
        
            
                
            
        

    
The wind was cold on their faces as they stood together in the courtyard. The suns had barely risen over the horizon and already its rays were beating down harshly upon them, heating up the stone paving stones that they stood on. Even so, a chill ran through both of them like an icy dagger.

"Are you sure about this?" asked Arlyn. He looked worried. "You know there's no way out."

Rikke nodded her head slowly towards the city walls. It didn't look too bad from here but she'd seen it once before when they tried to make their escape and had only made things worse for herself. They couldn't be taken alive. She felt like she was in charge of the situation now, even though everyone else thought differently. That feeling of power came with a heavy cost but there wasn't much choice.

She saw one man who might have been their jailer standing nearby watching them nervously. His face was hidden by a wide-brimmed hat which he pulled down low as if hiding his identity and perhaps his thoughts also. But then Rikke knew everything he thought anyway. He seemed more interested in looking away than watching over them, but he could hardly be expected to keep watch all the time. Not that she needed any more watchers.

It had turned out to be surprisingly easy to get the men to take her captive again. There had been a lot of fighting at first, and some of them hadn't survived. She'd seen a few bodies lying around but none of them had yet been dragged into the city for burning. Maybe they hoped that would happen later instead.

She was glad she'd got rid of those other two prisoners, the ones called Horkos and Raker. They didn't have anything to add or do but slow things down. If the others had been like that then she'd have killed them quickly but it sounded as though they weren't. She was starting to think she'd done the right thing, but the memory of how she'd felt when they started killing her father's soldiers still hurt like a sword thrust straight into her guts. And now these men wanted to kill her family, too.

Arlyn stepped closer to the wall, squinting against the bright sunlight coming through gaps between the buildings, and pointed to something. "There," he said. "The place where we were supposed to jump off."

He was right. It was easy enough to see. A little ledge running along the top of the wall, just big enough for one man to stand on. The guard beside her nodded and gave her a thumbs-up sign. It felt like the most dangerous gesture she'd ever been given. "What are you going to do?" she asked him quietly.

"I'm coming with you," he replied. "We're going to kill them, aren't we? My uncle was telling me about how your father always did what was right."

Rikke stared at him for a moment, seeing no reason why she should trust this stranger. But his story rang true and it wasn't her decision alone. Besides, he was the only man she trusted in the whole world. "If he comes with us then I'll trust you," she told him. "But don't push it. You can be the bait."

"I won't," he promised. "Don't worry. We just need to go up there, get past them. Get into the town and wait for my uncle. Then we can do this together."

Rikke took his hand. Her fingers felt cold and clammy in the heat of the morning. "Then let's go," she whispered, and led the way to the top of the wall.

***

The sky darkened as night fell. In the village below, a few lanterns burned, lighting the faces of the guards who stood outside their doors. No doubt they thought they were safe, protected by the darkness, but Rikke knew better. There were three people in the village who knew where she was now, and one of those was an old woman who had been born blind and never learned to see in any other way.

They waited on a rooftop, high above the streets but still close enough to smell the smoke from fires inside houses. Rikke kept waiting for Arlyn to complain that the plan was too risky but he didn't. Instead he just sat quietly next to her, staring out across the valley. She wished she could feel safer somehow, even though all she could see was the moon and stars and the faint glow from fires below.

They heard voices before they saw anyone. They sounded like men shouting to each other through locked doors, trying to sound brave. The door of a house opened and a man emerged, a torch held high so he could see. He carried a spear, but it looked small against his broad chest. He came stumbling towards them, waving his hands, trying to make himself seem big and scary, but his voice cracked as soon as he spoke.

"Who—"

A knife flashed in the moonlight and his head bounced on the stones and rolled down the street until it stopped rolling a few paces further on. The man with the torch spun round and raised his spear. He looked frightened for a second but then he caught sight of something behind Rikke and his eyes went wide, his mouth working silently.

Arlyn moved. Faster than Rikke's eye could follow, he slid forward, crouched low and leapt, catching the man in midleap and taking him cleanly in the throat with his left hand, twisting as he landed and bringing his knife arm round to slice deep into the side of his neck. The man gasped once, and that was all. The light in his eyes faded and died like a candle snuffed in water.

The body crumpled to the ground in front of Arlyn and he kicked it away without another glance, then pulled the dead man's spear from his belt with his teeth, dropped it on the cobbles and ran on, leaving the bloody weapon lying in the shadow of a building.

She couldn't stop herself staring. "That was fast."

Arlyn nodded, but he seemed more pleased with himself than scared. "My uncle taught me many things."

Rikke turned to look back over the town again. Some lanterns were still burning there, and two or three others burning in houses, but the rest had gone out. "So... what do we do now?"

Arlyn frowned at the corpse. "It seems our work is cut out for us already. Let's hope these fools are not well-armed."

He took a step towards the nearest house, moving slowly and carefully, keeping the wall at his back. There was an archer on a balcony, but he hadn't noticed him yet and was busy watching something else. He drew his knife and stepped forwards, holding it out in front of him with both hands, so that when he lunged he'd be sure to bring the point of the knife between his target's ribs, and stab him hard enough to kill him even if he missed his heart.

Arlyn had done this before. She could tell because he was calm and unhurried. That made her panic worse, but she forced herself to breathe slow and steady while he crept closer, listening intently for any sign of life. She could hear the creak of leather and cloth as he crept past, a soft grunt as he moved silently, like a cat sneaking up on mice. When he was close enough, he leaped and brought his knife down in a flash of steel across the bowman's throat before he could draw his own weapon. As he fell to the floor, blood gushing from his neck, he let out a gasp so quiet it could only have been a sigh.

Arlyn was standing next to the window now, his dagger poised. The arrow pointed straight at Rikke. It was a long way, maybe fifty feet, but if she'd jumped she could've caught it and saved herself from having to fight two enemies.

But she hesitated. She thought about how much she hated these people and she knew they deserved it, but she also remembered how good it felt to be able to help. To be part of a team, doing something worthwhile, saving someone. Even if they weren't real people, it was still a feeling she missed, like being alone wasn't quite enough.

And then a voice whispered in her mind: you can do it. You'll never feel like this again.

She glanced sideways at Arlyn, and saw he was smiling at her, nodding, his face all confidence and excitement.

You don't know that! She wanted to shout it, but it didn't matter now. Her eyes were drawn inexorably back to the window where she saw her own reflection. It was a younger, prettier girl than Rikke was now, with a smile that seemed almost shy as it curved the corners of her lips. And she was beautiful, even when she was covered in blood. But she was also scared too.

"What is it?" Arlyn asked. "Are you going to save us, or just talk us to death? Do you want to live or die? What will it take?" His grin had faded by then. He was frowning at Rikke as though he might need to fight her himself.

Rikke swallowed and turned away. There was a window open here and she slipped through it, pulling it shut after her. There was a bed in this room, and a dresser full of clothes. The room smelled of sweat and perfume, but it was empty apart from herself and the bed.

Arlyn came in behind her. "I told you," he said. "They're all dead."

Rikke stared around the room. No one lived here now.

"Where's your family?" he asked. "Your friends?"

"In the other house," she mumbled. "We were all living together."

"How many of them?"

"Five."

"And the others?"

"No idea. There's some in the other house. I think."

"There were ten in all."

The words sounded hollow as they left his mouth. They'd killed ten of his family and his friend, and he barely felt anything. He didn't feel guilty. He hardly even felt angry. He just felt numb.

"We could go and see—"

"I'm sorry." She felt her voice crack as she spoke. "But my family is dead. My brother is dead. And I... I'm really not ready to deal with this."

His expression darkened. "Then you must leave the town."

"But there's no one to look after the people!"

"That can wait," he snapped. "You must leave the town immediately."

"Why?"

"Because you are marked."

"Oh, great fucking mystery."

He sighed and rubbed his hand across his forehead. "This town is dying," he said quietly. "It will die soon. The sickness has spread too far for anyone to survive it. There is nothing we can do but watch the end unfold."

"Well, I won't stand here and watch. We have a right to live too."

He looked up at that, shocked. "You would choose to stay, knowing what we have done?"

"No one has a right to kill children," she spat. "Not for money, not for power, not even to save themselves from a plague they brought upon themselves."

"A plague?" he asked softly, but he sounded surprised, maybe even hopeful.

She shook her head. "My family was already infected. We didn't bring it. You did."

"But... if I understand this correctly, it means your family is dead, so... why would you care what happens to us?"

She snorted. "Because I'm a coward and I want everyone else to be afraid of me." She shrugged. "That's why I'm alive."

The boy frowned, as though unsure how to take that. "So you admit it? You are a coward?"

"Of course I am!" She glared up at him and raised her fists. "I just don't want to die."

"And what does your father say about that?"

Her jaw tightened, but she managed to swallow the sudden bile that rose in her throat. "Nothing," she said. "If he knew, he'd probably tell me I was right, but..." She grimaced, remembering how she used to lie awake at night wondering whether she was brave enough to stand against him when he came home drunk and beat her mother, but always feeling sure that she was strong enough to fight back, and how she'd been wrong every time, and how her mother had deserved better. "It doesn't matter what he thinks. I'll be dead soon anyway, and he won't know."

The boy's expression hardened then. "You think your life isn't important?"

"Yes!" she shouted. "I hate everyone because they don't give two shits about what happens to me! All they want to do is kill each other over stupid stuff like land and gold and slaves and who gets to wear what fancy hat or whatever! They all deserve to die and I'll make sure they do!"

"And that is why you are marked," he said quietly.

"What? What does that mean?"

He nodded towards the bed. "Get changed. Put on your armour. Get out of here."

She glanced back at the door. The girl was still there, leaning against the wall watching them. "Who are you?" Rikke demanded.

The girl smiled and pushed off the wall, coming forwards slowly and holding her hands out to show she meant no harm. Her face was pale, her hair long and tangled. "Kara," she whispered. "I'm Kara."

"How old are you?" the boy asked quietly.

"Ten years."

The girl nodded at Rikke's new tunic. "You got that in the city?"

The boy frowned. "The man who took it from you... was he the man you call the Black Dow?"

"Yeah," said Kara. "He killed my family."

The boy's eyes narrowed, but he nodded slowly. "I suppose he might have done that." He turned back to Rikke. "Come here, please."

Rikke stood up and crossed the room slowly. "I'm going to help you now," he said. "You have something I want. If you give it to me willingly I'll let you go free, but if you resist I will kill you. Do you understand?"

"I understand," she said.

He drew his knife and cut her hand open, opening the skin enough to expose the veins. Then he wrapped it around a strip of leather and tied it tight until she couldn't move her fingers any more. The pain made her wince, but he only pressed down harder and it didn't stop him from slicing deeper, cutting into flesh. When he pulled away she saw blood pouring through the cloth, staining her tunic red.

The boy frowned as though disappointed by that, but before she could think what that meant he grabbed her wrist with one hand and held his knife to the inside of her arm, pressing the blade gently against the vein there. With the other he picked up a small wooden box and handed it to her. "Put it on your finger," he said.

The box was cold metal and hard and smooth beneath her hand, and when she slid her pinky into place it fit perfectly. It felt heavy too, which she hadn't expected. "It fits," she said, frowning. "I don't get it."

"Just put it on," he snapped.

"What's this for?" she whispered. "Is there anything else in there?"

The boy looked at her sideways, a strange expression on his face. "Do you trust me?"

She swallowed. "No."

His eyes narrowed further still and he stared at her a moment longer. "Well, you're about to," he said finally. "Open it."

Rikke did as he said. There were two thin pieces of glass in the box, and they were both full of blood, thick and dark and sticky. "What—?"

"Put it on your forehead," he said again. "Please."

She lifted the glass to her forehead and felt something slide between her brows. A little piece of bone maybe, or something sharp. She lowered the glass, frowning.

"Hold it in place," the boy told her, reaching forward and pushing down on her head until the glass was touching her skin. "There, good."

"Wait," she gasped.

He waited, and after a moment she raised the glass up again. She'd been right; it had left an impression where it touched her forehead. But the mark wasn't quite like hers. Instead of the single line the boy bore there were two marks, side by side. One was a perfect circle, the other a rough square. Rikke blinked rapidly, trying to see if there was some meaning behind the two shapes, but she could find none.

"Now put your hood back on," the boy said.

"I can't—"

"Do what I say!" he roared, making her jump. "If you don't do as I tell you I'll kill her and burn your mother's house down with you both in it."

Rikke stared at the girl, then the boy, then at the girl again. She felt weak with fear. "What do I have to do?"

"Go to the top of the hill, where the men are waiting, and wait there until I come for you."

"What about my friend?" she asked, her voice shaking.

The boy laughed. "Your friend's dead."

A sudden memory sprang into her mind, of standing alone in a field with black birds flying all around, and she felt tears running down her cheeks. "You killed her," she said.

He frowned. "Who? Who is 'her'?"

"Grimur. You killed Grimur."

The boy looked surprised for a moment, but then his expression changed to pure joy. "You saw Grimur?" he breathed. "Where was she killed?"

"At the bottom of the valley, near a stream. The Black Dow came out of the woods and—"

"The river? No, no! That's not possible." His eyes widened further than they ever had before as his mind worked furiously on the possibilities. "That can't be true. Not yet..." He shook his head slowly. "Not now, no... She must have got away. She's alive somewhere, and I will find her. And when I do you will die. Do you understand me?"

Rikke nodded. "Yes."

He took hold of her shoulder and spun her round so roughly her teeth clicked together. "You are brave, yes? You know how to fight?"

"Some," she whispered.

"Good."

Then he let go, spun her round again, and gave her a shove in the back that sent her stumbling forward. "Run!"

And Rikke ran. Her legs moved fast and strong and sure without any need for thought, and her lungs sucked deep breaths of cold air as though starving for them. She felt no pain, not even as she slipped and fell on icy mud, or when the boy punched her in the stomach and she doubled over gasping, coughing. Not even when she caught her foot on a rock and tumbled onto her face in a heap of leaves and twigs.

"Stop!" she heard him shout. "Stop!" But she didn't stop.

She kept going till she was halfway up the hillside, the boy shouting and screaming after her, and then she turned to look. The boy was standing just below her, his sword drawn and held high, ready to swing down to take off her head.

She drew a breath to scream at him to go away and leave her alone, but nothing came out. All she could do was stare at the steel and think about the last time she saw Grimur, the way his hands gripped hers as he helped her stand, and she realised her friend was gone from this world. The only way to bring her back was to get the sword past the boy's guard, and even if she managed that the wound would probably kill her. She might be brave enough to fight, but she wasn't stupid. The best thing for both of them would be for her to run again while she still could.

So Rikke ran. As fast as she could, and as far as she could. But as she ran the image of Grimur died and another rose in its place. A young man with long hair hanging loose from under his leather hood, standing at the edge of a lake beside a fire pit in the middle of the glade, holding a knife in one hand and the hilt of a spear in the other. He wore a dark coat over his shirt, but it looked to be of fine workmanship, and his boots were well made too, soft leather with good soles.

"I'm sorry," he said, and put the knife to her throat. "It had to be done."

She saw it clearly, the blade sinking slowly through her skin right up to the hilt, but instead of feeling pain or shock it brought an instant sense of relief and peace, like stepping outside in the autumn rain for a moment to feel the drops fall on your face.

"Why did you kill Grimur?" she asked him, though she already knew why.

"Because he would've killed you. Because you're a danger to yourself and those around you." The young man's voice sounded different here, deeper somehow, more gravelly. "We tried to tell you, but you wouldn't listen."

"Tell me what?"

He shrugged and smiled sadly. "You really don't remember anything?"

Rikke stared at him, trying to make sense of it all. She couldn't remember being a girl who grew up in a cave by a small village on the edge of the Northmen's lands—couldn't even remember who her parents were, or why her grandfather had abandoned them. Could hardly remember herself anymore, except for a vague memory of waking up on the floor of a forest clearing in a place called Fontezarmo with a sword in her hand and no idea where she'd come from or how she'd gotten there. And now she had to believe that the last ten years of her life hadn't happened? That she never met Grimur, or fought alongside him against the White-Named Men, and was just some stranger who lived in a cave by herself, and people called her Rikke the Raker? She couldn't. It made no sense, it hurt too much. She shook her head.

The young man frowned. "Do I seem mad to you?"

"No."

"That's good. You see, you have amnesia. Some sort of brain injury, maybe a stroke or something similar. You lost your memory."

"A...stroke..."

"Exactly."

Rikke's eyes widened in surprise. "But...what about you?"

The young man laughed. "Oh, I know exactly what happened to me."

"What?"

"I was there with you. At the campfire. When you were stabbed in the back."

"I..." Rikke blinked hard, tried to recall the details, but couldn't make any sense of them. "Wait, you were there?"

"Of course," said the young man. "We were all there. Everyone who was there is dead."

Rikke shuddered, remembering the look on the White-Named Man's face when his eyes went wide with horror. "How many men were there?" she whispered. "Twenty? Thirty?"

"Forty," he replied calmly.

"Then how—"

"They're all dead now," he told her. "Every one of them." He took a step towards her. "You are the last of us."

She swallowed, staring up into his face. His expression seemed so calm and certain that she found it hard to think of him as a killer, not at first. Maybe because he didn't look like a man who would kill anybody, not really. There was no malice in him; no hate in his eyes. No anger in his words, either. Just sorrow and a terrible sadness, like he'd seen enough death to give meaning to every breath he ever drew. And a kind of resignation, too. Like he accepted everything about him, and nothing could change it.

As he came closer, she realised he wasn't young at all, but old beyond his years, older than Rikke herself, his face lined with care, and deep furrows between the wrinkles that made him look tired, like he always carried a heavy weight on his shoulders. But when he spoke his voice was still strong, and his gaze unwavering. He looked right into her eyes as he said: "You should get to work sharpening that knife."

And then she did feel fear, real terror. The same sort of fear that Grimur used to send shivering through her body whenever he came close. She knew the man standing before her was dangerous, far more dangerous than Grimur ever was. He had power, she felt that in the depths of her soul, something that scared her badly. Power that she couldn't fight. A feeling of helplessness and hopelessness flooded over her, making her want to sink down and hide her head under her arms, away from the light.

"What do I call you?" she asked.

"My name is Eirikr," he answered.

"Eirikr." She thought the name sounded familiar. "Is that really your name?"

"Yes."

"Where are we going?"

He shrugged. "North."

"Why?"

He turned to her, his eyes bright with anger. "Why are we going north?"

"To kill Skilfar?"

"Skilfar." His face twisted with disgust. "There is nothing left of her that can be saved."

"Then what do you mean to do with her?"

"We're taking her bones to Haith."

"Taking her bones to Haith," she repeated slowly, thinking it over. "So they'll put her in an urn and burn her up."

"That's right." Eirikr glanced sideways at Rikke. "Don't worry, though. Her corpse will remain intact until we arrive."

"Why?"

"Because," said Eirikr, "you might want some souvenirs."

Rikke opened her mouth to say something more, but she found that she had forgotten what. It was like someone had reached inside her mind and scooped out her thoughts. She stared up at Eirikr, struggling for a moment to make sense of this strange world she now found herself in, but she could only remember her own life and that seemed somehow different now, even though she couldn't understand why. She had known her husband for most of her life and she loved him dearly, but he was gone and so was their home, and now here she stood alone in a strange land where nothing made sense.

She was suddenly gripped by a sudden urge to run away, to hide somewhere, to never see another of these people again. To go back to Grimur's house, and to sleep, and never wake. Then, when her strength failed her, she would die and be free from all this... pain. But just as she began to move towards the door, she heard a sound and froze, knowing it was coming from outside. She waited, expecting it to fade away, but it didn't. Instead, it got louder, and louder, and finally the sound grew to a howling pitch that made her ears ache and her whole body twitch.

It's a dog. That's all. We have dogs. They bark at strangers, that's all...

But there was nothing familiar about this particular noise. It reminded her of something, but it slipped out of reach and she could no longer grasp hold of it. Then the door was wrenched open and three men stepped inside.

The man at the front was big and tall with long black hair and beard and a scar that ran across his left cheek and into his thick grey moustache. The second man was stocky and fat with curly brown hair and a large belly, and he glared down at Rikke like she was something disgusting that had crawled out of a pit. Behind them, leaning heavily on a spear and looking as if he'd just come in from the hunt rather than been sent in search of the fugitive, was a third man, lean and hard-looking, with short blond hair and cold blue eyes.

"Well done," said the first man, as if talking to his horse. "Found her in an abandoned farmhouse."

"Didn't have much to find," muttered the other man, giving Rikke a disgusted look. "A few rats and a broken chair."

"You were told to bring her," snapped the bearded man. "And you've brought her."

"I didn't know—"

"You knew exactly what you were supposed to do," he cut in angrily. "Or did you think the queen wanted us to go through all this effort for nothing?"

Rikke stared at them, confused. "For nothing? What does any of this have to do with me?"

"Everything!" growled the third man. "You must be aware that you're wanted dead or alive. The whole kingdom wants to see your head on a pike."

"I'm sorry," said Rikke. "I don't understand..."

"You'll learn soon enough," said the first man, ignoring her. "Now get upstairs. And stay there." He turned to the fat man. "Hendrik, take the prisoner upstairs."

The fat man nodded and followed his two companions up the stairs, leaving Rikke standing alone in the hallway. Alone, except for one thing.

It took a little while, but finally Eirikr returned carrying a tray with a jug of wine and cups for three. He held it out to Rikke and beckoned her over. She shook her head and backed away.

"Please," he said gently. "Come and drink with us."

Rikke glanced around at the room and saw three empty chairs set out on the balcony, with three empty wine cups already filled and placed upon each of them.

"Sit," he insisted. "We have work to do."

Again she shook her head. "There's no need to do anything yet."

"Yes there is," he told her, taking hold of her arm and dragging her over to the balcony railing.

"What are you doing?" asked Rikke, as she found herself being forced against the rail.

"Getting answers," he told her, his voice quiet but deadly serious. "From those who came before us."

He pushed her forward until she was leaning over the edge of the balcony, and then he gave a shout that echoed round the tower, startling birds from the trees.

The other guards rushed into the room, their spears levelled at Rikke. She looked down to where they stood, wondering what they thought was going on. There was something strange, though, about the way they held their weapons. As if they weren't sure whether or not they should kill her. As if it wasn't easy for them, holding them at all. And maybe it wouldn't have been if she hadn't been so frightened. If she hadn't been thinking of the things that were hidden in her mind that perhaps, if she let them out, might change everything.

They were only men after all, and she had killed more of them than they could count.

Her mind raced, trying to find some way to make them believe. But there seemed to be none. Not when Eirikr was standing there, with his hand on her wrist and the sharp point of his sword at her throat. His face full of worry, but no trace of fear. Just calm certainty. He would cut her throat and then there would be no need for anyone to wonder whether or not she was guilty.

She remembered her father telling stories. About how people used to live in the North. About the time before there were cities, when men hunted and fought together. When they lived by a code and a way of life. It sounded like a good time to her. A time when she wouldn't have felt afraid. But he told her there were no stories for women. No stories she'd want to hear anyway. And now here she was. Living in a city. Being questioned by soldiers. All because she'd once seen a ghost, and her mother had run away.

Eirikr released her wrist and stepped back as the three men climbed the stairs. They stopped outside the door and listened for a moment. Then the tallest spoke: "Hendrik?"

"I'm coming."

"Is she there?"

"Yes," he answered.

"Open the door."

"No! You can't!" Rikke yelled as she struggled uselessly against the guards restraining her. "Please! I haven't done anything!"

The tall man looked at Eirikr, who nodded slowly. "Let him try," he said softly. "But if he opens that door he dies too."

Eirikr turned his gaze on Rikke, as if asking for forgiveness, then nodded again and waited for Hendrik to answer.

"I... I have to," the guard muttered. He turned away and walked back down the stairs without another word.

For a few moments nothing happened, and Rikke wondered whether they would simply leave her there and go about their business. After all, she was just some woman who'd been found lurking about the walls and now seemed rather confused, which was hardly unusual given that she was currently facing death by strangulation.

Then she heard the latch of the door opening behind her. There came a brief scraping sound, then silence again. She dared to hope it had been a mistake, and the guard was merely checking on some of his friends, making sure everyone was still there and safe.

Another scrape and a click sounded from within the chamber and Rikke realised she wasn't imagining things any more; someone was trying to open the door from the inside. She closed her eyes and prepared herself for what was to come.

The guards' voices rose together: "Get back! Back! Get out!"

Someone started crying, followed by a woman's voice pleading, but it soon subsided to a whimper and Rikke felt a hand squeeze hers. "Don't look," whispered Eirikr. "Just close your eyes and pretend this never happened."

Rikke did as she was told, squeezing his hand tightly. For some reason it helped, even though she knew there was no real hope of escape, and all she could think about was her father's tales of war, how men always died and no one ever came home. She couldn't remember if they'd ever talked about ghosts, but maybe he had. Maybe somewhere out there he was waiting for her, looking for some sign that she'd made it through all right. That he hadn't wasted his time talking to her and his stories on an idiot who'd left his children to die. But if he was, he must know already. If she hadn't managed to get out of here then he'd be dead too, and he'd be waiting for her to join him.

A thud sounded from inside the chamber and Eirikr squeezed her hand harder, his face twisting with pain as she saw him pull away to shield himself. Then a shout came up the stairs and another man started yelling, but he was cut off with a gasp of pain. Another thump and a woman began screaming, so high-pitched and desperate that Rikke could barely understand what she was saying, let alone follow its meaning. The cries grew louder, until finally the door opened and two guards stepped into the room, both holding spears and swords. One held a rope tied around his waist. The other was holding a bloody axe that dripped red onto the floor and gave off a reek of fresh blood.

Eirikr staggered backwards, stumbling against the wall as Rikke watched the two soldiers drag him out into the corridor. Blood poured down from his neck like water, leaving dark blotches on his grey tunic. As one guard hauled him away, she caught sight of a long, thin blade lying in the dirt nearby. It glinted wickedly in the moonlight as they carried Eirikr past, and Rikke's eyes were drawn to it again and again.

It was only when the door clanged shut behind them that her head cleared enough for her to realise something was wrong.

Eirikr was alive!

She looked towards the tower door, hoping that he might somehow find his way back, but she'd seen what he'd done to those men, and she knew there was nothing he could do. Not without help anyway.

As she stood there she felt another tug at her arm and realised it was the man Hendrik, and he was holding her by the throat.

"Don't!" she gasped.

He shook her roughly, causing her to stumble and fall forward onto her hands, struggling to keep herself upright. She felt his fingers tighten around her neck, crushing her windpipe, but her panic didn't last for long because he quickly loosened his grip. His hand was shaking slightly.

"Don't kill me too," she said.

He blinked and looked down at her, seeming to see her for the first time. "You're dead," he said.

"No, I'm not."

"Then why are you still breathing?"

"Because my father's dead too." She tried to smile, but it turned out to be a grimace more than anything else. "And it's just like he said. You don't die if you're dead already." She coughed and felt a burning sensation in her mouth. "I mean..." she gasped, "that is—" She broke off, choking again as blood bubbled from her nose, but she managed to stop it there by biting her tongue hard enough to break skin.

Hendrik's face paled. "You're hurt," he said.

"So are you." She nodded to his bloody arm, which lay limp on the ground beside him.

She struggled up on to her knees, clutching at the wound on her neck with blood-crusted hands, trying to hold herself steady so that she could see. Her vision blurred and she saw spots dancing before her eyes. A few moments later she realised she was having trouble breathing. The air was thick and sticky, forcing its way slowly through her open throat. She felt dizzy.

"Please," she whispered, and she wondered if it would be better if she just lay down on the floor and let go.

"What is it?" asked Hendrik. "Where's your father? What happened to him?"

"In the tower."

His eyes widened as his own thoughts must have been racing. "Why did you attack him?"

"He was going to kill Eirikr."

"Your father was... was going to kill him?"

"Yes, but that's not important right now."

She thought about the blade, then looked down at her bleeding hand, the knife still clutched in it.

"I need to get to Eirikr. Please take me."

"Who is your father?" asked Hendrik.

"He was a priest. He worked in the town hall."

"And how many priests live here?"

"Only one."

"One who has a sword made from a god-slayer's tooth?"

"Yes," said Rikke, "but he can't use it properly because it's cursed. That's all we needed to know."

She felt herself sinking back, unable to keep her feet anymore, and she had no strength left to fight or to run, just like her father couldn't escape the curse of the blade. She felt the air growing even thicker and heavier as she sank deeper and deeper into unconsciousness. There was a sudden stab of pain and everything went black.

***

There was a knock on the door and Gylorean Gale opened it a crack, peering out into the corridor beyond.

"Is anyone there?" he called out. "It's me, Gale."

Silence greeted him and he frowned, opening the door further. He found himself looking down into the eyes of a dead man, but he hardly registered it; what caught his attention was a woman leaning against the wall nearby, her face pale with shock, staring at him with wide eyes full of fear and horror.

He swallowed, feeling a sickening rush of adrenaline, his heart pounding in his chest, but he forced calm into his voice and said the one thing that came immediately to mind: "Are you well?"

Her jaw trembled as she took a deep breath. "I... I think so," she said, but she sounded uncertain.

Gale nodded and stepped closer, closing the gap between them. "You're safe now," he told her in a gentle tone.

She smiled shakily and gave a shaky nod, then closed her eyes and leaned against him as she began to sob, her body shaking with the force of it. For a moment he was taken aback by how young she appeared – not that she hadn't been a few years younger than him, of course, but when they'd last met he'd assumed her for older than he, possibly around thirty. Now it seemed that age might be deceptive in this world where death waited around every corner and the very air carried a hint of rot. It was only when he noticed the blood on her hands and clothes and saw the cuts in her hair that he finally understood.

"How do you feel?" he asked once she had calmed down.

"Like shit," she croaked.

He chuckled. "That's understandable," he said.

She looked at him, blinking away tears, then nodded and wiped the sweat from her forehead with a trembling hand. She was clearly exhausted after the ordeal.

"Can I get you something? A drink or some food perhaps?"

The woman shook her head. "No thanks," she said. "Just give me a minute."

He nodded and stepped back into the room. "Are you all right?" he asked Hendrik. The young man looked much worse for wear, his face still slick with fresh blood. He winced as Gale touched him lightly with the tip of his knife.

"I'm fine," he growled.

"Good," said Gale, handing the knife to Hendrik and turning to the woman. "Would you please fetch a bucket of water?" He spoke in a soft and soothing tone. "I'll clean your wounds for you."

Hendrik grimaced. "I don't need—"

"Now, Hendrik," he said, cutting him off. "I'm not going to hurt her."

"Please, I really would prefer if you didn't," the woman added. "If I'm discovered, I..."

"Don't worry about that," said Gale. "We've got to make sure you are well before we leave this place."

She nodded slowly and stood up straight, taking a few steps toward the door and then stopping, as though unsure whether to continue or not.

Gale put a comforting arm around her shoulder. "What's wrong?" he asked gently. "Do you need help?"

The woman shook her head, but he could see the effort it cost her. "I can manage," she said.

He nodded. "All right then, please take care of Hendrik."

She nodded again, and without hesitation moved across to the boy and knelt down next to him, laying a steadying hand on his shoulder and whispering soothing words. She glanced up at Gale, a worried look crossing her face. "Are you sure about this?" she whispered. "Shouldn't we go now?"

Gale nodded, reaching up to squeeze her hand reassuringly. "I'll lead the way." He paused, glancing over to Hendrik. "Come on lad," he said quietly. "Let's have a look at you. You're a tough one. If anyone can heal from this it's you."

With a weak smile, Hendrik sat up, holding his arm close to his chest with the other. Gale reached forward and carefully pried open his shirt with the knife. As he expected, there were three deep slashes in his torso, two of which ran almost from his armpit down to his waist while another ran just under the skin of his stomach and left side of his ribs.

"It looks like you're in for a long recovery," said Gale as he worked the blade through the flesh until he felt Hendrik give a grunt of pain. "But I'll get it done." He paused, letting Hendrik catch his breath and listening to the dull thumping of his heartbeat. "Your mother taught you some herbs and ointments I think? Can you find any and bring them to me?"

Hendrik frowned, then glanced towards the woman who was still crouching beside the young man. "Yes," he muttered. "I can do that."

Gale nodded. "Good. I'll be finished here in a couple of minutes and I want to get out of here as soon as possible. So you better get cracking."

Hendrik gave an awkward smile and nodded, rising to his feet as he fumbled around behind him for something. "Where do you keep the medicines?" he asked, pausing for a moment as Gale watched him nervously.

"In the cupboard in my bedroom," answered Gale, his voice slightly louder than he wanted it to be.

Gale could see the woman standing near Hendrik's bed now, staring straight ahead and keeping very still. She seemed to be looking right through him, eyes wide and fearful.

Gale smiled, trying to sound calm and reassuring, despite the growing panic inside of him. It's all right, he thought. This is what needs to happen. Just let it flow naturally, and everything will be fine.

The woman heard the noise too, however, and turned her head to look at him, raising one eyebrow in surprise as she did so. Her hand was resting on the bedside table, where there should have been nothing to see.

Gale nodded once at her and gestured to Hendrik. "Go on."

Hendrik swallowed, then turned and headed towards the doorway, closing the door behind him softly behind him.

Once he had gone, Gale turned back to the woman, holding the knife in front of him.

"Well?" he asked, keeping his tone light and friendly. "You're probably wondering why I asked Hendrik to bring the medicine."

She nodded, a faint smile crossing her lips as she glanced briefly over her shoulder to where Hendrik stood in the corner by the wall, clutching his injured arm to his chest. "I guess I am."

"It doesn't matter," said Gale, holding up a hand to cut her off. "That isn't important right now. What matters is that we don't know how many more people are here. We might have to fight our way out."

Gale could see her tense up, her muscles tensing and the tension flowing through her body. She nodded, her smile disappearing and replaced instead with a look of determination. "Of course. I can do that."

Gale took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, trying to focus on staying calm himself as he stepped closer to her. "Do you want a weapon? A spear perhaps? Or maybe a bow and arrows?"

Her gaze flicked quickly across his face before she shook her head, moving to the far end of the room and kneeling down beside the bed. "No. I'm fine just like this. If we need it though, I'll be ready to help when the time comes."

Gale nodded, smiling faintly as he glanced over to where Hendrik still stood, clutching his injury tight with both hands and staring at him through narrowed eyes. The woman had been right about that; he needed to hurry.

"All right," he said. "We've got a little time then, so let's use it well." He reached forwards, taking hold of her shoulder gently and turning her around. He saw her tense as she felt him touch her, then he let go again. "There's no reason to be scared. You're safe here. And if anything happens, you can count on me."

Her eyes widened as she looked into his, but she didn't say anything. Instead, she nodded and turned back to the bedside table, pulling open a drawer and rummaging through its contents until she found what she was after: a small pouch containing a selection of herbs and ointments, all neatly wrapped in cloth. She held it up, offering it to Gale with a smile. "Here," she said. "Take whatever you need."

Gale stared at her for a moment, then sighed, nodding. He opened the pouch and examined it closely, then selected several different items from within. "This will be enough," he said as he closed it again, giving the woman a faint smile. "Thank you."

He moved closer to her now, feeling nervous but also excited, watching her intently as she worked quickly to remove a number of objects from the drawer. They were all familiar to him; they had all been used to treat wounds before. She placed them carefully on the bedside table and looked up at him for a moment.

"What are these?" she whispered, pointing towards the items on the table.

Gale shrugged. "They're medicines. Things I learned in school."

"And how do they work?"

"Well, the first is an ointment made of plants. It can stop bleeding, or make pain less severe, depending on the dose. The second is a powder mixed with water that can be breathed in to ease congestion. And the third—"

"And the third?"

"Makes people sleep."

She paused, glancing at him again with a faint frown before nodding and moving away, closing the drawer with a soft click. "Why do you need them? Is there something wrong with you?"

Gale shrugged. "I've been wounded," he replied simply. "But that's not important right now." He watched her expression change as she realised what he meant, noting her eyes widen slightly as she took a step backwards. Then she nodded slowly.

"Yes," she said softly. "I understand."

He frowned at her words, shaking his head. "I don't think so. Not really."

She nodded, looking over at Hendrik, standing in the corner by the wall where he still clutched his injured arm. "He'll be fine," she said quietly. "You don't need to worry."

Gale frowned as he watched the two of them together, noticing the way she smiled and waved at Hendrik before returning her attention to him. "How did you get involved in this anyway?"

She hesitated for a moment, then smiled. "A friend asked me to join her band of thieves," she said, her tone light but her eyes dark as she spoke, "and I agreed. But then she died along with a bunch of others and I became the leader of their gang."

"Oh."

She paused again, frowning as she searched his face. "Are you going somewhere else?" she said finally, her voice low. "Because if you are then we should probably leave before it's too late."

Gale glanced up at the window. "No," he said. "I was just heading off to speak to my brother and some of his friends."

She frowned at him. "Your brother?"

"Yes," he replied. "One of our ships is out there, and we're supposed to rendezvous with it and take supplies from the ship's captain who came over with us. We have... a lot of stuff to discuss."

The woman nodded slowly. "That sounds like a good idea," she said, moving to sit down on the bed. "If you go now you could catch them before they get there."

He nodded, smiling slightly as he walked across the room and sat down beside her, leaning forwards and looking over to Hendrik. "Do you think he'll be all right?" he said.

She smiled. "Yes," she said. "He looks pretty strong."

"Yeah," he said. "He is. But he doesn't look so tough right now." He reached up and gently touched the man's cheek, turning him around so that he faced him properly, studying him. "He needs your help..."

Hendrik gave a weak nod. "I know," he whispered. "It's okay. I'm here."

"We need to talk," Gale said softly as he stood. He turned and looked at the woman once more. "Will you come with us?" he asked.

She shook her head. "I can't," she said. "It might take time to get back here. A few hours at least."

He nodded, looking down at Hendrik one last time as he felt her hand touch his shoulder and saw her eyes meet his own. Then he turned away, walking towards the door and opening it. He stepped out into the night air and looked around, listening to the sound of the guards outside making their rounds.

Gale frowned, looking down at his feet for a moment before raising his gaze to the sky above. He'd spent most of his life living in the city where he now found himself. The streets and buildings he remembered were no longer there; everything had changed. There was nothing left except the memories inside his head and within his heart. His father was dead, his mother was gone. The man who had raised him was dying in the next room, his body racked by pain and suffering while his mind raced through confusion and terror. Everything was different, yet somehow, strangely, it was also exactly the same.

He sighed, closing his eyes for a moment before turning and leaving the building behind him, taking a step forward and then another until he stood alone in the middle of the street, staring up at the sky where stars shone brightly against the darkness, watching the wind blowing in from the sea to ruffle the trees and bushes below him. He felt tired; exhausted from the battle and everything that had happened since. But even so, he couldn't quite bring himself to return to his ship. It felt strange to go home when his home wasn't there any more. Instead, he decided to walk to the nearby docks and wait there for the ship that would eventually come sailing in with him on board. And as he walked he wondered about the woman with whom he shared the house and how her life must be now. Was she still alive? What sort of things had happened to her during the long years he hadn't been there to protect her? Would they ever see each other again after what had happened? He knew that the answer to those questions was probably no; that whatever had become of them both, they would likely never see one another again. Perhaps, he thought, he was being foolish thinking like that – perhaps he shouldn't even be considering such an unlikely possibility. After all, she could easily be dead or imprisoned somewhere, awaiting execution at some unknown date in the future. But deep down, despite everything that had happened and the way his life had changed so suddenly, he knew that there was something more important than death or imprisonment. He knew, without any doubt whatsoever, that if she were to die in such a way he would never recover from the loss.

A sudden cry made him turn and start in surprise, glancing around quickly as he looked into the alleyway that ran alongside the street. A figure stepped out from the shadows, wearing a hooded robe and holding a sword at its side.

"Hello, brother," the man said softly. "My name is Eubrin. You may know me as one of your comrades-in-arms from long ago."

"What?" Gale said, surprised and taken aback. "How are you here?"

"You don't remember me, do you?" Eubrin said calmly. "But then neither did we."

His words were a cold slap across Gale's face as he realized how wrong he'd been. Of course they didn't remember him. They had only ever seen him from afar and, even then, only from the back. How could they have known? Even so, this man standing before him – he recognized him instantly. He knew him well enough to say that if he were to pass him on the street he wouldn't have given him a second glance.

"How?" Gale said, stepping forward slowly as he regarded the man. "I saw you die..."

"So did I," Eubrin replied, nodding his head slowly. "In fact, we all did. All except you, that is. It seems fate has a sense of humour."

"Fate," Gale repeated. "That sounds right for a reason I can't explain but feel strongly about."

Eubrin nodded. "Yes," he said. "And it seems to be telling you to listen to what I'm going to tell you. That's not always a good idea, mind you – especially when it comes to what's inside the walls of a prison camp. Fate's a bitch, I've found."

Gale shook his head. "I... can't understand what you're saying," he admitted. "Not really."

The man smiled. "No need to worry," he told him. "Neither can I."

He paused, waiting for the man to speak again before continuing.

"But we're here because we were there. We fought beside you against the forces of evil, though our cause was not our own. We fought for a time, against those who would use us as tools for their own ends. It took us a long while to realize just how deep the rot within the world's society ran. That was when we started fighting together again – only this time we weren't working for someone else's cause. We became a band of brothers once more, bound by blood and the same desire to make a difference, regardless of what it meant for ourselves. Together, we fought against the dark powers that sought to corrupt the minds and souls of men through fear, torture, lies and greed. Those who stood against us were defeated, their influence destroyed. And that was when we realized just who was behind the whole thing."

"Who?" Gale asked. "Who was it? Who put all of this into motion?"

Eubrin hesitated for a moment before replying. "We don't know," he said at last. "Nor does anyone else; least of all those who are involved with them. They keep themselves hidden away from prying eyes, using agents of the darkness to gather information and carry out their plans without any of us ever being able to discover their identities."

Gale frowned. He couldn't deny what the man had been telling him seemed entirely plausible – yet how could it be true? The very idea that such things could occur within the heart of a world he thought he understood seemed absurd. Yet somehow the man was right. There had been a lot of strange occurrences since he'd come to the city, inexplicable events that had defied explanation. Things he still struggled to understand even now. He'd heard talk about people vanishing off the streets without trace and no-one ever knowing who they were or why they disappeared. People who vanished from places where they shouldn't have been in the first place: shops, bars and the like. People who died suddenly and never regained consciousness or came to after they were rushed to the local infirmary, but instead stayed comatose or passed away. It was all too much to take in – and yet it was impossible to deny. Something was happening; something that wasn't right, and he felt sure that it hadn't started until he arrived in the city. And yet despite his suspicions he couldn't help but wonder whether there was more to it than he could possibly imagine.

The man's voice echoed through Gale's mind once again, making him shiver as he recalled a phrase from one of the old stories he'd read during his childhood – the one about the great battle between good and evil, when all that was right and pure and true had risen up against those who would bring about the destruction of everything that mankind valued so highly. But even as he remembered that story it faded as the man spoke once more.

"But there's one thing we do know," he went on. "And that's that these things aren't confined to our world alone. These people, whoever they are, exist in another plane of existence. A place beyond our reach and yet somehow connected to ours."

Gale shuddered at the way the man had spoken – not as if he believed himself but as if he was trying to convince others of what he believed, almost as if he wanted Gale to believe it too. As if he needed Gale to agree with him, just as he needed everyone else who knew of the truth. It was an odd sensation, and it unsettled him.

"What is that place?" he asked.

A faint smile crossed Eubrin's lips before he answered. "It's a place called Hell," he replied.

"What?"

"Hell exists outside this realm. A place that contains all of the things we find in our world, only magnified tenfold. A place where those who die go to suffer forever as punishment for the sins they committed while living. A place of fire and brimstone and torment."

Gale swallowed hard. "So why are we talking about it?" he whispered. "If it isn't real and can't affect me anyway..."

The man looked at him sharply. "Because you're part of the solution, Mr. Gale," he said firmly. "You have the means to stop them. You have the power to send them back."

Gale shook his head slowly as he considered the implications of what the man had just told him. If what Eubrin had just said was true then it wasn't possible that he was hearing all of this simply by chance or because he was mad; nor was it possible that he'd imagined the whole thing due to some hallucinated fever dream. No, this was real. He was in control of something that mattered, and whatever else he might think of that fact it was something that gave him a sense of pride and purpose.

"What do I have to do?" he asked.

"That I'm not at liberty to tell you," Eubrin replied. "Not yet at least. All I can say is that the time will come when the choice must be made. You must make it then. When the time comes, however, rest assured that it won't be an easy decision to make, and there will be many who would try and prevent you from making it, but you'll know what to do and you'll be strong enough to do it."

"What if I change my mind later? What if I decide I want to live in the light again instead?"

Eubrin smiled gently. "There's always a chance," he said. "And perhaps one day you may choose to return to your old life. But for now, I ask only that you use the powers granted to you wisely and well, and never forget that those people out there need someone to guide them to safety."

The man stood from his chair, leaving his half-eaten meal unfinished and walking over towards the window once more. He gazed down into the street below, lost in thought for a moment, before finally turning around to look at Gale once more. "I hope that I'm not asking too much of you, Mr. Gale," he said quietly.

For a long minute, both men stared silently out of the window before Eubrin turned away and walked back across the room, leaving Gale alone with his thoughts. He could still feel the touch of the other man's hand in his own as it had left its mark upon his flesh, and he felt something deep within him stir in response to it.

***

When it became late enough, after a day of searching through the city and talking to anyone who might know anything about the strange lights, Gale headed back to his lodgings and collapsed into bed with a sigh. The exhaustion from the day was overwhelming, and he drifted off to sleep almost immediately, only to wake up a few hours later with a gasp of pain as a sharp cramp gripped his chest. His heart began to pound and panic swept through him, but he pushed the feeling aside and forced himself to focus. There were far greater concerns than this minor inconvenience, and so he sat up and examined the wound on his chest where his shirt had been torn away earlier in the day, and he winced as he saw a thick bandage covering it now.

He remembered what Eubrin had said about his wounds healing quickly now that the curse was removed, and it didn't take long for the pain in his chest to ease as he allowed himself to relax, knowing that he wouldn't bleed to death any time soon. After all, there had already been ample warning signs.

With no better option available he decided to leave the bandage where it was and get back to sleep. In the morning he would see a healer for proper care, and until then he would endure this pain, which he supposed was nothing compared to what he had endured since he'd first become a vampire. Besides, his skin was beginning to itch beneath the bandages and he couldn't deny that the itching was far worse than the pain. It was almost a relief to discover that he really did have some measure of control over it.

Gale fell asleep once more, and woke up again in the afternoon, feeling refreshed and ready to move on. He dressed once more, took a final look around the room to ensure that it was empty, and headed downstairs, taking a quick glance outside just to make sure the street was empty before stepping out into the sunlight once again. He breathed deeply as the sun beat down upon him, relishing the sensation of warmth in his face, and for a few moments he simply stood there soaking in the sun like a thirsty man in the desert.

It seemed strange to think of the city above him as being part of the same world that stretched out beyond the walls of the city. This place looked and sounded different, smelled and tasted different, even the air held an entirely new flavor here, and he found himself wondering whether he was truly the first human to set foot on these streets. Of course, he reminded himself, most of the other inhabitants of this place had likely spent their entire lives in a state of near permanent ignorance; they hadn't seen or heard anything else except the darkness of night since they were children and so how would they ever have known anything different? Even so, he couldn't help but feel curious about the world outside the walls of this city and what lay beyond them. The prospect was exciting, terrifying, and enticing all at the same time, and it was a feeling he knew he could well grow used to very quickly indeed.

The city streets were quiet as he walked slowly along the main street, passing by several groups of people that appeared to be waiting for something. One man stood alone against a wall, staring off into the distance and rocking slightly in a kind of trance-like state, while another group huddled together in a circle and murmured amongst themselves in hushed voices, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he walked past them. Another man was slumped at the side of the street, leaning against a shop window with a bottle of liquor grasped firmly in one hand, while a woman sat in the middle of the road next to a cart, singing softly as she worked her way through a bowl of water and some herbs she had been using for some unknown purpose.

As Gale made his way through the town and towards the docks, it struck him that these people didn't seem to fear him at all despite his newfound appearance. He had expected to find people fleeing from him on the street at every corner and so this sudden lack of fear caught him somewhat by surprise, but instead it only served to remind him that he was still an outsider amongst these people. Despite this, there wasn't the slightest hint of hostility or suspicion in their eyes when they passed him by, which was both surprising and disconcerting all at once. They didn't hate him and yet he couldn't shake the sense that they weren't particularly fond of him either, like he was one of those animals they kept in the zoo rather than a person, and this left him feeling strangely uncomfortable in a way he had never felt before.

He stopped at the edge of the harbor to take a deep breath of the fresh salty air and watch a small boat sail out into the open sea, and for a few minutes he stood there watching as the ship disappeared from sight. He turned to look behind him and watched the sun disappear behind the towering buildings of the city, then he sighed and began the long climb up the hill towards the castle on the top.

By nightfall, after spending a day wandering around the city, exploring it as best he could and trying his hand at some of the jobs offered by the locals, he decided that there probably wasn't much point in staying in this city any longer than was necessary. There was plenty of work to be had if he was willing to pay for it, although the wages offered were considerably lower than he had hoped for. He spent some time considering his options. He was now far enough away from the city to not be spotted from the air and he wondered whether it might be possible to get out by night without anyone spotting him. The problem was that there were guards patrolling the walls, men who knew his face and would certainly recognize him, and so that left him only one real option: sneak in during the hours when the gates were closed and hide somewhere inside the castle.

He considered sneaking into the keep itself; he remembered seeing it once before, standing tall in its grand marble glory as it loomed over the rest of the castle, but he realized that was no realistic idea. It wouldn't do him any good to simply walk into the throne room and expect to go unnoticed, especially now that he'd gone and changed his appearance. Instead he chose to spend the rest of the evening roaming the empty halls and passages, trying to think of a plan that he could carry out should he somehow manage to gain entry. His mind raced furiously, coming up with a number of ways in which he could possibly accomplish what he needed to do, but each time he thought he had a plan it seemed doomed to failure for one reason or another, until eventually he came to the conclusion that there was no way he was going to be able to sneak his way past the guards at the gate.

He took to pacing back and forth through the hallways of the castle, walking in circles as he tried to come up with a solution, but as the darkness fell and the moon rose overhead, it became apparent that he was wasting his time here. No matter how he looked at things he just couldn't see himself managing to slip into the castle without being noticed, so eventually he gave up and made his way back to his room, hoping that perhaps the answer would present itself to him in the morning. As he lay down in bed and prepared to sleep however, he was surprised to find himself thinking about what had happened in the tavern earlier that evening, wondering whether maybe she really was a member of the Thieves' Guild, and suddenly, for the first time since he woke up in that alleyway all those years ago, he wondered if perhaps everything had been a mistake. Was this really where he belonged? Did he need to be running from place to place and constantly changing his appearance just to stay alive? What if he was supposed to be doing something more important with his life? What if he had been born for something greater than petty thieving? Why should he have to spend every day hiding from people and trying to avoid the attention of the authorities while living off scraps and sleeping on dirty straw? He had always dreamed of being someone important, of making a difference to people's lives, not of living a life of fear and desperation. Had he done wrong by leaving the thieves guild, was there some greater purpose to his actions that he could fulfill somewhere else? He didn't know.

It took him most of the next morning to convince himself that he had been right all along, that he was doing what he believed was the right thing, and once he finally accepted that he felt an incredible sense of relief. Whatever the future held for him, he knew that he was doing what he was meant to, and for the first time in a very long time he slept peacefully.

The next morning he found a small group of guards stationed outside the gate, waiting for their shift to end so that they could go home and enjoy a few hours off before beginning again, and so he approached them and explained to them exactly what he wanted and asked for nothing more than a simple favor: the chance to meet with whoever was in charge and give him the message. After giving them both his real name and asking them to pass the word back that he was indeed a member of the Thieves' Guild, he received his audience.

"What brings you here?" A tall man wearing a red silk robe stood before him, smiling kindly. "I assume it has to do with your request yesterday."

Aldras shrugged. "I guess you could say it is that, but it isn't what I originally came for. That's just part of it. There's something that's come up and..." Aldras trailed off. He had told this man his story so many times now that it was almost impossible to put into words anymore, but as he spoke he found that his voice began to fade away, leaving him feeling drained and weary. "...there's this woman," he said weakly, looking at his feet as he tried to think of the best way to explain the situation.

The man nodded slowly, seemingly unsurprised that Aldras was having trouble explaining his own situation. "Well then, tell me about this woman."

Aldras nodded and turned to look at him, nodding back. "She is an assassin, I believe. I don't really know much about her, only that she used to belong to the Thieves' Guild but left because..." His eyes met with the other man's for just a moment and he saw the same sympathy in them that he felt in his heart. "I'm sorry, but I can't remember. The memories are coming back more often now but..." He paused for a moment as he fought against the tears that had begun welling up inside him. He was so tired of crying.

"No matter," the man interrupted gently, placing a hand on Aldras' shoulder. "You are welcome here and we will see what we can do for you. Now, why are you telling us this?"

"Because, I need her help. To kill someone. I am not sure who or why or anything like that. She said I could find her if I needed her but... well... she said I might have to pay for it somehow." Aldras finished his explanation as quickly as he could, wanting nothing more than to escape the conversation and get out of the man's presence.

The man sighed softly and shook his head. "And why are you asking us for this, rather than going directly to her?"

For just a moment Aldras considered lying, telling them everything had already been taken care of, but then he realized it wasn't necessary. They would understand. "Because I've changed my mind. This is different from the original plan." He hoped they wouldn't ask any questions. He didn't want to talk about it anymore.

His words appeared to placate the man, at least for the moment, and Aldras found himself relieved that he could leave soon. "Very well. I shall speak to our guildmaster and let him know how you wish to proceed." He reached out and shook Aldras' hand. "Thank you, young man. You have given me much to think about."

Aldras smiled sadly as he walked away, feeling the man's words sink in deep. He wondered how things might be different if he had told them everything right away.

He was still thinking about those things when the sun began to set and dusk fell upon the city. It was dark by the time he arrived home, and he decided to go inside and take a quick bath before meeting with the man. Once there he found his mother and father sitting together on the couch, each with one arm around the other, staring at nothing and seeming very far away as though they were lost in their own world. For a moment Aldras wanted to go to his mother, but his father seemed even more lost without her and he knew he couldn't disturb whatever it was that they shared. Instead he sat down on the couch across from them and watched the two of them in silence.

After some time the man walked into the room, looking somewhat confused and worried. He took a few steps toward the couple on the couch, then stopped, obviously unsure of what to do or say. Aldras looked over at the man, then back at his parents. The man noticed his gaze and cleared his throat uncomfortably.

"They seem a bit lost without you," he offered finally.

Aldras nodded slowly. "I'm sorry to say that I won't be returning home after all," he said quietly. "Something has come up and I'll need to stay here awhile longer."

"So it appears," the man replied. "What did happen? Is it another job gone wrong? Or perhaps you simply have gotten yourself into trouble again?"

Aldras smiled sadly at the man and shook his head. "Nothing like that, sir. I'm fine. But I'm afraid that I won't be able to keep up our arrangement."

"Ah yes," the man said. "That is what I was told earlier today. However, it seems that you were not entirely honest with me. Are you perhaps under the impression that the woman in question knows you personally?"

"Yes," Aldras admitted with a nod.

"Well then," the man continued. "Perhaps this is not such a bad thing. Perhaps your new friend will also know where she is located."

Aldras frowned. "Sir, I don't know her. I told you, I'm not even sure she exists."

The man shrugged. "Then perhaps this will prove to be the best course after all."

Aldras looked at the man, surprised by his calm manner. "I don't understand."

"She does exist," the man assured him. "And now that I know that much at least, I can help you find her."

"How?" Aldras asked suspiciously.

The man leaned forward until they were only inches apart and whispered something in Aldras' ear. The young man felt a shiver run through his body, as if the man had just touched a flame to his skin. The feeling lasted for a few moments, then vanished, leaving him feeling confused and disoriented.

"Who are you?" Aldras asked when his mind finally returned to full capacity.

"My name is Nolak," the man answered. "As I mentioned before, I am a member of the guild. I have seen you on several occasions and we have spoken on occasion as well. However, since you always kept yourself hidden, I never really knew anything about you."

"You've talked to me, then?" Aldras asked.

Nolak nodded, and Aldras suddenly remembered that the man had done so once before. "I have indeed," the man confirmed. "However, I believe you're forgetting something, my friend. You haven't forgotten who I am yet have you?"

Aldras frowned. "No, but..."

"Oh please," the man interrupted. "It's obvious you don't remember." He reached out and grabbed Aldras' right wrist in one hand and held it tightly against the front of his chest. "Let me remind you of who you work for."

Aldras closed his eyes and struggled to recall the conversation they had shared, but the more he tried the more his memories blurred. When he opened his eyes again, however, he could see that the man was waiting for an answer.

"You... you're one of the men who came looking for her," he said slowly.

"Yes," the man agreed. "I have been sent by the guild to find your friend. We believe she may be in danger and that we should take action against those who might harm her."

Aldras nodded. "Okay, so how do you know where she is?"

"She told us," the man replied simply. "And now that I have met her, I believe you are correct. She does not seem the type to lie or hide things from her friends."

Aldras' mouth dropped open. "You mean...?"

The man nodded slowly. "We were told that we could trust you," he said gently. "But I must say, if that was false information, I would feel badly about it."

Aldras nodded again. "All right. Let's try this again," he said, pulling away from the man and sitting down on the bed. "Where is she?"

"At the house in which you were staying," the man explained. "She has taken residence there recently and no doubt will be moving on soon."

"Okay, and why is she going somewhere else?"

The man nodded. "Because the place is being watched."

"Why would they want to watch her? Why wouldn't she have just gone back to her father's house?" Aldras asked.

"That is the problem," the man responded. "Apparently her father died last week."

Aldras sat staring at the man, trying to comprehend what he'd just heard. Suddenly his thoughts returned to the night before and he remembered what she'd said about her father's death. "I'm sorry," he said softly, reaching over to touch the man on the shoulder. "I didn't know."

"It's fine," the man reassured him. "He was very old and it was expected that he would pass sooner or later." He paused for a moment before continuing. "She has no other family, so we suspect someone is taking care of her. It is also possible that she may be running from someone she considers dangerous."

"Is she alone?"

"No. She still has some of her own people with her," the man answered.

"So, whoever she is meeting is probably a trusted companion or maybe even one of her own people. But whoever he is, he's keeping tabs on her somehow. What can we do about it?"

"We can't go directly to the house and search it," the man said, nodding to confirm Aldras' suspicion. "The guild already knows about that one, so we have to get to her before they do. That means we need a different approach. First, I think we should leave here before she returns and go to where she lives. Then we wait for another opportunity to speak to her."

"Wait for another chance to talk to her?" Aldras asked, puzzled. "But why would we need to wait for another opportunity?"

The man smiled. "Because you'll likely be able to speak to her only once. After that, they'll be watching her. They may even keep tabs on all of her associates. So while you won't be able to talk to her after this meeting, we might be able to learn more about what's going on."

"What if we meet with her outside of her normal schedule? What if we surprise her when she's not expecting it?"

"Then we may find our chance," the man said as he got to his feet.

Aldras stood too and looked up at the man. "If I understand you correctly, then that means you don't believe you can get into her new house and find anything out."

"Correct," the man confirmed. "We'll need to find another way. The only reason we are able to speak with you is because someone thinks we're good enough to get close to your friend. We must take advantage of this opportunity. There are many other things we need to discuss."

Aldras thought for a moment before replying. "Okay. Let's go downstairs and eat something," he suggested, gesturing toward the door. "We haven't eaten since yesterday morning and you look like you could use the food."

The man smiled slightly. "That's true," he said. "Thank you. I apologize for my rudeness last night but I really did not expect—"

"Don't worry about it," Aldras interrupted him. "I understand that this is not an ordinary situation. Besides, you seemed to handle yourself well. You weren't afraid, even though she was obviously dangerous." He paused a moment before continuing. "Besides, if you hadn't been there last night, I may have tried something stupid. And, by the way, thank you for saving me and my friends."

The man bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement. "You're welcome," he said. "Now come on, let's go."

Aldras stepped past the man and followed him through the door into the hallway. He felt somewhat embarrassed that he had not realized who the man was until the morning after their first encounter. In any event, he decided, that wasn't important now. All that mattered was getting help in time, whatever help they could get.

They reached the stairs and started down, the man leading Aldras along behind him. Aldras wondered how they would ever manage to sneak past the guards and enter the house undetected. He knew nothing about security in such places and could hardly imagine what they might try. Yet he had the feeling that this man had thought of everything. He was certain of that much and he trusted him completely. If that were not enough reason to trust, he reasoned, he had no other choice but to rely upon the fact that he had saved him and his friends from being killed—and he had done it without asking anything in return.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, the man turned left into another hallway. This one led them to another large room and Aldras recognized it instantly: it was the same chamber in which he had fought the beastmen two nights earlier.

"Do you know anyone here?" the man asked quietly.

"Not personally," Aldras replied, glancing around nervously as he spoke. "But I've heard of some of these guys."

"Good," the man said. "Let's try to stay low-key and not attract attention."

Aldras nodded agreement. "So where do we go next?"

"We need to get back to the street," the man said. "We need to get to that girl before the guild finds her again."

They walked over to the wall beside the doorway and peered out. There was no sign of anyone or anything nearby. No doubt, the man thought, that meant they would be unobserved. Still, he couldn't help wondering whether someone from the neighborhood might spot them while they were sneaking through the streets. It wouldn't be hard to imagine that happening if they made any noise at all.

"Should we just go?" Aldras asked as they reached the end of the hall. "I'm not sure what else we should—"

The man stopped walking abruptly. "What's wrong?" Aldras asked as he turned to see what was going on.

In front of them, a figure emerged from a side street, walking quickly along the opposite direction. Aldras saw it immediately. Even in the dim light of late afternoon, the man's dark blue cloak was unmistakable.

"It's the guard!" the man whispered.

Without thinking, Aldras drew his dagger and held it in both hands as he rushed toward the man. His heart thumped wildly in his chest, making it difficult to breathe, and he stumbled a couple of steps, trying to gain his balance.

At the same time, the other man drew something from inside his cloak. When he moved, Aldras caught the scent of a strong perfume that he recognized as a kind of aphrodisiac. The man looked up and met his eyes.

Aldras froze, not knowing what to do. He was paralyzed with shock, unable even to move forward or run away. He stood staring at the man, his mouth agape as he tried to make sense of what he had seen.

He wanted desperately to scream for help but could think of no one to whom he could speak. At that moment, it didn't matter. What mattered was finding his friends, getting them out of the city, and returning home. But he had to be careful. As much as he longed to reach out and grab this man, to drag him to safety, he knew instinctively that doing so would only put him and those who remained behind in grave danger. And so he watched him instead, hoping fervently that his instincts would not be mistaken.

As Aldras studied him, he noticed that the man's face was familiar somehow, though he could not place it. He had seen this man somewhere before and yet he could not recall exactly when or where. Nevertheless, he felt an immediate connection with him. They seemed to understand each other. That was a comforting thought because he found himself suddenly wishing that they could communicate more easily. Perhaps, he mused, this man would have a suggestion as to how he and his companions could get off the island and return home.

The man continued to advance, and Aldras retreated toward the far wall, keeping as close to the corner as possible. He kept his hand firmly on the hilt of his dagger, but even then he did not move to draw it.

His mind raced as he waited for the right moment to strike. If this man is dangerous, he told himself, I won't hesitate. But if he's innocent, I want to take him somewhere safe.

Then it came. As the man got closer, Aldras saw that his features were similar to those of the guards he had encountered previously. He wondered if this man might be another of their number. But even if so, he still had no idea what to do. Should he attack? Would that be wise? What if this man was also one of their number, or worse, part of the secret cabal that controlled the kingdom? In his fear, he began to tremble. Then, suddenly, he saw the man's face change—and he understood why.

The man slowed down as he neared Aldras, as though he sensed the young guard's presence. Then he turned sharply toward him. "You," the man hissed. "It has been too long since we last spoke."

The young guard stared at him, unsure whether this was some kind of trap or not. He wanted desperately to retreat into the shadows, but he could tell by the way that the man regarded him that he did not dare. The man smiled at him and extended his right hand.

"Come," he said in a low voice. "We need to talk."

At first, the young guard hesitated. Then, remembering the advice of the merchant, he decided to trust this strange man. Slowly, hesitantly, he reached out and took the man's hand. The other man pulled him toward him, and they walked down the alleyway together, neither saying anything.

After several minutes, they entered another room. It was large but poorly lit; the only light came from a single lantern burning in the center of the floor. A fire roared in the hearth on the left-hand side of the chamber. The walls and ceiling were covered with tapestries depicting various scenes from the history of the royal family. The two men walked across the wooden floor, moving toward the fireplace. They stopped when they were directly opposite it, and the young guard immediately felt that there was something different about this room compared to others he had seen before. Something more sinister...

The man who had taken his hand smiled again and sat down on a simple chair. "I am glad you have come," he said. "It has been many years, and I hope your father is well." He paused, and Aldras realized that this was the first time the man had spoken since they had entered the chamber. "And now I will speak with you alone."

Aldras nodded. This, he supposed, must be the man whom he had seen earlier with the guard, the man whose face was so similar to that of the soldiers in the corridor outside. For some reason, this realization gave him a small measure of confidence. He relaxed a little, thinking that he might be able to explain this man's presence to the guards in charge of protecting his father's chambers. Maybe even convince them not to harm the old man.

But then he remembered that all the guards except for one had already died in the previous battle. He wondered where these other two were now.

He decided not to mention that to his mysterious host. After all, it wasn't his job to make excuses. He just needed to do as he was told.

For a moment, the two men stared at each other. Neither said a word. Finally, Aldras decided that it was probably safe to begin speaking, so he did so: "What can I do for you?"

Again, the man smiled. "Do not be afraid."

"Of course not."

"There is no cause to fear me."

Aldras swallowed hard. "Why are you here, my lord?" he asked. "And why did you bring me here?"

The man frowned slightly. "First, I should introduce myself. My name is Lord Sipriol of the House of Sipriol."

Aldras nodded. "As you wish, my lord. Now, please tell me what this meeting is about."

The man sighed heavily. "That is an excellent question, young friend," he replied. "You see, I am very tired right now, and I would like nothing better than to relax over a cup of wine. But unfortunately, my life does not allow such luxury."

This was true enough. Aldras wondered if his lord was perhaps exaggerating the truth of his situation in order to sound more intimidating. Still, Aldras had no idea what else to say. So he chose silence instead.

Lord Sipriol looked up at him and frowned. "I have traveled far," he continued. "To come back home and find my city in ruins, my servants murdered and my son slain..." His voice trailed off as he thought for a moment. "My wife, my daughter..." He shook his head angrily and spat in the fire. "She was the only family I have left." Again, he seemed to trail off, lost in memory. Then, abruptly, he began speaking again. "All those deaths because of a misunderstanding, a misunderstanding that led to the destruction of my house!" He pounded his fist against the armrest of his chair, making a loud thump that echoed through the room.

"Mistake?" Aldras asked. "Are you certain? What do you mean?"

Lord Sipriol turned sharply toward Aldras. "How little you know," he snapped. "You were not here during any of this."

Suddenly, Aldras remembered something his father had once told him: If a person looks at you with eyes filled with hatred, chances are they're either mad or lying to you. This man appeared to be neither, but it still did not surprise Aldras greatly that this man was angry and grieving over the destruction of his house and everything else associated with it.

In fact, Aldras was surprised that the man hadn't already killed him for what he had done to the guards outside, but then he reminded himself that he had never actually seen those particular guards before today anyway. So, really, how could he possibly blame the man for having committed such a crime?

No doubt, Aldras concluded, the guards were long dead by now, and their bodies burned beyond recognition. But even so, it didn't matter. The man was angry about something—that much was clear enough, and anger always leads to violence.

Still, there was some good news: If the man intended to kill him, then obviously he considered Aldras too dangerous to kill right away. That meant that he was probably going to keep him alive until he had exhausted the anger within him, which meant that Aldras would probably survive this encounter. At least, he hoped he would.

It suddenly occurred to him that if he survived this meeting, then maybe he would get the opportunity to escape after all.

"Please, sit down," Lord Sipriol said gruffly, gesturing to the chairs near the table. Aldras glanced around, trying to decide who he should send for wine. He thought quickly and decided to go ahead and serve it himself.

When he arrived in front of his master, Lord Sipriol looked up at him with narrowed eyes. "Where is your wine-serving staff?" he demanded.

"They aren't necessary, my lord," Aldras replied. "I can serve you myself."

"Yes," Lord Sipriol said, nodding. "That is fine." Then, after a short pause, he added: "So I suppose you don't want anything to eat."

Aldras shook his head. "No, thank you, my lord," he answered. "However, I do want some water."

"I'll be back," Lord Sipriol replied, taking a seat on the other side of the table from Aldras. Aldras hurried out, returning with two full carafes and setting them down on the table next to his master's chair. After pouring a drink for each of the men, he returned to the kitchen, filling both carafes once more before coming back to his post.

Once again, he waited, watching as his lord took a long swig from his glass and then set it down on the table without drinking any more. When Aldras had finished serving the second round of drinks, he turned to face his master.

"Thank you," Lord Sipriol said quietly. "For bringing the refreshments. They look delicious." He leaned forward slightly, studying Aldras. "And... where is your mother, my boy?" he asked softly.

The question caught Aldras off guard. "Mother?" he asked in confusion.

"Your mother?" Lord Sipriol asked, raising an eyebrow. "Where is she?"

"What are you talking about, my lord?" Aldras responded defensively. "My mother died last year."

Lord Sipriol frowned slightly and gave a slight nod. "I see."

After a short pause, Lord Sipriol spoke again. "Tell me then, son: Who does it hurt when you die?"

At first, Aldras wasn't sure how to respond. His mind raced, searching for something appropriate. Finally, he found a response. "My family," he answered firmly.

His master nodded slowly. "Exactly. Your wife and children... or your people? Which is most important to you?"

There was a heavy silence between the two men.

Finally, Aldras spoke. "Well... they are all important," he answered hesitantly. "But I..." He paused, struggling to find the right words. "I would like to see my wife again."

Aldras saw his master smile at him. "I see," he said, shaking his head in amazement. "You know, Aldras, I have known many men throughout my life, and I must say that you are the only one of them that I am not certain would rather be alive than dead. Is there anything else that you want to tell me?"

Aldras hesitated, unsure what to say. Then, after another moment's hesitation, he spoke. "Yes, my lord," he said. "I am not sure what else to add... except that I wish to return home soon."

Lord Sipriol smiled. "Very well," he said. "I will allow you to do that."

"Thank you," Aldras replied. He paused momentarily, but his voice remained firm. "Now then, sir, may I ask why you wanted to speak with me?"

"Why did you agree to serve me?" Lord Sipriol asked.

"To be honest, my lord," Aldras answered. "Because you pay well, and because I need the money. My family needs the money."

Lord Sipriol nodded slowly. "Very well," he replied. He stared at Aldras for several moments longer, and then he rose from his chair, motioning to his servant. "Bring the papers," he told him.

When the man returned, he presented his master with a large scroll with a seal attached to it. Lord Sipriol opened it, reading the contents silently. At the end, he nodded and spoke aloud. "Yes, this is good," he said. "These are the orders I requested. I will have them signed immediately and sent over to the king."

As his servant left the room, Lord Sipriol turned to Aldras once more. "You seem very eager to go home," he observed. "I assume that is because you miss your wife?"

Aldras swallowed hard. His voice cracked slightly when he answered. "Yes, my lord," he said. "My wife is everything to me."

Lord Sipriol nodded, looking pleased by the answer. "Good," he said. "Now, I believe that we should talk about the other matter which is troubling you."

"Other matter, my lord?" Aldras asked nervously.

"Yes," Lord Sipriol replied. "This thing that keeps haunting you in the night."

"Terr—"

"Don't lie to me, Aldras," Lord Sipriol interrupted sternly. "You were not born with your eyes shut, I suspect. Tell me... tell me what happened that night!"

Aldras closed his eyes tightly, fighting against the urge to cry. In truth, he knew that he would never forget that night. It had been a year ago...

The day had started badly and continued to get worse. The sun rose hot and bright, but it felt like it hadn't even reached its zenith when the servants began screaming inside the palace. As he stood on the balcony of the royal suite, King Ryliss could only shake her head as she watched the chaos below. Her husband looked equally troubled.

"What is going on down there, my king?" he demanded. "Are those screams coming from the women's quarters?"

King Ryliss shook his head. "No," he said softly. "That is not possible... is it?"

Queen Aemah, who sat beside him, looked shocked by the question. "Not possible for what?" she asked, sounding confused.

"For the women to be screaming at all," the king explained. "We keep them separated here."

Aemah gasped audibly, and a small gasp escaped King Ryliss' lips as well. She glanced quickly at her husband, but he was still watching the chaos unfold below. "Of course, my king," she said. "But how can that be happening? How can they scream... in here?"

"Perhaps," the king answered slowly, turning to look at his wife, "they just forgot to close their mouths while sleeping."

"They would have to be insane," Aemah said softly.

King Ryliss laughed, an expression of relief on his face. "Maybe so," he responded. "In any case, this is not something that concerns us."

Aemah turned back toward him. "My king," she said, her voice serious now. "There is something wrong with this place. I feel it every day."

Her husband considered the words, but he didn't reply. Instead, he turned away from his wife and studied the chaos unfolding in front of him. After a few moments, he nodded to himself and said, "It appears as though they have found something."

"Something that makes them scream," Aemah repeated quietly.

The king nodded again. "Yes," he said. "Or someone."

"So, if we don't want anyone to find out what happens in here..." Aemah said, a smile beginning to form on her lips.

"Yes," King Ryliss said. "We have no choice but to kill them all."

Aemah's eyes widened in surprise and alarm. "How did you know what I was thinking?"

"Because I am the king," he said simply. Then he leaned over to whisper to his wife. "Let them stay that way, my love. Let them scream. They will make good food before too long."

"Oh yes, my king," Aemah whispered back. "They certainly will."

***

Somewhere in the city, a man screamed. The sound echoed loudly through the alleyway as it carried on the wind. People stopped and stared at the source of the scream, but none dared venture near the alley. After a moment, one person stepped forward, approaching the source of the noise. When he saw that he was alone in the alley, he approached the door of a shop and knocked three times rapidly.

After a minute or two had passed with no response, the man took a step back and returned to the street, where he hurried away in the opposite direction from where the scream came.

Several streets away, a woman opened her door and peered out into the street to see who was knocking at her door. She saw several men dressed in leather armor standing in the middle of the lane outside her house, so she closed the door quickly behind her, then locked it. Turning to the window, she saw that it wasn't a normal group of men wearing such odd attire. There were more than ten of them, all armed with swords. The sight of those swords made the woman nervous, and she moved quickly toward the stairs, climbing up to the second floor to stand beneath the bedroom window.

When she was certain there was nothing else to be seen, she pulled a dagger from her belt and climbed onto the sill. Using her feet to push herself off, she slid silently onto the bed and peeked down into the room below. The man sitting there was staring at the blade resting against his neck. He tried to raise his hands, but they were bound tightly behind his back, and he couldn't move far enough to reach the weapon.

As the man realized that someone was hiding beneath the bed, he panicked and tried to jump away, but he was tied down securely. The knife was still pressed against his throat. "I'm not going to hurt you!" the woman hissed. "Just open the door and come downstairs."

The man began to plead with her, begging her not to harm him. But she just ignored him and waited patiently for him to realize that she wasn't about to do anything of the sort.

"Please," the man continued. "I'll give you whatever you ask for! Just let me go."

The woman smiled, her eyes flashing with amusement as she watched him beg. "You don't need to give me anything," she replied, moving closer to the man and whispering into his ear. "All I want is for you to open the door for us."

With a grunt, the man gave up his struggle and began to twist awkwardly in his bonds. His efforts were futile, though; they wouldn't release him even if he managed to free himself entirely. Finally, after struggling for several minutes without success, the man gave up trying. "Fine," he spat. "Open the door, then."

She looked down into the room below her for a moment longer, smiling to herself when she noticed that the man appeared frightened. He was probably thinking she would cut him down, she thought. That was good, though: he was right to fear her. Her eyes narrowed as she studied his face closely, and then she nodded in satisfaction. "Alright," she whispered, turning away and sliding back into the shadows.

"What do you want?" the man asked.

"To take you prisoner," the woman said, opening the bedroom door slightly so that she could hear the footsteps of the other men coming closer. "That's all."

"And why should I trust you?" the man said, his voice trembling with terror. "Why are you doing this?"

"Because I am a good person," the woman answered. "And because you will be able to tell your friends that I am a good person and that they can trust me."

"Your friends?"

"Yes," she answered. "We're going to kill all of these people." She pointed at the men around them.

The man gasped. "All of them? They're all your friends?!"

"Of course they're my friends," she replied, stepping out of the bedroom and closing the door behind her. "I didn't say we weren't going to rob some of them, did I?" She laughed lightly, her eyes glistening with amusement as she watched his face grow pale. "Now stop talking and get to the door. We're running short on time."

The man nodded weakly and turned to leave. As he started to run toward the door, he tripped over his own chains and fell heavily to the ground. In an instant, he scrambled back to his feet and bolted through the door, stumbling forward several times as he fled from the room. The woman followed the man, and as soon as he reached the top of the stairs, she grabbed him by the shoulders and spun him around to face her. With one hand holding his arms together, she put the knife to his neck again. "There isn't much time left," she said. "So make it quick."

He nodded quickly and raised his eyes to hers. "Please... Please, don't hurt me," he said.

The woman chuckled softly and pushed him away from her, sending him careening downward onto the landing where he landed heavily, groaning. "You've already made your choice," she said, her expression hard. "But you can always change your mind again."

The man groaned and sat there, waiting for her to come down to him. When she did, he stood up slowly, his eyes wide as she approached him. The woman stepped close to him, putting her mouth close to his ear and murmuring, "Remember what I told you. If you ever think of running, just call to me. You won't be safe here anymore, but I'll come for you."

She turned and ran up the stairs to find the last member of her little band. As she passed the bedroom she had entered earlier, she stopped to look inside for a moment, her eyes darting quickly across the floor and walls as she searched for something that would give her an advantage over her victim. Suddenly, her gaze caught on the bed and she froze in place, her breath catching in her throat as she recognized a piece of clothing lying on the mattress. It was a black robe, the kind used by priests and clerics in the Holy Lands when attending services or performing ritual acts. She moved closer to it, looking closer and closer as her heart pounded in her chest. She saw no bloodstains on it, and yet—but yet she knew she hadn't imagined it. Someone had been on this bed just moments ago, and not only that, but she had felt its heat through her body when she had touched it. Who would have been there? How could someone be there? Was that really the robe of a priest? Or maybe...

No! The idea that this was a priest's robe was impossible! No cleric would wear such an expensive and ostentatious robe to the house of a commoner! But still—still, she knew it was. And what if it were true? What then? What should she do about it? She knew she had to act, but how? Should she bring him down from the second floor? Maybe she could take him away from everyone else and then decide whether she should kill him? That might work, yes, she thought; but what about the others downstairs? Surely she couldn't wait until they got upstairs before deciding what to do with this man. She would have to keep him alive. Perhaps, if she took him far away, she could kill him later after things calmed down, but first she needed to know more. Where exactly had the man come from? He must have traveled from a great distance to even get here, which meant he must either be related to someone important or have enough money to afford passage to the Holy Lands. If he was rich, that would explain why he wore such an expensive outfit, but he would need help to travel from there back to the Levanti Plains. If he came from somewhere like the Holy Lands, perhaps his family had died during the war, and now he served as a priest to the people in his homeland, but how? And where would he be traveling in his homeland that would require him to wear a fancy robe?

The answer came to her almost immediately. "Haju," she said. Haju. The city-state known for its religious temples and pilgrims. It would be easy enough to check with the priest there—if this was indeed a priest—to see who might want to hire such a person. It would also give her a chance to learn more about these people. If she brought them all into the palace, she could question them herself, without needing to rely on anyone else.

A soft knock on her door pulled her from her thoughts, and she looked at her hand in shock. The knife was gone. Had it slipped between the bars somehow while she was thinking? She moved to the window to peer through the bars again and realized that someone had taken it down from the sill and left it on the floor.

Someone? There was no one outside. Only the two horses remained in their stalls. She turned back to the room and found the priest standing near her open wardrobe, looking through it as though it contained some secret treasure.

"Who is Haju?" she asked him.

The man frowned and shook his head. "I don't know," he replied. "Why does it matter to you?"

He seemed genuinely puzzled by her interest. It was strange, because the fact that he was here and had come willingly meant something to him.

"It matters very much." Her voice came out stronger than she'd expected. He straightened, glancing at her and pausing for a moment before replying.

"You are the one who killed the guards," he said. "That's why I'm here, I guess."

"No, I didn't kill those men," she said, stepping toward him. "I told them they weren't allowed to come into my room because of a special guest that would be arriving soon, and when they wouldn't stop, I ordered them removed from the house."

The man shrugged, seeming to believe her.

"And if I tell you to go, will you leave me alone?" she demanded.

"What makes you think I won't try to kill you?"

She smiled. "Because I'm the queen of the Levanti Plains and you're going nowhere until I say so."

The man looked shocked by that, his eyes widening as he took a step back. She stepped forward and grabbed hold of his robes.

"Don't worry," she said. "If the others hear us, they'll pretend not to know what we're talking about. You can stay. Just... please don't bother me unless you mean to harm someone here or in the city. I've seen enough death already tonight and really wish it hadn't been my own countrymen that did most of it."

She released him and let his robe drop from her hands, leaving her feeling strangely exposed despite the nightgown beneath. She glanced around the room once more, wondering what she should do next. She still had questions for him, but he wasn't answering, and she didn't feel comfortable asking him in front of her servants, many of whom had probably witnessed what transpired between her and the other soldiers. Perhaps, she thought, she could question him later.

She moved to the bed, pulling aside the covers. It was only then that she noticed how dirty it was and wondered if it had been washed since she'd arrived here. She felt a stab of guilt at having neglected it, but she had spent the day dealing with the aftermath of her father's death, and there hadn't been time to do anything about it. Besides, she'd have servants wash it soon enough anyway; her mother would insist on it. For now, she just needed rest. She pulled the covers over herself and sank down against the pillows, closing her eyes. Sleep came quickly and easily.

She woke suddenly, the first sound she heard being the rustle of silk across skin followed by the scrape of the man's shoes on the floorboards of her chamber as he moved away from the bed.

"Are you awake?" he whispered.

"Yes," she said, sitting up slowly. "Why?"

"There are things I need to show you," he replied. "But I want to make sure you don't scream."

"I'm not screaming, am I?"

"No," he said, sounding pleased with himself. "We're quite well hidden here, aren't we?"

She watched as he moved away from the bed and stood for a moment in the darkness, listening intently. Then she sat up fully, swinging her legs off the edge of the bed and onto the cold boards of the floor. She rubbed her face tiredly with her palms, trying to work the sleep out of her eyes. "I'll wait for you outside."

"Very well," he replied. "I'm sorry for the lack of light. The candle burned low. I'll bring a fresh one."

She nodded toward the window where a small fire was burning in the grate. "I see it. Go ahead without me."

When she turned around, her breath caught. The man was gone.

<He couldn't have left me here like this,> she thought, glancing at the bed. She reached over and tugged the sheets away, revealing a naked woman sprawled upon the mattress. A second glance told her it wasn't a Levanti woman after all, but it was clearly female: a pale-skinned, dark-haired beauty of indeterminate age, lying in the center of the bed with one hand behind her head and the other resting on her flat belly. Her legs were open and the blankets had fallen away, exposing her breasts, which had no nipples at their tips, only two pink, hard bumps.

"Oh," the woman murmured, looking up.

"What is it?"

She didn't answer but instead lifted the hem of her dress and pushed it down to cover herself, hiding her nudity from her new roommate—and perhaps herself. When she had done so, she looked again at Amun and asked, "Is something wrong?"

Amun's expression was pained, his eyes wide and his mouth slightly open as though he couldn't decide whether to be angry or to run screaming down the corridor to alert the guards. Finally, he said, "You shouldn't have been in my room."

The woman laughed softly at that, a rich and throaty sound that filled the room. "So sorry," she said, reaching up to pat his cheek. "It's fine. I've got it now. Thanks for your patience."

"Patience?" He stepped back, putting some distance between them, his voice taking on an irritated note.

"You're not the first person to find me in your bed, are you? And why would it upset you more than it did them? You know what happened to your father. You're not surprised. This isn't news to you." She leaned forward, smiling slyly at him. "Or are you?"

"No," Amun answered. "But I'm also no longer his son."

"No?" the woman said. "I suppose not. But you are his successor, yes?"

Amun frowned. "Not exactly."

"Of course not," the woman said. "That makes far too much sense. You're the heir to nothing; therefore, you must be the successor to something."

"Well, that doesn't help us any," Amun said.

"Help?" She laughed once, loudly and with amusement. "Who needs help? You're the one who found me here."

"And you took advantage of my hospitality," Amun pointed out.

"Oh," she said, laughing harder now. "I think you'd better look closer next time. We both know I'm a lot prettier than this." Her smile faded, replaced by something like concern. "Are you really angry about that?"

Amun stared at her, at her dark, tousled hair spilling over her shoulders, at her flushed cheeks and her soft brown eyes. His heart pounded in his chest and he felt a strange urge to grab her and kiss her right then, to put aside all questions and just be with her.

"I'm going outside," he said. "Bring me a candle when you've finished dressing."

Her brow furrowed as he walked past her into the hallway. "What do you mean?"

"Nothing," he muttered, turning his back on her and heading for the door. He opened it quickly, almost slamming it against the wall in surprise as he saw a woman standing at his doorway. She was young, perhaps midthirties, and her hair was a rich red that matched her bright green eyes perfectly. A sword hung from a strap over one shoulder, its gleaming tip pointing downward toward the floor. She wore a short-sleeved shirt, belted at the waist by a wide leather band, and trousers tucked into boots—the kind of outfit a soldier might wear, Amun decided. As soon as she saw him, she started toward him, but her face froze and she stopped.

"Lady Sadi," she said, dropping to one knee and pressing her forehead to the stone. "I'm so sorry for the intrusion."

"Why are you here?" he asked, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him. "Where's your escort?"

She rose to her feet but remained where she stood, staring at him with such a look of fear on her face that he wanted to ask if there was someone else inside the palace. Had someone betrayed the presence of this woman, bringing another enemy to his doorstep? The thought made him shiver.

"I'm not sure," she said finally. "I don't remember anything after—"

Amun drew the knife from his belt and slashed at her throat with the sharp edge of the blade. Blood gushed from her neck, spraying across the floor. Before she could fall, he kicked her hard in the ribs, knocking her to the floor. He knelt beside her, searching her eyes, finding only shock and confusion. She stared up at him, her hands moving slowly around her neck. Amun pressed the tip of the dagger against the base of her skull and pressed until the handle bit deep into her scalp. When he pulled the weapon back, blood poured out between the gaps in the handle. Her hand still clutched his arm as she slid slowly away from him, her eyes widening as she struggled to take in a breath.

Amun grabbed her by the hair again and dragged her through the doorway into his bedroom, dragging the body along with him. As he turned to close the door, he heard a woman scream.

The woman he had stabbed lay in the center of the bed, one leg bent beneath her, her arms splayed out above her head. Blood soaked through her shirt and trickled down the sheets under her hips. He stood there staring at her for several long seconds before he realized she wasn't moving. Then, as though he were looking at a stranger, he noticed the blood on the sheets underneath her. He shook his head as though trying to dislodge some memory and ran out of the room to see what was happening in the main hall.

A man in a bloodied shirt stood beside an unconscious woman wearing a white robe, his eyes wild and full of terror as he glared at Amun. Amun felt a chill wash over him. There was no mistaking that gaze—a mixture of rage, hatred, and fear.

Amun moved toward them. "What happened here?"

"My name is Chaillot Hervil," the man said, his voice quivering with fear. "I swear to you, Lord, that I have never seen this woman before."

"But...you didn't kill her?" Amun asked.

Chaillot stared at the corpse in the bed and looked up in amazement. "No!"

"You did," Amun said softly. "How many times? How many men did you kill for this bitch?"

"There were others," Hervil said, shaking his head as he tried to get hold of himself.

"Others? Others like her?"

"I...I don't know." Hervil shook his head. "They're gone now. But they came and left without my knowledge or consent, leaving me with their bodies. They never told me who they were or where they came from."

"Who was she?"

"I don't know."

Amun nodded. "That's all right. I'll find out. In the meantime, I want you to wait in this chamber, where it's safe." He turned away from Hervil and hurried to the front of the house. He found two guards outside his door, one kneeling, the other cradling his head in his hands. Both wore uniforms similar to those worn by the soldiers in the courtyard, but they weren't soldiers. Amun recognized the insignia on their shirts.

He glanced up and down the street, seeing no one, then crossed to them and yanked open the door. Inside, he found more bodies. A young boy huddled beside an old woman, both of whom lay on the floor near the bed. Blood spattered the walls, and a large pool of blood had formed in the center of the floor.

Amun stepped into the room. "Do either of you know how any of these people got into this house?"

Neither answered, but one of the boys pointed to a chair. Amun dragged it into the room and sat in it, pulling a dagger from his boot and holding it in his lap. "Tell me," he said to the young man. "Where is she? Where has she been since last night?"

The boy shook his head violently.

"Did you touch her?" Amun pressed.

The boy shook his head again.

"Then what do you know about her?"

The boy swallowed nervously, then raised his gaze to Amun's. "She came into the house with me. She was with us for most of the time we were here together."

Amun narrowed his eyes in thought, trying to imagine where this woman had come from. Then he remembered that when he'd returned to this house from the garden, she hadn't been there. She must have been hiding inside during that short time.

Amun rose slowly and walked to the window, looking outside and trying to think. Then, suddenly, something clicked. He rushed back to the doorway and stopped. Outside the window, someone had placed a ladder against the house. The bottom rung was still visible beneath the window ledge.

"Someone's inside," Amun whispered. "And you can only go down if you know the password."

Amun went to his desk, pulled open the top drawer, and retrieved a small box. He brought it back to the window and set it aside, then turned to the two boys. "If anyone asks, tell them that the password is 'red,' and that you are not supposed to talk to people unless they ask you a question first."

"Are you going to hurt us?" the younger boy asked, his voice trembling slightly.

"No," Amun replied, taking another knife from his belt. "Just keep quiet and don't speak to anyone, and everything will be fine."

Amun opened the box, withdrew a letter sealed with wax, and held it up in front of the younger boy's face. "This is for you."

Amun slid the letter under the younger boy's pillow and turned to the older youth. "Your name is Bortellese? And your father owns a tavern in this city?"

The boy nodded. "Yes, my lord."

Amun nodded back and smiled faintly. "All right. When my men come through this door, don't let them see you." He turned and left the room.

Amun found two of his men just outside the house. "Take care," he said, and followed them as they hurried across the street.

In the square, he found three more guardsmen standing over the dead woman. One was crouching over her while the other two stood behind him.

"My Lord Amun!" one of them shouted.

"What happened here?" Amun asked, stopping at the edge of the square.

One of the guardsmen straightened and pointed toward the house. "Sir, we believe they killed one of the women. We found her body in the hall downstairs."

Amun frowned and glanced upward as if he could see into the house. "How did they kill her?"

"We don't know," one of the guardsmen replied. "There were no signs of struggle anywhere."

"Well, then," Amun said, "they're gone, aren't they? They must have climbed into a window, or a rooftop, or—"

He broke off and stared at the two guardsmen, who both looked confused now. "You two," he said, turning to the taller of them. "Why didn't you bring your weapons with you? You should always carry your swords when you leave the barracks."

The shorter guard flushed red. "But... well..."

"That's an order," Amun snapped.

Both guardsmen nodded quickly.

Amun nodded curtly and motioned for them to follow him. As they moved away from the square, he noticed that all the people had cleared out. No doubt everyone in town knew something was wrong by now, so no one wanted to be near the house. Amun led the way past several shops before reaching a narrow alley. He turned down it, his men following. At the end of the alley, they came upon a small courtyard where five horses were tethered together. Two of them were saddled and ready to ride, but three others were lying on their sides and unmoving.

Amun felt the blood drain from his face. "What happened here?"

Two of the guardsmen exchanged a glance. "Sir, we think these horses died during our patrol. We saw them here in the morning. There were no wounds or anything else that would indicate why they died."

Amun shook his head slowly, then glanced at the other two guardsmen. "Well, that's odd, isn't it?"

The taller guard frowned. "It's strange," he admitted. "I don't remember seeing any horses in the stable, either. Not until after the attack, that is."

Amun frowned and studied the courtyard. He could feel the tension in his body rising like a heat wave. The air seemed to shimmer around him, and his heart beat fast in his chest, making his ears ring. He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself, and realized that he'd been holding his breath for several moments now. He forced himself to exhale slowly and looked at the guardsmen again. "Go check the stables and make sure there are no more horses. If you find any, report it immediately. I'll meet you back at the barracks."

"Yes, sir," the shorter guard answered. He turned and ran to join the others who had already started searching the building.

The taller guard gave a quick salute and then followed after the rest of the patrol.

Amun turned and walked up the alleyway, keeping his eyes fixed on the house ahead of him. His mind raced as he tried to recall everything that had happened since last night. How had these people come into the city? And how had they killed these women? He thought of the girl they'd left at the inn—the one who'd run out screaming when he'd first entered the house—and felt certain that she couldn't have been involved.

They were gone, though, and the bodies were all that remained.

He stopped at the edge of the yard and surveyed it closely. Nothing was different from what he remembered seeing earlier; nothing appeared disturbed. But his sense of unease was growing stronger, and his thoughts began to turn darker by the moment.

If they hadn't gone inside the house, where the hells were they? He looked around, searching every direction but saw nothing suspicious. It was just another empty field, covered in dry dirt and dust, and the buildings nearby looked the same as any other buildings in town. The sun hung low in the west, casting long shadows across the ground. Amun stood for several minutes staring at the spot where he'd found the bodies, wondering if he might find something there later on that could tell him what had happened. He doubted it, but kept searching, looking for footprints or some sort of indication that something had disturbed the ground.

When the sun finally dropped below the horizon, his guards returned and reported that they'd checked the stable, which, as they'd thought, held no horses, and the surrounding houses.

"Did you see anyone?" Amun asked.

The shorter guard shook his head. "No, sir. All was quiet. No one seemed to be out of place."

Amun nodded. That made sense; if someone had broken into one of the homes nearby, it wasn't likely they'd been seen doing it. "Good," he said. He'd have to keep an eye on the place, at least until morning. "Get back to the barracks. I'll take care of the rest myself."

Both guardsmen saluted. They quickly mounted their horses and rode off in the opposite direction, heading back to the barracks.

Amun watched them go before turning and continuing toward the house. By the time he reached its front door, he was sweating profusely. He wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist, feeling beads of perspiration form on his upper lip, then pulled open the heavy wooden door. Inside, he stood in silence, listening to the faint sound of his heart beating, the smell of dust and dried blood filling his nostrils. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to concentrate on what was inside, rather than outside.

Once again, he stepped inside and closed the door behind him, locking it securely before walking deeper into the house.

This time, he didn't bother checking the kitchen. Instead, he headed straight toward the living room. As he passed through the doorway, a sudden movement caught his eye. He stopped and turned back, scanning the room carefully, expecting to see something moving against the wall. There was nothing there, however, so he continued forward. After passing through the living room and heading down a hallway to the right, he stopped again.

"You're a fool, you know that?" he mumbled softly to himself. He knew this house. Or did he? He'd never been here before, not once in his entire life, and yet...

As he turned, searching the room, he realized there was one thing that was familiar about this house: a woman's face. A woman he'd known very well in one of the many past lives he'd lived. She was sitting on a bed in the bedroom next to the one he'd entered from.

He stared at her, his eyes narrowing as he focused on the small window near her face. It was too high for him to see out of, and the blinds were drawn, but it was clear enough to him that it was nighttime. She had long blonde hair, and as usual he was reminded of the way she had often smiled at him during one of his more intimate times with her.

"I'm sorry," he whispered under his breath. "So sorry."

She was dead now. Killed by the men he'd just met. He knew it was true because he could feel her death lingering in the air like a thick cloud. Her spirit lingered in the house somewhere, watching him as he searched for the bodies hidden in the walls and furniture. If only he could have saved her from those men. But he couldn't. Not even after all these years did he have the ability to save those he cared about. Why then would he expect otherwise when trying to protect others?

After spending nearly half an hour searching the house, he found nothing. When he'd given up hope of ever finding the two men hiding inside, he walked out the front door again and stood on the porch. The night was dark and cool, and he shivered as he waited for his guardsmen to return.


A minute passed, then another. Then he heard them coming back from the house, and he hurried out the front door to meet them. Once they arrived, he motioned for them to enter the house, and they both nodded, glancing around as they followed him into the house. Amun waited until they were finished with their search, then told them to wait where they were while he went back inside.

"Sir?" one of them asked hesitantly after Amun had disappeared for several minutes. "Are you sure—"

"Yes," Amun interrupted harshly. He wanted to get this done and leave this cursed house. "Just stay there."

When he returned a few moments later, he saw them both standing together. Both were breathing heavily, but neither looked upset or scared. He knew why that was—they weren't afraid of what he might do to them, at least not anymore. They'd seen far worse over the last week or so. He wondered if they were even surprised at how quickly they'd grown used to killing people and torturing women.

He felt a sudden surge of anger toward them. For a moment, he thought about letting loose and killing them both, but he stopped himself. Killing them wouldn't accomplish anything. No matter how much anger he directed toward them, it wouldn't change the fact that he needed them to complete this task. All he could do was keep reminding himself of that fact.

He nodded at the guardsman on his right. "Go upstairs and check in the bedroom. Tell me if you find anyone alive."

The man nodded and left without saying a word. Amun waited a moment, but there was no sound of any struggle. He sighed in relief, knowing they must be all right. He hoped they hadn't found the two men in the bedroom. That would mean they would also discover the woman's body soon.

"What else can I do?" he grumbled under his breath. "Can I at least call someone before we start the fire?"

It took him a moment to realize the guardsman was still standing there, staring at him questioningly. He cleared his throat awkwardly. "Yes, sir. I mean..."

"Just go," Amun said impatiently.

The guard hesitated another moment, then gave Amun a nervous smile and headed back to the stairs.

Amun watched him go, wondering whether he should follow or not. What if the man didn't come back? What would happen then? Would he try to kill the other guard on his own? Maybe he could get away with it. After all, if he succeeded, he could escape before the fire reached this part of the house. He could tell his men to wait until morning to start the fire, and they would have time to get rid of the bodies. But what if the other guard came back alone? If the other man died, Amun wouldn't know who to blame.

He considered waiting on the stairs to see if the other guard returned, but decided against it. Instead, he hurried down the hall toward the room. He opened the door slowly, looking into the dim room first, and then peered over the bed. The other man wasn't there. He closed his eyes and listened for the sounds of struggling, but heard nothing.

"Where is he?" Amun hissed to himself. There was only one other place to look.

He ran out to the hallway, calling the other man's name, and started running back through the house, past the kitchen. The smell of cooking food made his stomach growl loudly in protest as he hurried along, hoping he'd find the missing man before the guardsmen discovered him.

The next room was empty except for the table in the center. The other man sat there, his hands bound tightly behind his back by a long rope, and an older man knelt behind him, his arms wrapped around the young man's neck. Blood dripped from the man's face onto the floor, forming small pools beneath his body.

"Oh, shit," Amun whispered in shock, stepping carefully into the room to avoid making a loud noise that would alert the other men to his presence. A few moments later, he realized that he could hear no sound coming from the room—either the younger man was dead already or...

Amun turned his head and saw the older man, who was lying across the table, blood oozing from deep wounds on his neck and chest. One of Amun's arrows protruded from his back.

The other guardsman lay near the door, his body twisted awkwardly at an unnatural angle. Amun recognized the man immediately. His eyes widened as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing.

The other man was still alive. Amun pulled one of his knives and moved quickly toward him. Before he reached the other man, however, the remaining guard stepped from the room behind him and grabbed the young man's leg. He dragged the young man closer, trying to reach the knife Amun held, but he was too slow. Amun plunged his knife into the man's hand, cutting off the fingers at the same time. Then he grabbed the guard's arm, yanking it aside and slashing across his throat.

When Amun finished killing the guard, he stood, breathing hard, and stared down at the body of the guard. There were no other exits in this room. How had they gotten in here? Why would they have brought a hostage inside? What did they plan to do with him? He wondered.

The answers, when he got them, weren't going to please him.

***

The old man woke up screaming.

He couldn't remember why. Something about fire, perhaps? His mind kept flashing to visions of flames consuming everything he had ever built in his life. It took him several seconds to calm down enough to figure out where he was.

A dark room. Hard floor beneath him. No windows. He felt around in the darkness until his fingertips touched cold metal bars. Then he remembered: The dungeon. The last place he'd been before being rescued by his wife and daughter. He glanced nervously at the door. Was it night yet? He couldn't recall. But he knew it wouldn't be much longer before someone found him.

He closed his eyes and tried to think. Where was his family now? Had they escaped? Were they safe?

He remembered his daughter and how she had run away to join the Brotherhood of War after her mother died. He had always regretted allowing her to leave home, but it hadn't been a choice he could make. He knew that now. Even though he was a good man, even a great man, he had allowed his own grief and guilt at losing his wife and unborn child to cloud his judgment. That mistake cost him both his daughter and his grandson, but he'd learned his lesson. When he got out of this cell, he was going to take his rightful place as the lord of these lands again and show everyone exactly why he deserved it.

His daughter's death was avenged.

That thought helped settle his mind. He had been wrong about the boy, but not his daughter. She was strong and wise beyond her years, which was probably why her mother had loved her so much. The woman's love for her children was what had inspired the boy to betray their family and help start the war between their people and the rest of the North. He had seen it happen in a dream. And now it had come true.

He was ready to fight. To kill those responsible for all the pain and suffering he and his family had gone through since he lost his wife and unborn child in childbirth two decades ago. He would tear them limb from limb and send their bodies strewn across this land like seeds dropped from a tree. He would make sure everyone knew the truth, that he was not insane and that he was a righteous man who would use force if needed to protect his people. He was going to lead his nation to greatness again!

The old man smiled, feeling renewed strength coursing through his veins once more. He was going to be free again someday soon, and then...

The screams began anew.

The old man groaned and rolled over to face the door, listening intently. After a moment he heard footsteps approaching. He waited tensely. Soon he saw the light of a torch outside the cell. Then there were voices. Guardsmen speaking softly, whispering, but loud enough to be clearly understood.

"It is done."

One of them sounded like a younger man, but he didn't recognize either voice. He sat up in his cot, staring wide-eyed at the bars that separated him from freedom. "What?"

"Lord Klaye has ordered the execution of the prisoner we have in our custody," the voice said. It was a gruff, angry sound. The kind of growl you hear from a large dog that isn't used to being challenged. "I suggest you get back to your duties and stay out of sight."

The younger guard laughed harshly, then walked out of the room and shut the door behind him. The old man sat motionless, waiting.

After a few minutes a new figure appeared in the doorway. This one was older, but not as tall as the guardsman who had spoken. Instead of leather armor and weapons, this figure wore simple robes made of dark cloth. A hood covered most of its features save for its eyes, which gleamed with an inner light. The figure stepped into the room, then reached out a hand to push the door shut. Once the door was locked, the figure turned toward the old man, revealing a set of sharp teeth and yellowed gums.

"Welcome to my domain," the figure rumbled in a low, gravelly tone.

The old man frowned and shook his head sadly. "You must know that I'm innocent!"

The figure chuckled, showing off its pointed teeth. "Of course, old friend, and I am very glad that you feel so strongly about it. But I need you to understand something, and it pains me that this will come to be. You are in the wrong place and time, old man. I have been sent here to deal with all those who refuse to bow down to me and to ensure that they do not interfere with the grand plan that is unfolding just beyond the horizon."

The old man scowled fiercely. "You're mad! There can't be anything bigger than our plan to destroy the Union! Everything else is meaningless."

The figure smiled broadly, displaying all of its teeth again. "Ah, yes, the Union, and how wonderful it was while it lasted."

The old man frowned and shook his head. "But you killed everyone who was loyal to us, you took our lands and slaughtered hundreds of thousands of men to achieve nothing but death and destruction."

The figure chuckled. "Death and destruction? Oh, no, I did not bring death or destruction. I merely brought a greater vision to life."

The old man stared at the hooded figure, confused by what it was saying. "What do you mean?"

The figure's smile broadened even further, showing more of its teeth. "Do you remember when you led us against the enemy ten years ago? When we drove them back to their own borders and forced them onto their knees?"

The old man nodded, remembering all too well the battles he had fought to defeat the Union. The countless losses of good men, women, and children who gave their lives fighting against insurmountable odds. The bloodlust of the enemy and their endless supply of soldiers. The horror of seeing his own loved ones slain before his eyes. He remembered it all, but he didn't understand why these memories were now haunting him.

"Yes," he replied, "and we defeated them and destroyed everything they stood for. All because of you and your grand plan."

The figure laughed again. "Oh, I assure you, my friend, that the plan was my vision alone. You were only following orders. As was your entire army, and those of many other great heroes of our age. You see, dear old friend, the plan was mine, but the victory was yours. And though it is not easy for me to admit, the world will thank you for that."

The old man stared at the figure, still trying to make sense of what it was saying. The figure chuckled in his face.

"You really are a strange one, aren't you? Well, don't worry; the world will adjust to you eventually." The figure looked up at the ceiling, then lowered its gaze back to the old man. "Now, where was I?"

The old man shrugged. "How could I forget? We defeated them, and the war ended. Afterward we settled back on our lands and rebuilt what was lost to battle."

"That's right," the figure said proudly. "We did it together. It's true that I came along after the rest of you started the great work, but it hardly matters, does it? I simply helped to ensure that everything would play out as planned." The figure looked up toward the ceiling once more, then turned to face the old man again. "Where were we again? Ah yes: we defeated the enemy, and the war ended. That's right. The plan was my vision alone, but the victory belongs to all of you."

The old man scowled. "And what of all the men and women you slaughtered?"

The figure smiled. "Don't be ridiculous, old man! They were the enemy, and they deserved it!"

The old man looked into the hooded figure's eyes and saw no sign of sanity there. "I beg to differ! Those men were my brothers, my sons, my friends. They died to defeat an invader and save our homeland. You murdered them!"

The figure laughed loudly. "I did no such thing! They died because they opposed me! Had they stayed faithful to me and obeyed my commands, they would have lived and continued their work. Instead, they chose to rebel and resist."

The old man felt a tear roll down his cheek and fell to his knees. "Why?" he whispered, staring up at the figure's smiling face. "What did we ever do to deserve this?"

The figure smiled. "Everything you did and are doing now was done so that you might live and continue in your work. In return, I offered you eternal life and power, a gift for which I ask nothing in return. You are only human, after all. What is a little sacrifice, one man amongst thousands? Your sacrifices are meaningless compared to those of your ancestors who gave their lives for the great cause. I'm sorry if the end result of your labor is displeasing to you."

The old man stared at the figure's face, wondering what it knew about him that he didn't. He tried to speak, but all that came out was a whisper. "Then...why did you send me here? Why would you put me through all this pain?"

The figure shrugged. "Because you were the best candidate for this role. Not because of your strength or bravery or ability to lead others, but rather because of your weakness and dependence upon others. You need to be strong, wise, and fearless; you can't depend on anyone else. You are a leader only insofar as you can take orders. Otherwise, you're nothing."

The old man's shoulders slumped with despair, and he hung his head. "Then why am I still alive? Why are the other men who followed my order still alive?"

The figure smiled and raised its hands in the air, signaling that the subject had exhausted its allotted time. "It is time for us to part ways again, old friend. We've been through much together, and I hope that you'll understand when I say that you've become very dear to me. But I have other things that require my attention now. Goodbye, dear old friend."

Before the old man could even respond, a brilliant light flashed across the sky above the field, and then everything went black.

***

"Are you alright?" Terevant asks as he kneels beside her. She's lying curled over, clutching a blanket around herself. Her clothes are wet and muddy and stained with blood from her injuries.

She looks up at him. Her eyes are red-rimmed with tiredness. "I'm fine."

"I know," he says gently. He takes the cup from her hand and holds it up to his lips. "Thank you for the tea."

"No problem. Are you feeling better?" she asks.

He sighs. "Not really."

The soldiers are huddled around their campfires nearby. Some of the wounded are sleeping. The dead bodies of the dead lie strewn around the field, mostly untouched by scavengers. Terevant finds himself staring at them, trying to remember each one's name, trying to pick out any familiar faces amongst the hundreds.

When he's not looking at corpses, he notices that he's shaking. It wasn't enough. His father said that every man who fights for Guerdon must pay for his crimes somehow–and yet here they are, safe behind the Wall, and all the city has suffered was some damage and some losses.

It should have been worse. It could have been. If Haith hadn't sent their best men and the bravest of the brave, if they'd sent someone who could fight without breaking under fire...

If he hadn't failed his father.

He tries to shake off the sense of panic and helplessness that's welling up inside him. He forces himself to stand up straight, and looks down at Hennan. The lad looks pale but alert, his bandaged wounds wrapped tight against the chill night air. He's probably been sick once or twice since they left the ship. He doesn't complain, though: it's the first time Terevant's ever seen the boy look anything less than cheerful and confident.

Terevant glances over at the nearest campfire, where Hark is sitting cross-legged with his back to them, a mug of ale in his hands. "Did you tell him?" he asks quietly.

Hennan shakes his head, looking uncomfortable. "I wanted to tell you before telling him."

"Good lad." Terevant stands up. He's got to think clearly. "We have to leave. Now."

The soldiers startle, then turn to stare at him. "Leave? Where to?" Hark asks.

"The Wall," Terevant replies. "We have to get there before Hark does."

A few of the soldiers exchange worried glances. "What if he does? What if we don't make it in time?"

"We'll try."

There's something odd about the way Hennan says it, but Terevant ignores it. The kid has a gift for knowing when something's wrong with him–he's a little too perceptive for a seven year old–but that's why they keep him on, after all. "You heard the man. Get some sleep, then wake the rest of them up. We want to be gone within an hour." He pauses, then adds, "And tell Hark that there's a reward waiting for whoever brings him back alive. I don't care what he says to you, but he's going to want to come along and I'm paying good money for it."

Hennan nods gravely, then heads off into the darkness without another word. Terevant watches him go, then turns away and starts walking towards Hark. He stops at the edge of the firelight, staring towards the east, searching the dark landscape until he sees Hark's outline, silhouetted against the stars. He walks carefully through the mud, avoiding the bloodstains on the ground.

When he gets close, he can see that Hark's face is grim. He sits on a rock with his arms clasped tightly around his knees, his head bent forward as though he were hiding from something. He doesn't even notice Tereman approaching until the last moment; he lifts his head just enough to peer at Tereman through narrowed eyes, like he's expecting the worst.

"Are you okay?" Tereman asks.

"I will be, once we're out of here. You think the bastards are still chasing us?"

Tereman shakes his head. "I think they've given up."

"Well, they had no choice," Hark grumbles, and his voice sounds hollow. "They couldn't let us get away."

"What do you mean?" Tereman asks, frowning.

Hark snorts, and gives a sad smile. "I told you I killed my cousin."

"Yeah, well... I'm sure they know that now." Tereman feels his heart sink at the thought of how much worse this is going to get. Hark must have been so proud of his victory, of the way he'd avenged his family name and brought peace to Guerdon and everything... and it was all undone. All because he didn't listen to Tereman in the first place.

He wonders whether Hark would even consider turning the sword over to Haith now, if it meant keeping his own skin. It occurs to him that Hark might not have cared who took the blade as long as it wasn't Hennan. That's why he ran away with it in the first place: so the boy couldn't claim it.

But Hennan would never have done that, whatever Hark told him.

"That's what I mean." Hark gives another bitter laugh, then falls silent again. Tereman waits patiently for a couple of minutes, but finally gives up and steps forwards. "Can you take me to the Wall?" he asks, gesturing towards it with his thumb.

"Not without more information than I've got." Hark's voice sounds distant, detached. Like he's talking about something that happened to someone else. "What do you want?"

"To the Wall," Tereman repeats. "I need to find out why it's glowing like that."

"I don't know why," Hark says, shaking his head, "and it's getting dark. Let's get out of here while we still can."

Tereman sighs. There's no point arguing. "All right," he says. "Let's go."

By the time they reach the wall, it's completely dark outside. The moon hasn't risen yet, but between that and the light from the torches the soldiers are carrying, they can see enough to navigate their way to the base of the stone structure. It's only then that Tereman notices how different it looks under these conditions. He remembers it clearly from his visit before the war: how solid and immovable and unyielding it looked, how impregnable. Now, though, in the dark, he can see every tiny seam, every crack in its surface, every chink in the mortar–the wall looks less like a barrier, and more like the first step on a long descent.

The soldiers set up camp, and Tereman makes himself scarce, leaving them to argue over food and sleep. He goes instead to the wall itself. It stands at least thirty feet high, but it looks so small beneath the night sky. The ground here is soft, almost marshlike, and he can feel its warmth through his boots, even though it's cold down by the water. He wonders whether he could climb up there in the darkness. He tries to imagine scaling those smooth granite stones in his bare feet and failing. Impossible. He'll have to wait until dawn before making an attempt.

The wind is blowing upriver now, but Tereman can smell Guerdon in it. He can also smell smoke, and he follows its trail back to one of the fires. A dozen or more men are gathered around it, eating and laughing, passing a jug of ale back and forth. They haven't noticed him yet, so he creeps closer, watching them from afar. One of them has a sword hanging beside him on the ground–the hilt glitters dully in the torchlight. He's wearing Haithi armour. He's young, and he keeps eyeing Tereman with suspicion.

There are three women amongst them as well. Two of them are dressed in simple tunics, but the third woman wears a rich gown–one Tereman recognises. She's a priestess of Belu, wearing her distinctive red robes. But there's something about her face and posture that seems slightly off. Something familiar, like an echo of a dream he cannot quite recall.

Then he hears her speak. Her voice is deep and sonorous; it's familiar too, but he can't put his finger on where he might have heard it before. "It's good to be home again," she says, and Tereman knows that he's met her somewhere before–but where? He shakes his head. No use trying to think about it now, with the battle fresh in his mind. Maybe later, once he gets some rest and the adrenaline starts to wear off. Right now he needs answers, and the soldiers won't give any to him.

As he listens to the conversation, he realises that this must be the same group that attacked him in the streets of Guerdon, when he went to ask about the cathedral. The same priestess who gave him the slip and ran away into the crowd.

They're going to kill me.

He takes one step backwards, then another, but his foot catches on something beneath the marshland mud. He stumbles, nearly toppling forward into the fire. He grabs frantically for balance, but before he can pull himself upright, something comes at him from the side. He manages to twist away just in time, barely avoiding a sword thrust aimed squarely at his throat.

"Who are you?" one of the soldiers demands. He's younger than the others, a little older than Tereman, with bright green eyes, a scar on his cheek, and a sword dangling from his hand.

Tereman points to the other soldiers. "Those are my friends." His voice quavers with fear.

The soldier looks him up and down, then snorts derisively. "We're not your friends, Guerdonese," he says. "We're here because our masters told us to come."

That's true enough. Tereman has seen the orders written on parchment, and he saw them burned on the funeral pyre that marked the end of his last life. This whole army isn't loyal to Haith: it's here because its leaders want to bring the cathedral under their control, and if they can do that, then Haith will pay dearly for it.

And Tereman is expendable. Just a nobody, sent by a dead man to do nothing but watch. He tries to stand tall, to meet their gaze unflinchingly. But he can hardly breathe through the shock, his throat tight, chest burning with panic, with rage. He wants to run, to escape, but there's nowhere to go. He wants to cry out in defiance, but all that comes out is a hoarse croak of fear and frustration.

The soldier laughs at him, sneers contemptuously. "Guerdon isn't Guerdon anymore. We've brought you to the land of our enemies, Guerdonese peasant. You're ours now. You're a slave now." He turns to his companions. "Do we kill him?"

One of the priestesses laughs, and one of the others shushes her with a look. "No. Let's take him to the temple first. There'll be money in it."

Tereman feels tears sting his eyes, and for the first time since he came to this city he cries, loud and long.

***

After the battle at the cathedral, after all the shouting and the blood and the bodies, after everything else that happened afterwards–after all those things were done, and there was peace and order and a new cathedral built, and all the citizens of Guerdon returned to their homes and got on with their lives–the only ones left standing were the three priests. They had been standing on the steps, together, as the army approached, and now they stayed there together as the city fell apart around them.

"We should leave," said the priest in red. It had taken them several hours of arguing before she'd finally agreed to leave the cathedral at all, and even then she had insisted that they stay near it. "You must know what happens if you stay too close to a holy place." She gestured towards the charred husk of the cathedral behind them.

"But where can we go?" the priest in white asked. He looked at the ruins of their home, which had been reduced to cinders. All their possessions were gone, and the house itself would never be rebuilt. They would have to start a new life somewhere, somehow, and that meant finding work or begging on the street.

"The temple," the priest in red snapped, waving vaguely over her shoulder at the towering spires of the city's main church, the Cathedral of Saint Aleena. The great bell tolled mournfully in the distance. "If anyone will care for us, it'll be there."

She was right. Of course she was right. But the priest in red felt like they'd lost everything already, and now the thought of starting again frightened her.

The priest in white looked at her pleadingly. "It's not that bad," he said. "I can find us someplace to live, and I can get you food and clothes. We'll be fine. Please..."

Her lip trembled. She shook her head. "Not yet," she whispered. "We haven't found a body yet. Not yet."

"What does that mean? What did you see?"

She shrugged, tears in her eyes. "Something horrible," she said. "I think he was... I think he was tortured."

"Who was?"

"He wasn't just a victim," the priest in red said, shaking her head. "Somebody made him into a martyr. And now we have to make sure it sticks."

They both glanced up at the sky, grey and empty above them. "We'll have to burn something," the priest in red said. "We have to make sure he's a martyr, so there won't be any doubt. Then when people ask why you died, tell them about how he was tortured and murdered in cold blood by a foreign god-touched assassin."

"I didn't want this," the priest in white muttered.

"Me neither." The priest in red reached out a hand and took her friend's in hers, squeezing it gently. She could feel his trembling through the fingers. "But it's better than starving, or being chased down the street and raped or robbed." She nodded towards a ruined building nearby. "Let's look for a place to hide."

***

The man from the embassy was young and handsome and confident. He sat across the desk from me, and spoke in his soft southern drawl, the kind that you hear on TV dramas but rarely in real life. He had a pleasant smile, too, and I was quite taken with him until he started talking. That was when I noticed the slight accent.

"My name is David Pemberley," he told me. "Pleased to meet you." I stared back at him. His smile faltered slightly. "I'm an official representative of your government, Miss Merton." He hesitated. "Er... what is your surname?"

"Merton," I said, wondering how many times I'd heard that exact line used in the movies. I wondered why it was that I always seemed to get stuck dealing with these people. This wasn't exactly what I had in mind when I signed up. "I guess that means that I'm the one who's supposed to be doing the talking. You're the one with the accent, Mr Pemberly."

He blinked at me. "Oh," he said, almost apologetically. "Well... yes, I suppose you are. My name's really David... uh... Baskerville. But that's just my stage name."

"Your... what? A magician?"

He frowned, as though trying to remember where he'd heard that phrase before, then looked embarrassed again and said, "No, not a magician. I don't do magic tricks or anything."

"So you're a writer." I smiled at him.

He flushed. "Yes, I am," he admitted reluctantly.

"Well, you've got me beat there. All I do is play with toys."

He laughed. "You? Playing with toys?"

"Sure, why not? If you can fly an airship and build robots and shoot things from a cannon, why shouldn't someone else play with dolls or teddy bears?"

He raised his eyebrows. "Really?"

I shrugged. "Why not? It's not like anybody pays me for it." I thought for a moment. "At least, I don't think anyone does."

"That must be nice."

I sighed. "Not so much. Anyway, if I get to play with dolls all day, maybe you should try writing stories instead of going around telling people how to run their lives."

He laughed. "Now you're talking. You're exactly right; I should do something about that." He glanced over my shoulder, towards the door, then leaned closer. "And you should stop playing with toys." He gave me a sly wink, then turned away.

I watched him go, thinking. I knew how that went. They say never trust a politician; but they also say never trust a salesman either, and I knew a hell of a lot more about those kinds of people than I did about politicians. In fact, if you asked me, it seemed to me that the world ran on nothing but salesmen and politicians, and the one thing they both seemed to have in common was a total lack of ethics and an utter disregard for any sort of moral compass.

The only difference was that a good salesman will take whatever money comes his way and run with it, while a good politician will promise absolutely everything and then spend every last cent of your hard-earned taxes trying to come up with the funds to deliver on it. Both groups are equally adept at lying, cheating and stealing whenever they can, and both groups will do anything to win their game.

If ever there was a group of people to be avoided wherever possible, it would probably be them. And yet here I was, sitting behind the desk and pretending to be a high-ranking member of the royal court, having been dragged into this position against my will by some shady-sounding man named Lord Pemberley who had just arrived on the same ship as me. Not even twenty minutes ago I had been working in a toy shop, selling children's toys to make ends meet. Now, apparently, I was playing dress-up for a pair of con artists with connections to the highest levels of the government.

It all sounded rather too much like a movie script.

"You don't like being a toy store manager, do you?" a voice asked behind me. The woman who had spoken was attractive, well dressed, and I suspected she was quite intelligent. Her hair was dark brown, and her eyes were grey. I had to admit that she could have passed for a very wealthy socialite, which might explain why I was sitting here instead of at home, playing with my toys. But that wasn't important now. What was important was that I didn't particularly like her either.

"Like being a toy store manager?" I repeated the question, looking around at the empty chairs in the room. "No, actually. It's pretty boring."

She laughed. "That it is," she agreed. "But you seem like such an honest fellow that I wanted to ask: Are you going to tell on us?"

I shrugged. "Who knows? Why should I?"

"Because we have a deal. We promised them—"

"—and we promised them we wouldn't mention our part in it." I nodded to confirm what I already knew. "Yeah, I know. I signed the contract, just like everybody else."

"That's right." She smiled, but there was a hardness in her face that told me that she was not happy with me at all. "So you see, we need you to keep quiet about our business."

"And if I don't?"

"Then you'll lose your job."

I snorted. "And you think I care about losing my job? You haven't met my wife and kids."

She scowled. "My mistake. You have no family. I should have realised."

I felt a coldness creeping over my skin, and I found myself wondering whether I ought to get up and leave before I made things worse. This woman clearly didn't like me one little bit, and that couldn't be good news for me. I tried to calm my breathing, and decided to wait a few seconds before responding. When it came to negotiating with people, it always helped to give yourself a moment to think, because if you blurt out something stupid on impulse then all sorts of things can go wrong in your life. I looked around for inspiration, but apart from a half-eaten sandwich there was nothing to distract me from what she was saying.

Eventually I spoke again. "Look," I said, "it doesn't really matter to me whether you're selling children's toys or something more sinister. All I'm interested in is getting my pay check." I frowned. "What's the difference between selling toys and selling... whatever you're selling anyway? They're both toys, right?"

Her smile broadened. "That's exactly what I wanted you to say," she admitted. "Because that means we're making progress."

"Well done," I replied. "Can I go now?"

She shook her head. "Not so fast. There's another thing, isn't there?"

I thought about refusing, but quickly decided against it. After all, if I had any sense then I would want to be paid properly for the work I did, which meant that I couldn't afford to let this opportunity slip by. Besides, I had a feeling that she had been sent by somebody very powerful indeed—the kind of person who had probably spent most of his life in luxury. If anyone knew about how money was earned, then surely he would, and I needed to remember that she was a very dangerous individual.

Still, she was a beautiful woman, and while she was obviously intelligent as well then maybe I could use her as leverage. That had to be worth something, didn't it? Maybe I could offer to help her if she helped me. I wasn't sure, but I supposed it was possible.

"Yes?" I said.

"There's one other thing."

"Oh?"

"The police are investigating."

I blinked. "How long ago did they start?"

"About two days ago."

"And?"

"They've only just got round to interviewing people."

"So they're still at the interviewing stage?"

"Of course."

"And where do they come into this?"

"Your friend Mr Duttin has been arrested."

My mouth fell open. "What! How can that be? He's innocent!"

"He may be, but we don't think so. The police will have more information than we can supply, and we want to make sure that you have access to everything that they find."

I nodded. "Okay, sure. What can I do to help?"

"You can tell us what you know, and then we'll put it to the police."

"But that might incriminate me as well!"

"No," she insisted. "It won't."

I frowned. "Why not? Don't the police interrogate suspects?"

"Of course," she said. "We do too."

I considered that for a moment and decided I was happy to believe her. If she said that it wouldn't, then she must be correct. "Fine," I conceded, "but I'd like to hear their side of it first."

She grinned at me. "Sure."

"Where did they take him?"

"Here," she replied. "In London."

"London!" I exclaimed. "That's hundreds of miles from here, and I'm in Scotland! How are you going to send someone to London without involving the authorities?"

She shrugged. "I have my ways."

I groaned. "Please tell me that you're not planning to involve the police?"

Again she shrugged. "If I have to," she admitted, "then I will. But I hope not."

"Why?" I demanded. "Is there some sort of problem with them?"

She smiled. "Of course there is," she assured me. "There's always a problem." She paused and then asked, "Do you have a pen?"

I glanced down at my desk and noticed that I did, in fact, have several pens sitting there. I reached forward, picked one up, and handed it to her. She smiled once more and said, "Thank you."

She took out a piece of paper and a stubby pencil, sat down at my table, and began writing. She wrote for quite a few moments before she looked up and told me, "Now we wait for your friend to get interrogated."

"Wait for what?"

"For the police to ask him questions."

"Are they allowed to do that?"

"Yes, they are," she said. "At least if they suspect that a crime is being committed."

I sighed. "This isn't getting any easier," I complained.

"No," she agreed. "Not by a long shot."

"Why is it so hard?"

She gave me a sad look. "Because it's a criminal investigation," she explained.

"Ah," I said. "I see. And what does this mean for us?"

She leaned closer to me and whispered, "It means we don't know what we're doing."

I chuckled. "Well, at least that makes two of us."

She grinned back at me. "Indeed it does," she agreed. Then she stood up and left me alone with my thoughts once more. It was only when the door opened again that I realised that she hadn't given me another piece of paper to write on. I was forced to sit there wondering why exactly she had wanted me to have a pen. I wondered even more as the day dragged on until I received another visit from an officer in uniform who asked to talk to me. He came up behind me and whispered his request in my ear, then went away after I nodded that I would do it. I sat in front of the desk for over half an hour waiting, wondering if my time was about to be used up. Eventually, however, another officer arrived and knocked on the door before entering my office. She was dressed in a similar manner to the first man: a black jacket with white patches sewn onto the sleeves and down the sides, a dark grey shirt under which she wore a badge indicating her rank. She also wore black trousers beneath a skirt whose hemline was higher than I thought appropriate. All in all, I found myself thinking that I preferred the first woman, at least where clothes were concerned; her attire made her seem a little too much like a schoolgirl for my liking. Nevertheless, she seemed professional enough, so I didn't comment on it. Her hair was the same colour as the first woman's but cut differently, shorter on top, with bangs that hung in her eyes. She looked like her name was Carla or something similar.

She introduced herself and sat down opposite me. "I understand," she said, "that you spoke to a woman named Luka about a missing person."

I nodded and waited for her to continue. She stared at me for a while longer before finally saying, "My name is Inspector Anderson. I lead the team investigating the disappearance of the boy and I would very much appreciate it if you could tell me everything you can remember."

"Of course," I replied. "As soon as possible. The first thing to say, though, is that I'm not a detective, so please keep that in mind. My experience with police officers has been limited to the times when they have arrested me for crimes I never actually committed, and I haven't seen many others since those days either. I apologise for any lack of tact or common sense I may exhibit, but please bear with me while I try to recall what happened. To begin with... do you want to know what happened yesterday? Or what happened before that?"

"Before that," she replied. "We need to start at the beginning."

"Very well," I agreed. "Yesterday morning I had breakfast with Mr Safferon, as usual. Afterward he took me home. When I got inside, there were two men waiting for me in my living room. They said their names were Vossler and Schreiber, but they didn't introduce themselves to me. They told me that my father had gone missing, which I already knew because I'd talked to him the previous evening."

She nodded as I went through the story. She wrote notes on some papers she'd brought with her; I assumed she would use them later for whatever purpose. I kept talking as I spoke and she kept listening as I finished. "When I heard this, I told them I hadn't seen my dad since Monday afternoon when he came here to pick up his money, but they seemed unconvinced and started asking me questions. At one point they asked whether I knew anyone called Luka."

Carla raised a single eyebrow as she asked, "Luka?"

"A woman," I said. "A friend of mine."

"You've known her for a long time, then," she noted.

"Yes," I confirmed. "She lives around here and sometimes comes to see me. We usually have a drink or two together."

Her lips curved into a smile as she said, "Ah yes, the alcohol. Do you remember anything else?"

"Not really," I said. "They didn't seem to believe me and they left eventually."

The inspector looked thoughtful as she said, "Thank you, Mr Frentis. That was very helpful."

It occurred to me that she might have simply let me leave without stopping by if she weren't interested in hearing my side of things. Perhaps she felt guilty about not having been able to bring my father's killer to justice before his death. Either way, it didn't matter in the long run, but it was nice to feel appreciated regardless. If she needed someone to tell her what had happened yesterday, then I was happy to help, but now I just wanted to get out of the room as quickly as possible.

When I finished, she closed her notebook and stood. "If you wouldn't mind coming with me?" she asked.

I nodded and followed her down the hall and out onto the street outside the building. I noticed that we had to walk past several people who stared at us both with wide eyes as I passed, but I wasn't going to complain about that. I did notice, however, that Carla didn't look in anyone's direction except my own and she didn't give the slightest impression of being nervous as she led me through the throng of onlookers. This wasn't like her at all.

We reached a small office near the docks and she knocked once and stepped inside, leaving me standing awkwardly alone in front of the door. After a few seconds, she reappeared with another woman, who introduced herself as Sergeant Mirenkov from the city watch. It turned out that Mirenkov was a detective, although she seemed surprised by Carla's invitation. I couldn't blame her, considering how little contact they'd had previously.

Mirenkov glanced around the empty room, clearly uncomfortable, before asking, "What am I looking for?"

"Anything unusual," Carla said. "This is your first time seeing this place, isn't it?"

"Yes," she admitted.

"Well, then take your time," Carla said. "And make sure you tell me everything you see, especially if something seems strange. If you come across anything suspicious, don't hesitate to ask me about it. Is that understood?"

Sergeant Mirenkov nodded as she responded, "Yes, ma'am."

"Good," Carla said. "Now do you know where to start?"

The sergeant hesitated for a moment before saying, "I suppose so."

"Good," Carla said again. "Do you want to go first or shall I?"

It became immediately obvious why the two women had never met before, despite working in the same building. The sergeant had no idea what to say to her superior after all these years apart and her awkward silence gave rise to a tense atmosphere between them. Even more telling was the fact that neither woman appeared to be aware of the other's presence. They were both focused entirely on their own thoughts and conversations, oblivious to each other's existence as they sat in the otherwise empty room with only an old desk between them.

After several moments, Mirenkov finally managed to get her voice back, saying, "Right. Well..."

Carla nodded encouragingly, prompting her to continue. "Well, there are a lot of crates stacked up against the wall in the corner over there... oh." Her voice trailed away as she realised that she had already forgotten what she was talking about.

The sergeant took a deep breath as she replied, "That's fine."

There was something about the way they spoke to one another that reminded me of Lenda and myself; they had that same air of familiarity and ease. The feeling lasted for all of half a minute until I heard Carla say, "You know who I'm talking about, right?"

"Who?" Mirenkov asked cautiously.

"Luka," Carla confirmed.

"I'm sorry? I didn't catch that."

"The man you saw in the alley. He was killed yesterday."

"Oh, my mistake," she said, sounding genuinely apologetic. "Did he do something?"

Carla's expression hardened as she answered, "No. But he's still a suspect in his wife's murder. You understand that?"

"Of course," the sergeant said. "I'll find something."

"Just look," Carla said. "Please."

I wondered how many times over the past decade Carla had had to remind the same woman that she had to do her job properly. I doubted that she could count them all. And while I understood the need for discipline, and I knew that she had no choice, I also knew that Carla wanted Luka caught for himself. She wasn't just doing her duty.

"Very well," Mirenkov said. "If you can point him out now, I'll have him arrested when we leave here today."

Carla nodded and looked at me expectantly.

"Okay," I said. "He was tall and slim, with black hair and a beard..." I paused, trying to think of anything else, but I drew a blank. There was nothing else that stood out to me at the time.

"That's all you remember?" Carla asked.

"Yeah," I agreed.

"Well, he must've been a regular," the sergeant said. "I don't know any other men in our department who have black hair."

"Maybe he changed jobs or something," I offered, but my words made no difference. "Sorry," I added. "Forget what I said."

The sergeant frowned and said, "Don't worry about it," before adding, "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked."

As much as I wanted to agree with her, I couldn't help thinking that maybe I should have told her something about him, even though I had no real idea who he might have been. After all, if I had known something, then surely that would have helped her find some evidence or clue that he was responsible. It was possible that something would have given me pause, some niggling doubt, but I didn't know that and I couldn't bring myself to lie just in case I was wrong. Besides, if he was a regular at this club, then I didn't think I would ever forget him, not in all the time I spent frequenting the place.

"Not at all," I assured her. "It's probably better that you didn't ask."

The sergeant glanced at Carla with a raised eyebrow.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Nothing," Carla said. "It's nothing."

"Really?"

She shrugged. "We're done, right? Let's go."

Mirenkov looked like she wanted to object, but she seemed to realise that her objections were pointless. The sergeant rose from behind her desk and followed Carla through the door into the hallway. As soon as they stepped outside, she turned to face me, raising an eyebrow inquisitively.

"So," she said, "did you enjoy your time with the ladies?"

I sighed. "Yes, thank you very much."

Her eyes narrowed. "Did you enjoy yourself?"

"I did. Thank you."

"And the dancing? Did you dance?"

I shook my head. "Nope. No dancing."

Her lips pursed slightly as she asked, "Why not?"

"I don't know. I suppose I never got around to it. Maybe I'll try next time."

Her brows lifted and she smiled. "Good luck getting back in there again, then."

I laughed. "Yeah."

When she started to walk away, I called, "Sergeant."

She stopped. "Yes?"

"Thank you for helping me find my friend. For looking after me. For being kind to me."

She grinned and nodded. "My pleasure." She turned and walked down the street, leaving me alone.

***

After the sergeant left, I stayed a while longer, nursing a drink and enjoying the company of the women who served me. They asked me no questions about Luka, nor did I tell them anything about him or the woman he'd supposedly killed. Instead, I listened to their stories, learned a little more of the city's history, and enjoyed the conversation until one of the dancers suggested we dance together later on.

The thought of dancing with someone like her excited me, and I found myself wondering if it was possible that I had finally found the girl I had always dreamed of meeting and falling in love with. But as I watched her walk away along the corridor toward her dressing room, I realised how unlikely that really was.

There are many beautiful women in Sipani, but none come close to the beauty of the one that danced for me in the ballroom upstairs.

When the club closed its doors and everyone had gone home, I headed up the stairs with a sense of trepidation. Once again I wondered whether Luka had somehow followed us back, perhaps knowing that Carla had helped me get away from him. If he had, then there was every chance that he knew where I lived, or at least had a good guess. He could easily find me in the streets without difficulty, and then I wouldn't be able to hide. And yet I was still worried that I would run into him somewhere, and if I did, then I wouldn't know what to do or say to stop him doing whatever it was that he intended to do. It wasn't as if I could kill him and hope to get away with it; the gods know that I would need the help of someone else to do such a thing.

I paused before I opened the door to my room. There was no sign of anyone in there waiting for me, so I pushed open the door and stepped inside. I had just managed to take off my shoes when a shadow appeared at the edge of my vision. I flinched, expecting to see Luka standing there. But when I looked, it was only the woman from the nightclub standing in front of me. I frowned. She couldn't have gotten here before me, because I hadn't heard the door opening. She must've been waiting outside and come in after me. Had she followed me from the club? Or had she waited for me somewhere else?

"Hello?" She smiled shyly, looking nervous.

"Oh, hello," I replied in confusion. "Are you...?"

"Ariadne?"

"That's right."

She took a step toward me, holding out a hand to shake mine. "Luka told me you'd ask after me."

I swallowed heavily. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be. Luka was wrong."

"No, he wasn't. What he did was unforgivable."

"And yet you helped us escape his men."

"I did," I admitted, feeling foolish now for having done it.

"And then you brought us to this safe house."

"Yes."

"Thank you." She smiled again, but there was sadness in it. "It means a great deal to me that you did." Her smile faded and she lowered her eyes. "But it also makes me feel guilty for what I've put you through since last night."

"What have you put me through?" I asked sharply. "You were going to be raped! You didn't make that choice, Ariadne. Not at all. You didn't choose to let him rape you."

"So you can understand how I feel? How horrible it must be to know that you're responsible for such an awful crime against another human being?"

"I..." I shook my head. "I don't think it's quite that simple, Ariadne."

Her face hardened and her voice grew cold and hard. "How can it not be? A man takes advantage of a woman and rapes her, and that's what happens. She knows she deserves it because she is weak, and because she allowed herself to be taken by a man. That's how things should work, isn't it?"

"What are you talking about, woman?" I said angrily. "Do you think that men are just animals, that we'll take what we want whenever it suits us, whenever we fancy some other girl and decide that it might be fun to fuck her instead, even though she has done nothing to deserve it?"

"Of course not," she snapped back. "I know better than that."

"Then why do you keep defending Luka? Why do you defend the people who did this to you?"

Her voice cracked slightly and tears began to fill her eyes. "I... I don't know, really."

"Why do you care whether I understand or not?"

"Because... because I don't want you to blame yourself for something you didn't do!"

I sighed angrily, rubbing my temples and wondering if she was trying to confuse me. "I am not blaming myself."

"So you admit that you're not."

"I admit exactly the opposite," I shot back. "I am angry and frustrated at what happened to you, yes, but I am not at fault. It isn't fair to say otherwise."

"You know what would happen if you were," she replied softly. "They would hang you like they hanged Father Tomas." She bit her lip and turned away from me, staring at the floor. "I just need to get some sleep. Please leave me alone."

She left without another word.

I stared after her with anger bubbling inside of me. Did she mean it? Was it all just an act? Or had she been telling me the truth? The answer was probably a little of both, but the fact that she had been prepared to lie so blatantly made me wonder. I knew that her father had been killed for speaking out against the governor, but surely it shouldn't have affected her as much as it seemed to. After all, she hadn't been a witness to it. And yet I had seen how shaken she was at the sight of him lying dead.

The fact that she had felt compelled to lie in order to protect her secret suggested that she was hiding something. But what, exactly? She'd told me only one name: "Alessandra". Had there really been someone named Alessandra living in the same house where she'd lived? If so, who was she? Where was she? There was something suspicious about the whole thing, but I couldn't quite figure out what it was. Whatever it was, there was no doubt in my mind that Ariadne had lied about Luka raping her.

As the hours passed, I pondered her words, unable to come up with any answers. My thoughts were filled with worry for her and her secret. I wondered if I should tell Captain Rogan everything that had happened, or if he needed to hear it from me, in person. I decided to wait until morning before making any decisions. It wasn't until the light of dawn finally broke through the shutters of the room that I eventually fell asleep.

***

"Good morning."

I opened my eyes and looked at the woman sleeping beside me. I saw that her breathing was deep and steady and knew that she had slept peacefully all night. Her body was covered only by the blanket and her long hair spread out across the pillow beneath her head. She was beautiful, I thought. Even though she was still wearing clothes when I'd brought her home yesterday, she had been more beautiful than any naked woman I had ever known.

And now she was mine.

We had gone upstairs to bed together, but she had insisted that I sleep on the floor while she lay down next to me. We weren't lovers, she explained, although we both admitted that we found each other attractive. I could understand that, of course. The first time we met she had been wearing her old habit, but later that evening I had seen her in the tavern and she had worn something much more revealing, which had made me remember exactly how lovely and shapely she was underneath all of those layers of clothing. In truth, I wouldn't have minded waking up every day to wake her up in such a manner.

That was probably a good idea.

"I need you to listen carefully," I said, sitting up and leaning over her. "This is very important."

She nodded slowly and gave me a curious look as I continued.

"If anything happens to me, or if you are taken prisoner, then you must go immediately to Ariadne's house. Don't take anyone else along. Go straight to Ariadne and tell her that she will be safe with Father Tomas, because he loves her and won't harm her. You must promise me that you will do this for me."

"What happens to me?" she asked softly. "Will you die?"

My heart lurched painfully, reminding me just how fragile life was and how much I wanted her to live. But I was already too late. "No," I answered quickly. "But I might. I hope not, but if I don't make it back here then I want you to take care of Ariadne for me."

Her face hardened suddenly. "You've given me no reason to trust your orders."

"Trust them or not," I said quietly. "But you need to follow them."

"Why? What possible reason could I have for trusting your orders when I have absolutely nothing to gain?"

I hesitated. "There are things that I am doing, things that you can't begin to comprehend yet. I have no guarantee that I will survive this war."

She stared at me in silence for a moment, trying to decide whether to believe me. Finally, she nodded. "Fine. But I'm not taking anyone with me. I'll see her right now."

"Then you're going alone," I said, reaching over and putting my hand on hers. "Because if you come back and bring her with you then it might give her family or friends a reason to question why she left with me."

She nodded again. "I suppose you're right. Thank you, Father Tomas."

She stood up and slipped on her robe, then walked away without looking back. I sighed as I watched her leave. Now it was just me and my thoughts.

"Well, now what?" I asked aloud.

For a long time, I sat in silence, trying to find a way to sort through all of the emotions churning inside me. I knew that I couldn't go after her, not right now, but that didn't stop my mind from turning over and over and over the things she had said. How did someone even begin to plan an assassination? And why would they try to kill me when there was a lot more powerful people in town who deserved the same fate?

I finally decided to go back to sleep rather than spend the whole night wondering about it. I wasn't sure what I was hoping to accomplish, if anything, but at least I could rest easy knowing that I had done everything within my power to protect the two most important people in my life.

It helped a little.

The next morning, I ate breakfast with Father Smentil and we talked about his plans for the day. As we were getting ready to leave, however, he stopped me. He held out a folded piece of parchment towards me.

"I received this last night," he said, holding it out with a smile. "Is it meant for you?"

I took it and opened it, seeing only the single word written on the front: Father.

***

Father Tomas,

Thank you for helping Ariadne last night. I know that she appreciates it deeply. I wish that we could have told her ourselves, but you will understand when you arrive where I need you to meet me. If you have any trouble finding me, please send Ariadne back home. She may stay there while you wait for me to return. Tell her that I love her.

—Seth

I reread the note three times before tucking it into my pocket. It seemed like there was a hidden message in those words, although I couldn't quite figure out what. Was it meant to let him know where I was, or was it a sign that he knew what I had been planning with Nevin? Either way, it was probably best not to draw attention to myself by following directions that might lead Seth to me. Still, that left me with several questions unanswered. Why would he help me? Where was he going to meet me? What was he planning to do to me?

I spent the entire ride up to the top of the cliff thinking about it, even though it was hard to concentrate given the pain in my head. The headache got steadily worse until the end of the trip when the priest stopped at a small farmhouse outside of town and told me to wait inside while he went out and spoke with the farmer. After an hour, the old man walked back inside, shaking his head slowly.

"We're in luck," he said quietly. "I think we've found the girl."

"And?" I asked as the old man pulled me up by my arm and led me outside, "how is that possible?"

He paused, glancing down at the ground nervously. "She's not exactly... human," he answered finally.

"What do you mean?" I asked, confused.

"I'll show you," he said, leading me up a short path to a small barn. Once inside, he closed the door behind us and gestured for me to sit down against one wall.

"You'll have to take off your shirt so that I can check the wounds again," he said, sitting down beside me. "They haven't gotten any better, and I'd really like to know if you're healing properly."

"Of course," I said as he began pulling his shirt open. "Do they look bad to you?"

He frowned at them. "Yes, they do," he admitted, touching the wound on my chest where the arrow had gone in. "Your skin has healed, but it looks like it may be tearing again when we get the arrowhead out. You may need a new bandage once we're done. But, overall, you appear to be healing well."

He moved to the other wounds, examining them closely. Then he put one hand on my shoulder and another on my stomach, and looked up at me sadly.

"I'm sorry, son," he said sadly. "But these will never heal completely. They'll just keep hurting until you die, unless..."

He trailed off, biting his lower lip thoughtfully for a moment, then sighed.

"I don't see any other way for you to survive this," he said finally.

"Unless what?" I demanded, tensing up defensively, as if I could somehow hold back the inevitable.

"I can remove the arrows," he said quietly. "If they were made by an expert, there may still be metal fragments inside. Even if there aren't, the shafts may become infected if they remain inside long enough."

I stared at him, my face frozen in shock as I tried to decide whether it would hurt more to live with an arrow in my body, or to die from infection.

"It isn't your decision to make alone, Father," the old man continued softly. "I'll do it. Just tell me how much money you want."

"Money?" I sputtered incredulously. "How could you possibly charge me for saving my life? That would be robbery!"

"I'm not a thief, Tomas," Father Tomas replied gently. "That's between us and God. I promise you that it won't change our relationship. You owe me nothing."

"You don't know what you're asking!" I protested, trying to push past him so that I could leave.

His hand shot out, grabbing me by the shoulder, stopping me cold.

"Tomas," he said quietly, looking directly into my eyes, "you don't want to die. I can fix you. Please trust me."

I looked down at him helplessly, unable to refuse without admitting that I didn't care enough to risk dying of infection. He was right. If he removed the arrowheads and cleaned out the wound, I wouldn't suffer. And I owed him for saving my life. There was no reason to deny it to myself or him.

I nodded slowly, then glanced at the old man's hand gripping my shoulder and quickly jerked it away. "Okay," I said, "if that's what you want."

The priest grinned weakly, his eyes bright with relief and something else I couldn't read.

"Good," he said, standing up and walking to his saddlebags. He returned shortly carrying a bundle wrapped in cloth, which he held out to me. "Here. Pay the man for his work and give him whatever you think he deserves."

I opened the cloth carefully, revealing a beautiful knife. It was slightly curved and had a smooth blade that appeared to be made of steel rather than wood or bone. The hilt was carved to resemble a wolf's head, its long muzzle hanging limp over one side of the sheath.

"Father Tomas made this for me many years ago," the old man explained, smiling fondly. "I've been keeping it in case I needed to use it ever since."

He watched my face closely, expecting some reaction to his revelation, but I only sat staring at the knife in surprise.

"I hope you'll forgive me for withholding it so long, Tomas," he continued apologetically. "I should have given it to you before now."

"Why did you wait until I nearly died?" I asked angrily, glaring up at him.

"Because I didn't want you to die," Father Tomas responded gently, "and I wasn't sure if you'd accept it if I offered it earlier. This is all just my fault."

I nodded, realizing that he was speaking truth. His decision to withhold it, however noble or misguided, was entirely his responsibility.

"Thank you, Father," I said after a moment, putting the knife carefully into my belt.

He looked surprised for a moment, but soon smiled again and patted me on the arm.

"Now we need to get you home," he said, rising from his place in front of the fireplace, "before your mother worries herself sick."

It took two days to return to the village of Stagwater where my father was born. We rode through snow-covered forest in near silence. My father's face had a haunted look about it, and I knew he was brooding about whatever it was he hadn't told me. As we drew closer to town, I grew increasingly nervous. The last time I had seen my hometown, there had been no snow. The roads had been clear and dry, and we had ridden past dozens of farmers heading to market. Now everything seemed different. Every building stood shuttered against the cold, their windows dark and empty.

The streets were even more barren than the buildings. Only a few people passed us as we rode through the village, and I saw none of them smile or say hello. Most of those who passed looked angry or frightened; some looked both.

We came to a large wooden gate that blocked the entrance to the city, and guardsmen wearing black uniforms with red trim emerged from the guard house beside it. They stopped us immediately and demanded to see our papers. I handed the guard my father's papers while Father Tomas spoke quietly to him. After a moment, the soldier turned back to me.

"This way, sir," he said brusquely, gesturing towards the center of town. We followed him along a cobblestone street to a small stone building with a sign outside that read "Stagwater City Hall." Inside, the guard knocked twice at an ornate brass door set into the wall at the far end of the hall. A moment later, we heard a muffled voice call to come in. We entered a small chamber decorated in deep reds and golds. An elderly woman sat behind a desk, her long hair done in intricate braids, wearing a gown of shimmering silk.

She motioned for Father Tomas to sit before her. He sat across from her and bowed his head reverently. She waited for a long while before speaking, her fingers stroking the thick gold ring on her finger with nervous energy.

"I must thank you for coming here today, Tomas," she finally said. "You honor us with your presence, despite how late you arrived."

Father Tomas raised his eyes to meet hers, and the woman noticed something new about him for the first time. Her gaze traveled down to his arms and torso before returning to his face once again. I could tell by the sharp intake of breath that she was looking at his scars. I had never seen such a look on anyone's face before, especially not someone so old.

"Your wounds are impressive," she said finally. "But what happened? How did you get these?"

"I'm sorry, ma'am," he replied hesitantly, "I don't know what you mean."

Her expression remained hard for several moments before she nodded her acceptance.

"Very well then," she said. "What do you plan to do here, Father Tomas?"

The priest sighed softly, obviously uncomfortable with the question.

"First, I need to visit the cathedral and give thanks to the gods for my survival," he answered.

"That won't be possible," she stated bluntly, "not until after tomorrow's ritual."

The priest frowned in confusion. "Ritual?" he asked. "What ritual?"

"Tomorrow night, we will gather as a community to pray for the health and prosperity of Stagwater," she explained. "There is much to celebrate this year, and our people must come together as one to give thanks."

"Yes, I understand," Father Tomas agreed, "but I also need to speak with your mayor. He will require my presence and guidance tonight during the ritual."

The old woman looked at him suspiciously, but only for a moment. "I suppose that can be arranged," she said after a pause. "But you should know that Mayor Piety will not welcome your interference in our ways. He does not want you telling others what the gods expect of us. I am sure you understand."

"As I have always understood it, my faith is personal and private," he said.

"Then you are free to practice your religion anywhere within the limits of the law," she responded sharply. "However, if you choose to preach your beliefs to any other person, especially a citizen of Stagwater, you must first receive my permission. Otherwise, you are subject to arrest."

Father Tomas nodded. "I understand."

After a moment, the old woman leaned forward and whispered something into the priest's ear. When she finished, he stood up with a broad grin.

"Thank you, ma'am," he said cheerfully. "It will be my pleasure to guide Mayor Piety through the ritual tonight."

"You're dismissed," the old woman instructed sternly. "And please don't forget to bring your priest-scribe when you return. There will be important things to record, and I'm sure you'll remember them better if they're written down."

Father Tomas smiled as he left the room with a flourish and returned to us.

"Now then," he said, turning towards me. "If you wish to remain in Stagwater, we must leave now."

I looked up at him and nodded. He took my hand and led me out the front door of the mayor's office. The old woman watched us leave with a sad smile. I turned to her just before we exited the building.

"I think she liked you," I said. "You really made an impression on her."

The old woman shook her head and chuckled to herself. "I wonder if she realizes how much of a fool she sounds when she says that?"

***

Father Tomas led me through the backstreets of town until we reached the edge of town. As soon as we were beyond the limits of the village, he spoke.

"We must find somewhere to rest for the night," he told me. "And I will require water, food, and fresh clothing."

"Of course," I agreed, "but why?"

"To answer that, we must return to my church in the city of Osrung," he replied. "But first I would like you to see something."

He led me across a small stream to where a large oak tree lay on its side, dead and rotten from decades of exposure to the elements. The priest pointed to the base of the tree. In the center of its roots, there was a circular hole about two feet deep. It had been bored perfectly into the living wood of the tree, and the priest knew exactly who to ask about it.

"This is no ordinary tree," he told me as we walked over. "This tree is a special kind of tree. This is a tree that belonged to a man named Jalan Everild, a woodsman who lived in the woods outside of Osrung some thirty years ago."

"Thirty years!" I scoffed incredulously. "A tree that old shouldn't even be alive!"

"Jalan Everild loved this tree very much," Father Tomas told me. "He spent many hours alone in this forest working at his craft. He carved wooden figurines and furniture for the houses of the villagers in Osrung. He was a good man."

The priest stared at me solemnly as though trying to read my mind. After a long moment, he nodded to himself.

"Jalan and his wife had two children, both girls. Their names were Lina and Elinor. They had been married for twenty-five years."

I felt sick hearing his words, knowing they were true. My thoughts shifted to my own parents, and the pain came flooding back. I didn't have to pretend to feel sorry for these people anymore.

Father Tomas continued, his voice quiet and sad. "Lina was six and Elinor was four when their father was slain by robbers while out in the forest one day, hunting. They were so young when they lost him that Lina didn't even remember him, and Elinor couldn't speak about him without crying."

The priest stopped walking and put a hand on my shoulder, forcing me to face him.

"Jalan's murder was never solved," he said, "and there was nothing anyone could do to bring him justice or to provide closure for his family. However, there is one thing that can be done."

"What?" I asked in a low whisper, tears streaming down my face.

He sighed heavily as he wiped my tears away.

"This tree is a symbol of hope. Jalan Everild planted the seed inside of it, and it grew and thrived despite all odds, even without sunlight or soil. It stands now as a testament to life eternal and rebirth."

The priest removed a leather pouch from his bag. Inside was a tiny white rose, dried and shriveled but still intact.

"This is a symbol of hope," he explained. "This plant grows only when placed under a certain light; it is called the soul flower. It will bloom when placed upon the grave of a loved one and watered with blood."

I looked at him in confusion. "That doesn't make any sense."

"It isn't supposed to," he assured me, taking another step closer. "Only one person has ever succeeded in growing this flower, and it was after being given special instruction from their ancestors in the Other World."

He reached into the leather pouch again. This time he brought out a small vial of clear liquid, stoppered tightly with wax. He held it up to the dying sun as he began to explain what I was seeing.

"In order to grow the soul flower, you need an object to represent your loved one. You have seen this before—the leather pouch in which I carry the soul flower is filled with a tiny piece of my mother's hair. She died in childbirth almost seventy years ago, and yet somehow this tiny fragment of her remains. I believe that this plant represents her in some way, and that is why I am able to successfully grow the soul flower within it."

The priest took the vial and opened it, removing several long strands of silky black hair and placing them in front of me on the grass.

"Here," he said as he pushed aside my hands. "Place this in the hole in the tree and water it with your blood."

The hairs seemed familiar. I had seen something similar in the Other World...

No! It couldn't be! But I recognized the hair. I saw it in the mirror at the castle. I knew it. There was no mistake. These were my mother's.

The priest stood silently beside me as I looked at the ground, shaking my head in denial.

"Is it not possible?" he asked softly.

My mother. No, that wasn't possible. How could I possibly be her son? She was already dead when I was born...

The memories flooded back then, as they often did these days. The night my mother gave birth to me. Her screams echoed in my memory as she lay in the bed, bleeding out. My father rushed in, panicked. I can still see him standing there, holding the knife, ready to kill me as he watched my mother die.

Then everything changed. My father dropped the knife and instead picked me up in his arms, cradling me against his chest as he rocked back and forth sobbing and calling for my mother to come back. And she did, for just a second, as if she heard my father's plea and decided that she wanted to stay.

The next time I saw her, she was dead. So many years had passed since that fateful night that it was hard for me to remember the details now, but I remembered those brief moments of seeing her face, smiling, alive, in the room with us. Then, before my eyes, she was gone.

It was only later, once I started having nightmares about being murdered, that I realized that maybe this was more than just a dream or some strange occurrence induced by the magic of the Other World. Maybe my mother really did return from the afterlife and watch over me like she promised.

And now it appeared that I was somehow connected to her, as well.

I felt suddenly weak and dizzy. Father Tomas stepped closer, wrapping his arms around me to support me, and I let out a whimper of pain as I fell forward onto my knees.

Father Tomas put a hand on my shoulder as he leaned close and whispered in my ear.

"Your mother came to me last year and asked that I give you the same message she spoke to me."

I shook my head, unable to speak. I didn't want to hear what he was going to tell me.

"Jalan, my son," he continued in a calm tone. "I have waited many years for your arrival here."

"But... But how could I... I don't even know—"

"You are my son," Father Tomas said simply. "We both know this is true. I have known for a long time now, before you were even conceived. And though we have been separated by distance, your mother never stopped thinking of you."

His voice trailed off and he paused, waiting patiently until I could answer.

"What?" I asked in a quiet whisper, looking into Father Tomas' face as he stared at me with deep sadness in his eyes.

"You are my son, Jalan. You were meant to be. I will help you find the truth—as she would wish—but not yet."

"But—why?"

Father Tomas sighed.

"Because the time has not come for your journey to begin yet."

He reached down and placed a gentle hand on the back of my neck. I winced away from him as he pressed against the wound in my side, and he gently lifted me into his arms as I tried to pull free.

"She wants you to rest first, and to heal."

"I'm healed," I protested as he held me tightly, ignoring my squirming attempts to get loose.

Father Tomas carried me to the edge of the clearing and set me down gently on the ground before kneeling in front of me, leaning so close that I could smell his breath.

"This is the truth," Father Tomas said slowly. "Your mother died soon after giving birth to you, and for the rest of your life you lived under the protection of a powerful family. I do not know who they were; they paid me well. I was told to protect you, to ensure that you grew healthy and strong, but not to teach you anything. That is why I brought you here today."

I blinked up at the priest, realizing finally where I knew him from. He had saved me during the battle outside the village of Loredo. We had fought together then, and he had used a spell to keep the enemy soldiers away from me while I escaped through the woods. I remembered his voice then, and the way he called me by name, speaking my true name without any trace of mockery.

He was the one who had found me on the day of the festival when I wandered away from the camp. It took him a little longer to realize what I had become, and he spent several hours with me before the others arrived back at the camp with the news that I was missing.

"What did you mean when you told me that my mother sent you?" I asked as Father Tomas sat back on his haunches.

"Jalan..." Father Tomas smiled sadly. "Your mother's final message for you was simple: She wished to see the child she lost."

I nodded slowly, feeling tears starting in my eyes as Father Tomas spoke the words.

"There is a woman," Father Tomas said. "Her name is Alaria, and she has waited for many years for you to arrive, like your mother did before you."

The priest stood abruptly and left me alone in the clearing, walking quickly back toward the path leading deeper into the forest.

"Alaria," I whispered, sitting still and holding myself upright with a hand on my throbbing side. "Alaria is waiting for me?"

I heard something behind me and turned in time to catch sight of another person standing in the shadows beneath an oak tree, watching me with a smile on his face.

"Yes," he said quietly. "She awaits you there."

I stood slowly, wincing again as I stretched the bandage across my wounded side, making sure it covered all of the injury. I walked to the edge of the clearing, stopping to look around, trying to remember where I had seen this place before. The forest had a different feel to it than any other place I had ever been. There was an energy here, and a sense of age and history beyond anything else I had ever encountered.

A sudden rush of memory swept over me as I gazed at the great trees surrounding me, remembering a similar forest I had explored with my father when I was very young. My parents had taken us on a short hike near the edge of our land. The trail was a narrow one, and as we hiked through the dense forest, my parents talked about how this area had been inhabited since before recorded time and was rich with legends and stories.

We had passed through that same clearing, and the priest's words rang in my ears as he spoke once more, bringing my memories back fully.

"Your mother was right to send me," he had said quietly, standing beside me as we peered down into a valley far below. "This is the place of your birth. The forest is your home, and no other place could ever feel like it."

I looked back up the slope and saw the clearing again, surrounded by towering trees, and felt myself smiling.

I stepped forward, following the path as it wound its way through the dense foliage to the entrance of the clearing.

I entered slowly, looking around warily as my feet touched the grass at the edge of the clearing. I heard voices coming from inside, and I stopped, listening intently. There seemed to be a lot of them, and they were talking in loud tones. One voice was very deep, and I realized as I listened to it that it was my own.

I stood there frozen, listening, until someone cleared his throat nearby.

"Who are you?" a man asked, speaking in a quiet, but stern tone. "And what are you doing in here?"

I stared at him in shock. His hair was silver-grey, long enough to fall past his shoulders, and his eyes were the most piercing green I had ever seen, almost glowing in the shadowed clearing. They were so bright that I couldn't help but notice them as he came closer.

His clothes were dark grey, almost black, and there was an aura of power around him, a subtle sense that this man was very old.

He stopped about ten paces away and regarded me carefully, looking me up and down.

"You are very tall," he said thoughtfully, "and well built. You have not aged since the last time I saw you, though. That makes no sense."

"Father Tomas..." I whispered as a wave of relief washed through me.

"I know your name, boy," Father Tomas said gently, nodding. He studied me again, looking me over with a keen eye. "I am glad you made it back."

"Me too," I said, suddenly aware of how much I wanted his approval. For some reason I had never been able to understand, I really didn't want him to think badly of me. I had always felt that I was less than my brothers, and I wanted him to tell me I hadn't failed completely. It wasn't important that he approve of me; I just wanted to hear those words come from his lips.

The priest looked me over with a critical eye and nodded slowly.

"Well done, Tomas," he said finally. "I knew that you would return safely."

"Thank you," I said, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. "That means a lot to me. You were... you're..."

He smiled then, and I could see it was genuine.

"My son," he said simply. Then he looked around the clearing as if checking to make sure no one else was within earshot. "What happened? How did you get here?"

I took a deep breath and told him everything. I left nothing out, except perhaps the part about finding the dead bodies scattered around the clearing, and even I found it hard to bring myself to talk about it. When I finished, however, his expression remained unchanged.

"I'm sorry for your loss," he said, his voice gentle and caring. "But don't worry. Your people will be avenged."

"How can you say that?" I whispered angrily. "We lost everyone! What if there isn't anyone left to do anything for them?"

"There must be," he replied firmly, shaking his head. "We'll find them."

"I don't know how," I said bitterly, knowing that I sounded pathetic. "My father has gone missing along with the rest of the crew and the rest of my people. I doubt they are still alive. I've already searched the entire valley and there was nobody living here when I arrived."

"They will be fine, Tomas," he said with certainty. "If they are here, I know we will find them."

I frowned and nodded slowly. "Yes, sir," I said. Then I turned to leave, but the priest called after me.

"Don't forget your weapons," he said.

I hesitated for a moment before turning around again, feeling foolish. The priest's tone made me uneasy and I was suddenly aware of how tired and filthy I really was. Still, I needed my weapons more than I needed clean clothing or food. They might need them too, and I didn't know what lay ahead of us on our journey home.

Father Tomas smiled and handed me my sword belt and two shortswords. I took them gratefully and sheathed my swords, making sure that each was securely fastened at my waist. Then I picked up the satchel containing the holy book, which Father Tomas gave me. I slung it over my shoulder and looked expectantly at the priest.

"Let's go, then," I said, and started walking quickly away from the clearing. I hoped I wouldn't regret saying that.

As soon as we stepped into the forest again, Father Tomas spoke to me in a commanding voice.

"Keep moving, Tomas," he said urgently. "Don't stop until we reach the edge of the forest."

I glanced over my shoulder and saw that there were a handful of figures following us, all armed and armoured with shields at their backs.

"Why?" I asked. "We should wait for—"

"No, Tomas," he interrupted sternly, and I swallowed my words. "You listen to me carefully. We don't know who they are, or why they are here. They might not be friendly. If we stay where we are and talk, things will likely become dangerous very quickly. Trust me; if they're here to kill us, they won't hesitate. You need to trust me."

He was right; they were certainly hostile enough, judging by the looks on their faces. There were five of them, wearing heavy steel armour with helmets hanging low around their faces, hiding their features behind black iron plates. One of the men looked to be the leader; he had a long beard, and he glared at us with an intensity I found terrifying.

They didn't look like bandits or thieves, though, and they clearly weren't soldiers from either side. They wore strange metal masks and carried strange, curved blades instead of spears or halberds. I wasn't sure what to make of them yet, but I was certain of one thing: Father Tomas was right; they were here to kill us, and there was no reason for them to have been following us unless they wanted to kill us. I felt the hairs stand up on the back of my neck and wished that I hadn't spoken so loudly.

"What are your names?" the leader demanded, drawing his sword and raising his shield for emphasis. He held his other hand up high so that we could see it, and it looked very sharp.

The priest didn't answer immediately, and I realised that I probably should have. Perhaps I would be better off just keeping quiet, after all. Then again, I knew that this man had a lot of influence within his order, and that I needed his help now. My best chance of getting through this alive seemed to lie with the man in charge, and I couldn't think of any other choice but to try and convince him otherwise.

"My name is Tomas Piety," I said, holding my hands up so that he could see that I had no weapons. "I'm the captain of a mercenary company, travelling in search of work."

"Mercenary?" the bearded leader growled. "Aye, you may be. But what company is that? Who hired you and what did they want? And what was all this about the priest giving orders?"

I blinked in surprise. That seemed reasonable enough to ask given what we were doing, even though it was none of their business. I also wondered what he meant when he said that the priest was giving orders. It sounded almost as if he thought that this man had some sort of authority over Father Tomas himself, but I couldn't imagine such a thing.

"That's a good question," I said slowly. "We've only just arrived and haven't met many people on our way through, so we don't really know much about any of the other companies. We came across the priest because we heard someone praying for protection in the forest, and since he seems to be a friend of St Thomas, we followed him to see what he wanted. Now that you say that..." I frowned and looked down at my feet, realising that it probably wasn't the best idea ever to admit that I had gone out of my way to find the priest in the first place.

It was too late, anyway. The priest looked like he had already guessed that something was going on, and he scowled at me with his fists clenched so tight that they were white against his dark skin.

"What are you trying to do?" he rasped. "Are you here to attack us? Are you working for some other group? Do you think we can't handle ourselves?"

I shook my head and sighed softly.

"Look, I don't know any more than I told you," I said, holding up my hands helplessly. "I am sorry if I offended anyone, and I promise not to tell anyone anything else. Please, just leave me and Father Tomas alone and let us get to our destination safely."

I could sense my father's presence inside me, urging caution with each heartbeat as I waited for the priest to decide whether to believe me or not. The priest's eyes narrowed slightly as he looked at me and my stomach dropped. For a moment, I wondered whether I'd made a mistake coming here at all. I knew how dangerous these woods could be, after all, and I wasn't entirely sure that my life was worth risking just for the sake of helping a stranger in need.

Then the priest turned away, and his companions followed him, walking past us without so much as glancing our way. As soon as they were out of sight, I breathed a sigh of relief and started laughing softly to myself.

"Father Tomas!" I gasped, unable to stop the laughter welling up despite the seriousness of the situation. "You're a terrible liar!"

The priest gave me a look of pure hatred and walked away in silence. I watched him go, feeling relieved by my escape, then turned back to the road ahead, wondering where I might sleep tonight. After all, I had no choice but to wait until morning before continuing towards the capital.

As soon as we had left the priest behind, I began to feel better about things. If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn't have believed that the man actually spoke with the voice of a god, but the way that he commanded everyone around him made it hard to ignore. Even the soldiers looked nervous whenever he approached, and that was a lot of men to make afraid of one man.

When I reached into my coat pocket, however, I found that the little vial I had taken from the priest was missing. The empty space in my pocket felt very odd, especially since it meant that my father's power was no longer with me. It also worried me because there was nothing stopping him from finding me again unless I could prevent that somehow. There was no time to think about that now, of course.

All I had to do was hope that my plan would work, and that the rest of my mercenaries would follow through on their end of things. In truth, I had no idea what I expected them to do once we got to the castle, so I had no idea how that might work. My biggest fear, though, was that they would all run off and abandon me before we got to where we needed to be.

In any case, I had to trust that they would do the right thing.

"We need to hurry," I said. "I need to reach the capital before the sun sets."

There was a long pause before my companions responded, and I realised that they must have been deep in thought. They didn't seem angry at me anymore, but they did seem troubled as they looked at each other.

Finally, Jovian nodded, and his words came out slow and careful as they seemed to search his mind for the right words.

"What is your plan?" he asked.

I shrugged.

"I'm not sure yet," I admitted. "If it works, it should be easy enough for us to get in and find the queen. Once she has spoken, everything will be clear, I suppose. If it doesn't... Well, I've already done everything in my power."

A long silence stretched between us until finally, the mercenary shook his head and sighed. He looked tired and worn down, which worried me even more.

"Let's move," he said, starting forward without waiting for an answer. "I think we're all ready to move on."

That was good enough for me. We set off at a fast walk, staying close together as I kept my senses open, listening for any hint of pursuit. As it turned out, we weren't pursued at all. Perhaps the priest had scared the soldiers away before I could catch them.

Whatever the case, we marched onwards in silence, and when the sun fell below the horizon behind us we still hadn't found any sign of trouble. All of a sudden, however, I heard shouts from behind us – and this time there was no mistaking those cries of alarm for anything else. I glanced behind me as we ran, but it took me only moments to realise why the sounds had sounded different.

"Jovian," I panted, my throat dry and raw, "what are you doing? Stop."

He didn't slow down, however, and neither did the others following behind him. The sound of their feet hitting the earth grew louder with each passing second as they sprinted towards the source of the commotion. Soon, I caught a glimpse of the soldiers who had chased after us earlier now running past on the opposite side of the road. For some reason, they were heading away from us, away from the castle, instead of towards it.

My heart sank as I understood what was happening, but I refused to let that deter me. Instead, I put on a burst of speed and caught up with the mercenaries in record time.

"We've got company," I told them. "Keep moving."

The men slowed down immediately at my command, falling into step with me as we followed the fleeing soldiers. At least two hundred men, maybe more, were making a hasty retreat back towards the city centre and its surrounding districts. They weren't running away from the castle, of course – they were running for cover. A handful of them broke into a jog, clearly hoping to cut off our pursuers if they could.

Unfortunately, that wasn't going to happen.

We were too far ahead, and besides, they didn't know about the magic circle. Even as they fled, the soldiers' minds raced, desperately trying to come up with ways to stop the mercenaries from reaching the city walls. They were desperate and terrified, and they knew that their lives were in danger, but despite all of that I saw something else in their eyes that made them look more alive than ever. There was a spark of defiance in their faces as well, something that I never would have seen among a band of soldiers from one of the more established nations.

Perhaps it was only because these men were so young. Maybe it was because they were all fresh-faced and eager, unlike their veteran counterparts who had seen much of the world and lived to tell about it. Regardless, I had no doubt that the next time I saw them, they would be even better prepared for battle. They would be seasoned veterans who had survived countless battles.

They were still just boys though, and they all knew it.

The first man to make it through the gate was a soldier wearing the standard garb of a captain; I recognised him instantly. He had led the soldiers chasing after us earlier, but now he stopped cold, staring wide-eyed at the sight of the mercenaries behind us. I watched him as he tried to think of a way to fight back, but in the end, he didn't have to think about it for very long at all. His men charged forward again, and soon he was being torn apart by blades, his blood flowing over the stone flags as it soaked into the ground beneath his dying body.

Another man came flying in from behind, taking down two soldiers with one punch before he was knocked off balance by a sword thrust that split his torso in half. One man fought bravely, fighting with a ferocity that spoke volumes of his desire to survive – but it was all in vain, and before long he too fell, leaving only three men standing behind us. Two of those men died quickly, but the third managed to break free of the ring of steel surrounding him and ran for his life.

I didn't need to follow him, not when I already knew where he was going. The mercenary had been right when she said that the castle was in ruins. The upper levels had collapsed entirely, but that was all right. It gave me an idea.

The first thing I did was take the ring of silver wire out of my pouch and hold it aloft, casting my mind across the city. I reached deep within myself, seeking out the other rings of magic that were linked to this one. Each ring would work independently until they merged with this single ring, at which point everything would fall apart like a set of dominoes collapsing in upon themselves. Once the magic was broken, it would be easy to bring down the castle itself, and I knew how.

I took another deep breath and released my mind's grasp on the rest of the city, focusing solely on the ruins of the castle. When I did so, something happened inside of me – I felt it, a sudden rush of energy coursing through my veins, and then I heard a voice speaking to me in my head.

"You must be the one called Alabast," it said. "I have waited so very long for you, my child."

It took me a moment to realise that it was a woman's voice, and as my mind slowly began to adjust to the fact that I wasn't imagining things, the meaning of her words became clear. That was the ring of magic that I'd seen in the visions back in Lursa. This ring had created the whole damned vision. This was the key to everything, and it had finally found me.

The voice grew distant, and I realised that it was telling me something about my father.

"He was a great man," it continued. "A good man. But he lost himself somewhere along the line. You must help him find his way once more. He knows it is your destiny as well, and you cannot deny that. Do this for me, and perhaps one day, when it comes to pass, you will join him and me in the afterlife."

My father? The thought sent a shiver down my spine. Was she really talking about my father? Or was this some kind of trick? Perhaps some kind of magic, conjured by some dark and powerful sorcery – I could almost hear her laughter echoing around us.

No, no. I couldn't let that happen. I had to stay focused. She had spoken to me about my father – what did that mean? Was there some way that I might be able to reach out to him? If so, this was my chance. It was now or never.

I looked around me again, scanning the ruined walls for the most likely route up to the upper levels of the castle. There were several sets of stairs, broken and crumbling, leading upwards, but they wouldn't do for climbing. Not without ropes. But ropes would get tangled and snagged, and they would slow us down too much if we wanted to be sure of getting up there unnoticed. What else could I use?

I turned my eyes towards the nearby tower that was built on the side of a hill that overlooked the entire valley and town below. Its top had fallen in years ago, but part of the remaining structure still jutted into the sky, just above the level of the ruins. The stone blocks were thick enough that even a human should be able to climb them, provided they were strong enough, and they were also tall enough to provide ample cover for any guards who happened to look up. And, best of all, they stood alone, completely detached from the rest of the castle.

The plan was perfect; there was nothing to go wrong. All we needed was a distraction, something big enough to draw the castle's attention away from us and give us time to make our escape. We'd be halfway to safety before anyone even knew that anything was amiss. Then, when we got back to the city, we could spread the word amongst the other mercenaries and begin the revolution – the one that I'd always dreamed of starting. One that would bring real change to this wretched place, instead of mere reforms. I was going to be a hero, and everyone would know it. Everyone would know it...

As my eyes swept the area once more, I saw a glint of light reflected off the stones. A few minutes later I was standing over the body of an old soldier, lying dead next to the collapsed remains of what used to be a staircase. The poor bastard looked to have been crushed under his own weight – either from being trapped inside the rubble or from falling against it while trying to scramble out of his way. Either way, he'd died quickly, and now his corpse would act as a distraction, giving me the time that I needed.

I crouched low over his still form and pulled his cloak over myself. The smell of blood was heavy in the air already, and if anyone came sniffing round soon, there would be trouble. I made my way along the broken steps until I reached a gap between two large boulders where the tower stood alone. It was high, with only four floors visible at this stage. From here, I could see that it had been constructed of a grey stone with streaks of black running through it like veins – it was quite beautiful really, if not a little sinister.

The tower itself was covered in ivy which was creeping ever closer to the edge of the tower, threatening to drag it back to the ground. It seemed odd to see the vines growing around a structure such as this, considering how far they had to travel to find any nutrients. Even stranger than that was the fact that this particular type of vine only grew on three sides of the tower, leaving one side completely bare – almost as though someone had tried to block off the view from the outside world somehow.

The windows of the first floor were all boarded up with boards of wood. They looked sturdy, and I could imagine them being able to withstand most forms of attack, assuming the attacker was skilled enough to take advantage of the height that they offered. Of course, I had no intention of attacking anything; that wasn't my style. No, I intended to simply climb up to the top of the tower, slip inside, and wait there until everyone was distracted by the sound of fighting below. It sounded simple enough...

It took me a while to find the right foothold with my fingers and toes, but eventually I managed to scale my way onto the roof of the tower without any difficulty. The tiles were rough and unforgiving on my hands and feet, but there was nothing that I could do about that at this point. I climbed across the roof and stopped when I was close enough to the window. It was a good size, wide enough to allow two people inside at once, and its shutters were closed tight so that there was no chance that anyone would be able to see in and watch me as I made my way up to the second level.

I reached out and put my hand on the door handle. It felt surprisingly solid, like it could easily survive even a direct hit from a musketball fired at short range. I gave the lock a quick twist and watched as the mechanism slid open with ease. I pushed the door ajar with my foot and peered inside.

The room was empty apart from a small table with chairs around it. There was a single window, looking down towards the valley. There were stairs leading downwards into the darkness.

This is what they call a dead end...

I turned the corner and found myself face-to-face with a tall man wearing a dark green uniform. His hair was neatly cut to a length which fell to just above the nape of his neck. He had the sort of build that many men would pay good money for, if only to be able to look like him in their spare time.

"Hello," said the man, "and welcome to my tower."

He raised his arm and pointed a finger directly at me. My eyes widened at the sight of the blade sheathed in his fist. I'd heard rumours that the army employed swordsmen of a similar caliber, but I hadn't expected to actually encounter one in such a confined space.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"Do you really think that you can hide from me?" he asked, "You may have escaped my wrath before, but that won't happen again..."

"Who are you?" I asked.

"I'm the commander of this regiment," he answered, "I have a very keen eye for detail. You're probably wondering why I didn't see your escape attempt coming – well, it's because I saw it all. I knew exactly who would try to sneak into the tower, and what you were going to use to distract my guards long enough to get away. That makes me one step ahead of you now. Don't worry though – I don't know exactly where you live, and neither does anybody else, so it seems highly unlikely that we'll meet again. After all, I have more important things to attend to than hunting down a common criminal..."

And with those words, he pulled the sword out of his belt and swung it hard at me. As I ducked under the blow I realised how vulnerable he must be to the weapon he carried: the tip was sharpened to such an extent that it sliced through my clothing with hardly any effort. If he hadn't been holding on to the hilt with both hands, I might have lost my head.

I rolled out of the way and sprang to my feet. I was already drawing my own knife as I did so. The blade of my dagger came down on the commander's exposed hand and severed his grip on the sword. The blade bounced back up and caught him on the side of the head, knocking him over backwards. The commander let out a muffled gasp as blood poured from his wound onto the floorboards behind him.

I kicked his body hard in the ribs and sent him rolling onto his front. I jumped on top of him and pressed the tip of my dagger into the base of his throat. He stared at me blankly, eyes glazed over. I couldn't tell if he was still alive or not.

<You're killing him,> said Baston, <I'm sure there's another way!>

I ignored his voice in my mind, and continued my assault. Blood sprayed up my arms as I stabbed him repeatedly. I twisted his neck until I was sure that I'd heard something crack. The commander stopped moving. I let go of his neck and backed off to stand beside Baston.

Baston looked pale, but he seemed to be breathing normally. I wiped the blood from my blades on my trousers and then took Baston by the shoulder and helped him stand.

"Are you alright?" I asked.

"I will be fine," he said, "but I need a drink..."

He started walking forwards but stumbled, and I grabbed hold of him and guided him into a sitting position on one of the chairs.

"Here," I said, handing him a glass of water, "you've got to stay hydrated."

He drank most of the contents in a few large gulps, and then handed me the glass. I held it up to my ear and sniffed suspiciously; there wasn't even any hint of alcohol remaining in the glass. I put it down next to the corpse and looked at the blood on my hands.

"What do we do now?" whispered Baston.

"We get out of here," I replied, "we leave the city and never return."

"How are we supposed to survive outside this place? They'll come looking for us..."

"No," I said, "they won't. We're fugitives, remember? Nobody knows us out there – we're anonymous. They can't track us down, and even if they could, all they'll find is your bloody clothes. There's no trail for them to follow."

I looked towards the door. One of the soldiers was standing there, sword drawn but unmoving.

"Go!" I urged Baston, "Get out of here! Leave me here to die..."

I didn't have to order the man to do it; he turned and bolted for the stairs as fast as he could run. I heard someone scream after him, but I didn't turn around to look. Instead, I stood up and approached the commander's corpse, crouching down to check on him.

His face was pale, and I suspected that he was dying. A lot of blood had pooled between his legs; his breathing was shallow, and every now and then he'd make a choking sound. It was clear that he wasn't long for this world, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. I reached down and cut open his robes at the waist. Beneath the material he wore a simple cotton undershirt, and I pulled that up over his head before pulling the material away. His chest was completely bare. He looked like a child, lying there, naked, with his skin almost as white as mine.

I took one of his wrists in my hand and drew his arm upwards; his bony elbow made a cracking noise as it bent beneath the strain. Then, I grasped the knife and brought it down on his wrist with as much force as I could muster. The blade slid easily through his skin and bone, severing the tendons without any resistance. He gasped again, but no more blood came forth. In fact, he didn't seem to feel much pain at all.

I repeated the process on both his forearms, and when I was done I placed his hands together on his stomach.

"I don't know what else I'm supposed to do," I said, "so I guess that means that you're dead. Sorry about that."

The man gave a sigh and rolled his head back, staring up at the ceiling. His mouth opened, and I thought that he was going to say something, but instead he coughed a few times and spat some blood onto the floor.

I watched the blood trickle across the stone tiles and then fall to the ground, watching it flow towards the drain and disappear forever. It struck me then how similar it felt to when I had been killed by the priestess: the same sort of sickening feeling, the same kind of helplessness... I felt the urge to vomit welling up inside of me, but managed to suppress it.

I looked down at his face and found myself smiling. There was a small patch of brown hair growing on his chin and cheeks – probably due to years of being clean shaven by his officers. His jaw muscles were strong, and despite his age he was in excellent shape; clearly he kept himself fit during the winter months, because the rest of him was hard and lean. The commander looked peaceful in death, and I couldn't help but pity him for having lived such a short life.

The commander was dead, and I had killed him. Now it was time to take control of this situation. I stepped over to the door and pulled at the handle, but it wouldn't budge. I tried again, shaking my head, and still nothing happened. The only way out was through the window, but that was impossible – not until I got rid of the corpses behind me. Even then, I wasn't sure that I would be able to squeeze my bulk through the narrow opening.

Then, as I was considering my options, I saw a faint glimmer of light coming from above. Someone was shining a torch somewhere out in the corridor. I glanced back towards the dead commander, and wondered what I should do with him. Then I decided that it wouldn't matter. If anyone followed us down here then they deserved whatever came their way – I mean, they'd just murdered an innocent man in cold blood, for the crime of simply disagreeing with them.

There wasn't really anywhere to hide the body either, but there was another problem: it was likely that the soldiers had already reported the incident to the commanders of the other squads. If I left the body here then someone might come along later and find it, and that would be bad news for me.

I moved quickly towards the doorway; the light was getting brighter now. When I reached the entrance the first soldier appeared around the corner, looking down into the room before raising his weapon and pointing it straight at my heart.

"Don't move!" he yelled.

The second man came into view a moment later, moving forward at a jog, torchlight flashing off of his helmet. The first soldier shouted something, and pointed towards me. I nodded my head, and waited.

A third man stepped into view, this one holding a pair of swords. He was carrying no torches, and he was wearing full plate armour that covered him from head to toe; it was clear that these men didn't want to have to fight their way through any more traps.

I glanced back to the bodies behind me – the first two lay slumped against the wall, their weapons clutched in frozen hands, while the third sat up, rubbing his head and staring around him. It seemed obvious who had killed whom, and there wasn't much doubt as to what would happen next.

The first soldier raised his sword, preparing to charge forward – then I charged forwards too, slamming into his chest, sending him staggering backwards. My shoulder caught him in the gut and sent him toppling to the ground, and although he managed to roll onto his side before hitting the ground he still landed heavily and started to cough.

I stood over him, looking down at him as he gasped for air. "Didn't expect that, did you?" I asked, as I held the flat of my blade near his throat.

He nodded weakly, unable to speak.

"Good," I said. Then I turned my attention to the remaining two soldiers. The two of them were standing motionless, neither looking like they wanted to attack or flee. Both of them had drawn steel, and even though they were outnumbered I could tell that they weren't planning anything stupid.

That suited me just fine.

One of the soldiers raised her shield high, blocking my thrusts, while the other swung his longsword wildly at me. His movements were clumsy, and it seemed like he had never trained with a sword before.

The two of them backed away from me, circling around each other nervously. I let them get a little bit closer and then lashed out with my dagger, catching the first man in the neck and driving the blade deep into his neck. He fell forwards and landed on top of the other man, knocking him to the ground.

I walked over to the fallen man, and lifted his head by the hair, forcing him to look up at me. "Who are you?" I asked him.

He stared blankly at me for a few seconds, then began to shake his head and mumble. "N-no... I don't know you..."

I tightened my grip on his head so that I was strangling him, then pulled the knife free of his neck and shoved the point hard into the base of his skull. There was a loud crack as his skull fractured, and he collapsed into a lifeless heap.

I looked up to see the two guards standing motionless. They had both taken the opportunity to draw steel – their swords flashed in the torchlight as they attacked me.

They were obviously no more experienced with a sword than their companion had been, because although they managed to parry some of my attacks I was able to strike them both several times without suffering any serious damage myself. After that, they stopped attacking and circled around me like dogs, their swords levelled and ready to stab me in the back if given half a chance.

I was about to kill them when a thought occurred to me, and I hesitated. These guys were probably supposed to keep me alive, and I was sure that they didn't want to take me somewhere where a lot of other people knew who I was. Killing them wasn't going to help me escape.

Still... killing them meant leaving them behind. If they told anyone about my visit then the whole world would soon be after me. Even if I escaped from here and somehow got to a city, it wouldn't be long before the authorities found me again. Maybe these people knew a secret path out of town?

My hesitation lasted only a few moments, but it was enough for one of the guards to lunge forwards and stab me in the stomach. The blade plunged into my flesh, tearing open my shirt and drawing a thick gout of blood that spurted from my chest.

It hurt a hell of a lot, but I gritted my teeth and ignored the pain. Instead, I drew back my leg and kicked him in the face as hard as I could. His nose shattered under the impact, spraying blood all over my clothes and making him stagger backwards. He stumbled sideways and almost tripped over one of the corpses lying on the floor.

The guard cursed and spun around, reaching for his sword. I ducked and grabbed his wrist, forcing him to drop his weapon. He grunted in surprise as I twisted his arm up behind him until he screamed in agony, then I punched him hard in the stomach, forcing the air out of him and doubling him over.

I took hold of his throat with one hand, then slammed my knee into his groin as hard as I could. That caused him to double over once more, gasping for breath and clutching his crotch.

Then I stabbed him through the throat. It wasn't easy – he fought me with everything he had, desperately trying to pull away from me and struggling to draw a single breath as he clutched his wound and writhed on the ground. He finally stopped moving after a moment, and I stood there breathing heavily, staring down at his corpse for a few seconds before wiping my bloody hands clean on the dead man's clothing and retrieving my dagger.

I picked up the dead man's sword as well and held it up for a few seconds, thinking about how much easier it would have been for me to use a short sword instead. This heavy bastard was going to be a lot harder to swing in close quarters than anything else, and I doubted that it would ever become comfortable in my hands. Still... the longer blade made an awful lot of sense to me now.

I glanced at the door leading out of this room. I wanted to leave now, but I needed something to tie up the guards. It had never even crossed my mind before, but I suddenly realised just what kind of situation I was in. My captors might not have known I was coming – they may not even have suspected that I'd been watching them all this time – but now that I had seen them with my own eyes they were going to realise that something was wrong.

They would search every room looking for me, and they would find the bodies of their companions. When that happened they would panic – they would call the rest of their friends, and the whole damn city would soon turn out to hunt me down. I didn't want any of these guardsmen talking. Not yet, anyway, because that way led straight to death.

The best option was to cut their throats and dump the bodies somewhere. There wasn't really anywhere for me to hide their weapons, though, so they would still come after me eventually. In fact, I doubted that I would even be safe here for very long. They must already have some idea of where I was staying, because otherwise it would take too long for word to get out about my appearance in the palace. I doubted that there was any point in hiding the bodies – whoever came to claim them would recognise them immediately.

If I left right now I had no doubt that someone would see me and follow me outside. I needed more than a day or two, however, to make preparations, and it was obvious that nobody was going to believe that I was innocent. These people weren't stupid; it had been obvious even before I entered the room that they would know I hadn't gone down fighting, not unless I could fool everyone. I would need to convince everyone that I was the victim of a vicious conspiracy, something that only my supposed enemies could be capable of carrying out.

A few minutes later I emerged from the room, closing the door carefully behind me. As far as I could tell no-one had noticed anything untoward. It seemed that they were busy searching the rooms, but they hadn't actually started moving any furniture yet. A glance around the corridor showed me no sign of anyone who might have heard the noise or spotted me while I was killing the guardsmen.

Still, caution first. I had killed several men inside the palace, so I couldn't expect help. If I could get to my room without being discovered that would save me a lot of trouble.

I slipped along the corridor and opened the nearest door, slipping inside and locking the latch behind me. I glanced out of the window to check if anybody had followed me from the room next door, and saw nobody standing nearby.

"Good," I muttered. "Hopefully I can slip out of here unseen and then disappear."

I pulled myself out of sight and waited a moment, listening for any sound of movement from the adjoining room. Once I was sure that nobody was going to enter, I pushed open the door and crept across the hall towards the stairs. I didn't think that it was likely, but there was always a possibility that somebody else would hear the noise and come out to investigate.

At least they would have to look hard before they found the bodies, I decided grimly.

There was a small kitchen off the main corridor leading downwards. I ducked inside and closed the door quietly behind me. There was a large pantry cupboard at the rear, and I opened it cautiously. Inside I found a large number of bottles filled with various liquids: wine, beer, spirits... even a few jars labelled "poison". I took one of each and carried them back over to the stairs, putting them down on the landing before closing the doors again. The sound would draw attention, and once someone started asking questions there wouldn't be enough time to move them away. Still, it would keep people guessing, which was what I wanted.

It was possible that they might find a bottle or jar that they knew belonged to them, but by then I could already be in the river with a good story. Nobody ever questioned those whose deaths were officially recorded as an accident. That's what made poison so useful – nobody cared who died accidentally as long as it wasn't you.

I stepped out onto the landing, glancing around quickly as I did so. Everything seemed clear. No sign of movement, no hint that anyone was following me. Now all that remained was to work out where to go and how to do it.

My heart was pounding as I turned and hurried through the corridor. It wouldn't take too much to lose myself in this huge palace complex, even though it was well built to withstand just such eventualities. I could probably spend days wandering around, finding myself lost and disoriented before finally stumbling across a guard patrol. Of course, that would only happen if I let things slip my mind for even a second, and I couldn't afford to make any mistakes.

It was dark by now and I was tired, but I had no choice other than to hurry back up to my rooms. If I went out into the city now without any warning, then my pursuers would start looking for me in earnest. There was also the risk that I'd be recognised by somebody who had seen me earlier or overheard something. For some reason, people were surprisingly adept at remembering faces, even when they don't know what it is that you're supposedly famous for doing. I couldn't count on anyone else making an obvious mistake, so I needed to stay alert.

I paused outside my room. I could feel my pulse quicken and sweat prickling the skin on the backs of my arms, despite the chilly night air. My fingers were shaking slightly and my breath came out in ragged gasps. I had to force myself to remember that this was what I wanted, what I needed. This wasn't some desperate rush into danger; it was something that I had planned for in advance. It was necessary.

Slowly, I raised the dagger high and then brought it crashing down against the heavy wooden door with a satisfying crack that echoed through the hall. With a loud creak I threw the door open and slipped inside.

The door slammed shut behind me with a thud that sounded almost like a gunshot. I felt a momentary panic, wondering whether I had left it unlocked. Then I realised that there was no way that anyone else could have heard the noise. Only somebody in my room would have known about the damage, and they obviously weren't going anywhere.

As quickly as possible I checked every corner of the room, looking for signs of another intruder. All looked fine, and then I began searching through my belongings to see if I had missed anything. A few minutes later, I relaxed somewhat.

"At least I'm still clean," I said softly to myself as I stood staring down at the broken door. "So far, anyway..."

With a sigh I walked over to my bed and sat down heavily, trying not to think about why it was that I needed to kill two servants before I could sleep.
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