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CHAPTER ONE


The city was more crowded than usual. The pulsing capital of the empire was always active and full of life, but things were different these days. A popular ruler was being celebrated for surviving another year on the throne and maintaining the peace and prosperity that had filled the empire since the War that Wasn’t with the Skarafari.

What impressed Elric, the commander of the Emperor’s Eagles, was that Tryam had survived in the role for almost a decade. His actions had bettered the empire, but they had also earned him his fair share of enemies. Most of them were from within, folks who bowed deep and loudly praised the authority of one so young.

Tryam hadn’t done much, and Elric thought that was why they had done so well. Emperors with egos decided they knew what was best for everyone and destroyed everything they had fought to build. The finest compliment he could give the kid was that, for the most part, Tryam was willing to set his ego aside and allow those who knew what they were doing to carry things forward.

On top of that, he did an admirable job of acting as the figurehead and ensuring that his subjects believed he ran everything. Folks sang songs about him being the first to cross the river at Threnhall’s. Paintings had been created, as well as entries in the history books. Nobody wanted to say that the DeathEaters had taken Fenera before Tryam’s crossing was made, thus winning the war.

It was assumed that the emperor had ordered it, but those who were closely involved knew Skharr had gone off and done what he usually did. The emperor took advantage of the circumstances to win a war before it even started. The Skarafari Dominion then fell under the empire’s aegis, and in the five years that followed, it enjoyed the same level of success as the rest of the empire.

Still, Tryam was human. He would eventually give in to his ego and screw everything up. As emperors got older, that was what they did. It had happened to his father, and even if it didn’t, he would eventually die, and the empire would be inherited by a lesser man who didn’t understand what needed to be done. Thousands would die, and the empire would shatter. All the work Tryam had done would have been for nothing.

It was time to move on and the only way to move past the dangers that would plague them for centuries to come. Humans wouldn’t appreciate the changes because most of them were too short-sighted to understand what happened around them. As much as he wanted to drive the point home, too many of the lords and ladies would take his lecturing as an attempt to take power from them.

The young emperor was only a bandage on a festering wound. He could slow everything down, but the death and decay of the empire were all but inevitable.

Elric covered his head as the streets ahead of him filled with those who wanted to celebrate. He didn’t enjoy disguising himself to move through the city, but it was easier to do what he needed without being spotted.

People were generally interested in avoiding Elric’s attention and would if they recognized him on the streets. This rendezvous didn’t allow for that, and plenty of folks whispered of his comings and goings. If the knowledge about who he was meeting with spread, he would be lucky if Tryam had him executed. More likely, the young emperor would pretend that nothing was wrong, but his sister would slip a dagger into Elric’s back.

Micah had a devious mind that would use the lord commander’s treachery as a stone with which to kill two birds. She was one of the most influential architects of the peace and prosperity the empire enjoyed for the moment.

He kept his hood lowered and pretended to take sips from a bottle to ensure that nobody thought he was anything but a drunkard enjoying the celebrations too enthusiastically. His weapons were at hand, quick to access if he needed to defend himself. For the moment, the crowd had moved on, and he was on an empty street.

Elric did not drop his guise. He still stumbled over the cobbles and muttered to himself while he worked his way through progressively shoddier streets. The closer he got to the river docks, the worse the paving got, and the holes where the cobbles were missing were filled with a muck that was not mud despite its brown color. Folk couldn’t be bothered to carry their refuse a couple of blocks to the gutters, and even if they did, most of the gutters were clogged up from the recent rains.

Most of the city wasn’t like that, but the cleaners were notorious for taking coin from the rich on top of what they earned from the palace. They made a lot more cleaning the wealthier neighborhoods three or four times a month instead of the one time that was scheduled, and the rest of the city suffered as a result.

Elric had tried to address the problem, but the corruption was difficult to root out. In the end, the cleaners threatened to leave their jobs, and there would have been nobody to clean. It was a conundrum he was too busy to resolve.

He lowered the hood. His face was in shadow thanks to the fading light, but he couldn’t be too careful. This way, if someone spotted him acting suspiciously, they couldn’t tell who he was.

After a quick check to ensure that he was not being followed, he slipped into a bakery that had recently been abandoned, but not because the owner had fallen on hard times. The place had been destroyed by vandals with nothing better to do. It would take some effort to restore everything to working order, but the oven was still in reasonable condition. Even though the place smelled like piss and sweat, it wouldn’t take much to open the business again.

That was not what he was there for. A section of the room had been cleaned, dusted, and filled with a table and chairs. Simple furniture, but enough to give the current occupant comfort while she waited.

“You’re late.” She lifted her cowl and raised a goblet to her lips. She appeared to be a child, although there was something unsettling about her eyes. They were the only element of her appearance that spoke of her true age. The long, delicate ears poking out from her silver hair exposed what she was since only high elves had ears that long.

Elric ran his fingers through his hair and touched his human ears. “You’re lying.” The other elves in the room straightened at his words. They’d been so still when he entered that he almost hadn’t noticed them.

“Pardon me?” She raised an eyebrow.

He could be killed by her slightest gesture, but Elric was confident that she needed him. She wouldn’t kill him over a bit of disrespect. “I arrived less than an hour after sunset, as you instructed. That’s not late, which means that something went wrong. It wasn’t on my end.”

She smiled and motioned for him to take a seat. “You’re later than I would have liked. I do not enjoy skulking around and hiding from the world, much less in places like this. I would have preferred it if you arrived the moment the sun set.”

“I had duties to attend to, and I could not have marched down here in uniform.” Elric bowed his head. “I do apologize for my tardiness, however.”

“It’s of no consequence.” She flicked her fingers, and her guards relaxed.

“I don’t know why you bother to wander about with this bunch.” He cleared his throat when the group turned their eyes on him. “Nothing against them. I’m sure they are mighty warriors, but it’s not as though you need them to defend you, is it?”

She delicately shrugged. “I suppose not, but others have certain expectations for those in my position, just as there are expectations for those in your position. You remember your role?”

“Of course. Your instructions allowed me to locate the passages that were only listed by the original architects of the palace.”

“Excellent. You will have the troops you need, but not before it is time.”

“You’ll need to make it happen before the emperor’s birthday.” Elric raised an eyebrow. “All other targets will have their guard up afterward. Speaking of which, you never did tell me who you wanted killed.”

“And I will not until I need you to know.” She stood, and her guards approached her. She ignored them and went over to where Elric sat.

He flinched when she stroked his cheek. “You are the man for the job, are you not, Elric?”

“I am your man.” He swallowed, hating that she enjoyed making him uncomfortable.

“Excellent.”
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“You’re worrying.”

“What?”

“You’re chewing your nails. You don’t do that unless you’re worrying about something, and I think I know what it is.”

Sera dragged her horse to a halt and faced Micah. The rest of their entourage paused. None looked like they wanted to hear what the sisters discussed. Micah nudged her stallion forward a few steps and circled Sera.

“You don’t need to know what’s going on in my mind.” Sera nudged her own horse forward. She knew how to keep Micah on edge. “You’re in the minds of everyone else in the empire. You don’t have to dig into my thoughts.”

Micah smirked. “You’re not that difficult. You’re worrying about Theron. About Skharr caring for him without you.”

Sera sighed. “Maybe. A little bit. Not so much.”

“Skharr has many failings. He cannot be bothered to control his bloodlust. His wanderlust is legendary, and there are aspects of his upbringing that make me think that being raised in a barn would have been a level above what he was subjected to.” She shook her head. “You are aware that he and I have not been on the best of terms since his misadventures in the Skarafari Dominion.”

“The misadventures that saved the empire from a bloody war we didn’t know we could win?”

“He kept me out of his plans. That was the problem.” Micah narrowed her eyes. “I sent him to deal with a situation at Threnhall’s, and the next thing I knew, he went off to assassinate one of their mathims, then went deeper into their territory. I’m an intelligence specialist. You must understand why I took that personally.”

“I think you had a point hidden in there somewhere.”

Micah raised an eyebrow. “Oh, right. For all his many failings, he has one redeeming quality: he is an amazing father. Theron loves him, and there is a softness to the man when he deals with the child or with you. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that.”

“You don’t understand.” Sera sighed. “I am aware that as the son of a DeathEater as well as mine, Theron will have violent tendencies and will have to successfully defend himself. We will ensure that, but Skharr has his own ways of preparing Theron. They are dangerous, although his upbringing has told him that is the only way to prepare a child for a life of violence, war, and death.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He gave him a dagger when he was still a baby.” Sera rolled her eyes. “When he was two years old, Skharr began to wrestle with him and gave him more weapons. He’s modifying the training for my sake, but I know he’ll be taking Theron on a hunting trip, and I’m afraid that nothing will stop him from tapping his own early experiences to raise his DeathEater child.”

Micah grinned and shook her head. “If any child could survive having Skharr for a father, it’s Theron,” Micah scoffed. “He’s growing like a weed. He’ll be taller than me by the time we get back from the capital. And he’s strong. You don’t have to worry about either of them.”

Sera ran her fingers through her hair. This wasn’t supposed to be a long trip. It would take them three days to ride to the capital at the pace they were traveling. The celebrations would last about a week, and then they would ride back. Skharr could handle Theron for a fortnight, and Theron could handle his father for the same amount of time. She couldn’t help but feel worried, but there would be much that required her focus once they were inside the walls.

She realized that when they topped the last hill and looked down at the city. It was one of the largest cities in the world, but it had expanded overnight. Houses and buildings had sprouted from the ground beyond the walls, almost out of control. Hundreds of ships, barges, and other vessels clogged the river, and thousands of people from all corners of the empire and beyond—humans, elves, dwarves, halflings, and many other species—were on the roads that led into the city. Thick columns of smoke and steam rose from every corner of the city since there was no forge, dining establishment, mill, or bakery that didn’t have as much work as it could handle.

It wasn’t just a symptom of the recent successes of the empire, although they did play a part. The emperor’s birthday celebration would be magnificent, so it had drawn folks from all over the empire and beyond.

“They’re calling it the Golden Age of the Empire,” Micah commented as she halted next to Sera. “History tells us that golden ages always happen just before everything comes crashing down. Hopefully, that will be a few generations from now.”

Sera knew better than to bet on the matter. Micah was very aware of how fragile their peace was. Plenty of folks had benefited from the current situation, and those people would get greedy. They would want to improve their positions even more, even if it meant pushing all the others down.

She would have called it the “human condition,” except that it was a plague on most species. It was not always the same, but it existed in some way, shape, or form. Sera nudged her horse forward while one of their men raised Micah’s banner. He rode ahead of them, along with a small troop to escort him and clear the way for the emperor’s half-sisters.

The travelers on the road grumbled, but no one wanted to start their celebration by angering two duchesses who were related to the emperor. Besides, there were mounted Eagles waiting for them at the gate. One raised his fist, and the crowd cleared a path. Neither Sera nor Micah slowed their pace as they rode toward the Janus Gate.

The Eagles took over escort duty after Micah’s and Sera’s party was inside the gates, but despite their authority, the buildings kept people from moving out of the way quickly enough, so they slowed to a crawl. Sera didn’t mind. She wasn’t worried about throngs of people curious as to who they were and why they were being given preferential treatment.

Those grumbles were quickly silenced. Those who did not want to catch the attention of the Eagles saw who they escorted. Micah was well known, but most of the eyes appraised Sera and her sword. Some probably figured out that she was a Blademaster.

Sera’s hand didn’t stray far from her weapon as she scanned their surroundings. There were too many people in the windows and on the rooftops looking down at her, and judging which were threats was close to impossible.

Keeping them safe was the responsibility of the Eagle escorts, but Sera stayed on alert anyway. The party was too vulnerable for her comfort. The emperor had plenty of enemies who would see them as easier targets, and between her, Skharr, and Micah, they’d made many enemies.

Once they cleared the initial press at the gates, they moved through the streets at a brisk trot on their way to the arena. It must have been packed since Sera could hear the roars of those who were inside watching the fights. Three weeks of fights were scheduled as part of the celebration, which showed that the emperor had revitalized the spectacles and made them more popular than ever. None forgot that Tryam had gotten his start in those fights, and he’d ensured they were more entertaining than before as well as safer for the fighters.

Deaths were still possible, but they came every hundred fights instead of every five. Spells made the fights more entertaining as well as safer and provided work for mages who’d been captured or had surrendered after the Skarafari War that Wasn’t.

Sera didn’t know the details, and she didn’t care to. She’d been taught that there were only two reasons to draw her weapon, to train or to kill. The idea of drawing her weapon to entertain a bloodthirsty crowd did not interest her. More to the point, she was worried that it would interest Theron, even if Skharr was too mature to consider proving his abilities in the arena.

She was surprised to find that the DeathEaters’ leader Turan had agreed to fight in the grand finale. She would have thought that the tribe would see it as them being brought out and paraded for the denizens of the empire to remind them that they were allies. There had been elements of diplomacy involved in the decision, just not Skharr’s idea of diplomacy.

No crowd waited at the entrance, but there were more guards. A pair took Sera’s and Micah’s horses by the reins and guided them in and off the streets. The emperor was apparently waiting for them.

That was not a surprising development since Tryam, for all his ambition on the throne, was still interested in the arena fights. Other events would be held, too: foot, horse, and chariot races and mock battles enacted by men in armor who had to claim certain areas of the arena or get a ball made of leather and sap from the Hevea tree through hoops spread out across the sand.

Sera had heard about strategic games planned for the crowd’s amusement, but the fights were the best draw, and thousands were in attendance during this third week. Trainers from across the continent were there to tout their fighters for the empire to see.

The winners would receive massive prizes, but the most valuable prize was the prestige the participants earned. A good fighter could live comfortably for years on the proceeds of one victory without needing to set foot on the sand again.

Roars filled the arena as Sera and Micah reached the emperor’s box. Shouting came from the emperor’s box, too. Sera saw Tryam gesticulating at a fighter who’d been caught by a net another combatant had thrown over his head. The fighter stumbled away from the spear his opponent thrust at him, and he cut himself free from his constraint before attacking again. The net-thrower deflected his sword with a sweep of his spear and forced the swordsman back a step with another sweep.

“Good fights this morning, sire.”

“Excellent fights!”

The people in the emperor’s box were ignored when Tryam saw Sera and Micah standing next to his throne.

“Enjoying yourself?” Micah raised an eyebrow.

“I suppose. Amateur fights are always entertaining. The trainers have taken all the slots available to show off their rosters. I am thankful that they are saving their finest offerings for later in the week.”

He stood and wrapped his arms around them tighter than usual, evidence that the fights had gotten his blood pumping. Sera had a feeling he was anxious to jump into the arena himself.

“How was your trip?” Tryam asked after he pulled away from the embrace and motioned for drinks to be poured for his sisters. “Not too taxing, I hope.”

“As much as I enjoy being in the saddle for three days, I want to spend some time relaxing,” Micah commented.

“You could have taken a carriage.” Tryam shrugged. “Both of you would rather die, I suppose. Either way, I am glad to have you both with me again. Enjoy the fights with me. I was disappointed that Skharr could not join you.”

“He has matters to attend to in the duchy,” Sera quickly inserted. “He would be willing to join you after the celebrations, however.”

“I can’t blame him. The last time he was here, someone tried to have him killed. I imagine he has plenty of enemies inside these walls who would love to make another attempt. Still, it has been five years since anyone in the empire has seen him draw his weapons in anger. I would like to see him test himself against the best in the empire.”

Sera shrugged. “I’m sure he would step on the sand if you asked him to, but please don’t, at least for now. You have another DeathEater preparing to fight before the eyes of the empire.”

“Of course.” Tryam sat and motioned for Sera and Micah to do the same. Once they were seated, he directed his court mage to conjure a privacy spell for the three of them. It muted the noise coming from without and ensured that no one could hear what was being said inside.

“Your last message was worrying,” Micah muttered, using a goblet to cover her lips as she spoke. They couldn’t be heard, but there might be lip-readers in the arena. “You didn’t say what you thought the concerning development was.”

“You should have told me that you were planning coups.” Tryam’s pleasant demeanor faded, although he also ensured that nobody saw his mouth. “You know that I am only too happy to allow you all the operational freedom you need. I trust you to have the empire’s best interests at heart, but please keep me informed if you’re going to attack one of our fucking allies!”

He managed to keep from yelling at Micah since they were being watched.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Unlike her brother, Micah was more than capable of controlling her emotions. “I’ve been on the road for the past three days, remember?”

“If you think I don’t know that you’re capable of remaining on top of your web of intelligence from anywhere on the continent, you must believe I’m an idiot.”

“Brother.” Sera placed a hand on his arm to calm him. “Please tell us what has you so worked up before you make assumptions about us. I’d like to think we’ve earned the benefit of the doubt in this case.”

Tryam scowled and looked at her hand. Sera had learned long ago that a king’s gratitude—or emperor’s, in this case—was fickle and short-lived. The moment someone in power believed there was a threat to his rule, any gratitude disappeared.

It did appear as if their brother would listen to them now, though.

He breathed deeply. “You’re right, and I do believe that everything you do is for the benefit of the empire. I just cannot understand why you are reaching so far. Killing Setta’s archduke days before he was to travel here to determine the future of our trade relationship makes no sense.”

Micah tilted her head. It sounded like something she would do and had done in the past, but only when there was a reason for it. Sera’s sister was a pragmatist above all else, so she would not have made a move against Setta, which had been one of the last kingdoms to sign a peace treaty with the empire, without a reason.

“I did no such thing.” Micah leaned forward. “I’ve been keeping eyes on the archduke since he agreed to sign your peace treaty since I expected him to break it, but I would only make a move against him if I discovered a way to turn it against him. He seemed to know this and never made such a move. He’s always played the part of a trusted ally.”

“Seemed.” Tryam crossed his arms, pausing to watch the end of the fight between the spearman and the net-wielder. The net-holder had the other trapped and tapped him with the tip of his spear. His weapon had been magically blunted and glowed bright green to signify that a killing blow had been landed. “I received word this morning that he was found with his throat slashed, as was his mistress. He’d spent the evening with her, away from his guards and servants. It has been quite the scandal, and his popularity has declined among his prudish subjects.”

Micah shook her head. “That’s not how I would have played that. If I could prove he was spending evenings with his mistress, we would have a lot more to gain by blackmailing him than killing him. Besides, if they could trace his murder to me, it would be an act of war, regardless of the circumstances in which he was found.”

Tryam narrowed his eyes. It sounded like his sister had planned something of the sort in the past, or maybe she was keeping the plan in mind for the future. However, she was right. If she were to act against the man, she would not kill him openly.

“You have to admit that it sounds like something you would have done,” Tryam growled. The swordsman was lifted by his opponent, and both fighters bowed to the crowd, who cheered. Tryam likely had placed some coin on the swordsman taking the victory. “But you’re right. It doesn’t make any sense, and you have earned the benefit of the doubt. We should still consider the implications.”

“Absolutely.” Micah saw the next fighters enter: six men, three wearing red and three in blue.

“There have been a handful of political assassinations in the past six months,” Sera pointed out. “Nothing we haven’t seen before, except that nobody took advantage of what happened, and all that resulted was chaos. The only reason someone would kill like that is if they were on the outside looking in, but nobody was ready to invade the moment that the chaos unfurled.”

Tryam rubbed his hands together as the six fighters saluted him and then each other before engaging.

Sera had never seen a team fight. Both sides formed shield walls to start the fight.

“I do not like this,” Tryam whispered and shook his head. “That’s the second monarch who ruled lands on our borders to die under suspicious circumstances. Even if that was not your doing, someone is trying to make it look like we are responsible.”

“We cannot react,” Micah whispered. “Give them your condolences, but do not help or support any one side. That would make it seem more like you had a monarch who did not suit you removed and are trying to put one who is more amenable in his place.”

“I know better than that,” Tryam snapped. “But someone is acting against us. You need to find out who and why.”

“I’ll have intelligence for you by the end of the day.”


CHAPTER TWO


She had not thought she would end up under the mountain. It was less than a year since she’d completed her masterpiece, but she could not move across the continent and choose where she wanted to land.

Even the masterpiece had been a disappointment. Sigil hadn’t arranged it for her, but he had allowed her to find work herself. Kat was old enough, and she was ready after over a decade under his tutelage.

A captain of the guard had been demanding more and more coin for less work. He did not want to cover the docks and the gates in Fenera for the criminal organizations, and he gave no sign of spending the coin in a way that would benefit everyone. He was getting greedy, and the leaders knew what that meant. They’d seen it plenty of times. When guard captains believed they were irreplaceable, they had to go.

Sigil had been otherwise engaged outside the city, so she had taken the work in his place. She’d expected it to be more difficult and challenging.

The captain liked to drink and also pillage whorehouses, demanding but never paying. There was such a high price on him because he beat the women who didn’t please him as he wished.

The man didn’t drink or roister with his fellow guards. He preferred to keep his vices a secret, so it hadn’t even been difficult. He had spotted Kat on the street and followed her into an alley, thinking he could rape and kill quickly.

She’d gutted him and emptied his coin purse, and nobody had questioned if it had been an assassination. Kat had torn her clothes and doused them in perfume before leaving them in the man’s hands.

The pay had been enough for her to leave Fenera. She hadn’t waited for Sigil to return, although she’d left him a message telling him where she’d gone.

Kat missed her master, but she didn’t have time for introspection after she reached Yorush. The city under the mountain was one of the most populous and the largest dwarf city on the continent. Its tunnels wound through an entire mountain range, although most of those tunnels led to the mines that provided most of its resources. Yorush had had a dozen names over the decades, but nobody bothered to call it anything but the City under the Mountain.

There were enough humans and other races in Yorush for her presence to go unnoticed by most, and her apothecary shop did enough business that nobody asked where she got her coin. She didn’t spend much outside of buying the supplies she needed for the business, as well as for the kills she accepted. It was a good way to live until she could move to where she ultimately wanted to be.

When she reached the imperial capital, she would make the coin she needed to retire in politics, as well as cement her legacy. Kat couldn’t be an assassin all her life, and when she got the opportunity, she enjoyed selling herbs and helping others.

Kat shook her head as she poured seeds into a pestle and ground them into powder. She didn’t enjoy killing since the act was cold and insensitive. Some people talked about feeling sick afterward, but she felt empty. Life meant nothing, which meant that when she was gone, nothing of value would have been removed from the world.

That wasn’t how others in her profession saw it, but Sigil told her if she was going to be in the business, she needed to find a way to make it work in her mind. Otherwise, it would destroy her, one way or the other. She would become a calloused, inhuman monster, willing to kill anything and anyone for a copper, or she would feel cut and be gashed by every death, and there wouldn’t be anything left after she decided it was not the business for her.

Kat still wasn’t sure about being an assassin, but she could carry out the work without it affecting her much, and the many skills she’d learned during her time with Sigil ensured that she could do something else if she wished. She was still young, not even twenty summers, so she had time to work out the details.

A bell rang softly in the front of her shop, and Kat looked up, her right hand slipping under the counter to grasp her throwing knife. Magical bells guarded every entrance to her shop, and the windows and chimney alerted her if something as small as a bird slipped through.

Having the warnings was worth it, even if it meant she woke up three or four times a week when her bells were triggered by a gust of wind or a cat. The spells needed some work, but she couldn’t afford to have them adjusted since they were doing what she needed them to.

“Good afternoon.” Kat slipped the knife into her belt and returned to the mortar and pestle. “Just a moment. I’ll be right with you.”

“Of course. I’ll be here, waiting on the edge of my seat.”

The voice was familiar enough for her to stop again and take up another knife. She could throw equally well with both hands, so even if the first knife missed, it would be enough of a distraction to open her attacker up to the second.

It wouldn’t be necessary today. Kat didn’t know if she could tag Sigil with one of her knives. She’d never managed when they were training, and she had tried. There was a first time for everything, but it didn’t seem she would get an opportunity just now.

“It’s good to see you again, kid.” Sigil studied the knife she held. “Is that necessary?”

Kat didn’t bother lowering the weapons. “I left you nothing but a letter. You might hold a grudge, or someone could have paid you to kill me. In any case, I have no intention of being taken by surprise.”

Her former master smirked. “Excellent. I expected nothing less from someone who’s spent so much time around me. Unfortunately, this is not an opportunity for us to pit our skills against each other, although I cannot promise that such a thing will not come one day. I was brought to the City under the Mountain with a target in mind. I did not know that you had set up here, although it is interesting that you chose to open an apothecary shop.”

“No better way to keep my skills sharp than by learning what makes people of all shapes, sizes, and races function,” she lied. “You have work here? I don’t suppose I could interest you in telling me what brought you to my city?”

Another smirk flickered across his face. No one but her would have seen it.

“You could, mostly because I will need help. I came here looking to tap the local talent since I don’t know much about the city or what kind of security I’ll run into.”

Kat tilted her head. “You thought you could work me for the intelligence?”

“There would be coin in it for you and a lot more if you’d like to join me in the kill. You might need to leave this city behind, including your shop and your current clients.”

“How much coin?”

“Fifty gold for your intelligence and maybe some following and prep work. Seven hundred if you join me in the kill.”

Kat resisted letting her mouth drop open. She’d come to the City under the Mountain—she had no idea how to pronounce the Dwarvish name for it, but that was what it translated to in Common—and funded her shop with a hundred gold. Moving to the capital would take considerably more, especially these days, but seven hundred would let her do so in comfort.

But she knew better than to think this kill would be easy, especially not when it came to dwarves. If someone was paying that much, it was political, and the target would be surrounded by an army.

“I’ll make no promises.” Kat crossed her arms. “Give me your target, and I’ll feed you all you’ll need to know to make the kill before sunset tomorrow.”

Sigil bowed his head. “Appreciated. Also, you should know that there is a group of shits waiting outside to steal from your herb stash.”

She smiled. “I am aware, and their leader is my target. Good of him to come to me, wouldn’t you say?”

“Convenient.”

“I like to think so.”


CHAPTER THREE


People glorified the benefits of growing old. They had to tell themselves how good it was to make the slow, degrading process easier to endure.

Skharr wasn’t quite willing to tell himself the lies, but he wanted to start believing them. His bones ached, his boots felt like dull daggers digging into his soles, and his joints felt like they would collapse. His lungs burned, and his heart was going to jump out of his ribcage at any moment, and it had only been a couple of days on the hunting trip.

“It’s only been five years since you tore down the Skarafari Dominion stone by stone.” Brahgen dragged his pony to a halt next to the barbarian. “Now it looks like you’re struggling to catch your breath.”

“Fuck off.” Skharr allowed himself the luxury of leaning on his knees. “I was not supposed to be alive for this long.”

“How old are you?” Brahgen shook his head. “I’ve never been sure, but I know you’ve been out and in the world for a lot longer than most people have a right to be.”

Skharr took a deep breath and glared at the young dwarf. “You’re lucky. You’ll live on for a century or two after I’m dust. Your uncle will likely outlive me, too. I have an amulet that is supposed to keep this sort of thing from affecting me, but I might have put it through too much since I got my hands on it. I’ll need to have a chat with a mage or two to see if there’s something that can be done about it.”

Brahgen shrugged. “I notice you didn’t answer the question.”

“Would you believe me if I told you I don’t know?”

“No.”

“Have you ever seen me celebrate my day of birth?”

Brahgen opened his mouth and narrowed his eyes. “Now that you mention it, I have not, although I still don’t believe you don’t keep track. Do you keep track of your son’s age?”

Skharr nodded. “Although Sera does a better job of it. And he’ll do an even better one. DeathEaters are not particular about such things. Once I was old enough to travel and defend myself, I went out into the world. Since then, it’s been a constant fight to stay alive. I was in wars. Then I joined a group of pirates for several seasons, then more wars. Then I became a mercenary and fought in more wars. Then I became a farmer.”

“A farmer?” Brahgen tilted his head. “Why don’t I remember that?”

“It only lasted a few seasons. Not even long enough for me to harvest my crops.”

“You never were good at just settling in and thinking about the world, were you? You always took an ax to it and forged it into something you liked a little better.”

“Well, yes, there was that. But Theros was the one who directed me to take a dungeon contract in Verenvan. He was in disguise, but I don’t think I have stopped fighting since then. Not until these past few years.”

Brahgen grinned and shook his head. “I can’t picture you as a farmer.”

“Sure you can. Just think about me taking an ax to the heads of my enemies and change the enemies to a tree. Horse did most of the plowing and tilling.”

Horse snorted.

“You weren’t complaining when you ate half the grain we saved for the winter,” Skharr growled. “Besides, it was right next to Drums Woodland. There would have been nothing peaceful about the time I spent there, especially when the winter rolled around and food became hard to find.”

“Do you think Theros ever did anything with that plot of land?”

Skharr shrugged. It wasn’t as though he didn’t care about the work he carried out, but that had been an act of desperation. There was nothing for him there and never had been. Since he’d met Theros, he had been busy and active, and he had connected with people he cared about.

Horse whinnied softly.

“No, I don’t think you miss your time there.” Skharr shook his head. “You have your tree, and you’ve sired plenty of foals to carry on your legacy. A few are making a name for themselves as racers in the emperor’s arena.”

That earned him another dismissive snort. He knew Horse was happy with their current relaxed lifestyle. Maybe that was why he was having so much difficulty keeping up with Theron. For a couple of winters, he hadn’t left their manse. Sera kept him on his toes by training him with the sword, but it wasn’t the same. A few hours every day, broken up by sips of water and pleasant conversation, didn’t compare to days and days of difficult travel through all kinds of weather.

“Feeling better?” Brahgen nudged his pony forward a few steps. “We are in danger of being left behind by the rest of our party.”

“It’s a hunting trip,” Skharr growled. “They can run after that boar without us.”

Brahgen smiled and patted Skharr on the shoulder as he continued down the road.

Skharr had told the truth. Years and summers were a vague memory for him, and they were of little importance. His age would only start to matter when it took a toll on his body. So far, the amulet had kept that from being a problem, but it wouldn’t last.

Skharr breathed deeply and moved again. There were mages in his duchy and more in Micah’s duchy. She’d been responsible for seeing that the Skarafari mages had honest work instead of falling to banditry and violence because of the change in their lives. Skharr would speak to one of them about giving his amulet a little more power. Or let them study it and create another one for him.

The truth was, he’d looked for Korey. She had a talent with amulets, as she’d told him, and she was the one to speak to about his. However, she left her home after the Skarafari Dominion fell, and the others in the town were loyal enough to her that they refused to say where she’d gone. They’d told him she hadn’t been part of their community until they remembered who he was.

That, or they didn’t like him much. Skharr hadn’t made the best impression on the inhabitants, even if he’d saved most of their young people from being dragged away to join the army and having most of their food taken to feed that army. All they knew was that he was a stranger who was demanding they do as he told them.

Skharr could convince them, but Korey did not want to be found. He didn’t know why, although it was possible that the DeathEaters had scared her, and she didn’t want them to come looking for her. He’d seen similar reactions after people saw what his kin could do on the field of battle.

It wouldn’t have been worth his time anyway. Korey hadn’t told them where she was going, so all he could get out of them was the direction. He hadn’t pushed.

Skharr felt better and continued walking down the path, with Horse trotting behind him. He would have a much easier time if he ever decided to ride, but he wasn’t there yet. Besides, Skharr DeathEater was known throughout the empire for walking everywhere.

Maybe it was ego, but he was not willing to destroy that reputation yet. He rolled his shoulders and picked up his pace. Theron was an avid hunter, and even at six summers, he was a good hand with the bow. He had a shorter bow, only useful for hunting small animals, but still. Gerrold had a boar spear, and they were chasing a large beast that had evaded them the day before. They’d killed rabbits to eat, but the pair had become obsessed with finding that boar.

Gerrold was as close to an older brother as Theron would have. Skharr had put the time into helping the young marquess learn how to be the duke his father wanted him to be, and Gerrold had, in turn, taught Theron everything he knew. It took some of the weight off Skharr’s shoulders.

It also meant his son was comfortable riding a horse while they hunted. Sera had had something to do with that too, so he couldn’t blame the marquess.

Skharr could only brace himself for the trouble his kin would give him for producing the first DeathEater to ride. It was an embarrassment.

Theron wasn’t a full-blooded DeathEater, but that was not an excuse. The DeathEaters had plenty of bastards around the world, and having those children brought back to the Clan by their mothers or fathers was not unheard of.

Embarrassing. Skharr shook his head when he spotted the boy. He had his bow aimed at a spot in the trees where he’d seen the boar. Gerrold was behind him, yelling at him to circle away from the beast. At six, Theron was taller than most dwarves. He was too large to ride a pony, but he looked small riding the brown gelding his mother had picked out for him. The beast was powerful but gentle enough that a baby could ride him.

Those had been Sera’s words. He didn’t know if he agreed with her, but Theron wanted to ride, and Skharr wouldn’t stop the child from doing it. Skharr might have had a difficult time growing up, but that didn’t mean he owed his boy the same.

He would have appreciated it if that boy remembered that his father was getting too old for all the running around. He could outlast every other man in the empire, but that wasn’t enough. Not for him.

“You’re not going to catch up to him on foot,” Brahgen commented when Skharr joined the dwarf. “Take it from me. My little one is younger, and you need a horse to keep up with him.”

Skharr shook his head. Brahgen was too busy running his part of the duchy to visit out of the blue, but he’d have to wait until the dwarf decided to tell him what he was there for.

He needed a breather. No point in letting the dwarf know that, though. “Your uncle sent you here to speak to me.”

“Yes.” Brahgen nodded. “But I don’t see it as urgent, though. He is on his way as well, but he wanted me to come and tell you why he would be here.”

“No time like the present.”

“Right.” They both turned when Theron blew his horn to inform Gerrold that he’d spotted the boar. It was a dangerous creature, and it was always best to ensure they didn’t get themselves caught while they hunted for it.

“How long have you been fighting with Ahverna?” Skharr asked.

“Long enough.”

“So, you’re trying to determine what some intelligence means before you tell me so you can tell her first?”

“Something like that, but Throk didn’t bother telling me what he’d found, only that it terrified him. He wanted you to meet him on the road, and he said it had something to do with what happened when you two were dealing with the Skarafari threat.”

Skharr crossed his arms. The Skarafari threat had presented many mysteries that had never been resolved. Even Theros didn’t understand what the staff was or why someone like Sigil wanted it.

As the years passed, they decided it wasn’t much of a threat, but Skharr had heard whispers and rumors of people being murdered and left behind as messages. Micah never commented on it since she liked to keep everything close to her chest.

It nagged at the back of his mind, and now Throk was bringing his mind back to it. Skharr snorted when his son let off another blast on the horn.

“We might as well finish the hunt. He only gets like this when he can see the beast and has landed a couple of arrows. We’re going in that direction, so we’ll run into him on the way.”

Brahgen nodded. “Better than waiting for him at the manse.”

Skharr turned to Horse. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into carrying me some of the way?”

Horse snorted and tossed his mane.

“I thought not.”


CHAPTER FOUR


The plan didn’t sit right with her, though it wasn’t terrible. It was probably one of his better ideas. Sigil possessed many skills that made him one of the most talented assassins ever to work in the business, but his ability to plan elevated him to the next level. However, one could never trust a plan to go right, so one had to leave oneself room to improvise.

That was one of the lessons Kat had the most difficulty with. Dropping the plan, cutting her losses, and making the best of a bad situation went against every instinct in her body. When she had to, she wouldn’t give up, but her life was not worth taking someone else’s. She could be patient, Sigil insisted.

The Matriarch was a popular figure in the City under the Mountain, and here, she was more powerful than the king. None of the citizens would have thought that someone would want her dead, and if there was an attempt on her life, some said the whole city would rise in her defense.

She did have a full guard, which would make things difficult. They were only there to stop folks from mobbing the Matriarch when she was out and about since every dwarf in the city wanted to touch her hand. They all thought a touch was as good a blessing as any god could conjure.

Kat could imagine what would befall the person who touched her with the intent to harm her. Not that she believed in that nonsense, but it was difficult to shake the thought. If they were caught in the wrong spot during or after the assassination, they would be torn to pieces. They had to act quickly and make sure the dwarves were too busy running for their lives to help anyone else.

She still didn’t like it. The Matriarch was a tough target, and Sigil had not been joking when he’d said she would have to leave the city after her death. She’d done her research, and thankfully, there were thousands of ways to escape the city that didn’t rely on the goodwill of the guards manning the gates.

She didn’t bother telling Sigil about any of them since if he was as skilled as he thought he was, he had figured out how to leave the city without relying on bribes.

Bribes were the easiest and cheapest ways of getting out of a city but the least reliable. When someone as popular as the Matriarch was killed, guards would be suspicious of anyone who tried to slip out of the city unnoticed. In the best case, they would raise the price at the last minute. In the worst case, they would alert everyone in the city about who was trying to escape and why.

No point in risking that, even if it meant she had to crawl through miles of sewers to get out of the city. She’d already plotted the quickest way.

She still needed three or four more ways to leave, though. The plan was to escape while everything was in upheaval. She wasn’t supposed to kill the Matriarch, but she was to take the opportunity if it arose. Her skill with her knives was second to none, and if she came within twenty paces of the old dwarf, she could finish her off.

She preferred to let Sigil make the kill. He had contracted for it. If someone else did the job for him, the client would be angry. They didn’t want anyone else involved in their plots and plans. They would think Sigil had pawned the job off.

She raised the hood above her eyes to see where the rest of the troop was waiting. It had taken effort to hire the others, but she’d finally been able to spread the word that the Matriarch was making her way through the street she’d picked as the best spot to ambush her. Her home and the temple she spent most of her time praying and predicting the future in were fortresses that would require months of effort to penetrate, and there was no easy way out of them.

It had been difficult to get her hands on the Matriarch’s travel plans, but it was worth it. She was meeting with the king about some prophecy or another. They didn’t want to tell the populace, so it was possible that the Matriarch’s prediction was about them plotting her death.

Kat was on edge. If the Matriarch knew they were coming for her, why hadn’t she changed her plans? How detailed were her prophecies?

It didn’t matter. She knew the plan was good. Kat steadied her nerves and watched guards fill the street, then clear it so a palanquin could get through. Kat rubbed her hands together. This was the first time she’d have to relocate after a kill, but she doubted it would be the last. She felt unsettled since she was comfortable in the little world she’d set up in the City under the Mountain.

Maybe she could stay and make a living for herself as an herbalist. She was better than most in the world, and plenty of folks would pay her handsomely to keep them healthy.

She was ready. The street had filled with people who’d been alerted to the Matriarch’s presence. The guards didn’t look unsettled by their presence, but they were quick and efficient at moving them out of the way. She did not stop or join them. The Matriarch was moments from joining the crowd, and she would speak to a handful of the people. Kat’s job was to disperse the guards while they were distracted to clear the way for Sigil.

She didn’t know where he was, and if he didn’t follow through, she could escape with the panicked crowd. Seven hundred gold was not enough for her to put her life on the line. She had the fifty she’d earned for doing the legwork, and that, plus her savings, would be enough to start elsewhere in the empire, closer to the capital.

It was time to put those thoughts aside and focus on her work. The Matriarch had entered the courtyard Kat had picked for the attack, and the dwarf was mobbed when she appeared. Hundreds of locals shouted her name and called for her to make a prediction. One man wanted to know if his caravan would reach its destination and return to profit him. Another wanted to know if her husband was philandering, and another inquired if his daughter would survive the sickness she suffered from.

Dozens of requests came in. The Matriarch answered a few, although she did so in a way that defused fights rather than started them. She spoke to the questioners she could hear through the sheer curtain on her palanquin. People knew better than to try to slow her, but it took work for them to get through the press of people in the courtyard.

Torches illuminated the streets, but the streaks of bright silver that shot through the ceiling of the cavern cast enough light to make it seem like daytime. It felt like forever since Kat had seen the sun rise, but the silver streaks were beautiful too.

Not that she had time to admire the spellwork or even the stonework. She’d done enough of that in her first few months. The houses were carved out of the bedrock.

She drew the glass vials from her pocket and shook them, then rolled them through the crowd. In time, the herbs and chemicals inside would mix, break through the wax seal, and fill the courtyard with thick gray smoke. More likely, someone would step on the thin vials and release the smoke. It worked either way, but she would prefer that someone step on one. The smoke would distract the crowd and keep them from seeing what happened to their Matriarch until it was too late.

The first went off with a pop, and the smoke bubbled up. Those gathered didn’t notice it until some started coughing and tripped over each other to get away from it. She hated the prospect that innocents might be killed by the smoke if they had trouble breathing, but it was the easiest way to get close.

Kat would distract the guards and keep her distance, and Sigil would kill the Matriarch. That was the plan. It wouldn’t work for either alone. It required two players, and either could walk away if the other pulled a double-cross. They didn’t trust one another since they both dealt in death, and it wasn’t the kind of work that allowed them to trust.

Kat’s daggers found their targets in the guards, and the poison on the blades from the small, brightly colored frogs in the south would kill animals ten times the size of the burly dwarves. She twisted out of the way of the convulsing guards, but there were too many, and they were more alert than she would have liked. Two turned to face her, raising their shields to stop her from advancing on the Matriarch as smoke filled the courtyard.

She swayed when one thrust a spear at her chest, then slipped forward with a dagger in both hands. It was not designed for throwing but bore the same poison. Two feints, one to the right and one to the left, drew another guard to her. She slashed the throat of the newcomer and pushed him into the shields of the two blocking her way. She needed them to be out of Sigil’s way, not hers.

Desperation was easy to fake and easier to sell when adrenaline ran high. After she avoided another spear aimed at her throat, a kick at their shields sold it, so when she backed away, they followed, thinking they could pin her down and kill her for her attack.

Her daggers struck two guards who’d joined the pair closing on her, and movement to her right caught Kat’s attention. A cloaked figure moved smoothly through the smoke and crowds. Kat dropped the act and attacked the first guards, flowing around their strikes as if they weren’t moving. She evaded the shields as well, and she slit those guards’ throats before the newcomer arrived. It wasn’t Sigil since he would have attacked the Matriarch, and he was moving toward her, so he was going to kill her, too.

The cloaked figure surged forward. Kat realized it was a woman, and she was not as quick as Sigil. The woman’s sword swept out and slashed in the same movement. Her skill was far beyond that of the guards who defended the Matriarch, and they were as surprised by the woman’s intervention as Kat was.

They didn’t complain, though. Kat ducked the strike. She had a sword if she needed it, but she was not as skilled with the weapon as the newcomer. Kat twisted out of the way and flung daggers at the woman.

Two poisoned daggers in the chest should have killed her before she could even gasp in pain, but neither penetrated. When the cloak swept back, Kat realized the woman wore full plate armor. The other guards were surprised to see it as well.

The plate armor wasn’t the problem. The magic that infused it was, and the chest plate glowed where it had been struck. A paladin, and one of Theros’, no less. Who had brought a god’s personal servant to the party? Kat backed up, evading strikes from the other guards during her retreat.

She wouldn’t run, but she wasn’t prepared to fight a paladin. She needed a hell of a lot more preparation to fight someone like that.

The paladin saw her retreat and sheathed her sword. She drew a spear from inside her cloak, and it glittered with magic, too.

“A cowardly assassin. Who would have thought?” the woman called, her voice muffled by her helmet.

“I didn’t rush into a fight, hiding behind armor and the blessing of the gods,” Kat snapped back. She knew she was being baited into staying, but while she wouldn’t let sharp words get her killed, neither would she let the challenge go unanswered.

The paladin shrugged. “You’re not wrong, but I don’t have poisoned daggers, and only one of us is running away.”

“Can’t run forever.”

Sigil should have aborted the kill. Right now, she was buying him time to cause a distraction that would let her escape. Maybe he was using her as the distraction since he would not fight a paladin either. She would understand it if he did, but she would still hold it against him.

He hadn’t left. She watched him move through the crowd like they were standing still, wielding that silver staff Skharr DeathEater had brought him. She twisted out of the way, hoping to distract the paladin from her former master, but the woman was too good for a distraction to work. She spotted the true threat and turned to him with her spear.

Sigil was not deterred. Kat wondered if he knew how to kill a paladin. As much as she wanted to think her former master had stepped in to protect her, she knew better. He had a bead on the kill, and he wouldn’t give it up, regardless of the problem that had arisen in his wake. Kat didn’t want to get caught between the two, but she could step in and finish the job if Sigil kept the paladin entertained.

“Cassandra, the Barbarian Princess,” Sigil growled after he finished off the last of the guards. “I did not know you were in uniform again.”

“You know me? I’m not surprised, but I don’t think I know you.” Cassandra appeared to understand the threat to her life. She twirled her spear and raised the weapon between her and Sigil. “I will see if I recognize your corpse.”

Sigil didn’t continue bantering but launched forward at a blistering speed, thrusting the staff at her chest.

She was surprised by the speed of his strike, but she knocked the weapon away. Cassandra then counterattacked. Kat didn’t think they were as evenly matched as the paladin surmised, but Sigil was surprised. He used the staff to knock her attacks aside, then rolled his wrists and attacked again.

He was not wielding a staff anymore. Sigil had not told her why he was so desperate to acquire the weapon that he was willing to overturn the government of Fenera despite the dangers that faced him, but Kat supposed having a weapon like that was worth it all. It wasn’t as if he’d gone through much trouble to get it by his standards.

Skharr and his DeathEaters had taken on most of the danger. She remembered them climbing the walls and wondered if her master didn’t belong with the likes of them. She’d researched their clan since then. She might have to fight one herself, so she needed to learn everything about them.

Sigil had done the same. That group of barbarians lived in the mountains and terrorized anyone who traveled through the area. Their fighters left to train out in the world, and those who returned did so with enough coin to sustain the clan.

They were against gods and magic of all sorts, which begged the question of why Skharr had gotten involved in fetching a magic weapon for a skilled assassin. As it turned out, Skharr was no simple barbarian, and there was a lot more information available about him than any other barbarians, even the DeathEaters.

Skharr’s current fame ensured that every person who could afford it would have a DeathEater in their employ, hence her determination to be ready to fight one. Her next target might well have one.

She watched and waited as she’d been taught. The target was still in her palanquin, waiting for the violence to subside. She hadn’t expected an attack, but Cassandra had. The name was familiar, and the armor should have given it away.

Cassandra, the Barbarian Princess. Nothing about her past made her seem like a barbarian, and none of the barbarian clans had any concept of royalty, but she was famous. She’d fought monsters, stopped wars, and even associated with the world’s most famous DeathEater, so it was concerning to see her there.

Sigil was stronger than he appeared, as well as precise, but the barbarian princess was making him fight for his life. He twisted out of the way of one of the paladin’s strikes and hammered his spear, the current form of the staff, into her side. Her armor took the brunt of the blow, but a shower of sparks forced the combatants apart.

Neither seemed surprised, but they paused and inspected the damage the weapons had caused each. They only saw scorch marks, so they attacked again, and Kat inched away. Their battle told her she was out of her depth, and anyway, she’d done her part. Sigil would either succeed and owe her as much coin as she’d ever seen in her life, or he would fail, and she would have to leave the city immediately.

Sigil found her weakness and focused on it. She’d seen that expression in their sparring sessions when he dropped his façade and focused solely on the battle. The princess backpedaled, slapping away strike after strike as Sigil pressed his advantage.

Then it happened; the paladin was a moment too slow to parry, thinking she could land a strike with the delay. She looked down at the spear which, against all odds, was embedded in her armor. Sparks showered, but the silver spear had pierced her chest plate.

She pulled away, stumbling over one of the bodies of the fallen guards. Blood poured from the hole.

Kat knew Sigil didn’t care. Nobody had paid him to kill a paladin, and it seemed as though she was out of the fight, so he turned his attention back to his target. The Matriarch hadn’t moved from her palanquin, and Sigil saw her through the sheer drapes. A quick running leap, followed by a smooth thrust, was all Sigil needed. The elderly dwarf fell over, and the job was done. They now had a very limited window to leave the city.

Kat wanted to leave for her escape point, but she saw a familiar figure in the new crowd that was gathering. They were angry and armed and wanted to avenge their dead Matriarch.

Someone who looked like a child was surrounded by an honor guard. Kat didn’t think the person needed it. She knew she should leave since Sigil would if he was given the opportunity, but she understood that the elf had a hold on her former master.

The nature of the hold was a mystery. She would not get a straight answer from Sigil, but it was possible to get answers. It would be risky, and she would have to fall back to less pleasant escape routes, but the answers would be worth it.

Especially since the elf was probably paying her fee. She climbed to the top of a building and discarded her cloak. It made her look bigger than she was, and without it, she would blend in better. The city would be roiling with the desire to avenge their fallen Matriarch.

The elf was moving away from the scene but had been there to watch it happen. Kat had thought it was an idiotic notion, but Sigil hadn’t been able to dissuade the elf.

The guards were fine warriors, but there was a reason she used Sigil and not them to do her dirty work. After they were dealt with, she could ask what the elf was doing to Sigil. A quick slash of the throat and that hold on her former master would be gone.

No, it wouldn’t be that simple. It couldn’t be, given who he was. Questions would be asked regarding the nature of their relationship.

Kat inched forward, seeing her opening when the guards fanned out to secure the area. She stopped when a hand clamped her shoulder in a tight enough grip to make her wince. Then she was whirled to face another woman. Nobody could sneak up on her like that, not even Sigil.

The woman smiled and raised a finger to her lips. She naturally faded into the shadows she stood in and reminded Kat of the power she had seen in Sigil’s spear and the paladin’s armor.

She was no ordinary observer. That much was obvious.

“You can go down there and get yourself killed,” the shadow woman whispered, studying the group on the street. “Or you can follow me and learn more about what’s happening. Either way, you are playing games that you have no place in. I thought you might want to find out who your opponent is.”

Kat looked down at the guards. The diminutive elf had gone inside one of the buildings and was waiting for Sigil. Her arrogance at setting up in a spot so close to where the assassination had taken place confirmed what the shadow woman was telling her: she might be in over her head. This was beyond politics and petty grievances.

Besides, if the shadow woman wanted her dead, she would be. “Right. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER FIVE


The battle hadn’t gone the way he’d expected it to go, but the job was done. His target was dead, and it was time to move on.

He kept telling himself that, but it had started to lose its meaning.

There was no apparent end to the fighting, and this had been one of the toughest fights of his life. He had no idea where the paladin had come from or why she’d stepped in to help. The fact that she’d appeared out of nowhere told him she’d been expecting the assassination attempt and had been there to stop them.

Kat had been stopped, but she was young and inexperienced. That didn’t mean she hadn’t been invaluable. She knew what to do and had planned everything to perfection.

She’d been right to back away from the fight. She had no weapons that could go against armor that powerful, not a paladin with Theros’ backing. She had committed and engaged, but she had had an opening to leave and taken it. However, failure was not an option for him. He couldn’t fall back and rethink his plan of attack for another time.

If he’d waited any longer, Kat would either be dead or out of reach. Either way, he would be left without his partner. Odd to think of her as his partner instead of his apprentice. It had been almost five years since she left, and he still felt oddly protective of her. Enough for him to know it was a shit thing to involve her in the fight.

He looked down at his body. It had been a long time since it had looked like that after a fight. The paladin had been waiting for him, which meant Theros had been aware of their plans and had an interest in stopping them.

Cassandra had failed. Theros might not treat failure the way Sigil’s sponsors did, but he could not be happy about it, even though Sigil had a weapon more powerful than any blessing he could have put on her armor.

The elf had warned him that the humans’ gods would eventually discover what was happening and pit their avatars against him. That was why she was so insistent that he carry the weapon, although he was not to reveal that he had it until it was necessary.

He hadn’t believed it could save his life in those circumstances, but it had proven itself by slicing through Cassandra’s armor like it was nothing and ending her part in the fight. He doubted he’d managed to kill her, though.

It didn’t matter. The Matriarch was dead, and if Kat got out of the city, he would find a way to pay her what he’d promised. Sigil pulled his armor off to inspect his wounds. Cassandra had earned her fame through blood and sweat, fighting some of the most powerful opponents on the continent. He didn’t doubt she would have been a deadly threat to him if there had been no interference from the gods on both sides but only the two of them.

Still, he was an assassin. Fair fights held no interest for him, or he wouldn’t slit throats while their owners slept or poison someone’s food so he didn’t have to deal with them face to face.

“Shit,” he hissed as he pressed a cloth to a wound on his ribs that had started bleeding again. The armor had kept the wound closed. It had been a lucky strike by the paladin, but lucky strikes killed, and she had raked her spear across his ribs.

The fights would become more difficult the closer they came to their goal, and if he failed or died, the elf had other avatars to continue the work. He doubted someone who had been planning her assault on the continent for the better part of five hundred years would not have contingency plans if her first choices failed.

Sigil also doubted he was her first choice. The marks on his body that had earned him his moniker told anyone who could read them that he was a failure in every way that mattered.

“You need to take better care of yourself.”

He didn’t bother turning. There weren’t many people who could sneak up on him, and most of those would kill him rather than speak to him. Soft hands touched his wounds, covering the bandages and stopping the bleeding. Her magic was different from that of most of the world, but it gave him relief from the pain wracking his body.

“A paladin appeared.” Sigil turned after his wounds allowed him to move without wincing. “I suppose you know what that means.”

“The high gods are dangerously close to uncovering our intentions.” She smiled and extended her hand. “I did tell you to expect trouble.”

He looked at the weapon he held in his right hand and slowly pushed it into hers. It was not his weapon, and he was only able to wield its power because she allowed it.

“Trouble is always to be expected. A paladin is not trouble. She would have succeeded in saving the Matriarch if she had known I carried that weapon.”

“Hypotheticals concern me not.” The childlike elf inspected the weapon and stroked the spots where the silver was scorched. “Regardless, you managed it. I never doubted your abilities.”

He had known that was how she would see it. If the problem had proven to be too much, he would have paid the price.

“But you are right.” The elf cleared her throat. “The high gods are still breathing, and many of their servants can pose a threat to our plans.”

He knew where she was going. He was exhausted after his battle with the paladin, but he still had enough strength to power him through another battle. No telling where that strength came from, but he would fight until there was none left. He had no choice.

“What must I do?”

Her angelic smile sent a chill down his spine every time he saw it. The elf raised her right hand, and a blue ripple extended from the gem in the ring on her forefinger. A tear appeared in the air, like a knife cutting through a sheet, and he could see woods beyond.

“I will guide you,” she whispered.


CHAPTER SIX


It was impossible. She trusted the armor Theros had provided her with. She was his paladin, his weapon in the world. His word and his will.

He had never failed her. Even when she stood clear of him and imposed her own will on the world, he helped her when he could. She did his will, but indirectly, the way Skharr did. It had taken her too long to understand that, but she had made her peace with her role in the world.

She hadn’t thought much about heading into the City under the Mountain and defending the life of a seer who was one of the most popular people in the place. The Matriarch would not allow a paladin to join her ranks since humans were not popular despite being numerous among the inhabitants.

Theros had told her that an attempt would be made on the Matriarch’s life, which meant Cassandra needed to stay close to her night and day. It was difficult to tell which was which under the mountain, and the attempt had taken so long that she wondered where Theros had gotten his information.

He didn’t tell her, and it wasn’t her place to ask, only to obey. Cassandra was still her own person, though, and she had thought perhaps her patron god had been mistaken. Or perhaps the would-be assassins had been deterred when they saw her defending their target.

It was an arrogant thought but one she’d had before. Her boredom disappeared the moment smoke filled the courtyard and a shadow attacked—a young woman, barely an adult by any standard, clearly human behind the black mask she wore.

She was skilled but not powerful enough to beat a paladin in her prime. Cassandra didn’t think she was the main attacker, even though the assassin was good enough to carry it out.

Theros sent her there, and it wasn’t just to deal with a skilled assassin. The main attacker arrived just as the young woman thought to retreat. He was a killer beyond anything she’d seen before, but she thought she could have handled him if he hadn’t drawn that spear.

What a spear! Cassandra could sense magic in most of its forms, and she’d been all over the continent and had experienced all types of enchantments, but that weapon was like nothing she’d ever felt. It crackled when it touched her armor and gave her a headache just to look at it.

She didn’t know if she was alive or dead, but since her shoulder pulsed in time with her heartbeat, she probably wasn’t dead. It was difficult to tell how long that would last since breathing was agony, and it felt like the wound was getting bigger.

Her magic finally stopped the bleeding, rooted out the infection, and gave her some relief from the pain. Cassandra had been screaming in the back of her mind, but it seemed like her physical presence had left her body. She could still feel what was happening, but now the pain was manageable.

She had a feeling it wouldn’t last. She gritted her teeth and tried not to think about the stabbing agony in her shoulder. There was no point in questioning how the spear had gotten through her armor and what damage the ruined armor was doing to her shoulder in turn.

It felt like the world was spinning at twice its normal speed, which was an odd sensation. It wasn’t like she could feel it spinning, yet it was, at least in the back of her mind. She could see the stars twisting and following patterns that didn’t seem possible but were real to her.

A thousand years passed, or a few seconds. After an eternity, she crashed to earth. Her shoulder hurt again, but it was a dull ache instead of the former throbbing agony. She had never been in this room before, but it felt familiar. She didn’t need much time to consider the possibilities.

She knew she’d taken a mortal wound from a powerful magical weapon—the sort people usually didn’t survive encountering. There weren’t many beings who could heal a wound like that, and only one who would choose to help her.

The only conclusion that made sense was that Theros had done so. He couldn’t physically intercede on her behalf during the fighting for reasons that were unclear. There were rules for gods, he said. He could influence events but could not take direct action unless another god had done so and had to be stopped. Otherwise, direct interference would break certain rules of reality and bring about the end of the world as they knew it.

The vagueness had never bothered Cassandra. She’d studied the forms of magic used by gods for her whole life, and she doubted she could even scratch the surface of understanding. She assumed a long, long life was required to do that.

She relaxed in the comfortable bed on which she’d been placed. There was a crackling fire in the hearth and a long table with chairs set out for guests as though it was a feast hall despite the bed. She was currently the only guest. Her armor had been removed, and she’d been left in her undergarments, which were slashed and scorched where the spear had cut her.

Her body was sore, like she’d just been through an immense physical test, and her clothes were stained with old sweat. Thankfully, the spot where she should have had a deep, ugly wound was intact. It ached when she moved her arm like it was still healing, or maybe it would be sore for a while. She’d heard of weapons designed to inflict pain regardless of whether the person survived their wounds.

There were stories of a kingdom in the east that punished criminals by whipping them with instruments that would inflict the same level of pain on those punished years after the wounds healed.

That was a barbaric practice. No, not even barbarians would do something like that. They’d just kill them. Inflict a painful death, yes, but only for days or maybe a week, not years. That kind of pain would drive someone mad.

She didn’t bother to move when she heard voices outside the room. She hadn’t been in Theros’ home before, but she had read accounts by those who had. They spoke of the place being riddled with corridors that held doors and portals to other areas of the world.

Some spots were only accessible to the high god when he needed them, but the central chamber was generally agreed to be Theros’ home, if such a being could be considered as having one. None of the writers knew where it was, and each described it differently.

None had ever described the place as being like the feast hall she was in. It was possible that each chamber was different, and only a handful of mortals had been where she was. Not even Skharr had, as far as she knew.

It was a beautiful place, although it appeared to be in the depths of some remote mountains, a spot only Theros could reach.

“This isn’t anything like we’ve ever seen, Theros,” a woman whispered, although her voice echoed. “This magic was old before we elevated ourselves, and it is beyond dangerous.”

“There were dangerous things in the world when we were young, too.” Theros sounded calm about the notion. “We ourselves were impulsive and dangerous back then, but we have learned our lessons, and aside from a couple of spats here or there, we are now willing to come together in the face of this common enemy. Janus might be an ass, but he’s not stupid. He knows he cannot face this threat alone.”

“I think you have forgotten that he is stupid, as well as an ass. He also possesses an ego the size of a mountain.” The woman paused. “It might interest you to know that this conversation is no longer private.”

Theros chuckled. “I see. I am glad to find you alive and well, Cassandra. Your life hung by a thread for hours.”

She didn’t know what she hoped to gain by acting like she was still asleep. She should have known that someone like Ahverna would sense her if she eavesdropped, but she couldn’t help it. She might learn something, and she had.

Everyone knew that these gods had not been around since the beginning of time. They had been present for so long that most folks had forgotten what the world had been like without them.

Cassandra slowly pushed up from the bed, and her body protested by sending painful spasms down her back. “Alive, yes. I am not as sure about well.”

“Indeed.” Ahverna crossed her arms. “That wound was unlike anything I’ve ever seen, but we were able to dissolve the magical bonds intent on taking your life even after the wound was healed. You will be sore in the area for several days.”

“It seems like lately, there is a great deal you have never seen before.” Cassandra rotated her arm and winced at the resulting pang. “There are old dangers in the world, which I think I know better than most. All those I’ve seen were feral and intent on destruction for its own sake. I don’t think I’ve ever faced a power so focused on taking individual lives.”

“There was an intelligence behind the death of the Matriarch, among others.” Theros crossed his arms. “An intelligence that appears to understand that the status quo is only held up by a handful of strands. If those are cut, chaos will result, and civilization as we know it will come crashing down.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Ahverna interrupted. “What concerns me is that those elements aren’t interested in taking advantage of the chaos they’re causing. They want everything to fall to pieces and have no intention of slowing the process, which tells me there is an outside interest. It wants everything we know of to fall apart so they can gather it all up for themselves.”

Cassandra shook her head. She would have appreciated the knowledge beforehand, and it seemed that Theros had known about the dangers she would face on his behalf and declined to tell her about them.

It was difficult not to feel betrayed by his inaction. She’d been set out like bait to draw in their enemies, and she’d barely survived. Theros had stepped in and kept her alive, but she doubted that he’d done it out of the kindness of his heart. Plenty of folks had been wounded or died in the courtyard, and she was the only one he’d saved. That told her he had plans for her.

She could only hope she wouldn’t run into that assassin again.

Theros approached her ruined armor and collected the chest plate that hadn’t protected her from that spear. It had been better than not having armor, and it had likely been the difference between a life-threatening wound and losing her arm as well as her life.

He inspected the damage, not only in the shoulder but in the spots where the spear had gotten through her defenses. Scorch marks showed where magic had battled magic, demonstrating the kind of damage she had been protected from.

Not that it had mattered in the end. She’d lost, and the Matriarch was dead, although Cassandra thought she’d given as good as she’d gotten. Her spear had wounded the assassin enough times to ensure that he would not fight again for a good long while.

That assumed he didn’t have the same sort of help she did. If he had powerful gods on his side, he could be in a better state than she was in.

Cassandra looked around. “How long have I been out?” It was her first cogent thought since she had returned. She had no idea how long it had taken her to recover. For all she knew, the gods were talking to her after civilization had fallen and had waited for her to awaken before they sent her down to deal with the consequences of her failure.

“That depends on what theory of time you ascribe to,” Theros posited. It sounded like he was being playful, but Cassandra didn’t know if he was trying to tell her something important. “Time is mostly linear, but I’ve experienced streams that are more difficult to understand. You might understand this as a moment caught in a bubble outside what you consider to be your timeline. As such, you can see events in your timeline as progressing a great deal slower here than they are there. You spent a week recovering from your wounds, but it was only three or four hours where you came from.”

Cassandra narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m not sure I understand. A week here only lasts three or four hours?”

“You’ve got it.”

“This is how you live?” That sounded both delightful and hellish. Watching the world inch forward would allow her to get a lot more done in less time, but it would be infuriating to see everything go by so slowly.

“Not always. I can play with the laws of time and space in this place, but not to the point of breaking them. It takes a substantial understanding not only of the magical laws but also the laws ruling space and time.”

Ahverna rolled her eyes. “Not that you have bothered to teach us your tricks.”

“I could teach you, but as I told you last time, it would require years of instruction to so much as scratch the surface. I spent my first hundred or so years as a god in seclusion for a reason, learning about the world while you, Janus, and the others started fights and wars because you were bored. I was a scholar before I took a role in the wars. Eternal life for the likes of Janus, who bores easily, is torturous, which is why he can’t keep himself from picking fights with anyone and everyone.”

“It’s like you said, you were a scholar before any of this started. I was a thief and a damn good one.”

Cassandra felt like they’d lost track of the conversation. “As interesting as this is, we have more pressing matters to discuss.”

There was nothing she wanted to do more than sit and have her gods lecture her on where they came from and what they had done in the early days. Cassandra was relieved to find that she hadn’t lost all her time recovering, even if it had taken a week off her life. Then again, she would be lucky if a week mattered when it came down to the end, and she was curious to find out how it was even possible.

But they had more important matters to deal with. Knowledge for knowledge’s sake would have to wait.

“Of course.” Theros placed her ruined armor on a nearby table and nodded. “The type of power required to break my blessing on this armor isn’t unheard of, but I thought it was gone from the world. One of the other gods could do it, but I would know if the assassin’s magic belonged to one of our kin.”

Cassandra added, “I think you might want to have a word with Skharr.”

“He’ll know what to do?” Ahverna scoffed and shook her head. “I realize that needing to fall back to your barbarian princess garb might have you yearning for other elements of your past, but I don’t think he’ll be much use to us for this.”

“Mock all you like, but only one person has fought one of the elder gods who came before you people.” Cassandra crossed her arms. She hadn’t thought about what armor she would take into battle now that hers was ruined, but it did give her a tingle to think about Skharr seeing her in the armor she wore as the Barbarian Princess. Not that he hadn’t seen it before.

She hadn’t seen the big bastard in so long that it brought back good and bad thoughts and feelings about her time adventuring with the man.

“It is true.” Theros tilted his head and raised an eyebrow at Ahverna. “He did kill that beast, although the how remains a mystery.”

“Really? You don’t remember the dagger he used to bring himself back from the brink of death or the sword he carries, which is its mirror image that he recovered from the tower?”

The gods exchanged looks. “There’s a reason she’s one of my finest warriors,” Theros commented. “Her skills in battle are all well and good, but it’s her mind that sets her apart.”

Ahverna waved him off. “The sword he got from something Janus collected, I understand that, but where did he get the dagger?”

“From a high elf he encountered on the way to the tower, he told me.” Cassandra shrugged. “I assumed you were gods to humans. Are there gods specific to the elves?”

“Yes, but they have to abide by the same rules as the rest of us,” Theros commented.

“Which is why she has an assassin killing people at her behest.” Ahverna smirked. “I just happen to have information about that assassin. A source who says our assassin gets his marching orders from a childlike elf.”

Ahverna snapped her fingers to open a portal into the room. Theros looked annoyed, but he didn’t say anything when a young woman—a girl, really—stepped through the portal. Her eyes were wide, and they got larger when she saw the occupants of the room.

That made her appear younger than she’d looked a second ago. Much younger than she’d looked while she was trying to kill the dwarf Matriarch.

“Hello again,” she squeaked. “I’m sorry for that assassination business. I didn’t know. Well, I thought it was just another job. Nobody told me a paladin would get involved.”

“You were going to kill the Matriarch of the City.” Cassandra narrowed her eyes. “What did you think was going to happen?”

The girl lifted a shoulder. “I’ve been dealing with corrupt bastards my whole life. Nothing said she was any different.”

In fairness, Cassandra knew almost nothing about the dwarf she’d been sent to protect, and most of what she knew involved her schedule and the people she associated with. She’d never thought to investigate whether she was a good person.

Not that the assassin appeared to care. How someone so young had gotten involved in the sordid business of killing people for money was a question for another time. As skilled as she was, she must have been initiated as soon as she could walk.

“My former master hired me for the hit,” the girl continued. “I was only supposed to be involved in the planning and scouting, but he offered me a part in the job for a good sum. He didn’t tell me it was his elf boss who hired him. I don’t even know if he’s good for the money, but she was overseeing the kill from a little too close, and if I know Sigil, he’ll meet with her after she confirms the kill.”

“Sigil?” Ahverna asked. “The assassin Skharr was involved with for the Skarafari situation. Interesting.”

Cassandra had heard about what happened with the Skarafari, but she’d been on the other side of the continent at the time. There’d been rumors about what happened. The most reliable sources had told her that Skharr and a pack of DeathEaters had appeared in the middle of the palace at Fenera and taken the Soroi hostage until he accepted imperial rule.

Most people who’d heard that version of events assumed it was a rumor, but Cassandra knew Skharr was crazy enough to try it and lucky enough to make it work.

It didn’t matter. Cassandra shook her head and brought her mind back to the matter at hand.

“If Skharr interacted with that elf in the past, all the more reason to discuss the matter with him,” Theros concluded and extended his hand. A portal opened a few paces from where he stood. It led to a wooded area.

Cassandra suppressed the quiver in her stomach and stepped through.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“You need to pay attention to what I’m doing. Every move on the board opens more moves to you, and you need to consider not only what my options are but also what your options are based on what I can do next. Do you understand?”

Theron made a face. “There’s nothing to it. You’re just making this up as we go along.”

He picked up one of the flat pieces and moved it diagonally across the board Gerrold had carved into the dirt of their campsite with a knife.

“My father taught me this game when I was growing up. He said it improved my strategic sense, although I’m not sure if he was making that up because he was bored and wanted someone to play with. Anyway, you need to remember that when you leave an opening like that, I must take it. In turn, that will allow you to take the opening I am forced to leave. Are you getting it now?”

Skharr smirked and shook his head. Theron had shown his DeathEater colors by how easily skinning and cleaning his kill had come to him. He had needed instruction and help, but he had a deft hand with a skinning knife and wasn’t uncomfortable with the guts being dragged out.

If they had intended to take the boar back to the castle, Skharr would have kept a selection of the innards. Most would go into sausages made from the pig’s intestines, but items like the liver would be made into proper dishes. Sadly, they were on the road and had to meet Throk, so they let most of the pig go to waste.

Not that the local wildlife would allow that. The carrion eaters had appeared to clean up the parts Skharr had discarded.

Gerrold and Brahgen were less comfortable with the process. Civilized folks just couldn’t stand some things. They preferred not to think about how their food was prepared and let themselves believe there weren’t unsettling parts.

There was no point in instructing them about the error in their mindsets. Skharr relaxed in his seat, watching the boar roasting over the fire. It had been skinned and rubbed with DeathEater herbs and spices to entice those who caught a whiff.

Theron licked his lips and leaned forward. They were still an hour from the pig being ready to eat, but Skharr didn’t snap at the child to back away from the fire as Sera did. Pain was an important teacher, and he was close enough to ensure that even if Theron burned himself, no lasting damage would be caused.

His son would learn a valuable lesson as well.

Skharr was on his feet before he knew what was happening. A disturbance caught his attention, although he didn’t yet know what it was. A crackle in the air made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He reached for his bow when he spotted what looked like a tear in the air a few paces from their fire.

He didn’t release his grip on the weapon until a familiar person came through. Cassandra was difficult to forget, even if it had been years since he’d laid eyes on her. She hadn’t changed much, although she wasn’t wearing the paladin armor he thought she had committed to for the rest of her life.

Theros was similarly difficult to mistake for anyone else, although he stepped through without his usual ass of a companion. Then Ahverna slunk through the portal, then a young woman who looked vaguely familiar. Skharr knew he’d seen her before, but the details escaped him.

“Skharr. Nice to see you again.” Cassandra smiled and glanced around the campsite. She seemed gratified by the dropped jaws of the other three members of Skharr’s party. “That smells delicious. Freshly caught?”

“By my son.” Skharr indicated Theron, who cleared his throat loudly. “Good to see you again, Princess. This is Gerrold and my son Theron. You already know Brahgen.”

“Princess?” Theron asked, narrowing his eyes. “The Barbarian Princess?”

“The very same.” Cassandra almost laughed after the introductions were over. “I’d call you ‘little one,’ but you’re sprouting like a damn weed. Looks like you take after your father in that regard.”

“That’s what Mom says,” Theron grumped. “She’s not happy about it.”

“I’m sure she’ll make her peace with it.”

“Pleasantries will have to wait,” Theros interrupted. He didn’t look to be in a good mood, and neither was Ahverna. Skharr hadn’t seen either since his incursion into the Skarafari Dominion, and he assumed their presence heralded bad news. “Skharr, I’m afraid we need to speak with you.”

Skharr raised an eyebrow.  “It can’t wait?”

“Of course not.” Theros irritably shook his head, then fashioned chairs for himself and the rest of his group from thin air while the portal closed. “When you were engaging in diplomatic solutions with the Skarafari Dominion, you dealt with a certain assassin. Sigil, I think his name is, and you recovered a weapon for him. Is that correct?”

“That sounds familiar.” Skharr narrowed his eyes. That was where he’d seen the girl. She’d grown in the years since, but Sigil had called her his apprentice. He couldn’t remember if she’d been named, but none occurred to him. “Been a few years.”

“This is important, DeathEater,” Ahverna cut in. “Games will have to wait. Do you remember the nature of the weapon you handed to the assassin?”

“It was a staff,” Skharr asserted. “Looked like it was cast from pure silver, but it was all but unbreakable.”

“It looked like a staff,” the assassin apprentice agreed. “He does something with it that turns it into a spear.”

Cassandra nodded in agreement, and Skharr noticed that she had a hole in her shirt that was scorched around the edges. ”You remember the childlike elf who gave you that silver dagger with the snakes for a hilt?”

Skharr asked, “I take it that there’s something connecting this spear and the elf I encountered years ago?”

“Indeed.” The young assassin looked around like she wasn’t sure if she had any place speaking in the assembled group. “Sigil has been working with that elf for years. Decades, for all I know, but I happen to know she commissioned him to have you find the staff…er, spear for her.”

Skharr narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms. He didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but he doubted it was a coincidence that this news was coming to them as Throk was on his way to speak to Skharr about a matter involving something they had uncovered in the Dominion.

“My uncle is on his way to speak to you about something you two uncovered while you were in the Dominion.” Brahgen had a way of stating the obvious. “Do you think that has anything to do with what you’re discussing?”

He’d hoped to keep that information to himself. If he’d learned anything from having a spymistress for a sister-in-law, it was the value of intelligence and when and where to use it.

Brahgen was Ahverna’s avatar, so he knew better. That meant he wanted to share the information with Ahverna.

“Yes,” Skharr agreed, although a gesture silenced Gerrold before the lad could interrupt. “I think we’d best head out to meet him after we grab a quick bite.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Throk enjoyed being out and about at night again. He scowled and ran his fingers through his beard. There was no reason for him to avoid the darkness, but he didn’t like thinking about what might be waiting out there for him.

Not necessarily for him, although with his luck, they would riddle him with crossbow bolts and poisoned darts anyway.

It wasn’t how the world worked. Throk shook his head and slipped back into his tent. He had a dozen fighters with him. Brahgen would have told him it was too many and more than enough to defend him from whatever was coming for him. Skharr would have told him it was overkill as well.

He had a feeling they would change their minds. He should have told Brahgen about it. With his connection to Ahverna, he would be able to slip in and out of reality like they did and get the message to Skharr, but he didn’t want to get his nephew killed for the information. Plenty would want to keep what he knew a secret. That was why those elves had worked in the forges so many years ago, although Skharr had thought it was the monster they’d found there.

“Might have been a coincidence,” Throk muttered as he peeked through the flap again. “I find the forge they used to make a weapon we were sent to find, along with detailed notes from the maker, who suspiciously died soon after making it. No, it has to be a coincidence.”

In all his years, he couldn’t remember feeling this unsettled. It didn’t help that the last time he’d seen the lance, it had been in the hands of an assassin whose work had allowed him, Skharr, and a pack of DeathEaters to overthrow a country.

He shook his head. What were the chances that the assassin knew Throk had knowledge of the weapon and what it had been designed for? He was a simple dwarf blacksmith. Nothing important about him except the people he associated with. And his family.

Throk scowled as he studied the steaming black drink he’d warmed up for himself. Koffe was difficult to acquire in their corner of the world, but he’d found a merchant who was willing to stock it for a substantial fee. Throk could afford it. He wasn’t in a position of power, but the people he worked for, including his nephew, were, and they paid well for his services.

Skharr disliked the idea of maintaining a standing army, but Micah and Sera had arranged for one to be recruited. Not a large one, but those who served were well-trained and equipped with weapons and armor from Throk’s forge. The troops gained valuable experience hunting troublemakers at the emperor’s request, so it was popular.

However, there weren’t any wars around the empire for them to use to that end just now. Over the years, and thanks to the word of what had happened to the Skarafari Soroi, most of their opponents had made peace. After decades of aggressive expansion, the empire was in a tenuous state of peace and advancement. Their allies called on imperial troops for help in their wars, but those were skirmishes by comparison.

He rubbed his hands together. No amount of fire would warm his bones from the chill that had befallen them a week ago. He remembered watching the assassin move through the groups of Elites, trained and magically enhanced to be the best warriors in the world.

The single assassin had easily killed them just to prove a point. He’d done it because he’d followed Skharr and Gerrold, who were tracking him, but there was more to it. The assassin could have killed the fuckers while they were preparing to attack, but he’d chosen to do it while they were out in the open to drive home the point of how terrifying he was.

The same assassin Skharr had handed that lance to. He wouldn’t have gone after it for himself, not given what it could do. It was the kind of weapon peasant boys acquired when they had designs on a throne.

One of the soldiers approached his tent and put his head in. “Are you all right, sir? The food is about ready. Damn good, too, if I do say so myself.”

“Thank you, Riven. I’ll be right out.”

The young guardsman was right. It would not be as good as DeathEater cooking, but it would settle them for a good night’s sleep.

Throk felt bad for not telling them about the danger he feared they were in, not that he expected them to take his warning seriously. They were young, and even he, old and experienced as he was, might not believe there was an assassin who could kill them like that.

These were young but talented fighters. Even if they took his warnings seriously, they would think they could handle it.

The fewer people who knew what he’d discovered, the better. Throk finished his food quickly. It was good, but he barely tasted it. He returned to his tent as the guards started their watches for the night.

They had to know there was danger. He’d made the trip to Skharr’s and Sera’s manse dozens of times over the years, usually by himself. The fact that he’d demanded they accompany him should have told them he knew he was in some danger only they could help with.

Skharr would know what to do. The barbarian had a plan for everything, or if he didn’t, he made one. The bastard was lucky, too, so when he was stuck, a plan always dropped into his lap.

It helped that he seemed to have the gods eating out of his hand. Ahverna was interested in him for more than his skills in combat.

Maybe Theros was, too. What did he know about him?

Throk froze at the entrance to his tent when he saw a shadow large enough for a man to stand in. The man in question was inspecting the papers in Throk’s pack.

He hadn’t found the safe buried under his bed, but it was only a matter of time.

“You really are a talented smith,” the shadow muttered, inspecting the papers. “I thought I was skilled at most things, and I’m a drooling child compared to you. Not that I’ve spent much time mastering the craft. All I’ve learned has been designed to help me understand the weapons I wield. There are times when I must rely on others to provide me with weapons, and I have to know if they are high-quality. I would pay you enough to fill a palace to provide me with weapons like those you have written about here.”

Throk narrowed his eyes. “I take it you didn’t track me to the middle of nowhere to speak to me of our professions and where they intersect.”

“No.” The assassin crossed his arms. He looked younger than he probably was, and his lanky build made him appear younger still. There was something unsettling about him. “But I hoped we might find some rapport between us.”

“You like to chat with the folks you kill?” Throk chuckled and moved to the other side of his tent. He’d placed a strong spirit next to his bed, and he needed a drink. That was also where he’d put a weapon. He doubted the assassin would allow him to access his sword, but his hammer was hanging over the edge.

“It need not end that way.” The assassin circled the tent with him, keeping his distance. “I want you to tell me about a weapon you’ve already forged. If we had the leisure, I would have you replicate it, but these are trying times. Shortcuts are required, and I have to duplicate the DeathEater Ax.”

“If I do, you’ll let me live?” Throk scoffed. “I doubt you’d want me wandering about with the knowledge of what you’re seeking.”

“I would hope your knowledge of what I am capable of would be enough to silence you on the matter.”

Throk didn’t believe it. “The DeathEater Ax is my finest work. The runes I put into it ensure it is always ready for battle.”

Sigil narrowed his eyes. “You’re not telling me everything.”

“And I won’t until you tell me what exactly you’re trying to find out. I do fear your abilities, assassin, but I fear the gods and their weapons more. You remember the DeathEater you sent to do your dirty work for you? The sort even you wouldn’t do for yourself?”

He nodded slowly. “I won’t tell you anything you could use against me.”

“And I don’t believe you’ll leave me alive.” Throk shrugged. “I’ll die knowing everything, and you’ll know nothing.”

The assassin smiled. “The obstinance of dwarves was not understated. I have not dealt with many of your kin.”

“I’m not sure what odd stories you’ve heard of dwarves, but you’ve never met the likes of me.” Throk knew the conversation was coming to an end. The assassin had kept his distance, but when he thought he’d gotten what he needed, he inched forward. The dwarf lunged and curled his fingers around his hammer.

Sigil closed the gap between them, but Throk was moving. The assassin was too fast to believe, but the dwarf was no limp pastry. Throk’s hammer connected with the man’s skull as something hot lanced into the dwarf’s side. Each was surprised by the speed of the other, and they each stumbled apart.

The deep cut was meant for his heart, but his movement and strike had placed it lower and to the left. The wound would not kill him immediately, but it could. Now was not the time to think about that. Throk continued stumbling until he left his tent. The guards went on alert the moment they saw him. He doubted they saw his blood in the darkness, but they drew their weapons and shouted to the rest of the troops.

“Assassin!” A weak wheeze was all he could manage, but his guards heard him. The problem was that they weren’t a match for the killer. He was vindicated when one charged into the tent and came back out, looking confused. “Where?”

They didn’t doubt him since there was no faking the wound on his side or the blood pouring from it. Throk tried to turn when one of the guards shouted. With bow in hand, the guard loosed an arrow into the darkness a second before he saw a sword that looked like it was floating on thin air. It took focus to see the hand and the body it was attached to.

There was nothing he or the rest of the warriors could do, although they tried. All they could get in was a single blow if that.

Once they managed to strike, Sigil circled around them, cutting some spot on their bodies that would kill them or slow them down before he moved on to his next victim. He could kill them all with his bare hands, but the sword made things more efficient.

The warriors pulled back and dragged their injured away from the fight as they formed up. They were good fighters, and it was to their credit that they’d lasted longer than the Elites had. One helped Throk to his feet.

He appreciated the effort, but he didn’t know how long he could stay upright. Throk pressed his hand to his wound, but the blood poured between his fingers. He still had his hammer. Throk had lived a long, sometimes difficult life, and he would be damned before he would lay down and die.

Sigil inched back. Five unwounded warriors remained, but they’d formed up, weapons out and shields at the ready. If he attacked one, he would risk the other four getting their hands on him.

Throk didn’t doubt the assassin could take them all out, so Sigil pausing and reassessing the battle he was charging into was a good sign.

It didn’t matter. He only had to keep the warriors occupied long enough for Throk to bleed out, and his job would be finished.

They didn’t have the expertise to heal Throk. The best they could hope for was to stem the blood flow and get him to the physicians at Skharr’s manse in time.

It was two days away. They would need to call the emperor’s Eagles to get him there fast enough, but he wouldn’t give up until his heart did.

“You lot are a tough bunch to kill.” Sigil dipped his chin at the three who had been wounded but had survived his first strike. “But I disabled more than half of you in the blink of an eye. Nobody is paying me to kill you, but I will if I have to.”

One of the younger guards jutted out his chin and tightened his grip on his shield. “You’ll have to.”

“I thought so, but I’m giving you strapping young lads the opportunity to live to die another day.”

No one budged, not even the wounded. Skharr had done a good job of training them and instilling them with spines of steel, but it wouldn’t help them survive for more than a few seconds longer.

Sigil blinked forward and slashed the throat of the nearest guard—the young one who’d spoken out. His attack was blocked by a shield. Sigil switched his attack to the side, anticipating the block, and buried his blade in the chest of another who’d broken formation to attack.

The man did what he could in his last breath. He twisted around the sword and yanked it from the assassin’s hand as he fell over. Sigil was pulled forward a step as a wounded guard swung his ax.

It was a good plan that would have worked on any other enemy. Sigil evaded the strike that should have taken his head, but it did manage to draw blood for the first time in the fight.

That guard paid for it as well. He stumbled backward a step, clutching his throat. A throwing knife had appeared out of nowhere. Their formation had broken. Sigil should have used his throwing knives to take them out one at a time. There weren’t enough to form up and stop the attack.

The assassin took a step back, looking confused, then glanced down at his chest, from which an arrow protruded. It was too far to the right to have struck his heart, but it would have knocked any other man off his feet with its sheer force.

Throk recognized the arrow since he had crafted it. Skharr’s bow was too powerful for regular arrows, and they needed to be specially manufactured. The barbarian could find good ones out in the world, but Throk claimed that his were the best without an ounce of modesty.

It should have killed Sigil, but he just scowled at the arrow and plucked it from his chest as if it were just a minor inconvenience.

Before he could resume his attack, two people stepped between Throk and Sigil—a woman and a man. They were armed and armored too well for them to have snuck up on the fight.

Sigil didn’t bother trying to kill them, just attempted to get around them, but the pair was too quick for him to do so. Sigil paused his attack and scowled. His attackers were stronger and faster than he was.

He pulled something from his pouch and threw it down, and a thick, acrid cloud of smoke filled the clearing. It didn’t last long, but when the wind cleared the area, the assassin was gone.

“He’s a slippery bastard.” The woman shook her head and pulled her helmet off. Throk recognized Ahverna, so the man beside her was Theros, although he looked younger and more vital than he’d ever seen the god.

“If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he was one of yours.” Theros’ veneer of youth fell away. Under it, he was the same borderline-decrepit old man he’d been before. “It doesn’t matter. We drove him off, and I doubt we’ll find him.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“Fine. Hunt him down if you wish. I have better things to do.” Theros turned to Throk. The dwarf reeled when Theros caught him by the shoulder. “Come along, my friend.”

Throk didn’t want to. They’d fought off the assassin, but the dwarf knew better than to believe they were in the clear. Nothing would keep Sigil away for long. It didn’t bode well to see two gods so unsettled, but he had bigger issues. Theros waved his hand, and a tear appeared in the air. He slung Throk up and carried him through.

“We’ll get you up and running in no time,” Theros assured Throk. “Well, up, anyway.”

“Fuck off.”

The dwarf’s energy disappeared after the two words passed his lips.


CHAPTER NINE


“He’s a lucky dwarf. That poison would have killed him in minutes if it got to the wrong place.” Ahverna rubbed her hands together. “I hate anti-coagulants. Healing is never going to be my specialty, but I’ve removed it from his body.”

Skharr tilted his head. “You’ve dealt with this kind of poison before? What did you call it?”

“Anti-coagulant.” Ahverna winked. “A long word to say that it stops the blood from congealing and scabbing up. Even a small cut like the one Throk suffered would have caused him to bleed to death. If it had gone deeper, he would have died fast, but the assassin’s blade only reached a small vessel.

“He still would have died, but he lasted long enough for me to help him. I just needed to seal the wound and filter the poison from his body. Not easy, but quick and effective. Better than letting his kidneys take the blow. That might have killed him on its own.”

Skharr was confused. Ahverna knew more about how the body worked than he’d ever understood. Then again, she needed to know to be an efficient killer. For that reason, he believed her when she said she didn’t do much healing.

“It’s good to see you again so soon, Skharr.” Ahverna washed her hands in a nearby bowl and slowly dried them. “Circumstances don’t let me visit as often as I’d like.”

“Circumstances.” Skharr smiled. “A wife, a child, a duchy. Not much time left for anything else.”

“We’ll have to make time.” Ahverna nodded for Skharr to follow her into the antechamber of the room Throk occupied.

“How is he?” Brahgen blurted when he saw Ahverna.

“He’ll be fine,” Ahverna assured him. “He lost a lot of blood, but we got to him in time. He needs to rest now. Once he’s recovered, we’ll ask him why that motherfucker came across the continent to kill him.”

“There is only one way to travel across the continent that quickly—through the same pathways we used,” Theros commented. “That explains how he can make such a nuisance of himself. It also makes him nearly impossible to track unless we know who his next target is.”

Skharr shook his head. “Waiting for him to act to deduce what his plan is won’t do us any good. From the looks of things, he’s been working on this plan for a while. Likely since before I handed him that staff.”

“Spear.”

“What?” Skharr turned to the young woman who had come with them. “Oh. It’s you.”

“It’s me.” The girl tilted her head. “I am pleased to find you alive, Skharr DeathEater.”

“I thought you were apprenticed to Sigil.”

“I performed my masterpiece two years ago. I’ve been in business for myself since then.”

“Until you worked with him to kill the Matriarch in the City under the Mountain,” Cassandra interrupted.

Skharr raised an eyebrow. “Well, that will give us an edge. Not the sort of edge I thought, but we need to know everything about this assassin and who he’s working for.”

Cassandra cleared her throat softly and looked at the young woman.

Kat blinked. “Right. Yes. I was told you had some experience with a high elf. She’s small and almost looks like a child. I saw her with Sigil when he was told to get his hands on that spear you acquired for him. More to the point, she was present at the assassination of the Matriarch. It’s no coincidence. Sigil owes her something, and he’s still killing for her.”

“What spear?”

“The staff,” Cassandra explained. “It’s a powerful weapon. Powerful enough to break through my paladin armor.”

“I didn’t think anything could do that.” Skharr narrowed his eyes and turned to Brahgen. “You told me your uncle was on his way to discuss this. Might he have found out something about this spear?”

Brahgen shrugged. “I’ve been busy. But I do know that he got wrapped up in this business when he was studying the papers left behind by the elven forge.”

It worked out too well. He’d never been a believer in anything like fate, but for Throk to find something about the weapon in question only days before it was used to kill a dwarven matriarch could not be a coincidence.

What it was was the real question. Skharr didn’t like making assumptions about the world without having at least some knowledge. Maybe one of the gods would know more about it, but they did not appear to be in the mood to answer questions.

They looked more concerned than he’d ever seen them. It was unnerving, although it wasn’t the first time they would run into something they would need him to deal with for them.

“Well, if we have any questions for the dwarf,” Ahverna interrupted,” now would be the time to ask. I might be a little too good at this.”

Skharr wondered what she was talking about until the door to the room they’d left Throk in opened, answering his unasked question.

Throk stepped out, leaning heavily on the doorframe. “Where is that bastard?” he growled, sagging against the door. “I’ll give him a piece of my mind and my hammer. Just let me have him. That’s all I ask. One more chance.”

“You’re about to keel over,” Skharr noted. “You couldn’t take a hammer to a loaf of stale bread.”

“Fuck off, DeathEater.” Throk shook his head and nearly fell over. “I got in all this trouble because of you, so I’ll take my hammer to your head after I’m done with that assassin. Where the fuck am I, anyway?”

“My manse.” Skharr crossed his arms. “Well, mine and Sera’s. Probably more hers than mine.”

“Where is Sera, anyway?” Cassandra looked around the room. “I would have thought she would have asked us what the hell is going on, especially with the little one headed to bed.”

“He’s not so little anymore.” Skharr crossed his arms. “Sera and Micah both went to the capital. It’s the emperor’s birthday celebration, and they were invited. I was too, but I thought it would be best to make a later appearance.”

“Never mind that.” Throk cleared his throat. “I was coming to find you, you big tree. That staff you found, the one you handed off to the assassin. He didn’t use it to try to kill me, but you were there for that. I found something about it in the elf writings you left for me. I don’t know how I found it. I was sifting through all the stuff when I recognized the design. A moment of inspiration, I think.”

“Did he just call me a tree?” Skharr growled.

“Focus, shit-for-brains,” the dwarf snapped. “The staff turns into a damn spear, but only when it’s touched by a blessed hand or something of the sort. It was crafted by inspiration by one of the elvish gods, although which one was vague in the notes. By design, I should imagine.

“It has no name, but it was created to cause death and chaos and infused with powerful magic, the likes of which I’ve never seen poured into metal. It was made to cause a war that would bring the high elves back from where they were exiled across the sea, but it was restricted and hidden before it could be used. Protected, although I guess whoever designed it didn’t account for you.”

It wasn’t the first time that had happened. Skharr wondered if he wasn’t in the wrong place and the wrong time. Too many broken molds for his liking.

“What’s this about elves being exiled?” Kat looked around the room. “Have I missed something? I thought that was a story.”

“An old story,” Ahverna explained. “But it’s based on reality from before any of us were around. The elvish gods came before us. We thought they were gone from the world, but it’s clear that this Sigil is an avatar for the god who built that spear, and he’s intent on sowing chaos throughout the world.”

“That’s that, then.” Gerrold spoke up for the first time. He looked stunned that gods were in the room with him, but he’d finally found his voice. “Sounds like we need to stop him.”

“Simple.” Skharr shook his head. “How is more of a problem. We need to sleep on it and consider our options in the morning. I need to check on Theron.”
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It took some time for Throk to fall asleep again. Cassandra knew the bastard was tough, and he was also stubborn. Injured, too. She watched Ahverna feed him something to help him sleep and stepped away. She shifted on her feet and rolled her shoulders. The one still hurt, but it was getting better.

“You’ve got something to say.” Ahverna cleaned her hands in the water bowl. “Just get it out, would you?”

Cassandra cleared her throat. “It’s nothing.”

“Really?”

“Not important.”

Ahverna smirked. “Fascinating.”

“What?”

“I’ve been around for a long time. I never met anyone with that expression who had nothing important to say, so get it out. Let’s see if you surprise me.”

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I don’t understand why you recruited that girl. She’s not…she’s an assassin.”

“I’ve seen worse. She’s got a soul, whatever that means. But she’s got a taste for the darkness, and I’ve always liked those who walk in the shadows. Drawn to them, I am. She does. Reminds me of what I looked like when I was that age.”

It was interesting to see the goddess so vulnerable, but there were more questions for her to answer.

“Was that what drew you to Skharr?”

“He enjoys the shadows more than anyone I know. Possibly more than I do. More than he realizes. Yes, that was what drew me to him.” Ahverna smiled. “Among other things. I think you know what I speak of.”

Cassandra cleared her throat. “I’m not sure.”

“You’re out of armor, paladin. My brother knows how loyal you are to him, but your mind will always be yours.”

She sighed. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I can’t afford the distraction. Especially not now.”


CHAPTER TEN


“More reports. More people I’ve killed?”

Tryam sighed. “You don’t have to be like that. You know I have to ask you. You’re the kind of person who would do something like this. Not to sound irreverent, but I’ve given complete and total latitude to you, and if you found something or someone who might be a threat, you would have acted and apologized for it later, assuming I ever heard about it. I had to ask.”

Micah rolled her eyes and collected the envelope from her brother’s hand. “I keep you apprised of everything I think is important. If there’s a merchant out there who is causing trouble, and I need him nudged off a cliff, I wouldn’t bother you, though.”

“Micah!” Sera waved her fork at her sister. “Not even as a joke.”

“Who said I was joking?” Their elder sister sighed. “Right. Anyway, if I was plotting to take the lives of foreign dignitaries and members of their royal families, you would be the first to know. I would have to run the situation by you, especially if it was the…uh, the Matriarch of the City under the Mountain.”

Tryam’s eyebrows shot up, and his interest in his food waned. “What happened?”

“Two assassins this time.” Micah scanned the report again before continuing. A paladin attempted to come between them and their target⁠—”

“I think you mean victim,” Sera interrupted.

“Right. Victim. Anyway, the paladin stepped in and thwarted the first attempt, but the second was equipped with a weapon that pierced the paladin’s armor, according to eyewitness reports. None of my contacts were present, but word of what happened spread like wildfire. The attack was made in broad daylight in front of dozens of witnesses.”

“The City under the Mountain must be roiling.” Tryam leaned back in his chair. “Wait, which paladin was this?”

“Cassandra. One of Theros’ paladins. I think we’ve met her.” Micah raised an eyebrow at Sera. “She and Skharr used to travel together, didn’t they?”

“She made it out alive, I take it?” Sera asked to sidestep her sister’s jibe. “Theros wouldn’t have allowed one of his paladins to be murdered.”

“Reports are unclear. The paladin was either killed or badly wounded in her failed attempt. The second assassin killed the Matriarch in her palanquin and disappeared into the city before he could be taken. All that talk about the city rising up to defend the Matriarch if she was in peril was a pile of dung from the looks of things.”

“Since when has there been talk of that?” Sera narrowed her eyes and toyed with the sausage on her plate.

“The City inder the Mountain has a king, which is all well and good. Everyone knows that the Matriarch is, or was, I suppose, the real power in the city,” Tryam explained. “They’re some of our most loyal allies from our father’s time and the primary source of steel and other metals.

“The Matriarch has recently pushed the king to institute policies that would allow her people to seek more trading partners and thus raise their prices on exported goods. I’ve been in talks with their delegation about how to ensure we remain their sole trading partner, and since the empire borders their mountains on all sides, they’ve been anxious to ensure the same despite the Matriarch’s talk.

“It’s clear that her proposal is unpopular in the empire, and the people said they would rise up and defend the Matriarch themselves if something were to happen to her.”

“Which did not work out.” Micah shook her head. “It never does. Civilians talk a great game, but when things turn sour, they have a way of losing their spines and nerves.”

“Anyway.” Tryam waved his knife at the pair. “This is one kill I know has nothing to do with Micah, which all but confirms the notion that someone out there is aiming to destabilize the peace we’ve made over these past years. No small feat, and I could think of at least a dozen people who would profit from it, like kings, lords, and dukes from outside the empire. A few inside our borders, too. They’re profiting from peace, but they profited more when we were at war.”

Micah nodded. Sera knew her sister had the names of those who were willing and able to cause such trouble. They could claim they were all for peace and prosperity, but when they made most of their coin by exporting weapons, food, and fighters to warring fronts, peace didn’t really suit them.

“I’ll have to send delegations to the king of the City under the Mountain to express my sorrow at the Matriarch’s passing.” Tryam toyed with his food. “Having Cassandra there should help us convince them that we had nothing to do with it. She’s a known associate of ours, no matter how far removed.”

Micah sighed. “We should not sell that point outright, but I could put out feelers to ensure she is well and make sure everyone knows the crown cares for her safety. Something subtle that will spread like wildfire.”

Sera liked to think of herself as skilled and well-versed in the various arts required to navigate their political landscape, but this conversation between her sister and brother reminded her why she’d allowed herself to grow rusty. It felt shallow and contrived. There was no true sentiment behind anything people said or did. It was all meant to instigate a rise or prevent a fall in favor.

That was why she enjoyed spending time with Skharr. Sera had thought about it before. Her husband had a keen mind, but he preferred to keep it hidden so people didn’t see him coming. He was, at heart, a simple man. When people wanted to wrap him up in webs of politics, he always found a way to get out of it.

His adventures in Fenera had confirmed that. Why go through tedious months of diplomatic negotiations when he could take the castle and dangle the Soroi off a wall until he agreed to terms?

“We need to know more about what’s happening.” The emperor allowed himself to take a few bites after the silence had gone on for long enough. “More to the point, if there is an assassin out there who has a weapon that can pierce a paladin’s armor, it stands to reason that someone powerful is behind these attacks. Magical power, I mean. I suppose they could be powerful in other ways, too.”

“The question is what the person behind all this is after.” Sera sighed and put her utensils down. The news had all but ruined her appetite, although she needed something to drink to get through the rest of the day. “Could they be aiming to destabilize the region? If so, how ambitious are they if they’re causing trouble along our borders and with the dwarves in the mountains? Do they want a war?”

“They might not need to tear through all the weak points they’re creating,” Micah suggested. “They could be pushing to distract us and make us put out fires across the empire so that when they strike at the point they want, we won’t be in a position to stop them.”

It made sense, but something nagged at the back of her mind. She remembered Cassandra. The annoying twist of jealousy aside, the woman was Theros’ paladin now. She all but wielded the high god’s power in her weapons and in her armor, so for an assassin to have a weapon that could break through what protected her, he needed to have something special.

Someone who had a weapon powerful enough to hurt a paladin wouldn’t only want to expand their kingdom. It was the kind of weapon stories were told of—stories that had ash lads and stable boys taking over kingdoms and marrying princesses.

Nobody thought they had any foundation in reality until someone appeared with a weapon like that. There were a handful of instances of that having happened in the past. They were few and far between, but they existed.

“Regardless,” Tryam growled, interrupting her train of thought,” the point is that someone is working hard to bring enemies down on our heads while turning our allies against us at the same time. Whatever their endgame is, it does not bode well for us. I’ll start putting out the fires, but I need some intelligence to direct my efforts toward.”

“You’ll have it,” Micah assured him.

“Excellent. Now, I need to make an appearance at today’s games. It wouldn’t do for me to miss my own party.”

Sera knew he was really an enthusiast, but he was right. If he didn’t appear and watch at least a few of the popular events, eyebrows would be raised, questions would be asked, and people would wonder if something was worrying their emperor.

Cracks would show, which was probably what this assassin was trying to cause. Best not to make it easy for him.

“I’m going to need your help,” Micah muttered after their brother left the room.

“I’ll do what I can.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Nothing made him happier than seeing DeathEaters return to the clan. They’d been out and about in the world, making a life and a name for themselves, and they could stay out there as long as they pleased. Those who returned had to bring back something to benefit the clan for years to come.

More had arrived over the past few days. They’d chosen to travel together, bringing back more riches than they’d seen from a group before. Turan shifted in his seat and watched the feast being prepared for them.

It was a difficult task meant to cause the DeathEaters to implement everything they’d been trained to do since they were babes. The lads and lasses who left didn’t always return. Most got involved in dangerous situations that eventually claimed their lives. Turan knew some chose not to return, but the call was too great for most. They could return and show their kin how far they had come.

DeathEaters were famously unconcerned with how those who returned had acquired their riches. There was plenty of work out in the world that allowed them to accumulate wealth quickly. Armies across the continent were desperate to have DeathEaters in their troops, either to train their people or spearhead assaults.

Some DeathEaters didn’t want to be caught up in wars they had no stake in, so they acquired fortunes by acting as bodyguards for the rich and the powerful. Others formed mercenary troops, either escorting caravans or plaguing them as bandits.

Skharr had changed everything. He was the first one to return, pay his dues, and quickly leave again. Turan supposed he’d earned that. They’d butted heads when he was earning his place in the clan, and he’d told Skharr never to return. Heated words he hadn’t meant, and Skharr had returned anyway. He had thrown the Ax at Turan’s feet and told him he was done with the clan.

It had been true, too. Skharr had been done with the DeathEaters, but the DeathEaters were not done with him.

That wasn’t what had changed. Skharr’s fame had brought them to the notice of the rest of the continent. The people saw him as a folk hero, and they saw the other DeathEaters as cut from the same cloth.

“It’s happened before,” one of the elders commented. “Rhufus DeathEater was the champion for the Gaeldan Triumvirate, and people couldn’t get enough of the DeathEaters. I remember stories about how those returning from their tasks abroad came home with caravans of coin, food, beasts, and even slaves.”

Turan nodded. They all thought the same thing. The task was too easy for those who were out in the world now. DeathEaters always earned their keep, and very few disappointed those who paid them. They paid them too much, and the DeathEaters who returned did so without having learned the lessons taught by the world.

The elders disliked it when the younger ones had it easier than they had. Turan had to fight that impulse in himself, but others having it easier wasn’t a terrible thing. Besides, they never considered that, for all the good the Skharrs and Rhufuses did for the DeathEaters’ image, there were the likes of Gyrus and Voremis, psychotic killers who had been unleashed on the world and reminded them that DeathEaters were not attack dogs to be called to heel.

Turan had read of an instance where a kingdom near the mountains thought they could control the DeathEaters and had threatened to cut them off from food and supplies unless they fought for them. The clan had descended on the kingdom and burned and salted it, leaving it a desert as a reminder to others of who the DeathEaters were. They could have burned Fenera to the ground and played at Skharr’s diplomacy.

The day would come when Tryam or one of his descendants would think he could control the clan, but Skharr would not stand for it. He had parted from his kin, but he never forgot who they were. They would burn the empire to the ground and feast on the remains. The DeathEaters would make a statement for the centuries. They would return to being an ostracized, feared, and hated barbarian clan.

All would be right with the world again.

Turan smiled. It probably wouldn’t happen in his lifetime. He hoped it would. It would be the sort of story that lived on in the clan. Not many chiefs were remembered by those who came after, but those who carried mass acts of destruction were.

The feast was ready. It hadn’t taken long to prepare since the Clan was happy to celebrate the new arrivals. They did not usually come in such large numbers, but Skharr had ensured that every one of his kin could find well-paying work anywhere they went. They didn’t even need to fight for the most part. Those who wanted to could find wars and skirmishes to join and be handsomely paid for their efforts, but it was not necessary. Over the past five years, the moment a DeathEater appeared, the other side negotiated for peace.

There had been instances where both sides brought DeathEaters, and the fighting became a game. DeathEaters rarely killed each other, but they could make a contest of which one deserved to win the battle. It took work, but it was worth it. Turan remembered the last time two DeathEaters had fought with the intention of killing one another. Skharr left him scars to remind him of what a terrible idea that was.

He’d learned his lesson that day and had the lesson reinforced during the months it took him to recover from his injuries. Then he returned to his home. He’d made his fortune and gotten greedy and bloodthirsty, so he had fought in a war he had no part in and didn’t need the coin for because it gave him the opportunity to prove his legend against another of his clan who threatened his position, or so he’d thought. He had believed that Skharr was trying for the top position in the Clan, and Turan couldn’t allow that.

It was idiotic now that he looked back on those days. He’d had everything he needed or wanted. He’d been one of the most famed DeathEater warriors ever to fight for coin, but people feared Skharr, and no one feared him. He hated the man for it, so he’d fought him on the battlefield, intending to maim him.

Neither had come away unscathed, but Turan was man enough to admit that he’d been bested that day. It had been a well-learned lesson, one Turan thought had helped him gain the insight he needed to lead the clan into the future instead of muttering about how much better things were in the past.

The elders continued moaning. Maybe a few rounds of battle with Skharr would remind them that they were a clan. They should celebrate the successes of their kin as well as lock shields with them when difficulties arose. Turan crossed his arms and watched the youths who’d arrived pile their riches at the center of the opening they’d created for that purpose. They’d brought back loot from around the continent, as well as beasts of burden, cows, bulls, sheep, goats, and others. Weapons of varying quality were also presented.

The lads and lasses did not give the clan everything they’d earned, but they were expected to donate most of it, and whatever they surrendered was communal from that point forward. The animals and weapons were appraised and inspected for quality. The coins, jewels, and jewelry were surveyed with not nearly as much care. Coin was important for trade, but they didn’t share the dwarves’ obsession with all things shiny.

Here too, Skharr had changed things. He had raised the bar by presenting Turan with a weapon blessed with magic by the gods. A weapon as priceless as weapons could be. The DeathEater Ax belonged to the clan, and it was used when they needed it, but it was difficult to place a value on it. That made things complex since all presentations in the future would be judged against it for better or worse.

Turan didn’t like that since Skharr had used the weapon to cut his ties of fellowship with the clan, and its cost was astronomical for that reason. The fact that he was eventually brought back into the fold was irrelevant.

He sometimes thought he was the only one who considered such details.

“That weapon was most definitely stolen from a lord,” one of the elders muttered. They were all too old to travel and work as required by the clan. A few of the lesser barbarian clans killed or removed their older members when they could no longer fight, but in the DeathEater tradition, they were to listen to the wisdom and experience of those who had survived when most died young.

“Not stolen,” Turan corrected her. “Claimed as a prize. I’m surprised more of the lords and ladies aren’t doing what the emperor did by presenting DeathEaters who serve them with wives and husbands to marry. Those could be brought back, too.”

“They are,” another elder commented. “Some are being left behind, but other DeathEaters are doing as Skharr did and remaining in their new homes, leaving the clan behind for a soft life.”

He spat to emphasize his point. It was one option, but few DeathEaters took it. There was one sin the clan did not forgive—leaving it and paying nothing back for the experience and effort that had gone into turning them into the fearsome warriors they’d become. They were required to pay their way out as Skharr had or return. If they made their fortunes and forgot their heritage, they were fair game for any DeathEater who came across them.

From time to time, heads or skulls were brought back to show that those DeathEaters had returned to their home, shamed as they deserved. It didn’t happen often, and Turan wondered if one of their younger kin would someday decide that Skharr was a dishonorable bastard for leaving the clan behind and allowing his son to be raised in a soft environment.

It wouldn’t end well for the young upstart. Turan smirked and shook his head at the thought. His kin weren’t stupid, but they sometimes got odd ideas. He was not immune, and he had the scars to prove it.

“They should not have returned in a caravan,” another elder whispered. They were there to judge the returning warriors and evaluate if their offerings were worthy. It wasn’t common for youngsters to be forced back out to the world, but it wasn’t unheard of, either. “This will take too long. The feasting will go far into the night, and everyone will be useless tomorrow.”

“We celebrate the return of our youth,” Turan growled. “And they return with great honor. We can judge the how and the why of it as we please, but we, above all others, must respect the traditions that make the clan what it is, or we will descend into squabbling like the rest of the shits on the ground.”

They didn’t have to listen to him since the elders could hold councils without him, but tradition said they should listen to the chief’s wisdom as well. Old fools were as common as young ones. A saying was often quoted, “Blindly following another’s experience could lead one to a cliff where a bridge once stood that has since been lost.”

“Our traditions make us who we are.” The old woman crossed her arms. “We will hear their tales and accept their offerings. The clan is better for their return, but they will return to our ways. If their riches were acquired in soft service, the mountains will harden them again or kill them.”

Turan nodded. “It is as it has always been.”

The rest of the elders agreed. It wasn’t a deep thought, but it must have reminded them of when they returned. No matter how much was brought back, nervous apprehension lodged in the pits of the stomachs of every youth who returned. They did not want to be turned away or thought of as unworthy by their kin. Or greedy. Or individualistic.

These youths had brought back plenty. Turan’s return had been profitable by previous standards, but the offerings piled before them were greater by a significant margin. Even so, he saw nervousness in the eyes of the youngsters. They were aware that their path had been easier than that of those who’d come before, thanks to the popularity the clan’s warriors enjoyed.

They wondered if they would be good enough. There were trials aplenty down below, but the mountains were the truest judge. That was why there was no place for gods or magic among them. Well, a small place, thanks to the DeathEater Ax, but generally, those were considered to be shortcuts. No magic or god could save them from the hardships the clan survived in their home range.

They recounted the tale of any trinket or weapon that caught the eye of one of the clan. The children had come out to play, and fights had broken out. A feast would be dull without at least five fights.

Something was wrong, though. Turan narrowed his eyes and tried to determine the source. Nothing stood out, but he’d learn to trust the feeling. The other elders felt it too.

Something was off, and he did not want to leave his home with that feeling. He should already have left for the capital, but he didn’t want to miss the return of twenty of their young.

If he still had the feeling when he left, it would mean that something was wrong on the path down, but he doubted that. This summer had been warmer than usual, so the mountain passes would be open well into the autumn months, which was a good thing. More caravans would come and either pay the price of passing through their mountains or fall to their attacks.

Their passes were the shortest way through the mountains and the safest for those who paid the tolls. The DeathEaters put a great deal of work into maintaining the roads since the jungle behind the mountains held riches that justified the trip for many people. Turan didn’t think their tolls were exorbitant, but every year, a handful tried to get through by employing a mercenary company to escort them without paying the clan.

He didn’t know why they kept trying. It wasn’t like they’d seen success over the past few decades.

Turan shook his head and scanned the group again. Something was wrong. It affected his stomach like poorly cooked pork. He rose and went to the clan members’ dwellings. It was customary for the chief to watch the proceedings, but he didn’t add anything to them. The clan decided by vote if the offerings were sufficient, so all he and the elders had to do was oversee the proceedings.

That would take a few days, considering how many of their people had returned and how much they had brought back. Days of feasting. Maybe this would be the year when one of the shits would get through. Word would spread, more people would try, and the clan would be richer for it.

He’d heard stories about past chiefs who had allowed groups to pass so more would try to fight their way through, but his predecessor had put an end to that bloody practice. Folks tried to sneak through, but fewer now, so fewer lives were lost.

Most of the clan was in the central square, participating in the celebration. Some people thought DeathEaters lived in huts. The few who visited were surprised to find that while there were temporary structures that looked like tents, most of the DeathEaters lived in homes carved into the rock face.

He’d heard the dwarves who lived below say their work was shoddy, but it allowed them to live and thrive in one of the most inhospitable regions in the world.

Turan froze when he heard footsteps. It was difficult to sneak up on anyone in the mountains since the rocks were hard and uneven and usually covered in a light dusting of snow no matter what time of year it was. Folks complained that, despite their size, DeathEaters were light on their feet. Turan knew that was the reason.

Someone who was not used to their surroundings was wandering through his home while most of the DeathEaters were celebrating. Trying to sneak up on DeathEaters was idiotic, but that being said, their timing was intelligent. If he felt like something was off, he wouldn’t have heard them.

Turan drew the ax hanging from his belt loop and followed the footsteps. They did not change their pace, but they had a head start on him. His heart sank when he realized where they were headed.

The clan was not sentimental, but they appreciated their history and kept and maintained mementos of the past. The armor of a hero or the staff carried by an enemy. The crown of a fallen king and the dagger of a worthy foe.

They needed to remember their history. Mistakes that could end the clan were not to be repeated, so they were taught to the children from birth. Every DeathEater learned those lessons from the mementos they kept.

One such memento was the DeathEater Ax, which was kept in a place of honor in a structure carved from the rock. Turan spotted the hide doors drifting like someone had recently stepped through them.

He followed, weapon in hand and at the ready when he stepped through. A fire constantly burned inside the structure for a practical reason. It was the safest building when storms rolled through the mountains, so they gathered within when the worst came.

The flames gently flickered in the center of the room, which was large enough to house the whole clan in a pinch. Mementos lined the walls in alcoves specifically carved out for them. There were no torches, but he saw someone moving through the room. He looked familiar, and it took Turan a moment to remember where he’d seen someone move across the floor like he was floating.

He was not a DeathEater. Turan should have killed him just for treading on the closest thing they had to hallowed ground.

“I was hoping to be in and out without any of you noticing,” Sigil whispered as he approached the alcove that held the DeathEater Ax. “I would have killed you anyway, but I would have chosen another time and place.”

“On the road like a common thief?” Turan shook his head. “I had low expectations for an assassin, and I should have known you would go below and beyond. What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to stop you from going to the capital.” The assassin lifted the Ax from its stand. “Yes, I could have waylaid you on the road, but you weren’t going to travel with this, and I need it. You planned to leave tomorrow, so I would have used the Ax to kill you on your way down before you were told the weapon was missing.”

Turan didn’t want to know how the assassin knew he planned on leaving in the morning. He’d only discussed it with his wife in bed that morning, which was an unsettling notion.

“You would have had to deal with the scouts who guard the paths I would have taken,” Turan noted. “I suppose you haven’t been here long enough to know that they would have seen your attempt and peppered you with arrows.”

The assassin tilted his head and smirked. “I did not know you had scouts watching the roads. I do appreciate the warning, however.”

“You’ll make no use of it. If you want to leave this room, you’ll have to get through me.”

Sigil inspected the weapon, twirling it deftly between his long, bony fingers. “You should have raised an alarm.”

“I will if I need to.”

Turan didn’t like his arrogance, but he thought it was what the assassin wanted to hear. Killing a DeathEater was difficult, let alone a chieftain. Killing the whole clan would be impossible, even for the most skilled assassin or thief. Turan knew he should have raised the alarm the moment he knew there was an intruder in their home.

That was another element of the DeathEater culture that had helped them survive for so long: they tested themselves against the best. Everything about the assassin told him he was facing one of the best killers he’d ever seen in his time, and he wanted to test himself against a fighter at that skill level.

Sigil jumped across the room. Wielding the DeathEater Ax with deadly precision, he cut through the space Turan had inhabited a second before. The chieftain had twisted out of the way, but he felt the wind from the weapon’s passing.

If there was anything certain in the world, it was that a battle of two men bearing axes would be short and brutal. He’d never seen it play out differently. The assassin attacked again and a third time, twisting the blade. He was blisteringly quick, and his strength was apparent when he carved through one of the beams that supported the ceiling. Turan could tell he was not experienced with axes, though. His movements were inefficient, which showed that he was used to a balanced weapon.

The Ax was only for killing, and it had to be treated with respect. Sigil showed no such respect, twisting and twirling it as if he carried a sword. That was the only reason Turan had survived his original barrage. The chief was smart enough to understand that he was fighting a warrior who was better than he was, but he refused to panic. His attacker was faster and stronger than he was, but that didn’t mean he lacked advantages.

He knew how to fight with an ax, for one thing. By the time Sigil pulled back, he sported a pair of shallow wounds on his arms where he’d overextended. The guard on a sword would have protected him from the wounds.

Sigil looked down at his weapon and scowled. “I should have known better than to try to do this quickly.”

Turan twirled his ax and pulled his buckler off his back. “You’re going to want to draw your sword unless you feel the need to die by a thousand cuts.”

The assassin was struggling with his ego. He wanted to prove he was better with the ax than he’d shown, but before long, the rest of the DeathEaters would hear them fighting and be drawn here. If he had this much trouble with one of them, he would stand no chance against the whole pack.

He sighed and hooked the Ax to his belt before drawing the saber from his back. It had a long, thin blade, and the way his hand closed around the hilt showed how familiar he was with the weapon. He spun it slowly before launching another assault.

The DeathEater found out he should have pressed his advantage instead of taunting. There was a flow to the assassin’s strikes. He left himself open to a variety of counters, but the speed with which he followed up each strike didn’t allow for it if he didn’t want to be killed.

Turan jumped back and out of the chamber, and the snow crunched under his boots as he stumbled back. Sigil did not give him an inch of respite. His blade snaked around Turan’s buckler and slashed a deep cut across his shoulder, narrowly missing his neck with a counter-sweep.

Turan landed on his shoulder and pushed himself back, then rolled a few times on the snow before regaining his feet. The assassin paused and slipped on the thin layer of white on the ground, steadying himself after nearly losing his balance at the change of surface.

The chief had just avoided death by the narrowest of margins, and blood poured from his arm, but he could still grip his buckler. No tendons had been cut, or he would have had to release it. He was running out of opportunities to survive and doubted he would.

He should raise the alarm and let the rest of the DeathEaters take care of this.

The chief straightened and hammered his ax into his buckler. “Intruder! Intruder!”

“Fuck!” Sigil hissed and rushed his attack. His boots made almost no noise as they scrabbled across the snow on the ground. He’d adjusted well. His saber clanged on the DeathEater’s buckler and swept around again.

Turan blocked the strike with the flat of his ax and thrust his head forward, catching the assassin by surprise. His forehead connected with the bastard’s nose with a loud crack, and he followed it with a strike to Sigil’s jaw with the haft of his ax.

He tried to deliver a punch from his buckler, but the assassin jumped clear. Turan went to press his advantage, but his legs gave out. He slipped on the snow and just managed to catch himself from landing on both hands on the snow.

Three droplets fell from the assassin’s sword, followed by a steady flow from Turan’s stomach. He gritted his teeth and reached down to press on the wound. It was a pointless gesture, but he would try anyway. His stomach was open up from hip to hip, a deep cut down to his guts, which would spill out if he removed his hand.

He didn’t need confirmation. He was a dead man, even if a physician found him now. Turan breathed deeply, feeling like that would make his intestines fall out, but he held them back.

Sigil studied him and advanced to finish him, but Turan had help coming. Not in time to save him, but hopefully to save the Ax. Turan sighed and let himself collapse as two DeathEaters jumped over him. They made no noise and gave no battle cries, just launched their attack.

They caught the assassin by surprise, but their youth and inexperience made them attack too quickly and recklessly. One managed to open a deep gash in the assassin’s shoulder, but he paid for it when a riposte opened his throat in turn. The other attacked with a spear, but the assassin was waiting for him.

A twist of the wrist redirected the DeathEater’s spear, and he slashed him across the thighs to send him to the ground.

More DeathEaters were on the way, however. The injured one grabbed the assassin by the leg to hold him in place as three more rushed into the fight.

Turan watched the assassin kick the injured DeathEater aside and jump away from the assault. One struck him a glancing blow with a mace, and the flanges drew blood. The assassin might have preferred to stay in the mess of DeathEaters since he was tagged by a pair of arrows as he spun away. One caught him in the thigh, and the other hammered into his chest and knocked him off his feet.

Turan’s hope that he would be killed by the arrows evaporated when the killer jumped to his feet and tossed something to the ground before a dozen more DeathEaters could converge on him. For all their flaws, they would fight, but the air filled with thick gray smoke. Turan spotted Sigil running behind their houses. He was trying to escape, but more arrows found him. The assassin stumbled, blood pouring from his wounds, but he pushed until he reached the edge of the cliff.

Two more DeathEaters were on him, and Turan watched more blood splatter from around the strikes, but Sigil escaped and rolled over the edge of the cliff, falling down the mountain.

Silence filled the DeathEaters’ home. It should have been a night of celebration, but none would celebrate now. DeathEater blood had been spilled. They would celebrate when they found the assassin’s body. For the moment, they would lick their wounds.

Those who could, anyway. A group gathered around Turan, and a few tried to help him to his feet.

“Fuck off,” he hissed and settled back down. He was warm and comfortable on his back, which probably meant he was dying. “I’m comfortable here. Recover the Ax, you idiots! He took the Ax!”

They just watched him. Turan lay on snow he could no longer feel, and blood he couldn’t stop poured from his wounds. There was no point. Even if they managed to sew him up, he would likely die of infection a few days from now. It was best to die today. His pain was gone. He’d made his finest effort. Someone else would take up his mantle and bring the DeathEater Ax back.

It was his time.


CHAPTER TWELVE


It had been a close call. Sigil hadn’t expected to leave the DeathEaters’ home alive. He’d arrived the day before with help from the elf.

He hadn’t known how he would get his hands on the Ax. Not because the DeathEaters protected the place in which it was kept, but because there were so many of them, and they were always armed, even the women and children.

He’d taken the risk anyway. If he could get his hands on the weapon, she could reach out and bring him back, or at least bring the weapon back and use another avatar to work her will on the world.

She would not tell him why she needed him to kill for her. He was well aware of her power. She could carry out all those deaths on her own.

But he survived. Against all odds and against the whole DeathEater Clan, he had managed to cast himself from the cliff alive. She could have allowed him to fall to his death and then collected the Ax from his mangled corpse, but something stopped his fall.

Sigil didn’t know how long it took for him to recover, but it was faster than he should have. He was vaguely aware of the elf standing over him, extending tendrils of power into his body from her fingertips.

It wasn’t the first time. When his awareness returned, all he saw were the old, ugly scars covering his body. They were thick and corded, following the bones of his arms and shoulders, with tiny little pinpoint scars on either side. The mark on his back that had earned him his moniker still ached after all these years.

The rune was incomplete, and those who’d inscribed it had thought he was a failure until he killed them. He always wondered if he shouldn’t have gone so far. He should have left one of the mages alive to manage the pain.

It was more manageable now, though. He sighed and closed his eyes, then rolled his shoulders and stretched his arms.

“I understand why your developers thought you were a failure,” she whispered, tracing her fingers down his spine. He didn’t need to watch to know that the black glowed blue when she touched it. “It’s warped and altered in ways nobody should have to live through, but you did. It would have been a breakthrough, something new and wonderful in the world if they had continued their work to completion.”

“They had no thought of the new and interesting.” Sigil shuddered when her fingers reached the base of his spine. “All they considered was that they had a quota to reach. I diverged from the pattern they sought, so I was discarded.”

“And you killed them.”

“I was in pain and beyond enraged. I make no apologies for what I did, and I’m in the process of repaying that debt.” He sighed when she stopped inspecting the inscription, then pulled a shirt over his torso. “Why did you put in so much work to bring me back? You could have just taken the Ax and let me die.”

“You underestimate your body’s ability to recover from injury.” She handed him the Ax he’d stolen. “All I had to do was remove the arrows from your body and keep your heart pumping. You did the rest. You might feel drained, so I suggest you drink some koffe to bring your vitality back.”

“How much time has passed on the continent?”

“Only one night. I’ll take you to the capital, so you can go to work immediately unless you need to rest longer. No place is better than here. Less time wasted.”

Sigil looked at his arms again. He felt like they should have been wrinkled and old and covered in liver spots, but they were young, ruddy, and full of life.

“I don’t think I have it in me anymore.”

His voice was as soft as the young, childlike elf’s. She had gone to the fire in the darkened chamber to inspect something that was boiling over.

“Why do you say that?”

“I never chose to be…this.” Sigil sighed and lay back on the bed she’d conjured for him. “I was selected and driven into the program before I knew what it entailed. I hate the killing and being a monster on your leash.”

She poured the koffe from the cast iron kettle into a pair of porcelain cups. After she finished, she returned to the bed and handed him one. “I know.”

“You know?”

“Killers who enjoy killing rarely make it into the program. They are fed lies before they have the wisdom to see through them, and we hope the process burns out their spirit and turns them into weapons. You resisted that, and there was no room for failure.

“You should have burned for what you did, but I appealed to have you saved because I saw something in you. Your skills were impressive, but your spirit drew me to you. I never would have allowed you out of the Flames if you enjoyed death and destruction. The magic fused into your body that turned you into such a magnificent killer would have made you too dangerous otherwise. Also, I ensured that none of the open-minded theorists in the Enclave got their hands on you, or you would have been used for nothing else.”

Sigil couldn’t tear his gaze away from the cup. The warmth from the liquid slowly seeped through the thin porcelain and into his hands. “There is pleasure in using my skills and seeing a job well done, but I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

“You won’t have to for very long. If you do what you need to, only one more life needs to be claimed. Then you’ll never need to kill again. You could live as you desire.”

He’d never thought his debt would be paid. He’d spent decades killing while working toward a cause he was not allowed to understand. Sigil didn’t really believe the elf would permit him to retire after his last kill, but he could dream.

Besides, her word was not law. If she said that his debt was paid after one last kill and then decided she wanted to keep him around for a little longer, he could consider his contract with her severed.

Sigil doubted he would be able to kill her if the opportunity arose, but he could evade and avoid her. There were plenty of places in the world where a man with his skills could hide.

All he wanted was peace and quiet, away from the drudgery of death and destruction that had been his life for as long as he could remember. He didn’t know if that was what he wanted for the rest of his life, but it would give him time to think about it.

Perhaps he was thinking that way due to his most recent kills. He looked down at where an arrow had been in his chest and rubbed the sensitive skin that had recently healed.

“I understand your thinking, especially after such a traumatic experience.” The elf sipped her koffe and shook her head. “Honestly, I could kill whoever thought it was a good idea to leave the DeathEaters in the world after they outlived their usefulness. You might consider them your long-lost cousins, but I saw back then that they would be a problem. We hoped they would be a problem for those who styled themselves as the gods on this continent, but they chose to become a nuisance instead.”

Sigil narrowed his eyes as the elf shook her head in disappointment. This was as close to angry as he’d ever seen her. The most emotion he’d ever seen from her.

Her words struck a chord. DeathEaters were the toughest bastards he’d ever fought, although he told himself it was because he was drained from his battle with the paladin and the gods who’d stopped him from killing Throk.

There was no denying DeathEaters were humans, but their fighting prowess was not natural to the species. If the same thing that had been done to him had been done to them, someone would have found a way to pass those abilities on through their bloodlines.

A chilling prospect and one that explained a lot about the DeathEaters as a clan. More to the point, it sounded like the elf was speaking from personal experience, like she’d seen what happened to them in the long-distant past.

That was conjecture. If he asked her a question, she wouldn’t answer, or if she did, it would be in riddles and difficult-to-understand parables. There was no point. He was better off focusing on the task at hand.

She appeared to agree as if she saw into his mind when she chose to.

“One more death, Sigil. That is all I will ask of you, and I will ensure that you are left alone. If a life of peace is what you want, I will ensure that you have it. Elves of your type would not have been allowed peace even after the amount of work you have done. You will be given a life no others in your line would have been permitted.”

Sigil still didn’t believe her. He might one day, but he’d seen the worst of all species. When an offer came about that sounded too good to be true, it was, but he had no choice except to comply. After the contract was complete, he could make a life for himself, but he couldn’t trust the elf to provide it for him. For all he knew, she would kill him after his work for her was done.

“One more kill,” he whispered and lowered his head.

She placed a hand on his head and smiled. “I know you don’t care about the great things you’re starting, but suffice it to say that you will have earned your peace.”

Whether that peace would come after his body was burned or buried was the question. She was right on one score, though. He did not care about whatever great things she thought he was starting. If she meant to kill him, he would not go silently.

There would be time for that later.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“We could have kept hunting.”

“You brought the boar down, boy.” Skharr narrowed his eyes and picked out a brush. “We could have continued hunting, but there would have been no point. We made so much noise that all other creatures in the area ran for safer pastures.”

Theron shook his head. “I could have found them. I’m a great hunter.”

“And so modest.” Skharr smirked at the child and handed him the brush. “Your mother’s influence has caused you to think you can ride on your brother’s back, but I won’t let you do that unless you care for him properly.”

Horse nickered.

“I might have been rough about it in the past, but I want to learn from my mistakes. Every horse is different, and my past brothers did not mind if I worked them over quicker so they could get some rest once night fell.”

“Does Horse really understand you?” Theron patted the beast on his flank. Horse had been skittish around the little one in the past but had gotten more comfortable in his presence.

Theron was a growing boy, so he was more jittery than the people Horse usually permitted around him. It had taken him a few months to decide he was comfortable around the boy. Before then, he’d leave his paddock through the always-open gate and spend most of his days and nights at his apple tree.

The apples it provided were more luscious and delicious than any apples Skharr had ever tried, but no one was allowed to gather them. It was Horse’s tree, and he’d earned the damn thing a thousand times over. It didn’t mean people didn’t try, but Horse was very selective. Skharr noted that he usually allowed children to do so, sometimes going so far as to pretend he did not see them and only putting up a token resistance when he “spotted” them.

Those he did not want to pick from his tree, which flowered and fruited all summer, winter, spring, and fall, were viciously attacked. Skharr didn’t know if anyone had been killed, but some who claimed they had been stomped, bitten, and run over for no reason had complained. They continued to act as if they were not at fault, even after admitting they’d tried to eat apples from the forbidden tree.

His boy had just picked his first apple in the past week, after he and Horse had spent some time together and gotten to know each other better.

Skharr didn’t think Theron would be as close to the beast as he was, but he did enjoy seeing the pair together.

“I did enjoy seeing you fighting that assassin when we caught up with him,” Theron commented, imitating Skharr’s brush strokes on Horse’s coat. “I’ve heard so much about what a great warrior you are, but I didn’t think they were telling the truth.”

Skharr frowned. “What?”

“You hear things. Doesn’t mean they’re true. Mom says never to believe what people say, just what they do or did do. All I heard was talk.”

He shook his head. “So, all those stories I told you about my adventures?”

“Mom says never to believe what people say.”

“I’m not ‘people.’ I am your father.”

“You’re not people?” The boy scoffed. “Everybody is people. Besides, I know you lie. I heard you tell Mom that one of the servants must have cleared her dish when I saw you finish her pudding.”

Skharr opened his mouth to reply, but he had a point. Sera had asked who had cleared her plate, but Skharr had pilfered it. It had been a pointless workaround to avoid an argument. Not that he or Sera argued much, but they both had stubborn streaks and refused to back down when they thought they were in the right.

Truthfully, he hadn’t known it was Sera’s pudding.

He had also never thought it would come into play in his relationship with his son.

“You’re right,” Skharr agreed. “I have not been as honest as I should have been, especially when dealing with your mother.”

Theron scoffed. “I lie to Mom, and she tells me not to believe what people say, so she should know better.”

“I’m raising a monster.” Skharr sighed. “Besides, I wasn’t that involved in the fighting. All I did was tag the fucker with an arrow. He rushed off before I could do more.”

Theron lifted a shoulder. “You always tell me that a long shot is hard, and he was moving. You hit him like it was nothing.”

Skharr narrowed his eyes. The boy was too smart for his age. A keen fucker, learning from both him and his mother. Skharr wondered what he would become.

“I suppose it was a good shot.”

“Have you been using that bow for a long time?” The lad’s eyes glittered like they did when Skharr told him stories. Sera tried to convince him not to tell them, but sometimes, they were the only way to lull the boy to sleep.

“For a while. Your uncle Throk fashioned it for me, as well as the arrows I usually use.” Skharr nodded. “One time, I was riding with your mother, and I punched an arrow through one man into the chest of another. One of my proudest moments.”

“I know. Mom told me. She also said she didn’t want me to practice the bow too much if I was going to learn how to use the sword from her.”

She’d broached the subject with Skharr, too. “Bows are part of every DeathEater’s arsenal. Whether you wish it to be part of yours will be something to discuss as you make your way through life. The clan will want you to be a member, but you will not have it forced on you.”

Theron yawned. He’d been part of those conversations in the past, but he always looked bored. Maybe it was too soon to push that weight on him. Living the life of a DeathEater should not be chosen lightly.

“Do you want to hear about the time I fought my way through a cursed tower that gave me my sword and paid your uncle Throk to finish the DeathEater Ax?”

“Can you tell me the one where you found the orcs on the island with Uncle Brahgen instead?”

That had been his life. He wouldn’t have had it any other way, but he would be the first to admit that it would be considered far too harsh for the son of a duke and duchess and especially for the nephew of the emperor.

Skharr rationalized that that was the best reason for Theron to be subjected to hardships. He was in line to become one of the most powerful men in the empire. He could become the most powerful man in the empire if Tryam continued to vacillate on the matter of siring heirs to take over when he failed to live forever.

Most emperors and kings thought that was how their lives would play out when they were young and vital. Tryam had made things difficult since he’d admitted that Skharr was right when he made the suggestion, but he did nothing to correct the situation.

Not that they needed him to. Micah had spent a good many days of her life scouting out young noblewomen who would be acceptable candidates. As Tryam was aware, having a wife was not necessary for heirs, but it was helpful. He could also make allies through marriage. Not always the most solid sort, but they were strengthened by children.

He thought he understood where Tryam was coming from. He wouldn’t enjoy being put to stud like a prize horse. Horse was not very happy about that arrangement either. It was demeaning, forcing him to fuck someone he didn’t particularly care to. However, Tryam wouldn’t need to do it often, and after a legitimate heir was designated, he could take his pick of the women of the empire.

Skharr hoped he wouldn’t have to make his way through a dungeon with the next heir to ensure they were worthy of the throne. He liked how it had played out, but Skharr doubted his luck would hold for the next one. He didn’t want to make any mistakes when the next emperor made an appearance.

Then again, it was possible that the next emperor and Theron would be friends, so his son could handle that fight. Skharr didn’t want to put that pressure on him, but certain responsibilities came with being the emperor’s nephew. Theron might also choose to be a DeathEater instead of involving himself in the troubling aspects of politics.

“You’re skilled at telling the stories of your life.”

He hadn’t heard anyone approach, but he hadn’t been paying attention. The story of finding orcs on the coast when Brahgen had been attacked and kidnapped had a darkness to it that he wouldn’t involve the boy in.

Theron would enjoy the idea of his father being a pirate, but there were too many uncomfortable parts of his life Skharr preferred to keep secret. If they eventually came out, he would tell the lad instead of allowing the rumor mills of the empire to do so. There was no pleasant way to portray who he had been in those days. Skharr doubted telling the boy would earn him anything.

Cassandra might have thought differently. She’d snuck into the stables without waking the sleeping horses. Skharr knew she’d intentionally been stealthy. Without her armor, it was too easy.

“How long have you been there?” Skharr asked, slowly and silently putting the brush down.

“Long enough to hear most of the story. You never think you’ll hear those stories from the source, even if I was present for a few of them.”

He smiled and motioned for her to take a seat. Theron had curled up on a bale of hay that should have been too small for him, but it had been a long day and an even longer night for him. He would sleep like the dead, but Skharr knew better than to think the lad would sleep for long.

“It’s good to see you again, Cassandra.” Skharr sat next to her. “I didn’t think I would see you again. We had our adventures, but I thought Theros would want to ensure that you and I were not seen together again.”

“He wouldn’t have been the only one.” Cassandra smirked, then shook her head like she regretted the joke. “I’m sorry. I should not have said that.”

“Why not?”

“You and I have a past. There’s no reason to drive that point home, especially with your son here with us.”

Skharr knew she was right, although the notion would have escaped him if she hadn’t pointed it out.

“How have you been?” It wasn’t his best attempt at changing the subject, but it would have to do. “You already know what I’ve been dealing with since last we saw each other. How about you?”

Cassandra leaned against the wall of Horse’s stall. “Hard to say. There have been dozens of fights, a handful of battles, and a couple of great victories. It’s easy to get lost in the idea of being a paladin, but none of those victories belong to me since Theros’ power kept me in those fights and allowed me to come away with the victory. I haven’t felt like myself for a long time.”

That was familiar. Skharr often felt like he was dancing to someone else’s tune, never doing what he wanted to do. That hadn’t been the case lately, although he did need to compromise a lot when dealing with Sera. He was no longer a free man, and while some comforts came from that, his responsibilities bound him.

“That strike from the assassin might have brought me back.” She sighed and rubbed her hands together. “Painful as it was, I’m tempted to thank the piece of horseshit.”

“You can thank him while he’s bleeding out,” Skharr muttered. “I doubt that bringing you back to yourself was his intention.”

Horse tossed his mane and leaned down to nudge Theron. The boy muttered in his sleep but didn’t wake.

“Well, they’re putting together a plan in the manse.” Cassandra delicately stretched and shook her head. It appeared that she’d had a long day, too. “Seems like the only logical target for this assassin you’ve met before is the emperor. There might be lesser kills on the way—political leaders like the Matriarch who are popular enough to cause unrest—but all those do is fill the powder keg. The death of the emperor will be the spark that lights it.”

“’Powder keg?’”

“I thought you spent time at sea. Didn’t you know that pirates fill kegs with blasting powder and use magical runes to light them from inside so they can be launched onto enemy ships?”

Skharr shook his head. “I take it there is plenty you could tell me about your adventures at sea.”

Most of his fighting at sea had involved rams, ballistae, flaming arrows, and grappling hooks. It seemed like tossing a keg of blasting powder onto a ship would sink it too quickly. There would be no time to plunder it. Useful in battles, but not in piratic ventures.

If he was doing it, he would waterproof the kegs and suspend them just below the surface to keep them out of sight. The runes inside would only produce sparks if a large enough ship touched them. It would sink the ship, but that was better than being overrun. Besides, the fear of having to deal with those measures could stop a merchant fleet long enough for the pirates to run them down.

He sighed and rolled his neck. He was many years removed from having to consider such things. It was unsettling to find out how quickly those thoughts returned to the surface. Maybe it was because he’d been thinking about those times due to the bedtime story he’d told a few moments ago.

“I lost you.” Cassandra leaned forward with a smile. “A copper for your thoughts?”

“I’m trying to conjure the best use of those kegs of blasting powders. Not important.” He cleared his throat. “Why do they think the emperor will be the next target?”

“There are plenty of possibilities, but for the most part, it is because the assassin’s next logical attack will take place in the capital. It is the emperor’s birthday, and the celebrations are drawing dignitaries and nobles from across the continent.

“The assassinations have caused tensions to build unlike any we’ve seen since the boy became emperor. If the wrong person dies in the wrong way, everything will go to pieces. The emperor is holding everything together. He is both popular and feared in equal measures, so he can keep the worst from coming to pass. If he is dead, there is nobody to take his place.”

She sounded like Micah. Skharr didn’t know if he liked that. Cassandra had clearly spent her time among diplomats and politicians to come up with thoughts like that.

That being said, she did make good points.

“There is more to it than that.” Cassandra cleared her throat and uncomfortably looked at the door. She did not want to discuss the matter with him, yet she understood that someone had to. “It’s obvious that Sigil knows who you are and, to some degree, has focused on you. The plan involves you making your way back to where Throk was attacked to dig up the papers he left behind.

“There might be something important to find there, but the idea is to make the assassin think we are further from him than we are. While you do what you have to do, the rest of our party will take the short path of the gods to the capital. After you finish investigating, you will continue on foot—” She was interrupted by a soft whinny from the massive beast whose stall they were in.

“You and Horse will continue on foot to the capital. You were invited to be a part of the celebrations, and you should arrive on the day of the emperor’s birthday when they reach their peak.”

He had considered turning down the emperor’s invitation. He’d hoped to spend most of the time Sera was absent hunting with his son. If Sera and Micah wanted to get caught up in the mess the capital would be during the celebrations, that was their prerogative. Skharr had endured enough of it.

But plans changed. He needed to be there, and his brother needed him there.

“All right.” Skharr stroked his son’s bright red hair. It had grown long enough to droop into his eyes occasionally, annoying him when he needed to focus on something. “But I’ll need someone to care for the lad while his mother and I are gone. I won’t take the little fucker into the fight, no matter how much he wants to be involved.”

Cassandra smirked. “I suppose something could be arranged. Although, it could be noted that he is already quite the fighter.”

“He is, but Sera would rather he had more than constant violence to look forward to.” Skharr nodded firmly. “I agree with her on that.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The gods. Kat thought of them as distant figures, almost mythological. They didn’t involve themselves in the lives and works of mortals. They were powerful enough to destroy the cosmos, yet they spent their time sitting on the sidelines and watching everything happen.

People said they involved themselves in the happenings on the continent but never directly. They had servants, avatars of their will, who stepped in and helped when required. At other times, they appeared in disguise and directed those who were not their followers to take specific actions.

Stories for children, but even as a child, Kat had considered herself too old to listen to them. She had better things to do with her life. Hunting for food had been her priority as a little one, and after Sigil took her under his wing, she was never allowed the time to indulge in idle fantasies.

But things changed. Her worldview had since been altered, and she was in a room with not one but two of them. One was even a high god. Kat had no idea what the term meant. What was the difference between a high god and the others? She’d heard a variety of explanations, but the priests never had their stories straight. They’d come to their own conclusions, and each assumed theirs were correct.

The conclusion Kat came to was that each god had styled a title for themselves, and nobody had been powerful enough to contest them. Those who hadn’t been powerful enough didn’t survive long enough to be considered gods.

Even so, there were differences. Ahverna was powerful in her own right, but it was obvious that Theros was more powerful than she was. The high god mostly offered suggestions and hints about what they needed to know, and she listened to him.

Still, the title didn’t appear to give him power. Janus was a high god too, but Ahverna spoke of him with contempt. Her respect for Theros was absent, although she wondered if it would appear when she had to deal with her brother face to face.

Kat settled her nerves and watched the party. They weren’t preparing for a long trip, which she took to mean that the gods were going to do something that allowed everyone to travel hundreds of miles in a split second. They were using magic, which she’d studied under Sigil’s tutelage, but it was leagues ahead of what she’d read about.

An apt comparison would be that she’d studied needlepoint and could create simple designs. She could understand complex pieces, but she couldn’t produce them if she had a hundred years to practice.

Maybe that was why the gods had become so powerful. They had found a way to transcend mortality that allowed them to practice things that interested them for hundreds of years to the point where their skills were beyond those regular mortals could ever hope to achieve.

She settled into her seat, waiting for the troops to gather. The paladin was coming, and she had dressed in simple garb. Kat saw armor beneath the woman’s clothes, but she wasn’t allowed a close look. The paladin still mistrusted her, although she had bowed to Ahverna’s wishes. Kat had a feeling that she would be the first one to attack if Kat or anyone else proved untrustworthy. She had a spear strapped to her back and a sword on her hip.

Brahgen and Gerrold were joining them as well. Brahgen was one of Ahverna’s wards, and the dwarf was more than he appeared. He looked tired and unsettled by the events of the prior day, and he made no attempt to hide that he avoided looking at Kat.

Gerrold was less guarded. The young man reeked of the privilege that tainted his life, but there was more to him. From what Kat had learned from prowling the manse during the night, Gerrold had been caught in some crime, and instead of being punished, his father had finagled a punishment that had resulted in him being Skharr DeathEater’s ward to harden him.

A duke’s son, from what she heard. It was clear that years under the barbarian’s tutelage had honed him into a warrior. That didn’t mean he didn’t retain elements of what had forced him under Skharr’s wing, which was why he hadn’t been handed back to his father. Or maybe the boy didn’t want to leave.

Unlike the others, he was comfortable in her presence and went so far as to sit next to her while strapping his belongings to his person.

“I think I remember you,” he commented after a few minutes of uncomfortable silence. Possibly, it was just uncomfortable for her. “You were in Fenera, right? You were the apprentice who showed us into the city through all those secret passages?”

“I didn’t do much,” Kat reminded him. She avoided looking at him. “All I did was show you paths I knew or had been told about.”

“Still. It’s an impressive line of work you find yourself in. I’m under no illusions. Well, I try not to be. I understand that your life has been difficult, but you should be proud of the person who came out of that crucible.”

Kat paused in her preparations. It was difficult to tell, but it sounded like he was complimenting her. Like he wanted to say that he approved of her without wanting to state his admiration for an assassin.

“What do you mean?” She slipped a throwing knife into a bracer and allowed herself to look at him. She hadn’t noticed while studiously ignoring him, but the boy was younger than he’d first appeared. Only a few years older than she was, although their life experiences had been vastly different. She couldn’t judge his exact age.

“Skharr likes to say that life is a crucible. Material possessions come and go, and all we have at the end is the person we are when we come out of trials.” He stroked his chin. “I’m not sure I understand that. That fucker goes through periods where he barely grunts a word or two for days, except when he’s talking to the horse. He and Horse have whole conversations with each other that I don’t understand. Anyway, there comes a time when he just lectures you, and it sounds like something from a philosophy book. Simplistic for the most part, but he does have good insights.”

She narrowed her eyes. “It means the world can take everything away from you except who you are. All it can take from that vault is what you choose to give it.”

The boy tilted his head. “That makes sense, although it’s too simple to apply to someone’s life.”

“Just because it’s simple doesn’t mean it’s not applicable,” Kat corrected. “I’m still not sure who I am after all my training and experience, but I know that nothing I learned over the years can be taken away from me. I lost most of my investments in the City under the Mountain, but with what I know, I could find work in any city in the world.”

Gerrold grinned. “I’m not sure I’d be as lucky. Most of what I have I owe to my father, but I want to be my own man. I’ll learn everything I can from Skharr, and hopefully, when the day comes, I’ll be the man the people in my father’s duchy deserve to rule them.”

Kat knew he was spoiled, but his intention of bettering himself put him a level above most of the nobles she’d encountered. It didn’t make him much better, but some.

“I haven’t seen my father since all this started.” His voice was softer as he continued. “Going on six years now. He’ll probably be in the capital when we get there. I wonder if he’ll want to see me.”

“A father who does not want to see his son isn’t worthy of the title.”

“I might not be worthy of the title of son,” Gerrold suggested. “I did fuck up badly. He put himself to a great deal of trouble to help me avoid having my head removed.”

“Even so.” Kat sighed. It was odd that she connected with the boy so easily, but there were things for them to connect over. She might not have known who her parents were, but Sigil had taken up the role for all intents and purposes. She would always have respect for him, and he had a similar respect for her. It went beyond their professional respect for each other. “You’ve been to the capital before?”

Gerrold nodded. “A few times. The last time I was there, I was in chains and held in a tower, awaiting my dance with the headsman.”

“What is it like?”

“I think we’ll see for ourselves.” He smiled and shook his head. “It is larger than you might think. Everything is cramped, as if it is growing in on itself. I always felt like the city was alive and moving and always changing. The only thing that never changed was the palace at the center, and even that is a magical labyrinth, fully known only to the people whose lives revolve around the place.”

That was worth her time. If she could learn her way through the palace better than the guards who regularly patrolled it, it would give her a leg up on the competition.

But she wasn’t an assassin for hire anymore. It was possible that Ahverna would allow her to take personal contracts after the business with Sigil was over, but she was still bound to the goddess. There were worse fates for an assassin, but it would take some getting used to.

Ahverna stepped into the room, pausing or ending their conversation. She jumped to her feet when the goddess arrived. On the other side of the room, Brahgen did as well. The rest rose after having gathered their packs, bags, and weapons. They didn’t know what was waiting for them in the capital, so it was best to be prepared for anything.

“Ready to leave?” Ahverna looked around. “Theros is waiting for us, hopefully paving the way. Anyway, shall we?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. If they weren’t ready, that was their fault. They could join Skharr when he headed there on foot. It didn’t look like any were missing anything, so Ahverna raised a hand at the nearest wall.

Tendrils of magic extended from her fingertips. Kat could feel the power radiating from each thread, cutting a hole in reality, although it looked like they were simply opening a hole in the air. Kat was sensitive to magic, which allowed her to sense when mages were around and what type of magic they used. Useful for an assassin.

She almost wished she couldn’t feel the power undulating from the goddess’ fingertips. It made her hair stand on and raised goosebumps across her arms. One misstep and the whole room or maybe the manse would be ripped from the world. Ahverna showed expert control over the power, however, and a portal opened. The goddess stepped through first and gestured for the others to follow.

“Do you think the emperor is the next target?” Gerrold asked after they were on the other side. “Not that I doubt your experience, but it’s not easy to take the man on. He’s surrounded at all times by some of the finest warriors and mages in the world. And if someone were to get past them, he’s skilled in his own right. He was a champion in the arena before he embarked on his quest for the throne, and Skharr trained him to the point where he is one of the finest fighters in the empire.”

Kat didn’t hear most of what the young marquess said. The portal had disgorged them on a balcony carved out of one of the tallest towers in the palace. For Kat, there was no better way to view Capital City for the first time. The sun was rising in the east, casting a red hue over the city. It was bustling, and it didn’t look like it ever stopped, especially not with the current number of visitors. Caravans wound along the roads leading into the city, and ships clogged the waterways that cut through the city.

It dwarfed Fenera, which, until that point, was the largest city she’d ever laid eyes on, but there was more to it than that. This city was old, and she guessed that the palace had seen a handful of cities sprout around it. It felt so ancient that she could practically see history springing from its walls.

“I’m sure,” she whispered, gathering her senses. The last of the party had come through, and the portal had closed. “The emperor might not be Sigil’s next target, but he’ll be the culmination of his attacks. Chaos and disorder are the only reasons he does this sort of work. Nothing tears an empire apart faster than having no emperor to lead it. Come on. We have to keep up with the others.”

“Right.” Gerrold gripped his sword tighter. He was less impressed by the view. Maybe he’d seen it before, although Kat didn’t think anyone could get used to seeing a whole city spread beneath their feet like a mat.

It wouldn’t be long before she was down there, drawing intelligence from the denizens, but she couldn’t think of a better way to begin the most dangerous and deadly mission she’d ever undertaken. Even if it claimed her life, it was worthwhile to have seen this.

The time for taking in the sights was gone. Work awaited them.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Do you think you have what it takes?” Skharr asked.

“As a mission, it is one of the most difficult I’ve ever undertaken, but I believe I can do it. I have the required skills.”

“You’re getting up there in age. Do you think you will run out of stamina before the end?”

Throk pierced him with a glare. “You insult me.”

“Constantly, but the question stands.”

“I think you mistake the strength of the dwarves. You cannot think I am weaker than a six-year-old boy.”

Skharr shrugged. “Most six-year-old boys are not Theron. He has DeathEater and Blademaster in him, and he’ll ensure you know it.”

Throk tilted his head. “I suppose you have a point, but I do think I can handle the lad. If I’m not capable, I will ask for help.”

“Yes.” Skharr sighed. “Although, don’t do it too often. The ladies of the manse have a bad habit of spoiling the boy with sweets and attention.”

“You’d think they would focus that on you.”

“Shut up.” Skharr rolled his eyes. “You’ll need to keep your eye on him, or he’ll find his way down to the stables and go out for a ride. After he mounts a horse, he’ll be out for a few days until he realizes that sleeping in his bed is preferable to picking a spot to sleep for the night in the rough. You’ll want to find him before he does something like pick a fight with a bear.”

Throk sighed, so Skharr believed he was starting to understand the problems the barbarian had to work through as a parent. However, Throk would only be the person in charge.

“You have nothing to worry about, DeathEater.” Throk patted him on the shoulder after a moment. “I’ve raised plenty of wee ones, and while they had their troubles in life, I made sure they were clean, fed, and under a roof when they needed to sleep. I assume that is all your son will need until you and Sera return from the capital.”

It was all he could ask from the dwarf. Skharr hadn’t known that Throk was a parent, but it made sense. He’d moved on from it as the years rolled by.

“All right.” Skharr frowned. “If I return, it’ll be in the next few weeks. Until then, keep the boy alive. That is all I ask.”

“Not the tallest of orders. I’ll keep him away from trees, regardless.”

Skharr didn’t know what to say. The old dwarf was amused by the thought as he wandered off. There was nothing more that had to be said. He couldn’t assume he would make it back, not with assassins on the loose. Still, he’d stood his ground against some of the best and come away alive. The chances weren’t terrible.

“What do you think he’ll do if I don’t make it back?” Skharr wondered after he and Horse were on the road. The region was bustling, with workers coming in from all corners of the empire to work on the new project Sera had set her mind to. Skharr assumed it was aqueducts, given that they drew water from distant sources and brought it to the farmlands. It took a lot of work, but Sera wanted to ensure that their lands took full advantage of the current peace the empire enjoyed.

She understood that it would not last. They shared a border with a vassal who did not enjoy being their subject. There were half a dozen projects in place that would ensure their people shared in the prosperity and would do so for years to come, no matter how the empire twisted or turned in the future.

He had many skills, but ruling was not one of them. Skharr lacked that particular type of foresight. While he could plan a siege years in advance, it required something more fine-tuned to build instead of destroy. There would be no songs sung or tales told of it, but the people in their duchy would enjoy the benefits of clean water from glaciers for decades to come.

Depending on the quality of the builders. Throk and Brahgen had good eyes for that sort of thing, even if they didn’t want to do the work themselves. They’d considered bringing in their kin to help, but they couldn’t travel until next spring. Sera had told them they were welcome to join the effort when they could, but she would not delay it for them.

Skharr shook his head and paused when Horse gently nudged him in the back.

“No, I don’t think it’ll happen. You and I have been in tougher spots. Yes, we are a little older and, dare I say it, softer, but we can push through. Failing that, Sera will. She’ll make it back for the little one. I do not like the idea of leaving her alone to handle Theron, but I have absolute trust in her abilities in that regard.”

Horse nickered and nudged him again.

“Of course you’ll make it, and Sera will include you in her care for the boy. She might try to ride you, but I think if you make your desires clear in that regard, she will respect your preferences.”

He didn’t think Horse believed that. Plenty of people thought it was acceptable to ride horses. The beast just tossed his mane and chomped at flies that came too close.

“He’ll be fine.”

Horse snorted.

“Yes, I might be trying to convince myself, but it’s true. My father was absent for most of my life, and I turned out well. Eventually.”

He wouldn’t chat about it with the animal. Horse didn’t understand what being a parent was like, or maybe he did. Skharr wasn’t sure how many foals he’d sired, but he hadn’t stuck around to care for the little ones. From what he understood, the mothers didn’t want him causing them trouble.

The summer was warmer than he liked, but they made good time. Skharr doubted that another man his age could run about the way he did. Skharr discovered that he had his challenges. His muscles protested, his lungs burned, and it was difficult to maintain a conversation with Horse for the first few hours.

After he passed that mark, however, everything worked the way it needed to. He’d lost his rhythm during his time in the manse. Horse didn’t have a problem keeping up with him, either.

They were leaving the middle of their lives, but Skharr was enjoying it. It felt like old times, when he and Horse had nothing to do but jump from fight to fight and adventure to adventure. No responsibilities and no ties to anything he didn’t want to be tied to. It wasn’t that he didn’t appreciate or enjoy his life now, but fear suddenly overcame him.

He didn’t want to die. He hadn’t wandered around with a death wish, but he hadn’t had the fear that most folks felt when they charged him. No reminders that there was much to live for and dying wasn’t worth it, but now he felt it lurking in the back of his mind, and the unsettling, powerful feeling would not release him.

He could push it back and pretend it wasn’t there, but as Theron grew, he wanted to be there to see him to manhood. He wanted to sit next to Sera and enjoy the twilight of their years together.

He wouldn’t be able to do that if he was dead, and gods couldn’t bring the dead back to life even if they wanted to. Theros and Ahverna had left behind many and allowed the Reaper to claim them since they were unable to extend their long lives to all they encountered.

It didn’t matter. He would take his life as it was given to him. The fact he had more to live for meant he would fight with everything he had to protect those who made his life worth living. He would tear enemies to pieces with his hands if he had to.

The sun began to drop out of the sky when he felt like he was at the limit of his abilities. In the past, he could run through the night and into the next day. He could march for days and be fresh enough to fight for hours.

Skharr paused and dropped to his haunches. The heat was departing, and he enjoyed the cool breeze on his sweaty skin. As he sucked in air and tried to recover his breath, someone that didn’t want to be seen or heard and was doing a good job of it moved in the trees.

Not good enough to get past the senses of a DeathEater. He’d managed to sneak up on the clan chieftain over freshly fallen snow as a child. Nobody expected someone so large to be capable of sneaking that well, and it had translated to an ability to pick up on people who were trying to sneak up on him.

Horse was a big help. The beast’s senses were more attuned than his, and Skharr listened when his brother was troubled. He whinnied and pawed at the ground.

“No, I don’t think so.” Skharr tilted his head as he pulled his bow from the saddle and strung it in practiced motions. “Not more than ten. They might have bows. I’m not sure why anyone would be hunting for a man and a horse, though. Bandits are cowardly above all else, and they know how to calculate the dangers versus the rewards. You’re not carrying many rewards.”

A snort was the response to that comment.

“Right. No immediately apparent rewards. Besides, what would a lowly highwayman do with an enchanted sword? He can’t hock it for what it’s worth.”

He didn’t wait for the bandits to make it out from the trees. He had seen them, although if they had leveraged the element of surprise, he would have been overwhelmed. Skharr collected a handful of arrows from his quiver and nocked one, then loosed it at the trees. A howl of pain followed, combined with tree branches cracking and a thud when his target reached the ground.

Landing his shot was impressive. He had thought the arrow would go wide, and he wanted the bandits to reconsider fighting him. Skharr nocked another arrow. These attackers were not skittish, and they would not be driven away. Though one had been picked off, he spotted them readying to attack him. As he loosed another arrow, he saw their archers up in the trees.

Dark elves. That explained why they were in his lands. After a couple of parties were killed, Skharr had spread the word that he would not tolerate brigands in his lands. They had stayed away unless they were desperate or stupid. He hadn’t heard of any attacks for going on three years.

These were not bandits, or not ordinary ones. Skharr watched a second elf drop with an arrow through his chest as he dove away from the road he’d been following. The air filled with arrows from the trees.

They weren’t used to fighting the likes of him, so they hadn’t been expecting him to shoot so suddenly and effectively, not given the way they’d arrayed themselves. Skharr knelt and took aim with his third arrow. They were fifty paces away, and while they were serviceable archers, their bows were not meant for long shots like his was.

Their numbers and overconfidence had made it difficult for them to take cover after they were seen, though they tried after a fourth member of their party fell. They were done trying to keep the fight at arm’s length. Six rushed him from the trees, sabers at the ready.

Horse greeted them from behind, trampling one and biting the neck of another. He’d been a war horse before he and Skharr crossed paths, and he knew how to fight better than most horses.

Skharr took the opportunity to rush forward. His sword was in the saddlebags, but his ax always rode his hip. Skharr drew it and his dagger and watched his first target. Dark elves could be difficult customers since they were good at taking people by surprise.

They were usually better at it since most of their fighting involved thicker woods than the copse they’d hidden in. They made their homes in trees. Armies had walked through their woods and not noticed the settlements above their heads.

Skharr took the head of the one who jumped away from Horse when he reared to beat the rest off with his hooves. One stroke of the ax cut through the neck. He buried his dagger in the chest of the next, but the third jumped back. Skharr recovered from his swing, drew his dagger out, and faced the remaining three elves, who’d halted their attack.

“I’m not sure who you were looking for.” Skharr twirled his weapons and pointed the dagger at the nearest one. “But you’ll find only Death. Run along, children, or I will introduce you.”

The three inched back, then sprinted to the trees. They melted away once they were in the shadows, and he doubted he would have been able to pick them off with his bow if they decided to make more trouble.

“They found the person they were looking for, but they weren’t supposed to attack,” a familiar voice declared behind him. “You spilled first blood, and that got them in the mood to kill. If you hadn’t, they would only have stopped you so you and I could have a conversation.”

Skharr turned. He hadn’t heard her voice in a long time, so long that it should have been foreign to him. It would have been had they not talked about her the night before.

He maintained his grip on his weapons as the elf approached him with slow, studied steps. It was like she expected violence, although he couldn’t think why. Someone powerful who only wanted to talk?

“I don’t like being snuck up on.” Skharr straightened and rolled his shoulders. “These are dangerous times, after all. Assassins running amok with no indications as to why they’re killing. I don’t suppose you would know anything about that?”

She smiled and shook her head. “We are beyond this nonsense of you asking me questions you already know the answers to, wouldn’t you say, DeathEater?”

“When did we pass it?”

“When I gave you that dagger. I see it has been useful to you. I am surprised to find that you still use it, considering where it came from.”

Skharr shrugged. “It’s a useful weapon. Had a mage look it over, and he told me its magic had been expended. Since it never belonged to you, I’ll assume you don’t know how to power it up again.”

“I suppose not.”

He scowled and looked around. He couldn’t resist feeling that she was trying to lull him into a false sense of security.

“What are you here for? You should already be aware of the dangers awaiting you if you keep trying to kill my people.”

“You are right to be confident. That weapon and its sister blade were created by humans, so although I infused it with the power it had to save you, I can’t do it again without considerable effort.”

“Yet, you’re here.” Skharr breathed deeply. “If you wanted me alive or don’t want me to kill you, why show yourself to me?”

“Because you are different, Skharr. Even from your people. They’ve all earned the brutish reputation they seem to enjoy, but you’ve done a great deal of work to calm the notion in the minds of many. There is a change coming to this world, you know. A change that will affect every being on this continent, and I would like you to see it come to pass.”

Skharr narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like change. I’ll be happy if the world remains the same as when I arrived.”

“You can say that all you like, but we both know you do not mean it.” She sighed. “You cannot stop what I have started, and even if you understood the reasons for my actions, you are meddling with events that have been centuries in the making.”

“What events?”

“I respect your intelligence too much to tell you outright.”

He smirked. “All that tells me is that you know if I determine the truth, I’ll stop you.”

“Tell yourself what you need to, DeathEater. I’ve watched you work, and you are favored by powers greater than the gods. I’m unsure what those are, but consider my academic interest piqued.” She crossed her arms, which made her look very young. “I would rather you survive what is coming despite you being intertwined with people who will need to be done away with. You and your family could sit this one out, and you would all be rewarded and kept safe.”

Skharr tilted his head. A feeling in the pit of his stomach warned him away from this battle. It would have carried more weight if his wife and her family weren’t already in the midst of whatever the elf was working toward.

“My family?”

“Yes.”

“Me. My wife. My son.”

“Precisely. All your lives will be spared. I won’t touch the rest of your friends, either. Those you’ve acquired over the years.”

“What about Tryam? Micah?”

Her mouth twitched, and she lowered her head. “They would be allowed to live if Tryam abdicated his throne and joined you here in your duchy, but you know their power-hungry nature will not allow them to step aside and let the world take its natural course.”

“And you know Sera will not stand by and let her brother and sister be killed. If so much as a hair is harmed on her head, I will hunt you down and rip you to pieces with my bare hands.” Skharr was surprised by the intensity of his statement, though he shouldn’t have been. Sera was the love of his life, and he would not allow any harm to befall her.

“I suppose that is your nature.” She uncrossed her arms. Despite her size, Skharr could feel the power radiating from her. “You protect what you love. Who needs walls when you have a DeathEater to stand between you and the harm that might befall you?”

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Who needs an assassin when you could kill me and mine with a snap of your fingers?”

That earned him a smile that looked foreign on her cherubic features. “Quite. Best of luck in all your future endeavors, DeathEater.”

She took a step back, and the air closed in around her, obfuscating her from his eyes. She’d created a portal similar to the one he’d seen the gods make and stepped through it. It was a different sort of magic, less aggressive on the world. His gods’ portals tore the fabric of reality when they created them. The elf’s magic was gentler and softer. He didn’t notice that she’d opened a portal until she’d walked through it and disappeared.

Skharr scowled and shook his head. Horse was looking on, unimpressed by what he’d seen. Skharr knew he would act that way. The world could fall in on itself, and he would act as though he’d seen it all before.

“Like you could have done any better.” Skharr rolled his eyes. “Come along. Now we know the emperor is her target. Might be time to help if we figure out why the assassin veered from his path of killing an emperor to take out a dwarven blacksmith.”

Horse nickered from deep in his chest.

“Whatever you need to tell yourself. This was a success.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The capital city was the seat of the largest empire in history, and it was so large and so impressive that there was no need to give it a proper name. That was what people said, but it rang hollow.

If Kat had to guess, it was because there were three or four emperors at one point in its history, and none could agree on which name to accept. When one of them eventually won the war, he decided to call it the capital and allow no further debate on the greatness of the empire.

It would always be more impressive than whatever emperor was sitting on the throne. Kat didn’t think any of the common folk cared about who was there as long as the merchant trains kept coming.

Tryam was popular because he allowed everyone to do as they pleased if they paid their taxes. There was plenty of profit for everyone. Tryam seemed like a decent fellow. Not as spoiled as Gerrold, which told her he hadn’t come from riches and privilege, but he had power. She could take him, but it would not be an easy fight, even if she caught him by surprise.

She heard him say he thought she was terrifying when they were discussing the assassin’s next moves, and his captain of the guard was distressed about having her in the same room as the emperor. The two gods who were also present seemed interested in keeping the man alive. There wasn’t much she could do to get past them, and if she could do that, the captain could not stop her.

Elric, the captain of the Emperor’s Eagles. She’d noted the name and the face. That trick of the trade was useful, although most people didn’t notice it. Information was her greatest currency, no matter what her daggers were capable of, and intelligence always boiled down to the little things, like people’s names and what they did for a living.

If she heard the name whispered elsewhere or someone describe him, she would have what she needed to pin him to the wall when Ahverna needed her to.

Kat had to remember that she was no longer freelancing. She continued to pluck her lute to entertain the people who’d just arrived, looking for something to pass the time until the next fights started in the arena.

“You need to understand that Beli is the best coach right now,” one of the men shouted while they drank from their tankards. “Tago might not be the most physically skilled fighter out there, but Beli only trains those with the sharpest minds.”

“You go ahead and waste your money on shits with sharp minds. I’ll take the fighters with sharp weapons and the ability to use them.”

Kat continued playing. She’d heard a lot of names thrown around, usually involving the fights that had taken the whole city by storm. The arena allowed thousands of people to watch any event they chose. The fights drew the largest crowds, but the races were of great interest, too. She’d also heard about several groups of musicians who were allowed to play between events. She had no idea how the emperor was funding all that, but it had dragged thousands of people from all over the empire to attend.

That would have more people celebrating, spending their coin, and being taxed for it every step of the way. It was reasonable to assume that while the events cost a great deal, the revenue being dragged in through every venture would more than cover it. Then again, she didn’t think Tryam would hold a month of games just to celebrate himself. There had to be political machinations involved. He wasn’t married and had no mistresses or children, so it was possible the event was being used to pull in eligible ladies from across the empire and beyond to see if there were any compatible matches.

Not that she knew much about such things. She was a simple lutist. The folks in the taverns were generous after the fights, too. She assumed they’d won and were anxious to spend it on anything and everything they could.

She’d seen it to a lesser degree in Fenera. Capital City was larger and more inviting than any other city she’d seen, but the sense of wonder she felt when looking out on it for the first time had faded. There was something hard and unsettling about the city and the people in it. There were too many trying to make money who didn’t care how they did it.

It seemed like the city for her. Kat wondered how she would feel if she was hired to kill someone who didn’t deserve it, but there weren’t many people in the capital who didn’t deserve some sort of punishment. They didn’t break any laws, but they took advantage of loopholes to ensure they could fuck over anyone they wanted. She heard of bastards who planned to issue false reports of criminality about rivals to drive customers away while the city guards prowled their businesses.

Not only would she find plenty of work in a city like the capital, but it was possible that neither her clients nor her targets would be missed in the world.

Kat still didn’t know what Ahverna needed her for, but she had a feeling that the goddess would not only give her plenty of work but reward her well for it. If she didn’t, Kat could find better work herself. It wasn’t like the goddess had bound her to a magical contract.

That was one of the rules Sigil insisted on. Magical contracts were difficult to regulate, especially in their line of work. If she was bound by one, she wouldn’t be able to walk away from a job, even if it was a trap or would get her killed. Walking away from it would kill her too.

Sigil repeated that until he was blue in the face. Then he’d bound himself to Skharr when he’d said he would do anything as long as Skharr recovered the spear for him. She’d seen what the spear could do, but she’d also heard what Skharr had gone through to get it.

Not an easy task by any means, but she had every confidence that Sigil would have been able to overcome the defenses of the place and carry out the task without binding himself to a plot to overthrow the Skarafari Soroi.

The bastard was still Soroi, but he paid a heavy yearly toll to the empire for the troubles he’d caused and had bound himself to fight for the emperor and subject himself to his rule when necessary with a magical contract. Another reason magical contracts were a bad idea. She wouldn’t be caught dead aligning herself with someone like Tryam. She was sure the emperor was a decent person, but power had a way of corrupting the best people.

Trust did not come easily, and giving control of herself to anyone else would come back and bite her. Ahverna would never get the drop on her. Kat was more than willing to work for her, but she would continue to control her actions and what she did.

It seemed like Skharr had a similar arrangement with Theros. She’d heard about Theros’ Barbarian. There were thousands of stories about his exploits, and from what she’d seen, some were true. Not all, especially not the one where he had singlehandedly killed an elder god.

But he wasn’t bound to Theros. The god could ask Skharr for help and offer him rewards for his trouble, but Skharr could say no. It did mean he would turn down work from the other gods out of respect. Kat didn’t know what she would do if Theros, Janus, or any of the other deities asked for her help. She would turn them down if they demanded it, though.

Kat blinked and paused her playing. She’d been trained since she was a child to take in all the information made available to her, even if she wasn’t paying attention, and she was better able to consider what was happening around her if she wasn’t thinking about it. There were instances when she needed to review what she’d inadvertently learned and consider the details.

She’d seen a familiar face. It had barely been visible, slipping past her consciousness before she registered it.

Sigil was here. She stopped playing and gathered the coins left for her, a fortune compared to what she’d made when she’d played on the streets of Fenera. There were five gold coins among the silver and copper. She didn’t bother standing but remained low as she moved through the tavern, following her former master through the crowd.

She’d picked this tavern because it was one of the many that opened into the streets and set up chairs and tables for the patrons to enjoy the fresh air. It also gave her a clear view of the street since it was in one of the better-off areas of the city, so the buildings weren’t fighting with the pedestrians for space.

Kat knew that following her former mentor wasn’t the best idea. He was dangerous at the best of times, and there was nothing she could do that he hadn’t seen before. She realized that if she’d seen him, it was because he’d allowed her to. Was he drawing her into a trap, or did he want to talk? He still owed her a hefty payment for her work against the Matriarch. She’d participated in his kill, and while there was no contract to bind him to it, she expected her coin.

Even if it kills me to get them. Not her best last words, but she wouldn’t play the role of coward. If Sigil was in the city and wanted her to know, she wouldn’t hide. If she did, he would know she had something to hide from him, and she didn’t need Sigil getting curious about anything she did.

She could not win. Not easily, anyway. She spotted him in the crowd and fell back. He was making it too obvious. He wouldn’t do that if he was leading her into a trap since it would be too suspicious, so he wanted to talk.

Not that she would take that for granted. She would kill him if she needed to, but as long as he wanted to talk, she would indulge him.

She watched him slip into an abandoned building. There were a handful in the city, but not because they lacked businesses. Some needed a great deal of work to make them useable again, which was expensive.

Kat wondered if there they would eventually tear all the old buildings down and let newer businesses come along and build things up again. Not that the emperor cared about that. Kat wondered if there was a mayor in the city or an administrator who ran things on the lower level.

She would need to research that. That was a person she wanted to get to know. For the moment, though, she was intent on finding out what Sigil was doing in the city.

Kat knew, but it was good to get intelligence on what his plans were. Attacking a target in broad daylight made for situations like the one with the Matriarch. The emperor would have to be approached differently. Even in the privacy of his chambers, he was surrounded by twenty trained killers and three mages to stop anyone from attacking. Besides, the man himself was no pushover.

Sigil could take him on his own if he chose, but he would have to go through a whole troop. He was not immortal, and a direct attack was not the way he would do it. Poisoning would be complicated but not impossible if he could get to the farmers who slaughtered the animals.

He probably could, but she wouldn’t make that assumption. Besides, if the emperor hired a bevy of food testers who tasted his food hours before he did, that would tip Sigil off, too.

She avoided the main door into the house and climbed the walls to the second-floor windows. They were glass, and she was careful not to scrape herself on the shards. It would be the perfect spot to place poison to greet any intruders who tried to get the drop on him.

Kat remained hidden and gazed at where Sigil sat waiting for her. If he was not expecting her, he would not have put a second chair at his table, along with a second goblet for the wine jug he’d brought for the occasion. She took up a spot near him.

“I hoped we could have a civil conversation over some wine like we used to.”

Kat smirked and shook her head. “I won’t taste anything you offer me. Not after the stunt you pulled with the Matriarch.”

“I did try to find you afterward. Things took a turn I did not expect. I admire your caution, however.” He leaned back in his seat, narrowing his eyes when he saw the blades she held. “Are you here to kill me?”

“If I were, I wouldn’t be wasting my time talking to you. Or following you. You made it obvious that you wanted me here. The real question is, are you here to kill me?”

“No.” He looked at her. The rings under his eyes were darker than usual, and his shoulders were slumped, like lifting them up again would be a chore. He was more tired than she’d ever seen him. She hated that bitch for putting him through so much work.

She wasn’t in the mood to play games, though. “Then why are you here?” She didn’t bother relaxing. He might kill her or punish her for lowering her guard. “And don’t tell me you’re looking to make amends or to take in the games. I know you better. I could say I know you best.”

He nodded. “I suppose I owe you better than to lie, but I cannot tell you the truth.”

“I figured.”

“I wanted to ask if you are still willing to work with me. There is a lot of work to do, and I’m not sure I have it in me to complete it all before the deadline.”

She just shook her head.

“I didn’t know a paladin would intervene in the battle. I stepped in when I realized she was armored with a god’s protection.”

“I don’t care,” she snapped. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but it was enough for the gods to send one of their most powerful servants. I have no intention of tangling with the gods.”

“Even for double the price of the Matriarch job?”

“No. For three hundred times that fee, I would still say no. I can’t spend the money if I’m dead. Besides, you still owe me the seven hundred for the first job.”

“I do.” He smiled and threw something at her slowly enough for her to catch it without having to abandon her spot at the top of the stairs. It was twenty gold coins, in her estimation. “The rest is in the chest next to the window you came through.”

He had known how she would come in. He wouldn’t pick a hideout without scouting it thoroughly, so he knew the window she’d used was the best way in. She guessed there were two or three others, and he’d made his guess based on how well he knew her.

It was well that Sigil did not know she was working for the other side. She was coming after him for her payment, or maybe revenge, and she knew his employment would lead her to the capital. Nothing she could do but follow him. It wasn’t like she would be welcome with the dwarves anymore.

“You’re up against more than you’ve ever gone up against,” she noted. “When there are gods involved, it won’t be too large a leap between killing one of their paladins and them stepping in to stop you.”

“I suppose I’ll have to find out if I’m as good as I think I am.” He sighed and looked down. “I am sorry, for whatever that’s worth.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“For involving you in this. Putting you in the middle of a war with the gods against your will and without your knowledge. There is nothing I would rather do than send you to someplace safe where you can play your lute and practice herbology in peace. I hate myself for having raised you in this life.”

She shrugged. The chest was small but heavy with treasure. Kat took a moment to inspect it and to ensure it had no traps or contact poisons. Knowing him as she did, he would want to keep her sharp out of professional pride.

“It was this life or one that was much worse and a good deal shorter.” Kat spotted the dart mechanism attached to the lid, along with the promised payment. “I don’t hold that against you, Sigil. Not even involving me in your fight. I might have done the same in your position. You were alone and desperate for support for a job you wanted nothing to do with.”

He nodded. “I am backed by powers that allow me to succeed at what would have otherwise been an impossible task, but those powers will not allow me to walk away from them. I suggest you leave the city and run as far as you can before you are caught up in it further. Given the forces in play, one side or the other will be desperate to have you as a piece on their board.”

Kat wanted to tell him. Her mouth opened a second before she noticed it. He wanted to know; needed to if he was to survive. Maybe the knowledge that she was working for the other side would convince him to join her. Ahverna would love him. She knew that much about the goddess.

He wouldn’t. If the powers that be had driven him to her, he was desperate, so he couldn’t walk away from the fight, no matter what he wanted to do.

She sighed and shook her head. A mystery surrounded her former master, one he had never bothered to discuss with her. A killer as skilled as he was had to have a sordid past that would never leave him alone.

If he’d told her about it, she might have helped, but there was nothing for it now. He had a crossbow under the table that could be drawn in the blink of an eye, and she would be dead. Maybe she would kill him first. Neither would go down without a fight.

It would be short.

She slipped out through the window with the chest. She would disarm the trap and collect her coin. Seven hundred gold. She didn’t know what she could spend that much on. She would be better off putting it in a bank and letting it gather interest. She could work to stay afloat, and after a few years, she would be set for the rest of her life.

She could consider what she wanted to do later. She was still very young and wouldn’t need to make a decision for some time. She had many skills, and killing as well as she did required at least some knowledge in dozens of disciplines. Herbology was the first that came to mind, but there were many more. She was best at killing, though.

Kat perched on a nearby rooftop and watched the window through which she’d just exited. Her daggers would fly at the slightest movement, and Sigil would die a few seconds afterward. He was fast, but not fast enough to avoid being nicked, and the asp poison would take him out. It wouldn’t take long, although it depended on the dose. He might kill her in turn before the venom corroded his body.

Nothing could prevent that. A fraction of a drop would kill him in minutes, but he wouldn’t need that long to kill her.

He didn’t come out. She gritted her teeth, and although she hated to do it, she turned her back on the window and disappeared through another window, then another. Kat didn’t stop moving until she was a few miles away, and she was still unsure if he was following her. She stashed the chest where she could come back for it. No need to carry that weight.

It was time to fill everyone in on what she’d learned. Or rather, what she had confirmed.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The camp looked the same as when they’d left it the night before. Skharr stopped running and leaned on his knees when he caught sight of the encampment Throk had left behind. They’d given the dead almost proper burials, and the wounded guards had returned to the manse with them.

There was nothing for scavengers to be drawn to. There were no monsters in the area since he’d cleared it out, and most thieves knew better than to make their living in lands governed by a DeathEater.

Not all, but Skharr had made a point of displaying the bodies of those who tried. His guards were under other orders, but he made sure that bodies were very visible—some while they were still alive.

Sera did not approve and ordered the bodies removed and properly buried. They’d had an argument about that, but in the end, he’d done what he intended to do.

The camp was untouched, even with no guards. The fires had gone out, and some of the tents had blown over, but otherwise, he had a clean scene to inspect.

After he caught his breath. He’d come two, maybe three days’ distance in less than one. Impressive, but he would have done better in the past. Skharr had to stop comparing himself to what he’d done in the past. It wasn’t helpful to continue thinking he was still a young man in his prime. His meeting with the elf made him think that it would be best if he pushed as hard as he could. No point in letting her send more of her Dark Elf killers to hunt him down, and he had all but promised to kill her the next time he saw her.

The camp didn’t immediately offer him anything, and Skharr wasted no time on the rest. Throk’s tent was all that mattered. From what the dwarf had told him, Sigil hadn’t originally been there to kill him. He’d just wanted information about the DeathEater Ax. Throk hadn’t told him anything, so the assassin had changed his mind.

“What would he need the DeathEater Ax for?” Skharr asked as Horse poked his nose through the flap of the tent. “He didn’t want Throk to make him a new weapon. He wanted information about it.”

Papers were spread across the floor. The assassin had been reading them, but he hadn’t gotten to them all. That, or he hadn’t bothered to learn more than what he was looking for. The spellwork Throk had placed on the Ax had seen changes since Skharr took it, thanks to Theros, but as with the swords, the core of the weapon was the same.

“He wants to wield the Ax.” Skharr rubbed his hands together. “Why? It wouldn’t work for him like it does in the hands of a DeathEater.”

There was only one place for the assassin to find the Ax, but that would require him to run a gauntlet of DeathEaters. If he really wanted it, he could just attack Skharr and push him to the point where he needed the weapon.

Unless he didn’t know it could be summoned. Skharr didn’t know how it did that, only that it jumped to his hand when he thought about it. Skharr tried not to abuse the ability, so he didn’t know if it knew when he was in need or if he could summon it on a whim.

He had also called the DeathEaters to celebrate Theron’s birth. It was an important event that most DeathEaters would have been happy to attend if they had the opportunity, but it hadn’t been an emergency.

He stepped out of the tent and noted that the camp had been cleaned up. A fire had been lit, and koffe was brewing while an old man sat close to the fire, warming his wrinkled hands.

“Find anything of import?” Theros asked when Skharr sat next to him in a chair he’d conjured from thin air.

“Nothing yet.” Skharr scowled. “Nothing we didn’t already know. The assassin was looking for specific information about the DeathEater Ax. I think he intends to use it and wanted to ensure there were no spells that kept someone who was not a DeathEater from carrying it.”

Theros sighed and pulled the koffe off the flames. “He can carry it and kill with it, but he can’t wield it like you can. Even other DeathEaters aren’t able to use it as you do. They would have to tie themselves to me as you have.”

“I haven’t tied myself to anyone.” Skharr shook his head. “You need me to step in and help you from time to time, but I do not do it for free.”

“Naturally. I would never say you’re like one of my paladins, but you and I are bound together. You cannot deny that.”

He wouldn’t argue that point. “Do you have any idea why the bastard would want the DeathEater Ax? I don’t see why he would come out here to understand a weapon he doesn’t know how to use.”

The god raised an eyebrow. “There is something insidious afoot here. I’m not sure I understand it.”

“Really? You are out of your depth?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but there are powers behind this assassin unlike any we’ve ever seen. These are exciting times.”

“Exciting, eh?”

He watched the old man relax in his seat. “You have to understand how dull a long life is. I filled my hours with research and learning. Janus filled his time by crafting warriors and wars for them to fight in. Ahverna? Well, she has her reasons, but I’m not sure what they are. Nothing I’ve ever seen before is an exciting addition to the world, so I look forward to studying new things at length when the opportunity arises. This assassin, for instance. Faster, stronger, and more powerful than any mortal has a right to be, but from what I saw, there is nothing magical about him.”

“Is that even possible?”

Theros stroked his beard. “I would have to inspect his body, but it’s possible for mortals to have runes and spells fused to their bones and muscles. A dangerous process, one that I thought would leave them more dead than alive. It would not seem like magic until you exposed the spells, runes, and sigils on their bodies.”

“When did you see such things?”

“When I was still mortal, we were in desperate times. Wars raged, and powerful wizards turned whole battlefields into armies of the dead, raising and creating monsters. Some developed the concept of mortals—elves, humans, dwarves, or anyone else they could get their hands on—being changed and improved, regardless of the pain and removal of humanity, to fight these monsters.

“Maybe in those days, it was, but there was more to it than that. The wizards tried to wage war against each other, using their mortal weapons. You saw a pale version of such tactics among the Skarafari. Their Elites were created using many of the same techniques, but they were crude and rudimentary. That would explain how this Sigil was able to kill them so easily. He is a step above and more refined.”

Skharr didn’t want to comment on the haunted look in Theros’ eyes. He’d always known that he was impossibly old, but this was the first time Skharr really saw his age. Or maybe his age in a way he understood. He would be like that one day, although maybe not as alone. He hoped not. Since he’d left the Clan behind, Skharr had assumed that if he survived long enough, he would be alone with only the horrific memories of what he’d been through and what he’d done for company.

That was why he was desperate to maintain his relationship with Sera and Theron. They were the company he hoped for in his waning years.

“Anyway.” Theros cleared his throat, and everything went back to what he expected from a god. “What do you think his next assignment is?”

“Assuming he can jump through portals like you lot can, I assume he’s looking for an opportunity to steal the Ax. It wouldn’t be an easy task, and if there’s anything we know about that fucker, it’s that he’s careful. If he can use portals to travel, he might not even be in the capital yet. He might drop in on the emperor through one of those portals, kill him, and fuck off again.”

Theros shook his head. “No. The palace is designed to block that means of ingress. Ahverna is the only one who can portal directly into the palace.”

“How do you know?”

That got Theros thinking, but after a moment, he sighed. “So many novelties to study and so little time. I should have known there was another power in play years ago. That would have given me the time to study them and act against them. I take it you want me to send you to your clan to alert them?”

“You aren’t coming with me?”

“Like I said, so much to study, so little time. I can send you there, but my time will be otherwise engaged for the rest of the night. Well?”

Skharr nodded. He was exhausted after a day of travel, but he could sleep in his old home after he alerted Turan to the dangers they faced. They wouldn’t change what they would do to defend themselves, and if he knew his kin, they would probably welcome the challenge, but they would be warned.

Besides, if Sigil stole the Ax, Skharr could summon it back. He hoped that would cause him trouble with his plans. He couldn’t know it was capable of that.

Then again, he didn’t want the lives of his family, extended and not, to rely on assumptions based on incomplete knowledge. They did not know what the elf and her assassin were capable of, and he refused to be caught unaware when they made their move.

“You should know.” Skharr rubbed his hands together. The sun was all but gone, leaving the sky splashed with reds and purples. That drew his eyes up for a few seconds before he continued. “The elf paid me a visit while I was on my way here. She had a troop of Dark Elves as an escort. She tried to get me to back down from what we were planning.”

“Really?” Theros leaned forward. “What did you say to that?”

“She offered to keep my family and me alive in whatever comes afterward. Big plans, I imagine. I reminded her that the emperor is my brother, technically speaking, and she said she could only guarantee his safety if he was to abdicate his throne.”

“Interesting.”

“It’s good news. Now we know the emperor is her target and that she is threatened by whatever she thinks we’re doing. We might be swinging blindly, but I’ll take her coming to me in person to mean that she sees a way we can stop her plans.”

“You didn’t consider her offer?”

Skharr paused. “What?”

“She offered to leave you and your family out of this. I must contest whatever this is, so I appreciate your help, but I cannot promise anything of the sort. Thus, I ask if you considered her offer.”

He knew there was weight in the god’s words. He needed to know if Skharr was fully on his side or if he should expect the barbarian to drop out of the fight to protect those he loved.

“I did.” Skharr crossed his thick arms. “And I might have taken her up on it. I have no place in this war of gods. If you lot want to make a mess of things, that is your decision. However, Micah and Sera will protect Tryam with their lives, and I won’t let anything happen to either of them. Micah less than Sera, but still.

“She could not promise the safety of my whole family, and until she promises to leave Tryam out of her machinations, I’ll be caught up in the fight regardless. Just in case you thought I would stop fighting for you.”

Theros laughed. “I was more concerned that you would take up arms for her instead.”

“I would not have even considered that.” Skharr shook his head. He understood that Theros had to consider all the problems that would face them, but it was concerning that he would question Skharr’s loyalty. It wasn’t like he questioned Cassandra’s.

Cassandra did not have a family to prioritize over the orders from some god or another, though.

“Right.” He pushed up from his seat, rolled his shoulders, and breathed deeply. “I suppose it’s time to head out to my kin. They need to be warned immediately.”

“Are you sure you won’t want to rest before you travel there?”

“The earlier the warning reaches them, the better. I’ll rest once Turan knows what’s coming. There are plenty of beds there.”

“As you wish.” Theros did not rise, just extended a hand to open a portal large enough for him and Horse to step through. Gusts of icy mountain air came through it, too familiar for him not to feel like he was returning home.

“It’s been good to see you again, Theros.” Skharr collected his pack and motioned for Horse to follow him. “You should come around more often. I know you’re busy, but even gods need time off. You and I could go hunting when all this is over. Or have a drink.”

The old man smiled. “I would like that.”

“Until we see each other again.” Skharr stepped through the portal. There was no need to be emotional when he parted from the god. He would see him in the coming days.

The bracing cold caught Horse by surprise, and he snorted and shook his mane. It was summer in the mountains, but the snow and glaciers annoyingly close to the spot they’d made into their home never melted. Skharr shivered once and straightened up. Night had fallen an hour before, so it was colder than in the daytime.

Thankfully, Theros dropped them close enough to his home that he felt the heat from the fires, which told him that something was wrong. The portal closed in behind them, leaving him no option but to approach the clan’s settlement. Most of his people were outside in the cold, sitting around their fires. They should have been inside, preparing their evening meals.

A few spotted him and stood, unsure of who he was, how he’d approached their home, and how he’d gotten through their scouts without having been spotted. Skharr raised his hand in greeting, and as he approached the fires, they recognized him.

“Skharr!”

“Skharr is here!”

“How did he get here?”

Skharr didn’t bother asking questions as younger DeathEaters approached. He assumed they were there to share stories. Since they were up in the mountains, stories were their only source of entertainment, aside from catching people trying to cross the mountain passes without paying the toll.

“Skharr.” A tall woman with gray streaking her red hair stood from a seat near the fires. “How did you get here without an alert?”

“Good to see you too, Gretha.” Skharr smiled. “Gods can open paths that allow me to slip to and from the camp. I need to see Turan. There is an assassin on the way to steal the DeathEater Ax.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t have time to explain. I just need to speak to Turan.”

Gretha shook her head. “The assassin’s already been here. Turan confronted him, and he killed the chief and three others. Then he disappeared with the Ax.”

“How did he disappear?”

“Maybe he used one of those paths you mentioned gods could use. He threw himself over that cliff, but when we searched the bottom, there was no body, even though we injured him beyond saving. The Ax was gone as well. So I ask again, how did you know?”

“He attacked a friend of mine before he came here, seeking details of the construction of the Ax. I knew he was coming, but I did not think he would be so bold as to attack this quickly.”

“He was bold. He walked into our settlement, took our prized possession, and rushed out without giving us the option to finish him off.” She sat and offered him the seat next to her. “We assume he is still alive.”

“A good assumption, and if not, then those who sent him are, and they intend to use the Ax.”

“Then we will hunt them down and kill them all.” She crumpled a small clay pigeon and threw it in the flames in front of her, a DeathEater custom for those mourning loved ones. “After we are done grieving our dead.”

“I’m sorry.” Skharr settled next to her. “Cassos. Was he⁠—”

“He fought bravely. Delivered a death blow to the fucker before he was killed. I’ll be there to help finish the job. I imagine every last DeathEater is ready to kill them.”

Skharr took her hand in his. “I’m sorry. I should have been here.”

“You had your own family to deal with. To raise. The little one has survived six summers now, yes?”

“Thereabouts.” Skharr squeezed her hand. “You are my family. My sister, and Cassos was my brother through you.”

She gritted her teeth but smiled, squeezing his hand in return. “I’m glad you’re home, big brother.”

“I should not have been gone so long.”

Gretha chuckled wryly. “I suppose not. Suvas left on his mission three years ago. Last I heard from her, she was fighting a war in the desert. Making a name for herself as a vicious killer of the orcs and goblins that plague those lands.”

“She would be. There’s fire in that one.”

“You’ll be joining us in the hunt for the fucker who did this, yes?”

Skharr nodded. “After we mourn, I’ll hunt them down with my kin, every last one, and I’ll rip their hearts out with my bare hands.”

Gretha laid her head on Skharr’s shoulder. “Good.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


It wasn’t the first jug of wine Micah had thrown that day. This one was mostly empty and made less of a mess when it shattered.

“It took very talented vintners a very long time to make wine that delightful.” Tryam sighed and relaxed in his seat. “And you’re not making anything better by destroying their work.”

“I disagree.” Micah collected another jug of wine. “It makes me feel worlds better. Anything is better than sitting around waiting, hoping our enemies will slip up and provide us something to work with. We don’t have enough intelligence, so expect more broken pottery until I learn something to help us out of our predicament.”

Tryam drew a cloth across his forehead. He’d worked up a sweat with his sword. Sera was putting him through his paces. The bastard might have thought he was a skilled fighter, but he wasn’t nearly as skilled as a Blademaster. Sera hadn’t broken a sweat during their training. The mages present thought they should blunt her blade, but she didn’t touch him with anything other than the flat of her sword.

She sometimes forgot what kind of killer her sister could be when she wanted to. She was like a dancer, effortlessly wielding her blade. Tryam raised his sword and attacked again, but she didn’t raise hers until the last second. She swayed to the right as her brother thrust his magically blunted blade, and she tapped him on the ribs before moving out of the way as Tryam lost his balance. He stumbled forward and face-planted in the sand.

“You need to stop telling me what you’re doing.” Sera twirled her blade, then inspected the edge.

“I’m not telling you anything.”

“Your body is.” She helped him up. “You flex those big shoulders, which tells me you’re coming at me with the sword over your head. Skharr does the same thing, so I suspect you picked that up from him. Don’t get me wrong, Skharr is a gifted fighter, but he doesn’t like swords. I keep teaching him, but he’s too reliant on his natural strength and speed. You need to learn how to avoid giving any indication that you’re going to attack. Start from there.”

Tryam nodded and flickered forward. He had speed and grace, and Micah knew he was entertaining to watch while in the arena. That was probably what he missed most about it. Being celebrated for something he enjoyed was a difficult thing to ignore, even if he had chosen the path he was now on.

Sera had to parry to avoid his attacks this time. She was quick too, and thankfully, this time, Tryam didn’t need to splatter himself on the ground to prove it. He froze when he tried to press a perceived advantage since she’d slipped under his guard and pressed the tip of her blade to his neck. An ounce more pressure would have skewered him, blunt blade or no.

“Fuck.” Tryam inched away from her sword. “It’s not fair that you’re so quick.”

“I’m not quick. Well, I am, but efficiency will make me a skilled warrior years after my prime.” She spun her blade behind her back and launched forward. Micah could have told him it was a feint, but Tryam was too annoyed to catch it. He moved to block and countered when his blade found nothing but air. She twirled out of the way, spun on the ball of her foot, and tapped him on the neck again.

“I’m hoping to be fat and have other people running the empire when I’m past my prime.” Tryam shrugged. “Or one of those many assassins who want a piece of me will succeed, and I won’t live long enough to find out.”

“Everyone thinks that. Then you blink your eyes, and you’re too old to fight the way you’re used to. Best not to leave learning new tricks to when you’re an old dog.”

They should have been working. That, or Micah should have been training with her brother since he and she were on a comparable level with the sword. Micah guessed Tryam was more comfortable with a spear or maybe a mace and shield. His natural speed would allow him to stay ahead of attacks, and his strength could crush skulls through helmets if he hit hard enough.

That was also the way Skharr fought. Micah commended the barbarian for trying to learn new ways to kill since her sister was right. He would eventually lose the edge that came naturally to DeathEaters. She saw him in a more favorable light than she used to, but he was still a pain in the ass. Micah wondered if he knew that and pushed to be as annoying as he was.

Sera did love him, and for all his flaws, he was a decent person. Recently, she’d heard stories that could curdle milk about what he had done before he worked with Theros. Sera knew about those too but saw a man she didn’t mind having around her son. Micah doubted most folks near the South Sea would feel the same.

Her knife was out before she knew why she’d drawn it. Instincts and long-honed reflexes made her react faster than most. It helped that the assassins who’d appeared from nowhere hadn’t spotted her at the desk in the corner of the training room. She caught the first by surprise and cut his throat from ear to ear before shoving the body into the way of the rest.

Not out of thin air, she realized. There were doors to secret passages that she’d missed. There shouldn’t have been, but she could consider that later. Elric had told her that he’d mapped all the secret passages and doors throughout the palace, and she’d committed his maps to memory. If there were more like this, she and Elric needed to have a conversation. The palace could be compromised if people could get in and out without being spotted or detected by the mages who were supposed to be keeping her brother safe.

One mage reacted more quickly than the others. The younger one was too enraptured by Sera’s skills to notice that a pair of Dark Elves had slipped behind him and slit his throat. Micah was willing to forgive him since he reacted quickly enough to send a lightning bolt into the one who’d attacked him. It was powerful enough to jump from one to the other, then the next. He managed to kill three with his dying breath.

Micah respected that.

“Why does this shit happen to me twice?” Sera hissed. She tested her blade to ensure that the magic blocking the edge was gone before she pounced on an assassin.

Dark Elves. Where had they come from? Her intelligence said they were ferocious fighters, but nobody had seen them in a generation since they didn’t leave their trees. Nor did they bother trading or dealing with other races unless someone invaded their lands.

That information was clearly out of date. Dark Elves weren’t seen much by design, even when they were warring with other folks. Didn’t mean they were not any good at fighting on the ground. She launched a dagger at the nearest one, and it struck him between the shoulder blades. It didn’t penetrate deep enough to kill, but it distracted him when she drew her punching dagger and pounced on him. The blade, which was as long as her forearm, pushed through his soft leather armor and severed his spine in a single thrust.

It would have been more difficult if they’d cared about her attacks, but the elves were focused on swarming the two remaining mages, who barely had time to react before a dozen were on them. The first they attacked threw up a sealing wall that contained two of the attackers before his head was removed. The second released a blast of flame before he realized the emperor was in the room with them. Then he guided the white-hot ball of fire through two of the elves and into the wall, but his distraction got him a spear through the gut.

The elves were shorter and slighter than Micah, but their quickness made up for it. Micah thought their bones were hollow, given how light the one she’d killed was, which explained how they moved so easily through the trees. They would be less useful in a melee, but they fought fiercely.

Sera was having difficulty with those who remained. Micah noted that the elves had turned their attention to the Blademaster. They paid the emperor no mind until he joined the fight, but clearly, she was their target. Micah drew the dagger from the first assassin and rejoined the fight since none of the elves were watching her.

Why would someone want to kill Sera when the emperor was in the room? Why hadn’t they attacked when the occupants were vulnerable if Sera was the target?

More questions for later. Micah attacked the elves from behind since her sister was having trouble fending off six attackers. It was the only chance they would have to overwhelm her. Sera gutted one, Micah downed a second, and Tryam charged the rest with a roar that brought in the Eagles, who’d been waiting outside. They’d assumed mages could handle anything thrown at their emperor.

They might have been right if it hadn’t been a small troop who got through all their defenses. Micah retrieved a short sword one of their dead had dropped and drove it through the gut of one who threw a javelin at Sera in a last-ditch attempt to kill her while she was distracted. Micah shouted in time for Sera to slip out of the way, but the javelin slashed through her right arm before finding its home in the sand.

There were more, and they did not cease their attack regardless of the resistance they met, which was considerable. More Eagles were drawn in by the noise of the fighting, and they cut the elves off from the doors they’d used to come in.

Sera inspected herself for wounds. Small cuts could be as dangerous as deep ones if their weapons were laced with poison. Micah checked herself as well, and while she had a few gashes in her clothing, her armor had stopped them from reaching her skin.

Micah wasn’t used to being in a melee either. She preferred her targets to be comfortably seated in their favorite chair, drinking their preferred drink while she wrapped a wire around their necks from behind. She was good at that. Facing someone head-on was Sera’s job.

She’d done it well so far.

“Find me the nearest mage!” Tryam shouted when he saw the wound on Sera’s arm. “I don’t care if you have to drag him here. I want him to inspect the wound.”

“It’s not that deep,” Sera whispered. The javelin had been sharp, and the gash was turning black. ”I would have thought that killers who managed to get through the palace’s defenses would want to kill the emperor, but they seemed like they wanted to kill me instead.”

A mage rushed in. He was older and likely more interested in studying magic than using it, but he immediately went to work on Sera’s arm.

“What kind of poison is it?” Micah asked.

“Difficult to say, but it appears to be attacking the nerves, deadening her to the pain. I can withdraw it through the wound and repair the damage, but, ah, this might hurt, ma’am.”

“Just do it.” Sera gritted her teeth and looked at Micah. “Am I wrong?”

“They could have seen you as the deadliest remaining threat in the room, given that they took out the mages first,” Micah suggested, but she didn’t believe it. They’d swarmed the mages, then thrown themselves at Sera. They had seen the mages as the threat to be handled first, but they’d been willing to die to claim the Blademaster’s life.

“Possibly, but I noticed how they were focused on her as well.” Tryam waved down the next mage who was ushered in and had himself inspected for scratches. “I had to throw myself at them to get their attention. If they were there to kill me and only interested in dealing with the biggest threats first, they would have jumped at that opportunity.”

Sera winced when the poison began seeping out of the wound. The blackness began to recede, although blood came out, too. It had been contaminated by the poison and thus was just as dangerous if left inside.

“How long will this take?” Sera hissed.

“Not long. I’m ensuring that none of the poison reaches your vital organs. It’s a complex process, which might be painful. Not all of it will immediately be reachable, which means I’ll need to contain the poison that has already reached the wrong parts of you. Those contaminated areas will need to be cleared before I stop since I’m also keeping the rest of your body functioning as it should.”

Micah watched the confusion in her sister’s expressions. Micah understood only enough of the inner workings of the human body to get it to shut down when she needed it to. Keeping everything running and intact was much more difficult, however.

She hadn’t known it was so much work until she had spoken to a specialist from the Dominion who regularly dealt with poisonings. As it turned out, mages made good money for being on call for the various noble houses, waiting for the moment any were poisoned and curing them.

Not all could be saved, and some died before the mage could reach them, but from what she understood, success required keeping the body alive long enough for it to expel the poison on its own. Occasionally, the body needed help, or it would start to die.

Sera finally relaxed, leaning her head back and trying not to show how much pain she’d been in.

“You’re going to need to rest and drink plenty of fluids. I would suggest foods rich in iron, like chicken livers and beets. The palace chef makes an amazing collard salad I recommend for these situations.”

“Thank you.” Sera shook her head. “Why would those assassins want to kill me? I’ve made my share of enemies, but no one who would risk the emperor’s wrath by killing me while I’m in his presence. They would either attack me as I arrive or when I’m leaving. Being on the road would make me more vulnerable.”

“It’s possible that the timing was not a coincidence.” Micah raised an eyebrow. “You might not be important enough for the assassin, but he might have sent people who work for him to clear you out of the way.”

It was as good an explanation as she could come up with, but it didn’t feel right. Micah made a mental note to delve into it in the future, but she had more important matters to deal with now since her siblings were alive and well.

First and foremost, she would rip Elric three or four new holes for not knowing there were unmapped passages in the palace that could let a troop of killers into the emperor’s chambers without anyone knowing they were there.

“I shall return.” Micah patted Sera on the shoulder. “Try the collard salad.”

“You try it.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“How will we find the assassin if he’s already in the capital? It’s not like they will allow the whole DeathEater Clan through the walls when we’re armed for war like this. Especially not if we let the city know we’re coming for blood.”

“We could sneak a few of our number inside the walls. The city is full to bursting with people there for the celebrations. We could track the bastard down and either sneak the rest of the clan in when there is an opportunity to attack, or we could knock him on the head, drag him from the city, and teach him our means of attaining justice.”

Skharr crossed his arms and looked at the group. Most of the clan was onboard with the plan to attack. Only those who could not travel because of their health were left behind, and they were tasked with keeping their home safe—children, mothers, expectant mothers, and people too old to travel. They were good enough fighters to keep out any who made it up the mountains.

It was as large a group of DeathEaters as had ever gathered, nearly three hundred of them. Not an army in numbers, but fifty had been enough to overthrow the Skarafari Dominion’s Soroi. They had been on the march for the past two days.

Smaller towns, those without walls or defenses to keep them out, had allowed the group through, some going so far as to permit their people to trade with the clan. Raiding and pillaging were possibilities, but Skharr was keeping them focused on their goal.

They wouldn’t be allowed within eyeshot of the capital if they burned and salted their way through the empire.

“I am known to the emperor,” Skharr growled. “Besides, he is expecting the assassin to make an attempt on his life. He would welcome a troop of DeathEaters searching the city for that shithead.”

There was a rumble of agreement. He felt like an outsider when he dealt with his kin. He’d been away for too long and grown used to the soft, comfortable life of a duke. His people had always been hard and unrefined, but he couldn’t remember them acting like this.

They were an individualistic element in how they lived their lives. They had a chieftain and elders to keep them in line, but no one controlled their lives. If a DeathEater wanted to do something, they generally did, but they were expected to understand the consequences and accept them without complaint.

Skharr tried not to interfere since he remembered what living with them was like. He struggled to keep up on their march, which left muscles unused for years sore and aching.

Horse assisted him, but it was still arduous. He was old enough to be one of the elders, but he moved like he was younger, and he was expected to keep up or be left behind.

They’d marched a hundred and twenty miles in two days, beating the messengers who’d deployed to warn the world that the DeathEaters were moving toward the capital.

Skharr had to find someone to help with his amulet or provide him with a new one if he was going to keep living as he was.

“It’s not going to be as easy as just walking in, finding the fucker, and killing him,” Skharr warned. “You saw how he moved. He managed to get into our home without alerting any of you. If Turan hadn’t intercepted him, you would not have known the Ax was missing until I came to warn you of his presence. He is a shadow. A ghost. Many of you saw what he was capable of in Fenera, and he’s gotten more powerful in the years since. I think that is how he survived the wounds you dealt him.”

The DeathEaters muttered amongst themselves around their fires. None had balked at the chance of avenging their dead, and a few DeathEaters had joined them along the way. They’d heard that the clan was on the march and had rushed from all corners of the empire to bolster their numbers.

“We can summon the Ax,” one of the younger DeathEaters commented, looking around. “Why are we traveling to it when you can just draw it back to you? It is a powerful weapon, and he stole it because he intends to kill someone with it. Why would we allow him to have it when it is ours?”

Some of the older DeathEaters chuckled at the suggestion, which made the youth look around in confusion.

“Do you want to explain it, big brother?” Gretha asked, picking meat from her teeth with a bone splinter.

“I could if none of you want to.” Skharr cleared his throat. “The assassin is wandering the world with a weapon he pilfered from us. We’ll reclaim it the way he refused to: from his cold, dead fingers. Besides, he can fade into a crowd. The only way to identify him is if he carries the Ax. He clearly does not understand what it is capable of, and it will surprise him when I snatch it from his hands after he raises it to defend himself.”

“That is your plan, then?”

Skharr raised an eyebrow at the hostile tone of the question. The clan was silent for the first time since they left as they looked into the dark eyes of the person who’d spoken.

Vassach. He had left the same year Skharr had and returned a few years before him. He’d spent a few fortunes enjoying his life away from the clan and only returned when the money ran out. He’d barely had enough to show for his years away to be accepted back.

He was a powerful fighter, but he’d used his skills to plunder the lands to the south, forming a band of killers as sadistic as he was. When armies gathered to clear them out, Vassach left his troops to be massacred and raised another band and another when he was forced to kill the second group himself.

Those were the stories. Skharr was not in any position to judge his choices since he’d started out the same way.

He’d been so focused on his anger and rage that he forgot how things worked with his kin. “Yes.” Skharr cut some meat from the deer they’d killed before camping for the evening. “That is my plan. Find the fucker who killed our chief, take back what he stole, and kill him. Do you have any objections?”

Vassach stood and sneered. “You’re relying on magic to carry out this plan? Relying on the gods who softened you and gave you lands and titles? You’ve grown weak, Skharr. Weak, soft, and pathetic in your time away from the clan.”

He should have seen it coming. DeathEaters lived by a hierarchy that was established by how they lived their lives, and it mostly went unspoken. That said, he’d been away for so long that there were those who thought he had no place with them anymore. He had all but given up his birthright with the clan.

They were marching together now, which meant someone would eventually want to find out what he was made of. To see where he fell in their hierarchy and challenge the legends about him. Skharr assumed that most of the clan thought he was profiting from his reputation as one of them, so he thought he needed to prove himself again.

Not those who’d been to Fenera with him, though, and certainly not Turan. If the chief had been alive, he would have shut the challenge down. They had better things to focus on, and there was no point in getting one or two of their number injured when they had a tougher fight coming up.

It was good that Skharr didn’t have anyone to champion his cause. Getting a reputation for hiding behind the chief would make things worse with the rest of the clan.

“You’re an idiot, Vas.” Gretha cackled and shook her head. “Beat his skull in, Skharr.”

“With pleasure.” Skharr slowly rose. He didn’t want to fight since he was in pain and in need of sleep, but lessons had to be learned.

Vas stood and rolled his shoulders. He looked to be in better shape than Skharr felt, although he was about the same age and hadn’t benefited from an amulet that slowed his aging. His blond beard and hair were streaked with so much gray that it seemed to be silver, and his muscles looked stretched under his skin.

He was still a damn good fighter from what Skharr had seen. None of the others stepped in to stop him, which said he’d risen in the ranks since he’d returned from his travels. Powerful enough to challenge Turan if both had survived long enough. Vas pulled off his coat, as well as his armor and clothes, leaving him barefoot and wearing only hide trousers when Skharr approached him.

“My sister is right. You’re an idiot.” Skharr stripped to his trousers. In the past, the fighters would have been required to fight naked to prove they didn’t have any weapons in a fight for physical dominance, not to the death. That wasn’t to say that folks didn’t die from time to time, but it was rare. DeathEaters were stronger than most, and they knew how to temper their strength.

“You talk a lot, Skharr.” Vas breathed deeply and relaxed his shoulders. “You’re a famous fucker who fights for gods who protect you when you need them. I see none of them here tonight.”

“And I see none of your rapist pillagers here to help you.” Skharr stood calmly in the center of the ring the other DeathEaters had created. He heard bets being placed by the younger members of the Clan, but most watched the proceedings in silence. “You’d probably prefer to let them fight me while you run off and create another band of killers to put between you and the problems you’ve created for yourself.”

Vas grinned and raised his bare fists. “I am going to enjoy this.”

“I always knew you liked having pain inflicted on you.”

Skharr waited for Vas to attack first. The other man snapped forward, closing the distance between them in the blink of an eye. Sera had taught him about reading intentions in the body language of one’s opponent, but fighting another member of the clan made things difficult. Still, he ducked under the jab intended to crush his nose and dipped his shoulder to absorb the hook that was designed to crack his ribs. Then, he drove himself into the other fighter’s midsection while grabbing his legs.

Both men fell into the dust. Skharr was on top, and he threw his entire weight behind a strike that broke the skin over Vas’ cheekbone before he was forced off. He rolled and jumped to his feet, as did Vas. He was quicker than his opponent, but he’d seen Vas watching him on their march. He knew Skharr’s stamina was not what it had been, and he was exhausted after two days on the march. It was possible that he waited those two days to issue his challenge so Skharr would be tired and drained before the fight.

The longer the fight took, the better Vas’ chances, so Skharr had to end the fight quickly. Vas could outlast him as long as he didn’t do anything stupid.

“Come along,” Skharr hissed. “I’ve got more for you.”

Vas grinned, feinted to the right, and rushed left. Skharr watched it coming and brought his knee into Vas’ forehead. He’d aimed for the other man’s nose, and he felt a jolt of pain when his knee connected with bone instead. The other DeathEater’s head snapped back with the contact, but he took Skharr’s legs out from under him, and they crashed to the ground again.

Skharr twisted when his back hit the dust and snapped his elbow into Vas’ nose. He didn’t have enough power to break it, but the move forced Vas’ head back again, which allowed Skharr to drive his knee up between them. He wouldn’t allow the other man to hold him down and drain him that much faster.

He twisted and tried to catch Vas with his other elbow, but it missed. Vas cracked a fist to Skharr’s jaw and brought his head down on his nose. Skharr felt it break, and tears filled his eyes. Skharr managed to wrap his arms around the man’s neck and held him tightly. Vas fought his grip, punching Skharr’s ribs a few times, but there was no power behind the strikes.

Skharr waited until the punches stopped, then wrenched Vas’ head around until he was on his back with Skharr straddling his waist. Vas tried to force him off his perch, and Skharr struggled for balance on the first try, but he forced his fist down on the other DeathEater’s skull. He was all but blind now.

His nose was swelling too, which made it difficult to breathe. He felt a hint of panic at his breathing difficulties and let that drive him. Skharr forced Vas’ arms away from where he used them to defend his head with a few strikes to the man’s ribs and dropped down to strike Vas’ jaw with his elbow.

The force behind the strike radiated up Skharr’s arm, and it stunned his opponent. He pushed himself up and used his fists again, striking Vas with his right, then left before the man went limp.

Skharr straightened and took a deep breath through his mouth. He could taste blood, but he slowly pushed to his feet.

Other challengers might step up. Skharr was now weak if another attacker had a mind to knock him down a peg. They saw he was at the limit of his strength and abilities, and so if any challenged him, they would likely win.

However, there was no honor in beating a man who was halfway done when the fight started. They could claim they had beaten Skharr DeathEater, but the clan was watching. They would not think it meant anything.

Not one man or woman stepped forward. They returned to their meals and continued planning what they wanted to do when they got to the capital.

There was no cheering or celebrating. The most intense reaction came from those who’d bet on Vas and had to fork over their coin to those who’d backed Skharr. It wasn’t a daily event for the group, but it wasn’t so uncommon as to warrant more of their attention after the fight was over.

A few would have noted how the fight had gone in case they challenged either of the fighters in the future, but for the moment, there would be no more action.

Vas snorted and coughed, regaining consciousness less than a minute after he’d lost it. Skharr offered him a hand to get back to his feet. Vas glowered at him through swollen eyes before allowing himself to be hefted back up.

“A good fight.” Skharr patted the man on the shoulder.

“Good fight. I’ll get you next time.”

“I’ll look forward to you trying.”

Vas smirked and returned to his seat at the fire. He would be sorer than usual in the morning and would need something to chew on so the pain in his head would lessen, but Vas would likely shrug it off as a consequence of his actions.

Skharr would be sore as well. Gretha waved him over to help him with his nose, but the aches and pains would not disappear for a while.

He had to find Korey. It shouldn’t be that difficult if he put his mind to it. She would be in the Dominion since recruiting by the universities had become much less aggressive. She could help him with his amulet.

That would have to wait until later. Skharr sighed and nodded at his sister. “Do it.”

Gretha grinned and twisted, sending a jolt of pain and a loud crack through the campsite when his broken nose returned to its place.

“Motherfucker!”

The rest of the DeathEaters laughed.


CHAPTER TWENTY


He was too old for this nonsense. Running after a tiny human wasn’t quite as easy as he had thought it would be, and it didn’t help that although Theron was a child, he was already taller than Throk.

Throk wasn’t as tall as most other dwarves, but he was not weak. He was a blacksmith, used to working with his hands and putting his full weight into every hammer stroke. The little DeathEater would not be controlled. Throk had watched the little one deal with his father, and it reminded him of Skharr’s interactions with Horse. Most folks would see a beast of burden or a child and talk down to them.

Skharr always spoke to them as equals.

Throk did not, and the lad picked up on it fast. They butted heads for most of their first day together until they realized they were partners in the business. Throk sat Theron down and told him he was the best chance the kid had. They could leave the manse and explore if they wanted to. The lad disliked being cooped up, and since his parents were gone, his studies could be ignored.

Theron realized that was a good way to live his life. They spent most of their second day exploring various dens close to the manse. The lad wanted to test his boundaries and find out where Throk was willing to let him go.

Throk believed in a less intrusive form of parenting. If the lad threw himself into the middle of a nest of spiders, he would intercede, but aside from that, Throk would allow him to make his own mistakes and learn from them.

His wife, bless her soul, hadn’t agreed. She had asked what he would do if a child playing with a sword cut him or herself. Throk reminded her that swords were not designed to be safe, and if the child cut themselves, they would learn a very important lesson.

Sera was teaching this lad the complexities of swordplay, and Skharr had him hunting for boar. They were good parents, but they weren’t going to go easy on the child, no matter what position he held in the empire. Theron might be the emperor one day, but it was best for them to prepare him for a life of difficulties.

The lad could stand up to it. He was already an impressive rider and a damn good shot with the bow Throk had made for him. Throk assumed his skills with the blade were equally impressive.

Not that he had the opportunity to test that. The boy explored like it was his passion, and he shared his father’s wanderlust. The third day was more complex. The lad had explored his favorite haunts in the region, and his friends had been called away for the day to help their parents with work. Theron finished his lessons early and awoke Throk from his slumbers.

“You’ll want to see this,” he insisted. “Horse has his own tree, and I think he’ll let you take a look at it.”

Throk scowled and tried to turn over. Why aren’t any of the babysitters here to help? Then he remembered the promise he’d thought would give him peace of mind while he was babysitting the lad. He had many regrets that morning and muttered more than a few curses while they prepared their horses.

He had been to Horse’s tree. He’d seen it when it was a sapling, and when Skharr had told him it was a reward for the equine’s services, he didn’t care. Skharr was an eccentric fellow, and given his experiences with other DeathEaters, they were not any better.

Whether Horse would allow him to look at the tree was another question. The beast was allowed to wander freely and could come and go as he pleased, but he was out and about with Skharr, looking for assassins and other monsters to kill.

That didn’t mean Throk was allowed out there. The lad didn’t care, so they rode out as the sun was coming up.

“You know, lads your age in your position spend their mornings in bed,” Throk commented as they rode into the cold morning air. It was summer, but the mornings sent a chill to the bone. “You could do your studies in the morning, rest during the hottest parts of the day, and do your exploring in the late afternoon.”

“Then I would waste most of my day.” Theron watched him carefully as if he’d said something crazy. “Do most boys my age do that?”

“Most boys your age work in the fields, the mines, or wherever else their parents deem necessary to keep the family alive. My boys did their studies in the morning and helped me in the smithy in the afternoon. Your parents are readying you for a life of adventuring, and you do seem suited for it.”

What six-year-old boy thought he was better off running around during the day than lounging?

“Boys in my position?”

“Aye. Young marquesses, as you are, enjoy lives of luxury and ease. You talked to Gerrold, so you know what he did with his life to keep from being too bored.”

“Yes, but I thought it was because his father spoiled him rotten.”

So close. “Most dukes spoil their children to the point of indolence.”

“That’ll make them weak.” Theron shook his head. “I don’t want to be weak. I want to be strong like my father.”

It was a great thing to aspire to, although very ambitious. Still, if there was anyone in the world who could outshine Skharr DeathEater, it was his son.

Throk did not want to comment on that, though. If the boy wanted to be as strong as his father, he could push for it. As long as it kept him from being the person Gerrold had been, it was for the best.

Still, there were dangers. Throk could think of nothing more dangerous than a king or emperor like Skharr. His reign would either be a time of success and prosperity unlike any other, or there would be war after war of expansion. There would be no middle ground.

Best for him to become the duke of a border duchy, taught how to rule and fight by a father and mother who knew what they were talking about. Well, Sera knew how to rule. Skharr knew to let her do whatever she needed to.

Not a bad attitude for a person in power to have. If they didn’t know how to run things, they needed to leave such things to those who did.

Too bad Sera wouldn’t let him use that excuse.

“See? The tree!”

Throk blinked and saw that they’d arrived. He must have been half-asleep for the journey if they had ridden so far without him noticing. Theron hopped off his mount and rushed over to the tree, which had golden leaves. It had been a sapling when Skharr and Horse had brought it home, and in six years, it should not have grown the way it did. A mighty oak was the only thing he could compare it to.

He knew there was magic involved with the thing. He remembered everything else they had gathered from the same location. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the magic the elves had used to make that spear had also been used to make a tree grow what it should have taken thirty in ten years.

The leaves were gold, and every branch was laden with the most luscious apples he’d ever seen. Theron rushed over and gathered a pair, then tossed one to Throk.

“You’ll never taste apples like these.” Theron bit into his with the gusto of a child who was eating his favorite treat. He was covered with juice when he finished, but from the look on his face, it was worth it.

Throk admitted it was the best apple he’d ever tasted, not that he was particular about apples. He was happy to try it, though.

The apple was better than any other he’d tasted, and what came afterward interested him. There was a warmth in his body, an energy he’d only felt when drinking koffe, but that was a pale comparison. There was no jittery feeling or an immediate need to find the nearest privy.

He felt strong and powerful, yet still himself.

“Do you want to train?” Theron rushed to his saddle and pulled a quarterstaff from the side. “It’s been forever since I’ve trained with anyone.”

“You trained with your father the morning he left.”

“That wasn’t real training. We wrestled for a bit. He was playing with me, I know it.”

“All I have is my hammer.”

“I can defend myself.” The lad settled into a fighting stance. “I forgot to bring my sword, but I’m getting good with the staff. Mom says I can train with a spear when I get older.”

A quarterstaff was a good weapon for most people. One never knew when one would have only a stick to defend oneself with. Or only their hands.

“All right.” Throk approached a fallen branch and lifted it. “But if you run to your babysitters and cry when I give you a light tap on the ribs, you’ll have only yourself to blame.”

“I won’t do that. I fell off my horse once, and I didn’t even cry.”

That was impressive. Throk supposed every person who rode a horse would take a fall from time to time.

He saw movement behind the tree. Nothing large, but beasts didn’t need to be large to be a nuisance or a danger.

It was not a beast. Throk first thought she was a child, but she didn’t act like one. She inspected the leaves and the apples without plucking any. She was shorter than he was, and her long, silver hair reached past her waist, done up in hundreds of intricate braids. Her clothes were simple and silver to match her hair but otherwise didn’t catch the eye. Her turquoise eyes drew in Throk when she turned them on him.

Those and her long, pointed ears.

“Theron, get to your horse,” Throk growled, reaching for the war hammer at his hip. His hand stopped short of the weapon like it had run into a wall.

He couldn’t move an inch. He could breathe and move his mouth and eyes, but was otherwise held in place.

The elf smiled and tilted her head. “I see my reputation precedes me.” Her voice was soft and lilting.

“Is this what you’ve come to, then?” Throk hissed. “Killing children?”

“I would never do such a thing.” She sounded offended by the notion.

To his credit, Theron didn’t run. He could still move, so either he estimated that he would be stopped like Throk was if he tried or that he wouldn’t leave the older dwarf behind to handle an elf who’d immobilized him.

“What are you here for, elf?” Throk strained against his invisible bonds.

She didn’t answer, just collected the war hammer from his belt and inspected it closely. “You must be the dwarf responsible for the creation of the DeathEater Ax. I commend you on your craftsmanship. This, however, is not your finest work.”

“I sell my finest work.”

“Clearly.” She snapped the handle in half and tossed the pieces aside. “I need you to be silent for what happens next, dwarf. You may do it on your own, or I’ll have to gag you.”

“Fuck y—” His eyes widened when he realized he couldn’t close his mouth. It was as if something had been shoved inside to stop him from speaking, although he could still breathe.

She ignored his attempt at profanity and turned her attention to Theron, who stood his ground. The terrified boy was gripping his quarterstaff so tightly that his knuckles were white, but he didn’t move. When the small elf approached him, he inched forward and held his weapon out.

The elf was the lad’s size, but she radiated a power that belied her stature.

Theron jutted his chin out when she stopped short of his staff. “I’m not afraid of you.”

“I don’t want you to be, Theron,” she answered with a smile.

Throk couldn’t decipher her expression. It seemed like disbelief. Like she hadn’t believed she would lay eyes on the boy.

“If you’re going to kill me, just get on with it,” Theron growled, baring his teeth at her.

“I will not harm a single ruby thread on your head.” She shook her head. “You cannot understand what this means to me since our first meeting wasn’t to take place for a few more decades, but I could not help myself.”

“I don’t… What are you talking about?”

The elf sighed and shook her head again, then walked away from the boy and approached Throk. She picked up the head of his hammer and ran her fingers over it several times. The dwarf saw glimmers of magic seeping into the weapon as she replaced it on his belt, still missing half its haft.

“I need you to listen to me well, Throk AnvilForged, since I will not repeat myself.” Her voice was stern, and Throk felt the full weight of her power metaphorically slap him in the face with every word. “You will forget that I came here. If you try to tell someone, I will return and strangle you with your entrails. Nod if you understand.”

Throk gritted his teeth and tried to speak, but nothing came out. He could only nod his agreement.

“Excellent. Now, if you want me to leave you alive, I have a condition.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper so only he could hear. “You are to dedicate your life to keeping this boy alive at any cost. He will face many dangers, not least of which could be the sudden loss of his parents. If the boy dies, or trips and hits his head, or drowns in the bath, and you did not die in an attempt to stop it, I will return and see to it that your death lasts a lifetime. Nod again to indicate you understand.”

He couldn’t do anything but nod. It was as if every word she spoke was being carved into his skull with a white-hot knife. He knew she was using magic to ensure that he recalled every word, inflection, and twitch of an expression on her face.

She intended that he remember what she was saying.

“Excellent.” The elf smiled, and Throk’s body relaxed, although he did not try to attack her. “I do not think we shall meet again. You should hope that we do not. Goodbye, Throk AnvilForged. Goodbye, Theron DeathEater.”

She ran her fingers over the bark of the tree. “I have not seen these leaves in hundreds of years. I look forward to seeing more of these trees planted in these lands again soon.”

Throk tried to move, but his feet would not stir as the elf waved at them.

The air in front of her shimmered like she’d created a pool of water, and she stepped through it and out of sight. The air solidified, his bonds disappeared, and Throk fell on his face.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


“The worst pain in your life?”

Sera nodded. “Easily the worst.”

“You had a son. You pushed a child out of your body, and having your body push out poison is a more painful experience?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. That ended when the lad was out of me. During the stabbing, there was a mage there, and he kept most of the pain from affecting me. I was awake for most of it, and I was curious, so I watched. It was not pleasant. The mage was damn good at his job, but I don’t think he realized it hurt so much. That or he didn’t bother to put time and effort into killing the pain. Or it would have affected the magic cleansing my body of the shit they stabbed me with.”

Micah nodded. She understood that. The poison the dark elves had used was meant to deaden the nerves and kill the person by removing their ability to breathe. After it was in the body, it wasn’t a terrible way to die. Micah had seen a similar poison used for suicides.

Some of them had been by choice.

A door opened on the far side of the room, and they paused to listen to the yelling coming from the other side.

“I don’t know what you think your job is, but this armor and these weapons are not for appearance’s sake. Otherwise, I’d clothe you in fondant and achieve the same effect for a much lower price! You are supposed to keep killers out of the palace, and a whole fucking troop of them just wandered in from the street!”

“My apologies, Your Grace. You know I would never⁠—”

“How could I know? You mapped the damn palace and supposedly ensured I was the only one with access to these passages!”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

The door closed after the servant slipped through.

“I think Elric’s ears will ring for a week after this.” Sera shook her head. “Poor fucker.”

“I don’t feel bad for him. If Tryam wasn’t tearing into him, I would be. He doesn’t get to allow dark elves in to try to kill my sister and walk away from it.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think he knew those passages were there. This palace was built centuries ago, and it has secrets that belong only to those who were around when it was first constructed.”

Micah scowled. “You don’t need to fight that dumbass’ battles for him. If you have something you want to say, just say it.”

“I think that we’re dealing with a lot of unknowns with this enemy.” Sera shrugged and immediately regretted it. “You need to consider that they might know a lot more about the world we live in than we do. If we don’t get one step ahead of them, we might not survive the next attack. They might have intended to lose this attack, so we would waste time searching the palace for where they would strike next.”

Sera didn’t know if that made sense. She didn’t want to make a big deal of what had happened, but she understood why Tryam held Elric responsible. He’d been the captain of the guard since before Tryam was on the throne, but when he was attacked, Tryam had been required to defend himself. He might as well have no guards.

“I can’t think of any reason they attack me while I’m in the palace, though,” Sera continued. “I shouldn’t brag, but I am a difficult target at the best of times. Why not have a crossbow in the dark? I might be able to defend myself against one, but not three at a time.”

“You have clearly considered how you would kill someone like you. A Blademaster you wanted to kill in the past?”

“Maybe one day. The plan is the same. You do not want to engage a Blademaster in a melee even if you outnumber her ten to one. Blademasters are trained to fight multiple opponents. It’s possible to kill one, but if you want to be certain, you’ll kill her from afar.”

Micah shrugged. “I could have told you that, although I prefer to poison them so they die in their sleep. So much less confrontational.”

“I think we all agree that we can leave the killing of random people to folks who are good at it.” Sera patted her sister’s arm. “That’s why I leave this backstabbing business to you.”

“Backstabbing is for novices. People who are stabbed in the back make too much noise, and you have no control over your victim until they die. I use a garrote.”

“Right.” Sera shook her head. “We need to find out who the fuckers’ source in the palace is.”

“I’ve already heard whispers. Nothing firm yet, but with the help of the gods, I have a feeling we’ll identify those responsible in a very short time.”

Sera blinked. She couldn’t tell if Micah had heard Ahverna step into the room from the shadows or if she simply assumed the goddess had done so.

“I appreciate your faith in us, Lady Ferat.” Ahverna crossed her arms and watched the pair closely. “I was glad you made it out of your ordeal alive. Duchess Ferat? Your titles are confusing.”

She was interrupted by the door opening again. Tryam entered, his usually pale face red and his eyes bloodshot. He’d been yelling vigorously, and his body had reacted to it.

Elric’s body was likely reacting as well, but the captain of the Eagles was gone when they looked. Tryam put his hand on his weapon when he saw the goddess in the room, but he quickly dropped it.

“I take it you found something of note?” Tryam growled. He shouldn’t do that when there was a goddess in the room, but he was in a poor mood.

“As it happens, yes.” Ahverna tilted her head and watched Tryam until he averted his gaze. It might have been her intimidating presence, although Sera wondered. “Micah, I like you and your sister, so I want to have you with me while I show you what I found. It might be best if the emperor remains where his people can keep a close eye on him.”

“My sister was the target of an assassination.” Tryam regained his courage and stepped forward. Sera swore something was akin to lust in the goddess’ eyes when she saw that as well. “And you would take her to the scene of the attack?”

“She will be in my company, so she is likely safer than she would be in the company of your Eagles. I am sure they are fine warriors, but you will need to strengthen their resolve if they are going to be of any use to us. There are more dangerous things than dark elves in play.”

Ahverna was clearly done with the conversation. Tryam scowled at her, then decided that he had better things to do than argue with her. He didn’t fear her, as far as Sera could tell. His ego told him he could kill her if they fought each other.

However, he knew how to trust people. He knew when to listen to what they had to say and when he needed to push back. She was right. Elric and the Eagles would fight whoever attacked them, but they would only be useful if Tryam hardened them against everything they would face.

Sera didn’t want to embarrass her brother, and none of the court was present, so no one would spread the word that a goddess had all but dismissed him. She also needed to see what Ahverna was talking about if she hoped to stop future attacks from happening.

Given that both mages and Eagles knew and had spread the word, the information that hidden pathways existed in the palace would make things difficult to manage. There were thousands in the city who would be interested to hear there were secret ways in and out of the palace, and not only Tryam’s enemies but the enemies of any who called the palace home.

Also, folks who wanted a place to tryst would use them, as well as those looking for a secret spot to meet. Sera imagined that some would use the passages to gather intelligence for spies from all over the empire and beyond. Eventually, someone would get killed. If Ahverna had found a way into those passages and could keep them from being used, it would save a lot of lives in the future.

Possibly including hers. Sera imagined the killers would not stop at a single attempt. They would regroup and attack again.

Ahverna motioned for her and Micah to follow her through the tunnel she’d found. Sera had thought it odd that she’d entered so quietly. She usually needed to tear a hole in reality to slip from one place to another, which was not a loud process, but it was eye-catching. She’d found the secret passages and was guiding her and Micah through the first.

“These passages honeycomb the palace so thoroughly that I don’t think any one person could map the whole system. In the early days, manipulating rock was as easy as working clay, so they created all these for secrecy.”

Ahverna spoke as if she’d been present when the palace was built, and she might well have been. Nobody was sure when that had been. Some said it was when the capital was first set up, and others stated that the palace was here, and the city sprang up around it.

“How did you know about this?” Sera asked after the doors shut behind them.

“There were marks on the walls that indicated when this builder put his pathways in. I saw the runes the assassins used over the passage, so I looked around the palace for others. With some help, I found the next one, and I’ve been exploring.” Ahverna cleared her throat and glanced around. “With that said, I think we need to consider the very real possibility that someone in the palace is helping your attackers, and they might be connected to the same power who sent Sigil. Sera might not be their primary target, but it’s clear that she is on the list.”

Micah nodded. “Our enemies have shown their hand. Not much, but enough to give us a path to them.”

“Might be a trap,” Sera pointed out.

Ahverna smiled. “Maybe, in which case, we should spring the trap and see who comes to see what they caught.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


He’d forgotten how quickly his kin could travel. Skharr had not been with Turan when he got a troop of fifty across the empire so quickly, but those had been summoned by Theros.

Members of the clan had been killed, and the DeathEaters would not allow that to slide. Skharr was certain that word regarding their arrival was racing to the capital, but the Eagles would struggle to keep up with them. Not that he expected them to lose, but they should already have faced challenges to their movement.

However, DeathEaters were known allies of the empire, even if their affiliation was a loose thing. It was strong enough that any imperial troops would ask questions before attacking.

Skharr didn’t want to think about what would happen if an imperial troop attacked them. They’d been peaceful so far, but they couldn’t stand down from an attack by allies. If someone tried to prove themselves to the world by attacking the clan, they would be killed for it.

Skharr would try to explain the situation if any attackers caused a problem, and if they still wanted to fight, they would bring their deaths upon themselves. Thankfully, the DeathEaters were focused on finding the assassin and quite literally tearing him to pieces. Skharr remembered hearing that one of the preferred methods of execution involved tying ropes to the victim’s limbs and selecting five DeathEaters to man each rope. Those who pulled their limb off first won.

He had a feeling that that tradition would be revived if they got their hands on Sigil. It wouldn’t be easy, and they would prefer to kill him and be done with it, but if they could capture him alive and bring him back to the camp, they would. It would give every member of the clan the opportunity to take their vengeance out on him. The first shot would go to the families of those he had killed or injured, then anyone could step up.

They hadn’t picked a new chieftain. DeathEaters were competent folks who didn’t really need leaders, so it was possible for the selection process to span years while those who were old enough to take the position proved, usually with their fists, that they were strong enough to lead. There was no point in rushing it, and they refused to allow the wrong chieftain to take over just to fill a void.

Still, they’d followed him through the heart of the empire. Skharr didn’t think it meant they saw him as a prospective leader since Vas was right. He’d been gone for too long and was too far removed from their ways. Besides, he had a family and duties beyond the clan to attend to.

Yet, they were following. He knew the empire better than most, and being a duke would let him talk imperial troops out of attacking. He was on his way to the capital, and they were making fantastic time. His brother-in-law the emperor had invited him to the celebrations, and he was bringing his clan with him.

That was what he planned to tell those who were currently approaching. Three hundred lancers on horseback had seen the barbarians and didn’t realize they were DeathEaters. The commander raised his spear and pointed it to the left to have the troop circle the clan.

“You think they’re stupid enough to attack?” one of the DeathEaters asked, toying with his bowstring.

Skharr instructed them not to show any aggression, but they wanted to fight, regardless of who it was. They took joy in battle, even the older ones.

He ignored the youth who’d asked the question and stepped away from the group. They’d paused to take a breather when they’d spotted the lancers approaching, flying a boar and an eagle on a backdrop of green. Skharr didn’t recognize the emblem, but the eagle told him the troops were under the emperor’s command, regardless of where they came from.

The commander motioned for the group to halt a distance from the DeathEaters and approached Skharr with ten lancers as an escort. He likely wouldn’t mind fighting the barbarians, but he wanted to find out why they were so deep in the empire.

Skharr stood his ground while they approached, crossing his arms.

Horse walked over and nudged his shoulder.

“They wouldn’t dare,” Skharr answered. “Besides, we all but outnumber them, and we’re more heavily armed than they are. If they think we are hostile, they will ride away and warn the townsfolk of our approach.”

That didn’t assuage the beast, who pawed the ground.

“I can handle ten lancers on horseback. Wouldn’t need to kill all of them. I could stand my ground and stop their attack long enough for the rest of the clan to hike up their skirts and join me.”

Hoofbeats interrupted their conversation, and Skharr was surrounded by a cloud of dust. It had been a few weeks since the last rain, which had hardened the ground and made the dust on the roads almost impossible to deal with, but he stood strong, jutting his chin out and meeting the gaze of the commander.

“State your name and intentions, or you will be attacked!” the man yelled, his voice muffled by his helmet’s visor.

Skharr drew out the medallion that marked him as a duke under the emperor’s banner. He tossed it to the commander, who snatched it from the air and studied it like he didn’t believe it.

“I am Skharr DeathEater,” he explained. “My intention is to join my brother-in-law for his birthday celebrations in the capital. I brought kin to join the celebrations.”

“My apologies, my lord duke.” He tossed the medallion back and bowed his head. “We did not think to find you on this road since all reports stated that you were traveling from your duchy.”

“I took a detour. The chieftain of the clan was murdered, and my kin are seeking the killer—with the blessing from the emperor, of course.”

The man lifted his visor and looked at the lancers around him. “That poor soul. My apologies for interrupting your journey, my lord duke. I am Commander Gestalt of the Third Imperial Legion, Scouting Division. If you wish, my men and I will escort you and your kin to the capital.”

Every other duke the commander encountered would expect him to offer. They would be traveling with their retinue, but they would not turn down additional security. Gestalt looked uncomfortable because he didn’t know how much more security he could offer when the duke was accompanied by three hundred DeathEaters.

Nobody had seen that many come out of the mountains in centuries, and fifty of them had been enough to get the Skarafari Soroi to surrender. That wasn’t the official story, which spoke of Skharr and the DeathEaters being sent by the emperor rather than launching the campaign. They couldn’t let Tryam be embarrassed by the narrative.

“What are your orders?” Skharr asked.

“We are to patrol the roads. There have been reports of attacks on travelers. The emperor wants troops on the road to ensure that those who are on their way can travel without worry.”

“I do not want to prevent you from your work, Commander.” Skharr saluted the rest of the troop. “I think we will reach our destination without trouble.”

Curses descended on people when they made declarations like that one, so he knew he shouldn’t have said it. The moment the words left his lips, the DeathEaters behind him whistled in warning. The lancers didn’t know what was happening and thought they were about to be attacked.

“You’ll want to ready your men, Commander.” Skharr turned to Horse, who had his weapons. “My kin spotted something in the forest.”

The commander lowered his visor and motioned for his riders to head back to where their forces awaited. They didn’t know Skharr was a duke and were expecting the barbarians to fight them. He would explain it to them.

He couldn’t see the threat in the trees, but the DeathEaters were organizing for what was coming. It was a big troop, given the way they were forming up. It would have to be for them to look that worried.

“Nothing is ever easy,” Skharr hissed, stringing his bow and drawing out arrows at the same time. “Can’t make a simple march to the damn capital without something going wrong.”

He spotted the threat a few moments later—creatures moving through the branches as smoothly as if they were on the ground. Dark elves like the ones who had attacked him when he was alone but in much larger numbers.

Skharr raised his bow when they rained arrows on the DeathEaters. His clan raised their shields in defense and returned the attack. Arrows filled the air, and Skharr saw a handful of DeathEaters fall when dark elf arrows slipped past their defenses.

The elves realized they would fare poorly in a battle from range after a few volleys were exchanged. They lost dozens of their people, who fell from the branches when DeathEater arrows picked them off. The elves rushed from the trees and threw themselves into the battle.

They were vicious fighters, and they outnumbered the DeathEaters. It was difficult to say by how many, but the lines audibly clashed when the elves threw themselves at the DeathEaters’ shields and forced them back step by step. Skharr picked out the leaders from his elevated position. The commanders remained in the back, although it didn’t look like they did much commanding. They just watched their troops fight from the trees.

Someone needed to knock them out, and Skharr took it upon himself to do so. He raised his bow and released the first arrow. Its whistle gave the elf notice a moment before the arrow punched through his chest and buried itself in the tree trunk behind him. He was pinned and had no option but to accept his fate. Skharr nocked another arrow as their troops spotted the danger on the flank.

It was only one man, but when another one of their commanders was felled, a whistle pierced the air. A troop of fifty disengaged from the rear of the attack and rushed at the high point Skharr occupied with Horse.

“Do you think we need to run?” Skharr raised an eyebrow at Horse as he nocked another arrow. It would take the elves a moment or two to reach him, and he made use of the time by pinning another elf to a tree.

Horse just tossed his mane. He was less unsettled by the attack than he had been by the childlike elf when she’d appeared.

“I wouldn’t think so. Sera would not let you within a mile of your tree again if you ran off and left me to die.”

He had a point. Horse knew it and pawed the ground in an attempt at bravado. Sera would see that he was locked up if he ever returned to the tree. She would be just that petty after the surviving DeathEaters brought the story back to her.

Skharr aimed at the approaching attackers and let an arrow fly. It was the last one he would loose while he was in range of their archers, who were setting up to force him out of his position, but he was not particularly worried since he heard the hooves thundering behind him.

The lancers had waited for the elves to expose themselves out in the open before charging, then circling behind them to cut them off from the trees. They lowered their spears while Skharr ducked the last arrows they’d loosed at him.

Those arrows would otherwise have gone into the lancers. Skharr had saved some of their lives with his distraction, and they could now charge unhindered. The fifty that had left the battle with the DeathEaters were run down.

They continued plowing through the rear of the elven forces, taking a chunk out of them as the DeathEaters surged forward. They’d been using their shields to hold the elves back, waiting for their chance.

Arrows flew, clearing the way forward and allowing those at the front to carve through the elves, who were caught between attacks from both sides. They outnumbered the lancers and the DeathEaters combined, but they were not cut out for ground engagements.

Skharr wondered why the elves had attacked if they could disappear as easily as they’d appeared. He hadn’t seen them approach. Sneaking up on a group of DeathEaters was not the best idea, but they had been lucky to have support from the lancers.

Skharr jumped to his feet, grabbed the arrows he hadn’t used, raised his bow, and sent arrows at the elves in the trees. They pulled back when they saw that their attack had failed. They could have powered through the DeathEaters by sheer force of numbers, but they would have died in the end. Skharr didn’t want to think about what their losses would have been.

He likely would have had to deal with fifty elves on his own. He thought he could handle a dozen, maybe a few more, but he would eventually have been overwhelmed and cut down.

He rolled his shoulders and watched the last attackers disappear into the trees. The lancers’ commander raised his spear to stop the charge and direct his troops away when the DeathEaters turned on them. Thankfully, they didn’t attack each other.

Skharr approached a group of DeathEaters that was waiting for him. “What happened?”

Vas shrugged. “Fuckers caught us before we could set up. Killed five and injured a dozen more, but our people are ready to fight. They ran off before we could finish them.”

Skharr sighed. “They fight for the one who sent the assassin to grab the Ax. If they attacked to slow us down, I guarantee more of them are waiting for us at the capital.”

“You mean that there’s an army of dark elves on its way to the capital?” Skharr had almost forgotten about the lancers and their commander. The man had ridden over to hear what they were discussing and voiced his worst fear.

“Sadly, no. I believe they’re already there, waiting for the opportunity to strike. Or someone else’s opportunity to strike.”

The man sniffed and looked at his troop. “We shall ride with you.”

“Fair enough.” Skharr unstrung his bow as Horse trotted over. “Try to keep up.”

“We are on horseback.”

“Aye,” Gretha shouted, wrapping a bandage around her arm. “Should give you lads a fair chance.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Shoring up security for the whole palace was a nightmare. More to the point, it was a nightmare that woke Elric up at all hours of the night. Dignitaries kept arriving, and they all wanted their security forces prepared for anything.

Despite his best efforts, word of the attack had spread through the city. It wasn’t an uproar, but intelligence operatives in the city had learned of it and sold the information to those who were willing to pay for it. He had no idea if it was the mages or the Eagles, or maybe it was Micah’s revenge for allowing the elves to get that close to her sister.

It wouldn’t make things more difficult for the emperor. His security was only affected by how they ran their operations through the new passages. Nothing he hadn’t planned for, but the dignitaries made him reassure them for hours before he was finally left alone.

“Every last one wants to be treated like he is the damn emperor,” Elric hissed as the Eagles followed him through the palace to his quarters. “I need to bow and address them however they say and spend my days telling them there’s nothing higher on my priority list than keeping their powdered asses alive and well while they’re here.”

The Eagles shook their heads, wishing they could go out and drink their troubles into oblivion for the next few days.

He’d promised them they would have the opportunity to do that or anything else they wanted to do after the games were over and the emperor’s birthday was behind them.

Tryam was slated to duel the chief of the DeathEaters on his birthday as the climax of his celebrations. Nobody knew how he’d pulled that off or what the endgame was. Tryam was damn good, but he couldn’t beat a DeathEater in an honest fight.

Turan probably wouldn’t agree to take a dive, and he would not take kindly to magical plays that would allow the emperor to win. Most people didn’t think the emperor could beat a man who’d risen to the top of the DeathEaters’ ranks. Elric didn’t want to think about what would happen if Tryam lost.

“All right, you guys.” He crossed his arms after he reached his quarters. “We’ve done all we can for tonight. Get some rest and something to eat. There’s more to do in the morning.”

“What about the duchess who wants a full security team for her dog?”

“I spoke to the city guard about that. They were willing to provide two men who know how to handle dogs.”

“Why would she think that someone would want to kill her damn dog?”

“Because she’s stated that the dog will inherit her entire estate when she dies.”

The Eagles groaned.

Elric shrugged. “You know what these people are like.” He motioned for them to move on. “You’re not to worry about these things all night and let it ruin your sleep until you make my salary and inhabit my quarters. Until then, go to sleep and dream noble-less dreams.”

“Not entirely noble-less.” One of the Eagles cackled. “Some of these ladies think that walking around wearing nothing but sheer fabric is the new fashion.”

Elric narrowed his eyes, and the man stopped laughing. “Do what you must. I’ll call you when you are needed. Nothing else to do tonight.”

They nodded and headed back the way they’d come.

Elric shook his head. “Guards for a damn dog. I don’t know why I’m in this business. It’s not like they pay us well.” He rolled his eyes and entered his rooms.

He didn’t know what the plan for the emperor fighting Turan was. The empire’s subjects wanted to see their ruler win, but they would pick up on a fake fight and would not settle for anything but an outright win.

Thankfully, Elric didn’t care about what the people thought of him or the emperor. It was time for them all to move on. Elric was the best if he could run most of the palace when he was just going through the motions. He half-expected Micah to pick up on his lackadaisical attitude.

He stepped through his door, smiling when he spotted the tray of food that had been left for him with a silk cloth draped over it to maintain the warmth.

It wouldn’t have mattered. He was three or four hours late since he’d had to rush around the palace, trying to keep people happy. Tryam was beyond angry about the attempt on his life—on his sister’s life, he had insisted multiple times—and would not stand for Elric taking time for himself.

He’d once dreamed of living in a lighthouse on the southern coast. Somewhere warm in the winter. He’d been told to keep his eye out for bugs in the tropics, but there were bugs in the capital during the summer as well. He was sure he would survive.

He wasn’t the sort who needed companionship, but it would be appreciated. From what he understood, he could make some friends with the halfling tribes who made their homes in the jungles in the south. He’d been around humans his whole life, and he needed to spend time with other folks.

Failing that, there were plenty of human settlements in the area, most of which likely had lighthouses he could buy after he finished his work. Nothing extravagant. He could make his living by fishing or something related. He enjoyed fishing.

While he didn’t know how those things worked in different cultures, he thought he could find a wife so his existence would not be solitary, even if it was an arranged affair. He was alone in the capital. Only a handful of lovers had made their way to his bedchamber, and he’d always found that they were only interested in him to advance their positions in the court.

They’d had fun, and he’d enjoyed himself as well, but they had to be discarded after their agendas were exposed.

He closed the door, unfastened his cloak, and flourished it around his hand before tossing it aside. He drew his sword and turned on the figure he’d missed upon entering. As much as he wanted to kill the person for daring to enter his chambers, there were many important people who needed to speak to him privately.

Killing them or even injuring them in a moment of surprise would earn him punishments he wanted to avoid.

Point his sword at this intruder, and the consequences would be dire indeed. She looked like a child, and her feet dangled from the chair on which she sat. She might be a child. Memories of the high elves had been lost, so folks only saw the few who crossed the seas to visit the lands of their ancestors.

It only happened every three or four generations, but cities built embassies and maintained them for hundreds of years, hoping one of the high elves would return.

She tucked her silver hair behind her pointed ears and studied him. ”I came here in the hope of hearing good news, but I found out that the soldiers I provided using the passages I found for you are mostly dead and have nothing to show for their efforts. One did manage to wound his target, which would have worked if the attack hadn’t failed, allowing mages to step in and save her life.”

“I suppose you could consider that failure.” He sheathed his sword and unbuckled it from his hip. If she wanted him dead, there was precious little he could do to stop her. “I would have appreciated knowing their target was Sera Ferat. It would have made things easier to manage. I might have found a way to poison her food or isolate her so there would be no mages present to slow the attack. I thought the target was the emperor or his spymistress, but they went up against one of the most skilled Blademasters in the empire. It would have been a difficult task regardless.”

The elf hopped off her seat and tilted her head, looking like a confused child. The illusion was shattered when his eyes met hers. Hers had a weight and power that belied her age.

“It was your elven blood that drew me to you,” she commented. “I know that is not a clear indication that one is competent, but it told me that you could be trusted with responsibility. If you prove unworthy, I will drain every drop of elven blood from you. You are to continue your work and await further instructions.”

Elric’s mouth dried, and he lowered his head. “Of course.”

“Excellent.” She stepped out of sight, either through one of her portals or a passage he hadn’t been aware of.

His jaw remained clenched for a few minutes after she left. Then he forced himself to relax. He’d done his work to the best of his ability. If he was going to be blamed for the failings of others and she would kill him for that, so be it. No point in worrying about it.

He was exhausted. It was time for him to sleep for a few hours or until the next emergency required his attention. A pet monkey who needed guards, perhaps. He smiled and shook his head, then fell on his bed, fully dressed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


It wasn’t the kind of work she was used to anymore. Since she’d been elevated to the rank of duchess, she’d left the scut work to those who had the time for it. Micah knew how tedious it was, so she paid appropriately. It was part of the reason her people were so loyal to her.

Loyalty didn’t come easily in a line of work that required a fair amount of backstabbing, but she was damn good at keeping her people in line. It took a healthy dose of fear, too. People knew that going against her for a one-time payment higher than hers would end poorly, quickly, and painfully.

She paid her people well. There was nothing in it for her to be cheap if it meant they wouldn’t give her anything good. Still, some took her coin and refused to turn in what they agreed to. She didn’t turn them loose. Even if they decided they could make better money elsewhere, they usually knew too much about her operations to be released.

There were times when she turned them loose with bad information, but it was always a gamble and never one to be taken lightly. Micah knew better than to think she was untouchable just because she worked from afar. People got killed when they thought they were untouchable.

She raised her hand and called a servant over.

“Send word back to whoever runs things that I need more chilled wine in my room.” She patted the young woman on the shoulder.

“Ice or snow, milady?”

“Snow. The ice never does the job properly.”

The woman nodded when Micah slipped a sealed note into her pocket. Another element that had enabled her to remain alive for so long was compartmentalization. No code was used for two people, and only a few knew each other, and only when they operated together.

Though it was annoying at times, she could not write down what they did, not even in code, and having to remember everything inevitably led to mishaps. None had resulted in her people dying.

Sera had caught wind of situations a couple of times. Her sister raised an eyebrow when she heard what Micah was up to, but they didn’t speak of it more than they had to.

Micah watched the servant scurry away with the note, taking orders from other gentry in need of things. There were other serving staff in the room, which ensured that nobody waited for anything they needed, wanted, or desired.

There was someone waiting for her. Kat’s robe allowed her to mix with the other serving staff, but she had changed it enough that if someone asked her for something, she could claim she wasn’t a servant or she was fulfilling somebody else’s request.

Micah assumed that was how she’d made her way through the room without being yelled at. She was also good at avoiding people when she didn’t want to talk to them. Sigil had been a good teacher.

If she hadn’t known who the young woman was, she wouldn’t have given her a second glance before she slipped a dagger between her ribs. In any case, the assassin might kill her when she was of no further use to Ahverna.

Micah knew better than to kill people just because their perceived utility had passed. “Hello again, my dear.” She tilted her head. “I didn’t think I would see you out in the open.”

“I have to get some sunshine from time to time.”

Micah would never trust Kat. They might work together, but she wouldn’t turn her back on her.

“I assume you didn’t approach me because of my sparkling personality?”

“That’s the word.” Kat smiled. “I was trying to figure out how to describe your personality. Sparkling is one word. Blinding also comes to mind.”

That said, the girl was sharp, witty, and knew how to carry herself. Micah liked her.

“But you are right,” Kat continued, keeping her voice down. “I came here to talk to you. I’ve been skulking through the palace. You’d be surprised how people talk around me when they think I am just another member of the palace staff. Anyway, I’ve been listening to folks around the palace, and I thought I heard a conversation between Elric and someone unfamiliar.”

Micah tilted her head. “Someone unfamiliar?”

“She was talking about the failure to kill your sister as though it were a bad thing. I can’t prove it, but it sounds like Elric is working for our enemies.”

It wasn’t a surprise. Elric had only held his position as long as he had because nobody else would take it. He was loyal and had stopped many assassination attempts, but Micah didn’t trust him. He’d had a sour disposition as long as she’d known him. She wouldn’t have thought he would work with the elf, but it didn’t surprise her.

“All right.” Micah nodded. “I’ll see about digging up proof. It will take something definitive to convince the emperor.”

If she couldn’t find enough to convince Tryam, but she believed it, she would finish Elric off herself. She had a deft touch, and she’d taken out more than a few rivals by allowing them to drift off in their sleep.

Kat slipped into the crowd without words of parting and disappeared. Micah did not glance after her.

Sigil was one of the best assassins to walk the planet. She’d heard about things he had done, although at the time, she hadn’t known it was all him. Once that piece had fallen into place, however, she’d realized how capable he was.

It figured that his apprentice would mirror his abilities. Micah shook her head and focused on what she had been told. After finishing her drink, she slipped out, using one of the new passages. It would take them a while to map the ones they had found, and they wouldn’t know if there were even more.

They’d left mapping the passages to Elric and his Eagles. If she found that he was no longer on their side, they would have to do it without him.

Micah sighed after the door closed behind her. He was a useful fellow, but he could be an annoying drag.

“Good to finally see you working.”

Micah didn’t jump, though she reacted by slipping a dagger out of her wrist guard. She spun to slam it through the neck of whoever was behind her.

An iron grip stopped her so suddenly that it sent a jolt of pain up her arm and through her spine.

Micah considered herself lucky that that was all. Ahverna could have stolen her spleen from a distance, and Micah wouldn’t have noticed until she was bleeding to death. No point in making an issue of it, however.

“Sorry.” She cleared her throat and rubbed her wrist. “I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I assume you sent Kat for me?”

“I might have directed her your way. I do like working with you.”

“That sounded suspiciously like an insult.”

Ahverna shook her head and pointed Micah in the right direction. “Others might think so, but you can’t be defensive about how you make your mark on the world. More is done in the shadows than in the sunlight. If you were ashamed of it, you couldn’t do what you do so effectively.”

She was right. Shame had become a problem while she was becoming accustomed to life as a duchess. She’d spent years crawling through the sewers of Verenvan because nobody else would, listening to conversations through storm drains and trying to continue breathing while surveilling the scum running the streets.

After she was sleeping on silk sheets and eating the finest cuts of meat every day, those tactics felt like they were below her. She could operate in the court, but she couldn’t do it if her hair smelled like an outhouse.

That was what she told herself when she delegated the work to her employees.

“No shame,” Micah commented. “What are we going to do now?”

“You are going to follow me.”

It would be difficult to eavesdrop on Elric since he knew more about the passages than they did. However, Ahverna confidently made her way through the maze of tunnels.

“What do you mean you enjoy working with me?”

“You are of like mind. I never managed to elevate myself to a position as high as yours. Then again, my father wasn’t an emperor, just a ditch-digger with the coppers to pay a whore, but you work with what you were dealt. And you have time to become a goddess. It’s difficult, but I believe in you.”

Micah didn’t know what to make of that. She had been under the impression the path to godhood was intentionally sealed. It had been the cause of too many disasters in the past for it to be safe.

She supposed if there was a path, there was no better way to go about it than with the help of a goddess. Micah had never been touched by that ambition, but it was worth some study.

“Here.” Ahverna raised a hand to stop her, followed by a finger to her lips. If they heard what Elric was up to, he could hear them in turn. Micah wasn’t against sneaking around, but Ahverna was a great deal more skilled at it. Micah saw her disappear into the shadows, and her feet didn’t make a sound as she moved through the passages.

That was a worthy ambition. Micah shrugged and studied the goddess’ movements. She would need magic to replicate them, but Micah had connections among the mages. She would need their help, but that was for another time.

Ahverna stopped and crouched by a collection of holes in the wall. “The palace is ventilated by some warm springs below it.” Ahverna tapped the vents they’d stopped next to. “The heat is drawn up into the towers. It cools the rest of the building during the warm months and heats it during the cold months. It takes surprisingly little magic to run it, and before now, I thought these pipes ran through the whole palace. Not passages.”

Micah raised her finger to her lips, but Ahverna smirked and shook her head.

“I put a bubble around us so we can speak without being heard. I would advise against yelling, but anything short of that will not be audible.” Ahverna was pleased with herself. As a spell, it probably couldn’t be used when one was moving, but it was a useful trick.

Someone came through the door behind the wall. Micah was surprised that she could hear what they said as if she were in the room with them.

“Do you think⁠—”

“That these vents were designed with eavesdropping in mind?” Ahverna shrugged. “They work well for it, which indicates that they were.”

A pair of nobles came through. Lesser lords and unlanded, from what Micah remembered. One had to work hard to be unlanded these days, considering how quickly the empire had expanded. There was coin to be made with a name and a title, land or no.

Micah didn’t like them. They relied on political games and undercut everyone else. A few managed to live on the palace grounds by acting as though they were indispensable.

Maybe they were. What environment thrived without parasites?

The two lords passed through without saying much. The pair of ladies who passed through didn’t stop talking, but it was gossip that Micah had heard before. She had started several of the rumors herself.

That had been a while ago, though. Micah wondered if it was time to start new ones. Some of the dukes and counts were getting too big for their breeches, and it was time to knock them down a few pegs. Salacious rumors cut the deepest, and people were sometimes killed by jealous spouses or lovers. Micah liked to think she was good at reducing those problems while allowing the rumors to circulate.

“There is Elric.”

Ahverna’s voice caught her attention. Micah turned her attention to the vents since she hadn’t heard anything. He hugged the walls, looking at a sheet of parchment to make it appear as though he wasn’t waiting for the two women to pass through.

After they were gone, he drew a dagger from inside his right sleeve. “Isn’t that the kind of weapon the elves used when they attacked?” Micah asked when she saw the weapon.

Ahverna nodded. “What’s more, he appears to be going to where your sister is being treated.”

Something cold filled the pit in Micah’s gut that was usually empty. She relied on her ability to repress her emotions when she was doing business since that was mandatory for survival. Some situations required her to tap into her rage, which was reserved for when someone attacked her and hers.

“Good enough.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The morning was more silent than he was used to. The DeathEaters were up before dawn and would only stop marching after the sun had set. Mornings were filled with the clanging of pots and pans being put away after a quick yet robust breakfast, followed by the troop singing marching songs as they started on their journey for the day.

That morning, they’d decided to start later. There was no telling what waited for them at the capital, and Skharr suggested they send scouts ahead with a lancer escort to ensure they were not stopped or challenged while the others rested.

They could continue at their hectic pace, but the DeathEaters were still human. Skharr saw that they were tired. There had been surprisingly little argument when he had suggested they rest while they found out what was happening in the capital.

It would also give the messengers time to alert the interested parties that the DeathEaters were on the march. From what they were seeing with the lancers, most troops would have trouble keeping up with the clan, much less report their presence to their superiors.

Most of the DeathEaters were up. A few had gone out hunting or exploring. Several had spotted a town not far from where they’d made camp and wanted to trade. They had looted the bodies of the dark elves who’d attacked them, and no DeathEater worth his salt would leave a battlefield without booty if he or she could help it. They’d stripped the bodies of armor, weapons, and anything else of value. Skharr spotted a couple pulling the dead’s gold teeth, too.

“I would like to think the DeathEaters and I rise above the barbarian moniker so many assign us,” he commented, crossing his arms. “But we are not civilized. It wouldn’t be allowed. We would die out if we acted the way others want us to. Folks will quickly remember that we’re not attack dogs they can summon on demand.”

Horse examined him carefully. The beast had been in a foul mood since they had run out of apples. Skharr had warned him not to go through them so quickly. They could acquire more in the towns and orchards they passed, but those fruits paled in comparison to the apples they’d brought from Horse’s tree. The equine hadn’t listened, and his bad mood threatened their current business.

“You are being dramatic,” Skharr growled. “Apples are apples. We’ve traveled for years, and you’ve had to make do with oats and grass from time to time. I guarantee you will survive this tragedy.”

Horse tossed his mane and snorted, then browsed a patch of grass next to where Skharr sat.

“You’re lucky I like you, or I would talk about how too many apples could give you colic. Then I’d restrict you to two a day and feed you nothing else but oats.”

It was a threat he’d made many times, and every time, it earned him an angry glare. Today was no exception. Horse might have succumbed to any number of ailments that came from eating too many apples. Those from his tree weren’t a danger, however. Indeed, they helped keep him young and vital. He fared better than Skharr as the years passed.

“I’m not sure how long I can keep doing this,” Skharr muttered. “The DeathEaters are looking at me to return to the clan after we’re finished with Sigil, and I’m half-tempted to do it, or I would be if Sera and Theron did not want me around.

“The truth is, I don’t understand why they want me there. It’s not as though I do much. I am helping raise the little one, but Sera does not need me to rule our duchy. The best I can do is keep bandits away and let her do her business without interference from me.”

Horse side-eyed him and pawed the ground.

“You wouldn’t understand. You’re a damn good friend and a useful one to boot, but there isn’t much for a DeathEater to do in peacetime. I can stand around and look intimidating, ensuring that folks don’t cause trouble if they don’t want to have me to contend with, but what happens when I’m too old to be anything but a burden?”

It wasn’t lost on him that his friend wouldn’t have an answer to that. Sera, Theron, and the others saw him as more than a useful club to swing when needed, but he couldn’t help feeling useless.

The other dukes were largely useless too, but they knew how to play the political game, so they survived and thrived for years in a diminished state.

Horse nudged his hand. Skharr smiled and scratched the base of his ears, then offered him another apple from the bag.

Horse grudgingly accepted the inferior apple.

The DeathEaters wanted him back. It would take work, but he could assume the mantle Turan had been unceremoniously deprived of. The DeathEaters’ leaders weren’t expected to do much besides bicker with the elders and identify common ground in disputes. The DeathEaters were stagnant, but it wouldn’t be long before they were drawn into some conflict or another that would change them forever.

It rarely happened. If things changed in the mountains, it happened slowly, and his kin were cut from the same cloth. They wanted him to lead them into the future since it seemed like gods were more involved in the happenings of the world and assassins could wander in and kill people at will.

They didn’t like change and wanted someone accustomed to it to make the difficult decisions. Of course, he would also be blamed when things went poorly.

He didn’t want to return, but he was afraid that a time would come when Sera did not want him near her anymore. It was his deepest fear, and he would go back to the mountains if it ever came to pass.

He didn’t know what else he could do if everything fell to pieces. He could find one last battle to fight and make one last pile of bodies before he joined them. That was the proper path for a DeathEater.

However, Sera and Theron had changed his perceptions, and he now wanted to be more than the killer he’d been before he had encountered them.

There would be time for that later. Skharr leaned back. For the first time in a long time, he wanted something to smoke. Or a drink. Koffe, maybe, or something stronger. He’d never been an agreeable drunk, but then, it took more than what most inns were willing to sell him to get him there.

A drink would soothe his nerves. He missed his family and his home, and he worried that the longer he spent with his kin, the more like them he would become.

“You look like you’re in a fine mood.”

Skharr would have been startled by Theros’ arrival if Horse’s ears hadn’t twitched to announce him. Skharr looked in the direction he’d appeared with his donkey. The beast had a name too, but Skharr couldn’t for the life of him remember it.

“Not particularly.” Skharr motioned for the god to take a seat, and they stared at the rising sun together.

Theros’ donkey browsed the grass beside Horse, and they quietly enjoyed the peaceful day.

“Mortality is an interesting thing to ponder,” Theros commented after they’d sat in silence for a minute. “Nothing quite so unsettling as facing the unknown, which the likes of me and mine don’t know much about. We put in as much power and effort as we can to ensure we will never find out what awaits beyond this world.”

Skharr shrugged. “I’ve never been afraid of what comes after. It’s either something or nothing, and I don’t see the point of worrying about things I have no power to change.”

“Is that why you fight so hard?”

“I’m not going to make it easy to kill me just because I’m not afraid. You have to make every second count, wherever you are and whatever you are doing. What’s the point of being in a fight and only going through the motions?”

Theros laughed. “Is that how most DeathEaters live their lives?”

“I doubt it. Not all of us are the same. Many of us think for ourselves. Conjure ideas without needing to grab a weapon.”

“Right. I forgot that people aren’t rabid killers and all that.” Theros smirked. “I will admit I was surprised that so many of you made it this far. Even knowing how fast your clan can march, I was amazed to find you so close to the capital so fast.”

Skharr shrugged. “Nothing catches folks by surprise better than appearing from nowhere in the night. DeathEaters are fine fighters, but we are not built for all-out warfare. Surprise, shock, and awe earned us our reputation.”

“Like how Turan took over the Skarafari fortresses, yes?”

“Something like that. It helps when you have a reputation for appearing out of thin air, but when the survivors see the DeathEaters doing that, they spread the word, and the legends grow. When an imperial army appears alongside a troop of fifty who did so much damage, people are more willing to throw down their arms and discuss surrender.”

“You know the history books won’t reflect that.”

“No, but the legends will, and those are more effective. Few soldiers read dusty tomes in a library, but they listen to stories by the campfire about how a DeathEater hung the Skarafari Soroi over his parapet until he agreed to terms. That’s the kind of immortality even magic cannot earn you.”

Theros nodded. “True. They will be telling tales about Skharr DeathEater for centuries and maybe longer. Then again, you accomplished most of what you did without the rest of your clan. Hells, folks might think you were leading the troops when they took those fortresses and forget Turan altogether. That might be why he decided to fight the emperor. He was looking to acquire immortality.”

Skharr narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“Well, no man would want to be in your shadow, now, would they? Especially not a chieftain.”

“No, what did you mean that he fought the emperor? When did that happen?”

“It’s going to happen on the emperor’s birthday. It was meant to be the climax of the celebrations, although I don’t know what Tryam was thinking when he agreed. He might be one of the greatest warrior emperors, but he couldn’t beat Turan on his best day. Why do you ask?”

Skharr leaned forward and pursed his lips. “Five days ago, Sigil killed Turan and stole the DeathEater Ax.”

Theros coughed. “I beg your pardon?”

“Why do you think we’re on the march? Why did the whole clan come along? We’re marching for the fucker’s blood.”

“Huh.” Theros stroked his beard. “I did wonder how he beat you to the city.”

“He’s already there?”

“Of course. I thought you were coming to watch Turan trounce the lad. He’s been there for a few days, riling up the locals with talk about how he’ll put Tryam through his paces as a fighter and that people shouldn’t pay to see what will amount to a lesson in humility. I thought he was just driving folks to fill the arena up, but he might have something else in mind.”

“When is the fight supposed to happen?”

“Later today.”

Skharr quelled the rapid beating of his heart and the rushing in his ears. The pieces wove together into a tapestry.

“He’s going to kill the emperor.” Skharr kept his voice low so as not to reveal his panic. “He’s posing as Turan and wielding the DeathEater Ax. He likely anticipated we would follow him to the capital, then make it seem like we were staging a coup. That would destabilize the empire and turn everyone against the DeathEaters in one fell swoop.”

“You’re rather calm about this.”

“Panic won’t solve anything. You need to go to the palace and warn them. I’ll get my kin on the march. It might be that we can help.”

“I would not dally.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


It felt like centuries since the last time he’d stepped onto the sands. He’d been calm in those days, used to the roars of the crowd and the dangers of combat. His early days had been filled with fights intended to raise eyebrows and draw in more people.

As the son of the emperor, he’d never been allowed a reprieve. Fights with bears, wolves, and a minotaur that had been captured after it rampaged through villages in the northern part of the empire. He took the fights nobody else would and succeeded. By comparison, the human fighters he faced were nothing to worry about.

Fighting in the arena and on the battlefield were different things. He was aware of that now as he hadn’t been before. Entertaining a crowd was more important than winning. He’d never lost a fight, and he’d ensured that the crowd got their money’s worth. Even when he fought those who were nowhere near a match for him, Tryam worked to ensure that it appeared as if they had a chance, sometimes to the point of risking his victory.

People liked an underdog, and they loved an entertainer. He’d always been one or the other, making him one of the most popular fighters ever to set foot in the arena. He was the only one ever to retire to become the emperor, too, and his successful fighting career had helped with that. The people assumed he was a great fighter, even if Skharr had gone out of his way to prove that he had a great deal to learn.

He was under the stands again today. He heard the stomping and the cheering of the crowd watching the current fight, which was a championship bout. It was the day of his birth, so his fight had to be special. Mages had created illusions that depicted the most popular historical events in the empire’s history, as well as the finest fights in the arena. A few were his, although Tryam wasn’t allowed to watch. His training had been deep and involved.

He twirled his weapon to loosen his wrists and warm up. He had to keep his feet and hands moving. The waiting chamber used to be his favorite part of the arena. In there, nobody was watching, and he could be alone, which was rare.

It didn’t feel the same now. He had heard about Turan working people up, and while Tryam thought it was a good way to ensure that most of the city turned up to watch the fight, it meant he had to win.

At least put up a good fight, and it would be, regardless of who won. It was supposed to be a demonstration of fighting prowess, both the DeathEater’s and their emperor’s. They were allies, and he needed to make a show of it. Win or lose, it had to be a fine match to show the world that the empire had chosen peace but produced some of the mightiest warriors in the world, including their allies in the barbarian clans and the emperor himself.

It was an interesting idea, but he’d fought a DeathEater before, though Turan was among the finest they’d ever fielded. He’d heard stories about the man’s exploits before he returned to his clan and became their chief.

The announcer called the end of the bout before his. Tryam flipped the sand timer in the corner of his room and smiled. It had been a good fight, and the crowd cheered appropriately. His fight would be a fitting end to the celebrations, and from then on, he could focus on the assassin who wanted him and his family dead.

A mage approached and inspected his swords. Tryam had picked out two and trained with both until they felt like extensions of him. It had been a long time since he’d fought with a weapon in both hands. Sera thought it was ridiculous, but the fans wanted to see that sort of skill.

Nobody wanted to watch him hide behind a shield for ten minutes until his opponent got tired. They wanted to see displays of ferocity, agility, and speed to complement feats of brute strength that got the crowd gasping. The blades were spelled to withstand the kind of battering they would sustain. A sword smashing against another over and over would get dull in a matter of minutes.

Micah approached him after the mages had inspected his weapons and checked his armor. She’d suggested that Sigil might have a crossbow or a poison dart-launcher poised to kill him while he was in the arena. It would be difficult but inspired since most of the crowd would simply think that he’d been killed in the fight.

Uncommon but not unheard of. Tryam’s rules to make the bouts safer had helped, but deaths were still a possibility.

“Are you ready for this?” she asked, patting his shoulder.

“Yes.” It was a lie, but he said the word with great confidence. Surviving an exhibition match with a DeathEater would not be easy. “Are you going to watch the fight?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Her voice shook, but her face showed no emotion. “I’m not very interested in watching my brother be beaten to death by a barbarian.”

“I’ll put up a good fight.”

“That’ll make the beating worse.” She tightened a strap on his armor. “While you’re nursing your wounds, remember that I told you this was a bad idea.”

“I’ll have my mages heal my injuries.”

“We’ll see about that.” Micah winked and motioned for the doors to open. The announcer began the long-winded introduction of the emperor.

Tryam breathed deeply to settle his nerves and heard the crowd cheer when they saw him. He knew better than to rush out onto the sand. Newcomers failed to account for the change in footing. Tryam had never fallen, but he had seen others charge in too quickly and land on their faces.

The crowd loved it, but it didn’t endear the clown to them. The laughter made the fighter lose his focus, and he lost the bout as well, more often than not.

He stepped out to the fanfare of the trumpets. His opponent hadn’t yet been introduced, but it was satisfying to hear people who thought of him as a rich, spoiled emperor who did nothing but make their lives more difficult with every decision and decree roar in support of his appearance.

For the moment, politics were forgotten. They loved to watch him fight, and their cheers crashed over him like a wave. He remembered why he’d left it all behind, and he’d made more of a difference as emperor, but he’d forgotten their support over the years. Tryam missed it.

He would never fight again, though, or not in the arena. He had better things to do than to parade about for cheap cheers. Besides, people wanted things to get bigger and more entertaining, and unless Theros or Janus agreed to step onto the sand with him, Turan was as big and entertaining as it got.

He couldn’t hear the announcer introducing Turan on the other side of the arena. He stopped a third of the way to the center of the sands and closed his eyes, basking in the warmth of the sun and the adulation of thousands. A man could get lost in those roars and do anything to get them back if they were ever removed from him.

The gates across the arena opened, and the cheers faded. The introduction had come and gone without a word of it being heard. Every last man, woman, and child wanted to see the first DeathEater ever to set foot in their arena. Tryam raised his swords in a defensive position and watched the DeathEater step out to the stunned silence of the crowd.

Turan was an impressive specimen, and he was decked out in plate armor, not parade quality but dented and scratched. He had a shield in one hand and an ax in the other. The barbarian stepped into the sun, not pausing to take in the crowd. He only had one thing on his mind—the man across from him.

The DeathEater stopped twenty paces from Tryam. Nothing needed to be said. He’d bragged that he was going to be a harsh teacher for the emperor, which had earned him sourness from the imperial citizens. It wasn’t a bad thing. DeathEaters had always been antagonistic, and people needed villains.

More to the point, they needed the villains to lose. It didn’t matter that all the talk was hot air to get the passions up. At the end of the fight, they could pretend it didn’t mean anything and show their friendship, but during the fight, they were mortal enemies.

He spotted the telltale shimmer on the edge of the barbarian’s blade, showing that it too had been marked by the mages in the arena to ensure that it would not cut flesh. It could easily tear through armor and bruise what lay underneath, but it wouldn’t cut.

“Come along, then.” Tryam flicked his blades. “It’s time for a proper imperial welcome.”

Without a grunt or a battle cry, Turan sped forward. The crowd gasped at how quickly he could move, and it was terrifying to face it. Tryam slashed and jumped out of the way without making it seem like he was scrambling. Sera had told him that fighting with two swords was idiotic, but he’d insisted on it. His sabers, deathly sharp and long enough to keep him out of the reach of anything except a spear, were light and balanced.

The latter wouldn’t matter in the arena, but his sister’s training had involved him maintaining proper edge alignment. He remembered every word since they had left his ears ringing, and the loud clang when they struck the barbarian’s armor was vindication.

He smiled when the crowd cheered the first strike, but the barbarian was unmoved. Turan attacked again, reversing his strike and following it with a bash from his shield. Tryam evaded the first and thought he’d avoided the second until the shield clipped his shoulder.

The force behind it would have crushed his ribs if it had connected. As it was, he stumbled backward a step. He swayed at the hip to avoid a strike at his neck and sidestepped another shield bash from his opponent while clipping Turan on the back of the head.

Tryam shifted, using his superior speed to stay ahead of the barbarian’s strikes, with a quick tap here or there to justify his movements. The crowd was enthralled, and Tryam thought he was covering the pain in his shoulder well.

His taps wouldn’t have deeply wounded the barbarian if he hadn’t been wearing armor. More to the point, Tryam was quicker, but the barbarian was swift enough to hold him off.

Turan twisted on the sand and slashed at where Tryam had been standing a second prior, which forced Tryam to take a step back, jump up on the wall of the arena, and flip over the head of the barbarian. When he landed, he rolled over his shoulder to put distance between them, but Turan didn’t let up. He pushed harder and forced the emperor onto the defensive, blocking strikes with his ax and evading the bashes with his shield.

He hadn’t expected Turan to make it an easy fight. The crowd would spot a throw, and the barbarian’s pride would make him give his all, especially since the fight was taking place before the eyes of the empire. Tryam began to regret agreeing to it.

The barbarian swept the ax across the sand, trying to catch Tryam while he was on the ground, and the emperor pounced. He attacked with his blades first, sweeping the ax to the side and following it with a kick to the barbarian’s hand. Turan dropped the ax, and Tryam slipped to the left when the barbarian tried to bash him with his shield. It was quick, but Turan telegraphed the move. Tryam’s skills had improved during his training with Sera. She’d been injured for the past few days, but he’d kept his training up.

Something was wrong. The DeathEater should be better than that. It seemed like he was uncomfortable carrying the ax and the shield.

Tryam slipped his blade between the straps of the barbarian’s shield and cut them. He realized his mistake when the shield dropped to the sand since Turan tilted his head forward and headbutted Tryam. His helmet absorbed most of the impact, but it was jarring enough to send him stumbling back.

He regained his balance, but his head rang from the impact. The crowd roared, enjoying the fight. Tryam thought he had gotten an edge by removing the barbarian’s shield, but he did not think that would slow a DeathEater down.

Turan turned to the weapon that had been kicked from his hands but ignored it. He reached under his breastplate and drew another weapon. The crowd booed, throwing garbage at the barbarian as he extracted the new weapon, but it didn’t help. That was what the mages were for.

Tryam froze when he noticed that the mages were dead. Their blood stained the sands, and their bodies were being dragged into the shadows overhanging the arena by dark elves.

He should have spotted it before now. Why wait to kill the emperor when he could impersonate a killer and take him out in front of the whole arena? That would turn the empire against the barbarians he’d considered to be allies until that point. He could wonder what had happened to Turan, but it was clear that Sigil had killed him and taken his place.

Only one question remained. How in all the hells had he gotten his hands on the DeathEater Ax?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


There were plenty of reasons for Tryam to go. His death would turn the empire into a killing field. Thousands would die, and there would be mass chaos and destruction, which was necessary for what would come after.

Elric didn’t know what would happen in the later years, but Tryam was in the way. He was a damn good emperor, but he was a patch on a leaking dam. He would not live forever, no matter what the young man thought, and after him would come someone inexperienced.

Someone with a mountainous ego and not enough intelligence to back it, and there would be chaos, death, and destruction anyway. The elf was right; the world was dying. It had to sever the festering limb to save the rest of the body.

The empire was that festering limb. Nothing good would come of its current stagnation, and eventually, it would lead to a level of destruction that had not been seen for centuries.

Humans had a bad habit of forgetting things like that, although the DeathEaters had held onto the traditions that resulted from the last upheaval, along with a few others. However, they were stuck and stagnant as well.

He hadn’t approached them with his plan and hoped they would understand. They enjoyed the world as it was and didn’t much care for change. They would remain in their mountains and fight anyone who came to displace them, but they did not otherwise seem concerned with what happened in the rest of the world.

He doubted they would be displaced by what was about to come. They would just stay in their mountains until the end of time.

The elf had developed a liking for them, though. There were rumors that she had helped Skharr on more than one occasion, although he assumed she’d had an agenda. The tale went that she had given Skharr the weapon he required to kill one of the elder gods, those who had long been forgotten by most of the world.

If that wasn’t an act to clear the way for future advancement of high elves, he didn’t know what was.

It didn’t matter. The emperor was the last piece to fall. With his death, the realms of men, the dwarves, and the lesser elves would be weakened, and she would go forward with her plans. She had not told him the specifics, though he’d helped her make this happen.

He’d convinced the emperor to fight Turan and directed the assassin to take the chief’s place to turn the empire on its head. It would alienate one of their biggest folk heroes, and with the emperor dead, it would be assumed that the Ferats were involved since Sera was married to a DeathEater.

He’d played the political game long enough to know that many dukes and counts did not like the power Sera and Micah had acquired through their connections to Skharr and the emperor. Those nobles would turn on them.

The elf might be impressed, but he’d learned the hard way that her favor shifted quickly depending on how effective he was as her agent.

That didn’t mean he wanted to watch the lad be killed by an assassin. He’d come to like the young emperor, and he’d been treated fairly and well by him from the moment he arrived. More to the point, the lad treated everyone fairly, from maids to lords. He had yelled at Elric earlier that week, but the captain couldn’t blame him for that.

Elric was responsible for keeping killers out of those passages, but he had allowed the dark elves through. Thankfully, he did not need to watch the fight. He had better things to do. The elves he’d smuggled in were tasked with ensuring that nobody interfered with the emperor’s assassination, but it was best that he personally arrange for the next part.

Folks would question why he wasn’t there for the emperor’s birthday. He was a busy man, but he made time for Tryam. Still, Elric hoped the ensuing chaos would mask his tracks until he was well on his way to the border, or better, beyond it. War had a way of muddling things, and civil war was even more confusing. He could sneak out soon.

Micah would be caught in the middle, in no position to retaliate against him. Failing that, he had plots in the works to play out against her.

He had tasks to do. The elf wanted Sera Ferat dead, but she hadn’t explained why. Elric assumed it was because she feared he would betray her, and he couldn’t blame her for that. However, if she wanted Sera dead, he would kill her himself.

It had taken some work, but most of the palace was at the arena for the rest of the day. Those who remained were preparing for the feast to follow. It would likely be canceled when the emperor was killed, but he knew the food would not go to waste.

He paused and inspected his surroundings. It wouldn’t do for him to be observed by one of the palace servants. He could prevent them from stopping him, but if they saw him skulking, word would get to the wrong people.

If someone found him, he would have to kill them, which would be a shame since they were innocent workers who didn’t know much. That didn’t mean they weren’t willing to take coin for information, but Elric was no hypocrite. He was willing and able to do the same.

When he was sure he was alone, Elric drew the dagger he’d secreted in one of the passages. He didn’t know who now had access to them, and one of the assassins could have left it behind. That was this specific weapon’s purpose.

Sera hadn’t gone to watch her brother. By all reports, she was still too weak to leave her room. The mages were confounded by the weakness, but it was a common side effect of being dosed with a severe poison as she had been.

Probably for the best. He slipped through the door and looked around to ensure that nobody had followed him. He was acting suspiciously, but there was nobody around to see him.

The room was dark. Sera was on the bed, sleeping. It was a shame she had to die. He liked Sera. She was good company, an honorable warrior, and one of the most gifted fighters in the empire.

She was going to be killed in the dark by a knife in the back, but he had no chance against her in a fair fight. He liked her, but he wasn’t willing to turn his life over to the elf, so she had to go.

He’d heard that the emperor would be the last in the long line of those the elf had taken out. She’d turned many former enemies to her side, but everyone else had to go. Elric was not afraid of powerful people in the realm or on the continent. He was one of the few people who could raise his voice to the emperor, and he’d gotten into yelling matches with gods.

But that elf terrified him, and looking like a child made it worse. He shuddered and skulked to the bed. His boots didn’t make a sound as he felt his way through the darkness in the room.

The time had come. He had to drive the knife into the young woman on the bed. Leaving a child without a mother was dishonorable but necessary. It was the only way to free himself from what his life had become since that damn elf had infiltrated it.

The weapon was covered with poison, which meant a nick would finish her as long as he kept the mages away from the room. Most were at the games anyway. The reports spoke of her sleeping long hours over the past few days.

He raised the knife but froze when an iron grip kept him from driving the blade home. A quick wrench forced him to drop the blade, and a hand scooped it up before it could fall more than a couple of inches. The same hand drove it into Elric’s stomach before he could reach for the dagger at his hip.

Micah rose from the bed, dressed in light armor. She’d been expecting him from the looks of things.

“Fuck,” he moaned, looking down at the dark elf dagger.

“As fitting a last word as any other, I suppose,” she quipped, drawing the knife from his stomach and pressing it to his neck. “Got anything else to say?”

“Not…not really.” He could feel the poison spreading through his body. If she intended to interrogate him, she had less than a minute to extract information.

“I figured as much.” She dragged the blade across his throat and wiped it clean on his shirt before he fell over.

One last indignity. Elric smiled. How fitting.

[image: ]



Her role in the battle was simple. Kat didn’t know why they had given her the task they had. She didn’t think her new allies trusted her to fight alongside them, but they would learn.

And she would survive. Sigil had taught her to do that, and Kat was one of the best at it. She would fight all day if she thought she could win, but others couldn’t resist the impulse to keep fighting when they couldn’t triumph.

Belief was a hell of a thing. It kept people going through the worst situations, hoping they would succeed in the end. Others realized they wouldn’t walk away unscathed and gave up.

Kat sighed and shook her head. It was possible that one day, she would find a cause that would drive her the way it drove others. Like his cause drove Sigil. The irony was that Sigil was the only person she thought she might one day choose to make a stupid mistake for. He was as close to family as she would ever have.

Her knife was in her hand, but she didn’t bother pointing it at anything. She was familiar with the odd sound, scent, and sensation that came with Ahverna opening a portal.

“Everyone else is ready,” the goddess announced, closing the portal behind her. “How are you coming along?”

“As well as I can.” Kat scratched her chin and scowled. “I’ve got plenty of weapons and all kinds of poisons, but I don’t have anything that would pose a threat to a person like the elf.”

“There aren’t many things that would. Most were too powerful to keep around, so they were destroyed. One, however, escaped the rampant destruction and fell into my hands. Theros would have my left leg if he found out I gave it to you, so I hope you respect me enough to keep it hidden until it is needed.”

Kat turned, unsure of what Ahverna meant, then tilted her head and inspected the dagger the goddess extended to her. The delicate blade was as long and thick as her middle finger. It shimmered like it didn’t enjoy being seen and was seconds from disappearing.

When she grasped it, it felt solid. Kat would have sworn it was carved from bone or the tooth of some monster. The blade was covered with runes from top to bottom, and she didn’t dare test the edge. She could tell it was impossibly sharp, and it balanced perfectly in her hand.

“Many will want to take that weapon from you.” Ahverna crossed her arms. “Keep it secret, but should you ever feel as if it’s too heavy to carry, return it to me.”

“Thank you.” Kat smiled and slipped the weapon into her sleeve. “I think. Everyone else is ready?”

“Yes, and on their way to their positions.” Ahverna waved her hand, and a portal opened.

Cassandra and Sera stood on the other side. They were inspecting their weapons like skilled and experienced warriors did.

“I guess we’re ready?” Sera asked, twirling her blade around her body. Kat had read Blademaster writings about how their students were expected to warm up before a fight if they had the time.

“Indeed.” Ahverna looked around and smiled. “This is an odd meeting.”

“What makes you say that?” Cassandra asked.

“With the exception of Kat, all three of us are connected by someone as workaday as Skharr.”

“I wouldn’t say that Skharr is workaday,” Sera protested.

“And I’d say there are quite a few women in the empire who know Skharr the way we do,” Cassandra added.

Kat narrowed her eyes. “Wait. When you say ‘know,’ do you mean…”

Her voice trailed off, and Ahverna smiled.

“We’ve tasted his dragon, yes.” The goddess rolled her shoulders. “No hard feelings. He’s been thoroughly dedicated to Lady Ferat from the moment they got together.”

Sera shrugged. “I knew Skharr was not a celibate paladin before me.”

Cassandra looked at the three of them. “Not celibate, no.”

The women were silent. Kat didn’t like having Ahverna raise the point right before a fight like she wanted to get into their heads. Maybe she had an agenda.

It was obvious to her that all three women carried a torch for the man. She wondered if they saw that in each other.

Ahverna smoothly changed the subject. “The fight has begun. I imagine it won’t be long before our target makes an appearance. She’ll know that her assassin failed and will come to finish Sera herself. We’ll be ready for her.”

Kat nodded and retreated into the shadows within the room. Sera carefully inspected her blade. Kat wondered if she could convince the woman to teach her any Blademaster techniques.

Maybe Ahverna would see to it that she continued her education with the Blademasters who had taught her.

She settled into her spot, out of sight. Cassandra seemed confused that she couldn’t see the young assassin any longer, but she didn’t have time to delve into why.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The emperor was a better fighter than Sigil had anticipated. The assassin had known that Tryam had spent most of his early years competing on these very sands, but he had hoped the young man had gotten fat and soft on the throne.

Sigil had to lose the first act of the fight since he was telling a story as much as fighting an opponent. He was Turan, the chieftain of the barbarian DeathEaters. He had expected a simple, easy fight with an arrogant emperor and found that he was more than he appeared. He would draw the weapon of his people after it was clear that he would not win and end the emperor before the mages could step in to stop him.

Mages who were now dead. Elves had killed the mages while the spectators were caught up in the drama of the fight. With their deaths, their spells on the blades had failed, but Sigil had accepted that risk. He’d worked to ensure that they would be angry from the moment he stepped out on the sand.

When he murdered their emperor in cold blood, they would erupt in rage. Sigil was not supposed to survive the arena, but if he managed to slip away in the chaos that ensued, he didn’t know what would happen after.

This should have been easy. That was the theory, but the emperor was putting up more of a fight than he’d thought the lad would. He pushed back and parried the strikes meant to take off his head, and boos cascaded down from the crowd.

He needed to end this soon. The watchers were paralyzed with indecision after the mages’ deaths, but it wouldn’t last. They would swarm the arena, and killing the emperor would be difficult in the ensuing mess.

Tryam could not win. He thought he was battling an older DeathEater, and he might not have been ready for that either, but he had chosen not to go down without putting up as much of a fight as he could.

Sigil spun his blades, ignoring the blood pouring from the wounds across his body.

“Is that all you have for me?” Tryam attacked again.

He did not like fighting with an ax. The DeathEater Ax was an impressive weapon, but its balance was off, and it required a different kind of footwork than he was used to. That didn’t mean he couldn’t bring his superior strength and speed to bear, but the weapon was inefficient. The boy emperor wasn’t as powerful as Turan, and he didn’t have a pack of other DeathEaters there to kill the man who killed him.

The emperor twisted out of the way of another strike and slashed with his blades. He was quick with both swords and almost as good with the right as he was with the left. Not truly ambidextrous, but close. His swords clanged into the plate armor and bounced off.

Sigil almost felt bad. In a few more years, he would be one of the best, but that would not happen now. He evaded the two subsequent strikes, trying to imitate Turan’s fighting style. That also hampered his ability to kill the boy quickly.

The next attack required Tryam to try to take his head off with a smooth slash that barely missed its target. Sigil followed it by twisting around the boy and cutting the back of his right leg. Not deep enough to cut his hamstrings, but Tryam stumbled forward and fell to his hands and knees.

He tried to get back to his feet and dropped to one knee again.

“Why are you doing this?” Tryam whispered.

“You’ve trodden on the DeathEaters for too lo⁠—”

“No.” Tryam shifted and rose to his feet. “Assassin. Why would you do this? What do you stand to gain, or is it only for the coin?”

Sigil shrugged. They were speaking too softly for anyone else to hear. “You wouldn’t understand, and you never will.”

He raised the Ax, and the young emperor tried to stand to meet the attack. Sigil could bring the weapon down and overpower the young man’s defenses. The killing blow wouldn’t be clean, but it would be effective.

Sigil narrowed his eyes and looked around when arrows flew from the crowd. A dozen picked off the elves hidden at the edges of the arena. The emperor seemed confused too, but he was peering at his would-be assassin’s hand. Sigil realized that the Ax he’d meant to kill the emperor with had disappeared from his fingers. He hadn’t felt it leave him.

Sigil turned and saw a tall, powerfully built mountain of a man. Skharr was difficult to miss, as was the weapon in his hand. The DeathEater Ax was a fickle bitch, as it turned out.

He twirled the weapon and smiled. “I suppose you did not expect that.”

“No. I did not.” Sigil glanced around the arena. The civilians fled, screaming, as DeathEaters descended from the stands, weapons drawn. A few remained on the high ground, using their bows to suppress the elves while the rest trekked across the sand.

None joined the fight. They stayed away from where the emperor, Skharr, and Sigil stood.

Sigil smiled. This was more like it. He wanted his last battle to be real, not him killing an underprepared boy with a weapon he didn’t like. Sigil extended a hand and felt the cold steel of the spear press into his palm.

“Come on, then. Show me what the great Skharr DeathEater can do with the weapon designed for his hands.”

“You talk too much.” Skharr drew a dagger of elvish make with the opposite hand.
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Sera felt her presence a second before the portal opened. It had been a gamble to assume the elf would come after her. She didn’t enjoy the idea of fighting someone that powerful, but the elf wanted her dead. She had tried twice, sending dark elves and Elric to do the deed. Sigil would kill Tryam, but the elf had a personal vendetta against Sera.

She didn’t want to know why. Skharr had been honest about his prior dalliances, and the elf wasn’t his sort, so it couldn’t be that, but no one would go after her that insistently without a personal connection. She would not risk killing the emperor otherwise.

“You shouldn’t let her get into your head like that.” Cassandra’s voice was quieter than it needed to be. “She revels in chaos. She plays politics, but what she really wants is a mild madness.”

Sera shrugged. Cassandra didn’t know what she was thinking. Skharr had gone around the world and chosen her, and Sera had been around the world and chosen him. She’d had a goddess as competition, so having him choose the princess—or duchess, in her case—was flattering.

Sera pointed at the far side of the room when she heard the air ripple there. Ahverna had said she would not appear until the elf arrived. Theros had made the same promise. They hadn’t heard from any of the other gods, so she assumed they didn’t know or didn’t care what was happening. That was odd since Janus was the sort to involve himself.

The elf stepped through the portal she’d opened, a different type than those created by the gods they dealt with. Sera and Cassandra raised their weapons.

The elf did not look impressed. “I should have expected Elric to fail.” She sighed. “Too arrogant for his own good. He thought he was the best because he’d been playing this game for so long, but the truth was that nobody considered him to be a threat.”

“Times change.” Sera inhaled and loosened her shoulders. “Why do you want me dead?”

“You wouldn’t understand. Few people do. Looking into the vast expanse of what might be isn’t for the faint of heart, and it is not for those who think they know what is going to happen.”

“Like you killing me?”

“That doesn’t fall under my plan to end the empire. It’s a personal affair.”

As if those words triggered something, Brahgen stepped from the shadows, leaving behind a trail of smoke while whispering a spell. Those who didn’t have a talent for magic could perform it under the right circumstances when given the right ingredients.

The elf watched him closely. Then her attention turned to Ahverna, who stepped through the circle Brahgen had created around the four women before he completed it. A shimmering, invisible wall appeared after the spell was complete.

She approached the edge and tested the spell, narrowing her eyes when her hands met a solid barrier.

“Best of luck, ladies.” Brahgen bowed before stepping out of the room. He had other matters to attend to.

“There’s no slipping in or out of this place,” Sera commented, raising her blade. “You’ll have to finish what you started.”

Cassandra didn’t let the elf make the first move. She sent a diamond-shaped knife spinning with a flick of her wrist before charging forward with her spear. The paladin did like to take control of situations. The elf stepped around the thrown blade like it was moving through water and swatted the paladin’s spear aside, then raised her hand and fired a blast of dark power.

Cassandra was knocked off her feet, but most of the power was deflected into the rest of the room. That made Sera’s ears hurt, but it didn’t slow her. Her sweeping, two-handed slash was followed by a thrust, a cut, a slash, and a sweep at the elf’s legs in rapid succession.

The elf just watched her efforts, stepping out of the way when the weapon came too close. She didn’t bother to parry Sera’s strikes. The Blademaster spun on her heel when she saw a blast coming her way and dove to the floor to avoid it.

The blast went through the invisible wall and tore a chunk from the bricks behind it, but Sera spotted Cassandra leaning against the barrier. Weapons and blasts went through, not people. Sera was on her feet again when Ahverna joined the fight.

The goddess and the elf were better matched, each moving at impossible speeds and forcing each other around their fighting circle with attacks and blasts of power. Sera had trouble following their moves until the elf caught Ahverna by the wrists.

The ensuing struggle not only involved strength but also power as the two pushed and heaved against each other. The power reached its peak and exploded between the pair. Ahverna crashed into the invisible wall, but the elf was only forced back a few steps without a hair out of place.

“You don’t seem to understand your predicament.” The elf brushed the dust off her sleeves and studied the trio. “I’m not trapped in here with you. You are trapped in here with me.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Kat was so far out of her depth that it wasn’t funny. She watched the fighting but stayed out of the battle. They had directed her to hold off and watch how the fighting went. If it didn’t go well, she was to step in and help.

The question was, what could she do in a fight like that? She could not just jump in. She had to figure out how to join the fight while the others were being thrown around. The blasts of power filling the room made her wonder if Sigil hadn’t been right. She should have left the city and the business of gods fighting between themselves. She was just an assassin.

She was only alive due to an odd trick she’d picked up. Sigil didn’t know how to manipulate shadows, and she had never enlightened him.

It didn’t matter now. She was committed to the fight, and if she ran away like she had in the past, it would spell trouble not only for her but for the whole continent. She had to stop thinking about how impossible this was and find a way to turn this fight on its head.

She had a weapon the elf did not anticipate—a knife that was supposedly capable of killing gods. It could damage the bitch if I could get close enough, she thought. Or if she made a clean throw, but her opportunities would be limited. The elf hadn’t spotted her, so she had one chance.

Ahverna was having trouble as she flicked to the side and twisted out of the way of the blasts and attacks the elf threw at her like they were nothing. Containing the elf might have been a mistake. The goddess was doing her best to keep the elf’s attention, but it wouldn’t last forever.

It wasn’t too late to switch sides. The knife could kill Ahverna as well, and she was the most distracted by the fighting. One throw and the goddess would be dead, the elf would get what she wanted, and this would be over. Sera would be dead too, but Kat would be alive.

She pushed the thought aside. Going back on a deal was a good way to get killed. As much as Kat disliked the idea of fighting the elf, it was best done when she had allies.

“You might want to reconsider that.”

Kat froze. The elf stopped attacking the others and looked directly at her. Those eyes felt like they were digging into her soul.

“What?” she asked before she could contain herself.

“Sigil made a deal with me. He might not have liked it, but it was a bargain for him. You haven’t joined in the fighting, which tells me you’re wondering if it’s too late. It’s not. Kill Sera Ferat, and you won’t ever want for anything again.”

The others paused and peered around. Either they couldn’t see Kat and weren’t sure who the elf was talking to, or they didn’t want to give away their attack plan. They’d gone through three so far, and the best they could boast was that they were still alive.

“Sigil talked about you, you know.” The elf crossed her arms. “You were a gifted apprentice, and not only because you knew how to kill. You also seemed to enjoy your life as an apothecary. Under my tutelage, not only would you have all the coin you could ever want to operate your shop, but I could give you knowledge lost to the world. The means to bottle life and death. The power of a goddess, beholden to nobody.”

“Nobody but you, right?”

“Nobody. I will give you knowledge, but you will choose how to live your life. One kill. The deal of a lifetime.”

It was a tempting thought, but as much as Kat wanted to be back on Sigil’s side, she knew he was miserable. One kill would not be the end. The elf would never leave her alone. For high elves, forever was a long time, and she would consider that Kat owed her a debt for every minute of it.

“Thank you for your consideration.” Kat hopped out of the shadow and dropped to the floor. “But I don’t want to acquire a reputation for welching on the jobs I take.”

“You’ll want to think about⁠—”

No point in hearing her talk. Bargaining with her would consist of bribery, then threats—a carrot and a stick. Next would be an all-too-real reminder of how powerful the elf was. She didn’t need that. Kat didn’t understand why she would bother taking on another assassin.

She didn’t wait to hear the reason, either. Kat launched a pair of knives at the elf on an odd trajectory. The childlike being smacked the blades aside, surprised by the attack. The assassin was on the move when the blasts of elven power tore through the floor around her.

Sera, Cassandra, and Ahverna took advantage of the elf’s distraction to rush back into the fight. They should have found some way to escape the walls they’d created, but they attacked.

Ahverna was blasted to the side, as was Cassandra, protected by their magic. Sera feinted to the right, then cut to the left. She was the first to draw blood. The elf inched back, shocked.

The wound wouldn’t kill her, though. That would take a knife designed to kill gods. Kat had her chance, but it wasn’t a clean throw. The elf was moving, enraged by the wound to her stomach.

Kat drew the magic-enhanced knife and leaned into the throw. The blade flew like it had a mind of its own and sliced through the wall around the elf, Cassandra, Ahverna, and Sera with a burst of blue when it brought down the spell. The elf raised her hand, whether to kill Sera or open a portal out of the room since she was no longer restricted, Kat wasn’t sure.

It did not matter since the knife sank into her chest just above the heart. Not a perfect throw, but it was close enough to nick that organ and her lungs, which would kill her. The blade wasn’t poisoned, but it appeared to be burning the elf’s skin.

The elf looked down at the knife. Shock colored her features, and she stumbled back through where the barrier had been. “Well, isn’t that an interesting dagger.”

“I’ve got more,” Kat growled, drawing one in each hand, and rushed forward.

She was a second too late. The elf waved her hand and fell through the portal that opened. It shut before Kat could jump through with her.

“Slimy bitch!” Kat screamed and kicked the wall.

“That was one hell of a throw,” Sera commented, dropping to one knee. “How did you get it through?”

“I don’t know.” Kat shrugged. She didn’t like leaving the job unfinished. The dagger should have killed the elf, but she couldn’t confirm it.

“It doesn’t matter,” Ahverna whispered, patting the young woman on the shoulder. “She’s gone. Now we need to see how Skharr is doing against Sigil.”
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It was not going well. Skharr hated it when his lungs burned as he fought. He hated the sting in his muscles, the dull ache in his bones that made every move and breath the purest agony. It didn’t help that he’d traveled as quickly as he physically could for the past few days.

He wanted to blame his pain on his circumstances, but there was more to it than that. Sigil’s attacks lagged as well, and both paused to take a deep breath before they continued.

“You DeathEaters are a pain to take down,” Sigil commented.

“So I’ve heard. You’re tougher than most assassins I’ve run into.”

“I’ve had work done. Magic fused to my body and bones. I don’t suppose I can say the same about you.”

“Nothing of the sort has been done to me.”

“She said DeathEaters had magic infused into their bodies so it would be passed to their children.”

Skharr smirked and shook his head. “Magic elves say all sorts of crazy things.”

Sigil seemed disappointed by his answer. He darted forward and thrust with his spear. Skharr batted it out of the way and was rewarded with the butt of the spear to his ribs. It knocked the breath from his lungs, but Skharr hammered his shoulder into the assassin’s midsection due to his momentum. Both fell, and Skharr launched off the assassin, rolled over the sand, and scrambled to his feet.

The assassin got to his feet and rushed back into the fight. Tryam was up again, and Skharr spotted Gerrold on the sand as well. He had a sword and shield, both stained with blood, and was fighting alongside Tryam.

Skharr appreciated the breather, but they wouldn’t buy him much time. Tryam and Gerrold weren’t going to stop, but the assassin seemed to be growing stronger while they got weaker. Skharr forced himself to move, and the sand didn’t help. Why did they make people fight on sand? It was the worst possible surface.

Sigil saw him coming. Gerrold and Tryam were forced to the side as the spear was thrust at Skharr’s stomach. He sidestepped both the strike and the follow-through, which almost took his head off, then swept the dagger in his left hand forward, forcing the assassin back, followed by a chop with the Ax.

The strikes continued, but Skharr’s muscles would eventually give out, and he would be killed. All he could do was buy Tryam and Gerrold enough time to escape. If the emperor survived the attack, they could make their way through this.

He wouldn’t live to see the results. The assassin had gotten some gashes in through his armor. He was pushing as hard as he could, and it wasn’t good enough. Skharr tried to suck in air, but nothing came in.

After one swing, Skharr slipped on the sand and just managed to catch himself. A cough wracked his injured ribs, and he almost fell over from the combination of pain and lack of air.

Sigil would plant the spear in his back and push it through his chest after that misstep. He waited for the pain, but no additional agony made itself known. Skharr looked up and saw Sigil standing a few paces from him, almost looking disappointed. There was blood pouring from his stomach from where he’d slashed at it with the dagger in a desperate attempt to push back, and apparently, his cut had gotten through, which seemed impossible.

Sigil was as surprised as he was. He pressed on the gash from which he was bleeding. “How…”

Skharr rose despite every inch of his body begging him not to and attacked again. The assassin raised the spear, but Skharr pushed it aside with the Ax before burying his dagger in Sigil’s neck. He didn’t believe he was successful.

The bastard was still alive, though. Blood didn’t freely flow from his wound. Skharr was pushed back from the dagger, but he stepped up again, swinging the Ax at the assassin’s head.

Sigil raised the spear to block the strike, but Skharr pushed his weapon down hard. Sparks showered from the point of contact, and Skharr couldn’t believe his eyes when the DeathEater Ax cut through the silver spear and into the assassin’s skull.

Sigil’s eyes went dead, and his hands fell to his sides, bringing the two halves of the Silver Spear with them. Skharr registered that the fighting had died down. The elves were dead or had fled, leaving the DeathEaters alone on the sand.

A few hearty souls were still watching. Many of the civilians had run, but some had stayed, and they cheered. They weren’t sure what had happened, but Tryam and Skharr were both alive. They had survived their fight with the devious assassin and his dark elf allies.

Gerrold held Tryam up as the pair approached Skharr.

“Doing all right, old man?” Gerrold asked.

“Shut your mouth.” Skharr resisted the urge to sink to his hands and knees. He wanted to curl up on the sand and go to sleep.

“I’ll see what I can do about that.”

Skharr shook his head. “Sigil is dead. We need to find out how the rest of our people did and check the wounded. No telling what those dark elves had on their blades.”

“After you take a nap?”

“I will smack you, Marquess.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Not everything was back to normal. The city still roiled from the assassination attempt. Tryam spent the next few days with his Eagles. With Elric dead, he had to find another captain to command the guards.

Skharr did not care. He had more than done his part to stave off the fall of the empire. As things stood, the emperor owed him more than he could ever repay.

For the moment, he was enjoying the view of the city. It was too early for them to do much else. He rested his head on Sera’s lap, and she threaded her fingers through his hair.

“You look exhausted.” She leaned down and kissed his forehead. “You know we could just sleep, right?”

“I do. I tried. It won’t come.” He closed his eyes when she stroked his hair again. “Although it will if you keep that up.”

She smiled and kissed his lips. “How do you feel about leaving Theron in Throk’s care?”

Skharr shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it at the moment. Besides, the pair are probably as thick as thieves by now.”

Sera frowned. “I miss him. I don’t know how long I can wait to head home.”

“Best to find the elf’s body first. I still don’t know why she wanted you dead.”

“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. Kat did her in. She doesn’t matter anymore.”

Skharr sighed. “You don’t actually believe that, and even if she is dead, she might not have been the only mastermind behind all this.”

“I don’t want to think about it. Our empire is fragile right now, though Tryam promised our neighbors that he would not press any advantage that came from all the deaths. All we can do is hope that nobody was paying attention and no one tries again.”

He understood why she didn’t want to think about it, but Skharr knew something would happen again. The elf might have been powerful, but he didn’t think she was the mastermind. She was immortal, and that meant gods were involved. The sort who were patient and would eventually get what they wanted.

“Let’s just enjoy the sunrise,” she whispered and kissed him again.

Skharr smiled. “I’d like that. After we’re done licking our wounds, we can find our way home.”

“Or we can make a deal with one of the gods. They owe us too, and one can open a portal for us.”

“There’s a good idea.” Skharr closed his eyes when she threaded her fingers through his hair again. “In a bit.”

“In a bit.”
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She was alive.

How? The concept didn’t appeal to her as much as it should have. The pain in her chest was worse than it had been when the knife impaled it.

After a few moments, she reached up and felt the area. The wound was closing, but it also felt like she’d been burned. The skin was crusty, and it broke open and caused more pain when she touched it.

Nothing else felt like a tengier tooth. Spells and runes were inscribed on the weapon, but she didn’t try to read them. Her power had sustained a deep blow, and it would take a while for it to recover, but she’d been alive for centuries. She could be patient.

She noticed a hooded figure opposite her in the cavernous room.

“You’re alive. How fortunate.” He sighed and slowly stood. He was taller than anyone else she’d seen in her many years on the planet, and the hood made him look even larger and more imposing than he usually did. “But you failed. Our master does not tolerate failure.”

She hissed and pushed her hair away from her face. “It was not a failure, merely a setback.”

“Do you think he’ll see it that way?”

“I don’t care. They sent me to the empire two decades early.”

He nodded. “True, our means of travel makes the timeline difficult to pin down. However, he will not tolerate excuses.”

She shook her head and waved him off. He always made what she did sound like she had failed, and he was right this time. She was disappointed in herself. She had been a few decades early, but she had come close to completing their tasks.

She had brought the empire to the precipice. It would recover while she did, but with well-placed nudges, it would happen again. She stood slowly, wrapping herself in the long white blanket. It flowed around her feet as she approached the pool in the ground.

Its surface was reflective, so she could see her face.

“The way we travel is not precise, but all is going according to plan. We might be a few years early in our plans.”

Her reflection shimmered, and other faces formed. A young woman poring over papers on a table by candlelight. An old, bearded fellow drawing lightning into himself from a thick black storm cloud.

Finally, she saw a young man who looked like a much younger version of Skharr, although the nose was different. Theron would break it and never allow a mage to fix it for him.

He was in a fight, and the image changed several times. He went from holding the DeathEater Ax to a quarterstaff and then using his fists.

She smiled as she ran her fingers over her scar. She had wondered how it came about in the images of her future. It had been painful, but it would be worth it in the end.

“We can afford to be patient,” she added, looking away from the image of the young man. “Soon, the silver ships will come over the horizon once more. Our people will take their rightful place on the continent after their time in exile.”

“I wish I shared your confidence.”

“You will.” She tilted her head and patted his gloved hand. “Be patient.”

He bowed his head and covered her hand with his. “You know I trust you in all things, but this⁠—”

“Was necessary. The future holds great and powerful things for us.”
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Hello, dear friends and fellow readers on this journey we call life (the moments in between book reading). Thank you for not only reading this book – but joining me here in the back!

SKHARR WHEN???

As the days of January 2024 unfold, I find myself reflecting on the incredible journey we've taken together with one of my most cherished characters: Skharr DeathEater.

I want to express my deepest appreciation to all of you for joining me in the adventures of this formidable yet oddly endearing protagonist. Skharr isn't just a character in a book; for me, he's become a revisit to a world of raw fantasy that I personally get lost in every six months or so.

I’m listening to his audio books, again.

The realm of fantasy is vast and varied, and while I adore creating and inhabiting these worlds, the market can be as unpredictable as a sorcerer's duel. It seems that Skharr may need to rest his battle-axe for a short while as we navigate the ever-changing tides of the literary landscape purchasing patterns (how is that for alliteration?)

The current plan is to let the series simmer for up to a year before considering the release of another tale—if the fates allow.

In the interim, I cannot overstate the value of your support. If you know someone with a penchant for fantasy—someone who might find kinship with Skharr's relentless spirit—I ask you to consider introducing them to his saga. Word of mouth is the mightiest weapon we have, and every recommendation helps to secure the future of the series.

What the hell Hyundai? You were so close!

Now, onto a lighter note—and a slight digression—I recently watched the Hyundai Santa Fe SUV commercial during the AFC wild playoff game (congratulations to the Kansas City Chiefs on their win).

If you are curious, here is the link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaZu6XMtpTQ

The commercial's graphics captivated me, drawing me into a family's off-road adventure, a tale told with engaging visuals and a spirit of wanderlust.

However, a particular moment gave me pause: the scene where the father, donned in modern attire, deceives a boss about working through the weekend as he is obviously out at the lake with his family.

To me, a true barbarian (Viking) would have handled the situation with more honesty and honor. It's a small gripe, but one that speaks to the importance of staying true to character, even in marketing.

Perhaps the father could have found a way to uphold his responsibilities while also embracing his time with family—much like Skharr would balance duty and personal ethos.

As we venture forward, I look forward to the time when we can once again raise our shields (and mugs) and march alongside Skharr DeathEater. Until then, may your own adventures be grand, and may your stories be told with the courage and heart of a true barbarian.

Until our next tale unfolds

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

PS: MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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