felt as he looked down on the little girl who'd suffered so much. He pulled off his cloak and wrapped it around her damaged, naked body and then he picked her up, staying crouched just long enough to make sure he picked up her axe as well. He tucked her tightly into his cloak and started the walk back towards his room. She wept quietly against him, her body convulsing with her silent tears.


    Angry eyes met Xan as he emerged from the alley. The people he'd knocked over or ran past stood in his path to shout angrily at him, but he paid them no heed and brushed past them with the girl in his arms. He was too emotionally drained for their complaints. He just wanted to return to their room and try to salvage Haley's fragile, damaged existence. He made it most of the way back to the room before a burly merchant stepped in front of him holding a bit of broken vase in one hand and a knife in the other.


    "Do you have any idea how much this vase cost me? I demand recompense!" The man shouted, waving his knife. "I'll get my coin back or I'll cut an ear from you and the little bitch, does that sound fair?" Others in the area were yelling encouragement and urging the man on, each eager to see if Xandrith could be made to cough up coin for inconveniencing them. He waved his knife menacingly and puffed up his chest, levied by the adoration of the crowd.


    "Stand down and let me take care of my daughter. You're only getting the one warning." Xandrith said coldly. His killer's nature was scratching at his insides, demanding to be set free, and he was tempted to let it go. He was tempted to take all the anger he felt on Haley's behalf and pour it into this man's body.


    The man looked at the crowd, suddenly doubting himself, and in return they cheered him on louder. He turned back to Xan, his grin getting wicked. "Warned me? I warned you, and now it's time to make you pay." He stepped forward.


    Xandrith didn't need his hands to take out an untrained idiot with a knife. His first kick took the man full in his scrotum with enough force to lift him from his feet for a second. As the attacker toppled forward, Xan stepped to the side and kicked his knee out sideways. The bone shattered with an explosive crack as pure white shrapnel burst from the side of his kneecap. The would-be attacker’s knife clattered to the ground even as his body slammed down with a dull thud. Xan kicked him in the face for good measure. Blood and teeth splashed across the roadway in an almost poetic arc.


    Xandrith took a step towards his inn, but then stopped and turned back to the man groaning in agony and writhing on the ground. "Don't start a confrontation if you don't know how to fight, and remember this: I could have kicked you in the throat instead of the face. Instead of searching for your teeth for the rest of the day, you'd be looking for your breath. Like your teeth, you'd never find it. Today I did you a favor."


    The crowd of onlookers had gone silent, and most of them were scrambling to appear like they weren't interested in what had happened at all. The assassin pressed on towards the inn, and no one else bothered to stop him.


     


    "That's not the kind of outfit I'd normally make for a child." Maggs was saying as she looked over the notes that Xan had given her. "In fact, I've only made an outfit like this one other time."


    Xandrith nodded. "Haley will be taking up the family business, and she's going to need an outfit that will allow her to do the physical tasks she needs to do. She needs something that won't interfere with her movement, but will stand up to the rigors of the work. I'm sure if you can make such outfits for me, then adapting the design for my daughter shouldn't be too much of a problem. I need two such changes of clothing for myself, two for Haley, and I'd like you to make her something that she can wear that will make her feel like a pretty young woman. You know the complications as well as I, but she still has the right to be as close to normal as possible. I have the utmost confidence that you can make that happen."


    Maggs nodded, her face betraying some confusion at the odd request of clothing, but her eyes brimmed with confidence in her work. She would deliver what Xandrith had requested.


    "My wife is a swordswoman of no small talent. Her clothing should be feminine and practical. I trust you to make the call on what would suit her best. She would prefer pants to dresses, though if you wish to prepare a third outfit that she could wear for occasions when she needn't be quite so prepared for trouble, that would be fine. If there is a difference in cost between what money I've already laid out for you with the innkeep and what the final price of the clothing comes to, I shall pay it upon delivery."


     Maggs was a nice woman, but Xandrith was eager to have her gone. He needed time to recover from the day and while he had to pretend to be some fancy lord he couldn't do that. He wasn't even trying that hard anymore. Maggs no doubt suspected something about his nature just from the clothes he'd requested. Lords didn't dress in black and gray outfits with leather strapping to keep them tight fit to the body. They didn't wear hoods on their clothes and request fastening clamps for sheathes to be placed in multiple locations on their pants and shirts. They didn't ask for reinforced threading on all major pivoting joints, and for secret pockets to be sewn into linings of the sleeves and along the inside of the shirt. They certainly didn't request similar outfits for their daughters. Maggs was a professional, however, and she'd do her job without asking any questions. She finished collecting her supplies and made a hasty exit from the room, leaving Xandrith and his broken little family in the silence of their own company.


    With Maggs gone it was time to do something that Xandrith really didn't want to do, and wasn't even sure how to approach. "Haley, we need to take care of your burns, especially the ones that are still bleeding. Ideally we'd get you to a healer and see if they could at least repair the damage enough to keep you from bleeding constantly. At this point the wounds are too old to be entirely healed, but a healer could save you a lot of pain. I don't know if we have time for that now, but you should at least let me treat those wounds."


    Haley blushed and curled up in her robes, suddenly shy. "It's not so bad. They only really bleed or hurt when I stretch too far, and only the really deep ones still bleed at all."


    Xandrith winced in sympathy pain. He was familiar with bad burns. "Be that as it may, I've got a salve in my pack that will help soften the skin around the wounds and keep it a little more flexible so it doesn't split so easily. We can cut some bandages from the sheets and bind your injuries until we can see a healer. You shouldn't have to live in constant pain."


    "I don't really want you to touch me like that." Haley said in a small voice.


    Xandrith shook his head. "I don't have to. I'll help prepare the bandages and give you the salve. You can have Kassa help you if you'd like, but you need to treat those wounds. You're tough. I know that, but that doesn't mean you can go forever with injuries like that."


    "I can do it on my own." Haley said after a moment of thought. "I don't really want Kassa to help either." Xandrith nodded and grabbed his pack. The salve was at the bottom where it had been for some time. It was generally used to soften scar tissue from wounds too old to be healed, but Xandrith knew that the cooling ointment would probably do a world of good on Haley's burns as well. He handed the bottle to Haley and then went to work on one of the sheets from his bed. He cut plenty to bind Haley's worst wounds, and then cut several extra. Room service would be furious, but maybe if they hadn't charge so much Xandrith would have felt a bit more guilty. Haley took the supplies and made her way into the bath room. She returned a half an hour later, looking tired, but moving with what seemed to Xandrith to be a little more ease. She'd been hurting more than she'd let on. She lay out on her bed and the room was quiet for a time.


    "You're going to train me to be like you?" Haley asked after they'd all sat in silence for a while. Xandrith had been close to dosing off.


    Xandrith stretched out across his bed, yawning and kicking off his boots. "There isn't a lot I can do for you, Not-Daisy. If I could give you a normal life I would, but I think we both know that we've closed that door behind us now. What I can give you instead is a set of skills that will allow you to live by your own rules, and to set your own limits. I've dragged you along with me, now it's only fair that I provide something for you to learn and grow with. You're obviously not going to acquire a regular education while traveling with me.


    "Of course, if you'd prefer I could leave you here with enough money to set yourself up in a private apprenticeship. You're a smart girl. I'm confident you could make a living doing whatever you chose. There would be hardships, but you'd probably be safer than you will be if you stay with me."


    Haley had already sat up from bed and was shaking her head. "No, I want to go with you. I want to learn to be like you are, if you think you can teach me. I want to be confident and strong."


    Xandrith held in a sigh. It probably would have been easier for her had she chosen to live her life in the city and forget about ever having met Xandrith and Kassa. "Alright, then I'm going to teach you how to fight. After that I'll teach you how to steal and move silently. If you can master those, and you still want to go on, I'll teach you how to kill."


    Haley looked down at the axe on the bed next to her. "I already know how to kill."


    "What you did was deliver justice, Haley. If I could bring that man back to life and flay the skin from his body and force him to eat it strip by strip, I would. It still wouldn't be justice enough for what he's done. You have killed, but you haven't learned to kill. I know it doesn't seem like it now, but there is a difference. When it comes time to learn the difference, I hope you'll make a better decision than I did, but that's some time away. You've a lot to learn first. I started to teach you some things on the road, but there is a lot more to learn. It'll be hard work. Your body and your mind will both need conditioning. For every protest your body gives, your mind will give twice as much. What will make it harder is that any time you want to quit, I'm going to let you. I'm not going to force you down my path, Haley. If you chose to quit, I'm not going to talk you into staying. I'm going to hand you a sack of gold and send you off to a better life."


    "I'm not going to quit." She said, her eyes shining silver like the steel of her resolve.


    "Well for now get some rest. We've got a busy day ahead of us. Tomorrow we need to secure passage on a ship. Then we'll spend one more night here, collect our supplies, and be underway." Xandrith rolled over in his bed, putting his back to the single burning candle in the room.


    "Dream well, Xandrith." Haley said quietly from behind him. No one had said that to him in years. Leahn, so many years ago, had often given him the same farewell before bed, but it was the kind of thing a mother told a child before putting them to sleep. Xandrith smiled to himself.


    "Dream well, Haley." He replied, feeling a bit foolish. Damn kids.







     


    Chapter 13


    Mr. Stabby's Fun Time Adventure


    Hiring a ship turned out to be more complicated than Xandrith had anticipated. A good many ships were harbored for the winter and had no intention of sailing again for another couple of months, at the earliest. Trade ships that always moved to keep their masters in business were only making short winter runs. Those few that were taking trips far south were already heavily laden with cargo and either didn't have space for passengers or simply didn't allow passengers on board. When Xandrith finally found a ship that was willing to take three passengers south, the prices they insisted upon were nearly four times what Xandrith had figured they would be. He finally convinced the captain to take half of the payment up front, and the other half upon arrival at their destination in safe condition. The captain of the ship seemed to think he was giving Xandrith quite a bargain, but in truth the assassin had less than half the money necessary for the trip. He'd have to make a few careful transactions if he was going to have enough to pay the second half of what they owed, and he wasn't particularly happy with the quality of ship he'd gotten them passage on.


    It was a fast, narrow hulled vessel that Xandrith was almost certain was a smuggling ship. The captain didn't look trustworthy and his crew looked even less so, but options had been limited. The amount of money that Xandrith was paying for the trip should have been plenty to make the captain and crew happy about the journey, but smugglers were greedy. Sure they could get their pay by carrying their passengers from port to port, but they had to be thinking that if the passengers were willing to pay so much for a trip down south, how much more might they be carrying on their persons? It was that type of thinking that could get people killed. Xan just hoped that it wasn't his people who were killed.


    Of course he was probably just being paranoid. The captain hadn’t seemed like the most trustworthy of fellows, but he had seemed excited at the prospect of some easy work. Xandrith had implied that they were expected at Axeyan and that he would be sending messages ahead regarding his selected transport. It would mean trouble for the captain and his ship if his customers disappeared on route and there had been such a message sent. Via bird, the message would arrive a few days before the ship would. Had there been a message to send. Xan didn’t really have anyone to send a message to. On the plus side, the captain didn't know there was no message and he would have to behave as though there was. That meant that Xandrith and his friends should be safe, in theory. Uncertainty was certainly exciting.


    Xandrith headed back to his room with no small amount of anxiety riding on his back. He'd though that he'd have a wide selection of different ships to choose from. He hadn't taken the season into account, nor the overall length of the journey he intended to make. In the winter most ships were only making short trips close to the coast. It was too risky to get out further into Herrigan's Passage where the ice storms were brewing in the fast, cold winter air. Even large ships could be completely destroyed by the sheets of falling ice that would coat both sale and mast and cause the canvas to fail and wood to split. Their journey would be a risky one for multiple reasons, but it was a necessary risk. Xandrith and his friends needed to keep moving. The longer they stayed in one place, the greater the possibility that someone would recognize Xan, and the assassin really couldn't put off finding help for Kassa for too much longer. 


    As Xandrith strode back towards the inn, his thoughts turned to how he was going to make the rest of the money necessary for the journey south. If he had access to his old bank accounts it wouldn't have been an issue at all. He could have bought the entire ship without a problem, but those days were gone. If the Order hadn't been trying to find and kill him he could probably have drummed up a quick job and earned the coin he needed, but again that was out of the question. That left his other talents. The amount of money he needed to acquire was quite substantial, and he only had a single day to do it. Stealing goods wouldn't do. He didn't know the local fences so he wouldn't be able to turn goods into coin. That meant he needed to find a substantial amount of coin that he could acquire without too much risk and without the need to make extravagant plans. That wasn't going to be an easy task. Perhaps if Haley was already well trained and he had two proficient thieves working together, but again that wasn't the case.


    He needed a large sum of coin, the kind of money that most people would not keep in their own residence. He would need to either find someone who stored their wealth in their own home, rob a bank, or break into the Hullensport treasury. The easiest job would be the private residence of course, but he'd need to actually track down someone foolish enough to not use the banking system. Xandrith had no doubt that such people existed, but he wasn't sure if he could find one of them before he needed to leave. That left the city treasury or a bank. Both would have heavy security with armed guards, possibly fae enforcers on duty, and definitely mages with detection and tracking spells at the ready. The bank would be privately owned and supervised and the men who owned banks sometimes went out of their way to beef up security including doing things that the law frowned upon. The treasury would have heavy security, but it would be within the letter of the law. There wouldn't be any surprises.


    There. Xandrith had his decision. It wasn't precisely a great option, but it was the best he could come up with on short notice. He was going to rob the Hullensport Treasury. If he kept his thievery quiet and took just as much as he needed he might even be able to complete the task without stirring up all of the city's security. He'd need to find out as much about the Treasury building as he could without it being too obvious that was what he was doing, but before that he had to make sure Kassa and Haley knew that he was going to be away a while. He could set Haley about some training tasks and have Kassa watch over her, and then he would be free to get his work done. Haley wouldn't be happy to be excluded again as she had been that morning when he'd left to negotiate passage, but he was confident she would do as instructed even if begrudgingly. Eventually he would need to take her along on tasks to train her in the field, but first she had a lot of basic skills to learn. She didn't know how to move quietly and she wasn't physically capable of keeping up with Xan when he needed to move quickly. She would need to become much stronger before she was ready to take on actual work, and with her scarred body it was going to be painful to add that muscle to her slender frame. Xan didn't intend to go easy on her, however. If she couldn't take the training, then she would quit and he could find her a better way to make a living. Being a thief and assassin wasn't the sort of life Xandrith wished upon the girl.


    She's not some little girl that needs to be coddled. She is dangerous, Xand. She could kill you and Kassa with that axe she's carrying. When it awakens it will have a purpose all its own and if it decides we're in its way how long do you think your 'daughter' will refuse its will?


    Xan frowned. Are we going to have this argument again now? We have a good deal to get done before tomorrow morning.


    You keep ignoring me, Xand, and that's a bad idea. If you won't get rid of the girl, I will be forced to do so and you won't like what I do to chase her away. A lot can happen on a long ship voyage. I'd recommend you make sure Haley isn't aboard our ship when it leaves port tomorrow.


    Don't threaten me, and don't threaten my friends. Xandrith warned. If you do anything to Haley, anything at all, I will throw you in a sack with a cannon ball and drop you over the side of the ship into deep waters. The thought of tossing the knife into the sea made Xan queasy. As much as he'd grown to despise the blade, a part of him was woefully addicted to its power. The assassin had heard of men who liked to chew a particular mix of herbs, claiming it gave them improved vision at night and the ability to stay up and work over long hours. The downside was that once you began to chew the herbs you couldn't quit. They called it Wild Eye, and once enough of it was in your system, you'd kill to get your next dose. That was how Xandrith felt about the knife. He hated it, but he couldn't imagine being without it.


    You've been warned, Xandrith. With that, the voice was silent again. Damned knife. Xandrith returned to his room in sullen silence.


     


    When the door swung inward, Xan was quite startled to see Haley sitting in the entryway with her axe in her lap. She leapt up as Xan entered and ran to him. She was dressed in new clothing, which meant that their new outfits must have been delivered while he was away. She'd chosen to dress in one of the work outfits he'd gotten her. The tightly fit outfit hugged her body perfectly, giving her complete freedom of movement without any lose fabric to interfere. The crisscrossing leather straps had all been adjusted to perfection and the new boots seemed to flow into the whole outfit. It seemed more like a second skin than a set of clothes. If Xan's clothing was fit half as well he'd be thrilled. Of course, his appreciation of the fine tailoring was disturbed by the look of panic on Haley's face.


    "We killed someone!" She exclaimed in a harsh whisper.


    "You what?!" Xandrith shot back flabbergasted, he reached back quickly and pulled the door shut in his wake. "You've only been alone for five hours! What happened to the training exercises I gave you?"


    "It wasn't intentional." Haley explained as she dragged Xandrith further into the room. There was a body in the middle of the floor, the face mostly destroyed by what looked like a sword wound. "He climbed in through the window and grabbed Kassa. He said something about 'one life for every broken tooth' and then he stabbed Kassa in the chest with a knife."


    Xandrith's face went gray and he ran to the bed where Kassa was sitting impassively. "Kassa, are you alright?" She looked up at him dully. He rushed to her and pushed back her leather jerkin to look at the wounds on her chest. There were two clear holes in her flesh, each about two fingers width. One was just above her heart and the other was right through the middle of where her heart should be.


    "Gods, you ... what?" Confusion stumbled from Xan's mouth. He turned Kassa around and the knife wounds were evident on her back as well. The blade had passed all the way through her chest. "How are you alive?" He asked. Kassa's black eyes stared at him, but she didn't reply. Of course he knew why she was alive. Though alive wasn't really the right word.


    "He just stabbed her and let her go like he was done with her, and then he came after me." Haley was explaining. "Kassa took out her sword and stabbed it through his head while he was walking away. Then she went and sat on the bed. She's been there since, but I don't know what to do about the body."


    Xan was sorting through the jumble of new information in his head. Alright. No one important was dead. That was a good thing. The man who was dead was an assassin, no doubt hired by the man Xan had beat in the street the day before. He'd obviously held enough of a grudge that he'd been willing to shell out a lot of money to have someone track down Xan and his friends for revenge. Luckily his attempt had failed. But to their misfortune, they now had a corpse they needed to get rid of. On the plus side, this gave Xandrith a much better idea for getting the money he needed to hire his ship. A man who could afford to hire an assassin probably had a lot more gold then he needed, and Xan really couldn't allow the man to send a killer after him and get away unscathed. Xandrith would need to have a long conversation with the man foolish enough to send a hired killer after him, and the end game of that conversation would be that Xan would have all the money he needed to hire his ship.


    "Kassa's not human, is she?" Haley asked while Xandrith was still puzzling through the details of his plans. "Sometimes I'll catch her looking at me, and she looks like she wants to kill me. I'm afraid of her."


    Xan looked at his apprentice, his eyes meeting hers. She was looking for the truth, and Xan probably owed her at least that much. If they were going to travel together, it might help to have someone else who was aware of Kassa's exact nature.


    "I've told you that Kassa is sick, but that isn't the whole truth. Before we met you we ran into a fight we couldn't win. Kassa was taken prisoner and was brutally assaulted. I managed to save her, but her injuries were extensive. A healer repaired the damage to her body, but Kassa didn't wake up from the injuries. After some time, she died." Haley looked as though she might intercede, but Xandrith pushed onward. "With the help of my knife," Xan pointed at the black bonesteel blade. "I was able to bring Kassa back from beyond death, but the vital spark that truly makes a person alive didn't return with her. Have you heard of the undesh?"


    Haley shook her head no.


    "Well in essence she has become a servant that is neither entirely alive, nor entirely dead. The part of her that was human is gone. She hates humanity and the living and is only held in check by her loyalty to me, as the person responsible for bringing her back to life. This is part of the reason I'm traveling south. I'm trying to find someone who can help restore what is missing from her. She is ... was, my only friend and companion. She deserves better than what I've done to her."


    "So, she was really dead, and you brought her back to life?" Haley asked, obviously at war with disbelief.


    "She was completely dead, but I wouldn't say I brought her back to life. When you look in her eyes, does she look alive to you?" Xan asked, looking at Kassa himself. She was staring darkly towards Haley and Xan, the whites of her eyes were almost entirely swallowed by black. Any trace of brown had long since fled.


    Haley whispered quietly, as though afraid that Kassa would hear. "She looks like a monster."


    "If she is, it's because that's what I've made her. Haley, before all of this Kassa was the best person I'd ever known. She was smart, brave, and had a strong sense of justice. She also had a great sense of humor and an easy smile. I know that's hard to believe now, but I hope someday you will have the chance to meet the Kassa I knew."


    "Did you love her?" Haley asked, looking at the dark eyed woman.


    "As one would love a sister." Xandrith answered, looking down at the body on the floor. They really needed to do something about that.


    "Alright. Let's get this mess cleaned up. I've got some business to get done tonight so we'll be ready to go tomorrow. I secured us passage on a ship, but I need to acquire some more money." Xandrith bent down over the body and began to search it for supplies or hints as to where to find who had hired the man. A professional would have very little to find, but Xan could tell this man wasn't a high profile assassin. He was dressed sloppily, his knife was more sword than knife, and he was not in particularly great shape. Also his clothing wasn't well suited to his job. Good assassins were very picky about their clothes.


    After a thorough search of the man, Xandrith came up with a piece of paper with a name and address on it, a coin purse with 10 royal crowns, and some weapons of middling quality including a crossbow that might be worth keeping for training Haley. Ten crowns was far too few to take for killing multiple targets, but it was far too much money for a person to be carrying on a job like this. This meant it was likely this fool man had actually promised to kill three people for 10 royals. Xandrith was furious that his life had been valued so poorly. He had killed assassins that had cost twenty times as much for single targets over the years. This attempt at murder was an insult.


    Xan turned his attention to the piece of paper. "Falk Bishops, 17 Woodmeadow Lane, Trades and Commerce Square." Xan had little doubt that Falk would be the toothless bastard who'd sent the assassin, though the fact that he'd obviously used his home address in the business district as the meeting point with his assassin was just embarrassing. Only an idiot would invite a killer to their house. Well, Mister Bishops certainly was proving himself a world class idiot. That just made Xandrith's task easier.


    "Do you think he'll send someone else? Should we leave the inn?" Haley asked.


    "It would probably be safer if we did, but we've only got one more night in town and I'm willing to bet that this idiot," Xan nudged the corpse with his boot. "Didn't tell anyone else he'd found us before he rushed over here to kill us. He didn't even bother to drop off his pay or the address of his employer. That's really bad form. We've already paid and settled in, and now we have a corpse to deal with. We'll just have to be watchful."


    "Kassa, Haley, help me move this corpse into the bathroom. We'll throw it in the linen closet for now. Luckily we'll be out of here in the morning." Together the three of them wrestled the man's dead weight into the closet, though it wasn't an easy task. He kept trying to fall back out. Xandrith eventually pinned the corpse in place with the blade the man had intended to use to kill Kassa and Haley. It was messy and not all together pleasant, but it got the job done. They would be well and away before the corpse was found. Xandrith was proud of the way Haley handled the task. She didn't seem completely unfazed by the disgusting work, but she kept her mouth shut and did what needed to be done. Afterwards they settled into the sitting room for some tea before Xan had to go out again.


    "That's going to be really disturbing for the maid when she comes to clean the room." Haley said as she sipped from her mug.


    Xandrith took a sip of the warm brew, enjoying the mint and citrus tones of the drink before replying. "We can leave a note if you'd like, so she doesn't stumble upon it unawares. 'There is a corpse in the linen closet in the bathroom. Sorry.' Do you think that would help?"


    Haley narrowed her eyes, looking at Xandrith over the top of the cup as if trying to judge whether or not the assassin was being serious. "It might help." She said after a moment.


    Xandrith grinned. "Alright then, we'll do it." He'd never actually left such a note before, but he'd jokingly thought about it on several occasions. It would be a shame he wouldn't get to see the reaction to the note. He should leave a tip as well. He'd have to get some extra money from Falk so he could do so. The last of his tea gone, Xandrith sat down his cup and stood up.


    "I guess it's off to work." He said, walking to his bed and grabbing his bundle of new clothes. He was eager to be dressed in a good set of clothes again. The borrowed outfits he'd been wearing never fit exactly right, and the loose fabric interfered with his movement. The arms were never quite long enough, and the pants rode up his ankles. It was a curse being tall sometimes. He turned around and bumped into Haley.


    "Can I come with you?" She asked, looking up at him with eyes that were pleading for something to do.


    "No." He answered firmly, finding that it was difficult to turn her down. He was a terrible parent. Haley looked crestfallen. "I have a lot I need to get done, and very little time to do it. If this was normal business I'd let you tag along, but we just don't have the time tonight."


    "Then what am I supposed to do all night in this room?" She asked plaintively.


    "Make yourself stronger." Xandrith said pointedly. "You'll need to be able to keep up with me if you want to come along on dangerous missions. You can't do that now."


    Haley's eyes narrowed in anger. "I'm plenty strong enough."


    "Really?" Xan asked. He walked over to the girl and picked her up by the waist, which earned him a powerful blow to the shoulder.


    "What are you doing! Don't touch me! Put me down!" She demanded, her fists smacking against Xan with surprising force.


    "Relax, Not-Daisy." He held her up next to the four post bed with beams for curtains. "Grab the bar with your hands and pull yourself up until your chin is touches the top."


    Haley stopped struggling and grabbed the bar. She did as she was asked, easily pulling herself up to the bar and touching her chin to it. "What next?" She asked, hanging from the bar and looking proud of herself.


    "Now do it with one hand." Xandrith instructed her.


    Haley frowned, but she let go of one hand and began to pull herself up. Her arm shook as she lifted, and her face turned red with exertion, but she finally did. She let herself back down, and grabbed the bar again with both hands. "See, I can do it." She said, breathing heavy.


    "Very good." Xan said, and then with practiced speed he reached forward and unfastened the axe sheath from where it hung at her back. He caught the weapon as it fell and tossed it to Haley's bed. Suddenly the girl's grip on the bar seemed much more tenuous.


    "Now, pull yourself up." Xan told her. Her knuckles were already turning white from the stress on her hands. She grunted as she attempted to lift herself, but her arms barely bent. Without the axe adding to her strength and vitality she was just an average twelve year old girl. After a moment she dropped ungracefully to the ground with a rather unlady like curse.


    "Damn it, you cheated!" She shouted as she got back to her feet.


    "I'm not cheating you. I'm proving a point. You can't rely on the strength of your weapon to carry you through every situation. You need to be strong enough to make it with or without that bit of cursed steel strapped to your side, Haley. If you want to be like me, you need to be able to climb as fast as you can run. Your arms need to be able to carry your body weight as easily as your legs because there will come times when your life depends upon that. It's not just about strength either. By mastering your body's strength you improve its endurance, and heighten your control over yourself. Control is vital if you want to learn to fight the way I do."


    "So what you're saying is I'm no good at anything?" Haley shot back, angrily.


    "You're not." Xandrith said plainly. "Why should you be? No one has ever trained you to be good at these things. That's what I'm doing. If you already knew everything, what would be the point in me teaching you? It took me years to become adequate at what I do, and I'm still learning every single day. If you want to get better, you need to understand where your flaws lie. If you can't see your mistakes, you're never going to get past them. Now, until I return I want you to lay flat on the floor like a plank and push up your body’s weight with only your arms. Like this." Xandrith got down on the floor and levered himself up and down using only his arms several times. "When your arms burn too much and you can't do that anymore, then I want you to do this." He lay down on his back, knees up and bent, and curled his upper body towards his legs. "When your stomach is burning and you can't do anymore of those, go back to the first exercise. Keep at it until I'm back or until you pass out."


    "But that's ..."


    "No arguing. I said this wasn't going to be easy. Do this well and I'll make your next lesson something more interesting." Xandrith cut off any complaining and headed for the bath room to change. It was kind of fun to play the part of a mentor. Of course, he was being somewhat sadistic. He'd always really, really hated exercise for the sake of exercise. He'd developed his own regiment of work early in his life, tasks he could perform that would strengthen him where he needed it but that would also give him something beneficial to do. Xan would need to think of something similar for Haley when he had the time.


    Haley was glaring at him angrily, but she got down on the floor and started to do as Xan had instructed. The assassin made his way to the bath room to change, taking one last look at the girl before he closed the door. She was determined. It would be interesting to see if she was as determined when he came back to the room much later. It was easy to start off at a good pace, but Xandrith was demanding a lot. He almost wanted to see her fail, not so that she would break, but so that she would take his offer to leave him and Kassa to make a different life for herself. The assassin wasn't sure where his life was headed anymore, but he knew there would be danger wherever he went. The Order of Mages was searching for him, and his sanguine nature made him a target for others as well. Haley wasn't yet aware of that aspect of herself, and it might be better for her if she never did. On top of all of his other problems, he was one of very few individuals who knew about the danger of the Drayid and the Great Vault. He couldn't just let that be, at least not without seeing that someone was taking care of the problem. If Tibsenth was right, and Xan had little reason to doubt the old mage, then the world hung on the cusp of destruction despite the fact that it seemed to trundle on mostly oblivious to the menace that hung overhead like a dark cloud.


    He wanted nothing more than to hand over responsibility for the whole mess to someone more capable of dealing with it. Xandrith was no hero. He was just an aging assassin who'd made some unusual decisions that put him in a dangerous position. The fact that so much rested on his shoulders at that moment was a fact that he was trying very hard to forget. He kept telling himself that if he delivered Tibsenth's book to the south, then his part in the grand mess would be complete and he could extricate himself from the world-ending ordeal.


    "We don't save things, we kill them." Xan said to himself as he slipped into his new outfit. It was a splendidly crafted set of clothing. Every detail was in exactly the right place, and every crease and fold fell precisely where it should. Xandrith had never worn clothing so well designed, and he had always been meticulous about choosing his work wardrobe. Well at least one thing had gone well.


     


    Xandrith wasn't familiar with Hullensport and that had made his day's labor all the more difficult. Without a stable of informants he'd been forced to hunt down all of the information he would need on his own, and he'd been forced to spend an uncomfortable amount of coin on transport to get himself quickly around town. All in all, it had been a very long evening and it wasn't over yet. As the sun sank beneath the horizon he found himself strolling casually along the roadway in front of the address that had been on the sheet of paper in the assassin's pocket. Woodmeadow Lane was neither a meadow, nor a wood, but that wasn't overly surprising. The line of houses that Xandrith was passing by were upper class merchant dwellings and those folks liked to live on streets that had fancy sounding names that meant nothing at all. It was actually quite suiting, really. These men and women of trade spent their entire lives chasing coin and pretending to have more of it than they really did, so it made sense that they'd extend that facade of falsity even unto their address.


    It hadn't taken Xan long to determine that the address and the name Falk Bishops did belong to the man Xandrith had beat down in the street the day before. In fact, in a single day of searching Xan had learned quite a lot about Mister Bishops. He was an up-and-coming merchant from outside of the city who'd been muscling himself into the trade district with no small number of questionable transactions and shady business dealings. He'd acquired warehouses in a closed shipping district by buying them from the grieving families of the previous owners who had mysteriously died in fires just days after Bishops’ arrival in town. He'd also managed to break two different long standing monopolies on rare clay imports, shifting their exclusive contracts to himself, allegedly through the pure persuasive power of his salesmanship.


    Falk Bishops was single-handedly controlling the largest free-standing armed guard in the city, one which could even rival the city watch if properly motivated. Xandrith was no idiot. That was an unusual thing for a merchant to need. He had a very good idea of exactly what Falk was, and what he was doing in the city. Rewolla had the same sort of men. They were criminals who moved in wearing the guise of tradesmen and set up large webs of illegal business. They ran prostitution rings that catered toward the darker urgings of sick men, and established lines of access to contraband considered illegal in the city. Xan had been quite lucky the other day when he'd confronted Falk. The man likely had a number of personal guards, and it was fortunate they hadn't been present during Xan's altercation with him. It was obvious that the shady Falk had almost immediately decided to deal with Xan in the most direct way he could think of. Xandrith could almost respect that, if it had been done in a more professional manner. Directly dealing with problems was to be commended, but if you were going to do something it should be done properly. Falk had no respect for the proper order of business, and that made Xan angry. It made him almost as angry as trying to have him and his friends killed. Almost.


    There were four men standing guard at Falk's residence as Xan approached. Two of them stood beyond his front gate, and the other two stood further back to guard the door. They were hired men, experienced mercenaries by the look of their equipment. They were all dressed differently, but they were well equipped and well armed. They held themselves like men who'd spent a lot of time carrying the weapons they wore. They were grim faced and confident, which wasn't something Xan particularly wanted to see. Falk might have gone cheap with his assassin, but he'd obviously paid good coin for his personal guard. He was spending his coin closest to his home, which was an unfortunately wise move. Of course Xan had already been to visit the man responsible for running Falk's personal security, it had been one of his first stops of the day. He'd learned a great deal there, so he wasn't entirely surprised to see such adept men standing watch. However, Falk's security captain was a blatant racist, which held to Xan's advantage. There were no orcs on staff.


    Xandrith walked confidently up to the first two guards who stiffened into defensive postures as he approached. Xandrith kept his face calm and his pace relaxed. In his right hand he held a rolled up sheet of parchment with Falk's guard captain's wax seal clearly visible on the lip of the paper. He held the document up as he drew within range.


    "Which of you reads?" Xan asked, and the taller one on the right held out his hand. Xan handed him the paper. After carefully examining the seal, he broke the wax and unrolled the paper. It took him a while to take in the message even though it was quite short.


    "Is this true?" He asked, looking at Xan with suspicious eyes.


    Xandrith shrugged. "I don't know what it says. I'm just a messenger."


    The other guard was looking at the paper as if he might understand the scrawl on it if he stared at it long and hard enough. His brow knit in concentration. "What's it say?" He asked finally, giving in to his illiteracy.


    "Says Falk's last payment bounced, and we're to return to Cap'n at once. Slag and Grit are coming by soon." The man growled, still staring at Xandrith.


    The guard who couldn't read grinned. "Oh man, I wouldn't want to be Falk tonight. Slag and Grit will get the back pay, no doubt about that."


    Seeing his comrade grinning and chuckling seemed to relax the taller guard who could read. He shrugged his big shoulders and called back to the other two guards at the main door who marched up in quick order. They briefly talked about the message and laughed at Falk's idiocy for not making his payments on time. Then after giving Xan a special coin, one marked with their mercenary band seal, they left as a group. It was expected that Xandrith would return the coin to their captain, letting him know that the message had been received and that he could send Slag and Grit whenever he wanted. Of course the note was a fabrication and Slag and Grit wouldn't be coming any time soon. It had taken some careful eavesdropping to discover that bit of information, but now Xandrith had Falk all to himself for the night.


    He strode confidently to the front door and carefully tested the handle. It turned and the door pushed open with ease. Xandrith smiled to himself. It was nice to see things going correctly for a change. Maybe the rest of the night wouldn't be so bad. Hopefully Falk would be in a negotiating mood and their business could be taken care of rather quickly. The assassin slid through the open door, pulling it shut behind him as quietly as possible. Falk was a married man with three children, and they all lived in this home. If possible Xandrith only wanted to deal with Falk himself. Terrifying women and children wasn't his goal for the night, though he was well prepared to do what was necessary.


    The entry hall was dark, and Xan could see lights glowing down a few different hallways in the vicinity. He'd made a point of circling the house earlier in the day and gathering what information he could about the layout from the exterior. It was too early for the occupants to be going to bed, so most of them were probably on the bottom floor in one of the sitting rooms, though the children might be playing in their rooms. Falk had a study on the bottom floor near the kitchen that Xandrith had seen through a window on the exterior. That was the assassin's first destination. With a little luck the merchant would be taking care of business for the night and he'd catch the man alone.


    Xan took a guess at which hallway would lead him in the right direction and started off. Night had only recently fallen and the halls were still bathed in darkness. No one had bothered to light the oil lamps that lined the corridors, likely because the family was familiar enough with the layout of their own halls that it seemed more hassle than necessity. That was another point in Xandrith's favor, so he wasn't complaining. He'd covered about half the length of the hallway when he heard the sound of fast moving footsteps coming his way, followed by the laughter of children. A door opened at the far end of the hall and two figures came running towards the assassin with reckless abandon.


    "... have I told you to stay out of my damned office when I'm working!" A familiar male voice chased them through the opened door. The children, unabated, giggled as they dashed from their father's place of work.


    Xandrith had nowhere to go. The few doors along the hallway were closed, and ducking into one would only be too obvious. A giggling boy, maybe five years of age with warm brown eyes and scruffy brown hair came to an abrupt stop, his little sister colliding into his back as he looked up at the strange man standing in the dark of the hallway.


    "Who're you?" He was curious, not afraid.


    "I'm a business colleague of your father." Xan answered easily. "Is he in his office?" The answer was obvious, but he hoped the question would alleviate the boy's curiosity.


    "Daddy doesn't want to be disturbed right now." He said with a mischievous grin. "He's counting his money and he hates it when people bother him while he's doing that."


    Xandrith smiled. "Counting his money, eh? Well, I'm afraid I'm going to have to interrupt him. It's important."


    "Alright, but he's probably going to yell at you." The boy said with a sincere expression, one that said he'd had the experience himself and wasn't too fond of it.


    "I'm sure he will." Xan said with a nod. "But people yell at me all the time, so I'm use to it."


    The boy's sincere expression settled into another mischievous grin. "Me too!" He said, before giving his sister's braided hair a tug, inciting them both to continue their game of chase. They ran off without a look back. Xan took a deep, steadying breath and walked purposefully down the hall.


    The study he stepped into was a large, open area with a desk in the center. The man from the market the day before sat hunched over the desk with a ledger in front of him, a strange mechanna device to one side, and several piles of coin stacked neatly across his desk. He didn't seem to notice as Xandrith entered, so the assassin took the time to get a better feel for the room. The desk sat in front of a large window and there was a fireplace to one side of the room that was burning brightly. Some few books sat in a small book shelf to one side, though they all looked like ledgers and references for calculating expenses and projecting business costs.


    It was clear that Falk was a man obsessed with business and making money, even if he was doing it through crooked means. He still had a strong understanding of the workings of the business world. That made him a dangerous man in his own way. If he hadn't run afoul of Xan, he might have even made it quite far as a leader of the organized crime world given time. He was young and he made mistakes, but if he'd been lucky those mistakes would have been learning experiences that shaped him into a dangerous criminal. Unfortunately, he'd hired an assassin to kill a much better assassin and now Xandrith was going to have to do something about Falk. Exactly what was to be done was still to be decided, but either way Xan intended to put an end to the man's shady business dealings.


    Xandrith cleared his throat loudly.


    "I said I don't want to be disturbed, now shut the damned door and leave me to my ..." He'd just lifted his head to finish his tirade, and the words stopped abruptly on his lips as his eyes met Xan's. "You." He said.


    Xandrith closed the space between himself and Falk's desk with a few long strides. "Falk, we have business to discuss." He spoke directly and confidently. Men like Falk would pounce on weakness, and Xan intended to have complete control of this conversation.


    "You're right. We do have business to discuss. It cost me 41 crowns to have the damage to my leg repaired by an Order Healer, and you're going to reimburse me for that you piece of shit." Falk spat as he came to his feet.


    "Forty-one crowns for your leg, and you could only spare 10 for the assassin you sent after my friends and I?" Xandrith answered coldly. "Was it your first time hiring a killer?"


    Falk looked suddenly uneasy. "I don't know what you mean. I wouldn't hire an assassin. I wouldn't even know where to find someone like that."


    "I believe that last one." Xandrith answered. "The man not only carried his pay with him, but the contact address of his employer. He was the worst excuse for a killer I've ever met. My wife dispatched him after he clumsily attempted to murder her. Did you hire him at a tavern? Was he sober when you picked him up?"


    Falk blushed angrily which made Xandrith laugh inwardly. He probably had hired the man from a tavern. "These accusations are blatantly false. If you don't leave this instant, I shall call upon my guards and trust me, they are very well trained."


    "I sent your guards away. I figured it was best we carried out our business in private." Xandrith replied, reaching into one of his pockets. He pulled out a sack and reached inside. The first item he pulled out was a braided lock of hair. He tossed it on Falk's desk, letting the man look at it for a moment before he pulled out the next item. The next piece from the bag was a small metal statue of a bearded man with a sword in one hand. Again, he gave Falk a moment to look at the item before moving to the next one. The next item was a lace kerchief with an "M" embroidered in one corner. He waited a moment before pulling out the last item from his bag, a small and charred piece of bone.


    "Do you recognize these items, Falk?" Xandrith asked. The man quickly shook his head in reply. "Really? None of them?" Before Falk could say anything else Xandrith went on. "The braid is from your mistress. I paid her a visit earlier tonight. She's a very trusting young thing. She'll probably be furious when she notices that I removed part of her hair." Falk's face paled and he opened his mouth to speak, but Xan went on. "The statue is a piece that you had made for the man who is in charge of your security. It sits on the corner of his desk and is one of his most prized possessions. The kerchief belongs to your favorite prostitute at Madam Merissa's House of Splendor. Finally that small piece of burnt bone, well it's what is left of the men you've had killed and burned to keep the secrets of your visits to both your whore house and your mistress."


    Falk's jaw snapped shut, the muscles along the sides of his face working as his remaining teeth grit together.


    "You see Falk, you don't know who I am. You made a terrible mistake when you tried to have me killed. In one evening I have uncovered secrets about you that could destroy your public life, rip your family apart, and have you sent to prison for the rest of your life. This is happening because you didn't learn that simple lesson I tried to give you out in the streets. Don't make an opponent of someone you can't beat. You believe you're a dangerous man, but I am something far worse than you could possibly imagine, Falk. I could kill you here and now with no effort at all, but I could also rip your life apart one piece at a time. I could make living worse than dying. Maybe that's what I should do. I've tried to teach you a lesson once already, and you've proven that you don't learn. Do you want me to destroy you, Falk?"


    The man didn't answer, his jaw was still clenched tight.


    "Falk, do you want me to destroy everything you know and love?"


    "Fuck you." Falk said, balling his knuckles until they turned white.


    Xandrith had to hand it to the man. He was brave in his own corrupt way. "Here is how this is going to work. You're going to pay me 250 royal crowns and you're going to agree to change your business practices. You do this, and I will leave here and you'll never here of or from me again." Falk's eyes nearly bulged out of his head when he heard how much money Xandrith wanted. "My contacts in the city will keep an eye on your business, and if they hear so much as a rumor about you dealing in dark trade I will see to it that your ball sack is stripped from your body and your dangling testicles are eaten slowly by rats. Then I will turn your business upside down and destroy your family life."


    Falk's face had paled and some of the fight left his eyes. "You couldn't."


    Xandrith grabbed the items on the desk, picked them up and let them fall. Five hours of work, Falk. In five hours, working alone, this is what I've done. I didn't even consider you worthy of contacting my men in the city." Xan didn't have any men in the city, but Falk didn't need to know that. "You don't need to know what I am Falk, but suffice it to say that this business we're doing here is not among the most difficult of the jobs I do on a regular basis. Destroying your life wouldn't cost me anything, and it wouldn't even interfere with my other plans. So, what is your decision?"


    Falk was sweating profusely, his eyes twitching from side to side. He was looking for some way out. Normally he would probably try to bribe his way free of this kind of situation, but Xan had already demanded money, so he couldn't use that as a route to escape. He had no way of knowing that the assassin really had no way of keeping tabs on him. Even if he agreed to the ludicrous demands Xan was making, he'd probably be back to his normal shady business in no time at all. That left Xan with a dilemma. Falk was scum. Worse, he was dangerous scum. That he had a family didn't change the fact that he was a bad man and that if left to his own devices, he would become even more so with time. Xandrith had a growing feeling that no matter the outcome of their meeting, he would need to put a violent end to Falk at some point.


    "Alright," Falk said after a few tense moments. "You're right. I should never have hired that assassin. I've been living my life as though there were no consequences, and I realize that has been a mistake." The words sounded sincere, and the crest-fallen expression on the man's face seemed genuine, but the change had been so fast. Falk had switched from rebellious to ready to repent like the sparking of a torch. One moment he was full of fury, the next sorrow. Xandrith didn't trust him. Falk seemed to sense that Xan wasn't buying it, so he reached out to his desk and pushed the piles of coin in Xan's direction. "There are nearly 300 crowns there all told, and it's yours if you give me this second chance. I want to make things right now. I want to clean up my business and be a father my children can grow up to respect."


    "That's a very abrupt change of heart, Falk." Xandrith commented, not moving to collect the coins.


    "It may seem so, but it isn't. I've been thinking about my life a great deal lately. My family was poor you see, and I grew up resenting that. I grew up hating what I thought I was going to have to be, and that led me to push for success, even at the cost of hurting others. I knew it was wrong, but I didn't want to be like my parents so I kept pushing forward. I needed this, this moment of realization that all I've built is fragile and tenuous because it has been built upon deception and corruption. I am ready to change." Falk insisted, his face serious and somber, his posture defeated and meek.


    Xandrith still didn't believe it, but he'd offered the man the chance, and by all appearances he was taking it. "Alright, put the coins in that sack and we'll be at an agreement then. Just remember, if I hear you've returned to your old games, the next time I visit I won't come with an ultimatum." Xandrith warned and Falk nodded his head, lowering his eyes as he went about gathering the coins up into a sack for Xandrith to take. That had been too easy. Once the sack was closed and tied, Xandrith stepped forward and took it from the table. "Let us never meet again." Xan said, and then turned and strode for the door.


    The first warning that Xan had that things were going badly was the bonesteel blade jumping into his hand. The feel of the cold steel blade in his palm was like an immediate warning that things were about to get dangerous. Xandrith spun in place, attempting to turn to face Falk, and that's when the crossbow bolt slammed into his left arm. It tore through the meat of his arm and then slipped through his ribs and part of the way into his chest, pinning his left arm to his body. Had he not spun when he did, that bolt would have probably smashed directly into his heart. As it was, Xandrith knew he was in serious trouble. There was a crossbow bolt in his chest cavity and it was impossible to tell how much damage had been done. Xandrith finished his turn in time to see Falk calmly loading another bolt into his crossbow.


    "You come into my house and make demands of me?" Falk asked, sliding the bolt into place. Where he'd gotten the crossbow from, Xan couldn't be certain. The only thing that was clear was that he wouldn't survive another shot. "You're right. I don't know who you are, but whoever you are, you've made a big mistake if you think you can intimidate me." He put his foot in the hoop at the front of the crossbow and began to pull back on the string.


    The assassin sprang forward, pushing himself across the room with all the speed he could gather. It was difficult to move with his left arm pinned.


    Hit the desk. Push it, but don't jump it when you do. You don't have to cause things to blink from one point to another. This is hardly the time to learn finesse in a power, but since you've refused to train the ability ... The knife spoke quickly.


    Xandrith kicked out with his foot as he came within range of the desk standing between himself and Falk. As he kicked it he pushed with his mind as he'd done to the mechanna monsters when he was rescuing Kassa. He felt himself kicked back slightly as though someone very strong had pushed him backwards, and then the desk blinked across the room, appearing behind Falk before flying out the large glass window in a cascade of glass.


    Damn it, I said not to do that! The knife yelled.


    Xan ignored it and charged for Falk who had nearly dropped his crossbow and was staring out the window at his desk, trying to figure out exactly how that had happened. Xandrith didn't hesitate. He drove his dagger into the side of Falk's throat, and then again into his chest, and then once more into his face. The man slid from the knife to the ground, dead before he'd realized he shouldn't have taken his eyes of the assassin. The sound of panicked shouts erupted from beyond the closed door of Falk's office, no doubt it was his family coming to see what all the noise was. Xandrith stowed his bloody knife, made sure he had a good hold on his bag of coin, and leapt through the shattered window.


    He was happy to be on the first floor. Every motion sent jolts of burning pain through his body and caused an unsettling scraping of metal on bone. The arrowhead was rubbing against the inside of his ribcage. He wondered how close it was to vital organs. Too close. Damn Falk straight to the darkest pit of despair. He should have just killed the man outright. The assassin started to run, knowing that he needed to put as much distance between himself and Falk's house as possible. Every step jostled the arrow, and his arm was still pinned to his left side, which made a full sprint impossible. He couldn't even risk climbing to get off the streets. Why had he turned his back on Falk?


    "Shit!" He shouted as he ran. He could feel blood dripping down his side. "And look what he did to my new clothes! SHIT!" The swearing made moving easier. Well it didn't really make moving easier, but Xandrith told himself it did and began a litany of under-his-breath cursing to accompany his long walk back to the inn. Falk's house was a little over a mile from where he and the others were staying, so Xan had a long journey ahead of him. Hopefully by the time a search party was sent out for Falk's murderer, Xan would already be boarding his ship and getting ready to leave this damned place. Of course that brought problems of its own. He didn't have time to find a healer and he needed one, desperately. He was losing a lot of blood, and it was impossible to tell how bad the arrow had damaged his insides. It had punched through his arm readily enough, which meant there wouldn't be a lot of muscle damage there, but he'd still need a surgeon to cut the arrow out of him. There was no way he could get to a surgeon before he needed to be aboard ship.


    You can heal yourself. The damage is bad and red magic doesn't lend itself to healing well, but if you find someone to steal life from we could work that arrow out and seal the wound. You don't have a lot of other options. The knife quipped.


    I can't use my magic at will, and I'm not going to kill someone to save myself anyway. Xan responded internally. A sharp pain shot through his chest, and when he sucked in a breath he heard a wheeze deep in his lungs. The arrow tip had just torn his lung.


    Well it's no longer an option really. You need the magic, which means I can use it for you. If you don't find someone to take the life from, you're going to die out here on the streets. It's that simple. The arrow tip is resting against your left lung. What you just felt was a very, very small rip in the fabric of your lung. You have maybe two minutes before that lung collapses and you start choking on your own blood and begin to bleed out. I know this because you know this, Xandrith. We may not agree most of the time, but your life is important to both of us. I'm afraid I can't let you die.


    Xandrith shook his head furiously. I can't kill some innocent person just to extend my own life.


    You should have thought of that before you hacked Falk to pieces in his office. He would have been great for this purpose. The knife retorted. It doesn't matter, though. We're doing this.


    "No!" Xandrith said aloud, and then he felt a wave of darkness pass over him. His vision blurred for a second and his legs grew numb. "What's happening?" He asked, fearing that death was taking him faster than he'd expected. He didn't want to steal a life, but that didn't make the prospect of death any less terrifying. Some desperate part of him still insisted that he could drag himself through this situation by sheer will.


    Yes. A voice echoed from inside of him, and Xan felts his lips move slightly. "... es." Darkness swallowed Xan entirely, devouring him like some great monster large enough to swallow his body in one pass. Xandrith fell into the great abyss.







     


    Chapter 14


    Nope, Not a Troll


    Xandrith blinked and his room at the inn came into focus. He was standing in the doorway with Hayley looking at him with tears in her eyes. He frowned and shook his head as though trying to dispel a cloud of haze that had settled around his shoulders. How had he gotten back to the room at the inn? He remembered leaving earlier that day to hunt down Falk, and then he'd spent the day tracking down information about the man. Later he'd arrived at Falk's house. There seemed to be a shell of haze around events after that.


    "What's wrong?" Xandrith asked Haley, deciding that his lapse in memory could wait a moment while he figured out the more pressing matter.


    "Wrong?!" She asked incredulous. "You just told me to get the hell out of here! What do you think is wrong? I don't know what I did to ..."


    Xan was shaking his head. "I'd never say that to you. I don't even remember coming home. What ..." That was when the shadow cleared in his mind and he remembered his confrontation with Falk and the arrow that had pierced his side. He reached for his left arm with a gasp and found that it didn't hurt at all. The wound was gone. He put his hand inside of his shirt and felt for where the injury should have been in his side. There was a tender spot on his ribs, but he could tell there was no opening at all. He began to piece together what had happened. It wasn't difficult, but it was frightening.


    How did you do that?! Xan demanded inwardly, and while he was waiting for a response he said aloud. "I'm very sorry for anything I've said since arriving back in this room tonight. I owe you an explanation and I will see that you get one as soon as I understand exactly what has happened."


    Haley looked somewhat relieved, but mostly confused.


    "Just know that, no matter what I said or how hurtful or mean it might have been, I meant none of it." Xan insisted, which only seemed to make her seem more confused.


    You should have made her leave. I gave you another opening. She doesn't belong with us. If you bring her aboard that ship tomorrow I'll make you regret it. The knife spoke sharply.


    What did you do to me tonight?! How did you take over like that, and who did you kill to fix this damage? Xan was furious, but more than that he was truly frightened. If the knife could assume control of him at will, then he couldn't even trust himself any longer.


    I simply did what needed to be done to assure your survival, and then I came back here to take care of business that you should be doing yourself. I don't want that girl coming with us and I will make your life hell if you drag her along. You've seen what I can do now. Think of the other things I could do if I take your body. How do you think Haley would react if you decided to break her in as your apprentice? Hmm? I bet we could reopen some of those old wounds of hers if we got really ...


    You fucking piece of shit. Xan strode furiously across the room, pulling the knife and sheath from his belt as he did so. Haley was staring at him as if he'd gone mad and Kassa was watching blankly with her dark eyes. This is it. I can't get rid of you but I can refuse to wield you. Xan went to his pack and pulled out a leather cord. He wrapped the knife tightly into its scabbard with the length of string, tying it as firmly as his fingers could pull the knot and then he tossed the knife into the bottom of his pack and threw the bag across the room. You can stay in your scabbard until the end of time for all I care. I reject you. A dull ache had settled into Xan's chest the moment he'd begun to tie the knife into the scabbard. As he'd thrown his pack across the room it had felt like he was tossing aside a part of himself. It wasn't the physical distance that caused the ache, it was his rejection of the weapon. Part of him yearned to hold it and to know that it was his and his alone. Removing it from himself of his own will and rejecting it felt like he'd severed his own arm. The pain was both emotional and physical.


    "Xandrith, are you alright?" Haley asked quietly from where she stood at the foot of her bed, tears still causing her eyes to appear glassy and her expression hurt.


    Xan sighed heavily. He was alive, but that had likely cost someone else their life and he would probably never even know who the knife had killed on his behalf. The damn blade was more than a curse. It was ripping the remainder of his humanity away from him, and it's sick and twisted threats regarding Haley were the last straw. He wouldn't allow it to harm that poor girl anymore. He'd have to suffer the ache of parting, and it was a keen pain indeed. It felt almost as bad as the arrow in his side had.


    "We need to talk about these weapons." Xan said quietly. "I told you a bit when we first met, but there is more and it needs to be said. You need to understand what they are and what they can do to you."


    Haley looked ill at ease. She reached a hand to the axe handle and held it protectively. Xan knew exactly how she felt. He wanted to do the same thing. He wanted to strap the knife back to his hip and put a hand on it so he'd know it was safe and that no one would take it from him. His want was almost a need.


    "I'm not going to take the axe from you or force you to give it up, but you need to understand the nature of the weapon." Xandrith clarified, which seemed to allow Haley to relax a bit. "Have a seat." Xan gestured towards her bed as he took a seat on his own.


    "I'm guessing you've probably never even heard of bonesteel?" Xan began. Haley shook her head. Having grown up on a secluded farm, it was unlikely she'd ever even heard the rumors about the black metal knives. He began with what he'd known of them before first acquiring one, being sure to address their alleged cursed nature, and then he started in about the more complex nature of the blades. Not-Daisy listened with a deep and focused attention. For a long time she didn't interrupt Xan, even when he mentioned that the blades could talk into your mind. However, when he started talking about Trolls Haley finally stopped him.


    "What's a Troll?" She asked, looking more than a little confused.


    Xan smirked. He was going to need to go further back than he'd intended. "I'll explain this to the best of my knowledge, but most of what I know I've only recently learned so I'm not sure how seriously you should take any of it. Trolls are monsters that at one time were humans. Long ago before cities and towns covered Appox, humanity discovered that it had aptitude for magic. Most magic is drawn from the life of the person who is casting the spell so that when they use their power, their life is made shorter. Some of the humans discovered that they could spare their own personal magic by steeling power from other living things. This gave them an unlimited source of power at the cost of sacrificing life. What these humans didn't know was that using this magic was also changing them slowly over time. In order to murder for power, their humanity had to be cast aside. I don't know exactly how long it took, but this shuffling off of humanity began to change them both inside and out. Some few of them noticed what was happening and rejected the change, deciding never to draw blood for magical energy again. Don't forget about them because we'll come back to those folks later.


    “ The rest of the humans who had been doing this for so long couldn't let go of the power they'd gained and so they kept changing. Eventually they changed so much that they weren't even human any longer. They became what we refer to as Trolls. The corruption of their magic made them into creatures of darkness. Trolls shun the light and despise all other life. Even their own kind isn’t safe from their hatred of existence, yet somehow they've managed to live for generations.

    

    "They rose up from the depths to which they'd crawled once and tried to sweep across all of Appox, but humans and orcs banded together and drove them back into the underworld. It wasn't an easy battle and it forever changed the direction of our world. Since then our king has held a large standing army just for the purpose of battling the trolls should they ever return, and the Order of Mages has become a prominent power all across the land. Some say that the trolls were wiped out in that war. Most agree, as do I, that they've simply returned to the dirt to rebuild their numbers and prepare for their next uprising. They are far too resilient to be so easily destroyed.


    "As a legacy of the war, the bonesteel weapons came into existence. They're made from steel forged with bone-ash from the trolls, but there is more to it than just the sum of the parts. From what I gather, dark magic goes into the crafting of the bonesteel weapons. A blade can't be brought into existence without leaving a trail of death in its wake. It is that magic that gives the blades their unusual life, and it's also what draws them to certain people. That brings us back to what I told you to remember before.


    "Some of those who were close to becoming Trolls turned their backs on blood magic before the change was completed and rejoined humanity. While these people were not entirely trolls, neither were they entirely human. When they later married back into the human line they created a new kind of offspring that appeared human, but still held a small piece of the troll lineage in their blood. When the half-troll blood came through, the children born to it were born with a mix of human magic and troll magic. They didn't need blood to form their spells, but they could draw their magic from others instead of taking it from their own life. These people have a mix of human and troll ancestry that makes them open to the bonesteel weapons, Haley, and that is what we are. We are humans that have an ancestry that traces all the way back to the half-trolls of old, and that has given us the ability to bond with the bonesteel weapons."


    Haley looked scared. "Does that mean I'm not human?"


    "You're human, as am I. The part of you that has this troll lineage is so far removed that it's almost non-existent. However, this does mean that you have the potential to be a magic user known as a Sanguine Mage, and for that the Order would kill you. It's better for you if you avoid mages who belong to the Order. They won't help you learn to control your power, but they will kill you for having even the potential to use it. It's better if you pretend it doesn't even exist. That axe is a sign of what you are, and I would be willing to make a guess that the mages know or at least suspect what that means. The law has made it illegal and punishable by death to wield a bonesteel weapon. They gave their own reasons, but I believe that it could be traced back to their fear of red magic.


    "What is most important to remember is that the blades are Troll magic and that the troll malice is not diluted like what exists inside you and me. Bonesteel weapons are malevolent and they have no regard for any life. I don't know what they want, or what end they're working towards, but I do know that they'll do anything to meet their ambitions. Once you give yourself over to them for the full extent of their power, they gain a terrifying amount of control over you. My knife wants me to send you off on your own. It doesn't believe that bonesteel weapons should travel together, and that is what you were seeing when I first came in this room. It had taken control of me momentarily. I don't know what else it wants from me and I don't know if it will be able to get a hold of me again, but if you see me acting strangely distance yourself from me immediately. You might not be able to trust me."


    The girl was shaking her head. "You'd never hurt me."


    "I don't want to hurt you, Not-Daisy, but I can't promise the knife won't try given a chance. It won't kill you unless you become a direct threat, but it wouldn't hesitate to have me use your body the way the axe wielder did. I just don't have complete control. When your axe awakens it will be the same for you. When it starts to talk, you'll know you're getting close to that time. There will come a time when it asks you to bond with it and if you accept you'll be in the same position I'm in. If you can resist, I'd recommend you do it."


    Hayley was looking at her axe, her face serious. Whether she believed everything he'd told her or not, Xandrith couldn't be certain. Having said it aloud Xandrith was only too aware of just how crazy it sounded. Talking knives, troll blood, and forbidden magic were not the sort of thing you could just spring on a person and expect them to accept, and now he was telling her that one of the few people she was trying to trust, couldn't be trusted.


    "It's like a fairytale but there is no ending, and instead of making me feel good it makes me feel afraid." The little girl said after a long quiet pause. "It's hard to believe any of it, but so much has happened to me recently."


    Xandrith nodded. "I don't expect you to believe it all now or to accept it immediately, but try to keep it in mind for the future. I'm not even sure if I believe everything I've been told. Sometimes I think I'm going insane, and I'd be lying if I told you I wasn't a little afraid. The trick with fear is that you can't let it dominate your life. It will try, but if you let it start making decisions for you, you'll have a difficult time ever getting a firm grasp on your fate again. You'll find yourself running forever. You do, however, need to be aware that I'm a threat to you as long as I have the knife. "


    A loud knock sounded at the door and Haley jumped, startled by the sudden unexpected sound. Xandrith nearly jumped himself, but instead he reached to his belt and drew his last remaining normal knife. His craving for the bonesteel blade gnawed at his insides, but he pushed it down. Who would be knocking at their door in the middle of the night?


    "Haley, Kassa, go out onto the balcony and stay there until I tell you otherwise." Xandrith ordered quietly as he inched towards the door. He had a bad feeling that things were about to get dangerous. It might be someone investigating whatever he'd done to heal himself while the knife had control, or someone who'd seen and recognized him while he was at Falk's residence. Either way a knock on the door in the middle of the night was a bad sign.


    Haley was still shaken from Xan's dark fairytale and only nodded before she made her way towards the windowed doors that led out onto the balcony. Kassa followed as well, obeying Xan's orders without a second thought. Xandrith waited until the doors to the balcony were shut with his friends on the other side before he reached the door. Another knock sounded heavily on the thick wood.


    "It's late!" Xandrith called through the door. "Go away and whatever business you have we'll take care of it in the morning." Silence first, and then a moment later the knocking came again. This time it was heavier and louder.


    "At least state your reason for calling at such a late hour, otherwise I'm not opening this door." Xan said, doing his best to sound groggy and cranky as though he'd been woken and had nothing in particular to fear from a stranger in the night. Was it the guards come to find him because he'd killed Falk and some other person he didn't even remember murdering? Was in the hotel security staff attempting to kick his strange family out for some reason? Perhaps it was Falk's men. How they could have tracked Xan down so quickly he didn't know, but it was a possibility. Xandrith found himself looking at his pack with the bonesteel weapon wrapped securely inside. He forced himself to look away, though it took a strong physical effort.


    The hammering on the door sounded again, slower but heavier. Whoever was beyond the wood portal was losing patience. Xandrith realized that he wasn't going to get any information from the person on the other side of the door, but he also had no intention of just opening up for whoever it was. The assassin slid flat against the wall directly next to the door. If whoever they were broke down the door and entered, Xandrith would be behind them the minute they stepped through the entry way. It meant that he wouldn't get a clear look at them until they were already inside, but they would be expecting to walk directly into the room and be face to face with the occupants. This way, Xandrith would have the benefit of surprise.


    He waited for the impact that would signal the door being knocked in, but it didn't come. Instead a searing bright red light erupted from the door, followed by the smell of burning wood and then the sound of the whole, massive oak door crumbling to the ground as a figure stepped through the suddenly glowing entry way. Xandrith was blinded. The red light from the door had momentarily turned the world into a blotch of colored light, but the assassin held his place tucked in next to the wall. He couldn't see, but he could hope that whoever was entering the room couldn't see him yet either. He crushed his eyes closed trying to clear the red haze from his vision as he sensed a figure striding by him into the open room beyond.


    He opened his eyes and managed to see a cloaked figure with its back turned to him as it looked across the room. It was searching for Xandrith and his friends. His vision was still a blur, but he couldn't afford to wait any longer. Once he was spotted his moment of surprise would be lost and whoever this person was, he was obviously dangerous. Xandrith struck as fast and as hard as his muscles would allow, his knife leading his body with explosive momentum. He struck for the central mass of the man's back, hoping to pierce his heart or lungs. His vision was still too blurry to hope for precision, and the cloak made it difficult to gauge exactly where he was striking, but Xan knew vital areas. His first hit landed squarely and sunk in as anticipated. He drew the blade out and struck again for what should have been the other side of the chest, but as his hand struck forward the blade hit something, as though he'd just tried to stab his dagger through a thick sheet of plate mail. The steel blade reverberated violently in his hand and Xan almost dropped it. Without a doubt the point would need to be repaired.


    The cloaked figure spun on Xan incredibly fast for a man who should have just had a lung punctured. Xandrith dodged backwards, shifting his weight away and into a tumble to put himself at a safe distance. He rolled back to his feet in a ready position and found himself face to face with a man who wasn't wholly a man at all. Blue-green glass glowed from the places where eyes should have been, and it took Xan only a second to realize he was staring down one of the Mechanna creatures from Yillan Reach. He didn't hesitate. Every bit of his training, skill, and speed went into his next movements. He shifted his hold on his knife as he charged in and delivered blow after blow to the partially metallic monstrosity standing before him. His blade hit soft tissue and raked across metal, but none of his strikes seemed to have any lasting effect on the mechanna. The creature was slow to react, but when it did, it did so with an obscene amount of power. Xan rolled away from a blow that could have easily shattered his shoulder and barely stepped beyond a brutal strike that could have broken his ribs. The assassin backed away from his assailant, giving himself some space to reassess the situation. Without his cursed knife he couldn't see what areas of the thing were most vulnerable to serious damage. He'd struck at the obvious locations, but his blade hadn't seemed to leave any lasting effects.


    "Give us what you took from the library." The creature spoke, its voice echoing from inside its chest with a strangely metallic ring as though spoken from inside a rusty metal box.


    "I can't do that." Xandrith answered. "How did you find me?"


    The creatures eyes glowed fiercely, but its expression didn't change. "Give us what you took from the library, and we won't kill you and your friends."


    "Should I give you what you want just so you can bring doom upon the entire world? You can't think I'd really do that." Xan shot back, surprised at his own bravery. It would have been so easy just to hand over the damned book.


    "... and you can't think we'd leave here without what we need to free our people. Human, you have no comprehension of what suffering we have endured while banished from this plane. We have lived in darkness surrounded by the shrieks and screams of our women and children for time uncountable, and now you stand between us and freedom. Do you think we will turn away so easily?" The creature spoke with a strange accent. "Ka'rathlin tu'weein vek amor. Our hearts will not be turned."


    "If you open that box, you'll free more than just your own people, Drayid. There is something asleep in there that wants to destroy this entire world. What good is your freedom if the world is consumed as well?" Xan retorted.


    "We would watch the world burn forever if it meant that we could be free of the hell we've lived in for so long. Look at what we are now." He pointed at his metal and flesh body. "There is suffering, pain, and torment in this flesh. We are the anguish of a stolen life full of memories, loves lost and hopes extinguished. Even that pain is nothing compared to the emptiness of the box. Your mages did this to us out of fear and jealousy human, and now we will be free at any cost."


    "I understand that you're suffering, but I can't let you have what you need. Surely you must see why I can't?" Xandrith said, trying to decide on what his next move would be. Their conversation couldn't end well. Neither was willing to give up what they were fighting for and Xan could hardly blame the Drayid. If it was telling the truth, it had far too much to lose by not bringing the book back even if it couldn't decipher it.


    "You will never understand, human. You cannot. Your people lack the empathy to even begin understanding what you've done to us." With that, it attacked, but not physically. A wave of energy smashed into Xan throwing him back against the wall as though he'd been picked up by a giant and thrust backwards. The air exploded from his lungs and his world went gray for a second. He heard his knife clatter to the floor, though he didn't see or feel himself drop it. He tried to claw at whatever was pinning him back, but there was nothing to claw into. The mechanna thing moved in closer to him. "What did you take from the library?!" It demanded.


    Nausea and pain streaked through Xan but he didn't dare speak. He fought to break free from whatever was holding him, but it was like being a child trying to wrestle a troll. All of his strength mustered couldn't begin to slip the bonds holding him. Desperation set in, creeping slowly through his body like water soaking through a thick cloth. The Drayid's magical grip tightened, and Xan felt the bones in his chest creak. He was lifted from the wall for a moment, which gave him a chance to gasp for air, and then he was slammed backwards once more, expelling his short attempt at breathing and bringing dark circles up in front of his eyes.


    "Tell me where it is!" The Drayid screamed in its harsh and metallic voice. There was madness in its scream. Whatever the Drayid had once been, they no longer were. They had become something dark and terrible while trapped away inside the box. They were just another monster made by the Order, except that this monster could destroy the world. Xandrith was vaguely aware that he should say or do something to try and stop what was happening, but that last blow had knocked most the sense out of him. The magical squeeze tightened again, and something in Xan's chest snapped. Most likely ribs. Someone was screaming. As the magic released him and he fell to the ground, Xan realized that he was screaming. The pain of his broken ribs was terrible, and despite his own fortitude he'd screamed out. The Drayid was standing over him, starring down with its malevolent and glowing eyes.


    "We can learn all that you know without having you tell us anything. We can take you just like we took this body. It's easy. The mechanna are brilliant. They have made a system of metal that interfaces with flesh, and we can seep into that metal and flesh interface and slide directly into the minds of those who have been so modified. The flesh is complicated to take, but the metal is a conduit that makes the transfer easy. If not for the mechanna, we would still be trapped, so I suppose we owe them some gratitude.” The creature slid back one of its sleeves to expose a hand that was composed of metal tools, knives, and spinning blades. "We will make some adjustments to your body, and then we will get inside and see what secrets you are keeping. This will hurt a lot, but it is a small suffering compared to that which we have already faced." A small circular blade on the creature's hand began to spin so fast that Xandrith couldn't even see the edges of the blade.


    Xan tried to move, but the mechanna creature was pinning him down, and struggling was impossible with broken ribs. The spinning circular blade descended towards his head, making a screaming, whining sound that Xan feared would be the last thing he ever heard.


    "Die!" Someone shouted and there was a fearsome sounding impact as something struck the mechanna pinning Xan to the ground. The spinning blade stopped inches from the top of Xan's head and the Drayid possessed thing tumbled off of the assassin, its head falling away from it as it descended. Behind the fallen Drayid, Haley stood with her axe poised in her hands, a look of dark menace haunting her scarred face. Xan's eyes focused as she was lifting the axe for a second blow. The second hit took the mechanna in the spine and it split in half with surprising ease. Haley hit it twice more before finally stopping and staring down at it with her dark, angry eyes. Xan stared on in shock.


    "You saved my life." Xan said, still grimacing in pain.


    The darkness fled Haley's features and she smiled down at Xan. "Was that a troll?"







     


    Chapter 15


    Boating and Beheading


    The trip to the docks was a long one for Xan. He'd wrapped his ribs carefully with the help of Kassa and Haley, but every step was a jostling agony that made him want to lay down and die rather than move another foot forward. Kassa was carrying the majority of their supplies simply because Xan couldn't do it if he was going to survive the trip to the ship, but even unburdened he was constantly battling with the overwhelming urge to give up. He kept going by reminding himself that he owed Kassa a solution to her predicament and that if they stayed another night in the city they would likely all be in jail for murder or conspiracy to murder. In two days Xan had managed to quite thoroughly burn his bridges. They'd only managed to escape the inn unmolested because the mechanna had killed the guards and anyone it came across on its way to find them. After Haley had killed the thing, they'd only stayed long enough for Xan's ribs to be wrapped and to write a quick note of apology and a pile of ten crowns for the maid. It was late enough that it would be first light by the time they reached the docks, and the captain of the ship should be making preparations to sail by then anyway. If anything, he should be happy that his customers were arriving prompt and early. That was Xandrith's hope anyway. He wasn't in any mood to argue with the man. It would be difficult enough to pretend he wasn't in excruciating pain.


    Had it not been so late at night and had Xan not been trying to make a quiet exit, he might have hired a carriage for the trip down to the port, but hiring transportation in the middle of the night was a difficult task to do when one was trying to be inconspicuous. Thundering through the streets after dark in a horse and carriage would no doubt draw a lot of undue attention. Xan would prefer if people didn't remember their passing at all. Once the trail of dead bodies began to show up, it would be nice if he wasn't directly associated with them. Of course he'd left witnesses at Falk's place, but he hadn't had the heart to kill the man's children. They wouldn't have made reliable witnesses anyway, and there were also the guards he'd sent away before confronting Falk. Sloppy work, really. As it was, Xan was making his way slowly through the quiet early morning streets. The sun was just beginning to threaten the horizon with the first blush of its gray winter glow and Sentinel was all but gone from the sky. Xandrith was happy to see it go. He couldn't help but associate the moon with the mechanna creatures in his mind. Every time he saw it rise it was like an ill omen creeping into the sky.


    Kassa walked quietly at his side unfazed by the night's events, but Haley nearly hopped along the road, excitement at an adventure about to begin driving her to be almost giddy and child like. If not for the agony, it would have been a pleasant sight. Well in truth it was a pleasant sight anyway, but Xan could only enjoy her mirth to such a degree. He needed to see a healer, and he doubted that he would have the chance to do so for the next three weeks. By that time his body would be taking care of the damage on its own. Hopefully it did a good job of it or he'd be fighting with a new soreness for the rest of his days. Getting older was a bitch of a thing. His body didn't shrug off damage the way it had when he was young and vigorous. For an assassin, Xan was getting really old. Most men his age and in his line of work were dead. Those who were alive were either retired or getting ready to retire. Xan had been almost there himself until all of this mess had begun. The assassin frowned. He'd probably be dead before he got the chance to retire now. That wasn't exactly a cheery thought.


    They reached the dock that was home to their ship just as the sun was breaking its way fully into the morning sky. The docks were already busy. Most of the ships in port that were still actively sailing were getting ready to depart or just getting in, and port hands were busily moving cargo to and fro and preparing the ships for whatever business they had for the day. Even though most ships that were leaving wouldn't be traveling far, the traders still had to keep moving if they wanted to make money. As Xan and his friends approached their ship they could see that other preparations were under way on the deck of their vessel. While most ships that were sailing were just moving trading supplies aboard, the Hawk Wing was taking on replacement parts, extra sails, and the kind of supplies that could survive the long, damp sea voyage. The crew didn't look happy about their work either. As Xan and his friends approached many a dark eye turned in their direction. The captain was on the dock overseeing the loading of supplies and he came forward to greet his passengers as they approached.


    "I trust you have my coin." He said before he even extended a hand of greeting. The man was scrawny but tall with a thick, short beard. He wore heavy winter clothing, but it seemed to hang off of him as though he were a badly stuffed scarecrow. His face was crisscrossed by scars that made even Haley's burns seem passable as normal.


    Xandrith reached into his coat as he fought to suppress the pain of movement and pulled out the purse he'd prepared specifically for the captain. It contained exactly half of their agreed upon price and not a brass pent more. "The rest will be given when we safely reach our destination. Assuming there is no trouble on the voyage, I have arranged for a bonus to be delivered at the other end for your trouble." Xan hadn't really planned for a bonus, but he had the extra money to give the captain if the trip went smoothly. It was extra incentive to get them to their goal without trouble. Smugglers liked money. The only way Xan, Haley, and Kassa would be safe was if there was enough money at the other end to make it worth the smugglers’ time.


    The captain grabbed the sack of coin and hefted it in his hand, testing the weight. He also opened the pouch and looked inside. He did everything short of pulling it all out and counting it right there.


    "Stenton!" He called, slipping the pouch into a pocket inside his coat, satisfied. A man who'd been helping to oversea the loading of equipment marched over in short order. He was young and well built with steely cold eyes. "Show our guests to their quarters. We'll be underway as soon as the last of our supplies are loaded."


    Stenton nodded and gestured for Xan and the others to follow him. Xan fell in behind him, and Haley and Kassa followed Xan. Haley stayed close behind him as though suddenly afraid of the ship upon which their grand adventure was to take place. Xandrith could hardly blame her. It wasn't a beautiful ship by any stretch, and the crew looked more dangerous than the captain. Whatever stories Haley had been imaging about the romantic nature of sea travel were probably crashing down around her head at that moment, and she hadn't even seen their room yet. Xan hadn't either, but he could guess without having to get a look at it. A small, narrow ship like the one they'd booked passage on would be far from luxurious on the inside. The spaces below deck would be cramped, foul smelling, and dingy. The fact that Xan and the women even had a separate room from the crew was lucky. No doubt someone was losing a room over this and wouldn't be happy to be sleeping in the commons with the rest of the crew. That was one enemy they'd made already.


    Upon boarding the ship Xan was happy to see that it was cleaner than he'd expected. The deck was well kept and the tools and equipment aboard the vessel appeared to be in tip-top shape. That was good news. A man who kept a clean ship was probably a reliable captain. Stenton opened up the hatch that led below deck and dropped down the steep stairs, barely seeming to touch them as he went below.


    "Watch'ya'ead.'" He said in a rolling sailor’s accent as he dropped beneath the planks. The warning came just in time for Xan to duck and avoid smacking his forehead on the beam directly in front of the descending stairs. Of course ducking made his ribs crunch inside of his chest and he very nearly fainted at the rush of pain. He bit his lip with enough force to draw blood, the sharp external pain focusing his mind through the dark haze of the mind numbing internal pain. It was one of those rare situations where one type of pain was preferable to another. In all honestly Xan would have preferred neither pain.


    Below decks the air was heavy and stale, though not so foul as Xandrith had feared it might be. There was the vague odor of dankness found on most ships below decks, but that was mitigated by the fresh smell of some sort of cleaning agent that had been used to scrub the walls and floors. The result was air that was only somewhat claustrophobic. Stenton led them down a corridor a short ways until they reached a small door on the right side of the hall. He pushed the door open with no fanfare. The door opened into about what Xan had anticipated. There was a desk with a chair tucked into it, and there was a hammock strung to hang above the desk. To the right side of the desk there was a bed that stretched from wall to wall and there was a second hammock that had been hung over the top of that. It was a small, single room that had been quickly modified to sleep three. Between the desk and the door was barely enough room to seat someone in the chair. Xandrith was happy to see that even though the door could be barred from the inside with a wood beam.


    "Thanks, Stenton." Xan said, throwing his back into the room.


    The sailor bobbed his head. "Aye." Stenton turned and was off down the hall the way they'd just come.


    "Is this where we're all staying?" Haley asked, looking into the tiny room with undisguised disappointment.


    "Yeah. Looks like it." Xan answered. "Go ahead and pick your bed." Xan gestured to the three equally disappointing places to sleep.  Haley threw her pack into the hammock over desk and climbed in. She actually had to walk on the desk to get into the ill placed hammock, but once she was settled in she looked fairly comfortable.


    "Kassa, you can have the hammock above me. I'd offer you the bed, but with my current condition I should be as flat as possible." Xan said, though Kassa didn't really respond. "Go ahead and try to get some rest." Xan said to no one in particular. "The ship won’t sail until she's ready, and they're not going to want us interfering in business while they're busy. Once we're underway we can go get a look at the sea." The assassin dropped the heavy crossbeam into place at their door. It made him feel instantly more secure. With that done, he collapsed as smoothly into his bed as possible, grunting as his ribs screamed at him.


    "Are you going to be alright?" Haley asked from her hammock. Xan tried to smile, but it felt weak and strained on his lips.


    "Yeah, I'm good. Just some broken ribs. A little bit of rest and I'll be up and fighting again in no time." Xan managed before his eyes closed themselves. He couldn't hold on any longer. Pain and weariness swept him away into darkness.


     


    Xan's eyes snapped open and he found himself standing in the center of a circle of crumpled stones at the top of a grassy hill. The stones looked like they had once been arranged in some kind of pattern, but time and the elements had worn them down to a chaos of large debris swallowed by moss and summer flowers. It was the appearance of said summer flowers that alerted Xan that something was very wrong with his surroundings. A moment later he recalled that he'd fallen asleep on a flat and uncomfortable bunk aboard a ship in the middle of winter, with no sign of summer anywhere in the world that he was aware of.


    "Where am I?" Xan asked the circle of fallen rocks.


    "We're in your head." A voice too much like his own to be coincidence answered from his left.


    Xan turned to see a different version of himself reclining on a fallen bit of rubble not ten feet away, legs propped up on yet another piece of the debris. This other version of him didn't look exactly right. His skin was darker in color and his features were heavier, as though etched from stone. What looked like a crown of spikes rose from his skull, protruding through his black hair, but the real Xandrith thought they were probably horns. This other Xan was even closer to his Troll roots than Xan already was.


    "What are you doing in my head, Knife?" Xan asked, feeling agitated. He couldn't even have his sleep to himself.


    The Knife smiled. "I'm always here, Xand. You think that tying me up in your pack has broken our bonding? That's impossible. We can't be divided at this point. All you've done is strip yourself of the protection I provide. You probably wouldn't have those broken ribs if you'd had me at your side. Denying me is just like denying a piece of yourself. Why do you do it?"


    "You know why I did it. You don't care about anything. You'd hurt my friends without a second thought. Haley and Kassa are important to me, and you've destroyed Kassa and tried to run Haley off." Xan nearly spat the words in his anger.


    "We can argue over Kassa all day, but I stand by my opinion of Haley. She is trouble. You see an innocent little girl when you look at her, but she's like you Xan. She's a killer. When that axe of hers awakens, there is going to be trouble between us. It's not like I wish her ill, I just don't think we should travel with her. I tried to make that clear to you. I even tried to chase her off, but you won't let me. If that's what you really want, then fine. I won't chase the girl away anymore. The time will come when she will have to choose between her loyalties to you, and her loyalty to her weapon. When that time comes, we'll probably have to kill her." The other Xan shrugged. "This is on your head now."


    "It won't be like that. Before the axe awakens I'm going to find a way to break the curse." Xan said. He'd been thinking about it for a long time. There had to be a way to break the bonding of the bonesteel weapons.


    The Knife chuckled. "I've seen you thinking about that. Alright, fine. Go ahead and give it your best attempt."


    "Damn it," Xandrith spat, stepping closer to the reclined sentient blade. "Why is it that you can see my every thought but I never have any idea what you're thinking or doing? If we share the same consciousness, why doesn't it work both ways?" He was frustrated with all the secrets kept from him and the fact that he could have no private thoughts of his own.


    "That is just the way it is, Xand. You invited me into your mind, so why shouldn't I be able to see what’s happening in here? You are like an open book to me. I can peruse your thoughts at will. I know why you're really trying so hard to save Kassa, and I know why the girl means so much to you. I don't necessarily understand it, but I can see your motivation. I know why you're afraid of being intimate with a woman and why you smile when you should be falling apart on the outside. I know what things scare you the most, and I know why you're really trying to change your self-image.  I know more about you than you do, Xand. Do you want me to tell you why you've never been intimate with a woman? It bothers you, doesn't it?"


    Xan turned his back on the other him. "Just shut up. You say we should work together, but we're never equals. If I give you even a little bit you try to swallow me up whole. Why are we even having this conversation? Why don't you just let me rest and recover?"


    The assassin heard the sound of fabric sliding against fabric and knew that the other version of him was standing up. He turned back around to face the thing that had stolen his face.


    "I didn't create this stage, Xand. This was all you. Denying me has created a fracture in your mind, and you're trying to repair the damage. That's why you've brought us together. We need to work together and even your mind knows that on some level, though you obviously don't want to admit it. If we can't work out our differences your mind is going to cave in on itself. I personally don't care. The less stable you become, the easier it is for me to assume control of the wreckage. The only real problem is that if you become too unstable we could end up with a situation like we had with the axe wielder that Haley dealt with. If your mind splits and fractures too deeply, you become a mad thing living only to sate your darkest desires. Then I will have to find someone else to move on to, and you will need to die."


    That grabbed Xan's attention. "Are you saying that the axe wielder, the one who hurt Haley, didn't start off like he was? He got that way by trying to get rid of the axe?"


    The other Xan shrugged. "Well, there is an easy way to find out. Just keep trying to ignore me, Xan. Your mind is already struggling to repair the damage, so what will happen if you let this go on for weeks and weeks?"


    The thought of becoming something like the old wielder of the axe terrified Xan, and yet in his mind he could see how it could happen. The need for the blade was a constant, cloying thing that gnawed at his mind. Being away from it and denying the bond was something that took an unending mental vigilance. It created a weariness all its own, something beyond physical exhaustion. How long could he resist and stay sane? He'd thought he could do it forever, but what if he just kept becoming more and more unstable? How long would it be before he began to lash out in anger and madness at those around him?


    "We can't do this forever." The assassin sighed, looking at his counterpart. "We can't keep fighting for control of this body. My body. I'm not going to give up."


    The Knife shrugged. "I'm eternal. I'm pretty sure you're going to wear down long before I do, Xand. You wouldn't be the first wielder that went insane instead of allowing the bond to fall completely into place. I'm not going anywhere."


    "I don't think you understand how tenacious I can be when pushed." Xan's tone had grown cold. He was tired of being pushed around in his own head. It was his mind, and he was in charge of what happened there.


    The other Xan looked momentarily confused. "You're thinking of attacking me. What good would that do? This isn't even real. This is a dream."


    Xan took a step forward and drew his knife from its sheath at his hip. The dark version of himself took a step backward, but he too drew a knife. It was the familiar black bonesteel weapon. "If you want to play fight then I'm only too willing to perforate your dream body, but have you considered what that could do to you? Have you ever died in a dream?"


    Xan shrugged. "I am notoriously bad at considering things before I do them." He charged forward, his knife streaking out in front of him. His dream body wasn't restricted by broken ribs, nor was it slowed by aches pains and exhaustion. The result was that Xan moved through his dream-state world faster than he ever could in real life. The other version of him slipped forward defensively, his hand streaking out and pushing Xan's knife hand off to one side. Xandrith shifted his momentum from his knife to his elbow and drove into half-troll-Xan's jaw. The connection was solid and Xan's opponent stumbled backwards. The assassin didn't waste the opportunity. He lashed out with his left fist, connecting solidly with his alter-ego's stomach and then struck like a viper with his right hand and the knife as the other toppled forward, clutching his stomach. Xan's knife caught in the other's shirt collar, only missing by a fraction of an inch as troll-Xan attempted to dive backwards.


    The be-horned Xan gave an inhuman hiss as he staggered backwards. His body bulged and distorted becoming more like a troll and less like a man. This momentarily froze the assassin in place. Watching his own face and body shift and distort was a surreal and frightening shock. The other's skin split and seemed to spew forth leathery hide in the shade of blood that had dried long ago, a dull red so dark it was almost black. The thing's right hand ruptured and swallowed the knife until it was nearly twice the size it had been before with the black blade of the bonesteel weapon protruding like a particularly menacing claw. It blinked at Xan and his gray eyes peeled away to expose a sickly yellow pupil streaked with orange and green veins that seemed to bulge from its head in an unnatural fashion. Its body cracked and popped as bones extended and grew and its horrible transformation completed, leaving it nearly twice as large and no longer with any vestiges of humanity.


    "Is this what you wanted, Xand?" The creature spoke, its voice hissing off a tongue that was long and forked. "You want to see the true nature of your other half? This is us. We are human and we are troll. This is what lurks beneath your thin flesh. This is why you can kill and feel no remorse. Killing a human is like slaughtering an animal. That is what they are in comparison to us, animals. Use them for their flesh, for their power, but don't mourn their passing. Do you mourn the venison in your stew? Embrace what you are, child of the blood."


    "My ancestors turned their back on you. What makes you think I would do anything different, knife?" Xan said as calmly as he could, staring at the monster his other self had become.


    "Your ancestors were afraid of the change that was coming over them. They gave up their power out of a misplaced fear of what they would become, but look at me Xand. I am the ultimate form of what you are inside. I am a killer in mind and form. None of my body is wasted on aesthetic beauty. These monstrous eyes can cut through the dark as easily as the light, and this skin can turn aside all but the most powerful of strikes. Even if I am cut my blood will fill the wound and regenerate the damage almost as fast as the injury can be made. I have the power and strength to take what I want. If I wish to have a woman, I can mate as I want without fear of emotional bonds to hold me back. If I want land and wealth, no one can stop me from taking what I claim as my own. And I am you. We are already one. Accept me, and let us become more than we already are. The bond has already begun. Take up the knife and let us finish what has been started."


    "This, then, is what is in store for me if I truly accept you? How many of the bonesteel wielders actually reach this point?" Xan could not hide all of the disgust from his voice.


    The other seemed not to notice. "Yes, you could have this. Only two of the wielders have ever fully achieved their bond without madness taking them first. You are strong, though. We would be legends, Xand. We could be a king of trolls and a god to men!"


    "Get out." Xan's voice was a cold command.


    "What?" The troll hissed.


    "Get out of my mind. You're not welcome here any longer. My thoughts are my own. My fears and my dreams are mine to keep." As he spoke, Xan envisioned a giant wall around his mind and one began to form around the crumbled stones on the hill. Stone ripped from the earth beneath the crumpled ruins of old, climbing into the sky. Vines, trees, and weeds bore into the stones, tying the wall together and forming an insurmountable fortification. Where the wall had come from or what had inspired its appearance, Xan didn't know. However it came to be, it stood a hundred feet high and though it appeared ragged and old, the assassin knew that it was more impenetrable than any keep wall ever constructed in all of Appox.


    The other Xan looked startled, its wild yellow eyes were raking the wall like claws, looking for some weakness in this new border. "You can't do this to me, Xand. We're bound together!" It screamed.


    "I banish you from my mind, now and forever, you are not welcome here any longer. Be gone!" Xandrith shouted, and the Troll let out a fearsome growl as its body began to rip apart at the seams. Its red flesh tore from skeleton and muscle and swirled into the sky as though caught in some mighty wind. The terrible howl it released as it was taken away didn't seem to leave the air until the entire creature had vanished into the sky, swept up and beyond the wall that Xan had formed around his thoughts. Even once it was well gone Xan thought he could still distantly hear it screaming, perhaps from somewhere beyond the wall.  He gave a great sigh and slumped down onto one of the crumbled bits of ancient architecture atop the hill. Finally his dream was his own, and it was time to actually rest.


     


    The first week aboard ship was an uneventful one. Xan spent a good portion of it on his back waiting for the pain in his ribs to cease, but he couldn't very well condemn Haley to sit in boredom below decks for days on end. He also wouldn’t let her out alone, so he forced himself up from bed. Kassa might have been hassled by the crew, and there was no telling what she would do about it these days. It was good to keep moving anyway. He didn't need to let stiffness settle in, and he knew from experience that he needed to keep his breathing deep and steady while his lungs healed. Disease could set in to his lungs far too easily if he didn't make himself function something close to normal. Other than that there was little to be done. Broken ribs were painful and could be dangerous if not properly managed, but there was little real treatment to be done. Other than a healer, only time could repair the damage.


    The trips up on deck were always interesting experiences. The crew stared with cold eyes at them as they worked in the freezing rain, miserable on their business that they were only doing because of Xan and his friends. Haley hardly seemed to notice, she was too enthralled by the flat horizon that stretched forever into the distance and the seeming chaos of the ship's workings of rope and sail. She would ask Xan a question, and then he'd have to ask the crew since he knew little of ship craft himself. Once she'd had her fill of the mundane workings of the ship, Xan would set her to some physical task to get her body more accustomed to the work she'd be doing as his apprentice. It wasn't long before Xan had her scaling masts and traversing ice slick ropes to get from place to place without touching the deck. She took to the climbing quite well. Unlike Xan, she apparently hadn't been born with a strong fear of heights she had to overcome. She wasn't unaware of her height, but she also didn't seem afraid. That was a good thing in their line of work. It had taken Xan years to build confidence at altitude, but Haley seemed born to it.


    When the cold began to gnaw at Xan's aching bones he'd have to call Haley down from the riggings. Her fingers would be nearly frozen, and her hair would hang frozen and limp, but she'd always be wearing a smile across her scarred face. Xan was just content to know that she was enjoying herself in the cursed cold and miserable rain. She seemed to be the only person aboard ship who was doing so. Perhaps it was because she was one of the only people aboard ship who didn't know the risk the frozen rain brought. The crew was only too aware.


    The crew took shifts taking down the sails every four hours and putting up fresh canvas while the last set was set to warm and dry. The ice buildup could kill them all. If the sails froze in place while up they wouldn't be able to take them down. Eventually the ice would build to the point where the fabric would shred under the weight and then that set of sails would be lost and the rigging would have to be replaced from ice damage. At that point they would have to take the sails down to warm and dry, but there would be no replacement sails to put up. The ship would sit and collect ice while the sails warmed, and that was bad news. Time was an enemy out on the ice. Sitting still could kill a ship. Xan saw that fear in the eyes of every man aboard the ship. He knew why the men worked so hard and were so vigilant in their duty with the sails. It was a matter of life or death.


    The men resented Haley for her youthful innocence in the matter, and they resented Xan for not stifling her exuberance, but he wouldn't do it. She didn't need to live every day in fear the way they did. She'd had enough terror for one little girl and Xan had no intention of disillusioning her unless it was absolutely necessary. Besides, she needed the training and she needed to build confidence. The upper deck was a place for her to get those things she needed in a small but open space. In the confines of the cabin Xan did the best he could to teach her the martial skills that could be taught in such a small space.


    If Haley took to the climbing well, then combat was a different story entirely. She seemed intent upon using brute force instead of finesse in combat, which at her size was not entirely advisable. Her axe gave her a strength edge but Xan kept trying to make her understand that the axe wasn't something she could rely upon always having. If it was taken away from her or temporarily dropped she would need to know how to fight without it. While Haley seemed to understand that, she still struggled to master the finesse of close combat. It probably didn't help that there wasn't room for sparring or true demonstration. Xan could tell Haley how to stand, where to shift her weight, and how to move for efficiency and potency, but he just didn't have the space to demonstrate why what he told her was so important. They could have trained on deck, but Xan didn't wish to give the crew any hints as to his group's combat potential. Those considerations aside, Xan's injuries didn't allow him much mobility anyway.


    The assassin tried to keep his young charge as busy as possible. Exhausting her seemed to be the only effort that stopped her from waking up screaming in the middle of the night. Xandrith couldn't help but watch her restless sleep as she fought with the ghosts of her past, her inarticulate cries sliding between grief, agony, and rage. She'd scream names into the darkness, as though by saying them she was immortalizing the lost, burning the names of her extinguished family into the fabric of the night. Xan wanted to hold her and tell her it was alright, but he didn't dare violate her personal space, so he sat awake, watching over her, as though by playing silent witness he might be helping in some small way. In the morning he would need to pretend he hadn't seen or heard anything.


    In between physical lessons Xan instructed Haley in her letters and began the process of teaching her to read. She was an agile learner, but she didn't relish the tedium of learning that kind of lesson. Xandrith preferred anything that kept them away from the crew. He didn't trust them, and the longer they sailed, the more worried Xan became. They were almost into their third and final week aboard ship when things took a decided turn for the worst.


    A scream echoed around the small cabin, snapping Xan from sleep as though someone had smacked him in the face. His eyes immediately went to Haley's cot, but she was looking almost as startled as he was sure he did. The sound was coming from the hammock above him. Xan stumbled out of his hard wood bunk, cursing as he smacked his ribs. They were getting better, but that didn't mean that smashing them into things was a great idea just yet. He snapped to his feet at the same moment Kassa tumbled from her hammock and landed haphazardly on her feet. Her eyes were wide and bright with fear. The blackness that had swallowed the whites of her eyes was gone. She looked like her old self with the exception of the terror evident on her features.


    "Kassa?" Xan asked, trying to determine if what he was seeing was true.


    Her eyes snapped to his in recognition, but the fear didn't go away. "Xan, I'm dead. The darkness is eating me and I can't get away. I'm always dreaming. Always dreaming. I dreamed we were married and had a daughter ..." Her voice faded as Xandrith looked on in confusion.


    "You're not dead, Kas! I ... we ... I couldn't let you die." Xan tried to explain what had happened but he couldn't find words. He didn't even understand why Kassa seemed to have some semblance of her old self back.


    "... I need to tell you, quickly, the places were switched. He let me have this moment Xan, but you need to listen to me. The other knew about the trap. They switched places. The chaos rises up from below. The Trolls, Xan ... oh no, the darkness ..." A look of distress crossed her face. Xan reached forward to comfort her, but in that instant the whites of her eyes were swallowed up by black and her expression became impassive once more. Kassa was gone again.


    "What does that all mean?" Haley asked timidly.


    Xan shook his head and blinked back the tears threatening to assail him. "I don't know. For a moment, though, it was like Kassa was back to her old self. I mean, she wasn't making any sense, but she seemed like the old Kassa." The real question was whether or not to take her strange warning seriously. In her mind it had been important, but obviously she'd been confused and frightened. The warning didn't make any sense to Xan. What trap? Who had switched places? The latter part was more distressing. Was Kassa saying the trolls were on the rise again? With all else going to chaos in the world, that would be dire news indeed. Xan looked to where his cursed knife sat in his pack. He hadn't thought much about it since he'd put the walls up in his mind. He was still keenly aware of its presence, and he knew the bond was not broken between them, but it had been dulled. The knife would know more about the trolls, but Xandrith was hesitant to speak to it again. Besides, it wouldn't be inclined to give him accurate information on the subject anyway. "I think we've got more trouble to worry about than we'd originally thought."


    As if on cue, the sounds of fighting exploded from the deck above, sinking down through the wooden floors to fill the tiny cabin.


    "Shit." Xan articulated the current circumstances with all the eloquence he could muster. 


    "What's that?" Haley was looking up at the ceiling as though it may cave in at any moment.


    "Mutiny probably."


    "What's 'mutiny?'"


    "A strong opposition to the captains orders that attempts to result in the election of a new captain."


    "Oh ..." Haley still seemed confused.


    "The crew is killing the captain and those loyal to him because they're mad about this voyage and us being onboard." Xan stated.


    "Oh." Haley said, and this time Xan could see the realization on her face that made it clear she understood. It was amazing how much information one small articulation could carry. Communication was a marvelous thing, really. "What should we do?" She added a moment later.


    "Wait and see." It was as good as any other advice Xan could think of. Going up on deck would be dangerous. At least if they waited below deck they'd have the advantage of defending a small space. "Kassa, get back in your hammock." Xan ordered, and the undead woman climbed back into her bed, though she didn't sleep. She never really slept. Her dark eyes watched, empty, as though the events of just a few moments ago had never happened. "I'll do the communicating, and I want you two to stay back unless I'm dead. If they kill me then you fight and kill every son of a bitch who tries to lay a hand on you."


    Haley nodded seriously, but there was fear behind her eyes.


    "It won't come to that, of course. We'll come to some arrangement that is mutually beneficial." Xan stated confidently, though he was actually fairly certain that was unlikely. He had little real leverage to negotiate. He couldn't exactly withhold payment if the bastards killed everyone. They could just loot the corpses and get the coin anyway. Still, Xan would make an effort to talk his way out of trouble. If that failed, well he'd just start stabbing people until they started talking sense. That was how he preferred to negotiate anyway. People became much more agreeable when perforated. An uneasy silence settled in above them. The fighting had stopped. How long would they have to wait before the results of the conflict became evident? Silence. Xan stood, waiting impatiently for something to happen. Ten minutes passed, and then another ten. The sound of the hatch opening and footsteps coming down the stairs warned those in the cabin that things were about to get interesting.


    Someone pushed on the door to their cabin, but it was held in place by the bar Xan had dropped across it. A fist hammered on the other side. "Open the door. We've matters to attend." A gruff voice that wasn't the old captain's called from the other side.


    It sounded as though the mutiny had been a success. "I'm aware of no matters that need attending." Xan called back through the door. He shifted his grip on his knife, sliding the blade along the inside of his arm so it wouldn't be immediately apparent.


    A fist hammered on the door again. "I'm the new captain, and I say we have matters to attend. The price of your passage has gone up, and I want my payment now or we'll be tossing you and yours overboard."


    Xan's face split in a grin. It was a dark and dangerous expression, though someone who didn't know better might think it was friendly. Xan smiled like a wolf, it was all teeth and anger. With the door shut there was no one to see it, but he couldn't really help himself. "I've already negotiated a price for passage, and I'm afraid there is no extra money available. If what we've offered isn't enough then you can put us off at the nearest port."


    "Oh, we'll put you off all right." The make-shift captain said from the other side of the door. The sound of laughter drifted through the door. "I'm giving you one more warning. Open this door or we'll bust it in, and if we do that the price of the repairs comes out of your hides."


    Xan quickly considered his options. He could open the door and allow the negotiations to continue face to face, or he could force them to break down the door. The door would swing open into the room, allowing very little room for movement, but giving him a couple of moments of surprise before those outside could get a feel for how he was situated in the tight space. If he opened the door of his own accord, he could push outward and back into the hall. That would force their group apart and give him more room to move, but that would also mean losing any element of real surprise. It was a difficult choice to make. Either way he'd be losing some advantage. He finally decided that neither way was really better, and so he slid open the lock and pushed the door open outward, letting it swing wide. It hit someone on the other side, and there was some shuffling around in the hallway as they made room to allow it to open. Xandrith counted. Five of them. No, six. There was one tucked away in the back. The big man in front had the severed head of the former captain tied to his belt by the hair. Xan guessed that this was new captain.


    "What do you expect us to pay? I've already agreed to give you all the coin I have. There will also be a bonus from my business associates when we arrive safely in port. I have nothing else to offer." Xan said in a matter-of-face voice, not letting any of his distress show.


    "Yeah, so you want us to land you in port so you can tell 'em what happened on board ship. Get me and me mates here strung up by our necks for mutiny. That aint going to happen. What we're going to do is, we're going to make for shore now and you're going to give us the rest of your coin. Then to keep us warm while we reach port we're going to take your two women and pass them around a bit. The boys have been a few weeks without a place to relieve themselves, and that just aint right when you got two all to yourself." The captain chuckled as he spoke, and his men laughed and slapped each other on the back, their eyes lustfully looking towards the hammocks in the room.


    "That doesn't work for me." Xan said. He held up his hand that wasn't holding a knife and showed off his four fingers. There were a few gasps and one man, one of the older men, made a sign of warding by dragging his right thumb from his brow down the ridge of his nose and spitting off to his left side. "I am Xandrith Dalt, though most who know of me know me by the name Shade. Which of you knows me by name?" Xan asked loudly to the men, guessing that at least one of them was familiar with the Shadow Masters.


    A man to the left of the door raised his hand. "I know the name Shade, Sir." He said, suddenly deferential, the amusement drained from his face. That he knew Shade meant that he was likely a member of the Shadow. Xan wondered what his masters would think of his current line of work. 


    "What am I?" Xan asked him meeting his eyes with his steady, gray stare. Any bravado that remained fled. Those raised in the Shadow knew the tales of Shade, the apprentice that became a professional murderer. Shade was a legend to them, a boogeyman. The Shadow would have loved to make Xan disappear for good, but he had proven impossible to kill. His whereabouts were supposed to be reported whenever possible, but the official order was to never, ever interfere with his business. Xan had seen to that, though it hadn't been easy. He'd killed a lot of other assassins.


    "You're the assassin." He answered with a scratchy voice. "Some call you the Immortal ... You've killed hundreds of Shadow members, and are the King of Assassins."


    Xandrith almost laughed. He hadn't heard a few of those before. It was nice to know his legend was still coming along nicely. He restrained himself though and pressed on, looking the new 'captain' directly in the eyes. "That is the only warning I'm willing to give you. Take us to shore and let us be on our way, or take us to our destination and collect the agreed upon pay, but if you attempt to harm anyone in my party I will practice my craft on the crew until I find someone who makes a captain I can deal with."


    The man looked uncertain, and the majority of his men did as well.


    "I'll have no part in this." The man who'd recognized Xan said, sliding his short sword away and turning to leave as quickly as possible.


    "Coward!" One of the others called after him. The captain's face turned up in a sneer.


    "This is my ship Dalt, and I make the rules now." The captain puffed himself up as he spoke. "You'll give us the older woman and pay us the rest of the money up front, and we'll take you to the nearest port." He was attempting to negotiate to keep face in front of his newly won crew. If he could get them a woman and get them some pay without the risk of sailing to their original destination, he would still be seen as an improvement over the last captain. Xan was certain that by the new captain's own line of logic his demands were not unreasonable.


    "The women traveling with me are my apprentice and her body guard. They're lives are in my trust and I will not give either of them up. Should you attempt to lay a hand on either of them I will snap it off at the wrist and feed it to you." Xan was growing impatient. He wasn't great with negotiations, he never had been good at waiting and making counter offers. Threats often worked well enough, especially when he was willing to back them up. There was a general grumbling from the men remaining around the door. Their captain needed to do something quickly or he'd lose even more respect.


    "Take them. Keep Dalt alive so he can watch us rape his women." The man said, turning his back to let his men go to work. He only got to turn about half way before Xan had him. He ignored the discomfort in his ribs and sprung forward, his knife seemed to appear magically in his hands, though it had actually been tucked along his arm through the entire encounter. His first stab took the new 'captain' in the side of his neck, a wide, slicing cut that opened up most of the front of the throat. The second stab crashed through the back of his spine. Xan twisted his blade as he pulled it free, snapping the captains head most of the way off of his body with one powerful, sweeping motion of his arm. Xandrith pushed the corpse outward into the hall with one leg while the men who'd been on the verge of attack came to a quick halt, suddenly finding themselves face to face with a man who had just severed the head of their newly acquired captain with a small knife in the blink of an eye. Xandrith stood framed in the doorway, the body sprawled before him, its head only attached by a thin strip of flesh. The men looked at each other, trying to decide whether they should be attacking, running away, or perhaps addressing a new captain. There was a great deal of uncertainty amongst them.


    "There are 110 crowns of payment available for one more week of travel. I know the work is difficult and tiring, but with your crew now reduced by several members the share of the wealth has just gone up considerably. Get me to my port and I'll throw in another 10 crowns. You've already gone two thirds of the way." Xan pointed at the corpse on the ground. "That's the alternative, and believe me, I can kill a lot of people very quickly. I don't like to do it for free, though. It's my job, and no one likes to do their job and not get paid. Don't make me have to work during my time off or I'll make what happened to 'captain' there look like a joyous week at a whore house. Got it?"


    The men nodded, putting any weapons they had away. "Clean up the body as well. When I open my door next time I don't want to see it." Again heads nodded, though no eyes were willing to meet Xan's. The assassin reached out and pulled his door shut before dropping the solid wood bar into place. He breathed out with a mighty sigh, releasing the breath he'd had caught up inside of him. That would probably get them to port. Probably.







     


    Chapter 16


    It Looks Hungry


    The best part about finally reaching shore was freedom from staying locked inside a tiny room to assure themselves that they wouldn't be stabbed the minute they turned their backs. That was above even the benefit of having a floor that didn't move of its own accord and having to chip ice off their face every time they decided to go outside. Xandrith was fairly certain he was done sailing for the rest of his life. The seas were rife with danger and murder, and not all of it was Xan's own doing. That was no fun at all. If there was going to be danger and murder, the assassin at least wanted to have some part in orchestrating it all. Having it bubble up on its own was disconcerting. Haley also seemed to have had her fill of ships and the sea. She nearly ran down the gangplank to exit the ship, and Xan was hard pressed not to do so himself. Of course Xan and his friends weren't the only ones to be happy about their departure from the Falcon Wing.


    The crew looked more than slightly pleased to see their passengers put ashore, even more so to receive the large sack of crowns that Xan left with them. He'd considered not paying them at all. That money would have gone a long way towards finding him a way further south, but Xan wasn't in the habit of cheating people he'd made business arrangements with. There was a certain expectation of professionalism involved in being a high-priced assassin.  Shade didn't play games with money. Still, it was a damn shame to let go of all those crowns. They wouldn't be easy to earn back.


    The port they'd put into wasn't a large one. While they'd departed from a massive city port, they'd made landfall at little more than a glorified village that had decided to call itself a town. Terrial was the perfect example of a should-have-been city. It was located centrally on the bottom of the continent and had the right to call itself the most southern port on Central Appox, but fate had conspired against the place. While it could have become a southern powerhouse for trade, the neighboring city of Axeyan exploded into success instead. Axeyan had been Xan's original intended port, but the men of the Falcon Wing had refused to land there for fear that the port authorities would be upset with their recent treasonous actions. At any rate, Axeyan's mayor had been an intelligent man, and he'd secured exclusive trading rights with two major shipping companies by building them free warehouses near his ports. It had been a gamble to spend all the money up front, but it had paid off. Axeyan stole Terrial's business and quickly expanded into a thriving city while Terrial struggled to maintain itself. It might have been the southernmost port, but Axeyan wasn't so far away and it had better facilities and was a thriving trade center.


    Terrial couldn't compete on the fair trade market, but that left them their own particular niche whether they wanted it or not. They weren't far from Axeyan, but they also didn't have the resources to spend on security and contraband control that Axeyan did. This made Terrial the perfect port for smugglers and slave traders looking to get illicit goods to the south without having to sneak them through Axeyan's much more thorough system of inspections. For the right price anything could pass through Axeyan customs, but Terrial was known for turning a blind eye simply to maintain business dealings with anyone willing to use their ports. Why spend the coin when you could travel a few more hours south and avoid the risk and taxation all together?


    The result of all this illicit trade was that Terrial had become a town that catered to the least pleasant portions of society. While slavery was illegal in Central Appox, chained men, women and children could be seen being unloaded from ships that had sailed from far to the west. If one looked hard enough they could even find ships being loaded with men, women, and children from Central Appox to be taken far east or west. Anywhere there was money in excess, there was trade in the markets of flesh. Xandrith had heard that blond individuals were worth a lot of money in the kingdoms to the east and west and that flesh from Central Appox sold especially well in the east with the Cat People, the Harak'akan, as they called themselves. The secluded peoples of their land were said to have a keen sexual interest in humans and orcs of both sexes. It was said that some wealthy individuals even owned Harak'akan slaves in Central Appox because they were known to be proficient in the erotic arts, but most of what Xan knew he knew only through rumor. He'd never even laid eyes upon one of the Cat People.


    Flesh, drugs, weapons, and strange artifacts of unknown purpose were everywhere in Terrial, and Xan was just as happy to be moving through the town as quickly as possible. As much as he hated to do it, he needed to hire another boat to take him further south. He had no doubt that this would be difficult since the only kind of ships that traveled south into Fae lands were war vessels going to capture a queen. The Fae lands were dangerous for humans who were unprepared, and though Xan and his friends weren't headed for the Far Isles, Dreamer's Isle was close enough to scare off most folks. Xan knew that it had long ago been used as a launching point for attacks into the Fae's island nations, but the island was protected by the Glimmer Mist. Anywhere the Fae came together in large numbers, the Glimmer Mist settled like an unearthly fog. The sun could chase it away when it was thin enough, but by night the mists could swallow men alive, and all too frequently they were never found again.


    The assassin strode carefully down the streets of the shady port town, hoping that his disguise from three weeks prior would still serve him well. The blond was draining from his hair, but lack of a facility to properly bathe in had at least done him the favor of leaving some of the dye in place. His roots were showing through, but he did have the advantage of being far enough south that people might not even be looking for him yet. His options were limited. He needed information, but questions could get one killed if asked in the wrong places. To have survived the harrowing trip from the north only to be murdered for asking questions would be a real shame.


    It took Xan a while to find what he was looking for, but eventually he located a small shop selling steel weapons. Weapon merchants were one thing Xan could count on being in any port city, especially one catering to shady inhabitants. It wasn't a smithy, which meant that the weapons were brought in from the outside. Most of them were probably sold to the proprietor by pirates who'd taken them from the corpses of their original owners. Each blade would probably have a sad story to go with it, and a high price to match the price paid in blood. He wanted to get something for Haley as well. She did well enough with her axe, but he couldn't teach her how to fight properly with it. Fundamentals would help her learn to control the weapon with more finesse, but he could only take her so far with that particular blade. Once he'd bought his weapons he'd try and extract some information from the shop keeper. People became more friendly once they had some of your money in their hand.


    The shop front looked clean enough and Xan was happy to see as he entered that the selection of weapons looked vast and well organized. The weapons seemed to be organized by form and then by quality, which was a good sign that the man running things knew his product well. That was both a blessing and a curse. Xan would likely find what he wanted in this place, but it was going to cost him. That was the problem with dealing with those who knew their trade well, but the benefit was that you likely wouldn't be sold junk. The assassin was cheap, but he also understood the value of good weapons. The trick he'd pulled with nearly decapitating the would-be captain of his ship couldn't have been done with bad steel. The blade would have snapped as he'd twisted it to pop the spine. Good weapons were worth their weight in gold, and sometimes cost their weight in gold.


    "Can I aid you in finding something?" A clear voice sounded from the back of the shop. A young man dressed in brightly colored clothing stepped forward. He was wearing a saber on one hip and a long knife on the other. The way he wore them indicated that he was comfortable with them, probably more so than without. He was six or seven years younger than Xan, but he obviously knew weapons. It was strange to see such a young proprietor own such a well established business, but Xan was almost certain he was the owner. His light blue eyes seemed wiser than his years, and his confident stance said that he was ready for any business that might come his way, be it business of coin or business of steel. Xandrith guessed that before he'd been a shop keeper he'd probably been a successful thief or strong arm for a criminal power. He could be a very dangerous man.


    "I'm in the market for a fine steel knife." Xandrith said, striding forward and offering a bow of his head in way of greeting. He'd long ago learned that offering a friendly hand forward didn't work so well for an Eight.


    "You've certainly come to the right place. I have contracts with several of the regular importers in the area so I get first pick of most lots that come through this port. I also have a very discerning eye when it comes to steel craft." He turned to lead Xan through the aisles of weapons. They walked towards the back corner of the store, their destination evident before they reached it. There were three racks of knives along the wall with a variety ranging from the gaudy and well constructed all the way down to the gaudy and cheap. The well made and subtle blades lay like sleepers in between. Haley was examining the weapons with barely restrained glee. Xandrith could see her hands twitching in her sleeves, eager to touch and play with the selection of toys in front of her. Xan knew that feeling well enough, but it was the first time he'd ever seen it reflected in a child's eyes. He wondered if he should be worried or disturbed for a moment, and then he shrugged and decided to go with fatherly pride. Kassa marched through the aisles with complete indifference, her hostile glare locked on the back of the shop keeper. If it bothered him, he didn't let it show.


    The young merchant picked a gaudy and well built dagger from the shelf and gave it a twirl in his hands. It was a single bladed short knife, the kind a rich merchant might carry with him to cut his dinner and serve for general utility. Xandrith was already shaking his head. The merchant caught the motion and replaced the knife without saying anything.


    "So you're looking for something particular?" He asked, taking a second look at Xan and seeming to really see him for the first time. "Perhaps something longer with a double sided blade?" He asked, and the assassin nodded his head once. The man was clever. The merchant took a moment to scratch the stubble on his chin before bending down and opening a cabinet just below the display case. He reached deep inside and drew out a roll of leather. "I think you'll like these." He unrolled the leather to expose a set of six knives that looked like they'd all been crafted by the same maker. The blades were narrow and long, the edges precise and sharp. The steel was clearly layered and folded, which could be seen in the unusual pattern of light and dark lines on the blade. These were beautiful knives. The handles were wrapped in a non-standard leather that looked like it would be very comfortable in the hand.


    Xandrith lifted one of the knives from the leather wrapping. It was heavy, but not in a bad way. A good blade needed to have heft to it. He returned that knife and lifted each of the others in turn. They were all slightly different as each of the blades had its own distinct shape, length and weight. Xan judged them all as high quality weapons. These were the blades he wanted, and he could tell by the smile on the seller's face that he knew it as well. These were going to be expensive. Now it was a game to see how much of his remaining coin he could hold on to. He still had to find passage to the south and that would likely cost him even more of his quickly dwindling stash of coin.


    Xandrith grabbed the second blade in the line. It was the longest of the six blades, but it had felt the most natural to the assassin. It would make a good companion to his other blade. He ran his hand over the handle, checking to make sure the binding was not only in good condition, but also well fastened to the hilt, which it was. He held the blade up to eye level and made sure the edge was as smooth as it appeared. It was. It was difficult to find a flaw, which meant it would be even more difficult to talk down the price. Xandrith sighed and placed the knife between himself and the merchant. He intended to buy two knives, one for himself and one for Haley, but the merchant didn't need to know that yet.


    The young man nodded his head. "That's an excellent choice. I carry a lot of steel, but that work is some of the finest I've ever seen. The blades are flawless and the layering is so fine that it assures the knives will stay sharp no matter how many times the edges are honed. The technique applied to crafting the blades is one that is only practiced by a few smiths in central Appox. It requires a precision with the hammer that takes years and years of mastery. I do have scabbards for those as well, and I'll include them at no additional cost. The blade will only set you back 10 gold crowns, which I think we can both agree is a superb price for a knife that you will never need to replace." Clearly this merchant was underestimating Xan's ability to get his expensive knives stuck in various monstrositites.


    Xan bit back a nearly involuntary hiss of distaste. Ten crowns was far on the high end of what he wanted to pay, but it wouldn't do him any good to look cheap. He gave a noncommittal grunt instead. "Throw in a second one and I'll give you 15 for both." He said, after seeming to consider it for a moment.


    "Buy two and I'll give you a crown off, 19." The man said, his smile never faltering. "We both know the value of good steel, my friend. These blades are easily worth that price."


    "Indeed we do, but how many others know the value of fine steel? I imagine you don't get many opportunities to sell these blades. How often does someone with a heavy purse and a desire for functional weaponry walk into your store off the street? I will give you 18 crowns for the blades plus some information, if you are willing to give it." Xan made his planned counter offer.


    The young-but-dangerous salesman met Xan's eyes and seemed to be weighing his worth, as though he wouldn't sell those weapons to just anyone and especially not at the price Xan was trying to get. Finally he sighed. "Alright, but I can't promise the information. If it is a danger to me or my business to give it to you, then you won't hear it from me. Assuming it runs me no risk, and I know the answer, you may ask as you will."


    Xan reached into an inner pocket and removed his coin purse. There were only 24 crowns still inside. Xan counted out the 18 he'd promised for the knives and handed them over to the shop keeper. The man took them without counting them and placed them in his pocket. He walked back over to the cabinet where he'd retrieved the knives and reached inside again. After a moment of shuffling about he drew out the scabbards for the knives. He tossed one to Xan, who slid his first selected knife comfortably into it. The fit was perfect. The scabbard's craftsmanship was subtle, but every bit as fine as the blade. Xan considered the other blades, taking Haley into account. He ended up choosing the second to shortest blade with a slightly thicker base and a gentle flared tip. The salesman tossed him the appropriate scabbard, and Xan tucked the two knives away into his pack for the time being.


    "I need to know where I can find passage further south." Xan asked as he tied his pack shut securely.


    The man laughed. "This is as far south as it goes, my friend. Any further south and you're traveling into Fae territory."


    Xan nodded. "I know, and I'll ask again, where can I find passage further south?"


    The laugh fell away from the other and his face became serious. "I took you for a smart man, but talk of traveling south is idiocy. You're making me wish I hadn't sold you those blades."


    The assassin just shrugged. "I'm afraid I have important business on Dreamer's Isle."


    The man nodded, looking solemn. "Well, at least you're not headed for the Far Isles. There is a man by the name of Teremy Lihn who runs goods to the crazy hermit who lives on Dreamer's Isle. Everyone knows Teremy, but most people avoid him because they think he's as crazy as the hermit who lives on the isle. Dreamer's Isle may not be part of the Far Isles, but it's still dangerous. People vanish there and some of those who come back aren’t right in the head."


    Despite the warning, that was exactly the kind of information Xan needed. "Thank you, do you know where we can find Teremy?"


    "His place is a shack on the water's edge, just west of the warehouses. There is a small jut of land that extends further south than the rest of the isle, and his hut and boat are out on that. If you walk your way up the coast westward from the warehouses you can't miss it."


    "Thanks again, for the knives and for the information." Xandrith said with a small bow of his head. He turned to leave but the shopkeeper’s voice stopped him.


    "Hey, this here information is free. I don't know why I'm telling you but I feel like I should. I received a custom order the other day from up north, across land, and the man who delivered it told me that there was rumor of plague brewing in the northlands. He didn't know many details, but he said that Pox'Serath was all but wiped out and that it looked to be spreading quickly. I haven't told anyone else yet, not sure why I'm telling you ... I just felt like you needed to know." He looked as confused as Xan felt, and then he shrugged and turned back to his business. Xan turned away as well and left the shop. A plague to the north? When had that begun? He'd been in the north not long ago.


    "A plague is a sickness, right?" Haley asked quietly as they got back out on the streets.


    "Yeah, but the term is usually reserved for a sickness that spreads quickly and takes the lives of many of the people who get it. There have only been two great plagues that I'm aware of, and both were quickly dealt with by the Order. I'm sure they'll take care of this one as well." Xan answered, but he wasn't really so certain. Why had the weapons trader even bothered to tell him about a rumor like that? It would benefit a tradesman to have such inside information, but it made no sense to share it with someone he'd just met who could tell others and ruin his market advantage. He'd seemed to realize that as well, even as he was telling Xandrith about it. The way he'd spoken to Xan almost reminded him of the way that Kassa had spoken to him while they were still aboard the Falcon Wing, as though something otherworldly had prompted the conversation. Xan sneered at himself. Down that path of thought lay insanity and he hadn't even reached Dreamer's Isle yet.


    "Do you really think we shouldn't be worried?" Haley asked, breaking Xan from his downward spiral.


    Xandrith shrugged. "One set of problems at a time. I'm afraid a plague is a bit beyond our control at the moment. We'll just have to be cautious if we decide to travel north." Xandrith stopped in his tracks and knelt down before Haley. "Now isn't the time to add another worry to our shoulders." He reached into his pack and drew out the second of the two knives he'd bought. "This is for you."


    The girl’s eyes lit up as though Xandrith had just given her a prized doll she'd misplaced as a child. She reached out for the blade reverently. "I thought these were both for you?" She asked, taking the expensive length of steel as though it were made of glass.


    "I already have two good weapons, but it's about time you have a something I can actually train you to use. I'm afraid I don't know much about axes." Xandrith felt suddenly awkward. He wasn't overly accustomed to giving gifts.


    Haley had drawn the blade partially from its scabbard and was eyeing the intricate pattern of layers on the side of the carefully crafted steel weapon. "This is the nicest thing I've ever owned." She said quietly.


    "If you take care of it, you'll have it to give to an apprentice of your own one day." Xandrith felt foolishly like a grandfather passing down an heirloom and he almost laughed at himself.


    Haley was shaking her head, though. "No, I won't ever give this away. I'm always going to carry this knife with me." With that she slid the knife back into its scabbard and before Xan even saw it coming had wrapped her arms around him in an impressive hug. The assassin flailed for a moment, not sure what to do with the sudden sign of affection. He cleared his throat and patted the girl on the head.


    "Alright then … Well we should be going. We need to find this Mister Lihn and see if he will take us south." He stumbled for an excuse to break the awkward contact. "Make sure you fasten that scabbard securely. We don't want to have to buy another one of those."


    Haley pulled away, still smiling happily to herself as she chose one of the many fastening areas on her outfit to attach the scabbard to. She wore it along her hip in the exact same place that Xan planned to affix his own. It was a good location for a knife of such a length and he nodded approvingly at her choice. With that out of the way, Xan led Haley and Kassa back towards the docks that they had only recently departed. There was still a good deal of day left ahead of them, and they would be best served by making as much progress as they could before nightfall. Depending on how difficult it was to get what he wanted from Lihn, they might even make Dreamer's Isle before the day's end. Whether or not it was advisable to show up in a reportedly dangerous location just before moon-rise was yet to be ascertained, but Xan had long ago stopped believing that daylight was a true identifier of safety.


    As they grew closer to Fae lands, staying out of harm's way would become increasingly difficult. It was also questionable exactly how safe it would be to stay too long in Terrial. A man traveling with two female companions in one of the roughest ports of Central Appox was probably not a good idea. Men who spent too long at sea could make rash and unwise decisions around women. Men of lesser character that would frequent Terrial were even more likely to misstep their bounds. Xandrith wasn't particularly worried that Kassa or Haley would be hurt, but if they started killing people, things could get dangerous with exceptional haste. Murder had a way of putting folks on edge, even when those killed deserved the knife.


    The streets of Terrial grew narrow and muddy as they drew closer to the docks. The ground was rough and uneven with a mix of large and small stones hidden beneath the slick mucky surface. At one time the pathways had been cobbled, but bad weather, time, and either an inability or unwillingness to repair the wearing roads had left them little more than a dangerous mess. It would have almost been easier to scale a building and cross the roofs of the ramshackle huts and shacks that made up the majority of structures along the coast. The only solace to be found was that everyone else traveling the roadways was having an equally miserable time of it. No one rode a horse, and it was probably for the best. The likelihood of such an animal breaking a leg was high.


    "Damned if the likelihood of me breaking a leg isn't high." Xan said out loud before he considered that Haley might find it strange. She looked up at him.


    "What?" She seemed confused.


    Xan shook his head. "I was thinking out loud. These roads are bad."


    Haley considered the muddy path with a frown. "I don't think the people in this town care anymore, and not just about the road." She looked around from beneath her hood, which she often wore up to cover herself and hide her facial scars. "They look like they've given up on everything."


    Xan was surprised at this appraisal from one so young. Haley was exactly right. Terrial had given up long ago. When it had lost its business to Axeyan, it had also lost its hope and its pride. Now it was just a husk inhabited by the lowest forms of life that could feed on the bits and pieces that were left. They would stay until there was nothing and then they'd feed on each other and vanish. A place like Terrial could feed the dregs for a long time, and it would be around for many more years to come as it became darker, more dangerous, and more desperate with every passing year. Xandrith decided that he didn't really want to make another trip to Terrial if he could avoid it. Once was good enough. In fact, once was more than enough.


    "Remember this place, Not-Daisy. Remember the looks on the faces of these people, the sad state of the streets, and the smell of fear and decay that fills the air. This place is dead, and anyone who gets stuck here is dying as well. When you find places like this in the world, make sure you get out of them as quickly as you can. In our line of work you'll never be able to avoid these places entirely, but that doesn't mean you need to let them get a grip on you." Xan told his young protégé, thinking that it was probably the best piece of advice he'd given her yet.


    They found Teremy Lihn's place after what Xan considered far too much searching. The weapon shop keeper's directions had been correct, but every moment spent down amongst the docks felt like an eternity. Eyes hungry for an easy crown followed Xan and his friends like drawn daggers waiting in the shadows. Every moment felt like it was won from impending doom, whether or not it actually was. Perhaps Xan was just paranoid, but fate had not been kind recently and he really didn't feel like engaging in a bloody battle in the streets.


    They eventually arrived at the ferry master's place without event and Xan was exceptionally thankful. They found Lihn working on his flat bottom ferry boat, meticulously cleaning the craft and tarring and repairing the hull. The craft looked surprisingly competent, as did the man who was working on it. Lihn was of middling years, near Xan's age but maybe a little older. His hair had left him naught but a wispy brown crown at an early age. He wore a short but well kept beard which almost covered up the fact that half of his lower lip had been torn off to expose the lower right side of his jaw, and some teeth that were in terrible disrepair. He was a muscular man who carried himself easily through his work, though Xan could see that he moved with a little bit of stiffness. He carried the signs of a hard life on an aging body. Xandrith felt the same stiffness himself sometimes, though he'd still managed to avoid giving off any signs himself. An aging body could impair you if you let it, but Xan refused to let his muscles and joints fail him. If things got too bad he'd have a healer try and patch it, but otherwise he simply ignored the grinding of bone where cartilage had worn away and the ache of joints that had seen too many impacts. Lihn could afford his limp, but Xan's pains would get him killed.


    The ferryman looked up at Xan and his friends as they approached. He stopped in his work, putting down his bucket of pitch and placing his brush carefully across the top. He offered a smile that was neither mean spirited nor overly friendly. The expression was made somewhat frightening by his piece of missing lower lip.


    "Summ't I ken do fer you?" He asked, the words cascading over his tongue in the rolling draw of the sea-farer.


    "We're seeking passage southward to Dreamer's Isle, and we've heard tell that you make the trip often enough to be called regular." Xan cut right to the point. He didn't think this man would enjoy a drawn out conversation about the weather.


    "Aye, I pass the waters 'tween here and there, but what'd make you fools 'nough to go there? Naught but wilds and fairy down there." He replied, a skeptical raised eyebrow quirked over one eye.


    "We've business with the isle's resident, Johndin Shawl." Xan offered in way of explanation. He hoped the familiar name would help earn the captain's confidence.


    At the mention of Shawl Lihn shook his head, his expression turning grim. "Then your business be done, friend. Shawl is dead."


    Xan stepped back as if struck across the face. "That can't be." He whispered, feeling as though his world was crashing down around him. If Shawl was dead, then hope for Kassa was lost and the book he was meant to deliver could never be translated. The consequences to that could spell doom for the entire world if Tibsenth was to be believed. Xandrith had never even considered the possibility that Shawl might be dead before the assassin could reach him. What would they do now? Where could they go to find answers? Xan felt lost. "How did he die?" He asked, more to keep Lihn talking than to really hear the answer. Xan needed a moment to think.


    "Wel'n, last week I set out to deliver his supplies as I dun every week for nears-about ten years, but when I pulled to shore Shawl wasn't there. Happens from time to time, so I unloaded his supplies and sat myself down to wait. I waited five hours until the sun had almost set, but Shawl never showed, so I loaded his things back on me boat and returned. I knew he was dead. Shawl ain't never missed an appointment."


    Xan frowned. "Then you haven't actually seen him dead?" That meant there was still hope.


    Lihn shook his head. "You don't understand Dreamer's Isle, friend. People vanish there. People die there. Shawl knew the risk he took living there. I warned him. Lots of us warned him, but he stayed anyway. The isle finally took him. I don't need t'go check to see if'n it's true. I know the isle, and I know Shawl is dead."


    Xandrith opened his mouth to speak, but it was Haley who found words first. "You can't just leave your friend to die without even checking on him!" She cried out, her shock clear in her voice. "You didn't even go to his home to see if he needed help?"


    Lihn glared at Haley. "Here now girl, I won't take no lip from a child that has no idea what Dreamer's Isle is like. Sane men don't set foot on that isle and yet I've been unloading cargo there every week for ten years. Shawl weren't no friend of mine, but he paid fair. I weren't going to risk my life just 'cause maybe I'd get another paycheck or two out of it. Shawl made his own bad choices living out there. You've no right to judge me."


    Haley looked as though she was about to start yelling, so Xan put a calming hand on her shoulder and stepped in front of her. "My apprentice has a large heart and has much to learn about the ways of the world, but be that as it may be, we do still need passage to Dreamer's Isle. Whether Shawl is alive or not, he may have information of value to us in his home. Would you be willing to take us across and wait for us to return?"


    Lihn was still wearing the same angry expression on his face, but he considered Xan for a moment. "It's a gold crown each way, but I won't wait for more than an hour. You take longer than that and you've to find your own way back. Truth be told, you take longer than that and you're probably dead. Only Shawl survived staying longer and ain't no one sure how he did."


    "That's fine." Xandrith reached into his coin purse and pulled out two crowns, handing them across of Lihn. The captain took them, looked at them closely to be sure they were real, and then pocketed them.


    "Alright. Let me finish my work. It’ll be ‘nother hour, then we'll be under way." He said, and then he turned back to his bucket and brush without waiting for a reply.


    Xandrith frowned at the man's back and noticed that Haley was doing much the same. Kassa was watching him as though she might shove her sword between his shoulder blades at any second, but that was the way she looked at everyone so there wasn't much of a surprise there. Lihn was a superstitious and frightened man, but he was probably the best they could hope for under the circumstances. His price was far better than Xan had hoped to get and he was experienced with making the trip, so at least Xan knew they'd be reaching their destination. Lihn might even know which way they should head to find Shawl's place. Then it was just a matter of seeing whether or not the old man was still alive. The assassin fiercely hoped that he was, but he feared for the worst. In ten years Shawl had never missed a meeting, so what could possibly stop him from coming to get his supplies just a week before? The timing was too coincidental. It felt as though something large and omnipotent was moving to stop Xan from meeting with Shawl. New obstacles seemed to appear at every turn. Xandrith sat down to wait, his heart ill at ease.  


     


    The wait for Lihn to finish his work seemed to take forever, but the trip across the water seemed almost too quick. Lihn's ferry was propelled by a small steam-powered wheel that turned in the water at the back of the craft. Xandrith had seen similar transports at a distance, but it was his first actual trip on one. There was something eerie about a ship being pushed across the water under its own source of power. Xan understood the basics of how this steam propelled craft worked, but it still seemed like magic to him. It was eerily similar to something that the mechanna would create. The boat was large enough to carry about a dozen people comfortably with room left over for cargo. It wasn't huge, but for transporting goods up and down the coast it was the ideal kind of craft. Lihn seemed particularly proud of the vessel and had obviously gone through great lengths to keep it in near pristine condition despite the rigors of maintaining a working steam engine in the salt-rich sea water.


    "I'll only hold an hour." Lihn was saying as Dreamer's Isle came into view, rising out of the strange mist that hovered over the sea just off the coast of Central Appox. The mist seemed as though it were trying to hide the Fae lands from prying eyes. It wasn't so thick that one couldn't navigate, but it was heavy enough to obscure anything more than forty yards away. "After that hours up, I'm out of here and I won't be back. No, you can bet on that. No more trips to these isles for me. Cursed places."


    "Understood." Xan answered coldly. He had no doubt that Lihn would leave them behind if they didn't make it back to his craft within an hour. The assassin knew his type. He watched his own back first, all others be damned. Xandrith didn't hate Lihn for that, but he couldn't help but feel that the man was a coward. After ten years of dealing with Shawl he hadn't even stepped onto the island to see if the man needed help when he didn't show for his appointment. Some would call that smart, but to Xan it was just another sign of a man too caught up in his own fear. Hopefully Shawl hadn't paid the price for Lihn's cowardice.

    

    "What a pleasant ride, is it not, lovely?" Xandrith asked Kassa with a half-hearted grin. Kassa stared at him blackly. "No, no, you mustn't gush, dear. Let us not embarrass ourselves in front of strangers." Xan added quickly. Kassa didn't respond at all, but Lihn shot them both an impatient glance that indicated he was not amused. They sat quietly for the rest of the trip.


    The ferryman cut the pressure to the steam engine as the craft drew close to shore. The beach of Dreamer's isle was rocky and uneven, but there was a short peer that had been constructed at some point in the past and it stood free and ready to receive their craft. Lihn tossed a line around one of the anchor polls as they approached and drew the ferry in by hand. They drifted slowly in until they brushed up against the wooden peer. Lihn hopped off his craft and secured her in place at bow and stern. As soon as the lines were in place, Xan and his friends climbed ashore and Lihn hopped back onto his ferry. "One hour." He said again, and for emphasis he flipped an hour glass he withdrew from a shelf beneath his steering assembly. The sand started to crawl down the glass, pooling slowly in the bottom chamber. "You best get going."


    Xandrith didn't offer any words of parting. He simply set off down the peer looking for signs of a path as he came up onto the beach. He'd asked Lihn for directions while they were crossing, but the man hadn't been of any help at all. He’d never set foot off the peer. Xan had hoped that after ten years of traveling back and forth to the peer Shawl would have left an easy path to follow. Laden with supplies and with the pack animals it would have taken to carry them, he should have certainly left some sign of his passage. It took Xan far longer than anticipated to find such signs of passage. It was obvious that Shawl had been using the trail once Xan located it. There were hoof prints in the mud that suggested fairly recent use, but the underbrush had grown up as though the paths hadn't been used in several seasons. The growth didn't match the age of the prints at all. It was warm enough on Dreamer's Isle that the plant life grew year round, but that was no excuse for why the path would be so overgrown in only a few weeks of disuse. Xan briefly considered pressing Lihn for an explanation, but he tossed the idea away quickly enough. That would just be a waste of his already limited time.


    With the path discovered it was easy enough to follow it through the underbrush. Xan pressed forward quickly, pointing out signs of passage as he went so that Haley could see what exactly it was they were doing. He didn't have the time to precisely explain the nature of all of the hints and clues he was working from, but he could explain a bit as they went. It wasn't easy for him to remember that he was trying to teach her his skill set. He'd been alone long enough that the things he did were second nature. Forcing himself to explain why he did the things he did was more confusing than just doing what needed to be done. Haley listened to everything he told her though, and asked questions when she was confused. She seemed honestly interested. Of course Dreamer's isle was doing its best to break the flow of the lesson. It was difficult to explain the proper way to judge the age of a trail when the over-growth didn't match the apparent age of the footprints. Still, things became even more complicated when a second group of prints joined the first.


    "What makes those?" Haley asked, placing her entire hand inside just the heel portion of the massive print.


    They looked like wolf prints, but they were far too large and the gait was entirely wrong. The prints clearly showed a mixture of bipedal and quadrupedal motion, and the front set of paws looked almost like hand prints. "I'm not sure." Xan answered quietly, looking more closely at the tracks. When moving in a bipedal fashion, the prints were surprisingly deep set in the mud. They were at least half as deep as the hoof prints. That was a heavy footfall for a canine, and the implication wasn't good. It might be a were-creature, but it looked larger.


    "Were they traveling together?" Haley asked, noting that the prints were going in the same direction.


    "No, these animal prints are a day or two fresher. The claw indents are still clearly defined around the edges. Whatever made these came upon Shawl's tracks and followed them much the same way we are now." Xan had seen tracks similar to these before, but he'd never seen the creature that made them. He'd heard rumors and had always assumed they were just tales to keep women and children indoors after dark. "We could be dealing with something that hunts men for food." Xan said quietly, unwilling to give voice to his actual suspicion. Werewolves rarely hunted humans, though they were still considered dangerous. Now sciarwolves were a different matter. They existed as just stories, and yet Xan had now encountered the same type of tracks twice in his life. The first time the tracks had ended in a macabre discovery of mutilated corpses, but no sign of the animal that had created the chaos. He was hard pressed to say whether or not he'd be happy to find whatever had made the tracks at the other end of his search. Curiosity could get a man killed, and some legends were best left to the pages of the books from which they'd risen. The assassin may very well have already discovered why Shawl had missed his last appointment to pick up supplies. He desperately hoped he was wrong.


    "A bear?" Haley asked, her curiosity peeked.


    "No, I think it's a sciarwolf." Xandrith watched her closely for her reaction.


    Haley nodded, looking more closely at the prints. "I thought they were just stories." She wasn’t questioning, just stating.


    "That's what I believed as well, but the evidence to the contrary is stacking up. These prints were made by a creature that walks on two legs at times, and four at other times. The front paws," Xan pointed to the prints. "Look less like an animal's print and more like a large human or an orc, though they still have that distinctive paw pad. Werewolves would leave these type of tracks, but not this large and they don't generally hunt men. Also, when a man shifts into a werewolf his thumb shifts upward on his arm and doesn't make contact with the ground when he's walking on all fours. This print clearly has five digits. I don't know of any normal creature that leaves tracks like this."


    "If it really is a sciarwolf where did it come from?" Haley asked, looking confused.


    Xandrith frowned. "I'd imagine it must have been born here."


    Haley shook her head. "They travel in packs, and they only hunt big game. This island is too small to support an entire pack of something that big."


    Xan lifted an eyebrow in surprise. That was a very acute observation. The assassin should have put that together on his own, but Haley was clever for pointing it out. Even a single sciar would have a hard time eking out a living on such a small and secluded island. The food supply would dwindle quickly, and how would such a large carnivore wind up on the island to begin with? The swim from the mainland would be impossible for any creature that wasn't a fish. The undercurrents were dangerous and even a strong swimmer could find themselves dragged into the depths and drowned. What alternatives did that leave? Could someone have transported the sciar to the island and released it? Who would do that?


    "That's good Haley. I hadn't thought of that, but we don't know for certain that they hunt in packs. What is only legend we should take it as rumor. Still your logic holds true. Even a lone creature would have trouble maintaining itself on this tiny island. We have to assume that it isn't here by natural means, which means it was probably brought here to kill Shawl. It's strange that this would only happen just before we arrived." Xan's voice trailed off. Someone knew where they were going and was trying to stop them from doing what they intended. "We should speed up. We need to find Shawl quickly if we're going to return to the boat in time." Xan looked to the sun to check the time. It was difficult to be precise, but he guessed they'd been walking for about fifteen minutes. He missed his mechanna time piece that had been lost to him since he was captured by the Order. He wondered who had taken it from his belongings and if he'd ever see it again. Xan sighed. It really didn't matter. There would be better times to regret the loss. Perhaps once Kassa was restored he could ask her if she knew where it might have gone.


    Xandrith increased their pace along the trail, only too aware of the passage of time. They couldn't afford to spend more than a half hour going in one direction if they wanted to have time to make it back to the boat. Xandrith should have insisted that they be given at least two hours. He had no idea how far he would have to go in order find Shawl's place. He'd assumed it wouldn't be far since Shawl made the journey once a week to pick up supplies on the coast, but as the minutes ticked by he became increasingly concerned. He was just considering turning back when he spotted a faint glow ahead of him through the woods. He recognized it as the glow of magic almost immediately. A feeling of mixed trepidation and relief rushed through him. If there was active magic on the island then someone was holding it active. That meant that Shawl could be alive. Of course, that could also mean that whoever had killed Shawl was still on the island and had set a trap for Xan and his friends.


    "Follow closely, but move quietly." Xan whispered to Haley and Kassa as he inched down the trail towards the glow of the wards. The tracks of the strange creature were still on the path, so it too had come this way in search. The brush opened up a bit, and Xan found that he could see the silhouette of a cabin from within the circle of glowing wards. The assassin approached with caution as he watched the tracks of what he thought was a sciar as they drew closer to the ward. The tracks drew to a stop several paces from the glowing perimeter of the wards and circled off to one side, keeping a set distance from the wall that should have been invisible to the creature. Curious.


    Haley and Kassa had drawn to a stop behind Xan. Haley was looking at the cabin, oblivious to the field of energy that stood between them and the little house. Xan could see her eagerness to proceed, and he felt it as well. Soon they would know for certain whether their trip south had been wasted, time was running low for them. They either had to turn back and make quick time back to the boat, or they needed to press on and see what lay behind the wards in the cabin ahead. Xan's mind raced with the possibilities. Did he want to risk setting off the ward to see what was waiting in the cabin? He could still turn back, but then what would he have accomplished? He'd have no answers and would be no better off than he had been before he headed south.


    "Well, you can only be brutally murdered once." He whispered, and stepped forward through the ward. The magic didn't respond the way he'd thought it would. Normally a ward rushed back to its caster once tripped, informing him that someone had broken its perimeter. This time the ward did nothing at all. It stayed firmly in place as first Xan and then his companions each passed through and into the vicinity of the cabin. Xandrith furrowed his brow.


    The front door of the cabin swung open and a man with a large wooden club stood framed in the doorway. "Who are you people, and how did you get past the thing in the woods?!" He demanded, waving the knobby stick menacingly. His advanced years made him look somewhat foolish, though it was clear from the glare in his eyes that he meant serious business. He wore a short trimmed beard with long gray hair that held only a bit of the dark black color it had once possessed. His eyes were a murky blue, and his face was lined as though he spent much of his time either frowning or worrying about things. This sense of a troubled life was further enhanced by the dark circles under his eyes. He looked as though he'd barely slept in weeks.


    "Johndin Shawl?" Xan asked. The man's eyes showed recognition at the name, so whether it was Shawl or someone who knew Shawl, Xan decided to go on. "Tibsenth Avalon sent me with a book he wanted to make sure you received."


    The man tossed his club back into the cabin and smiled. "Tibsenth sent the book?! The book? Oh that's just splendid! I've been waiting for years!" His entire demeanor changed. His eyes still had the dark circles beneath them, but his face lit up and he seemed honestly excited, as though all worries were immediately forgotten. "I'm sorry about the angry greeting, but the monster has been trying to eat me for over a week and I haven't slept well. I wasn't expecting the book yet. Maybe ever. Tibsenth has been working on it for so long I didn't believe he'd finish it while he was still alive."


    Xan's eyes fell and an awkward silence descended amid the group. Shawl looked from one face to the next and he nodded slowly, his earlier glee dulled by the realization that Tibsenth was no more. "I see. Well I'm sure there is much to be heard, and this is still good news. Tibsenth would be happy to know the book made it here." He gestured into his cabin. "Come on in, quickly now, before the beast returns."


    "We left a boat at shore waiting for us. He'll be gone if we're not back in a half hour." Xan said, wanting to be sure there was a way off the island if they were to go on.


    The man who Xan was assuming was Shawl shrugged his shoulders. "You can't go back now whether you want to or not. Look." He pointed out through the haze of magic at the wilderness behind Xan and his friends. At first Xandrith didn't see anything, but Haley gave a shriek and stepped in behind Xan. That's when he spotted the hulking form standing not ten feet away, slightly hunched, but still impressively tall and looming.


    The creature’s body was coated in a thick, gray fur and looked like the unfortunate crossing of a wolf and a giant. It was so powerfully muscled that its body bulged grotesquely, and yet when it moved it did so with a sinewy smoothness that spoke volumes of its potential for dangerous speed. Its head looked wolven in origin, but it was as though it had been drawn by a man who'd never seen a wolf, but had instead heard tell of how fierce and evil the creatures could be from old tales. Its jaws were too wide and there were too many teeth crammed into mouth, so many that its gaping mouth seemed to bristle with rows of needle sharp spikes. Its eyes glowed an unsettling green color that struck a cold nerve, sending a chill up Xan's spine. Yet for all that the creature was a horrifying sight to behold, Xan found that it was difficult to keep his eyes focused on the beast. His attention kept trying to slide away from it as though it were a bright glare that he didn't want to look into. "So it is a sciar." Xan said, his voice betraying his own shock. A part of him had still refused to believe that something so terrible could exist.


    "Yes, I believe so." The man in the doorway said. "I've never seen one before so I can't say for sure, but it fits the descriptions I've heard. It followed me home a couple of weeks ago and it hasn't left since. I'm surprised it even let you get this close. If it had been after dark you probably wouldn't have made it, and that's not even taking into account the mist. At night you can't see the thing at all. I set the ward active as soon as I arrived back here and that seems to have kept it at bay, but I'm trapped now. I'm afraid you all are as well. Please, do come in. I've been trying not to tempt the creature to attack the wards. I'm not sure how much longer I can hold them in place. I haven't slept solidly in weeks. The wards weaken while I rest, so I haven't rested."


    Xan nodded his consent to enter and pushed the others into the hut. Turning his back on the thing lurking just beyond the wards was a decidedly unsettling experience. He could feel the raw intensity of its hungry stare burning into his back. Not only did it hunger for his flesh, but it despised him and the others as well. Whatever the sciar was, it had been created to hate those it hunted. Knowing that only an insubstantial wall of light stood between them and the thing that would rend them into bite size pieces did little to calm Xan's distress. The assassin gave a parting look over his shoulder before entering the cabin, but the sciar wolf was no longer there. At least Xan couldn't see it any longer, though he could still feel its eyes on him.







     


    Chapter 17


    Fate Be Damned


    Explaining everything that had happened with Tibsenth wasn't easy for Xandrith. He was repeatedly tempted to skim over parts of the truth or to twist events to put himself in a better light, but he knew that if he wanted to have any hope of helping Kassa he'd need to be honest with Shawl. Being honest meant telling him exactly how Tibsenth had been killed and about all the events that had taken place in Yillan Reach. For his part, Shawl didn't seem to be upset at Xandrith over anything he heard, though it was obvious Tibsenth's passing was difficult for him. He asked a lot of questions and encouraged Xandrith to tell more of his story than he'd originally intended. He wanted to know about the events before Yillan Reach and of those events that had lead to Haley joining up with Xan. Xan told him everything, and he was brutally honest about it all. There were parts he didn't want Haley to hear, but he didn't send the girl away. She had a right to know the whole truth as well, especially if she intended to stay with Xan when he moved forward.


    A moment of quiet settled on the group when Xan finally finished his retelling. Xan looked from Shawl to Haley, looking for judgment in their eyes. Haley offered him a small smile and put a hand on his knee as if to say, "It's alright. We did what we must." This strangely adult gesture helped calm the weary assassin more than he would have thought possible. Haley was quite possibly more emotionally mature than he was.


    After a time, Shawl spoke. "That's a dark tale, and I dare say there is a lot to be learned from the story, more than can be seen upon a cursory inspection." The old man scratched his chin in thought. "If you're worried about me judging you poorly for taking Tibsenth's life, cast that thought away. It is a shame that he died in such a manner, but I believe I understand what occurred. Curses, especially those tied to bonesteel weapons, are very strong, Xandrith. I believe that you wouldn't have done what you did of your own accord. Besides, if I'm wrong about you then it doesn't matter at this point. Tibsenth didn't intend to leave his library. I know him well enough to be certain of that. He might not have intended to die the way he did, but he didn't plan on coming with his book. That's why he entrusted it to you to begin with. It is the small details of your story that hold the darkest portents." The old mage yawned. "I'm so exhausted. I know there are connections I should be making in this story that I can't piece together." He got up and walked to his window, looking out through the glass at the glowing sphere of protection that only he and Xan could see. "I'm not sure how much longer I can do this." He said to no one in particular.


    He turned back to the group. "Kassa is key to this whole thing, but so is the plague from the north, the one the weapon seller told you about. These are pieces to a puzzle, and I don't believe Tibsenth knew everything."


    "He wanted me to kill the sanguine mage, but that won't do any good. I have no intention of killing myself, and I'm certainly not going to kill the others with sanguine blood. There are too many of us. I don't think it's a real solution." Xan said, reasserting his belief that the world's problems couldn't be so easily rectified.


    Shawl nodded. "Agreed. If what he believed was true, then it would have been an easy fix, but I'm certain that there is more to this than he was seeing. Tibsenth was brilliant and I would have trusted no one else to do the work he did, but his ability to see the larger picture was often clouded by his cloistered perspective. I need some time. I need to digest this new information, and I need to read the book, Tibsenth's book." He frowned. "But I can't do that now. I can't focus with that thing out there, Xandrith. Holding the barrier requires focus. I've been able to nap for a few minutes here and there, but the barrier weakens dangerously when I do. I'm not a young man either, and my power is dwindling. Eventually I will die and the creature will have its meal. That thought weighs heavily upon my mind, more so now that there are other lives at stake."


    "Then I'll have to kill it." Xandrith stated mildly. Killing things was what he was good at.


    Johndin shook his head. "It's not that easy. That thing is a born killer, Xandrith. Sciar are troll creations, a hybrid of dire wolves and orcs joined with blood magic. They are the equivalent of a troll assassin, though they lack the subtlety that I'm sure your own work entails."


    "I've had to dispatch a great many assassins in my time, mage. This one has more teeth but it's still alive, and that which lives can be killed. That is the only truth I'm certain of anymore. If you keep my friends safe, I will kill the sciarwolf, and then perhaps you can help me. I need to find a way to help Kassa." Xandrith spoke with determination. He wasn't certain that he really could kill the sciarwolf, but he would give it his all. It couldn't be any more insane than fighting a fae enforcer, and that had turned out alright. Well, it hadn't killed him at any rate.


    Shawl looked at Kassa who stared back with her terrible black eyes. "I can't promise a solution to that problem. I give you my word that I will do everything in my power to help, but the magic you used on her is a dark and forbidden lore Xan. I'm not sure if it's reversible. In fact, I'm not even sure if Kassa is still in there at all. If my word that I will try to help is enough, then you can have it."


    Xandrith forced his normal grin, hiding his disappointment. "That will have to do. How much time left before nightfall?"


    "A half-hour at the most." Shawl answered quickly.


    "Do you know anything about these creatures that might help me with what I need to do?" Xan asked as he did a quick inspection of his tools. He wished he'd brought some throwing knives, just to have extra blades on hand. He momentarily glanced to his pack that held the bonesteel weapon wrapped tightly within. Just looking at it was enough to allow him to hear the internal raging of the blade from the other side of the wall he'd built in his mind. It had never stopped shrieking, but he couldn't give in to it now. If he took up the blade again after all this time it would find some way to work its vengeance for being neglected. No, Xan would need to do this without that bonesteel weapon.


    "In fact I do." Shawl replied, an excited look on his face. "I'd almost forgotten." He ran to the small wood stove he had in the corner of his sitting area and pulled off a pot of something that had been steeping. He poured a bit into a glass and quickly handed it to Xan. "Drink this up. It's going to taste awful, but get it all down."


    Xan took the glass and made the mistake of sucking in a deep breath of the steam coming up from the cup. The smell nearly turned his stomach immediately and he held the cup as far from his face as he could. "Um, no thanks." He said, trying to hand the glass back.


    Johndin wouldn't take it. "I must insist. It's a mix of sentinel root and foul berry. The foul berry is a hallucinogenic, but it also causes your eyes to focus beyond the regular spectrum. The sentinel root dulls the hallucinogenic effect, but doesn't interfere with the effect on your eyes. The result is that it will make actually seeing the creature much, much easier. In fact, I've found that it actually makes the thing seem to stand out from its surroundings. The mild hallucinations are completely manageable."


    Xan looked skeptically into the mug. "Is it really a good idea for me to go out there to fight this thing while hallucinating?"


    "No of course not, but it's an even worse idea to go out there and fight this thing without being able to see it." Johndin declared with a half-hearted shrug.


    "Ah, in that case ..." Xan upended the glass down his throat, attempting not to taste any of the liquid as it poured down his gullet. The warm liquid was so thick that it seemed to crawl past his teeth, and it was filled with terrible, pulpy chunks that scraped on his tongue and kicked at the back of his throat as he gagged it down. He emptied the glass and tossed it back at Johndin. "That was horrible and you are a horrible man for making me drink that. I think I would have rather been killed by the sciar."


    "That could happen yet. You're not going to vomit are you?" Johndin asked, noticing that Xan looked a little green.


    "I'm not making any promises I can't keep." Xan said, fighting back the urge to do exactly that. His stomach was violently protesting the new addition.


    "You can't go out there and fight like this." Haley said from where she stood at Xan's side.


    Xandrith shot her a smile. "I'll be fine, I just need a moment ..." Xan cut his words off abruptly as he chewed back the contents of his stomach that had made an attempt to surface. He swallowed heavily. "... a moment to settle my stomach." He finished.


    Haley's expression of mixed concern and disbelief was really quite charming. Xandrith grit his teeth and tossed forward his favorite lopsided grin. "There we go, feeling a little better already." His stomach was beginning to relax, though it certainly wasn't happy with the concoction he'd doused it with.


    "You should let me go with you, I can help." Haley said, her right hand resting on her axe. "I know I'm not trained yet, but I'm not defenseless. I've already saved your life once." She was talking about the events at the inn with the mechanna, and she was right. "This thing is too dangerous for you to fight by yourself."


    Xandrith raised an eyebrow. "You're not afraid of it?"


    "Of course I'm afraid. I was afraid of that thing in our room too, but that doesn't mean I can't fight it." Haley held her chin high as she spoke, her posture straight and confident. The assassin couldn't help but feel proud of her. She was an incredibly strong young girl.


    "This is a serious situation, Haley. That thing out there is a brutal and blood-thirsty monster. It will attempt to kill us to its last breath, and it’s stronger and probably faster than we are even together. There is a good chance that you will die if you go out there to fight this thing. You know that?" Xandrith wanted to tell her she couldn't go, but that was out of some stupid instinct to protect the girl. Kassa’s anger when she’d found him on the road to Yillian Reach echoed in the back of Xan’s mind. The truth was that Haley was strong, especially with her axe, and she needed the experience. If she was to honestly be his apprentice, then he couldn't protect her from everything. He would do his best to see that no harm came to her if she chose to go with him, but he couldn't fairly treat her like glass all the time and expect her to maintain the strength of pride and courage she possessed. Besides, he could use any help he could get. It was tempting to take Kassa as well. 


    "I know." She said, her voice still firm.


    "Shawl, please pour Haley a glass of your horrible concoction." Xan instructed the mage. The mage looked back and forth between the assassin and his apprentice. He looked as though he wanted to object, but he held his tongue. He didn't look happy about it, but Shawl poured a second glass of the liquid and handed it to Haley. The girl was smart enough not to put it anywhere near her nose as she considered the glass.


    "You'll want to drink that fast." Xan offered, his own stomach rolling at the thought of someone having to drink more of that filth, even if it wasn't him.


    Haley nodded once and then upended the glass down her throat. Xan watched with a somewhat macabre curiosity. It was almost amusing when it wasn't him downing the wretched liquid. Haley gagged and choked as the foul mix of pulpy horror slid down her throat, but she swallowed every last drop before setting the cup down and looking back up at the mage as though he'd just stabbed her in the belly with a knife.


    "That was just terrible." She said with an accusatory glare, the kind you generally save for a best friend who has betrayed you.


    "I've been drinking it for weeks!" Shawl declared, as if pointing this out would make what he had done to her less of an offense.


    "Couldn't you flavor it or something?" She asked, her face looking as green as Xan felt.


    Shawl shook his head. "It seems like a good idea, but it's not. Whatever you try to flavor it with will just make you hate that flavor in other things. I first mixed it with mint and lemon when I started taking it, and now I don't know if I'll ever be able to eat mint or lemon without my stomach churning."


    "How will we know when it kicks in?" Xandrith decided it was time to stop worrying about the flavor and get down to business.


    "Oh, you'll know. As I said, the hallucinogenic properties of the foul berry are only mostly taken away." Shawl offered. "Reality is going to go slightly askew, and that's when you'll know it's working. For you Xan, that should be any moment now."


    Xandrith frowned. "How severe is this going to be?" He asked, and then stared as the last word from his mouth rippled through the air as if it were the heat wave from a fire. "Oh." He added, and watched another wave flow from his mouth out into the room.


    "There it goes." Shawl said with a grin.


    "Wow." Xandrith said, again focused on the wave of words he created. It twirled through a rainbow spectrum of colors.


    "Try not to get too wrapped up in it all. The initial touch is the hardest to get your head around, but once that passes you should be fine. The slight visual disturbances shouldn't interfere with your ability to function." Shawl said, his mouth sending counter waves floating into the room to battle Xan's own words.


    Xan closed his eyes tightly, and then opened them, and the waves cleared before his eyes. He took a few deep breaths. "Alright, I think I've got a handle on this." Again the room rippled with his words, but this time he found he could pull his focus away from the rippling. The waves had become more like a subtle background effect.


    "The sentinel root takes just a little longer to kick in than the berry, which is why you have that moment of heavy disassociation. Once the root takes hold you should be good to go." Shawl smiled. "Someday when you have the time, you should try just some of the berries. It makes for a most enlightening afternoon."


    Xandrith looked skeptical. "I'm sure."


    "I think it's working." Haley suddenly said, her eyes unfocused. She jumped when she spoke, as though surprised that she'd said something. "Where is … how do I catch my words?" She reached a hand out and grasped at the air in front of her as Xan had a moment before. "Oh no." She whispered.


    Xan looked at Shawl, raising an eyebrow.


    "It effects everyone a little differently. She'll be fine in a second." He assured the assassin.


    A moment later Haley blinked her eyes a few times and then lowered her hand. "I'm alright now. For a minute I felt like my words were falling out of my mouth and I couldn't get them back." She said, as if that explanation would clarify things. It didn't, but Xandrith thought he could understand anyway. Foul berries. Never again.


    "I guess we're as ready for this as we're going to get." He headed for the front door, his hands quickly passing over his gear one last time. Xan knew it was a nervous gesture, but he couldn't stop himself. Knowing he was ready gave him the confidence to do what must be done. A loose buckle or a scabbard that didn't hang correctly could kill a man.


    "What about Kassa?" Haley asked as she followed behind her mentor.


    Xan looked over at the dark eyed woman who had fallen in behind them, following Xan as she always did. She was an able fighter, but the fact that Xan had to instruct her every move made her dangerous to have along in a situation where split-second reactions could mean the difference between life and death. Unfortunately, Kassa would be more of a danger than an aid in this situation.


    "Kassa, wait here for my return. Assist Shawl if he needs anything." Xan ordered. Kassa didn't reply, but her cold black eyes were locked on Xan's, so he knew she'd heard. The longer they traveled together the less responsive she seemed to become. She always did what she was told, but the part of her that cared to acknowledge her interaction with the world had dimmed to the point that it almost wasn't there. She seemed more ghost than person now, and a malevolent haunt at that. The assassin steeled his heart by telling himself that Johndin would find some kind of solution to save Kassa. He had to.


    "Haley, keep me between the creature and yourself if you can. Attack when I have it distracted, but be careful. You're not well trained in how to minimize injuries to yourself and I expect you to fight as though any hit you take will kill you because it probably will. When the battle begins, your heart is going to race in your chest and it's going to get difficult to think clearly. The part of your mind that makes rational decisions is going to erupt into flames and anarchy, but you need to rise above that chaos. Stay calm and stay in control of your own actions. It won't be easy, but you can do this. Do you understand?" Xan had paused with his hand on the door handle to make this last speech.


    Haley looked up at him. She'd already drawn her axe and her knuckles were white on the handle. "I understand. Stay calm, don't get hit. Stay behind you. I got it. I'm ready."


    Xan sighed. She wasn't ready, but then she never would be. This would be her first intentional foray into a life or death battle, her first planned step into a situation where her wits, skills, and strength would decide whether she lived or died. No one was ever truly ready for that. Haley had already experienced some terrible things in her life and she was probably better suited to this than most, but she still wasn't truly ready. "Alright. Here we go." Xan said and pushed the door open.


    It took the assassin only a moment to spot the creature once he'd stepped beyond the threshold of Shawl's cabin. With the foul berry effecting his vision the barrier spell didn't glow so brightly and the sciarwolf seemed to ooze darkness. It was as though it had recently been burning and was now merely smoldering. Layers of thick black smoke peeled off from its body and drifted away on the breeze. The creature had only made the barest attempt to hide itself. It was partially concealed behind a nearby tree, and with its natural ability to avoid notice, that might have been enough to make it invisible if not for the horrible concoction Haley and Xan had been forced to ingest. The creature watched them as they left the cabin, its eyes tracking their every motion as they drew closer and closer to the magical boundary. It had to know that they could see it, but it wasn't making any move to conceal itself further. In fact, it seemed to be tensing in preparation to spring the moment Xan reached outside the barrier.


    The assassin studied the creature's body as he approached. Its jaws and fore claws would be the most dangerous pieces of its arsenal, though he didn't doubt that it could rip him wide open with the claws of its hind legs if he wasn't careful. The entire creature was a threat. Xan would need to strike quickly and keep his distance if he was going to survive this encounter. He should have borrowed Kassa's sword. No, that was foolish. He was awful with a sword. Xandrith drew both of his knives. It was time.


    The assassin took one last moment to gouge out a chunk of dirt with the heal of his foot. "Do you see that mark, Haley?" She nodded her reply. "If you fall back behind this mark the creature can't follow you. That is the boundary of Shawl's barrier. If everything goes bad, just get back beyond that gouge in the ground and you'll be safe." Haley nodded. Her face was pale and she looked terrified, but her hands were steady on her axe.


    "Stay behind me." Xan said, and then he stepped through the barrier. He hadn't noticed when he passed through it before, and maybe it was just an effect of either the drugs in his system or his own mind, but it seemed that a shiver of icy coldness passed through him as he stepped across that last line of defense. He barely had time to register it before his body had cleared the haze and the sciarwolf came barreling towards him like a giant black arrow projected from some evil ballista. Xan was too well trained to be taken completely by surprise.


    Instead of backing across the boundary to safety as most would have done, Xan sprang forward directly into the path of the charging creature. His knives flashed in his hands as the sciarwolf suddenly came to the realization that it had allowed the much smaller human too close to make use of its long arms and claws. The assassin struck with all the force and ferociousness he could muster, his blades ripping into furred flesh and drawing lines of sickening black blood. He managed to get his newly purchased dagger deep into the creature's chest before it pulled away from him and dragged the blade from its ribs. It moved quickly to put a dangerous amount of space between Xan and its lengthy arms. Xan dove backwards even as the beast unleashed a loud roar and slashed out with its claws. It raked the air that Xandrith had occupied only a fraction of a second before.


    Xan stood just beyond the creature's range, his eyes locked with the eyes of the beast. Hate poured from the creature as though it bled pure rage instead of the black fluid that seeped from its wounds. The assassin had made good work of his early advantage, but he could tell by the way the monster was studying him that it was too intelligent. He wouldn't get another easy pass like that. The sciar now knew that Xandrith was more dangerous than a normal man, and it wouldn't let him get that close again without a cost. Xan just hoped he'd done enough damage in his first pass to give him an advantage through the rest of the fight. The sciarwolf didn't seem overly distressed. It hunched down on all fours and began to stalk closer. From that stance it was difficult for Xandrith to align his fighting style to the creature's movement. His hand to hand combat training hadn't exactly prepared him for fighting a creature larger than a bear. He shifted his grip on his knives. Slicing hadn't been overly affective. He'd need to concentrate on more stabbing to see if he could hit something vital to the damned beast.


    Xandrith saw its pounce an instant before it was launched. The sciarwolf's back legs bunched tight and the assassin dove to his left as the creature took to the air. A thousand pounds of muscle, fur, claw, and tooth tore through the space where Xan had been standing only a moment before. Xan had only barely avoided the creature landing on top of him, and coming back to his feet took longer than it should have. He'd been knocked off balance. The sciar was fast. Xandrith weaved awkwardly as he struggled to regain his center of balance, but the sciarwolf was already turning on him. Claws like five miniature knives tore through the air towards Xan and he was forced to tumble with the blow in order to absorb what he knew would be fatal damage. The strike took him in the right side and spun him all the way around, leaving his back facing the wolf. Worse, it knocked him to the ground and sent him rolling through the dirt and grass like a discarded sheet of parchment. Before he even felt the pain, Xan could feel blood running down his side. The sciarwolf had landed a glancing blow even if Xan's training had allowed him to keep it from being a fatal one. He'd almost been disemboweled.  He spun to his feet, pushed himself off in an unusual direction and forced himself to ignore the pain in his torn side. The sciarwolf was almost upon him before he'd gotten all the way back up. A massive claw raised to make a strike and Xan prepared himself to counter the attack with one of his own.


    The sound of something heavy thudding into solid flesh resounded from behind the sciarwolf and the creature spun around to face something at its back as a howl of agony ripped from its throat. Of course as it turned it couldn't see that Haley had buried her entire axe head in its spine, and she was still clinging to the axe. Her axe was wedged into the beast's bone. She dangled from the handle like a solitary leaf clinging to a branch at the end of Fall. The sciarwolf, realizing that his assailant was still clinging to his back, shifted and attempted to reach his claws around to rip Haley from her precarious perch.


     Xandrith knew an opportunity to strike when it presented itself. He leapt forward, diving low towards the creature and struck for the back of its legs. He sunk both of his blades deep into the creature's right calf muscle and tore away at the flesh with all of his considerable strength. The muscle snapped like a cut bow string, and the beast howled as it fell to its right. It thrashed on the ground, trying to shake off its attackers and to figure out what had gone wrong with its leg. Xan gave the head of Haley's axe a kick to dislodge it from the sciar's spine, which sent the girl rolling backwards across the ground with a solid impact that probably struck the air from her lungs. Xan didn't have time to check as he was planning his next move carefully. The beast was flailing madly with its claws ripping through the air in a chaotic tangle and its jaws snapping at phantom attackers. It was badly hurt and it wasn't accustomed to taking so much damage, but it was far from not being dangerous any longer. Xan waited until it flopped away from him so that its back was clearly exposed, and then he leapt at the back of its neck with his knives poised to strike. He rained down blows as fast he could, ripping into the thick muscle and tendons making up the sciarwolf's powerful neck. The assassin had to duck and weave to avoid the creature's defensive strikes, but the battle was over. The wounds he was inflicting were gushing black blood and with every blow the sciarwolf moved slower and slower and its strikes became less and less threatening. Finally, with a last mournful groan, its claws hit the ground, its body slumped, and it died in a pool of its own black filth.


    Xandrith wasn't leaving anything to chance. He reached around the beast's throat with his knife and pulled the finely honed edge across its jugular. There was no pulse and no gush of blood, which was a good sign that it was dead. Still, he felt safer having a single, clean killing wound on the creature. He wiped his knife blades clean on the twisted wolf's hide and returned them to his scabbard before turning back to find Haley. She was standing a few feet away, dusting herself off. She had managed to obtain several cuts and scratches and was moving a little stiffly. Most of her injuries had probably come from when she had been knocked free of the sciarwolf by Xan's kick. Had she stayed fastened on the beast's back it may have turned over and smashed her to death, or impaled her on the rear edge of her own axe. A few bruises were good for learning.


    "Do you know what you did wrong?" Xan asked as the girl walked towards him.


    She shook her head. "I thought I did really well."


    "Your timing was wonderful and your hit definitely made taking the damned monster down a lot easier, but you put yourself in a very dangerous position. Had the creature not been so surprised when you struck it, it might have rolled on its back and either seriously hurt you or killed you." They started walking back to the hut together, both covered in blood and dust. "You see, when you hit someone in the back like you did, the first thing they do is flinch backwards. That tightens the muscles and pushes the bones together in their spine. That’s what stuck your axe so you couldn't draw it back."


    Haley looked confused. "So I shouldn't take an advantage like that and hit someone in the back?"


    Xandrith shook his head. "No, that's not what I'm saying. In a situation like the one we were just facing, hitting that thing in the back was the absolute best thing you could do. Its back was the only part of it that wasn't dangerous, but you needed to either abandon your weapon, or free it quickly. Clinging to it the way you did was a risky maneuver because it removed you from a place of control.


    “Axes are more likely to get stuck, but there are a couple of ways you can free them. First and foremost, if it doesn't come back with your initial attempt to pull it out don't bother trying to pull it straight out anymore. It's probably muscle locked. Instead, throw your weight against the side of the handle and twist the head of the axe. This widens the wound and makes it easier to withdraw your blade. You can also try to knock it free with a sharp blow, like a kick. The boots you're wearing have a metal band in the center of their soul that was made for things like that. A sharp kick will often knock your blade free when it's stuck."


    "The reason you got all your cuts and bruises today was because you were pulling at the blade with all your weight. When it came free you own body weight was working against you. Ideally you would have pulled your weapon free and turned that momentum back into another attack, but since you were unprepared, you went rolling through the dirt instead." Xan explained.


    "... but I wouldn't have been unprepared if you hadn't kicked my axe free." Haley noted with a frown.


    "... and I wouldn't have had to kick your axe free if you hadn't been attempting to ride the sciarwolf like a pony." Xandrith countered.


    Haley nodded. "I guess that's fair." She didn't seem incredibly happy about it. She changed the subject. "You're bleeding."


    "Yeah, I do that a bit more often than I'd like." Xandrith said with a grin.


    Haley frowned. "So, what did you do wrong?"


    "I got hit by some claws." Xandrith's grin turned into a frown. "Did you see that thing move? It was fast. It's only because of my considerable skill that I'm not scooping my innards back in with a shovel. It's not our injuries that matter. We were victorious. We have slain a creature that many don't even believe is real, and that's what is really important!" Xan changed the subject. "I'm going to need a bath."


    They re-entered the cabin and were met at the door by Shawl, who was wearing an expression of pure exhausted relief. "Thank goodness you two are alright." He noticed the blood dripping down Xan's side. "Well, at least you don't appear fatally wounded. I have some gauze and medical supplies in the washroom."


    Xandrith sighed. "Too tired for a little magical healing then?" The assassin had been hoping he wouldn't have to suffer through the annoyance of healing himself the old fashioned way.


    "Oh, it's not that." Shawl explained quickly. "I'm not trained in healing at all. I wouldn't even know where to begin."


    Xan raised an eyebrow. "I thought all mages were trained in healing."


    "No, I'm afraid not. It's true that most mages take at least a few classes in the subject, but some of us have no aptitude for it. I'm afraid I was one of those few, though my potential all lay in a different area of expertise. I'm a diviner." The older mage explained with a tired smile.


    At this Xandrith was a little taken aback. "Wait, you mean like those folks who sit in the streets and claim to tell the future? Because I've never met one of those that wasn't a complete sack of shit. No offense."


    Shawl laughed. "No, it isn't really like that at all. I have a gift for seeing connections between seemingly unconnected pieces of information. Events unfold much the same way a spider builds its web. All events are connected to some degree or another, but most people can't get any sense of the connections. They're too slight to be detected. A diviner is like the spider at the center of the web. I can feel the vibrations in the web, and I have a sense for where they originated from. I can see the weave that connects separate events. If I am given separate pieces of information, they are like separate intersections of my web. I can tell you where and how they meet. It may seem that I am reading the future or telling the unknown, but in truth I am only more acutely aware of the way things are flowing together."


    Xan was skeptical. "This is a type of magic?"


    Shawl nodded excitedly. "It is. It took me years of work to master my skills, but I can say with confidence that there are none more adept at this form of magic. The mages were horrified when I chose to leave them, but with my talent being what it was I could far too easily see the trail of deceit and chaos we were weaving in the world. I consider myself not a great man, but a good man. I couldn't live as a part of what the Order had become. This book," He pointed to the tome Xan had brought back from Tibsenth. "is the key to finally bringing down the Order. It is a collection of their darkest secrets, an entire tome of their misdeeds throughout the years. Tibsenth has been digging deep into their histories his entire life. His work, and now mine, will be finally bring about change in this world." Shawl's shoulders slumped a bit. "However, it'll have to wait a little longer. I need to rest. I'm afraid I'm not clear headed enough to apply my particular skill set to the information I have. I must sleep, but when I wake I'd like it if you could tell me your entire story from the beginning. I know there are things that I missed, connections that I couldn't see upon your first telling."


    Xandrith just nodded. "If you think it will help. I just want to help Kassa and to see that there is enough of the world left for her to live some semblance of a happy life." The assassin wasn't even certain what he wanted out of life for himself anymore. Things had become so chaotic for him that he doubted he could ever live normally again. The Order, which he had hated and loathed for years, now seemed like the least of his worries. Shawl still seemed fixated on the Order, but were they really the problem that they should be focusing on? The mechanna and the risk of them waking a god trapped on Sentinel seemed like much more urgent issues. It all seemed so impossible when Xandrith tried to wrap his mind around what was happening.


    "I will do what I can when I wake. In the mean time, help yourselves to my provisions. I'm out of fresh supplies but I have a good deal of preserved foods left. Take care of yourselves, get some rest, and when we're all feeling better we'll try to unravel this mess we have here." With that Shawl turned and walked off towards his room. The wards fell almost the exact second he crashed down onto his bed. The effort it must have taken him to hold those barriers for so long was evident by how quickly they fell when he was finally able to relax.


    Xandrith felt strangely exposed without the comforting glow surrounding the cabin, but more than that he felt a strong sense of impending doom. Events were unraveling and it felt as though a turning point was fast approaching. He wasn't sure how much time was left, but ever since arriving on Dreamer's Isle he'd felt like time was running out. At first he'd assumed it was just the press of time to get back to the boat, but it was more than that. Had he been superstitious, Xan would have sworn he could feel the hours of his life slipping away from him. I will not leave this island. He thought to himself, the words rising up from somewhere deep inside of him. He shuddered. Foolish.


    "I don't believe in fate." He spoke out loud without thinking about it.


    "Why not?" Haley asked. She was in a chair across the room. She looked tired, as though she'd been on the verge of sleep. Xandrith felt bad for keeping her up.


    "Just thinking to myself." Xan mumbled before sitting down in a rocking chair near the fire.


    "But why don't you believe in fate?" Haley asked again, unwilling to let the matter drop.


    "Fate means it doesn't matter what choices you make because it's all fixed in place already. Should fate exist, then there is no point in doing anything. I prefer to believe that I make my own destiny and that my choices dictate the outcome of the future." Xandrith had thought on the matter many times. When one spent as much time alone as Xan did, it was easy to find time to philosophize.


    Haley was quiet for a moment as though deep in thought. Xan was almost certain she'd fallen asleep when she spoke up again, breaking the calm silence that had settled on the room. "I don't believe in fate either." She said with confidence. "I think fate wanted me to die with my family, but I'm not ready to die yet. I want to grow up to be strong like you. I want to live."


    Xandrith smiled to himself. She was a strong girl. "I want to live as well. Fate be damned. You and I will show fate what we think of it."


    "Yeah!" Haley said with a surprisingly girlish giggle. "Damn fate!" Xandrith wondered for a moment if he should scold her for cursing, but then he closed his eyes and sighed. The world was to rough a place to worry about such petty matters. Let the girl have her moment of fun.


    "Kassa," Xan called. He heard the shuffle of the undead woman turning in his direction. "Keep watch while we sleep, please. If anything alarming happens, wake us." There was no reply, but Xandrith knew she'd heard. Their watch set, Xandrith allowed himself to relax. He should probably have taken care of his wound first, but he was far too tired. It had been a long day. It could be cleaned and treated in the morning.


    "Fate be damned." He said with a grin even as his eyes closed for the evening.







     


    Chapter 18


    The Sickness


    Xandrith awoke shivering with sweat pouring down his brow. He stood up and his head swam nearly causing him to fall back over. This isn't good. He mused as searing pain shot through his injured side. He made his way towards the bath chamber where he hoped there was a full length mirror. He wasn't entirely certain where everyone else was, but he was just as happy not to encounter them on his trek. He didn't want to have to explain why he looked worse than he had before he'd rested. He pulled the door shut behind him and approached the mirror, drawing his shirt up carefully over the torn section of skin. The cuts hadn't been that bad the day before, but as Xan's once pale skin came into the light he knew immediately that something had gone very wrong. Bright red streaks broke his normally white hip, swirling in strange designs like the path lightening cut through the sky to reach the ground. They originated from the wounds on Xan's side. The wounds themselves had turned an unhealthy black and were oozing a red-orange liquid that didn't look exactly like puss or blood.


    "Shit." Xandrith cursed as he stumbled to the wash basin and began to run water. "I guess I should have looked at this last night." He said to no one in particular. His vision swam and he had to grit his teeth to make everything fall back into focus. He pulled a bucket of water from the bottom of the bath, grabbed a clean hand towel, and went back to the mirror. The water wasn't particularly cold, but as he sponged it over the wound it felt like ice against the burning, infected flesh. Well, there was something new to add to the knowledge pool about sciarwolves. Their claws were highly infectious, maybe even poisonous to some degree. Xandrith hoped that he was mentioned by name as the unfortunate idiot to discover that fact. Shade, the greatest assassin to ever live, felled by improper wound maintenance. Embarrassing.


    The water that rinsed away from the wound was discolored and foul. As the scabs covering the wound flowed away, sick black blood welled to the surface. "Was always red before … should get to a healer." The words were thick in Xan's mouth. They also didn't make any sense. What healer was he going to get to? Confusion was settling into his mind like a bad fog. "Alcohol, heat ... need to treat this before it gets worse." Xandrith was stripping off his clothes and heading for the bath basin. "Clean ..." He whispered as he crawled into the lukewarm water.


    The water felt warm on all of his skin but the area around his aching wound. There it felt too cold, like ice daggers ripping into his flesh. He forced himself to stay in the water. Even as a terrible delirium settled over Xandrith, some part of him knew that he needed to rinse as much of the infection out of the cuts as possible. Another part of him knew that the red streaks running from the wound through his body were a clear sign that it was too late to do anything. Short of finding a healer, there was little that could be done to stop the infection that was coursing through his flesh.


    "Haven't saved Kassa yet." He mumbled, scraping at his side to peel away the infected skin. "Need to protect Haley." He grunted as a chunk of flesh separated from the wound and floated to the top of tub. It was about the size of a gold crown and it was black and dead. "... not ready ... can't die." His consciousness began to separate from his body. Black sunk in around the edges of his vision and no matter how much he blinked the world didn't become any clearer. Sounds became muffled. "Not yet." He whispered, but his words were lost to the heavy thrumming of his heart in his chest. Xandrith grabbed the sides of the bathtub and held on with all his might, as though he might pull himself up from the dark threatening to consume him through the power of his will alone. The water in the basin sloshed as he attempted to stand, but it was no good. His legs were done. He toppled back into the water which had chunks of his side floating in it and smelled faintly of the death oozing from his shredded flesh. When the darkness surged forward again, Xan couldn't stop it. It grabbed at his throat like a titan, choking the world away from him, and then he was gone.


     


    "… an infection this bad before. He might never wake up." An elderly voice was saying. Xandrith blinked and shifted his eyes to who was talking. It was Shawl.


    "I'm awake." He tried to say, but it came out all slurred. In an instant two faces were hovering over his, Haley and Shawl.


    "Xandrith, can you hear me?" Shawl said, looking closely at the assassin's eyes.


    "Yes, of course." Xan said, and this time his voice was better.


    "Do you remember what happened?" Shawl was asking him, but Xan was having trouble focusing on the man's voice because Haley's concerned expression was worrying him. What had happened? Oh, that was the question.


    "I went to bed." Xandrith said, but that was the last thing he could recall.


    "Yes you went to bed, but do you remember what happened when you woke up in the morning?" Shawl was pressing, but Xandrith shook his head. After falling asleep the night before, there were only fragments of memories that might have been dream or reality. He couldn't say for certain.


    "You and Haley were here ..." Xan said uncertainly.


    "Alright Xan. Here, drink some water." He handed a glass to Xan who took it shakily. His hand felt distant, as though he was barely in control of it. He stopped half way to his mouth when he saw the red streaks running in intricate but seemingly random patterns across the surface of his skin.


    "What's happened to me?" Xan asked, forcing himself to take a sip of the water. The coldness ran down his throat. The water felt so cold it seemed to have come directly from a partially frozen river.


    Shawl looked uncertain. "Do you remember your fight with the sciarwolf?"


    Xandrith nodded his reply.


    "Well, you're suffering the results of that attack right now. The claws of the sciar have given you some kind of blood infection. You've been unconscious for four days now. In the beginning I thought for certain you were going to die, and then as you slept longer and longer I feared that you just weren't ever going to wake. You've proven me wrong. I've cleaned your wound and cut away the dead flesh, but whatever was on that creature’s claws is still inside you. Your entire body is covered in those red streaks. They've been spreading these four days while you were asleep. You need to get to a good healer, but you aren't fit to travel. I sent a bird requesting aid, but it could be weeks before anyone can get here, assuming anyone replies to my message at all. My lines of communication with the outside world have been quickly falling off over the past few months."


    Xandrith shook his head. "It's alright. I'm going to be fine. I just need some rest. I've always been an exceptional healer, and I'm not going to let a little bit of infection put me out." The words put a smile on Haley's worried face, but the older and more realistic mage only furrowed his brow. It was obvious that he wasn't so easily convinced. The assassin changed the subject. "Have you had any luck with Tibsenth's book, yet?"


    Shawl seemed to know exactly what Xan was doing, but he let the sick man get away with his little deception. He nodded his head. "I've read most of the way through it already. There is so much information that it will take me a year or more to really get everything from the book, but I've already learned much and made many connections. There are things here both intriguing and dire. If you're up to it, I'd like to hear your story again. I'm beginning to suspect that Tibsenth's theories may have only been partially correct."


    Xan frowned. "Have you learned anything that will help Kassa?"


    Shawl looked uneasy, but he put on an obviously fake smile before speaking again. "There is still much to be learned, my friend, and I really need to hear your story again." Xandrith wasn't fooled. He was a master of the fake smile.


    "Then you've found nothing?" Xan asked, feeling despair crawling through his flesh like the infection that was doing the same.


    The older man sighed heavily. "I can't be certain what I've found yet, Xandrith, but it doesn't look good so far. That doesn't mean we should give up hope yet. I need to hear your story again now that I've had a chance to rest and clear my mind. I also need to finish Tibsenth's book and read it at least one more time to be certain that I'm fully grasping the big picture. These things take time and care. I don't want to jump to conclusions under these circumstances."


    It was Xan's turn to sigh. He had leaned slightly forward during their exchange, but he slumped back into his bed. "Alright. If you would be so kind as to get me some more water, I'll tell you my story again." He was tired and wanted nothing more than to go back to the darkness from which he'd risen, but finding out how to help Kassa was too important. He could rest later. A part of him feared that he might not wake again if he let himself fall asleep. He could feel the infection winding its way through his system. Pain seeped through his veins as though his blood was molten steel. He pushed the agony to the back of his mind and prepared to tell his tale one more time.


    "I should have known there was going to be trouble when the meeting place was a home in the better part of the city." He began, his mind hazy but clear enough for the recollection.


     


    Xandrith found himself sitting on the front porch of Shawl's cabin in an old rocking chair. His head hung low between his shoulders and his hands gripped the chair's sides as though if he let go he might fall to his death. He sat up with a start as the cool night air caused him to shiver slightly. He was dressed only in his smallclothes, bare to the waist. He looked at the wound on his side to see that the cuts had almost entirely closed over and were now mostly just dark red lines surrounded by puckered flesh. The puzzle work of red lines spreading from them was still present, however the color had grown much darker than the original brilliant red. The lines covered every inch of Xan's exposed flesh and even streaked through the whites of his eyes. He didn't need to look in the mirror to see that, because he’d been that way since he'd first seemed to recover from his injuries. Recovered was perhaps too strong a word to describe his current state of being.


    The fever was gone and he no longer felt as though he were dying, but he was not better. If anything he was worse. Sometimes he would lapse into sleep for days at a time, and more often than not he woke up in strange places, unable to remember how he'd gotten there. Haley and Shawl said that he'd often get up and wander about the cabin while still asleep, and no amount of prodding or yelling would stir him from his fog. He felt different as well. The sciar's scratch was changing something inside of him and he didn't think it was for the better. Shawl had become hesitant to speak to him about matters, and Xandrith was growing frustrated with the entire situation. His waking hours were plagued by a fear that his time was running out, though he wasn't certain why it was doing so or what exactly the mechanism was that was driving him towards his finish.


    "I'm losing control." Xandrith said bitterly to the night. "I'm losing myself and I haven't done anything that I said I would." The words felt like an accusation and an admission of guilt all at once. The assassin pushed himself to his feet and walked back into the cabin. He didn't feel weak or tired, he felt great. He felt strong and ready to tackle any physical problem. Even his mind felt sharp and aware, but there was a darkness brewing within his mind. A sharp and bitter anger was settling into his thoughts and he knew that it wasn't a part of him. Perhaps that had been the sciarwolf’s purpose all along. He'd thought it was sent to kill Shawl, but maybe Xandrith hadn't been seeing things clearly. Maybe that single scratch on his side was the sole purpose for which the creature had come to Dreamer's Isle. Shawl was sitting at his table sipping tea by the light of lantern when Xandrith entered. Xan nodded to the old mage before joining him.


    "We should talk." The mage said quietly.


    "We should." Xan agreed, almost excited to hear those words from the man. Shawl had been incredibly tight lipped since Xan had finished the second telling of his story.


    "Would you like some tea?" Shawl asked, as though trying to delay things for just a bit longer. Xandrith shook his head. His stomach clenched at the thought of adding anything to it in its current state of emotional agitation. "Alright." The mage cleared his throat. "I'm not sure where to begin, but there is a lot to be said. I'm not sure how much you need to know or even want to know, but there are things you should know even if you don't want to. Let me start with the things most dire."


    Shawl took a deep drink from his tea and then sat his cup down. "Tibsenth was wrong about the Great Vault. I had to read his notes twice to come to this conclusion, and I also needed parts of your story to aid my reasoning. Tibsenth didn't understand the original story. He was close, but he missed some very important things that he couldn't have known from just historical texts. In Tibsenth's version of events there were two great beings. One wished to see the world prosper and change in harmony, and the other wished to see the world grow and rip itself apart, only to rebuild it all from scratch again. Tibsenth believed that the being of harmony, who I will refer to as Peace, built a trap. Peace used it to seal the other being, Chaos, away from the source of magic that our world represented. About that he was correct. It was Peace who constructed the Great Vault to seal away Chaos. That's where Tibsenth's idea falters, however. It wasn't Chaos who was sealed away on Sentinel.


    "Creating the Great Vault took almost all of Peace's strength and magical pool to achieve. He didn't leave himself with enough power to face Chaos in a struggle, assuming that he could trick Chaos into the great vault without the need for power. Chaos wasn't so easily deceived. The world's magic was a great font, and though the two had divided it for their own use, Chaos still knew that Peace had suddenly used up most his magic all at once. Chaos didn't know why. He was suspicious by nature, and this put him on edge. When Peace came to coerce Chaos into the Great Vault Chaos was ready, and he confronted his fellow traveler. Peace couldn't conceal the nature of what he'd done, and Chaos was furious. There was a struggle and Chaos was able to force Peace into his own trap. Chaos didn't know how to spring the trap properly, so instead of properly sealing the box he wrapped the box in a shroud of his own chaotic emptiness, like one might wrap a wound in a dirty shirt in an emergency. This drained the rest of Chaos' magic and left him as depleted as his brother, but Peace was taken care of.


    “ Chaos had time to recover. He knew the world's magic would return again, and then he could have his chance at his dream. He needed only rest until that time came. Chaos burrowed himself deep into the planet near to the source of magic, so that when it began to grow powerful again, he would be wakened and could return to the world to finish his grand plan.


    "The trolls have been worshipping him as a god for thousands and thousands of years, and we never knew. We believed they were just evil by nature, but it is the twist of his chaotic desires that have turned them into what they have become. It is his desire for this world to self destruct that first corrupted humanity and turned them into the trolls, and it is his waking corruption that is the biggest threat to the world right now. You said the bonesteel weapon didn't want you to open the Great Vault, correct?" Shawl said with a spark in his eye, as though the magic connecting the facts was glowing out of him.


    "Yes." Xandrith said, already seeing the connection himself.


    "That's because if you open the Great Vault, Peace will be released back to this world. Unfortunately it's not that simple because of what the Order has done to the Drayid. They entrapped the Drayid in the layer of magical emptiness that Chaos created to bind the Vault closed. In doing so, the Drayid have become something altogether unnatural and terrible. Releasing Peace means also releasing them, and there is no saying that Peace has fared any better in his own corrupted prison.  There is a chance that the vile magic Chaos used to close the trap has driven Peace to the brink of madness or even beyond. If you release him what would we have then? One mad being of creation, and one being of chaos, vying for control of our world's hidden power? Of course, we don't know for certain that Peace has gone mad. We won't know unless we open the Great Vault, and at this point I don't know what other choice we have.


    “Chaos is waking. The plague that has risen in the North is not a plague at all. It's an infestation released by the Trolls. They did the same thing before their last uprising, and they are planning another. Soon. They are preparing for the waking of their god. If Peace cannot save us, what can?" Shawl sighed and sat back heavily in his chair. "I've worked my entire life to take down the Order, and now I find that everything I've ever done has been pointless. The threat posed by the Order means nothing in the grander scheme of things. I've wasted all of my years, and now it turns out I may have fewer left than I thought. The world is dying fast."


    Xandrith sat in stunned silence for a moment, trying to take in everything he'd just been told. What did one say when told the world was on the cusp of destruction? "How much time do we have left?"


    Shawl shrugged. "I would guess you could measure our remaining time in years, but certainly not centuries. Though some small pockets of life might survive for centuries if they are lucky. It depends on what Chaos chooses to unleash upon us once he fully comes into its power. There is no precedence upon which to measure this situation."


    Xandrith nodded. "What of Kassa?" She was still his concern. Even if all the rest of the world was falling apart, Xan still had an obligation to try and help her.


    Shawl sighed and shook his head. "I wish I could say I had at least some good news for you, Xan. Tibsenth wrote in his book at great length about the undesh. The mages once believed that armies of undesh would be the future of their fighting force, but it was quickly realized that the things couldn't be counted on. They are evil things. Kassa may obey your words and do what you say without question, but that is only due to the nature of her binding to you. The part of her that was Kassa is forever trapped behind a wall of death and darkness. What's worse, that darkness is like a window out for things of dark magic. Do you want to know why bad luck has been following you? It's because you've brought its eye with you everywhere you go. Those black eyes see everything and they never sleep, everything they see is fed back to someone or something else. If I had to guess, your cursed knife has been linked to her the entire time she's been with you. I'm certain it has been working to stop you from finding any of this out. Not only is the Kassa you knew gone, but the thing that remains in her place is your enemy, Xan. You need to deal with her."


    Xan shot up from his seat, knocking it over. "No, that's impossible." He growled, turning his back on the mage.


    "Xandrith, you know I wouldn't say it if it wasn't true, and you have to know it yourself. You've seen those eyes. You've felt the hate that radiates from them. Kassa is gone." Shawl's voice was pleading.


    "I can't give up on her, Johndin." Xandrith said, turning to face the mage once more. "Do you know what you're asking me to do? I can't kill another friend."


    The old mage looked older than ever. "She's not your friend anymore. She's just a shell, and all that's inside is evil. The spark that fed her life is severed, and without that she can't ever come back. Worse, anything left of her that remains behind that darkness is dying an agonizing death at the hands of the corruption inside of her. She's suffering. You can't see it, but Kassa is suffering."


    Xandrith crumpled to the floor and put his head in his hands. "I can't kill another friend. I wanted to be better, Shawl. I wanted redemption."


    Shawl's voice was sad. "There is no such thing as redemption, my friend. There is right, there is wrong, and there are a million shades of color between the two. Once you've done wrong, it is always with you. You just have to try and be better. What else can anyone do? That thing that was Kassa isn't your friend anymore, and if you ever lose control of her for any reason she is going to do terrible things to anyone she gets a hold on."


    Xandrith wept to himself, and Shawl gave him his time. The assassin wasn't sure how long it took him to gather himself together again, but when he spoke it was with a calm indifference that he didn't truly feel. "We haven't discussed it yet, but I can feel it hanging in the air. What about me, Shawl? What is happening to me?" The mage took another sip of his tea while Xan righted his chair and sat back down at the table with his shoulders slumped and his head hanging low in defeat.  


    "I don't know for sure, but I think your troll blood has been awakened. The sciarwolf seems to have started a rebirth in your body of your buried ancestry. I don't know how far it will go or what the final outcome will be for you. Trolls are evil creatures Xan, and I'm certain no good can come of this. However, your blackouts have been getting shorter and your moments of clarity have been getting longer. Whatever is happening to you, I think it's reaching a balancing point. I'm not sure what you'll be when it's done, but you need to be careful. Right now I trust you Xan. You're a man who has seen a lot of darkness, but I feel that you've got a good heart. You don't savor suffering or death, even if you are excellent at dealing in both. If that changes and death becomes a game for you, if suffering becomes a sadistic pleasure, then you'll know that the part of you that is troll-kin has become too strong. I hope when and if that time comes you'll know what you should do."


    "If that time comes, I will already be too far gone." The truth was difficult to take. Knowing you might die was one thing, but the fear of watching yourself turn into something you despised was something Xandrith wasn't entirely prepared to handle. I won't let that happen, Xan told himself, even though a small voice inside of him whispered that it was too late, the transformation had already begun. "It doesn't matter. I'm in control of myself, and I'm not going to allow that to change."


    "Well, I hope it's that simple." Shawl replied. His voice wasn't entirely brimming with confidence. The old mage changed the subject. "What do you plan on doing when you leave here?"


    Xandrith shrugged. "I'm afraid I'm out of ideas. I'd only thought so far ahead, and meeting you, getting Tibsenth's book here, that was it. I don't even know what I'm going to do tomorrow."


    "I'm not going to throw you or the girl out Xandrith, but something has to be done about Kassa. Beyond that I think you should consider going back to Yillan Reach to look for the Great Vault. I can help you learn how to open it. It will take some training in your innate magic skills, but it can be done. Contrary to what the Order of Mages believe, you don't need a full set of working fingers to harness magical power. For humans it makes things easier, but I could teach you another way. Also, your knife has not been honest with you about your power. Just because you're a natural mage doesn't mean you can't master control of your magic. In fact, you should learn quickly." Shawl offered. Obviously he'd put more thought into the matter than Xan had.


    "You believe that's the best course of action? Opening the Vault, I mean." Xandrith wasn't so certain himself. Was a powerful being of chaos better or worse than a powerful, possibly good but mad god unleashed on the world?


    Shawl sighed. "Honestly I don't know." He shrugged his shoulders and leaned back in his chair. "Do you think I arrived at the solution of training a sanguine mage in how to use magic and possibly having him unleash an insane god easily? No, I've had a dozen ideas and they are all even more bleak. You've come through so much already, and you've proven yourself incredibly capable. We must do something. The result of inaction is only too obvious."


    The assassin shook his head. "I just wanted to save my friends Johndin. I'm not cut out for trying to save the world. Besides, I can't take Haley into that. Even if I was willing to go back into Yillan Reach I couldn’t risk bringing her with me. She's still young and she should have a chance at a life. You and I both know there is no future for her in the north. In fact, there might not be a life for anyone left in the north."


    Shawl held up an old, wrinkled hand. While his fingers were still articulate, they had the slight bend of advancing bonelock. "I'm old, Xandrith. My best weapon is knowledge. I don't have the strength or power to go adventuring. If it wasn't for you and your friends I'd be dead by now. The sciarwolf would have torn me to pieces as soon as my wards fell. If you won't help, then who will? Would you have me go to what is left of the mage's Order? Do you think they'll have a sympathetic ear after they've spent hundreds of years killing sanguine mages, the only people who might now be able to open the vault? They would have me turned into an Eight or killed if they knew exactly where I was. I doubt they would listen to reason even if they weren't fighting their own war against the Drayid right now. I can trace the outcome of that path without any need to see the future."


    "Look at me, Shawl." Xandrith pointed at the nearly black pattern of streaks coursing beneath his flesh. "Do you think I'm better suited to do what needs to be done? You're afraid that I might lose myself at any moment, and yet you'd put your fate in my hands? Is this how desperate we've become?"


    Shawl nodded. "That is exactly how desperate we've become, my friend. An assassin and his apprentice are the best I can think of to send on this task. I could train Haley to use her talent as well. With two sanguine mages working together, you'd have an even higher chance of success." The old mage saw Xandrith on the verge of protesting so he quickly pushed on. "The girl is smart and she's very capable. With my teachings and your training she'll surprise us both. In fact, she might be the better hope of the two of you. Believe me, it sickens my heart to send her back out into danger, but she'll probably be safer with you than she will with me. Once you leave here I will again become a target for whatever evil sent the sciarwolf."


    "Do you think they'll send another assassin?" Xan asked. He hadn't considered that possibility, but he really should have.


    "The damage has been done already. You've met with me and delivered the book. I believe they'll lay their next trap for you elsewhere, but they might try to kill me once your protection is gone. While they have Kassa they know exactly when and where to strike at us." Shawl noted with a hint of remorse.


    Xandrith stood up from the table and walked towards his pack. He pulled a set of clothes out and began to dress.


    "What are you going to do?" Shawl asked.


    "I need some time. You've given me much to think about and I can't make my next decision rashly." Xandrith's mind was running in a hundred different directions, looking for some solution that didn't end with him killing Kassa and taking Haley into another dangerous situation. He needed a solution upon which so much wouldn't be rested firmly on his shoulders. He was no hero, despite what Shawl seemed to think.


    "Don't go far." The old man warned. "Dreamer's Isle is a dangerous place for those that don't understand its ways. You can become lost more easily than you'd expect. Return before the sunsets or you might find that there is no way to turn back. The mists are dangerous to those without fae lineage."


    The assassin pulled on his shirt and fastened his knife in place. "You've lived here for years and you're fine. I think I'll manage for a few hours."


    Shawl sighed. "I've lived here for years, but I'm not doing as well as you might think. The warnings about this place aren't all superstition. Perhaps I'll explain to you why I've been here so long at some point, but it's not time for that story just yet. Just don't stay out after dark Xandrith. It's more dangerous than you know. A man lost on this isle after dark can lose himself forever."


    Xandrith frowned at the older man for a moment. He could feel the sincerity of the warning and knew to take it to heart, but it was what Shawl wasn't saying that most interested the assassin. The old man had a secret. He probably had hundreds if not thousands of secrets, but this one that was tied to the nature of the island was of particular interest. "You've heard my story now. At some point you owe me yours." Xan said as he walked towards the door. "I'll be back well before dark."


    "I hope you find the answers you're looking for." Shawl said in his wake, but Xandrith didn't turn around to reply. He opened the door and headed back out into the early afternoon. The air was cool, but they were so far south it never really grew cold. The sun was bright in the sky which shone an usual shade of bruised blue that bordered on purple. The clouds seemed almost gray against that backdrop. Xan wasn't certain what caused the sky to appear such a color over Dreamer's Isle, but it seemed to be the norm the nearer one came to the Fae lands. Xandrith stepped off the front porch and onto one of the few paths that ran along the outside of the cabin. He began to walk, not with any direction in mind, but simply to do something while his mind cycled over the information he'd been given. Time passed and his circle of wandering around the cabin turned into miles of repetitive travel. No matter how far he walked or how hard he thought, his mind always came back around to one painful point. Kassa had to be freed. There was no getting around it anymore. Xandrith now knew the truth of what he'd done to her and he couldn't very well leave her in her state of suffering, locked away in the darkness of some troll’s creation.


    "I must put an end to it." Xan spoke the words, and they were bitter on his tongue. How many friends would he have to end in his life? How many loved ones would he bear the guilt of murdering before it was all done? After Kassa, he only had Haley left. Would he dig her grave as well? Xandrith clenched his fists at his sides. He couldn't allow that to happen. Haley didn't need to be involved in all of this mess. The only things tying her to what was happening were her damned axe and Xandrith himself. There had to be a way to free her from her curse and to give her back her life. She might protest, but Xandrith would find a way. He needed to find a way. He wouldn't be a party to her death as well. Death was the only future she had if she stayed too close to him or if she stayed in possession of one of the cursed blades. Trolls and their toys were dangerous. The less Haley had to do with them, the better off she would be.


    "Xan?" Haley's voice sounded from behind him and the assassin jumped in surprise. It had been a long, long time since he'd been distracted enough for someone to sneak up on him.


    "Haley." Xan tried to hide the fact that she'd startled him and the guilt he felt at the thoughts he'd been having. Taking her axe from her and removing the curse, would that really be doing her a favor? It had saved her life in a terrible situation. Xandrith pushed those thoughts away and forced a smile. "What have you been up to?" He asked, but he could already tell. Her hair was a mess and her face was streaked with sweat. She'd been training. It was almost all she did on her own time. Her determination was fierce.


    "I've been climbing trees. I can pull myself up with one arm now." She said, beaming proudly up at Xan. It really was impressive. She'd made huge strides on improving her strength.


    "Without your axe?" Xan asked, raising an eyebrow.


    Her smile broadened and she nodded, pride shining from her eyes. "I don't keep my axe with me when I'm training. I want to be strong without it so I don't have to rely on it all the time, like you. Do you want to see me climb?" She asked, nearly jumping up and down in place with excitement.


    As much as Xan was proud of her, watching her climb wasn't really what he wanted to do at that moment. However, he owed her some of his attention. He hadn't exactly been a great instructor lately. He gave her a smile and nodded. "Of course. Let's see how you've progressed."


    Haley unfastened her axe from her hip and tossed it to Xandrith still sheathed. He caught the weapon in one hand and held it at his side. Even with it just in his palm he could feel the differences of the bonesteel tool. It would have been difficult to describe the way it felt, but the bonesteel weapon felt alive in his hand. The moment his flesh touched the handle he could feel the malice of the troll born thing as though it were filling him with its disgust at being wielded by one who wasn't proper. Behind that feeling of loathing was a sense of immense power. For one who knew what to look for, that power couldn't be entirely hidden. It was a beacon of unnatural and seemingly unending power, but Xandrith knew that its power was as far from his reach as if it were stationed atop the highest peak of the Ragged. That axe was a damned thing, a curse to any who could wield it, but it was also a source of power that might be invaluable in the troubled times to come.


    "Pick any tree!" She declared loudly. Xan looked at the circle of trees nearest the cabin. There were many that wouldn't provide much challenge at all, but Xandrith was supposed to be training Haley and it wouldn't do not to truly put her to the test. She wanted a chance to show off, and he needed to provide her something that would allow her to do just that. Finally he pointed to a smooth barked tree with no low branches to grab a hold of. Xandrith thought he could probably jump and grab the lowest branch, but it would be a challenge. Of course there were lots of other ways to climb such a tree, but that was the most obvious method and one that Haley wouldn't be able to manage at all. She grinned, happy with her chosen test. Xandrith had picked a good tree for her.


    The girl took off like a dragonfly, her feet barely seeming to touch the ground as she ran. She charged straight for the smooth bark of the tree and planted the toe of her first boot on it and kept running. She had so much speed that it looked like she ran right up the side of the tree. As she began to slow she jumped outward from the trunk and grabbed onto one of the lowest branches. She used both hands, but Xan could see the muscles in her arms working smoothly with the swinging momentum she'd given herself. Instead of pulling herself up, she used her running momentum to circle to the top of the branch and firmly plant her feet in place. With that, she was past the most difficult part of the tree. The rest of her ascent went quickly as she jumped, sprung, and pulled herself through the tree with ease. It was an impressive ascent, and though there were a few things she could have done better, she was certainly improving. Her strength had tripled or more from when he'd first tested her back in their room before they'd sailed south. Her descent back through the tree was handled with grace and ease. She made it seem easy, which Xan knew it was not. She hit the ground with a roll that landed her back on her feet, her smile lighting up the fading day.


    "How'd I do?" She asked, holding her hand out for her axe. Xandrith tossed the blade back to her, happy to have it gone.


    "You did very well. You need to watch your elbows on some of your grabs. Try to make sure they're bent when you connect with a grab or you'll find that the joints take a severe beating. Also, I saw the catch you almost missed halfway up the tree. I know you were trying to impress me, but if you need to take a second before you leap to make sure you have a good place to hold when you get there, do it. Silly risks like that can cost you your life." Xandrith didn't criticize her out of spite. She needed to know what to improve if she was going to get better. Haley smiled, nodding.


    "I thought you'd catch that jump. I was trying to show off." She said honestly. "I will do better next time."


    "I'm sure you will." Xandrith returned the smile, though it wasn't an easy thing to do. He was going to have to leave Haley behind, he realized abruptly. She couldn't go where he was going, not if she was going to live. Facing the sciarwolf with him had been dangerous enough, but going north would be far more dangerous. The Drayid were out there, and so was the plague that the trolls had unleashed. Xandrith couldn't expose Haley to that or he might find himself having to end her life the way he'd already killed Leahn, and the way he'd have to kill Kassa. He swallowed, and it felt like he was swallowing a rock. Nothing was ever easy.


    "We should get back to the cabin." Haley was saying. "Johndin says it's dangerous out here after dark."


    Xandrith nodded. "Lead the way, Not-Daisy." He fell in behind her as she talked about how she'd trained that day and how she was improving her strength. The girl was smart. Even without Xandrith around to help her, she'd figured out what she needed to do to build her strength in an efficient manner. She will be fine without me. Xandrith told himself. In fact, she'll probably be better off.


    Dinner was a quiet affair with no one in the mood to carry a conversation. Haley tried to spark a dialogue a few times, but soon picked up on the heavy air hanging over the table. Xandrith spent the meal in deep thought, barely touching the food. No matter what he chose to do Xandrith was going to lose something, and self-sacrifice had never been his strong point. Things had been so much easier when he’d just had to stab people and collect his money. At the time he would have sworn that being an assassin was a complicated and dangerous job, but lately it seemed that not being an assassin was even more complicated and dangerous. He wanted to crawl into a bed and sleep until it all went away, as stupid as that sounded. The truth was that he needed to decide what he was going to do and he needed to do it quickly. Waiting would only give him even more time to question his decisions and make parting even more difficult. He stood and excused himself from the table, knowing that by sunrise of the next morning he would have a course of action decided.  







     


    Chapter 19


    My Way


    Xandrith spent that day much as he had the last few. He told know one of his plans because he knew that neither Johndin nor Haley would be happy with what he intended to do. In fact, he was certain that both of them would try to stop him and he had already decided he wasn't going to argue the matter. He was accustomed to getting his way and this would be no different. He'd already written the letter he was going to leave and the rest of his preparations were set in place. He had until supper to make his peace and then it would be time.


    The morning was spent with Johndin, apparently in discussion on the basics of magic theory. The old mage assumed he was teaching Xan the basics necessary for him to tap into his magical power, and Xan let him believe that. It was difficult speaking to the old mage without giving too much away. Johndin's ability to divine hidden truths was difficult to overcome. Keeping secrets from the old mage was akin to threading a sewers needle with climbing rope. The only way around it was to avoid certain topics of conversation all together. Xandrith was certain he succeeded, and if he hadn’t, Shawl didn’t call him out on his suspicions yet. That would have to be good enough.


    "Have you decided what you're going to do about Kassa yet? The longer she stays here with us, the greater the threat to everyone, Haley included. I know you care about the girl." Johndin wasn't subtle about his opinions, but that was the last thing Xandrith wanted to talk about just then.


    "Are you really so eager to see her dead, Johndin?" Xandrith's voice was perhaps a little more agitated then he meant to let through his normally calm demeanor.


    "You know that's not how it is!" Johndin snapped back. "If she was still human then I would never wish ill upon her, but think of the consequences of leaving her alive. She knows everything we know, and that means the enemy does as well. You're a man of reason, Xan. Would you go into a fight in which your enemy already knew exactly what you had planned? The odds are already stacked against us."


    Xandrith shrugged. "I don't even know our next move yet." He lied easily. "How can she pass on information that doesn't exist?"


    The old mage sighed and sat back heavily in his chair. "It's not going to get easier, you know?"


    "I spent twenty years of my life on the outside." Xan replied quietly. "No one cared what happened to me. No one gave me a second chance, and the only people who ever helped me wanted something from me in return. My family didn't care what happened to me, and no one wanted to be my friend, or to even associate with me. Twenty years, Johndin. The majority of people I talked to didn't know who I really was, and if they had they would have wanted me dead. Kassa changed that.


    Johndin looked like he was about to speak, but Xan went on before he could say anything. "To you she's just an enemy in our midst, but to me she is a beacon leading me back to humanity. She is a vestige of a life I might have lived if I hadn't had the misfortune of being selected for the Order of Mages. She represents a hope that I might one day become human. You ask me to kill her, but what you're really asking me to do is to put a blade in my own hope, Shawl. I will do what I have to do, but we won't talk about this again. Understood?" The assassin's gray eyes, streaked black by his strange infection, locked tightly on the old mage’s eyes and refused to let go. Johndin couldn't help but break his line of sight. Xandrith was a fierce creature. Looking into his eyes was like looking into the heart of a force of nature.


    "Understood." Johndin said quietly.


    Xandrith left the cabin, eager to be away from the mage for a while, and even more eager to spend some time training with Haley. She had so much determination. He only wished he’d had more time to give to her.


    For all that it was hard to keep the truth from Shawl, it hurt Xan even more to hide it from his young apprentice. He knew that she wouldn't take his departure well. She would always feel betrayed no matter what Xan did to try and avoid making her feeling that way. He'd promised to train her and see that she could make her way in the world, but instead he'd be leaving her alone. That was more difficult to stomach than even his own fear at what his future held. In the end there was no other way Xandrith could handle the situation. Shawl had thought he'd seen all the possibilities, but the old mage could never understand the sheer determination that Xandrith could throw at a problem.


    A gasp followed by a sharp stinging sensation on the outside of his left arm tore Xandrith from his troubling thoughts back into the moment. Haley was staring down at her knife with concern evident on her face. "I'm sorry!" She offered apologetically. "I didn't think I'd hit you so easily."


    Xandrith chuckled. "No need to be sorry. That was a good strike. I was a little distracted and you got that one right through my defenses. There is a lesson in that for both of us. Even the most skilled opponent can make a mistake if they're distracted." The cut wasn't deep, though it was slowly leaking blood down Xan's arm. It wouldn't even require stitches, which meant that Haley had done a good job at pulling the blow. That could indicate that she wasn't dedicating serious effort behind her strikes, or it could mean that she had seen the connection coming and had pulled back. The second would be acceptable, but the first was a mistake often made by those who weren't accustomed to actual combat. "Did you pull the blow?" Xan asked as he stepped back and slid his knife back into its scabbard.


    "I didn't have time. I wasn't expecting to actually hit you." Haley admitted.


    Xan nodded. "You need to put more force and dedication into your strikes. I know we're only training, but you need to really commit to your blows. Even a strike that you know isn't going to cause serious damage should be made as aggressively as possible. You drew a line of blood on my arm, but if you'd hit with proper force that would have been a nasty cut. When you cut someone and get them bleeding, it inspires fear and sets them off balance. Always work to do as much damage as you can."


    "This is only practice, though. I don't want to hurt you." Haley still didn't seem to understand.


    "We practice with blades drawn to hammer home how important control is when fighting. Part of control is power. When you strike, you need to strike like you mean it. Otherwise, when the time comes for you to actually fight, you won't understand how to control you own momentum. It's my job to make sure no one is seriously injured. Your job is just to fight as hard as you can." The assassin attempted to explain.


    "I cut you. I guess you're not doing your job very well." Haley noted with a grin.


    Xandrith sighed and returned the grin with an honest smile of his own. "No, I suppose I'm not. Let's call it an early day." He slid his knife away and Haley did the same. He walked over and threw an arm about the girl’s shoulders. "You learn fast. I'm really proud of you."


    Haley blushed up at him, the only place on her face that didn’t turn a slight shade of pink was the area around her terrible burns. "I'm trying my best." She said with a mix of humility and pride.


    "Haley, are you sure this is what you really want from your life?" Xandrith's question was weighted by his desire to free Haley from her bond to the old assassin. He would be gone soon and he wanted her to know that she had other options.


    Her face grew serious. "I want to be strong and confident like you. Training with you has made me feel good about myself again. I didn't think that would happen again after … You know what happened to me. Sometimes when I'm climbing or I'm working really hard with the knives, I don't even think about my family, the screams, and the pain. It all just slips away for a little while. This is what I want."


    Xandrith smile faltered. "You don't need to be an assassin to be strong and confident, Haley. You're a smart little girl, and you're strong and talented. I think you could do whatever you wanted to."


    Haley's expression turned hurt. "I'm not a 'little girl,' Xan. In one year I'll be old enough to start courting, in two I'll be old enough to marry if I want. I'm young, but I'm not like other girls my age. I know more about the world than they ever will. I can't go back to a normal life like that. You know why. This is what I want. I want to be your apprentice and to learn everything you can teach me. I want to see the world and go on adventures. I don't even care if Kassa comes with us, even though she sometimes looks at me like she wants to hurt me. I just want to be with you."


    Xandrith sighed and smiled, though it was a hollow expression this time. "Why don't you go get cleaned up for supper. I'll be back to the house in a bit."


    Haley frowned. That wasn't the response she wanted, but she gave a sharp and exasperated sigh before turning to return to the cabin. Once she was out of sight, Xan sat down heavily on the ground and gathered his fortitude. Haley didn't know what was best for herself. Despite what she thought, she was still young and just a child. Maybe down on the farm she'd be getting married at fourteen or fifteen years of age, but in the city she'd probably be at least sixteen and that would be considered young. The bad experiences she’d had didn't make her any more mature, just more badly wounded.


    The assassin reached into his pocket and pulled out a small glass vial containing a very fine white powder. He'd carried that vial with him for a long time in his pack, along with a few other poisons. He was loathe to ever open his poison pouch. He considered it a cheap way of detaching himself from his actions, but this time he wasn't going to use it for its intended purpose. He was simply going to buy himself a little bit of time. He slid the vial into his sleeve with the flick of a wrist and stood back up. It was time to say goodbye.


    The steps back to the cabin were difficult, as though he lifted his own fate with each raising foot and the entire world was resting on his shoulders. Inside the cabin he could hear the voices of Haley and Johndin sharing some small talk as they set up dinner. Kassa sat on the front porch with dark accusing eyes, as though she knew exactly what he intended. Those dark eyes looking at him said, "You're going to betray your friends. All of them. You've been nothing but bad for all of us, and you're going to do it again." Xan's dark smile lit his face. What would they remember about Xandrith when he was gone? If they were wise they'd remember that he had been a killer and a hopeless fool, cocky and too headstrong for his own good. He had a hard time believing they'd have much else.


    Conversation fell off as he entered the cabin, all eyes snapping to him as though they too knew that today was different. For just a moment there was an unusual stillness in the room and Xandrith feared that somehow, someone had figured out what he intended. The moment passed and Shawl smiled.


    "Fresh ingredients are getting slim but I've managed to make us quite a stew this evening." The old man declared proudly as he drew the top from the cooking pot and the smell of vegetables and stewed meet swept through the room. "Xandrith, will you fetch some cups from the cupboard?"


    Xan had hoped he'd be asked to do exactly that. Johndin usually asked the last person in to set up the drinks. Xan nodded and headed for the cupboard. The cups were a selection of random drinking vessels that had been collected over the course of several years. Xandrith selected the cups that people had been using most frequently, and as he sat them in a line on the counter and filled each with water he also tipped just the smallest amount of the white powder into the cups meant for Johndin and Haley. Even if they'd known to watch him for what he was doing they probably wouldn't have seen him add the powder. Though he didn’t use the poison often, the assassin's hands were quick, and he'd still spent a good deal of time practicing slipping things into food and drink. He gave Haley half the portion he gave the old mage. She weighed less and probably didn't have any familiarity with the drug, so it would affect her more heavily anyway. She'd probably still wake up after Johndin. He returned to the table and set the drinks out before taking his place. A seed of guilt settled in his stomach. It weighed even heavier than the fear of what he intended to do. These two people had trusted him, but never would again. He looked from face to face as they all began eating and drinking.


    "It doesn't feel like winter here at all." Haley said with a smile.


    Johndin returned the smile and laughed. "It never really does. It's part of the reason I moved south to avoid the Order instead of going towards The Ragged in the north. I enjoy my weather a bit on the warm side. These last few days have been as cold as it ever really becomes here." He took a large swallow from his drink and blinked. "That didn't seem ..." He looked up at Xandrith suddenly, his eyes going wide.


    Xan put a finger across his lips and looked to Haley. The assassin's eyes said, "Don't startle the girl," and Johndin seemed to understand, though the look in his eyes was one full of hurt.


    "What would you have us do?" Johndin asked Xan. Haley looked confused, though her eyes were already narrowing and her eyelids were becoming difficult to open. She grabbed onto the edge of the table to hold herself up.


    "Watch the girl, Johndin. She deserves better than a death at my side." Xan spoke quietly, but he didn't need to be loud. The mage was slumping down. Haley looked up at Xan from across the table.


    "What's happen ..." Her voice trailed off and she toppled to the side.


    Johndin was shaking his head. "Xan, what are you going to do?" The words seemed to come from a man who was half asleep.


    "I'm going to do what has to be done, Shawl." Shade answered as he stood up from the table. He moved quickly to Haley's side, picked the girl up and carried her to the chair she'd been sleeping on. He laid her down and pulled a blanket over her before placing his note on the small table next to her chair. "I'm sorry, Not-Daisy. Really I am. Be strong, and don't be like me." He told her, and then he left her so that he could move Johndin to his bed and recover his pack. He shuffled through his supplies until he got to the bottom of the pack, and then he pulled out the wrapped bundle that was his bonesteel knife. He slowly unwrapped the cursed blade and strapped it to his hip. With a force like an explosion the mental walls he'd built crumpled and the cursed voice he'd been avoiding for so long filled his head with enraged roars of hate.


    Xandrith ignored it and walked from the cabin with his pack over his shoulder. Kassa was standing on the front porch, a silent and angry sentinel. He stopped and stared at her. It was time for them to do what needed to be done. "Kassa, with me." He said, and then he began to walk out into the woods. The sun was falling. It would be night on Dreamer's Isle soon, but Xan wasn't worried about Johndin's warning or the mist. He had a lot of things on his mind, but the island was the least of his worries. The nature of his business would keep the mist at bay.


    Do you really think we can ever work together again, Xand?! His knife screamed into his mind, its voice dripping with fury. After what you've done to me I'll have you killed, slowly, and I'll see to it that before you die, you watch everything you love burn!


    "Shut up, knife. I've let you free for a reason, but don't start thinking that you're in control again just because you can speak to me. We are going to work together. You're going to help me do exactly what I want. If you don't, this night will end with you being completely destroyed." Xandrith said coldly.


    I can't be destroyed, Xand. How dare you threaten me! It spat back angrily.


    "What, you mean you can't be destroyed because destroying you will destroy me as well? Don't underestimate my will power, blade. You've already done it once and it got you locked out of my mind, but if you do it this time I'll wipe us both from the face of creation. Do magical blades have any sense of self preservation?" Xandrith asked, a wry grin spreading to his face. He understood the knife enough to know that it was very much possessed of a troll-like self-interest and greed.


    They reached a small clearing in the woods with a creek running nearby. The sky above the clearing was wide open and shone a deep blue. The brightest and first out of the stars were already shining down. Xandrith ordered Kassa to take a seat, and then he sat down beside her and drew his bonesteel knife from its scabbard. He slammed it point first into the ground between himself and Kassa.


    What is it you want, and what could you possibly offer me that would make me help you at this point? Its anger was tucked away, but still colored the knife’s voice so that it sounded gravely and harsh.


    "I want you to be quiet. I'll talk to you in a moment, but right now I want to talk to Kassa. If you interrupt me, it will only make what's coming worse for you. So shut your damned mouth until I address you again." Xan spoke plainly, his emotions sharply in check.


    Xandrith laid flat on the ground and looked up at the sky. He invited Kassa to do the same and she did, obeying his command because she had no other choice. For a few minutes they lay side by side quietly staring into the waking field of stars overhead. The sun was slipping away and the night sky was opening up. Sentinel was taking to the sky, with its trapped and possibly madly enraged god staring down at them. But this night everything was beautiful, quiet, and serene. It was the kind of night that lover's dream about and poets would forever try to capture in words, a night that defied words all together. Xan reached out and took Kassa's hand in his own. She was as cold as the death which had taken her so long ago.


    "Do you remember that first night we spent together out under the stars?" Xandrith knew he wouldn't get an answer. "You told me you would never tire of the endless expanse of stars. At the time I thought it was a silly, girlish thing to say and I didn't take you very seriously. I've had a lot of time to think since then. You were right. It is amazing. It's beautiful, and it just keeps happening every night. Yet some nights I don't even find the time to look up into the sky and see it all unfolding. What has happened to us that we've lost our wonder at such things?"


    The only reply was silence.


    Xandrith reached into his pack and pulled out the little wooden box that contained Kassa's handmade charm.  He'd been carrying it for so long that doing what he needed to do with it was almost painful. He opened the box and pulled forth the charm which was attached to a leather cord he'd affixed earlier in the day. He'd only looked at it twice. Once when his curiosity had gotten the better of him just before Kassa was turned into what she now was, and once to tie the leather cord in place, but he was still loathe to let it go. It had never really been his to keep. It was Kassa's memory to hold. He rolled onto his side, leaned in close to her, and fastened the charm about her neck. If Kassa hadn’t been so cold and still … Well it would have felt something other than tragic.


    "I'm sorry I kept it so long. It reminded me of you, the way you use to be. I wish I could have known you in a different life. I wish I'd been able to see the world the way you did. Between the two of us, you were the one who held that beautiful wonder the longest. And look at what I've done to you. Tell me, what do you see now when you look up at the sky?" Xan's voice was a whisper, but he spoke again, this time more loudly, making it clear he expected an answer. "Kassa, what do you see in the sky now?"


    Her voice cracked from her throat, dry and brittle like leaves in late fall. "I see the decay of a billion spheres of fire in the depth of a blackness so complete that it will consume us all one day soon." She paused, and then continued. "There is no beauty, no grace, only the slow death of existence."


    Xandrith sat up. "So you are truly lost. It is time to set things right." He grabbed the knife from where it sat sticking up out of the ground between them. "Knife, it is time. I need my magic, and I need you as a guide. Guide me fairly and you will come out of this with more than you could have bargained for yourself, but try to cheat me or deceive me and we'll both be unwritten here and now."


    The knife shimmered black. Fine, if you want your power, then I shall give it to you, but you don't understand what you're asking for.


    Xan shook his head. "You're wrong. I know exactly what I'm asking for this time. Let us begin." A part of Xan's mind that had been asleep stirred and information poured through him. It was a bottomless well of terrible understanding and knowledge, forbidden and dark. He felt as though he might get lost in the flow, but a beacon of black light stood next to him, the knife. This way. It whispered, and he followed after it. He was flying through the surge of knowledge, and then there, nestled amidst the blackest and most forbidden secrets, was exactly what he wanted. The knife saw it even as he did and it cackled evilly through his mind. Is that really what you intend, human? You'll be destroyed. You'll rip yourself into pieces and never be able to put yourself back together. Xandrith grabbed a hold of the shadow of the blade.


    "Not just me, blade. I'm not enough. We're doing this together." Then, with his cursed troll-blade firmly in tow, he reached for his goal. The knife screamed an awful, inhuman roar that echoed through the inside of his mind, and then Xandrith was screaming as well. Horror, despair, and a rending so shocking it made death pale in comparison ripped the assassin apart at the seams of his existence. His world erupted into a chaos of black, empty pain. Then he was gone.







     


    Epilogue


    Lost


    My Friends,


    If all goes according to plan, then you will find this note several hours after I've departed Dreamer's Isle. There is a small clearing about a half a mile due north of the cabin. If you keep a straight course using the woodpile and the nearest corner of the cabin as reference, you should find it in short order. A small creek runs nearby and I can imagine at night it offers a beautiful view of the stars. I need you to go there as soon as you've finished reading this letter. With any luck I will have left something for you to find. If you should come upon the clearing and find my body, then know that things have gone badly and you should immediately look for a way to leave the island. It won't be safe here anymore.


    Don't worry about me. If I survived my ordeal, I will have moved on to my next goal. I won't tell you what that is because I do not want anyone following me. I care too deeply for you, Haley. I can’t take you with me this time. I don't know what the future holds, but death is certainly a possibility, and it's one that I won't have hanging over your head. You have too much promise to live under that shadow. Shawl is a good man and I'm certain he will look after you. I've left all my remaining coin in a purse in a drawer of the table upon which you found this note. There is enough in there to give you a good start anywhere you might wish to find one. Stay safe, Not-Daisy, and try not to hate me for leaving you behind. It was a difficult thing to do.


    Johndin, thanks for all of our talks. I learned more from our conversations than I think even you realized. I'm sorry I couldn't share my actual plans with you, but I'm fairly certain you would have disagreed with my choices and possibly even convinced me not to do what I have done. I was scared enough without having someone as wise as you telling me not to do what I intended. Please take care of Haley for me. Knowing that she’s safe with you will make doing what I must easier.


    If I'm not in the clearing, do not look for me because you won't find me. Where I go next, I go in search of hope.


    Xand


    "What does it mean?" Haley asked, tears running crooked paths down her face and around her burns. "Where has he gone?" She pleaded with the old mage as though he might know something that she didn't.


    Johndin turned the papers over in his hands, looking for some piece of information that he may have missed. He'd read the pages twice now and he still had no idea what Xandrith had done, or why he'd felt the need to do it in secret. "I'm sorry my girl, but I don't know any more than you do right now. Xandrith was obviously very worried about you, and was afraid you'd be hurt if you went with him."


    Haley hammered a fist into the table in front of her, causing the wood to groan in protest. "But who is going to stop him from getting hurt? Who is going to protect him if he doesn't take me with him? He didn't have the right to make that choice!" Her tears fell faster and she erupted into sobs.


    "Now, now, dear. You mustn't cry. Xan has set us a task and we had better get to it. It is the last thing he asked from us and we owe him that much." Johndin put a hand on the girls back but she quickly shrugged it off and shied away from the contact. Xandrith was the only one she would let touch her in such a familiar fashion.


    She sniffed loudly and looked up at the mage. "Alright. We'll do it because Xandrith said we should." Her eyes were still red and she hadn't really stopped crying. She pushed up from her seat, taking Xan's note with her. She folded it carefully and tucked it into an inner pocket. She'd read it multiple times herself before taking it to Shawl. The words were difficult for her. Xan had taught her to read, but she was still new to it, and she'd needed the old mage to understand everything. Even now that she'd heard all the words read aloud she still didn't really understand what had happened. Xan had left her behind. He'd taken Kassa and gone off on his own like she didn't matter all, and that stung worse than she could have believed possible.


    They exited the house together with Haley leading the way. It didn't take her long to find the reference points and start off north. Johndin followed after, keeping up with no shortage of effort. He wasn't as spry as he'd been in his youth, but at least he believed he knew what clearing Xandrith was referring to in his note. Still, a sense of dread filled the mage as they walked. He didn't know how to deal with Haley. He was terrible with children and the girl was obviously enamored with the old assassin. What would he do if they found Xan's body? It was a dark thought, but it needed to be considered. Wandering through the woods of Dreamer's Isle at night was foolish enough, and Shawl could only guess at how foolish the business was that Xan had been about. He might be dead, or worse. Worse would be swallowed by the mist.


    What idea had been so risky he wouldn't even tell Johndin about it? If one thing could be said about Xan, he kept his secrets close to his chest. Or maybe Johndin had simply trusted the assassin too much. Xandrith had seemed like a good person at heart, but what darkness had awakened in him with his Troll blood? The mage felt like a bit of a fool for not seeing these events coming, and what was the danger that would be coming for them if they found Xan's body? That only took him a moment to put together.


    Kassa. If they found Xan's body but no others, that would mean that Kassa was no longer restrained by her bond to Xandrith. With her connection to the Trolls she would be a danger to Haley and Johndin, but what had he come out into the woods to do in the first place? Shawl felt like the truth was just a fraction of an inch out of his reach, but no matter how many times he scrambled for it, it drew further away. Why would Xan drug his friends and sneak off into the woods? What could he hope to achieve? There was a missing piece. What was lost? Johndin tripped and fell hard to his knees. Luckily he didn’t hurt himself in the soft, long grass of the clearing he'd stumbled into. He could hear the creek running off to one side, and he realized they'd arrived at their destination.


    Haley was running from one end of the clearing to the other, looking for some sign of Xandrith or his passing. She hadn't even noticed Johndin taking a fall. The old mage grumbled as he pushed himself up, and that's when his eyes caught on the item he'd tripped over. He reached out towards it with hesitant hands, his fingers shaking. It couldn't be. The pieces started to slide together in his mind, his conversations with Xan, and the random seeming questions on the nature of enchanted weapons. It was all so clear. Shawl grabbed the pale and broken blade from the ground and lifted it up to his eyes. There was no mistaking the familiar and unique shape of Xan's bonesteel blade, but the black was gone from the metal. As Shawl rolled it in his hands the desaturated steel split and cracked like bone that had bleached too long in the sun. The blade was unmade. Xandrith had torn the life-force from the bonesteel weapon, but to what end?


    "Johndin, come here! It's Kassa!" Haley yelled from further down the hill by the creek.


    Shawl turned as quickly as he could and ran through the tall grass far faster than he should have at his age. "Stay clear of her girl, she might be dangerous!" He yelled his warning as he approached, but Haley quickly called back.


    "I don't think so. She's different from before."


    Johndin reached the creek in short order, gasping and leaning on his walking stick. Sitting in the water as though it were the most natural thing in the world, was Kassa. Her eyes were opened and confused. They were a warm brown color, and she smiled foolishly at Johndin as he ran up.


    "Old." She said with a laugh and a grin. "Old man." She repeated, pointing at Johndin.


    Johndin raised an eyebrow. She was human again. The darkness was gone from her eyes, though she seemed a bit worse for wear.  "Kassa, do you remember how you got here?" He asked her as he put together the events that must have taken place the night before. Xandrith had used his knife to fuel the magic that had restored Kassa's life, but where had he gotten the necessary seed of life to rekindle her fire? It could have only come from one place, and that was Xandrith himself. What did that mean for the assassin?


    "Kassa." The woman repeated, and grinned. "I'm Kassa." She pointed at her nose.


    "Kassa, what happened to Xandrith?" Haley asked, her eyes pleading and her face still streaked with tears. "Where did Xan go?"


    Kassa's face went blank for a second and she seemed deep in thought. A look of worry mixed with fear crept into her eyes. She gripped at some strange charm tied around her neck, rocking slowly back and forth on her haunches. "Into shadows. The shade walked into the shadows. Don't follow. Do not follow."


    Haley looked at Johndin who was still staring at Kassa in disbelief.


    "Do not follow into shadows." Kassa said again, and this time it sounded like a warning.
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